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Moses – Men of Versteck Valley - Book 2
Taylor Rollins grew up in an unconventional household. When she turned 18, her father placed her and her twin, Travis on the company payroll to work alongside him as mercenaries. Taylor was the best long distance shooter on the team, which came in handy when they rescued five Marines who had been held captive in by a cruel, tyrant in the Middle East.
Major Moses Sanderson thought he was tough and could handle anything until he and his small team was taken hostage by hostiles and tortured daily for two months. When Moses learns they were betrayed by one of their own he couldn’t rest until the culprit was hunted down and brought to justice.
The problem with finding a traitor in a foreign country was compounded by Moses’ injuries and Taylor’s personal problems. Together they would need to find common ground to solve both challenges without losing focus or giving into the fiery attraction they felt for each other. Join Moses and Taylor’s adventure across the globe and Versteck Valley.
<<<<<<>>>>>>
At the end of this story, I’ve included the first chapter of Drake’s story in Men of Versteck Valley Book 3. If you haven’t read Asher’s story, head over to Amazon and check it out!
As always, I’d like to thank my family for their unwavering support and the women and men who write me asking for more stories. You keep me going! Thanks to Tristin, Karen, Michelle and the women who keep it real. Versteck Valley is a fictional town filled with extraordinary people. Enjoy!
Erosa




CHAPTER ONE
Nestled under a copse of trees, Taylor scratched beneath the heavy, dark jacket she wore. On assignments, she always dressed as a male, with her hair braided tight and covered beneath two layers of caps. If the enemy ever got close enough to pull off her hat, her disguise wouldn’t matter anyway. Someone would be dead.
Her brother Travis and five men, Henri, Jules, Franti, Liki, and Kensy, hand-picked for this operation by their father remained hidden in the trees a half mile from Ashad Fulnesh’s camp. The ruthless outlaw killed indiscriminately, young, old, men, women, children, anyone who got in his way or simply looked at him wrong. He had no conscience. Money and power were the gods that drove his acts of inhumane cruelty. Today would be the last day he caused a mother to cry over the death of her child or a father to beg for the life of his son.
Her father, Turner, could pass for a native and spoke the local language and dialect flawlessly. Last week he took out one of Ashad’s guards and replaced him. They looked enough alike no one noticed or were too afraid of Ashad to say anything. Although he’d never been allowed to physically get close to Ashad or his top men, her father had given them the layout information to execute this job. The past three days her father systematically poisoned the water source Ashad and his men used, including their recent shipment of bottled water.
Unknown to Ashad and his men, she and their small team broke into the storage facility holding Ashad’s delivery to compromise the bottles. Using a long needle, they inserted the poison just below the cap into each bottle. The delicate work had been time-consuming. She had messed up quite a few, but it was worth it to handicap their enemy.
Not an enemy, exactly. A job. They had been contracted to get rid of the man. Sometimes a smaller, deadlier team, was the right ticket. They’d been working on this job for the past month, and today they’d storm the compound and rid the region of Ashad’s reign of terror.
“Everyone ready?” Travis asked through their communicators.
“Yes,” she said, rechecking her weapons.
Four days ago, Taylor and the others had been in the village when she saw one of Ashad’s men drive down the single lane road as if he owned it. People dove out of the way to avoid being hit. He stopped at the edge of town and went into the brothel. Sensing an opportunity to learn something, she left the street and headed into the woods. Once there she pulled out a small amplification device her father made sure she and Travis carried with them at all times. “Never know when you might need to hear something,” he would say. She had hoped to learn something they could use for their mission.
Hunkered down in the shadows, she couldn’t get a good signal and then climbed a tree in the nearby woods. Turning up the device to its fullest potential, she listened.
“Ashad needs those weapons.”
“Right now isn’t a good time. I explained that to him,” a man with an American accent said.
“He’s captured the soldiers, they know nothing about our business with you.”
“They knew I was operating in this area, not me specifically,” he corrected. “Still, they never should’ve been in this area. Someone’s talking.”
“They won’t. They’ll die here,” Ashad’s man said.
“Good. I’ll make arrangements to get your shipment to you. Should be here in less than a week.”
“That will please him.”
That was the day they learned five Marines had been taken by Ashad and were his prisoners in the compound. Her father agreed to alter their plans of destroying the compound to include rescuing the fallen soldiers first, leaving her in charge of that detail.
“Henri, you’re with me.” She glanced to her right to the bald, compact, muscular man who could lift twice his body weight. He had taught her how to use a knife in combat and had been around most of her life. He was her father’s most trusted man and a good friend she depended on.
He nodded but didn’t speak.
“Waiting for Turner’s signal,” Travis said.
It wouldn’t be long now. She had seen several guards leaving to handle their rounds taking bottles of water with them. Those were the ones they needed to fall first. Her stomach quivered as it normally did, either in excitement or fear, before they started a job. It kept her grounded.
A guard on the roof fell holding his stomach. Another fell near the perimeter of the camp. One by one they fell.
“Counted ten down, 13 left on rounds. Find the three,” Travis said.
Taylor eased back, crawling on her belly she searched the area for the three guards.
“Got one,” Travis said. He threw a blade that hit deep in the chest. The guard fell forward.
“Another is drinking his second bottle of water, let him die or kill him?” Jules asked. Average height with dark hair and fast hands, he could snap the guard’s neck in seconds.
“Don’t risk exposure, let him die. Find the last one,” Travis said. “Never mind, I’ve got him.” Seconds later another blade sunk deep in the guard’s chest.
“Get ready to go,” Travis said.
Taylor held her semi-automatic in one hand and pulled the dark cloth over the lower half of her face and made sure her hair was covered. The oversized shirt and pants stuffed in dark boots allowed her to blend in with the rest of their squad.
Poised and ready to finish the job, heart racing, Taylor ran forward the moment her brother gave the command. There were no wasted movements. They had practiced this operation over and over until they could do it in their sleep.
She and Henri brought up the rear, covering the others. As one of the best shots on the team, normally she would remain a distance to pick off stragglers. With the wounded Marines, they didn’t have time to bring in another shooter, and could only hope no one decided to visit Ashad until after they finished the job.
No one spoke as they entered the compound. Each person lying on the ground, dead or alive, received a bullet in the forehead. They met their father leaving a room and locking the door behind him.
“Ashad and his core team,” he said and pointed to a corridor. Taylor and Henri ran down the hall. The door was locked. Henri kicked it in. A horrendous stench swept into the hall.
On the floor, beaten, bruised and half-dead were five dirty men. The remains of two decaying, dead men lay in the far corner. Taylor’s heart wrenched at the thought of being too late to save the soldiers. Her stomach lurched at the smell as she and Henri went forward.
“Take a picture of them first,” her father said from the door.
She didn’t bother asking questions and took out her phone and snapped several pictures.
“Take the ones alive out of here.” Her father stared at the dead men in the corner and walked out.
She and Henri cut the rope that bound the men. Henri picked up the first man, slung him over his shoulder and ran out of the room. Taylor continued cutting the men free, hoping not to encounter another corpse.
“Easy, easy, we’re getting you out of here. You’ll be going home soon. Hang in there,” she said in soothing tones when they tried to move. Relieved the five still breathed and wore their dog tags she continued removing the rope.
Henri returned with another team member, they picked up two of the men and ran out to place them in the back of the van Franti had driven into the courtyard.
Her father and Travis stepped into the room. Travis picked up one man, placed him on his shoulder and left the room.
“Take them to Garace. He’ll work on them before we get them out of this region into Paksis, they’ll be picked up by their own there. Be mindful we’re on a schedule, be on that plane.”
She nodded. Garace was a good doctor, expensive and particular about who he served. These men would have a fighting chance of survival under his care.
Taylor stared at the last man. Her heart squeezed as she gazed at his swollen face, half-shut eyes, dark mottled skin from bruises all over his arms, chest, legs, and back. “Don’t give up. Fight to live. You can make it. Fight for your life.” His eyes remained closed, the next breath rattled in his chest, and blood oozed from the corner of his mouth. It would be a miracle if he survived the drive to Garace. She looked at his dog collar and ignored everything except his name. Sanderson, Moses.
Henri returned and picked up the last man. She followed him out to the van. Inside were bottles of clean water, clean blankets, antiseptic creams, and bandages. Initially, she planned to bandage their cuts and bruises, but they were in such bad shape, she might make things worse.
As she, Travis, and Henri left the campground, she looked in the rear-view mirror, grabbed her rifle, and motioned for her brother to stop. In the distance, at least a mile away, two men ran toward the campground holding weapons.
Her father and the others were placing explosives in the compound and didn’t see the oncoming threat. Travis pulled over and stopped allowing her to get out. Taylor relaxed into the moment, envisioned the first bullet hitting the man in the forehead and the next hitting the other man in the heart. She steadied the long-distance rifle in position and pulled the trigger twice.
Both men dropped to the ground. Her father turned and looked behind him and then in her direction before continuing to set the compound ablaze.
Henri whistled from inside the van. “Not many people could’ve made that shot. Good job, Taylor.”
Warmth filled her chest at his praise. Henri didn’t talk much, but when he did everyone around them listened.
“Thanks,” she said as she and Travis watched the woods for anyone else who might come forward.
“Go,” her father said through a text. He and the rest of the team jumped into another truck and drove in the opposite direction. Taylor and Travis reentered the van and moved off before the place blew up.
Ashad’s family would not benefit from his ill-gotten wealth, it would burn along with him and his men. She turned in the seat, glanced at the men lying on the flatbed of the van and hoped they made it out of this area before Ashad’s enemies realized it was safe to drive across his land.
<<<>>>
The drive across the rough terrain hadn’t been easy for the soldiers in the back. Two groaned and woke long enough to drink water, ask where they were and said thank you before falling back to sleep. Sanderson’s wounds had reopened when Henri picked him up and placed him in the truck, that couldn’t be helped. Taylor understood why Travis drove at a sedate pace to allay suspicion but wished they could make better time. Soon they would be in a friendlier area, she just hoped Sanderson and the others survived.
When they turned onto the main road, Taylor released a pent-up breath. In less than 30 minutes they would be at Dr. Garace’s, a retired medic who, for a large fee, administered expert medical care. The older man was in demand by certain parties not only for the high level of care he provided but also because he kept no record of visits and invested in good security.
“Hang in there,” she said, unsure if any of the men heard her or would survive. They’d been hurt so bad she wondered how long they had been with Ashad.
Travis turned into the doctor’s courtyard and waited for one of the servants to let them in. Moments later they drove beneath a covered portico as the servant locked the gate behind them. Dr. Garace, a short man with graying hair and slender frame, stood waiting with two gurneys.
“Take the worst two in first, then come back for the others,” the doctor instructed his staff as he climbed into the back and looked over each man.
They took the one who had been bleeding and another with a broken arm. Drawn to Sanderson, she followed them inside, watched as they moved them to beds and returned to bring in the others.
Dr. Garace examined the men in silence. “This one’s in bad shape,” he muttered without looking at her. They were all in bad shape, she thought as he looked over the other man, nodding.
“They just need to be patched up well enough to be picked up in a few days, right?” He didn’t look at her when he spoke.
“Yes, none of them can die,” she added in case he wasn’t clear on that point. Sometimes doctors in this part of the world acted like gods. Not today.
He looked at her then. “I am only a man and will do my best.”
Two others were brought in and placed on beds.
“For what we’re paying you, none of them can die,” she said pissed by his cavalier attitude.
His gaze narrowed at her and he stopped his examination. “I always do my best, which is why your father pays me high fees. If you’d prefer someone else to look after these men…” He shrugged.
Taylor pulled out her gun and pointed it at him. “If he dies, you die.” At that moment she would have shot him between his eyes and not blinked. These men had been through more than enough, and this asshole had better step up his game and attitude, especially for Sanderson, the first man he blithely looked over. Couldn’t he see that this man was hanging on by a thread?
Dr. Garace’s face blanched as he stared at her.
“She means it,” Travis said from the door. The doctor had provided emergency surgery on her once to remove a bullet and was one of the few people who knew she was female. “Get started, we’re on a tight schedule and need to get them out of here.”
“But, but she’s pointing a gun at me.” The doctor’s head swung from her to Travis and then at his servants who brought in the last man and placed him on a bed. Henri stood behind them holding his semi-automatic.
“How am I supposed to work under these conditions?”
Travis waved aside his complaints. “Can you get started, please? That one is bleeding, you should stop that. Have your people clean these wounds and get them bandaged so we can go.” He waved at her.
She lowered her hand but didn’t put the gun away. Instead, she glared at the doctor until he returned to work on the badly damaged soldier.
Travis, her twin, moved closer to her and handed her a bag. “Eat. We’ve got a long ride ahead of us.”
She took the bag, looked inside and pulled out a cold meat pie. It didn’t take long to eat both pies and wash them down with a bottle of water.
“I uploaded those photos to the internet. Seems these men have been missing for almost two months. Got the names too, they match the dog tags. All accounted for.” He looked at his phone. “Major Moses Sanderson, he’s the big one in the worse condition, the one you were talking too in the van who needed stitches. Raoul Pence.” He looked at the five men. “That’s the Spanish looking one with the broken arm.”
She looked at the lean dark-haired man lying on the narrow bed with deep, dark eyes that spoke of pain but he never uttered a word or moan of discomfort.
“That one there,” he pointed toward another bed near the corner of the brightly lit room. “The blond-haired guy is Sylvester Nowles.” Her gaze followed his hand. He was blond, everywhere.
Accustomed to nudity when they worked she glanced at him and then at the dark-skinned male sitting near Moses. “Who’s he?”
“Captain Everett Jones. For some reason, they didn’t hurt him as much, which means he has no broken limbs, looks like a lot of bruises and superficial cuts.”
“Last one is Kamal Sorris. They took it to his ass. I guess he looked too much like the natives to accept he was born in America.” Travis shrugged. Taylor looked at Kamal, who lay on the bed with his eyes closed. Red, purple, yellow and black bruises were all over his body but seemed more concentrated on his head and face. She hoped he recovered.
Her gaze returned to Moses who lay unconscious on the table. While the doctor worked on Moses, the other men woke in pain, asking questions and looking around. The assistants worked on the others, administering antibiotics, cleaning and bandaging wounds and gave them pain medication through IV drips.
Dr. Garace focused on saving Moses’ life. Without question, he was in the worst condition.
“Please let him live,” Taylor prayed and then expanded the prayer to include all the men. It wasn’t out of patriotic duty, although she and Travis were both Americans and French, it was because these guys deserved a break. Fighting for your country and all you believed in shouldn’t leave you in a room with dead, decaying corpses. They deserved better, and she wanted them to have it.
An hour and a half later, wiping his hands, Dr. Garace walked over to the chairs where she and Travis sat watching.
“I’ve done my best for them.” He waved toward the resting men. “As you can see, none have died. Take them whenever you want and tell Turner I will not accept any other business from him. Not after you threatened me the way you did.” He inhaled with a look of indignation at them.
“That’s something you’ll tell him if he ever contacts you again. You know how Turner gets when someone tells him no,” Travis said standing slowly.
The doctor’s face reddened as he sputtered.
“Thank you,” Taylor said in a soft, even tone, as she stood. “These men are good friends of ours, and we were concerned about them, that’s all. I shouldn’t have threatened you. I knew you’d do your best.” She kept him in her gaze and offered a rare smile.
The doctor blinked and swallowed hard as he stared up at her. “You’re… you’re welcome. I don’t mind helping at all. It was five of them, that’s all. I had to think about what to do first and got confused. Thank you for helping me focus,” he said staring at her face.
Travis rolled his eyes.
Taylor smiled again as she gently touched Dr. Garace’s shoulder, keeping the man spellbound. “Turner was right to contact you, you’re the best. How long before they can travel? Is there anything we need to know about their treatment? Pain medication? Antibiotics?”
The doctor spent the next hour going over each patient, explaining what he had done, what else needed to be done and the names of the drugs he used while Taylor recorded everything.
She glanced at Travis who leaned against the wall watching with a smirk. No doubt he would tease her later about her handling of the older man, but sometimes she had to pull out her female wiles to get the job done. Plus, their father would be pissed if Garace stopped working with him.
Six hours later, they were on the road again. The men were stabilized, fed, clean and in decent spirits. This time Travis drove a passenger van to Paksis, a mid-size town with better health facilities and was friendly with Americans. After the uproar the photos of the men caused on social media, the military would send someone to retrieve them from there.
Later that day, still dressed as a male, Taylor whispered good-bye to Moses, who she now considered a super-soldier since he defied all odds and survived.




