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Hi! I hope you enjoy this book and that it offers you a source of Christ-centered entertainment. My goal in writing is to offer an opportunity for readers to experience God in books that are different yet refreshingly wholesome.

If you would like to know more about the hope and truth that changed my life and why I now write about fictional people finding that same hope and truth, send me an email!

PS.144outreach@gmail.com

In Christ,

Madison
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“We’re letting you go,” my boss informed me with a pretend regretful expression as he and a supervisor for the publishing company I worked at sat on the opposite side of the desk.

“What?” I asked in bewilderment. “Why? I don’t understand,” I responded in confusion. I had worked for the publishing house as a book editor for six, faithful years, and when they merged with another company, they assured me no one would be losing their jobs. Except, with the merging publishers, I also got a new boss who wasn’t so pleasant, and my old boss had taken his opportunity to retire.

“Well, simply put: our publishing house is going in a new direction, and you just don’t fit the mold we see being shaped. But more than that, with the merger, we just find ourselves with the overwhelming blessing of having too many capable people. It was a difficult decision, but it came down to seniority,” my boss, Carson, stated with pretend concern.

I tried to hold back my angry words and emotions because I knew the “direction” of the company had nothing to do with why I was being let go. Not unless it was because my direction didn’t lead to sleeping with my boss.

He had the nerve to continue. “We appreciate your hard work for us for these last three years, but—”

“Six,” I corrected him.

“Huh?”

“I’ve been here six years.”

“Right. Well, regardless, we appreciate all your hard work, but it’s time for our company to move forward with our vision, and in doing that, we must make some adjustments. If you stop by Cindy’s office on your way out, she can help clear up any confusion you might have about severance.”

With that, they expected me to leave.

“And this termination wouldn’t have anything to do with the recent concerns I’ve brought to light within the company?” I pressed, knowing full well my firing was a direct result of me bringing my concerns of sexual harassment to HR. A lot of good that had done, especially when I’d found out after my talk with the HR representative that Carson frequently socialized with her outside of work.

“Of course not,” Carson assured me. “And for the record, those claims you made were unsanctioned, and if you think coming after this company will solve your problems, you’re wrong. In fact, I can guarantee it would cause you more problems than us,” he hedged around his threat.

“Are you seriously threatening me?” I asked him.

“Of course not, Miss Simmons,” Tyler, my immediate supervisor, finally spoke up. “We are just hoping we can all be adults about this as unfortunate of a situation as this is.”

I stood up. “You know what? I think you’re doing me a favor,” I stated. “And when you finally proposition the wrong woman with the means to sue your detestable selves, justice will be served. Good day, gentlemen,” I spoke before I turned to leave, but after I left the office, I felt the weight of everything hit me.

What the heck was I going to do now?

Well, I wasn’t sure if it was the correct answer, but I called my mom crying. She immediately ushered me to come to the restaurant where she worked as a server. She only worked part-time to supplement some income for her and my father—mostly to supply their outlandish road trips they took every summer.

Last year, she and my father went to the Corn Palace in South Dakota, a place made entirely out of corn. The year before that, they visited the world’s largest toilet in Indiana. My parents were weird people.

Yet, despite this, they were the best and most humble people I’d ever met. So, I didn’t argue with my mom, and I headed to the restaurant where she proceeded to serve me mousse cake and go on break. I ate my cake and explained the entire situation to her, and she sat and listened.

“I wish you would have told your dad and me about your boss. I had no idea he was so distasteful,” she said unhappily before she perked up. “You know, your brother might be able to help.”

“Mom, he’s an estate planning lawyer. Not really applicable here,” I stated as I shoved another piece of cake into my mouth. “Unless I choke on this cake,” I noted dryly.

She ignored my comment. “Well, maybe he knows someone who could help,” she retried.

I shrugged. “It doesn’t even matter. It’s not like I want to work for them anyway. It’s just, there’s this one, little detail that might be a problem: my landlord requires rent, and I need a job to make money.”

She shrugged. “Maybe this is God closing a door so He can open a window,” she pep-talked me.

“Thirty stories up, no doubt,” I commented.

She waved me away. “Oh, stop it.”

I laughed slightly. “Seriously, though. What am I going to do? I guarantee no publishing house is going to want me if they find out I was fired. Plus, Carson probably is going to spread the word to the other houses not to hire me. He has the connections to.”

“Okay, then let’s think outside the box.”

“Like what? My skills are pretty limited to reading. I like to read.”

“I know you do. But maybe this is a way for you to live your life outside the pages?”

I couldn’t argue with that. “Is the restaurant hiring?” I wondered.

She shook her head. “Not at the moment, but we’ll think of something. You know, your brother does have a lot of connections. Why don’t you give him a call and see if he knows anyone who’s looking for help?”

I nodded. “Until then, pray for me?”

She smiled gently at me. “Always.”

I supposed it was a start.

I did, however, still call my brother, Nate, to invite myself over that night, and he didn’t seem to mind. We had dinner while I told him my sob story. He was married, but his wife, Chelsea, was a nurse, and she worked crazy hours, so she wasn’t there to join my pity party.

“Wait, he came onto you at the company’s last Christmas party?” my brother asked as we ate at his dining table. 

I nodded. “And then again during an evaluation meeting—or at least, that’s what he said it was, but I didn’t find out until I was in the room that it was just a chance for him to be a creep.”

“And you didn’t tell anyone?” he asked in surprise.

“Oh, I did. I told HR. But lo and behold, a week after my talk with her, I found out she and my boss were sleeping together.”

“Scummy,” Nate commented.

I shrugged in defeat.

“Well, they could be sued for wrongful termination, not to mention for sexual harassment,” he then stated. “I know this isn’t my area of expertise, but if you want, I could ask around and see if we can get someone to represent you.”

I shook my head. “I honestly just want to be done with it. Mom thought you might have a solution for a job until I figure out what I’m going to do.”

He sat back in his seat as he thought. Finally, he shrugged. “Well, you know Chelsea’s dad is on the board of the convention center, and since he’s former military, he has quite a few connections.”

I nodded.

“And he mentioned to me the other night that they’re short on workers to check people in and check guest passes for an event happening this weekend. It starts tomorrow night, and it’s only a two-day event, but it’s a good paying gig for easy work, and it might get your foot in the door for something else.”

I thought before I nodded. “Okay. What’s the event?”

He smiled. “An arms exhibition. Which is pretty exclusive, but I think if Chelsea’s dad puts in a good word, you should be okayed. If nothing else, it’ll be an experience you’ll never forget.”

“An arms exhibition, seriously?” I asked in surprise.

“Yeah. And the only people on the invite list are military personnel and arms dealers, so you can brush shoulders with the elites of the weapons trade.”

“Sold,” I said seriously and laughed. “You think maybe it’ll open doors for me starting my own weapons trade?” I asked teasingly.

“You never know,” he smiled. “I’ll give you her dad’s email. Just send him your résumé, and they’ll have to run a background check, but I can’t imagine why they wouldn’t hire you.”

I thought a moment. “Maybe for my lack of service to this country and the fact I only have two arms?” I replied before I smiled as he gave me an unamused look before he broke down and chuckled a few times.

“Maybe this is a bad idea,” he noted teasingly.

Regardless, I sent an email to Chelsea’s father in the hopes he would make an exception for my lack of knowledge in this field. I had met the man a few times at family functions, so we weren’t strangers—enough for him to know my character. And it didn’t take but maybe thirty minutes before I received an email from him to let me know my help would be greatly appreciated.

Well, I guess that solved income for the next two days and gave me time to figure out a plan for what I wanted to do for a job now.

I stayed up late job searching and writing down some possibilities, but I decided to wait to email my résumé until after the weekend. Maybe by then I’d have some clarity on a direction.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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The next morning, I dressed in business wear and headed to the convention center downtown. We had to be there at 7:30 to go over our jobs before everyone showed up at 9:00, and Chelsea’s dad, Mark, was kind enough to meet me at the front doors to ensure I bypassed security since I’d just gotten hired last night.

I had to give my ID to the staff so they could get me a badge ID for the weekend that I’d need to wear at all times during the event. Once I was officially a part of the team, I was trained on how to work the registration desk. Each attendee was preregistered, and they would need to check in before we were to issue each person a badge so they could access the event.

It wasn’t difficult, so we were finished with our training a little before opening. I took the opportunity to sneak away from the desk to peek into the exhibit room as everyone finished up any last-minute details with their booths.

I came to one of the doors that was open as they readied for the steady stream of people, and I took in dozens of booths from all kinds of weapon and technology manufacturers. There were contraptions I’d never seen before being displayed for the invited group to view for their own organizations or companies. It was like I had stepped into another world—or at least, was right outside the door of it.

I decided not to press my luck, and I returned to the desk with three other attendants to help check in people. I quickly found out they were all connected in some way to the military with impressive résumés no doubt, and I didn’t want to admit the only reason I was here was due to nepotism.

At 9:00, they began to let people in, and I couldn’t help but study each person I checked in. It was strange; I had always pictured arms dealers to look shady and dark—like a Bond villain. But what I found was clean-shaven men in suits and respectable women in pencil skirts and flowy blouses along with men and women who showed up in their military attire.

I busily checked people in all morning, but by afternoon, the registrations had slowed considerably as most people who were going to show up for the day had already checked in.

An hour before the event finished for the day, Mark approached me and nodded his head for me to follow him. He was the type of man who demanded respect without trying, and I wasn’t about to argue with him. He led me away from the registration desk to the doors that entered the exhibit hall.

“Thanks again for helping out today,” he spoke. “You want to take a look around before they shut everything down for the day?” he wondered.

“Really?” I asked in surprise. “I won’t get in trouble for leaving the registration desk?”

He waved me to come with him, and I didn’t argue. He led me through the doors where a man checked our ID badges, and Mark led me into the world of weapons. I looked around in awe at the booths trying to sell their merchandise.

Mark explained a few things to me as he paraded me around before he got a phone call. “I have to take this, but you’re welcome to keep looking. Just make sure you return your badge before you leave for the night.”

I nodded. “Thank you,” I told him, and he nodded and waved before he walked away to answer the phone.