CHAPTER TWO
Moses woke slowly beneath dimmed lights. Chill bumps raced across his arms in reaction to the cold. He kept his eyes closed and continued breathing slowly while gathering his wits. The sterile smell and swoosh of the equipment meant he was in a medical facility. He peeked through lowered lids, saw the beds surrounded by IV poles, and other medical equipment. Were they friendly or more hoops to jump through before returning Stateside?
It hurt to take a deep breath, something he realized the moment he inhaled. Recognition of that pain alerted all his sensory nerves, and he hurt everywhere. His skin prickled beneath the clean sheet offering warmth and some protection against the coolness of the room.
Their attackers had taken and worn their boots, shirts, pants, and caps, leaving them almost naked and freezing in just their underwear. Flashes of brutal beatings while bound first with chains and later rope hit him. He flinched. Pain swelled in remembrance of swift kicks to the side of his head, chest, stomach, and back. Ironically, their attackers wore his and his men’s boots while stomping and kicking them. 
A long shudder ran through him as dark snapshots of that time clicked in his mind. Not only had they been kicked, but also hit with wooden batons everywhere, spit upon, slapped and beaten with metal knuckles. Just thinking about it made his body hurt worst.
Thirsty. He had been so thirsty. They gave them small pieces of hard bread, mostly crusts, and very little water. Had they all been locked in the same room? Yes, they had. There were no windows and one door. All their weapons, supplies, everything had been taken. Throughout the long captivity, every day Moses’ thoughts took flight, but always landed on the same question.
 What the hell went wrong?
The op started smooth. They met their contacts, did everything by the book. There was no sign of trouble. Nothing. But somehow Ashad knew they were there. Knew where to find them and shot them with darts with something fast acting that knocked them out before they could fight back. Defeat had been a bitter pill to swallow. The ensuing days blended one into the other, more of the same. More beatings, more questioning, more threats, and demands.
Every day Moses had expected his cousin, Asher, and brother, Drake, to break down the door to rescue them. After the first month, he had lost hope. How would Asher know where to look? This trip was highly classified, they weren’t supposed to be there. Still, that hope had kept him sane, many nights.
Years ago, Asher worked in the State Department and had been sold out by his Superiors. One of the translators Asher spent time with occasionally had overheard some chatter over his disappearance and reached out to Moses, his next of kin on record. It had been a one in a million shot to save his cousin before they killed him. But he and Jones had pulled it off, barely. Chances were there were no leaks on this assignment.
Still, someone had rescued them. It hadn’t been his family to the rescue, but a Good Samaritan. Someone had pulled them out of that hell-hole, got them patched up and took them someplace to wait.
Wait?
For a pick-up to go home. Were they back in the States? He opened his eyes wider and got a good look around. The walls were a pale off-white, not peeling or dirty, just standard keep-it-simple eggshell. Several green curtains partitioned his space from the other four beds in the room. Maybe not the States, but allies.
“Ah, I see you’re awake, Major Sanderson,” a soft-spoken voice with a British accent said.
Moses looked up at the pale, thin male wearing thick glasses. “Where?”
The doctor explained they had been picked up in a town north of Paksis and brought to this medical facility. They would be leaving soon, headed back to the States. “You were the worst of the five. Collapsed lungs, they must have kicked you in the head a few times, there was a lot of bruising on your scalp.” He pointed. “Some internal bleeding from body blows. Broken index finger on your right hand. I hope you’re ambidextrous.”
Moses didn’t respond. He could shoot with his left but not as well as he did with his right hand.
“Legs are badly bruised, nothing broken, but it’ll hurt to walk for a time.”
“The others?” Moses asked as the pain intensified in his body.
“Broken arm for Sergeant Pence. Officer Nowles foot was badly bruised he won’t be able to walk on it for a while. Captain Jones is also bruised, nothing broken. Sorris’ head wounds are a concern, I’ve placed him into a forced coma to allow him to heal. He will re-join your team once the swelling goes down.”
Moses didn’t like hearing that. Sorris was the only family man amongst them. No doubt his wife and small son would be happy for his return no matter his condition. He said a prayer for Kamal beneath his breath.
“I suppose you’re in a great deal of pain,” the doctor said watching him.
“Yes.”
“I’ll give you something for that. Once the four of you are stable, you’ll be leaving. Any other questions?” He added medication to the IV as he looked over at Moses.
“Not right now.” He looked up at the doctor and closed his eyes as the medication kicked in. “Who rescued us?” A husky voice teased his memories. Who was she?
Why had she helped them? What was she doing near Ashad’s compound?
“The soldiers who brought you here?” the doctor asked.
“No. Who took us from Ashad’s camp? Someone risked their lives to get us out of there.” Things were blurred in his mind. Bits and pieces of what happened ebbed and flowed. Someone talked to them, told them things would be okay. He thought it was Asher or Drake, but it hadn’t been. Maybe it was the eyes, dark, mysterious and female.
“Where’s the woman?” Moses asked as the pain medication pulled him toward the land of rest.
“No women. Not here. I didn’t know there was a woman? Did you see a female during the rescue?”
Moses blamed his chattiness on the drugs. He knew better than to mention anything about the rescue mission before debriefing. Rather than respond, he closed his eyes and allowed sleep to take him. In the background, he heard the doctor curse.




CHAPTER THREE
Taylor woke to a sunny afternoon in her upstairs bedroom in their home in Nice just off the coast of France. In the past, her father owned homes in England, not far from his father’s estate and in a small town south of Rome. Both homes had been sold right after she and Travis turned 18 and they moved into this larger house.
Mauve colored walls were dotted with small, framed abstract prints in bold colors. The large queen bed took center stage and left little space for a small dresser and a hard-wooden backed chair. Tile covered the floors scattered with two large rugs. The house had a great view of the water, shops and the town. Here she could power down and relax before their next job.
She rolled onto her side, pulled the sheet over most of her body and stared out the large window facing the town. It would be nice to get some shopping done. Several months from now, she and Travis would be traveling to their grandparent’s home in Virginia for Christmas. They hadn’t been in five years. Something always came up. More like their father always threw a monkey-wrench in their plans. This year, she and Travis made it plain to the old man, no matter what, they would be in Virginia with their aunts, uncles, grandparents, and cousins for Christmas. He had grunted, probably in displeasure but hadn’t said anything.
The last time she and Travis visited their father’s grandparent’s ranch they had so much fun. Hanging with Marissa, Aretha, Jason, Patches and their other relatives gave her a sense of belonging. She wanted more of that. They planned to stay for two weeks, well into the first of the year. Nana Cherise and Papa Niles were so excited, they promised to pay for their first-class tickets out of Nice so they could arrive in Virginia three days before Christmas. So far, their father refused to go. At one time, his refusal would have made her feel guilty. No longer. He was just as stubborn as he claimed his father was. Taylor was over the family drama and simply wanted a fun-filled, relaxed holiday.
She covered her head with the sheet at the light tap on the door.
“Tay?”
Inwardly, she groaned.
“Tay?” Travis said a little louder.
“Yeah?” She didn’t want to get up yet. Didn’t want to deal with anything that required additional thinking or the utilization of her skills. After two back-to-back jobs, she earned this time of respite.
The door opened a crack. Travis peeked inside. His light brown eyes looked serious as he stepped inside and closed the door behind him. She didn’t move or offer him a seat or say anything.
He sat on the edge of the bed, leaned forward with his elbows on his thighs and hands dangling between them. “I’m leaving for Milan in the morning. I’ve booked my flight, a car, and a room. Better to fly up there, get it over with rather than drive. I’ll be back day after tomorrow.” He stared out the window and missed the scowl on her face.
“You’re going to find her?” She knew the answer. For some reason, Travis was obsessed with discovering the reason their mother abandoned them. Actually, she gave them to their father and walked away to live her life. Within the past year, Travis had tracked Fiona, their biological mother, to her home in Milan. The woman was married with two teenaged daughters and had never reached out to them.
“Yes.” He straightened and looked at her. His eyes, similar in color to her own, stared at her. “You don’t understand why I can’t leave this alone. Neither do I. But it’s something I have to do. I need to know what happened and why she did it. That’s all. Once I know… once I hear her say it, I can move on.”
She reached out, took his hand and squeezed. “I don’t feel the same, you know that. But I respect your need to do what you have to do. Did you make my reservation?”
Their gazes locked for a few moments.
She frowned. “You didn’t plan on me going to watch your back? With the jobs we have? The places we’ve been? Tell me you knew I’d be going with you even if I didn’t meet the witch?”
He took a deep breath. “I’ll correct my mistake immediately.”
Pacified, she scooted beneath the sheet. “Do that. I don’t have to agree with what you’re doing, but I’ve always got your back just like you’ve got mine. We’re not splitting up because of her or anyone else.”
“Got that.” He looked at her again. “Should I tell him?”
“Turner?” Their father would probably be disappointed, but he couldn’t stop them.
He nodded.
“Out of respect, you should.”
He inhaled again and nodded slowly. “Seems we’ve been disappointing him a lot lately. Hell, if he won’t go see his father or talk to him, why should we accept an invitation for his stepsister’s wedding?”
“I’ve been thinking that might be fun.”
“What?” His head whipped around so fast she was sure dots flew in front of his eyes.
She lowered her eyes, batted her eyelids a few times. “They’ve never met the darker side of the family. We could dress sharp, step into the place, show-off and leave them drooling to know more.” She laughed at the horrified look on Travis’ face. “You look really handsome when you clean up. They’ll think you’re a model or something.”
He snorted. “Or something. Keep me out of your schemes and shenanigans. You had that poor doctor about to swallow his tongue.” He shook his head. “I swear he didn’t see the rifle in your hand or any of your sharp, shiny knives. The man’s a fool.”
She chuckled. Men could be predictable at times. “He wasn’t a fighter. On the serious side, I am thinking of going to the wedding and will need an escort since the old man isn’t going.”
Travis stood slowly with a resigned look. “Is that why you’re going to Milan with me tomorrow?”
Her face cleared as she sobered. “Not at all. You don’t travel to places like that alone, period. Even if you didn’t go to the wedding, I’d go with you to watch your back. You’ve arranged for weapons when we get off the plane?”
He nodded. “I’m not crazy. Joman will meet us with what we need.”
“He’s good, reliable.” She lay back. “In that case, I’m going to lie around all day. Maybe watch something online or read.”
Travis walked to the door. “Enjoy.” He left the room.
Taylor shook her head. “I’ll never understand why he wants anything to do with someone who left him without a backward glance.” She shrugged and reached for the remote.
They grew up with housekeepers, cooks, teachers, and instructors. Things had been unorthodox, but their father kept them together and for the most part, was hands-on. When she was a little girl, he’d struggled with combing her hair and finally paid someone to take care of it until she was old enough to handle the long, thick, wavy mass herself. When her body changed, Travis freaked at the blood, so had she to be honest. Her father had been warned and explained everything in a calm, clinical voice. Then he called his grandmother, Nana Cherise, to make sure he covered all the bases.
Their family wasn’t typical. Her father had been in the military and traveled a lot. Normally he took them with him. If they couldn’t go, he sent them to stay with his grandmother until he returned. Their mother hadn’t wanted them, but their father made it clear they were the most important people in his life. She never doubted his love, as strangling as it was at times.
Up until they turned 15, she and Travis made annual visits to Nana Cherise’s home for the summer and Christmas. Then her father started weapons training with them. Nana Cherise and Papa Niles argued with him over his decision to prepare them to take over his business one day. Angry, he stopped their visits and shut down phone communications with his grandparents. Taylor reached out via emails and social media to remain in touch with her cousins and grandparents despite her father’s displeasure.
In her mind, her father knew his children. She and Travis both tried a year of college and were bored to death. Advanced degrees really weren’t for everyone. Taylor had an ear for languages, picked them up easily and studied them online. She was an excellent marksman and had won several local competitions. Her father insisted they learn hand to hand combat, as well as cyber warfare.
She and Travis excelled in most of the training. She had no interest in alchemy. Her father was a master at mixing chemicals for poisoning water, food or the air. Those talents came in handy in their line of work. Travis showed little interest in working with chemicals which disappointed the old man who desperately wanted to pass on his skill set to them.
When they turned 18, he officially put them on the payroll and trained them in the field. For the past seven years, she and Travis traveled the world over on assignments. Some easy, some interesting, some they barely survived. Days like today were rare treats which made her appreciate it all the more.
A heavy knock hit her door.
“Come in, Daddy.” She wasn’t surprised. He wouldn’t be pleased with them leaving the nest so soon after a big job. Even though they tried to leave no witnesses and their faces were covered, things happened. 
He stepped inside.
She scooted forward to sit and wait. Unlike her and Travis, whose eyes were light brown, her father’s eyes were dark, which meant he didn’t wear colored contacts onto a job as she and Travis did. He stared at her for a moment, ran his hand through his hair and sat in the same spot Travis had.
“Your brother found Fiona and is going to disrupt her life tomorrow,” he snapped.
She nodded.
“You’re going?”
“To cover his back.”
He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Never understood his need to know about her.” He peered at her over his shoulder. “You’re female and never asked questions like him? Why not?”
“I have no idea.” She shrugged. “Don’t care I suppose. Fiona did what she thought was best at the time. I’m grateful she gave birth and didn’t have an abortion.”
He looked shocked. “If you look at it like that, she did well.”
“As far as I’m concerned, she did well. I don’t want to reconnect or be a part of her life or world, but I respect Travis’ need to do so. I’m going with him,” she said to make her intentions clear.
He nodded. “I know.” He cleared his throat. “Are you sure about going to the wedding? I haven’t seen the old man in over ten years…” he frowned. “Just after you and Trav turned 13, that’s longer than 10 more like 12. Barely talked to him since then either. I don’t know his children from his second or third wives. We aren’t related in my book.”
“Hmm, your father had three more children from two wives, and you say you aren’t related?”
He frowned at her. “I don’t claim them. Is that better? Why’re you going?” He looked confused.
Taylor sought the words to explain the feelings of belonging that swamped her for the past six months. “I have a good relationship with my aunts, uncles, grandparents, and cousins on your mother’s side of the family. I’d like to meet some of your daddy’s people at least once. Expose them to the dark side.” She laughed at his comical expression. Although her skin was darker than Travis, much to his disgust, in some circles, she was considered fair complexioned. She tanned well and planned to sit in the sun before the wedding to be a nice honey brown.
“Your grandfather, my father is white as bread. Mama was mixed, you’ve seen Nana Cherise, she’s dark, her Jamaican roots shine through,” he said in a whimsical voice, forgetting his anger at his elder relatives.
“She’s still beautiful. Elegant, tall and slender. I don’t know how she pulls off looking so polished all the time. Papa Niles still follows her around the house holding her hand,” Taylor said thinking of the apparent love her grandparents shared.
“Always were like that. Mama would tease them, tell them to get a room. I didn’t understand back then…” his voice tapered off. He cleared his throat. “Anyway, you get your color from her, not as strong, it’s been watered down through Grandpa’s Greek seed, then my father and well, Fiona’s fair too.”
“Our family’s all mixed up,” she said smiling. “Greek, Jamaican, French, Italian, Welsh, Irish, American, Latino… quite a melting pot.”
“We don’t measure a person by things he or she has no control over, that’s why. It’s not the outside that matter, I’ve taught you that.”
She nodded and looked at him for a few moments. “Is Travis going to get blindsided tomorrow? Have you told him the real reason Fiona left? Are you sure she hasn’t reached out to him, to us, since she left?” The last thing she wanted was for Fiona to place the blame on her father, it could strain their relationship.
“As far as I know she’s never reached out. Which doesn’t surprise me. She was too young to deal with two babies and wanted to live her life. We weren’t a couple, she dated a few guys at the time, claimed she hadn’t been sexual with any of them.” He shrugged. “The DNA test said you were mine and that settled it for me. Never regretted a moment of my life since then.”
She knew he hadn’t been prepared for two babies, few people are, but he had shouldered his responsibilities and took care of them. “Thanks. Tomorrow should be interesting if nothing else.”
He reached out, took her hand and squeezed it. “You’ll be fine. Just watch each other’s backs and come home safe.”
“My plans exactly,” she said and blew him a kiss.
He stood slowly and walked toward the door, reminding her again he had been hurt during this last mission.
“What did the doctor say about that hit to your thigh?” One of the men went down fighting and hit him with the butt of their empty rifle.
“Bruised, it’ll heal.” He waved and left the room.