I began to meander through the booths, stopping every so often to check out the latest and greatest of military weaponry. There was a full body suit that resembled something Batman would wear, and I stopped to talk to the man about it for a moment. He explained it was to make soldiers able to take bullets from all directions and still keep fighting. There was a frightening number of autonomous weapons like tanks and torpedoes as well as the latest models of rifles, camouflage, and anti-aircraft guns.

I watched a demonstration of a robot dog for the military to use in dangerous areas, and everyone around me acted like these were normal items to be shopping for. I was not so relaxed, but I played the part so I didn’t get kicked out.

I stopped to study a display of missiles, unbelieving I was really here. There were less people in this area at the time, so I was free to relax a bit and truly take it all in.

“He said you’d be here,” a man spoke quietly, but intentionally, as he came up beside me. I didn’t recognize him, but he sure seemed to know exactly who I was.

I furrowed my brows as I took a step away from the man. “Excuse me?”

“I’m here on behalf of my boss, and we don’t have much time, so I’ll get to the point. He says he’s ready to negotiate a deal, but only if you are willing to meet face-to-face.”

He could only mean Carson. Only he would have the hubris to send a crony after me. But did he seriously think I would come back to work for him? He was probably afraid I’d actually sue him for wrongful termination. It seemed a little ridiculous but not out of the question for him to be so presumptuous. But how the heck did his people get access into an arms exhibition?

I didn’t let the man get to me, and I shot him a hardened look.

“Well, you can let him know he is not my boss, and if he wants to negotiate a deal, then he should have the decency to come beg me himself. Maybe then he’d find out I’m not playing his games, and I have no intention of dragging out this nonsense because then I’d have to look at his stupid face. You got that?”

I suddenly took note of the man’s expression, and I couldn’t tell if he was angry, impressed, or just extremely confused by my words.

“Got it,” he replied. “I’m deeply sorry if I offended you in anyway. I’m just the messenger.”

I took pity on him. “Of course. I’m sorry. He’s just so awful. I’m sorry you have to work for him.”

He nodded in agreement. “He can be quite frustrating. You, however, do not disappoint. I heard you were exceptional, and anyone willing to stand up to him the way you just did deserves serious respect. But you denying to meet with him could cause some serious ramifications for the both of us, so I humbly ask you to reconsider your decision. If you happen to change your mind, here’s the address and time to show up tomorrow,” he said as he slipped me a piece of paper. 

“He didn’t even have the consideration to work out a time with my schedule?” I asked in bewilderment before I muttered, “Wow, he’s such an egotistical pig.”

The man didn’t know what to say.

“Uh, okay. I’ll think about it,” I finally conceded just to get him out of my hair. 

“He’s not going to like this,” the man forewarned me.

“Well, he needs to learn he doesn’t always get what he wants. Now, I’ll think this over, get in contact with my people, and we’ll see what we think about this matter. That’s all you’re getting out of me tonight,” I fibbed, hoping my brother’s lawyer friends could help me through this mess somehow.

He didn’t look satisfied, but he had no choice but to concede. “Well, if you happen to come around, you’ll need to know the code phrase: Mona Lisa was framed. He’ll be expecting you.”

I laughed aloud once as he turned and left just as quickly as he’d appeared. What in the world was happening? Was I being pranked by someone?

I looked around, but I didn’t see anyone I recognized. I unfolded the sheet of paper to find an address I didn’t recognize along with the time 11:00 PM. 

Maybe he meant AM?

I shook my head in confusion before I put the piece of paper in my pocket and continued looking around, suddenly wishing to be around people I knew so they could help me figure out this mess. Obviously, I wasn’t going back to work for the guy, but what was I going to do once this weekend was over? And what exactly was I going to do about the fact my former boss now seemed to be stalking me?

I came across a professional-looking man showcasing a display rifle with some kind of high-tech scope attached to it, but my mind wasn’t on the weapons or exhibition.

“Well, you look like you wish this thing was loaded,” the man running the booth noted with a chuckle as he watched me absentmindedly eyeing the plastic rifle.

I looked to him in surprise, realizing my feelings must have been written on my face. “Oh, no. Sorry, I’m trying to sort some things out in my head.”

“Ex-boyfriend?”

“He wishes,” I replied, and the man chuckled again.

“Grayson Daniels with Leland Industries,” he introduced himself as he held out his hand.

“Lexie Simmons with no title. Nice to meet you,” I said as I shook his hand, and he allowed another laugh.

He motioned to the display. “You want to try out this scope? Maybe get your mind off things or just to pretend you have a target?” he wondered playfully.

I smiled, appreciating the distraction. “Sure, why not?”

He pulled the rifle off the display rack and handed it to me. I may not own a rifle, but I knew how to use one, and I held the scope up to my eyes to peer inside to see it was a thermal imaging scope that read body heat.

“It’s the best thermal imaging scope on the market. It’s got state-of-the-art optic lenses that will allow you to see a target within 4,800 meters through any kind of weather.”

I peeled my attention from the scope to look at Grayson. “Does it come with a plea deal?”

He laughed as his phone began to ring. He pulled it out of his pocket and gave me a pleading look. “I’m sorry to ask a favor from you, but do you mind watching my booth a moment? I’m afraid I must take this call. There’s a bit of a family emergency.”

I motioned him to go ahead. “Of course.”

He left to take his call in privacy as I stood by the display in awkwardness. What if someone came and asked about the merchandise? I suppose I might as well familiarize myself with the product.