<<<>>>
Night had barely fallen when Travis and Taylor pulled onto the highway for the four-hour drive to the hotel in Milan where they would spend the night. Travis had bought the last seat on his flight and the other flights for tomorrow were full. Their father suggested they drive. He had wanted them to leave in the morning, but Travis opted to head out tonight since he wouldn’t be driving alone.
Taylor wondered if that was her brother’s real reason for leaving and waited until they hit the main highway to question him.
“Did the two of you argue about this?” she asked while turning down the music.
“Not really. He’s hurt… I think he is, can’t really tell with him. I’m not choosing her over him, not saying he didn’t do a good job, or that I don’t love him. He’s my dad, and I respect the hell out of him.” He glanced at her.
“I know.”
“There’s just this thing… inside that has me second-guessing myself. We were really young, infants, when she left us with him. It’s possible the reason she left was more about him than us, but a weird feeling of not being good enough creeps in at the worst moments, and I second guess myself.”
“You think hearing her say she left because she was too young or she didn’t like the old man or she couldn’t handle two new babies will fix that?” His confession threw her for a loop, she had no idea he felt this way. If she could make things better for him, she would but didn’t see how.
“Something like that.” He glanced at her. “Sounds stupid, right?”
“No. Not at all. You want answers, and she has them or she should. What if her husband doesn’t know she had kids when she was younger? What if she never told anyone about us? Or Daddy? What about her kids? Do you plan to have a relationship with them? Or Fiona?”
“Whoa, what’s all that about? I don’t have plans to do anything but talk to her,” he said.
He was delusional and had no idea what this trip could mean. One of the benefits of having each other’s backs is they gave it to each other straight, helped each other see blind spots. “I’m trying to understand how you plan to deal with the fallout after reinserting yourself back into her life.”
“Fallout? Reinserting myself? What’re you talking about?”
“Look at it this way. A handsome stranger knocks on her door, tells her she’s his mom. That takes it from thoughts, if she ever thought about you, to reality. Something she must deal with. That information, you showing up, changes her life. Maybe not in mega ways, but you’re real and a part of her past. If she’s never dealt with it before, she has to deal with it now. Her family, both her nuclear and extended family, could be around and she would have to explain your presence.”
“She doesn’t have to explain me to anyone. She can tell them I’m the pool-boy for all I care as long as she answers my questions. Understand this, Tay. I don’t want to be a part of her life. I don’t like her at all, she left. All I want is a few answers, and I’m ghost. That’s it. This isn’t a family reunion,” he said with a note of finality.
She shrugged and stared out the window watching the passing scenery.
“How could anyone just walk away from their kids?” he said.
They’d had this conversation several times through the years. At first, Taylor was angry, disliked the faceless woman and called her every name she could imagine. Time and contentment with her life mellowed all of that. Indifferent, she didn’t care one way or the other, but her brother did, and she loved him. “She wasn’t ready to deal with it and did the best thing for everyone.” For the past eight years, her answer remained the same.
“Daddy was only a few years older than her,” Travis said.
“His parents raised him to handle responsibility for his actions, not everyone gets that lesson.” She whirled to face him to stop this useless back and forth. “Listen, nothing we say or do can change the past. Fiona did what she thought was best for her and us at the time. I’m glad she did. Like I told Daddy, she could’ve had an abortion. We’re going to get answers for you so you can find peace, but you’re not God and shouldn’t judge her or Daddy for how they’re living their lives. Live yours better.”
“Now you’re quoting Papa Niles,” Travis said, glancing at her.
“He’s right. Live your life better and keep moving. Seriously, don’t get stuck in the past. Fiona is not a part of my life and never will be. I am not meeting her or anyone in her family. She’s entitled to her secrets,” Taylor said.
“Right. Right, I understand. I’m not going to get caught up in her explanations or anything. I need her to tell me, to answer my questions and then I’ll let it go,” he promised.
“Do you know where she’ll be tomorrow? How do you plan to meet her? Are you going to her office or something?”
“I think she’ll be at work. It’ll be best to head over to her job and ask to speak with her. She’s an Administrative Assistant at some famous design firm. Her husband works with the department of transportation, a supervisor of something, can’t recall. They don’t work in the same building or area, so there’s no chance of bumping into him or their kids.”
She nodded. “I’ll come in, hang in the lobby to wait a bit to be sure everything’s alright.”
“I plan to do it first thing so we can get on the road and head back. If we’re gone too long, the old man will come looking.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
<<<>>>
They arrived at the hotel just under four hours. Hungry and interested in the scenery, Taylor followed Travis to the lobby to check in. They received their keys and took the elevator up to the fourth floor.
“I’m going to use the bathroom first and then head downstairs to eat,” she told Travis.
“Knock on my door when you’re heading down.”
She nodded and entered her room. Minutes later, she knocked on Travis’ door, and they went downstairs to the hotel restaurant. She sat facing the bar with a good view of the lobby entrance. They placed their orders, and people watched. Their father had drilled, never talk about anything serious or important in public, into them. Instead, listen with the intent to learn.
Taylor closed her eyes, took in the scents, sounds, and various languages. Milan was the global capital of fashion and design, the national stock exchange, and known for its high-end restaurants and shops. The food was fantastic.
One voice rose above the others and seemed familiar. Frowning, she stilled to focus and zero in on his pitch and tone. Where had she heard it before? Tempted to open her eyes and look, she remained in the same position opening her eyes half-mast.
In the corner, a few tables from them, a conversation between an American, yes, she picked up his accent and an Italian who spoke with a Sicilian accent, was jovial. Lots of laughing and talking about sports, the crazy weather, and the beautiful women in Milan. Both men lamented the fact of their marriages and then laughed.
She didn’t recognize either man’s face. It would bug her until she recalled where she heard the American’s voice. Frowning, she tried harder to place him. The waiter sat her appetizer in front of her and poured her a glass of red wine.
“Grazie,” she murmured, distracted. The men stood to leave. She hoped they would pass near her table so she could get a better look. When they exited the restaurant, she saw their backs and recognition hit. She grabbed her phone and sent Travis a text.
“That’s the American who sold out the soldiers. I recognized his voice and walk.”
“The one who sold Ashad the weapons?” he asked.
She met her brother’s surprised gaze across the table and nodded.
Like her, he didn’t say anything as he looked in the direction the two men walked. She hadn’t given that job much thought after it was over, however, the added element of betrayal stank and left a rancid taste on the back of her tongue. She had whispered in Moses’ ear that they had been betrayed by one of their own. Did he remember? Could he do anything to find this guy and stop him from selling out other missions? She hoped so and wished the team well.




CHAPTER FOUR
During the following weeks after their return stateside Moses and his team underwent corrective surgeries, examinations, and debriefing. Kamal had arrived and would probably receive a medical discharge, it was doubtful he would ever be mentally right again. In between those events, they rested to heal before meeting with their Superior Officers. It had been mentally and physically taxing repeating the same story numerous times for different individuals.
Last night he refused pain medication. The drugs made him drowsy and unaware. He preferred the discomfort of pain to remind him of their failed mission. They never acquired the information they were sent to retrieve, never met with the people who would have taken them deeper into the country to watch the rebels. Epic fail.
Moses and the rest of his team sat in a comfortable conference room with General Mazz, an officer he held in high regard, and a few other high-ranking officers. Good. He had something to say and was certain they wouldn’t appreciate it. The past few days he went over everything that happened a hundred times and came to the same conclusion.
“Any idea why you were stopped within two days of your arrival?” General Mazz asked, his amber gaze rested on each of them before returning to Moses.
“Someone told them we were coming, they had a welcome party in place, scooped us up before we saw them and held onto us for a couple months, Sir,” Moses said, his gaze never left the General’s.
“You believe someone leaked information about your mission?” the General asked, his face set in stern lines.
“Yes, Sir.” Moses didn’t bother hiding the bite from his answer. He didn’t suspect the General, but someone leaked information for a highly classified mission. It wasn’t anyone from his team.
“Based on what happened I can see why you believe that.” The General looked at each man and then back at Moses. “That’s an additional avenue we’ll look into. As you know, there’s a full investigation underway. The contact with the information you were supposed to retrieve, along with the information is missing. No one can find him. His family believes he’s dead.”
No one said anything. If the informant were taken for helping the Americans, his death wouldn’t be quick and easy. They would torture him mercilessly for as long as possible before killing him. Even that wouldn’t be fast. There was a reason it was almost impossible to find reliable informants with real information in those war zones.
The General cleared his throat. “Meanwhile you’re on medical leave until further notice.”
Moses breathed a sigh of relief. They’d been detained for the past few weeks. Under normal circumstances, he would listen to the doctors and remain in their care for another week or longer. But his mind refused to rest. This hit bothered him on so many levels. Anger, red and ripe festered beneath the surface. He had failed his men. They’d all been hurt, and Kamal had been in a coma behind this BS.
Right now, he needed to get away from all things military and think. He would do some research on his own. Maybe he’d go home to Versteck Valley in Northwestern Colorado, talk things over with his cousin and business partner Asher, or his brother Drake, or Wesley and a few other former hit-men at the Arms. No doubt his close friend and attorney Laura would have an opinion. Shit, he needed to send word that he was safe or Asher would come looking for him, and all hell would break out. Being on a mission out of the country was one thing, but he’d bet his next paycheck Asher and Drake knew the moment Moses hit American soil.
“Stay in town in case we need you,” the General said.
Moses had tuned out the rest of the conversation and hoped he hadn’t missed anything pertinent. Damn, he was tired. They all stood and saluted the General and the other officers as they left the room. Moses made eye contact with Everett and nodded. They would meet and talk later tonight or in the morning after breakfast.
“Not sure what I thought was going to happen,” Sly Nowles murmured. “But a pat on the back and a push to the side, when it’s clear they fucked up is flat out messed up.” He ran his hand over his head a couple times.
“Should’ve asked who pulled us out of that hellhole,” Raoul Pence said. “Wasn’t our team, that’s for sure. Anybody know?” He looked at them.
“You plan to send them a thank you card?” Nowles joked.
“Yeah. I’d like to thank them for saving our asses. Nobody else came to do it,” Raoul said. “If our team didn’t send those guys, wonder who did?”
“Probably a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Everett said, his deep voice pensive. “I remember hearing explosives. Chances are they came to take out Ashad, saw us and decided to remove us before blowing up the place. I looked it up. Ashad was terminated, his place burned to the ground. Nothing left. There were a few bodies nearby. But everyone else died in that fire.”
No one said anything. Moses suspected they were all praying or saying a silent thank you to whoever rescued them.
Raoul shook his head slowly, his face held a look of awed respect. “If that’s what happened, I’m doubly grateful. They got us medical attention and then took us to a neutral area for safe retrieval, that’s above and beyond.”
“Think they put the pictures on social media of us?” Sly asked looking at them. “Have you seen those photos? I had to talk fast to keep my mom from hopping a plane to come to see me. We don’t look human, more like we reverted to our caveman roots.”
Moses had seen them, another reason to send word to his family. Imagine two months of hair growth, no decent hygiene, most days they laid in their own filth and excrement. Just thinking of the smell and unsanitary conditions made him angry all over again. Pity Ashad was already dead.
“They had to be the ones to upload those pictures. Ashad never would’ve,” Raoul said and shook his head. “Damned things went viral, seen millions of times. Some people think they’re real, others don’t.” He shrugged. “They’ll soon forget about them.”
“Yeah, I’m not half as sure I will,” Sly said as he walked to the door. “That was hell, my friends and I never want to go there again.”
<<<>>>
Moses returned to his condo just outside of Silver Springs, Maryland and lay on the bed with the lights out. He had sent both Asher and Drake a coded message telling them to wait to hear from him. That would hold them for a short time while he got his thoughts together to make his next move.
“You were betrayed by one of your own.”
Those words replayed over and over in his mind. He wasn’t sure if it referred to a stranger or one of his team-mates, which made no sense. They hadn’t received their mission until just before they left and they’d been sequestered until they hopped on the plane with no way to share any information. It wasn’t one of the other four men who went on the mission with him, of that he was certain.
Who then?
The million-dollar question with no answer. Few people had specific knowledge of high-security, covert assignments, most were senior officials. If one of them had been compromised, they were all in trouble.
Wait.
How did she… and his gut said the voice had been female, no matter what the others said. How did she know they had been betrayed? Had she seen or overheard something? If she was one of the rescuers, had they found documentation identifying the traitor? Worst, had Moses done the wrong thing by withholding her words from the General and the others during debriefing? Hell, half the time he wasn’t sure if someone had actually spoken those words or if it had been wishful thinking on his part. No one else recalled a female during the rescue. Could it be that he wanted answers so badly, he imagined her?
Possibly.
There was no face. Nothing that pointed to a female, if you didn’t count that husky voice that is. And he hadn’t been able to discount it, not once. That same voice had soothed at one time, maybe when they were moving. Had they been in a truck? Van? He didn’t know, but there had been a sense of movement, and she’d said something.
He placed his arm over his eyes to block the evening light. After inhaling a few times, he spoke. “Someone, a traitor, told them we were coming and where to find us. That person told Ashad we were in town and he sent his men to pick us up. Somehow, the people who took us from Ashad discovered what? An American? Another soldier? A high ranking official? Someone sold us out.”
Hearing the words out loud made them more real, more solid as they settled onto his shoulders and filtered into his gut. Someone shared highly classified materials. As that nugget of truth solidified, he tried to make sense of who would’ve done it and gave up after a few moments. He didn’t know the people who handled the administrative side of their jobs. The only other avenue, other than waiting for the General to finish their investigation, which may or may not be happening, was to seek answers on his own.
It would be tricky since the traitor could be anyone. At this point, Moses only trusted his brother, cousin, and Captain Everett Jones. Everyone else had to take a number.
“How do you know about the traitor?” Moses murmured, turning his thoughts back to the female who passed on that information.
He was disturbed from his musings by a knock on the door. Groaning, he rolled to the side, careful of his healing bruises and stood. Frowning as he looked through the peephole, he opened the door.
“Jones? What’s going on?” They both lived in this building which is why he expected to see the man in the morning for breakfast.
Jones stepped in holding a scanner. Without answering he walked around the entire unit before speaking. He stood around five feet, nine inches, with a slender muscular build, short buzz haircut, dark eyes, and a dusky complexion, his movements were precise.
Finished, he turned to look at Moses. His eyes glowed with suppressed excitement. “We may have a break, Sir.”
“Break? What’re you talking about?” Moses moved to sit at the dining room table to rest his aching leg.
Jones sat across from him. Of the five of them, Jones suffered the least injuries. He hadn’t been chosen often by Ashad’s men for daily beatings. Moses had heard the guards say Jones’ people suffered at the hands of white devils all the time and believed that was why Jones had been spared.
“Raoul was on the right track. Who rescued us? I’ve been searching the internet for the account that uploaded the pictures, so have the FBI which is the only reason I found the account. It belongs to Patric Longing in Ghana Africa.” Jones laughed. “A real person owns the account, but we’ll never find them that way.”
Moses silently agreed and waited.
“I’ve asked permission to go hunting. It was denied immediately.”
“General Mazz wants us to stay close to the base,” Moses said.
“The General wants answers more than anything, and they haven’t gotten anywhere. Believe me, he’s pissed. With the pictures going viral on the internet, the higher-ups are uncomfortable with what they saw. From what I’ve learned none of them are pleased with the way everything happened or how we were treated. Man, they had dead bodies in the same room with us,” Jones said watching him.
“I noticed he didn’t challenge me when I said there was a leak,” Moses admitted cautiously.
Jones nodded. His brown skin was highlighted in certain places beneath the overhead bulbs as he paced. “He’s been beyond pissed since we came back and has been searching for the leak, trying to find out what happened and getting nowhere. He’s afraid the trail will be cold, and he’ll never get answers.” The gleam in Jones' eyes concerned Moses.
“Which means?” Moses asked wondering where all of this was going.
“We’ve got 10 days to backtrack and find answers. Totally off the books. The General and his aide will be the only ones who know where we are or what we’re doing. He’s going to approve Pence and Sly to go home tomorrow unless you want to take them with us?”
Stunned, Moses sat back in his seat and stared at Jones. The two of them had done several missions together. Some sanctioned, some not. Jones had been with him when he got the word his cousin Asher had been taken. Together, he and Jones worked a plan to find Asher and take him home. Jones knew Moses had no problem straddling the line of legalities if the situation warranted it and this was certainly one of those times.
“No, the fewer people, the better,” he said as his thoughts raced. General Mazz never let on he was thinking along these lines. Now Moses understood the questions the General asked the attending physicians regarding each of their conditions. The General played chess while the rest of them played checkers.
Could they find the people who rescued them and get answers? Did they know more than they let on? Hell, who were the people who rescued them?
“The doctor. The one who patched us up the first time. If we can find him, he can help us find the others,” Moses said getting excited.
“That’s what I was thinking and mentioned it to the General. There are only a few freelance doctors in the area near Ashad’s camp. He’s approved bribe money and our expenses.” Jones looked him over with a critical eye. “How do you feel? You were busted up pretty bad.”
For the most part, Moses was healing well. His leg still gave him problems and his chest hurt sometimes. None of that would stop him from going after the traitor or finding their rescuers. “Just getting closer to the bastard that messed over my team makes me feel a hell of a lot better. When do we head out?” Moses’ mind was on the things he needed to take care of before they left.
“General wants us on a flight that’s leaving in six hours with another team. We’ll part ways once we land. Anything I can do to help?” Jones looked around the condo and then back at Moses.
“No. I’ll repack, grab a bite to eat and be ready whenever you are.”
“One of them threatened the doctor,” Jones said while walking to the door. “I remember he told the doctor if you died, he died. The doctor didn’t appreciate it and threatened not to work on you until the other came in and told the doctor his comrade was serious and would kill him. Saved your life.”
“In that case, I hope we find them, and I can return the favor,” Moses said to cover his surprise. He didn’t remember any of that. Good thing Jones hadn’t been hurt as bad as the rest of them and was able to gather information as well as clues. They would need all of that on this mission to find their rescuers to learn the name of the mole.




CHAPTER FIVE
Taylor woke early, she rarely slept peacefully in strange rooms. Too many shadows. She ordered breakfast and ate after she dressed. Travis knocked on her door just as she finished eating.
“You already ate?” He stared at the empty plate on the table and then up at her.
Looking him over, she whistled. “Told you that you clean up nice.”
A small grin crept up his face as he looked down at his clothes. Dressed in pressed dark trousers, a silky yellow colored tee that stretched tight across his muscular chest, and a black jacket with thin lines of blue, red and yellow running through it he looked like a preppy college student.
“You look great, fancy but not over the top,” she said grinning. He really did. Low, close-cropped waves graced his head. Large light brown eyes in an interesting angular shaped face stared at her.
“Thanks. Guess I’ll grab something on the way out. Can I have this?” He picked up the apple from her tray and bit down on it before she answered.
“No,” she said frowning at him.
He smiled and headed toward the door. “Give me a minute to grab my bags, then we can check out.”
She waved him out of her room and finished re-packing her luggage. While he was talking to his mother, Taylor planned to get some shopping done. She wanted a “wow” dress for the wedding and hoped to find something today. Otherwise, she would shop tomorrow in Nice or Cannes. Between here and those two towns, she would certainly find something.
Pleased with her plans, she stepped out the room with her bag after Travis knocked on the door. They rode the elevator down in companionable silence. Taylor wore an easy on, easy off, blue sundress and matching sandals with her hair up in a long pony-tail. It wasn’t often she dressed girly and enjoyed it when she did. Eager to hit the shops she strode out the hotel failing to notice the admiring glances sent in her direction.
They had agreed she would keep the car to get her shopping done and he would phone her after talking to Fiona. He would either walk or take a cab to meet her, and they’d get on the road for home sometime after that.
When she pulled in front of the office building where Fiona worked, Taylor looked at her watch. “It’s just eleven, she should be here and almost ready for a break so the two of you can talk.” She squeezed his hand in solidarity, leaned over and brushed a kiss against his cheek. “I won’t be far, and I have my pistol in my purse and one in the glove compartment if you need backup from the witch.” She smiled to ease the sting of her words.
“Good, I’m not taking my gun, but I’ve got a blade just in case her husband takes exception,” Travis said with a thoughtful gaze. When he didn’t move, Taylor glanced at the dashboard clock. The day was slipping away, and she had plans. Shopping plans.
“You alright?” she asked a few moments later.
He jerked and looked at her. “Yeah. Yeah, just thinking.” He opened the door. “See you later. Keep your phone with you.”
She rolled her eyes. “I always do.”
He closed the door and walked in front of the car as he headed to the entrance of the multi-storied building. “Find peace, Trav. Find peace,” she whispered and drove in the direction of the first shopping area she planned to hit.
<<<>>>
Humming, Taylor moved along the street filled with fantastic shops selling everything anyone could think of. She had purchased perfumed body creams, perfumes, make-up that made her face look amazing and several pairs of soft, sexy panties. She glanced down at her bag and smiled. The day was looking up.
So far she hadn’t seen a dress that caught her eye, but she was certain she would find something. A light blue dress with a lacy bottom, low neckline and snug waist stopped her in her tracks. On the mannequin, it looked stunning with the matching blue, cream and burgundy shoes, an unusual combination that worked. She stared at it from every angle before deciding to go inside and try it on.
While inside, Travis called and asked for her location. She couldn’t gauge his feelings by his voice and didn’t expect to. They had been taught never to give anything away when talking on the phone or in person. Over the years, both she and her brother mastered the art of “blank face.”
She entered the shop and asked to try the dress on. The clerk took her to the back along with the dress. It fit like a hand in a glove. She looked at it from every angle and was pleased with the way it hung on her. The material stopped mid-thigh, but the lace continued to just below the knee, giving it a more modest appearance.
She heard voices out front and ignored them while trying on the matching shoes. Rarely did she wear anything with heels this high, but the four-inch heels made the dress appear more elegant. Someone entered the dressing room.
“Oh my goodness, you’re beautiful.”
Smiling her thanks, Taylor turned and looked at the woman dressed in a white short-sleeved blouse and navy skirt. Her hair was pulled back in a serviceable bun, and her skin was flawlessly pale. Her hands were on her face, displaying short, unpolished nails.
“Thank you.” Taylor looked in the mirror again. “I’m thinking of buying it to wear to a wedding. It’s not too much, right?”
The woman cleared her throat. “No. Not at all. You’ll be the most beautiful woman there.”
Taylor snorted. “Don’t tell the bride that, she might take exception.” She turned to the right and then the left again, liking it more and more. She removed the band holding her hair allowing it to fall. No, she would wear it up. She pulled it up to see how it worked with the outfit.
“Such beautiful hair,” the woman murmured.
Taylor had forgotten she was there. Should she keep saying thank you?
“You can wear it up or down, and it would still look amazing. That entire outfit looks perfect on you,” the woman said.
Taylor agreed and smiled. “Thank you. I’m going to get it.” She re-entered the cubicle, changed clothes, and when she stepped out, the clerk was there.
“What did you think?”
“I’ll take the dress and shoes,” Taylor said pleased with her selections.
“I’ll box this for you. Would you like to see some matching accessories? There’s a pair of earrings and a bracelet that complement this outfit perfectly.”
Taylor pulled her hair back up into a ponytail and nodded. “That would be great. My brother should be here soon, I’ll get him to buy them as a gift.”
The clerk smiled. “If he’s that hunk wearing a yellow shirt, he’s here, sitting out front.” She left the dressing room.
“Good, I’m hungry,” Taylor stepped out, looked around and saw Travis sitting hunched in an overstuffed chair with his head down. The woman who had been in the dressing room sat in another chair watching her. “I’m almost done. Pull out your credit card so you can buy me this bracelet and earring set,” she called over to him as she headed to the counter where the clerk waited with her things. She looked at the earrings and bracelet. “You’re right; they match perfectly. I’ll pay for the dress and shoes.” She pointed at Travis. “He’s got these.” She leaned toward him. “Late birthday gift, you forgot again this year.”
He nodded and handed the clerk his card who smiled brightly at him. Taylor wondered if Travis would bite. He barely looked at the clerk as he took his card and replaced it in his wallet. Taylor paid for her things and eased the guilt of spending $1,500 on two items with the assurance of looking amazing when she saw her grandfather and his people next week.
“Ready?” she asked him.
He stood, stuffed his hands into his pant pockets and walked to the door. Taylor followed. The woman who had been sitting down walked out as well. Taylor looked over her shoulder and frowned. Was this woman stalking her?
“Who are you?” Taylor asked the moment the woman cleared the door.
A strange look crossed the woman’s face before she answered. “Fiona. Fiona Jilani.”
Awareness slammed into Taylor. She should have known this was her birth mother. Why hadn’t she guessed? Pissed, Taylor looked at Travis. He held up his hands. “I didn’t tell her where you were. She followed me here.”
“He said you didn’t want to meet me,” Fiona said, her voice soft.
“I don’t,” Taylor snapped, pissed at the forced meeting.
“I know, but I wanted to see you. After I saw you, all grown up, so beautiful and confident… I don’t know, I wanted to say I’m sorry. Sorry for so many things…”
Unprepared for the swath of emotions running through her, Taylor turned and spoke to Travis. “Are you ready to go?”
He took a deep breath and nodded. “She answered my questions. I understand now. Thank you, Fiona. I appreciate your time today. You’ll never see or hear from me again. You have my word on that.”
Tears filled Fiona’s eyes. Taylor didn’t want to feel anything, but she couldn’t help it. Pity, anger, confusion, and yes, curiosity were all tied up like an unraveling knot in her chest. Damn.
“Thank you, Travis. Seeing the two of you, I know I did the right thing. It looks like Turner did a great job.” Fiona’s gaze flicked from Taylor to Travis and back to Taylor’s, lingering a little longer. “At the time, I did what was best for the two of you. It tore me apart, but I knew I couldn’t stay with Turner. I’m not cut out to be a military wife, he and I both agreed on that. From the very first time you drew breath, Turner was captivated. I don’t think he would’ve argued if I had taken you, but I could never care for you the way he would. He lost his mother in his teens and in a way he was searching for a family. That’s what I thought at the time because he offered marriage when we realized you were on the way. He didn’t love me, I didn’t love him. But he loved you, both of you and would walk on water to make sure you had whatever you needed. How could I take you from him? And take you to what? I had no job, no income. My family would’ve disowned me if they knew.” She shook her head and wiped the tears from her cheek.
Travis reached out and touched her shoulder. “Look. Listen, I simply wanted answers, that’s all. We’re done. No judgment. We’re good. Please, don’t let this one time visit mess up your day. Like I said, I’m grateful you took the time to talk to me and answer my questions. I’m good,” he said in a soft, easy-going voice.
Fiona nodded and patted his cheek. “So handsome and strong. You could be a model.” She smiled at him. “Thank you for being so kind and understanding.” She took a deep breath, looked at Taylor, nodded, turned and walked in the opposite direction.
“The car’s this way,” Taylor said a few moments later. They walked in silence to the car. Once inside, Taylor exploded. “What the hell happened? Why was she in the dressing room staring at me and talking…” Her eyes widened. “She knew who I was. She came in there to see me.”
He nodded, turned on the car and pulled out of the parking lot. They didn’t drive far and pulled into the lot of a well-known restaurant. “She wasn’t what I expected,” Taylor said, conflicted. “In my mind, she’s always been this invisible person, I had no clue what she looked or sounded like.”
“And now?” he prompted.
“Now she’s real. There’s a face for the faceless person in my life, and I don’t know how I feel about that.” She looked at him. “What about you? How do you feel?”
He stared at her for a few moments. “Strangely enough, I’m good. Basically, she explained her Catholic background, she had been a nanny working for a family when she met Daddy. He paid her a lot of attention, one thing led to another, she got pregnant. She was 18 at the time, had never been far from home, comes from a large family, six kids, she’s the second oldest. Scared, she hid from everyone she knew during the pregnancy. Daddy let her stay in his place, he was in and out of town, she couldn’t handle it.” Travis paused with a thoughtful expression. “I think it was all of it. Being young, pregnant by a stranger, away from her Catholic family, ashamed, all of that was the root of her decision to walk away. She’s still ashamed.”
Taylor frowned.
“It’s a huge secret that’s eating at her. No one knows, not her husband, or parents or siblings. We’re her dirty secret from her dirty past. Notice how she was dressed?”
Taylor nodded.
“She’s uber-religious trying to atone.” He shrugged. “Her words not mine.” He opened the car door, looked at her. “Happy belated birthday.”
Taylor stepped out the car and ignored the whistle from some guy walking by. “You feel sorry for her?” she whispered over the hood of the car.
“Maybe. Honestly, I can’t see her and Daddy together. He’d chew her up and spit her out. Unless she was different back then or something. I agree with her, Dad was the better option.”
“Yet we’re here in Milan looking for her,” Taylor said unsure he was thinking clearly.
Travis moved to stand in front of her. “I needed to see the woman who gave birth to me, learn something of her character. I needed her to tell me why she left me behind. After hearing what she had to say, I agree she did what was best for you and me. Dad always made sure we had the best of everything and retired from the service as we got older to be home with us. If I had to choose, and we didn’t, I’d have picked him over her life of uncertainty. Besides, can you imagine growing up in rural Italy as a Catholic? Our knees would have calluses.”
She laughed and walked with him into the restaurant. Her father had been a strict disciplinarian, something he had learned from his father, a high ranking officer in the British army, but made sure they had balance in their lives. He took them to carnivals and festivals, insisted they spend time with other military kids outside, running and riding bicycles. He wiped her tears when she fell and hurt herself, never telling either her or Travis not to cry, rather he explained other ways to prevent being hurt as badly. She loved and respected Turner Rollins, he was a great father.
They had placed their orders and had been looking over the wine list when they heard Fiona’s voice again. Travis stared at Taylor. She met his gaze and wondered how this could happen. Seconds later, she heard voices of young girls talking to Fiona as they sat at a table on the other side of the partition in the middle of the restaurant. They spoke in Italian about their day at school. One of the girls asked why Fiona’s eyes were puffy. She said something about allergies and the conversations eventually evolved to just the two girls talking.
“Want to leave?” Taylor asked Travis. She did not want to see Fiona’s children.
“We can,” he said and held up his hand to get the check. The server arrived at the table with their plates.
“Forget it. I’m hungry and want to eat since it’s here.” She ate her food and listened to the conversations in the restaurant. Various languages, French, several Italian dialects, Spanish, and some English swirled around them. Nothing too interesting, mostly personal conversations or the fashion industry. She didn’t mean to eat so quickly without tasting every delicious morsel, but she didn’t want to increase the chances of Fiona seeing them, either.
Travis must have had the same idea since they finished their meals around the same time and met each other’s gaze. He held up his hand for the check. “Ready?” he asked.
Taylor nodded and released a long breath. She wanted out of this city. More precisely, she wanted to be away from Fiona with her sad eyes and guilt-laden face. God, why couldn’t Travis have just left this whole thing alone? Taylor was sure she would see Fiona’s tear-stained face in her sleep. Damn it. She tossed a few bills on the table and stood.
Her brother did the same. They headed toward the door. Just as they reached the small waiting area, the hostess asked them a question. Taylor turned slightly to respond. Her gaze connected with a horrified looking Fiona. Travis pressed his hand into the small of her back to get her moving and followed her gaze.
One of the girls sitting at the table turned. Frowning, she stared at them.
“Let’s go,” Travis whispered.
Taylor forced her feet to move and walked out behind her brother. Shit. Shit. Shit. She hadn’t meant to look. Hadn’t wanted to see the daughters Fiona kept. The ones who could sit with her in public and call her mother. But she had, and it bothered her for some unknown reason.
“You okay?” Travis whispered looking straight ahead.
“Not sure. Kind of freaked. This is real, isn’t it? I mean that’s the woman who gave birth to us, right?” She knew the question was weird, but the truth was having a difficult time settling.
“Sucks right? But that’s her.”
“Wait! Hey you, wait please.” The sound of someone running behind them stopped Taylor and Travis.
“This cannot be happening,” Taylor groused and slipped on her sunglasses.
Travis did the same as he turned and waited for Fiona’s teenaged daughter to reach them.
Chest heaving, she stared at them with glassy eyes and clenched fists. “What? What did you do to Mamma? Why is she crying?”
“Sorry, I don’t know your Mamma or you,” Travis said in a dismissive tone.
The girl frowned. “She looked at you.” She pointed at Taylor. “And started crying. Why? Why is she upset? What did you do to Mamma?”
“Nothing,” Taylor said impressed by the girl’s defense of her parent. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She slid in the front seat of the car while Travis walked around to the driver’s side and slid in, leaving the teenager standing nearby, ready to go to war for her mother.
They drove off just as Fiona and her other daughter exited the restaurant. Fiona watched their car until they turned on the main street. It had been a strange day. She met the woman who birthed her and found the perfect outfit to mess with her grandfather’s kin. Instead of feeling content or satisfied, Taylor felt the complete opposite as if she had just walked into an alternate world.