I picked up the rifle again to research what I was selling—but mostly messing around. I put my hand in front of the scope to check the body heat without having to creepily point it at a stranger. Except, I lost my grip on the gun, and I dropped it, causing the scope to fly off the tip of the gun, and I quickly knelt down to pick it up from the floor. I attempted to hurriedly try to put it back together, hoping no one had seen my blunder.

“I saw that,” a voice said from behind me.

I quickly stood up with the pieces in my guilty hands before I turned around to come face-to-face with the most attractive man I’d ever seen. His brunette hair was cleanly cut short with a hard part, and he was dressed in a nice suit, but it was his handsome face that had me captivated. His expression was pretending to be serious, but there was humor in his tone.

“Oh,” I found my voice. “I was really hoping that went unnoticed.”

“Well, maybe fortunately for you, not by me. Do you need some help?” he offered.

“Really?” I asked as he approached, holding out his hands to take the gun. “Yeah, go for it.”

He quickly placed the parts in the right places, screwed in the pieces to tighten it, checked the scope, adjusted it once, and tightened it the rest of the way like he’d done it a million times before.

“Wow, thank you so much.”

“No problem. I’m guessing you don’t work for Leland Industries?” he asked as he motioned to the banner behind the booth before he placed the prototype gun back on its display stand.

“Is it that obvious?” I asked sheepishly.

“Well, you didn’t know how to put back together the merchandise,” he pointed out.

I smiled and nodded. “Guilty as charged.”

He allowed a smile then too as he held out his hand. “Ben Whitman.”

I shook his hand, hoping my hands weren’t too sweaty. “Lexie Simmons. Nice to meet you.”

“You too. So, are you a buyer or seller?” he then wondered.

“Oh, neither,” I answered. “I’m just helping out for the weekend checking in guests. What about you?”

“I’m just here as a consultant for my boss to help him figure out what to buy,” he clarified.

“Well, please don’t judge this merchandise for my user error,” I said playfully as I motioned to the scope. “I believe it has state-of-the-art optics and can see things from 4,800 feet.”

He looked down and chuckled. “I think you mean meters. 4,800 feet would be far from state-of-the-art.”

I laughed then too. “Yes, you got it,” I spoke in embarrassment. “Would you like to watch this booth while the owner is away?”

“Oh, no. I’d hate to put a pause on your hard sell. You do this a lot?”

“Take over someone’s weapons booth, almost break their merchandise, and then poorly market their products? No, I can’t say I do.”

“Probably for the best,” he teased me. “So, what do you normally do?”

“Well, up until yesterday, I was a book editor.”

“Well, I would say don’t quit your day job, but it seems I’m too late.”

I laughed again. “It wasn’t by choice, I assure you.”

He gave me a curious look. “I sense a story here.”

I fought a smile. “Aren’t you supposed to be giving your boss advice? He’s not going to miss you?” I deflected.

He shook his head. “No, but if I like your story, I might put in a good word for this scope,” he baited me, and I found his charm almost impossible to fight. “Come on, Lexie Simmons, former book editor now pop-up weapons salesperson. Sell me on the person, and the merchandise will be no problem.”

“What, you’re done giving your boss advice, so now it’s my turn?” I guessed.

“It’s your lucky day,” he stated.

I laughed uncomfortably. “Well, the story is far from riveting,” I cautioned him, but he didn’t seem to be concerned as he waited for me to tell him how I had found myself here. “Okay...” I finally relented. “I was a book editor for six years for a publishing house, and after our company merged with another, there were some disagreements, and I got let go. So, my sister-in-law’s dad was able to get me on the crew for this weekend to continue earning income until I figure out my next career move. Which, naturally, is to become a world-renowned weapons dealer,” I told him, and he chuckled.

“Naturally,” he agreed.

“Anyway, that’s the very abridged story,” I told him succinctly. He was a stranger, after all. Even if he was really handsome and charming. “Would you like to hear about my childhood trauma now?” I asked teasingly.

He laughed once. “That is tempting, but maybe you’ll have to save that for another stranger you meet.”

It was my turn to laugh once.

Grayson interrupted us. “Lexie, thank you so much for watching over my booth,” he told me appreciatively.

“Of course,” I assured him. “I hope everything is okay with your family,” I then spoke caringly. 

“I think it will be, thank you,” he replied.

I made a face, deciding to be truthful. “I have to be honest, I dropped your gun with the thermal scope, and this man was kind enough to put it back together, but I hope it didn’t break,” I spoke apologetically.

Grayson didn’t seem upset. He simply checked the scope and set it back on the display. “It seems fine, but thank you for telling me.” He looked to Ben. “And thank you for fixing it.”

“Of course. Your products have always been reliable, so there was truly nothing to fix. But I better get back to why I’m here,” Ben suddenly decided, and I couldn’t help but feel disappointed. “Good luck with everything,” he then said to me with a wave before he turned to leave just like that.

“Uh, you two,” I managed to get out before he disappeared. Well, that was anticlimactic. And just when I thought this day was looking up.

“He didn’t get your number, did he?” Grayson guessed when he saw my face.

I looked to him and shook my head.

“Well then, he probably did you a favor,” Grayson stated positively.