CHAPTER SIX
Dressed to blend in with the natives, Moses and Jones drove to the rural town of Lianell in the Middle East to meet with a contact the General passed on to them just as they left the States last night. Once they arrived, they followed the instructions and entered a small cafe. They ordered refreshments and sat to wait.  Sofia would contact them here.
The food tasted bland, but that could be a symptom from all the antibiotics and other medications Moses ingested. His side throbbed, his thigh ached, and his vision occasionally swam as he forced himself to focus on his surroundings and listen. He wasn’t at his best and appreciated both the General and Jones’ confidence in his ability to get the job done. He would pull on all his reserves to complete this mission. Whoever sold them out would not get away with it. He hoped the trail hadn’t gone completely cold.
When the waiter returned with their bill, a piece of paper was attached. Jones paid the waiter while Moses picked up the papers and stuffed them in his pocket as they left the shop. Either this was the name of the doctor or another meeting point for the contact. They re-entered their vehicle and drove off. Moses pulled out the paper. It held an address and a name.
“Garace. Ever hear of him?” He looked at Jones.
“Never. Who is he?” Jones drove and continued looking at the road.
“It’s the name of the doctor.” Moses punched the address into the GPS on his phone. “Three hours… wake me in an hour to help drive.” He popped a pain pill into his mouth and grimaced at the taste.
“We should arrive before dark, do you want to press for a meeting today? Or wait until morning?” Jones asked.
“Today. We’ve got to get out of this region.” Moses leaned the seat back and closed his eyes. Behind lowered lids, he heard the husky voice that haunted his dreams.
“You were betrayed by one of your own.”  Lately, he tried to reconstruct a face to go with the voice. Surely, he had seen her at some point. Why couldn’t he remember? No matter how hard or how often he searched his memories, he didn’t recall a female. Not one. Proving he wasn’t going crazy and had imagined her was growing to be almost as important as gathering information on the traitor.
Stop thinking about the woman. Focus on the mission. She is part of the mission. Not yet. The doctor is the next step. He has to tell us where she’s located or point us in her direction, his mind argued. It would be a huge break if she or anyone confided information about the traitor to the doctor.
He frowned.
Highly unlikely. That kind of information would get a person killed. In parts of this country looking or talking different could get you killed. Respect for life was low. People killed indiscriminately.
Being in the military, serving as a soldier seemed like a beefed-up version of cowboys and Indians he played when he was younger. Back then, no one was seriously hurt, and the Indians won most of the time. It was their land after all, and fair was fair. Traitors were shot immediately. Prisoners were taken to the caverns in the mountains where they would make a camp and eat. His friend and attorney Laura always chose to be an Indian chief, never a squaw. He, his brother Drake and cousin Asher, were usually the cowboys, the cool ones like Billy the Kid, Butch Cassidy, and the Sundance Kid. There were always more kids wanting to be the Indians, which is why the Cowboys normally lost. This time he would be the Indian scout searching for the renegade cowboy who sold out his gang. The thought eased him and brought a measure of peace.
Moses missed Versteck and would return for an extended stay after they settled this problem. If the traitor lived in the States, he might need to pull in Asher and Drake or some talent from Versteck Arms. Most of the residents of the Arms were retired, highly talented, criminals. Asher filtered job requests for them and made assignments based on what the residents wanted to do and how often for a small percentage of the fee. It had proven to be an extremely lucrative business. Moses seriously considered early retirement from the military to work with Asher and Drake full time in their business.
He frowned.
Drake hadn’t sounded right when they talked last. Something had been off in his voice. Moses chased the niggling thought but still had no clue what bothered him. When it was safe, he would call his brother and Asher to find out what had been happening with them since he left. No doubt they expected a call soon.
<<<>>>
Moses woke alert and looked at the house in front of them. It looked completely out of place with its high fence, locked gate and security cameras. It screamed, “look at me, I’m doing something illegal.”
“Guards?” He didn’t look at Jones or reprimand him for not waking him as Moses had asked.
“None that I’ve seen, however, there’s a security cam on the gate. He could have them in the house or basement with him.”
Moses continued looking at the house hoping it would jar a memory or something and drew a blank. Come night, they could scale the fence, make their way to the roof and find a way inside either through a window, door, or the roof.
They continued staring at the house for several moments. “I’ve got my scanner, but I’m betting he’s got pretty good security on that place. I doubt the alarm rings to the police, more like the local thugs or mafia in this area. They form the bulk of his clientele,” Jones said.
Again, Moses was happy Jones had more time to research this mission while the rest of the team recovered. “Good to know.
They sat in silence for several minutes. “Seems like we’re going to be in this area longer than I hoped. We need to get rid of the car and return on foot to watch the house.” Moses looked around to find a spot they could observe without being seen. “The top of that building?” He pointed at the flat roof that would meet their needs.
“Looks good, should work,” Jones said looking at the building a few blocks east.
“Drop me off there while you move the car someplace safe.” Moses looked around the car, grabbed the bag of food Jones had purchased for them. “Better eat this before entering the church.” He didn’t ask what it was and ate the rice, meat and beans combination quickly. Jones handed him a bottle of water to wash down the meal.
“Thanks.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as Jones pulled onto the road. It didn’t take long to reach their destination. The three-story office building provided covered parking, and Jones pulled into a slot. There were very few people milling around the elevator. Jones pulled out his device to block the camera from seeing Moses use an override key to take them to the top floor. Once there they used a by-pass card to access the roof. Moments later they lay flat with binoculars watching the doctor’s home.
Hours passed with no activity. Moses wondered if the doctor was in residence. As night turned to morning, they continued taking shifts to watch the house. Mid-day, the gate opened, and a van pulled into the gate, promptly closing behind them. A short, gray-haired man, wearing a blue lab coat and latex gloves stood beneath the covered porch waiting with a gurney and an assistant. Moments later a body was transferred to the gurney, and they all walked inside.
“At least we know he’s at home,” Moses murmured.
“How do we get to him?” Jones said, his voice above a whisper.
“Something tells me he won’t be moved by seeing someone hurt on the street,” Moses said. “He’s all about the money.”
“Do we have enough money to interest him?” Jones asked.
“Probably not,” Moses said thinking of his healthy bank account.
“Does he ever leave home? That might be the best way to get to him. Either on the road or in a public place,” Jones suggested.
Moses thought about it a few moments longer. “You’re probably right. Or we could set his house on fire, he’d have to leave if we did that.” He chuckled.
“Chances are he would think we had something to do with it when we asked questions about our time in his facility,” Jones said.
“True, so very true. So, we wait for an opportunity to meet him in public. We’ll go down before dark, grab a bite to eat and watch from someplace closer,” Moses said.
Hours later, whoever had been taken in on a stretcher to the doctor, walked between two men and entered the back of the van. Seemed like the doctor had another satisfied customer. The gate closed behind the van.
“Let’s go,” Moses said.
The gate opened again. A late model Mercedes pulled out, turned right and headed in the direction of the town. They watched the doctor’s car as long as possible, got the general direction it went in and the license plate.
Jones scooted back, placed their equipment in the bag and followed Moses down the stairs to the first floor. They entered another nearby door to walk down to the parking garage which was mostly empty.
Silent, they moved quickly, entered the car and eventually drove in the same direction the doctor had moments ago. In town, they searched for his car. The area wasn’t very large, but their lack of knowledge hampered their success. Lost, they wound up on some back road with no GPS signal. Driving slowly, they looked for a road or path to take them back into town, they passed a car in a carport.
“Stop. Back up,” Moses said. He looked at the license number they wrote on the keypad on his phone and the license number on the car. “I’ll be damned. Here he is. Park nearby and let’s wait for him.”
Jones parked several feet down, grabbed his tool bag and started scanning for security cameras. He jammed a few as they walked by so there’d be no record of this visit. They moved silently to the carport and hid in the shadows waiting for Dr. Garace to return.
Night had fallen, and they continued to wait. Pain throbbed through Moses’ body. After an hour he had to take something for pain and hoped Garace would leave before the need to take another one. Jones looked at him but remained silent. Neither would address Moses’ health, it would be a wasted conversation.
His stomach growled, reminding him they hadn’t eaten anything in several hours. Time crawled as hour after hour passed. Moses took another pain pill and immediately suffered a stomach cramp.
Silently, Jones gave him the last bottle of water and breath mints. Neither of them had any food. Grateful, Moses drank some of the water and recapped the bottle. They weren’t sure how long they had to wait but wouldn’t leave without talking to the doctor.
Around four in the morning, eight hours after leaving his home, the door opened and a tired, yet pleased doctor opened the door.
“Until next time, Nicole. Run back to your room before you catch a cold. I’ll call you next week.”
“Until next time, my special treat,” she said stroking his face before closing and bolting the door from the inside. Smiling, Garace pulled out his keys and walked to the driver’s side. Jones, stepped from the shadows, covered the doctor’s mouth and took the keys with the other. He tossed Moses the keys before sliding in the back seat of the doctor’s car with him. Moses wasted no time in pulling out and heading toward a quiet area near the base of the mountain.
By the time they were on the main highway leading out of town, Jones had stripped the doctor of his phone, a small pistol and everything else.
“What’s the meaning of this?” the doctor asked in French first. Then repeated the question in Italian, Spanish and finally English.
“We have a few questions that’s all. You’ve been really kind to us, and we promise to pay you for your time, but we really need your help,” Moses said glancing at him in the rear-view mirror.
“Help? What kind of help? When did I…” He leaned back and looked at Jones. “I remember you.” He peered at Moses. “How are you here? You almost died not so long ago. Do not say you are here for medical services. That I will not believe.” Alert, with a glint of stubbornness, he crossed his arm and waited as Moses parked.
“My team was ambushed by Ashad. You may have heard of him,” Moses said turning with his back against the door, his pistol on his lap and his aching thigh stretched onto the passenger seat.
“Oui, of course, I’ve heard of him, that explains your injuries.” He frowned. “So, you were not personal friends of… the ones who brought you to me? I thought they said you were friends.” He looked at Moses, confused.
“Who brought us to you?” Moses asked.
The doctor’s brow rose. “You do not know? How is that possible? My services are not cheap, yet they paid for your care.”
“I lost my memory and am trying to remember what happened,” Moses said with a burst of inspiration. “Look at me, I’m recovering from a lot, but I can’t remember everything.” He shook his head in despair. “Believe me, that’s the only reason I would disobey my doctor and fly back to this country. I need to know what happened. I need to find my friends again and get more answers.”
The doctor stared at him for a few moments. “Give me my phone, I will call and ask permission first.”
Jones glanced at Moses.
He nodded.
The doctor placed the call and hung up. He called again, let it ring longer and hung up. “There is a reason for voice mail. Pity more do not use it,” he huffed and looked at Moses. “Have you taken your medication today? You do not look well.”
“Took two pain pills waiting for you.” He grinned. “Looked like you had a good night, damn man, eight hours? That’s freaking unbelievable.”
Dr. Garace preened. “It was a fun, relaxing night.”
“I’ll reimburse you for this time, while we’re talking,” Moses clarified to make sure the doctor understood they knew information cost something.
“I suppose you won’t go away until you get your memory back?” the doctor asked watching Moses.
“Without answers? This is my life, and it’s on hold. I want it back, Doctor Garace. Please help me,” Moses said slipping emotion into his voice.
“It’s a miracle seeing you so soon after working so long on you. Didn’t expect you to survive but you did… must be a reason.”
Neither Moses nor Jones said anything. They allowed the doctor to talk himself into giving them what they wanted.
“Amnesia’s a tricky thing. Memories could come back at any moment or never return. I suppose your doctor told you that already, especially if he said no traveling. Friends… said you were friends,” Dr. Garace murmured before looking at Moses. “You’re in the wrong country that’s for sure. You’ll need to fly to France, south of France. I don’t have an address, of course, we’re not that kind of associates. But start your search there, ask around for Mr. Turner, someone may point you in the right direction.”
“South of France?” Moses frowned. There were hundreds of places near the beaches and further inland of those tourist traps. Lots of transients and vacationers with no knowledge of the locals. It could take weeks to properly search every major town for people he didn’t know, and the General had only given them 10 days, and they were three in already.
“Near one of the larger towns, Nice? Cannes?” He frowned. “Marseilles? No, too far from the border. Sorry, that is all I can do.” He held out his hand. Jones placed an envelope full of cash in his palm. The doctor’s eyes rounded as he looked at Jones first then at Moses with concern. “I wish you the best of luck in finding your friends. If you would like I will reexamine you free of charge before you go.”




CHAPTER SEVEN
They pulled into the driveway of their grandfather’s huge ancestral estate. The two-story classic designed mansion looked like something out of a fairy tale with immaculate landscaping, gorgeous stone fountains and pristine walls that glowed in the moonlight.
Taylor looked at Travis and took a deep breath. “We’re here. Not when they wanted us to come, but we made it the night before the wedding. You ready to go inside?”
“No,” Travis said, still in a funk over their grandfather’s calls begging them to come earlier in the week for the wedding festivities. The man called every day asking when they planned to come, totally ignoring their response about showing up the morning of the wedding. He claimed that wasn’t the way family celebrated weddings. Travis made it clear to the man he didn’t consider any of this group family. The back and forth gave her a headache. Two days ago, their father ended the argument and told them to get on the next flight for England and drive down to his father’s country estate near Bristol. Travis had been pissed ever since.
“Alright, we can wait for them to come and get us. You know the gate told them we were here,” she said turning to look out the window. “When we get to the hotel, let’s have a drink in the bar, alright?”
He opened his door without answering.
Smiling, she opened her door as well. Dressed in a pale-apricot fitted dress with matching heels and handbag, she caught up to him. He snagged one of her curls and pulled.
“Hey,” she said slapping his hand. “That hurts.”
“I’m only here because of you,” he said.
“Thanks. I really appreciate it. Don’t lose your heart to any of these English women,” she whispered as they neared the entrance.
He frowned, looked down at his jeans, short sleeved teal colored tee-shirt, and jacket. “Never happen.” He leaned close to her ear. “I like my women dark like Nana Cherise.”
Taylor knew that already but enjoyed teasing him. She straightened as the door opened.
“Look at you two, finally made it,” their grandfather said. “Come in, come, come.” He waved them inside.
Behind him stood a stout woman with red curly hair and a nice smile. “Hello, I’m Constance, your grandfather’s wife.” She looked half his age but seemed content.
“Nice to meet you,” Travis said smiling down at her.
“Hello,” Taylor said.
“You’re gorgeous,” Constance told Taylor. “How do you stay in such good shape? I don’t think I ever had a waist that small.” She stared amazed at Taylor as she moved fully from behind Travis.
“I work out almost every day and good genes. I suppose,” Taylor said unsure what the woman expected to hear.
“I’ll say. You’ll be the envy of everyone here.” Since she sounded positively happy over that possibility, Taylor didn’t say anything.
“Now Constance, don’t start anything. Ruby and her young man have been teased enough.” Their grandfather was slightly shorter than Travis with gray eyes, thinning brown hair and was overweight. “Ruby was from my second marriage to Natalie. Your father never forgave me for marrying her within a year of his mother’s death.” He paused dramatically. “Selene was a sheer delight, so American with different ideas. Definitely kept things interesting. Pity, she died very young.”
“Cancer is a brutal beast,” Constance said, appearing unaffected by her husband’s praise of his first wife.
“Indeed, it is my dear. Indeed it is.” Their grandfather looked around. “Where’s your luggage?”
“We dropped it off at the hotel.” Travis held up his hand stopping their grandfather’s red-faced protest. “Daddy told you we were not staying here. I told you the same thing, and so did Taylor. Get over it, we’re not staying here. If that’s a problem, we’ll leave now and return for the wedding tomorrow afternoon. That is not negotiable,” he said in a firm voice.
Constance’s face reddened as she stood to the side with her hands clasped.
Taylor and her grandfather locked gazes a few seconds longer. He released a long sigh. “God, I miss my son. A real man’s man. You’re so much like him, both of you are. Thanks for coming.” He turned and headed down the hall.
His wife stepped forward with a slight smile. “He really misses his heir and talks about Turner and Thomas all the time. For years, they were his only sons until I gave birth to Clifford, Junior eleven years ago. Natalie had the two girls, Ruby and Patrice.” She rolled her eyes. “They visit often, but he talks about the mistakes he made with Turner and Thomas a lot. I think those haunt him the most.” She stepped forward and placed a hand on each of their arms. “Thank you for coming. It means the world to him to reconnect with his family. Do you think your father might forgive him one day?”
She looked so hopeful Taylor didn’t want to answer.
“Who knows?” Travis said in a philosophical tone. “Anything’s possible.”
Apparently desperate for any sign of a positive outcome, Constance latched onto that non-answer.
“Great, who knows maybe one day you’ll have your wedding here and Turner will walk you down the aisle. You’ll be a beautiful bride.” Constance beamed.
Taylor jerked in response. The woman was definitely daft to say that.
“Constance, bring them to the patio,” their grandfather yelled from down the hall.
She smiled at him over her shoulder. “Of course, dear.” She looked at Travis and Taylor. “What would you like to drink?”
“Nothing for me,” Taylor murmured looking around the foyer and beyond. It had been years since her last visit here. How old had they been? Ten? Nine? Older? She couldn’t recall and would ask Travis later.
They moved slowly down the hall with Constance. “Don’t let them throw you off. Natalie’s here with her new lover.” Constance rolled her eyes again. “As the mother of the bride she demanded to stay here, and Clifford didn’t bother arguing.” Her tone said she thought he should have argued.
Travis gave Taylor a long-suffering look.
She shrugged. They would make it through the next two hours, head back to the hotel, have that drink, maybe listen to the band a bit, and return tomorrow for the wedding.
By the time they reached the patio, Taylor knew enough about each person to be wary. As the third and hopefully final wife of their aging grandfather, Constance’s commentary on the family members was biased. Deliciously so.
“My grandchildren from my oldest son, Turner. Meet Travis and his twin sister Taylor,” their grandfather said proudly from across the room. All eyes turned toward them, and Taylor almost laughed at the instant dislike she read in Natalie and her two daughters’ gazes during the introduction. Natalie’s boy toy, Greg, sat next to her in a lounging position as if they should all be grateful for his presence. Taylor ignored the classically, handsome blond. Her gaze flit to Mason, Patrice’s overweight husband who looked as if he would rather be anywhere but there.
“Turner? Twin to Thomas? I thought he had died,” Natalie said, her words slurred.
“Uncle Thomas is dead?” Travis asked deliberately misunderstanding the woman.
“No. No, he’s not,” their grandfather said glowering at Natalie. “She’s talking nonsense again. Ignore her like everyone else does.”
“You weren’t ignoring me last night,” Natalie said.
Constance’s cheeks reddened.
“Hush that foolish talk,” their grandfather said as he retook his seat.
“Are you going to sit down? You’re freakishly tall for a girl,” Natalie said looking at Taylor.
Taylor laughed, and Travis smiled as they turned their backs on the women and walked toward the garden. It was beautiful out here. Peaceful too. She continued ignoring the family sitting cloistered together and moved further away to a table with chairs closer to the edge of the patio. She and Travis sat and looked at the gardens.
“How long has it been since we were here? I can’t recall,” she whispered to him.
“I don’t remember either. Before our teens, I think. Not long enough. Do you remember Natalie?”
Taylor shook her head. “No, but she was the one after dad’s mom died. Broke Nana Cherise’ heart, too. Selene was her only daughter, they had been close.”
“Daddy too,” Travis said.
Moment’s later, their grandfather joined them at the table. “The two of you used to run around and play out here when you were younger. It was your favorite place in the house. You’d stay for hours. Your father would chase after you until you dropped to the ground tired.” He sounded wistful.
“It’s still beautiful out here, I’m glad you kept it,” Taylor said touching the top of his hand.
Her grandfather swallowed hard but didn’t speak.
They sat like that for several more minutes, enjoying the solitude of nature and admiring its beauty.
“Will you be staying for supper?” Grandfather asked.
Taylor had been thinking about it and faced him. “If we stay, I have to warn you up front. I’m not going to put up with any disrespectful BS from anyone, I don’t care who they are. If Natalie comes at me again, I’ll take it to her ass. If that’s a problem, we’ll skip dinner and head to the hotel.”
“You’re saying you’ll put her in her place? Tell her to back the hell up? Give it to her straight, no chase?” their grandfather asked, surprising them.
“Yes, she will, and whatever she misses, I’ll back her up. No trash talking about my dad,” Travis said, his voice low. “Zero tolerance for that. She used her one shot with the dead comment. No more passes.”
Their grandfather sat back in his chair, his gaze flew from one to the other as a slow grin crept up his face. “Please stay, I’d pay good money to see that hen and her chicks suffer a good put down. You’ll have no interference from me if they start it. Knowing them, they will.” He sounded absolutely gleeful.
Travis removed his jacket as they went into dinner and several of the females complimented him on his muscular physique while the men looked at him with silent curiosity. Grandfather had puffed up with pride as if he had something to do with the hard work she and Travis put in to remain in good, fighting, shape.
Constance caught up to Taylor, leaned over and whispered. “Welcome to the family.”
<<<>>>
The next day Taylor took her time dressing for Ruby and Nigel’s wedding. Last night at dinner she met the lackluster groom who stared wolfishly at her as if she were a steak. Ruby, nor her mother or sister were pleased. True to form they decided to form a united front and take her on.
Taylor smiled at the memory.
“Where do you live?” Natalie asked during the first course of lobster bisque.
“France,” Taylor said in a non-committal tone. Except for their grandfather, she nor Travis considered anyone at that table real family and had no intention of forming any relationships. Fortunately, it appeared the others agreed.
Ruby snorted but remained silent.
“The entire country?” Patrice asked with a silly grin.
“Obviously I don’t want to tell any of you where in France or I would have,” Taylor said in a conversational tone and ignored their stunned faces. Her grandfather didn’t have an address for them, and they had been instructed by their father to keep it that way.
“You speak French?” Natalie said, her tone doubtful.
Taylor didn’t look at the woman. Instead, she spoke in flawless French. “This witch is getting on my nerves, and if she doesn’t back off, I’m going to put my foot up her arse.”
Travis nodded.
Her grandfather laughed outright and replied in French. “Please do my dear. I still hadn’t forgiven her for foisting her oldest off as my own when she came to me with a bun in the oven, demanding a quick wedding. Her deceit cost me the affection of my sons.”
Taylor stared at the old man and shook her head. “Oldest trick in the book.”
“I was grief-stricken over the death of the only woman I’ve ever loved,” her grandfather said, their entire conversation in French.
“That’s rude, you know,” Natalie snarled. “I don’t expect manners from these two, but you should know better, Clifford. Show some class for goodness sake.”
“Bitch please,” Taylor said looking across the table at Natalie. “You wouldn’t know class if it slapped your stupid, lying ass in the face. Do you really want me to call out the low- life, double-dealing shit you did to a man who had just lost his wife? Huh? Do you?” She stared at Natalie whose face turned red as she glared at her and then at their grandfather.
“You bastard!” Natalie spat at him.
“No that wouldn’t be me, you cheeky git. It’s your firstborn,” grandfather said with an evil gleam in his eyes.
White-faced, Patrice slammed her hands on the table and stood glaring down at Taylor. “Stop it, just stop. Can’t we have a civilized meal for once? Tomorrow my sister, your daughter.” She looked at Grandfather. “Is getting married, tonight should be about her and Nigel. Not the origins of my birth or Mother’s past.” She scowled at Taylor as if she started it.
“Do not come for me, tell your drunk mother to back off and I won’t rip her a new one. I will not take shit from any of you,” Taylor said in a measured tone while looking at each person at the table. “The only reason we’re here is for grandfather, but even that has limits. Don’t test me.”
Patrice took a deep breath, nodded, and returned to her seat.
Greg winked at her and raised his glass in salute. “Hear, hear.”
Natalie glared at him.
Taylor looked at her grandfather and spoke in French. “You wanted to put her in her place publicly, didn’t you?”
His gray eyes lit with an inner light. “For years, thanks for giving me the perfect opportunity. I’m so glad you came. Tomorrow, I’ll have a nice surprise for you.” He had nodded, and the conversation returned to English, and no one else said anything snarky. Taylor, Travis, their grandfather, and Constance talked to each other ignoring the others mostly. Natalie and her young boy toy, Greg, had been the first to leave the table. Followed by the bride and groom. Patrice and her husband lingered and listened for a few moments longer.
Constance was their grandfather’s greatest cheerleader and kept the conversation lively and informative. Overall, Taylor had enjoyed the dinner and looked forward to the wedding surprise her grandfather had for them later today.
Dressed, she touched up her lipstick and decided she was done. The dress fit perfectly, the earrings and matching bracelet added exquisite final touches to her ensemble.
Travis tapped on her door.
She opened it and stepped back giving him an admiring gaze. He wore a dark navy pin-striped suit with a white shirt and nice red, yellow, navy and white silk abstract neck-tie. “You did something to your hair,” she said noticing how well the waves lay on his scalp.
“Seriously? Is that what you noticed first?” He did a slow spin, and she saw his matching dark navy shoes.
“I already said you clean up nice, anything else and your head will be bigger than the rest of you,” she teased.
He snorted.
“Seriously, you look great. Let’s go have some fun,” she said.
He stepped back, looked at her and shook his head. “I’ve got my pistol, don’t make me use it. Last night, the gents at the table were looking at you too hard considering they were sitting with their mates and I’m including the groom in that equation.”
She went into a fighting stance, laughed when the hem of her dress came dangerously close to her crotch and smoothed it out. “Just because I don’t have my big guns, don’t mean I’m without means.” She pulled out a small pistol from her clutch and showed him. “Not scary, but it’ll get the job done if needed.” The first rule of the job, never travel anywhere unarmed.
He nodded and opened the door. “Let’s go.”
<<<>>>
Taylor and Travis breathed a sigh of relief now that the wedding, which had started an hour late, was finally over. Natalie, the mother of the bride, had arrived without her boy toy. It was obvious she had been drinking and was pissed. She snapped at Constance and all but stomped up the aisle, pulling the poor usher along in her hurry to be seated.
Ruby was a beautiful bride. No matter what Nigel wore he would always look sloppy and unkempt, Taylor doubted he could help it. The rest of the bridal party seemed just as relieved the wedding was over and made a straight line to the large covered tent in the middle of the garden for the reception.
Travis glanced at his watch as they walked toward the tent with the other well-wishers. “This could go on late into the night.”
“Didn’t start until two,” Taylor reminded him as they gave the hostess their name and was shown to their table. Just as they were about to sit, their grandfather called out and headed toward them with someone trailing behind him.
He grabbed Taylor’s hand and spread out her arms. “My word, Dear, you look positively beautiful.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Doesn’t she look beautiful, quite puts the others to shame I daresay.”
“You are indeed a gorgeous gem,” the man standing behind her grandfather said as he stepped forward.
Taylor froze as she stared at the man who could be her father’s twin. Wait. Twin? Daddy has a twin.
“Are you…?” She pulled her hand back while staring at the man.
“Uncle Thomas?” Travis finished.
“Yes. I’m Turner’s twin. I was hoping he would be here, it’s been…” he looked thoughtful as if calculating the time.
“Over 25 years because we’ve never met you,” Travis said, his tone mild, eyes watchful.
Uncle Thomas nodded. “Longer than that. The man can hold a grudge.”
“From what we’ve heard, you were the one holding a grudge, refused to have anything to do with grandfather once you came of age,” Travis said.
Taylor snapped her uncle’s picture with her phone and sent it to her father while the others talked. She half-listened while waiting for a response. It didn’t take long.
“So he’s finally turned up after all these years. Wonder where he’s been? Tell him I said hello and I’ll be reaching out to him soon. Call me tonight after the party. There’s been a development we need to discuss. Have fun.”
Taylor read the message twice and looked up. “Daddy said to tell you hello and that he’ll contact you soon.” She gave Travis her phone, so he could read the rest of the message.
Uncle Thomas smiled wide. “I’ll be looking forward to talking to him. It’s been too long. Please…” He waved to the table as their grandfather walked off. “Let’s sit down and get acquainted. I knew Turner had children, father told me years ago. I wasn’t able to reach out at the time. Life has a way of getting in the way and broadsiding a man.”
Taylor’s initial impression of her uncle wasn’t good. Where her father exuded an aura of strength, confidence, and fortitude, his brother rarely met their gaze. His eyes shifted around the room as if searching for the closest exit. He came across shifty, weak of personality and she discounted most of his conversation.
“Were you incarcerated?” she asked, cutting him off in the middle of some fancy tale he had taken from a novel or movie. She would bet her next check he’d never gone mountain climbing in Italy.
His face, not quite as dark as her father’s, reddened as he met her direct gaze. “Yes.”
“How long?” she asked, cutting to the chase.
“Almost 20 years. I’m out on parole,” he said watching her.
Taylor nodded. “Why didn’t you tell daddy?” She was sure her father didn’t know about this; otherwise, they would’ve gone to meet the man in prison.
“Lots of reasons, none that make any sense now. Mostly anger he didn’t agree with me to completely shun our father. Turner didn’t care that we were shipped off to boarding school after mom died, or kicked out of our home like orphans, didn’t care that the old man married that harpy.” He looked at Natalie who sat at a table near the front and shook his head. “I was so angry. Mom had been a hundred times better. Beautiful, like you.” He tipped his head to Taylor. “Sweet, loving, always had time for two rambunctious boys. Nana Cherise, Uncle Adrian, and Papa Niles would come over while Daddy was away and we’d go to the beach and all over. It was the best time of my life.” He looked straight ahead as if he were transported in time and saw the past in a way Taylor never could.
“I love spending time with Nana Cherise and Papa Niles,” Taylor said softly, drawing him back to the present. “Daddy said they came over after we were born. Growing up we spent a lot of time with them, and you’re right, they’re the best.”
Uncle Thomas took a deep breath and looked around as people continued filling tables. “The last conversation I had with Turner…” He shook his head. “You know how he is, always right, certain things should be done a specific way, he wasn’t flexible back then. I wasn’t surprised he was a single parent, that he had stepped up and raised his children on his own… he was like that.” He took another deep breath and released it slowly. “I’m not.”
Taylor glanced at Travis who sat back in his chair watching their relative. No one spoke for several moments.
“Aren’t you going to ask why I went to prison?” Uncle Thomas said, his tone bitter.
“Why’d you go to prison?” Travis asked.
Uncle Thomas looked at him for a few seconds with his hands clasped on the table. “First-degree assault and burglary bungled it badly, fell, sprained my ankle and was caught by the coppers trying to escape.” He shrugged. “Always had the devil’s own luck in those matters.” He didn’t look shiftless now.
Taylor suspected they were meeting the real Uncle Thomas.
“No way could I tell Turner about that screw-up. Didn’t tell anyone. The old man used connections, found me after I’d been locked away for a few years. We started talking off and on, I was still angry with him. Blamed him for the way my life turned out and everything.”
“Do you still blame him?” Taylor asked into the silence at the table.
Her uncle’s head jerked up and met her gaze. “What? No. Not at all. Wouldn’t be here if I did. Had to make peace with myself. Take responsibility for my actions. Did that five years back, became a Christian.” He nodded as if that made everything alright. Maybe it did for him.
“I’m happy you’ve found peace,” Taylor said sincerely. “One thing.”
He looked at her expectantly.
“Be yourself. Don’t make up stories. You don’t have to tell anyone anything about your past life if you don’t want to. Either people accept you as you are or they won’t. If they don’t, keep it moving and go on.”
He stared at her and then laughed. “Didn’t like me stories?”
She shook her head. “Sounded fake.”
He laughed again causing people at nearby tables to look at them. “You’re right. Life is too short to try to be what other’s want or expect you to be.” He looked at Travis and back at her. “You don’t look much like Turner, thank God. But you look like family, I see Nana and Pops in both of you. Your personalities are straight up Turner. He never had time for BS either.” Smiling, he took a deep breath. “It’ll be good to see him again. Really good.”
The wedding party entered the tent, and they all stood clapping as the names were announced. Taylor smiled at her grandfather as he took his seat at a table with Constance and others. He winked at her.
Travis removed his jacket and placed it on the back of his chair. “Nice to meet you Uncle Thomas, glad you’ve turned your life around.”
His uncle smiled gently while nodding slowly. “Had no choice, all that hate and bitterness was killing me. Feels good being with family again. Didn’t realize how much I needed this.” He reached over and hugged Travis, surprising them both. “I need my family, need my brother.” He clapped Travis on the shoulder and moved to hug Taylor.
“Family,” Uncle Thomas whispered near her ear.
“Family,” she repeated as he released her. She stepped back toward her chair, glanced at her grandfather and wasn’t surprised to see a huge, misty-eyed, grin as he stared across the room at them.