I smiled. At least Grayson was a positive, but I was still disappointed I’d probably never see Ben Whitman again. But maybe Grayson was right when he said it was for the best.
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I stayed and helped clean up the lobby area in preparation for tomorrow’s showing, and by the time we were done, most of the people running the booths had already left to mingle and schmooze at a nearby restaurant and bar.

So, while the elites of the weapon’s world drank cocktails, I gathered my things and walked the skybridge from the convention center to the parking garage so I could head home for the night. I climbed the stairs to the floor I’d managed to score a parking spot. When I opened the door to the correct level, I tightly held my keys in my hand while I started for my car.

“Miss Simmons,” a voice stopped me, and I jumped in alarm before I turned to see Grayson a few feet away from me. I looked to him in wonder—especially because he was holding up a badge.

“I apologize for the theatrics in the exhibition, but my real name is Special Agent Graham Mackenzie with the ATF. I would appreciate a moment of your time.”

In confusion, I gave him a look as I studied his badge. “How do I know you didn’t just make up ATF and that badge isn’t a fake like the initial name you gave me?” I asked him.

“ATF—Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms. I assure you, we are quite legitimate as is my identity as an agent with them. How else would I know that you are Alexandra, or Lexie, Simmons. You are thirty-three, you worked six years for Hopson Publishing after graduating from Sam Houston University with a bachelor’s degree in English, and you drive a Mazda CX-5. Height: 5’ 7”. Weight—”

“Stop,” I held up my hand. “I believe you. Now, please stop torturing the both of us.”

“If you’d come with me, I’d appreciate it if you could answer a few questions,” he said as he motioned for me to follow him.

I made a face. “I better not end up on Dateline,” I whined as I followed him to a van. He let me into the back where he proceeded to hop in then too. If I had any questions of his validity, they were squashed when I saw the gadgets and monitors he had set up in the back of the van. But there was another man in the back who was standing and waiting for me, and though he was also dressed in a suit, this man seemed even more uptight than the last. They quickly helped me in and shut the back doors.

“Miss Simmons, this is Special Agent in Charge for the Houston Division, Matthew Davidson,” Graham introduced me to the second man.

Matthew held out his hand. “I apologize for inconveniencing your schedule, but we’d appreciate it if we could ask you a few questions.”

There was a small desk to view the screens that were currently monitoring the convention center. Graham took one chair at the desk while I took the other, leaving Matthew to stand near Graham.

“Did I do something wrong?” I asked as I looked to one man before looking to the other in panic. “Because I had every right to be at the arms exhibition. If there are any questions, you can ask Mark—”

“You’re not in trouble,” Graham assured me. “Like we’ve said, we just need a few answers.”

I nodded.

He grabbed his tablet and unlocked it so he could show me the screen.

“Do you remember this man?” Graham asked as he held up a photograph of the attractive man who had helped me fix the display gun.

“Yes,” I nodded before I couldn’t help but add on to my answer. “Don’t tell me he’s a bad guy. It just figures, I guess. So maybe it’s a good thing he didn’t ask for my phone number. I mean, he was charming, smart, and attractive, so I guess I should’ve known he was too good to be true.”

Both agents actually looked speechless for a moment. 

“This is Special Agent Kolby Williams with the ATF,” Graham clued me in.

This took me off guard.

“We were working undercover in the hopes of intercepting an illegal arms trafficker supposed to rendezvous with an associate at the exhibition tonight,” he continued to explain.

I was still focused on the fact I had spilled my guts to these agents. “Do you guys work together a lot? You aren’t going to tell him I said he was attractive, are you?”

“Just focus,” Matthew redirected me before he nodded at Graham to continue.

“Do you recognize this man?” Graham then asked as he held up a photograph of the strange man who had approached me about negotiating a deal.

“Yes. Is he an agent too? Because he was really weird,” I stated before I realized I was talking bad about one of their men. “But in a very likeable way,” I quickly amended.

Graham gave me a look, and I didn’t have the guts to look to see Matthew’s expression. “Maybe you should just answer yes or no and leave the commentary to yourself?” Graham suggested. “We believe this man is a lackey for the illegal arms trade, but we need to know what you two spoke about tonight. Did he give you his name or any information that could identify him?”

I furrowed my brows as I thought back to our odd conversation. “He never gave me his name. He just said something about wanting to negotiate a deal face-to-face and then gave me a time and address.” I pulled the piece of paper out of my pocket and handed it to Graham. “He said he was sent by his boss. Does that mean Carson is involved in this? Is that why you had to bring me in?” I guessed. “Man, I knew he was a creep, but I had no idea he was involved with this kind of thing.”

“Madam, please,” Matthew stopped me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, so let’s get back on track.”

I made a face, but I didn’t interrupt him as he continued to speak.

“We believe the man you talked to is currently doing the bidding for a leader in the illegal arms business: an unidentified woman known simply as the Honey Badger,” he began to explain.

I tried to wrap my mind around what he was telling me. “Okay, this is all very interesting, but if this doesn’t have to do with Carson, then why am I here in the back of your guys’ stalker van?” I asked in confusion as I took another look around.