CHAPTER EIGHT
The day after the wedding, Taylor and Travis arrived home before noon. They took an earlier flight and had several questions regarding their cryptic conversation with their father last night. Taylor had called him once they returned from the wedding. The conversation had been rushed, an unusual occurrence. Someone had been asking questions about them in town, he had said but didn’t sound concerned. He mentioned them stirring a hornet’s nest but didn’t want to discuss it on the phone. He hadn’t asked any questions about the wedding, his father or brother, another thing that struck her as odd. Soon they would get more information on the hornet's nest, whoever was searching for them and share photos of his brother, father and wedding guests.
She entered the house with her carry-on roller. “Dad?” she called out as she headed to the kitchen. When he didn’t respond, she called out again. “Daddy? Where are you? We just got back.” She and Travis stopped in the middle of the living room and looked around. The place wasn’t that big, there were only a few places he could be.
Travis strode down the hall toward their father’s bedroom. She took her luggage upstairs, placed it in her room and looked around. “He’s not up here,” she called, growing concerned. He knew they’d be home around this time. It wasn’t like him not to be here waiting for them.
“Not down here either,” Travis said.
“I’m changing clothes and grabbing a few things, be down in a bit.” She pulled off her dress, tossed it on the bed and pulled on a pair of cargo khakis and an oversized shirt that covered her hips. She went to her gun safe, pulled out a holster with a smaller pistol, a case that held her blades, a special pair of sunglasses that would record images and a pouch with her scanner, lock-picks, and jammer. She stowed her equipment in the pockets of her pants after strapping the holster around her waist. Before going down, she looked in the mirror, frowned at the make-up and large earrings she wore. Something had to be done about her curly hair too. Taking a few precious moments, she sprayed her hair with water and braided it into one long braid that reached below her collar. She took off the earrings and washed her face. This time when she looked in the mirror, she was ready.
Travis was in the next room, no doubt changing as well.
Taylor grabbed her phone, identification and placed everything else of value into the safe and relocked it.
“Ready,” she said over her shoulder and headed downstairs.
“One minute,” Travis said.
Taylor unlocked their father’s office and sat down at the desk. She pulled up the security cams for the house and sat back to watch. Travis, dressed similarly to her, without the oversized shirt, entered a few moments later.
“Anything?” he asked leaning against the bookcase behind her.
“I started running it from the day we left. So far no one came to the house and dad was inside most of the time. Wish we had access to his phone records,” she murmured.
“So would a lot of people,” Travis said. “Last night he said people were asking questions about us. Did he mean locally? Or anywhere in the network? The way things are set-up he would be told if someone in Russia or the Middle East or Sweden asked specific questions.”
“I don’t know,” she said watching her father wash his car yesterday. “Was he going out on a date or something?”
“Have no idea.” He leaned forward, pressed the button and the tape fast-forwarded. He stopped it at the sight of their father dressed in a black suit with a dress shirt stepping outside, locking the door and driving off.
Stunned, Taylor looked at Travis. “This was after our conversation with him. No wonder he rushed us off the phone,” she said.
Travis shrugged and appeared to relax a bit.
Taylor fast-forwarded the tape. “He stayed out all night?” she said when nothing was showing his return.
“Possibly.” Travis held up his jammer and loaded the software that would show if the camera recording had been interfered with.
There had been no interference.
“Don’t get me wrong, I think it’s great he’s hanging out, doing his thing, but he should’ve answered our calls or called back to let us know he’s okay. I mean, he said we needed to deal with whatever we stirred up,” she said confused by her father’s actions. “Do you think that’s the real reason he didn’t go to the wedding? He’s dating or shagging someone?”
Travis stared at the screen and shrugged. “It’s weird, that’s for sure. He knows how we are, knows we’re going to do exactly as we’ve done.”
“Expect foul play. Plan a search and rescue,” she said agreeing with him.
“Exactly. Minutes matter in situations like this. Who was he going to meet? Search his desk, I’ll search the rest of the office, we might find something,” he said.
Taylor opened every desk drawer, even the locked ones. She learned a few things about her father’s sexual interests she wished she hadn’t but nothing that drew them closer to discovering what happened to their father. “Nothing.”
“Same here,” he said standing straight. “Hand me a phone, I’ll make some calls, see what we can find out. Maybe he spoke to Henri or one of the others.”
She nodded, unlocked the drawer again and handed him a phone they typically used on missions. While he made calls, Taylor started in the hall bathroom and systematically searched for anything missing. From there she searched her father’s bedroom, moved to the kitchen and finally the living room.
Travis entered the living room holding the phone. “No one’s talked to him since the debriefing. Henri agrees this is unlike him to not contact us about not being here. Anything missing?” he looked around.
“Not that I can tell. His personal phone, keys, the clothes he wore.” She shrugged. “Let’s check the storage unit.”
He frowned that’s almost an hour away, what if he’s close by and needs us?”
“What if he took some heavy firepower? That would say a lot about what’s going on,” she said. “Or we can go into town, see if anyone’s heard anything.”
“About?”
“About looking for us, asking questions, that kind of thing. If so, we can find them first, ask questions,” she said watching him think over her words.
“You think someone’s this close to the house? Near this town?” The house was in a small out of the way location with one street off the main highway to access it. Most people couldn’t find it even with good directions.
“Good point, maybe Nice? Or Cannes? A larger town. Maybe that’s where he went, into town,” she said liking that possibility more.
He nodded slowly. “We can look into the storage facility on the way to Nice. There are a few contacts in the city we can tap. Good idea,” he told her. “Let’s lock-up and go. Grab a jacket and your gloves,” he reminded her. The gloves kept her smaller, feminine hands hidden. Although she wasn’t particularly busty, when she ran, the shirt molded to her small waist and breasts. The jacket hid whatever the shirt revealed.
<<<>>>
They made good time. Nothing had been missing from the storage which could be good or bad depending on how you looked at it. Turner may not have been able to reach the storage locker to get what he needed to defend himself, or he could be somewhere having fun with a dead phone. The latter didn’t seem right. Their father was always accessible to them if no one else. The fact their calls went to voice mail was a red flag. Each minute they didn’t hear from him, Taylor battled the fear of something being horrendously wrong with their dad. Some moments it threatened to choke her.
He had to be alright. If he wasn’t, he had to hang on until they found him. He would know they’d search everywhere until they located him. “Hang on, daddy. Please, just hang on,” she prayed silently as they pulled into the parking lot of Club Fab, a local nightclub. The owner, Lucas, lived nearby but should be at the club this close to evening.
Lucas had a crush on her. Their father didn’t want her anywhere near the man which was why Travis went inside alone to ask questions. Lucas and Travis had a measured truce after Travis broke Lucas’ nose the last time they got into a fight. Travis agreed to keep quiet about kicking Lucas’ ass, and Lucas pretended they were friends. If someone asked questions about them in Nice, Lucas would’ve heard and would know they’d ask him about it.
She stared out the window waiting. “Where did you go? Who did you meet? Was it a trap? Did she or he drug you or something?” Questions rolled around her mind until she wanted to scream. Something happened to her father. She wasn’t sure if it was bad or horrible, but it wasn’t good. He would’ve contacted them if things were good. He didn’t make mistakes like that.
Inhaling deeply, she looked around the street and listened to the late afternoon chatter. French, Italian, English, Spanish, and a few languages she wasn’t familiar with filled the air soothing her. They would find him, she assured herself, forcing down panic and fear.
Travis strode out the club without looking back. If he had, he would’ve seen Lucas standing in the door watching her. He waved. She ignored him as she always did.
“Couple of Americans. Soldiers he thinks, asked for Turner. He contacted dad about it, dad told him he had already heard but didn’t say from who.” Travis started the engine and backed out.
“American soldiers? Not the ones from Ashad? They were hurt and flew back to the States,” she said remembering the call her father received after the men left the country. What was the name of the big one? Sanders? Something along that line.
“Lucas doesn’t know about Ashad,” Travis reminded her.
“Right. Where are these soldiers?”
“They weren’t the only ones asking for him. An Italian from Milan called Lucas, he refused to give me the name, and asked for information on Turner,” Travis said.
“The hornets' nest?” she whispered. “Fiona? Her husband or a friend of hers?”
Travis shrugged and didn’t say anything. When he pulled in front of a well-known hotel, she looked at him. “The Americans are here or the Italian?”
“Americans.”
She nodded and stepped out the vehicle. Together they walked inside the lobby and looked around. People from all over the world strolled the marbled halls, checked in or stood talking with associates. Taylor headed toward the restaurant and bar. The place wasn’t crowded, yet. She took a seat at a table, picked up a menu and ordered a meal.
Travis entered later and sat across from her. He sent her a text. “He could’ve come here.”
She nodded and leaned back watching everyone and had a good view of the lobby. Travis moved so he could watch the lobby as well before placing his order and they waited.
Taylor had finished her main course when her gaze sharpened on the American who almost died a month ago. Moses. Her skin prickled with awareness. He looked much better without the bruises decorating his face, but she knew it was him.
What was he doing here? Was he one of the soldiers looking for her father? She recognized the dark soldier who walked into the restaurant with him. Their gaze swept the room and landed on Travis which made sense. With the exception of his dark contacts, Travis looked the same.
They made their way to the table.
“Hello, can we join you?” Moses spoke in French, surprising her.
“Why? Do I know you?” Travis asked frowning.
Grateful for the glasses she wore, Taylor touched the side and began recording. The dark soldier watched her carefully. Smart man.
“Not directly. I spoke to you on the phone. We waited last night until the place closed, you never showed up. We just got a call you were here.”
Taylor didn’t look at Travis; instead she continued watching both men. Despite his injuries, the one talking would be hard to bring down in hand to hand. The watchful one standing with him was the most dangerous.
“You have me confused with someone else,” Travis said.
“My apologies.” Moses pulled out a chair and sat down. “Recently I was attacked and am suffering from amnesia, which is why I’m here.” He switched and spoke in English. “I was told Turner had information regarding what happened to me. I need answers.”
Taylor’s heart dropped. Amnesia? Maybe it was better that he forgot that time with Ashad.
Travis stared at the man a moment longer. “And you’re asking me?”
“Yes, I’m asking you.”
“You are?” Travis asked.
“Sanderson.” He pointed to his friend. “Jones. Can we talk?”
Travis took a deep breath and nodded slowly. “I’d like to hear more about your attack.”
Sanderson looked relieved. Jones looked wary.
Taylor finished her food and pushed her plate away. Beneath the table, she pulled a few bills from her wallet, tossed them on the table and stood. She wanted to help Moses get answers but wasn’t sure what they could do. Plus, finding their father was her number one priority.
Travis took the last sip of water from his cup, tossed a couple bills on the table, stood and walked out of the restaurant. Sanderson and Jones followed him. Taylor brought up the rear, moving slowly to listen for any chatter.
<<<>>>
After several days in Nice, talking to several people whose eyes gleamed with greed at the idea of fleecing him and Jones, Moses had been excited yesterday when he finally spoke to the man called Turner. Turner had been cautious when he called them at the hotel, asked a few questions and then made plans to meet and talk about what happened. Turner had sounded sympathetic to Moses injuries, including his amnesia ruse, which they decided to continue in case the doctor spoke to Turner. Moses was prepared for answers regarding the traitor.
Last night, Turner never showed up. Never called. Nothing. A dead end. For all the bribe money he and Jones had spent the past week, he didn’t hesitate to call two of the people who claimed they could put him in contact with Rollins.
The first didn’t answer. The club owner told him Turner was on the way. But this wasn’t the man Moses spoke to yesterday. This was the man who actually saved their lives, he had driven the van and delivered them to safety. Was it possible he was the one who told them about the traitor or overheard something? Maybe there hadn’t been a woman after all. That thought hurt and disappointed him.
Eager to learn something, Moses stopped once they were in the hotel lobby. “Where would you like to talk?” he asked.
“Is there a place of privacy nearby?”
“Yes. Follow me.” Moses planned to take them to his suite. Jones scanned the room daily for bugs and used a device that would make it impossible for their conversations to be overheard or recorded.
They took the elevator to the sixth floor, stepped out and walked down the hall to his door. Moses opened it and stepped inside. When they were all inside. Jones performed another scan. After he checked the room, he moved to their two guests and scanned them.
When Jones was done, he pulled out some equipment. “Just in case someone’s trying to listen or record,” Moses explained.
After Jones nodded that everything was in place. Moses started to ask about the traitor but was interrupted.
“What time did you talk to my father?” the guy asked.
Moses frowned. “Who?”
“Turner. What time did you talk to him?”
Moses looked at his watch. “Around three in the afternoon.”
“Tell me his exact words for the meeting.”
A sense of foreboding slid through Moses. “The guy at the club gave him our information. Turner called us here at the hotel. I thanked him for saving our team, explained my injuries, memory loss, and asked about the person who betrayed our team. He listened, said he had an appointment but would meet us downstairs in the bar at 9:45 last night.” He paused. “Is something wrong?” Of course, something was wrong, Turner’s son wouldn’t be here asking about the man if everything was alright. Damn, everything was going south on this run.
“An appointment? Did he call it that?” the guy asked.
Moses thought about it. “Yes, that’s what he said. Now I have a question. When we were attacked, one of the guards told me we were betrayed by one of our own. How did they know? Did they see or hear the person?”
“Saw him twice, once talking to one of Ashad’s men before the rescue and then again in Milan, little over a week passed,” the guy said as he moved toward the window. “He had an appointment… what kind of appointment?” he murmured.
“What’s your name?” Moses asked, wanting to build a connection to gather more information.
“Travis and that’s Taylor.” He pointed to his silent partner as he looked at Moses. “Look, I’m glad you survived, you took some heavy hits, sorry about your memory loss but we’ve got to head out.”
“Wait,” Moses said, desperate for more information. “You saw him twice? Are you sure you saw him in Milan? Did you see his face? Can you describe him? Did he talk? What did he sound like? Anything you can tell me will help find the bastard.”
Taylor’s phone rang.
Travis looked at his partner and didn’t say anything as Taylor stood and left the room. Travis stared at the closed door for a few moments. Moses suspected he wanted to listen in on the conversation but would wait.
“Travis? Can you tell me anything about the man’s physical traits?” Moses asked. Jones leaned forward in his seat, listening intently.
“Dark hair, no gray. Tanned, but definitely white male.” He placed his hand to his shoulder. “Stood around five- eight or nine, not much taller, average build, round face dark eyes although he could’ve worn contacts.” He rubbed his chin while watching the door. “He blends in well; still his American accent comes through.”
“He speaks Italian?” Moses asked.
“Yes, almost like a native,” Tee said.
“Anything distinguishable that will help us find him?” Moses asked. They needed more information to track the man.
Travis shrugged. “Like I said he blended in. He wore a suit in Milan, not the top of the line but decent.”
“Was he with someone?” Moses asked.
“Yes. He laughed with a man, Sicilian, as he left the restaurant.”
“Sicilian?” Moses wondered why Travis made that distinction.
“Yes. From Sicily.” He looked at Moses. “A region in the south of Italy.”
Moses knew the location and wondered if that distinction was significant. He nodded slowly. “Yes, of course. Weapons trade.”
“Possibly, since that’s what he discussed with Ashad. They never got that shipment,” Travis said.
“No?” Moses said.
“No. Their camp was destroyed before the guns arrived.” Travis walked toward the door.
“Which means he had inventory to dispose of,” Moses said thinking it through. “Supply and demand.”
Travis nodded as he stopped short of the door, staring at it as if demanding it to open. He looked at his phone and took a deep breath. “If you give me a contact number, if we see him again, I’ll let you know.”
“Yes, of course.” Moses gave him his cell phone number. “What makes you think you might see him again?”
“We’re returning to Milan,” Travis said.




CHAPTER NINE
Taylor listened to Sanderson discuss his brief conversation with their father yesterday and knew this was another dead end. Rather than spend more time here, they should return to the house and try to access their father’s personal gun safe. Maybe they could track his cell phone if they had the code which he kept locked in his safe. At least, she thought he did. Knowing him, everything might self-destruct if they put the wrong code in the safe.
She blocked out the conversation and wondered why her father had dressed in a suit. That was so unlike him. Had he met someone and hadn’t mentioned her to them? It was possible. Often he told them he was grown and could do as he pleased, but he knew they would worry and it wasn’t like him to discard that. When her phone rang, her heart jumped in expectation. She hoped it was her father.
The country code confused her. Who would be calling her from Italy? Rather than disrupt Travis’ conversation she stood and took the call in the hall.
“Hello?” she asked when she was a short distance from the room.
“Hello, is this Tay?”
Taylor didn’t recognize the young feminine voice. “Who’s this?”
“Amelia. Amelia Jilani. You talked to my mummy not long ago, and this number was in her phone. I think you’re the woman I talked to in the parking lot with the guy. Am I right? Are you her? Are you the same person?”