“Surveillance van,” Matthew corrected me. “And we’re getting to that. You see, just last night, we received information from an informant that the Honey Badger would be here in Houston. And ironically, just a few hours ago, we received word that police entered a home here in Houston to discover the woman inside had slipped in the bathroom and died in a complete accidental death with no one around. She was only discovered because the bathtub overflowed and began leaking through the downstairs tenant’s ceiling.”

I made a face in horror. “Okay...that’s tragic. And kind of gross. Why are you telling me this?” I questioned.

“Oh, this is where this story gets interesting. You see, it was discovered that this woman is who we believe to be the mysterious Honey Badger, and even better, in her apartment, they found an event map for the George R. Brown convention center’s arms exhibition with a determined meet-up spot with someone. Now, this is where you come into the story. That predetermined meet-up spot? The booth conveniently located near where I was stationed: Precision Industries display at 4:30PM.”

I carefully thought on his words while I retraced my steps at the exhibition before it clicked, and I looked to them both in terror. “No,” I stated in shock. “That man thought I was this Honey Badger lady? That I was his contact?” I finally understood.

They both nodded. “Do you see our problem?” Matthew asked.

“You don’t have a problem. I have a problem,” I stated in panic. “He’s seen my face!”

“We have the same problem.”

I thought through my odd conversation with the man, and I suddenly wanted to go crawl in a hole and die for being so naive and stupid.

“Miss Simmons, this man you talked to is involved with some key players of the illegal arms trade, and if the Honey Badger was getting involved, we believe it’s for a very big operation—one we’d like to be privy to.”

I nodded, still in a daze. “Okay, well, thanks for letting me know. I’ll make sure to cut and dye my hair. Good luck with your investigation,” I said as I went to stand up.

“Miss Simmons, I think you know we’re not finished here,” Matthew replied impatiently.

I reluctantly sat back down. “You cannot seriously expect me to—” I stopped, trying to sort this all out in my head. “What is it you expect me to do?” I questioned in terror, but Graham wasn’t even looking at me now. Instead he was looking at his phone.

“Well, as you can imagine, this puts us all in a very difficult position,” Matthew once again took the reins. “The ATF was hoping to learn the identities of the Honey Badger’s associates and to ensure we put an end to the channel of illegal arms these people are moving out of the United States. And since the real Honey Badger is dead, and the underworld conveniently believes you are her, you can help us in our mission. And since you’re between careers right now, it’s a perfect opportunity.”

“To pretend to be an illegal arms dealer?” I asked incredulously. “That’s not really the direction I was hoping to take.”

“I understand that, but we could really use your help. We have been working on trying to get one of our agents into this operation, and you have unintentionally provided us a way. And in no way would you be doing this alone. You’ll have an entire team behind you to ensure your safety at all times. So, what do you say?”

I pretended to think. “Hm...no.”

Graham suddenly spoke up. “‘Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them.’ Maybe that’s you now.”

I gave him a look. “Were you seriously just looking up inspirational book quotes?” I guessed before I decided to give him a lesson in literature. “For your information, that quote is actually said amidst a complete practical joke in Shakespeare’s play, Twelfth Night, so it’s not as inspirational as it seems. It’s actually kind of mean.”

Graham shrugged. “Fine. Have it your way. Have fun looking over your shoulders for the rest of your life. Because if you skip out on this deal they wanted you to negotiate, you better believe whoever is expecting you is not going to take being stood up lightly. And since they know your face...”

My heart dropped.

“But if you decide to work with us, we can guarantee protection for you,” Matthew piped in. “You’ll have the best of the best working alongside you, and one of them you’re already familiar with: Special Agent Kolby Williams.”

I couldn’t lie, that was a little bit of an upsell to this whole deal. I mean, he was right. I had no methods of protecting myself, and if they already knew my face, what could I really do except help to take them down? Maybe my mom had been right. It was time to stop living life on the pages and start living my own adventure.

Somehow, I don’t think this is what she meant.
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After finally agreeing to helping the ATF—which I did look up to find was a legitimate organization—I was allowed to go home for the night. But not before they handed me a thick, three-ring binder with all the personal details they had collected on the Honey Badger thus far in their investigation. They figured it would be an easy read since my previous job had been all about reading, but I was to have it read by 8:00 tomorrow morning because that’s when I was expected at their office.

They had also warned me some of the images were graphic. I didn’t know what they meant until I opened the binder that night while I sat in bed, prepared for a late night of studying. The first photos to meet my eyes were images of the bloated corpse of the woman found dead in her bathroom, and I made a disgusted face before I quickly flipped the page.

I guess we were starting at the end of the story first.

The next picture was a computer-generated image of what they imagined the woman looked like before she had died. But someone had added a curly mustache and devil horns.

“That seems a little distasteful,” I mumbled to myself. But devil horns and mustache aside, it was clear she would have been an attractive woman. She had dark hair and pretty features, but there was a dangerous edge to her appearance—one I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to capture. I had light brown hair—almost dirty blonde, and with my soft features and blue eyes, I was pretty sure I looked as harmless as a dove.

I started to delve into her business dealings to find she was responsible for exporting billions of dollars’ worth of illegal weapons through U.S. borders. She was a stone-cold business woman with a true appreciation for making money. She procured and supplied weapons to drug cartels, rebel groups, and terrorists. Everyone was a commodity, and she was thought to be responsible for aiding in multiple government overthrows by insurgents, resulting in countless deaths. And not only was she a hard-hitting businesswoman, she was also a sly, international liaison between insurrectionists and terrorists and could speak multiple languages.

How in the world was I supposed to impersonate this woman?

My phone began to ring, and I saw it was my mom calling.

“Hi, honey, I just wanted to see how everything went today,” she spoke when I answered. “Was the exhibition as interesting as it seemed?”

I thought earnestly on her words and nodded. “Yeah, I’d say so.”

“Well, good. Did you get to meet any interesting people?” she then wondered curiously.

“Oh, yeah,” I said as I looked back down to the binder and flipped to the next page.

“You seem distracted,” she noticed. “What are you doing?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer that. “Uh, I’m reading a scary book,” I told her.

“Oh, Lex,” she spoke in humored disdain. “I should have guessed. Well, I won’t keep you, but I also wanted to say I hope you have a good day tomorrow and that I know God will provide another job for you.”

“I think He already did,” I noted.

“What do you mean?”

The agents had said I could tell my family minimal details—just what I needed to so they didn’t worry and wonder why I was suddenly so busy when they knew I was jobless.

“Well, I sort of witnessed a crime, and now the government asked me to help them with their investigation,” I told her.

She laughed in obvious disbelief. “Okay. Well, when they aren’t in dire need of your expertise, maybe give your aunt a call. You remember she has that bookstore, and she said she could use some help running it with her arthritis and all.”

“Mom, I’m serious,” I retried. “There was this guy at the exhibition who thought I was someone else, and I somehow got roped into helping the ATF catch some criminals in the illicit weapons trade.”

“Did you just make that agency up?” she questioned.

“No. It’s the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms. They catch people illegally exporting and importing weapons and stuff. So, tell Aunt Nora the bookstore is going to have to wait.”

“You’re serious?”

“Yes. Anyway, I got to get off the phone. I’m learning about toppling governments using insurgents with illegal arms.”

“Don’t forget the illegal legs!” she said before I hung up.

I don’t think she believed me. Whatever, I had bigger issues to deal with. First, I needed to finish reading this all-access pass to this woman’s life. Then, I needed to pick out an outfit for tomorrow. I wanted to walk into the ATF building feeling capable and as if I could pass as an illegal arms dealer. It was definitely going to take some forethought.

Unfortunately, I passed out in the midst of my reading, and I woke up the next morning to find I had been sleeping face-first in the binder. I groaned and looked to the clock to find it was 7:00 before I had a slight heart attack.

I jumped out of bed to rush to the bathroom to get ready as fast as humanly possible because I had to be at the ATF building in less than an hour. I looked at myself in the mirror to find binder marks on my face, and I turned to see the ink from one of the pages imprinted my cheek with the words: WANTED DEAD OR ALIVE.

I groaned again as I quickly scrubbed my face with soap and water. I removed the majority of it before I moved onto my hair. I threw it up into a low, messy bun, and then ran to my bedroom to find a suitable outfit to wear.

I stood in front of my closet at a loss. Was this outfit going to have to pass as business casual as well as illegal arms trafficker chic? I made a choice and threw on a blouse and trousers. I made sure I had everything, grabbed a granola bar, and hurried out the door to my car. Matthew had told me he’d meet me at the front doors to ensure I got into the building just fine, so I navigated my way to the building located in a quiet area north of downtown.

When I found the location, I double-checked the address. The building was a part of a business park, but ATF wasn’t technically listed. Instead, each building listed software and financial corporations on their directory, but I knew they had told me it was the middle building.

I parked my car and walked the short distance to the front doors with the binder in hand as I looked to my phone for the time. It had taken an extra minute to get through traffic, so I was about five minutes late. I hope they didn’t hold it against me. I reached the front doors and entered to find the building’s security desk, and I was immediately greeted by a guard.

“It’s fine,” Matthew said as he approached me. “She’s with me. Miss Simmons, if you’d follow me, please,” he said as he motioned to the elevators. I did as he asked as I peered around at my surroundings. The building itself wasn’t special. In fact, it seemed to be an ordinary office building, and the directory even listed other businesses located in the building. But as we got into the elevator, Matthew had to put in a code before he pressed the top floor.

“I’m sorry I’m late. I was up late studying, and then I forgot to set my alarm,” I confessed when we were alone in the elevator, but he wasn’t looking at me. Instead, he was texting someone on his phone.

“Anyway, I brought back your binder, but I have to warn you, page 52 now has a drool stain on it,” I then added sheepishly.

“I’m a very busy man, Miss Simmons. Let’s not make it a habit of being late, huh?” He sent his message and looked to me with a puzzled look. “What did you say about page 52?”

I realized I’d been given a second chance. “I...spilled a little water on it,” I fibbed.

He waved my words away. “It’s yours anyway.”

The elevator doors opened, and I was met by a hallway. Matthew led us to a door where he swiped a key card, and we were allowed access into a room full of people at desks busily at work. Matthew had one of the private offices along the walls, and he led me in.

“I wanted to go over a few things before we get started with your training,” he spoke as he went around to his desk to grab a stack of papers. “Have a seat.”

I did as he said before he proceeded to have me sign waivers and nondisclosure agreements as well as tax documents for the IRS. For the indefinite future, I was an official member of the ATF.

“I have a question,” I spoke as I signed my last document. “What’s the duration of my work here? I mean, it’s technically just through tonight, right? We bust the guys I meet with, and then that’s it for my involvement.” I looked to him as he took the documents from me, but his expression gave nothing away. “Right?” I pressed.

“Miss Simmons, let’s just see how tonight goes, and then we’ll go from there,” he replied.

I gave him a look. “Okay...that’s very ambiguous. Does that mean this could continue for days? Weeks? Months?” I asked as I began to panic.

“Let’s just get through tonight,” he restated firmly, obviously as unsure of the answer as I was.

I nodded in a daze as I began to panic on the inside.

“We were working late last night to assemble your team,” he spoke to change the subject. “And we’ve got an exceptional crew working with you, but we felt it wise to pick an agent who could be your supervising agent—someone to work alongside you and someone you can go to immediately with questions. We put much thought and consideration into who we felt would be best suited to handle this, and we have—”

His phone started to ring, and he looked to the caller ID. “Excuse me,” he said as he answered the call, but all I could hear on the other end was anger. Matthew let the man rant for a moment before he cut in. “We’ve discussed this, and it has already been decided,” Matthew spoke, and I got the feeling that was my supervising agent. And he was not happy as he began to yell again.

Matthew finally looked thoroughly enraged. “I don’t care what you want,” he snapped angrily. “Stop your whining and get your butt to my office now.” He hung up and put his phone away. “I apologize, Miss Simmons.”

“Was...that my supervising agent?” I asked nervously, really hoping he’d tell me no.

“He’s just wound a little tightly right now, but he’ll come around,” he answered much to my horror. “Anyway, we want to be sure this operation goes off without a hitch and to ensure your safety, so you’re going to be working closely together. Tonight, he’ll be posing as your muscle, so you can have a set of eyes on you and to make sure you are never left alone.”

I nodded absentmindedly, wondering if I was ready for this.

There was a knock on the door before it opened, and I turned to see Kolby coming into the office looking very irritated. He didn’t look at me, and I realized he had been the one on the phone with Matthew.

“You’re my muscle?” I blurted out.

He glanced irritably to me before he looked back to Matthew. “I don’t know what you’re thinking.”

Matthew didn’t back down. “I’m thinking of suspending you if you don’t comply.”

Kolby looked away in anger.

“Show her around,” Matthew began to speak again. “I’ve got the range booked for a few hours today. Get her acclimated with holding a weapon and teach her what you can in the next few hours,” he instructed Kolby before his expression softened just a little. “There’s no one I trust more with this.”

Kolby hid whatever he was feeling before he looked down and nodded once.

“Miss Simmons, you are in the best care possible. Use these precious hours to learn what you can, but the rest is up to you. I’ll be around if either of you two need anything.”

A puke bucket would be nice. Maybe some sedatives. I didn’t ask for either, and I followed Kolby out of the office. I attempted to work through my mix of emotions, but he wasn’t helping to ease my fear.

“So, this is pretty crazy, huh?” I managed to find my voice, but I couldn’t figure out why he was so mad. I mean, I thought we had shared a connection, and yet he was acting like I’d just crapped in his cereal.

A few of his coworkers passed us, and they smiled at Kolby.

“Hey, Prince Charming,” they heckled, which only seemed to make Kolby’s face contort into an even angrier face.

Before I could ask, another coworker stopped in front of us.

“Hey, Director Stevens just called,” the man spoke seriously to Kolby. “He says he’s making a company calendar, and he wants to know if you can pose for Mr. February since you’re so attractive.”

I felt my cheeks instantly get warm as my whole body threatened to seize from complete embarrassment as I realized my words about Kolby had obviously been shared.

Kolby didn’t find his coworker’s words funny. “Why don’t they call your mom instead?”

His coworker laughed. “I think Miss Honey Badger would agree with Director Stevens’ choice.”

I opened my mouth to defend myself, but he was gone before I could even think of anything to say anyway.

“Good to know I’m the laughing stock of this place,” I spoke unhappily when we were alone again.

“No. I am. Because of you,” Kolby retorted. “Do you even realize I have been working a year on bringing down this illegal arms operation? And now they want to risk the entire thing on you—an ignorant civilian without any training. What’s worse? I’m stuck working with you.”

“Hey, I’m not completely ignorant,” I stuck up for myself. “And I didn’t ask for this, you know,” I then pointed out in frustration.

“Neither did I,” he replied.

“Then we have some common ground,” I tried. “You know, call me crazy, but I actually thought we really got along yesterday,” I spoke, extremely confused by his shift in temperament toward me.

He gave me a condescending look. “Wow, you are completely naive,” he spoke with a shake of his head before he glowered at me. “I was pretending to get information from you. That’s it,” he stated bluntly.

I made a face at his hurtful words. “I guess that explains your ten-cent charm.”

He laughed once. “It worked on you, so what does that say about you?”

I scoffed.

He shook his head. “Look, let’s just get down to business. I only have a few hours to turn you into something you’re not, so let’s start with the basics. First, you’re going to learn some firearm skills because you’ll be expected to have some. Do you even know how to shoot a gun?” he asked me mockingly.
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