Taylor rubbed her forehead to ease the building ache. Not only did Fiona follow Travis, but she must have watched him punch the digits for her phone number. This was not the time. “Why are you calling me?”
“Is Mamma with you? Did she come to see you?” Amelia asked in a soft whispery voice on the brink of tears.
“What? No. Why would you think that? I haven’t talked to Fiona since that day. She’s not here, and I don’t know where she is. Ask your father,” Taylor said for added measure.
“Something happened after that day. Mamma wouldn’t stop crying, she didn’t go to work which made Mr. Angeleno upset. He depends on her. But she stayed in bed crying and wouldn’t talk to anyone until Father Kelvane came over. They talked, and she seemed better.”
Shocked by Amelia’s story, Taylor was speechless.
“Hello? Are you still there?”
“Yes. I don’t understand why you’re telling me this.” Had seeing Taylor and Travis tipped the guilt meter into overdrive, sending Fiona into depression? She hoped not.
“Mamma and daddy… they argued,” she whispered. “Mamma had babies before she married daddy and didn’t tell him. We weren’t supposed to be in the house while they talked, but we hid and listened.”
“Oh,” Taylor said surprised Amelia was telling her, a stranger, their family business.
“I think you and your brother, the guy driving the car, are the babies Mamma had, that’s why she was crying and sad when she saw you.”
Taylor didn’t say anything. What the hell was going on? For years it was just her father, Travis and her. Now they had family crawling out the woodwork wanting to be what? Recognized? Reunited? It made no sense.
“You’re not going to tell me?” Amelia asked.
“No, I’m not. Why did you ask if Fiona was here?”
“She’s missing. When we came home yesterday, she wasn’t here, didn’t come home last night and isn’t here now. Daddy’s angry and cursing. Aunt Salome, mommy’s sister is here watching us. She didn’t know Mamma had babies either and asked a lot of questions.” Amelia paused. “I didn’t tell them anything about you. They would make a big fuss about it. But if you do see Mamma, please tell her to come back for Penelope and me. We would like to go wherever she decides to go if she leaves Daddy and Mr. Angeleno.”
“Mr. Angeleno?” Honestly, what was Amelia talking about?
“Mamma’s boss. He’s been calling all day, wanting her to come back to work even though she wasn’t feeling well. He’s really bossy and tells her what to do even when she’s not at work. Daddy hates him and wants her to quit, but he doesn’t make enough money to take care of the bills,” Amelia said in the way bratty pre-teenaged girls talked as if they knew everything.
“I see,” Taylor said when she had no clue. Fiona and Turner were both missing. Mr. Angeleno and Fiona’s husband might have something to do with Fiona’s absence especially if she had been with Taylor’s father talking.
Would Fiona’s husband have followed her if she went to talk to Turner? Possibly. Would he have gotten angry? Tried to fight the man who knew his wife before him? Men had killed for less. Turner was a seasoned veteran and warrior, it would take quite a bit to take him down, she thought. But would his guard be down if he was protecting a woman? Could the mother of his children be used as a leverage to make him stand down? Yes, definitely. Especially if she called him crying and hysterical.
Damn. She hated they ever went to Milan and opened this can of worms.
“So your father’s at home? He’s not missing?” Taylor asked to be clear.
“Yes. He said he was going to work and Aunt Salome came over. She’s single, don’t have any kids and lives close by,” Amelia said. “Will you find Mamma?”
“What? No. Why would you ask that? No. No, let the police find her if she’s missing.” Taylor and Travis were searching for their father, he took precedence. What if he’s with Fiona? She didn’t want to think about that.
“Oh.” Amelia sounded deflated. “What about your brother? He’s tall with muscles, I bet he could find her.”
What did height and muscles have to do with finding a lost person? Taylor wouldn’t ask. “Sorry, he’s busy working.” She would research Fiona’s husband once they returned to the house, then she would research the boss. If flags turned up for either of these men, she and Travis would need to talk to them.
Taylor didn’t believe in coincidences. Had Fiona reached out to their dad? Did they talk on the phone first and agree to meet in person? Was that the appointment he had yesterday? She hoped not.
“Amelia… listen to me. I don’t know where Fiona is, if I find out something I’ll call you at this number, okay?”
“Oh, thank you. It’s going to be great having a big… I mean older sister. Call me anytime,” Amelia said with more enthusiasm than the conversation warranted.
“I didn’t say… never mind. How old are you?” Taylor had thought the girl was 15 or 16, but she acted much younger.
“I’m 12, Penelope is 10. How old are you?” Amelia asked.
“If I find out anything I’ll call or send a text. Do not give this number to anyone, understand?”
“Promise I won’t,” Amelia said.
Taylor disconnected and sent Travis a text with the highlights.
<<<>>>
The drive back to the house was done in silence. Taylor understood Travis’ felt guilty for stirring up ghosts of the past with that visit to Milan. They didn’t lie to each other. It was his insistence on meeting Fiona that caused the woman to hyperventilate with a guilty conscience causing diarrhea of the mouth. The people Fiona shared her youthful indiscretion weren’t happy over her decision to wait over 25 years to come clean, and it might end her relationship with her husband.
What did that have to do with their father not calling and telling them he was alright? Nothing. Was Fiona’s disappearance tied in with her father in any way? Possibly. They didn’t know and until they did, neither would rest easy.
When they reached the house, she headed toward her father’s study to access his databases to investigate Cristopher Jilani and Farik Angeleno. Travis headed upstairs. Taylor leaned back in the chair as she waited for information on Jilani.
She was surprised to see he had a criminal record. Most of his past indiscretions from his youth included car-jacking, identity fraud, passing bad checks and one assault against a former employer. Nothing in the past 25 years.
Mr. Angeleno was a different matter. Older, in his early 60’s, married three times, currently living with a woman half his age, and no children. That alone would scar an Italian mother who expected all her children to reproduce. The company dealt in the top of the line fabrics with a who’s who client list of famous designers. Fiona had joined the company in its infancy and rose in the ranks as they grew.
There were comments regarding unethical business practices, but nothing is proven. Few made it to the top without stepping on several toes, and Angeleno’s company was definitely at the top in the industry. Taylor looked at a picture of Angeleno. The man aged gracefully with a head full of wavy dark hair, an angular face boasting sharp cheekbones, hawkish nose, and dark blue eyes. Handsome in a classical way. The longer she stared at his image, she saw a sense of ruthlessness in his gaze. The idea that this was a man not to be crossed lingered even after she pulled up Jilani’s photo. He was a man who seemed to hold no secrets. Work hard, pay the bills and if you’re lucky, have a decent life.
Cristopher Jilani didn’t dream big, he would never understand a man like Angeleno who started his business from nothing and built it into an empire. Jilani had no vision while Angeleno had it in spades.
Why in the world did Fiona choose such a man like Jilani? They were the same height, average build, although Cristopher had a potbelly. Maybe it was the contrast to her boss that held the appeal or his contrast to their father for that matter. Maybe Fiona wanted someone who was perfectly content to stay in the shadows and not shine all the time.
Taylor read the bio’s of both men again and performed a computer generated assessment which would tell her the likelihood of either of these men being involved with her father’s disappearance. Each man had high probability scores for interfering in her father’s life.
Damn.
Next, she pulled up the name and location of every restaurant and hotel on the way to Milan. There were a lot along the coastline, tapering off once the highway went northward. If she and Travis split up, they could make better time, but that went against all their training. It would take two, possibly three days to stop and check all these locations with a photo of their dad. She frowned. Travis had taken a picture of Fiona, they could print it out and ask about her as well.
She printed the lists and coded them on the map to make sure they didn’t miss anything. Her gut said he went to meet Fiona and would’ve headed in the direction of Milan to meet her half-way. But he could’ve headed toward Cannes or another coastal town, she didn’t know and went with her gut.
Hungry, she headed toward the kitchen, fixed a few sandwiches and pulled out a soft drink. “Trav, come eat. We need to get on the road soon,” she yelled and returned to her father’s study.
Moments later he entered the room holding a plate with his food. “You got into his safe?”
“No, didn’t try. Not at this point, anyway. If he’s gone much longer, it’s something we can try to break into, although I doubt we could,” she said.
“You think dad and Fiona got together and what? Did someone ambush them? Captured them or something?” he asked while sitting on the corner of the desk.
“Too many coincidences,” she said handing him the probability printout and background information she gathered on the two men. He read them in silence while she continued coding all their stops onto the maps.
Travis whistled. “Definitely high probabilities, although I’d give Angeleno higher marks. Chances are Fiona knows where all the bodies are buried and can bring him down at any moment. Can’t see the husband doing anything to her, he’s never done anything violent before.”
“Maybe he’s got her tied up somewhere as penance,” Taylor said off-handedly. “Damn there’s a lot of places to check.”
“What?” he asked looking over at the map.
She explained her plan.
“Makes sense but it’ll take a lot of time. Why not bring in some help?” he asked.
“Henri? A couple of the others?” she asked surprised. Those men were seasoned ex-military who saw a lot of time in war-zones. They never did this kind of work for their father. Normally, it was her and Travis.
He waved down her comment. “No. The two American soldiers, they want to find Turner and are heading to Milan to search for the traitor. It’s a good starting place for them.”
“People won’t talk to them and will expect to be paid for anything they tell them,” she said dismissing the idea.
He didn’t say anything for a few moments. “What did you think of them?”
“Not much. Although I don’t believe the amnesia thing,” she said thinking about Moses and his memory loss claim.
“It’s highly possible. He’s back here so soon after almost dying, Finding a traitor is a strong motivator to live. Plus, you pulled your weapon on Dr. Garace to save the man, now you’re saying you don’t think much of him?”
Taylor leaned back in her chair and gave the matter serious thought. “At the time I felt they had been through so much and the idea of them dying because he thought the man was beyond help pissed me off. What kind of doctor does that?”
“A realist? Why spend precious time on someone beyond the scope of your abilities when there are four others who need your help just as badly? I didn’t think it was wrong to focus on the ones he could help first.”
“Then you would be just as wrong as Garace because Sanderson is alive, walking and talking. Good thing Garace’s gut was wrong.”
“Good thing which is why I’m thinking to let them help with this search for daddy. We need to get to Milan but can’t ignore the basic search rules. Someone might have seen him, and we can be that much closer to finding him,” Travis said.
She frowned.
“We ride together in two separate cars. Looking at that map, a lot of the places are really close together, we each go with one of them to stop the scammers and move that list along. I think it’ll work and who knows maybe Sanderson will remember something else from his conversation with daddy,” Travis said.
She met his stare and understood he needed to make this right but was bringing in strangers the way to handle this? “Are you alright with them knowing about me?” Most times, Travis preferred she dress and act like a male, especially in Muslim countries.
“We’re going to Milan, you’ll need to be a woman to get in to talk to Angeleno, and it might help smooth the way to talk to Fiona’s husband.” He looked at the way she was dressed. “You should change into your preppy college student look so you can work that charm to get answers fast.”
She snorted as she thought over what he said. Made sense to be herself in Milan where beauty was celebrated and would open more doors than her gun would. “Good point.” She stood. “Are you packed?”
“Yeah, never unpacked fully from England. Was that just yesterday?” He shook his head. “Uncle Thomas is going to call soon, wanting to talk to daddy. Grandpa too.”
“There’s so much going on it’s hard to think about it all. We’ll deal with them whenever they call. I’m going to shower, change and pack. Do we leave in an hour? There are a few places we can hit this afternoon.”
He nodded. “I’ll call Moses and Everett.”
She stopped at the door and looked over her shoulder. “Who?”
“The two American soldiers, that’s their given names. Okay?” He looked at her.
A protest rose on her lips and died when she saw the pain and uncertainty he tried to hide in his gaze. This whole thing was eating at him, he was afraid they would mess up or worse. “Right. Long as they don’t come here.” She paused and thought of their first stop. “If they aren’t at the Shanty off the highway in an hour, we go on without them.”




CHAPTER TEN
Taylor and Travis arrived at the Shanty right on time. Moses and Jones leaned against their vehicle wearing jeans, short-sleeved polo shirts, sunglasses and tried to look harmless. Emphasis on trying. Travis pulled in next to them stepped out and extended his hand to each man. Since he explained what they planned to do over the phone, they didn’t ask any questions or make comments.
They split up.
Taylor looked at the map, there were five places to check during their first stop. When Travis returned to the car, she handed him a duplicate color-coded map. Taking it, he leaned against her door. “Do you have a preference?”
“For?” She continued looking at the map.
“Which car or who you ride with? I asked before we left the house, you never answered,” he said.
Her thoughts had been on her father, Fiona and yes, Amelia, as much as she hated to admit it. “This car, don’t matter which one of them,” she said. “We need to get moving.”
“Do you plan to drive?”
She hadn’t, but she could. “Sure.”
“Alright. Moses will ride with you. It’s better for his leg.”
Taylor looked up at that and tilted her head slightly so she could see Moses clearly. He didn’t look or act as if his leg bothered him. “Is he on pain medication?”
“Dunno.” He walked off holding the map, spoke to the two men and walked toward the passenger side of the smaller car. Moses moved toward their vehicle and stopped. She opened the door, got out and walked around to the driver’s side.
By the time she slid in, he had his seat-belt on, and the seat pushed back for his long, muscular legs. Taylor buckled in, started the car, and pulled out. Her thoughts kept returning to Amelia.
Why had she called?
It still surprised Taylor that the young girl sneaked and took information from her mother’s phone. At that age, it would never have occurred to her to do anything remotely similar. And telling personal family information? Who did that? She could imagine the look her father would have given her if she ran off at the mouth like that.
Thinking of him sent a shaft of pain through her chest. Please God, let him be alright. Please.
Daddy, we’re coming. I hope you’ve left crumbs for us to follow. The drive had been in complete silence which suited her mood.
By the time they turned into the petrol station, she was ready to start the search. She parked, turned, pulled out two sets of photos and handed Moses a set. “Their names are on the back.” She pointed and took her list. “We’re going to these five locations. They’re all within blocks of here.” She showed him the dots on the maps.
He nodded, took a deep breath and stepped slowly out the car. Travis and Jones had entered the station, so Taylor and Moses headed to the nearby motel. Travis sent a text. “No luck.”
She and Moses entered the motel lobby and before they could speak the man behind the counter started talking about how they made such a nice couple, how rare it was to see such young beauty in his establishment and was about to go on when Moses held up his hand, cutting the man off mid-stream.
When Moses didn’t say anything, Taylor stepped closer to the counter with a troubled smile. “Sir, I’m looking for my parents, they’re missing, have you seen them?” she asked in French as she showed him the photos.
He shook his head slowly.
“Do you have any idea where someone would go around here to be alone where they wouldn’t be disturbed?” She gave the older man a sly grin.
He returned her smile and gave her two addresses to add to their lists. She leaned over the counter, placed a kiss on his cheek and waved goodbye. She sent Travis a text about the two additional spots.
“Good work. I’ll start asking that question too,” he responded.
It took an hour and a half to speak to everyone on their lists for their first stop. By the time they were back on the highway, Taylor fully appreciated Moses and Jones’ help. They wouldn’t make it to Milan tonight, but maybe tomorrow, that would shave off an entire day.
There were 11 locations to check at their next stop, all within a block of the highway.
“Did you see the American talking to Ashad’s man?” Moses asked into the quiet.
“Yes,” she said without thinking and caught her mistake. Now he knew she had been the soldier that helped in the rescue. Her role in her father’s crew wasn’t well known.
“What did he look like? How did he act?” He didn’t sound surprised or concerned that she had been there.
“I didn’t get a good look at his face when he met with Ashad’s man. I only paid attention when he spoke and heard his accent. I followed him. When I saw Ashad’s man, I knew they were meeting and listened.” She didn’t mention climbing the tree or her device, that wasn’t important.
“What did they say?” Turning slightly, he stared at her.
She told him about the gun shipment and the American’s hesitation because of his team.
“He knew we were in the area? He specifically mentioned us?” Moses asked, his voice low, tight.
“Yes. He sounded concerned until Ashad’s man told him you were prisoners and would never cause him problems again, I’m paraphrasing,” she said.
“So, he hadn’t told Ashad we were coming?”
“I didn’t say that,” she said. “If the American talked to Ashad initially, he could’ve told him about your arrival and wanted to be sure you were taken before agreeing to provide the weapons. Ashad’s man wouldn’t have known about a prior conversation between his boss and the American. That’s not how things work,” she said.
“Why do you speak English so well? I don’t detect an accent.”
“I’m American and French and have lived in both places for periods of time. My Nana speaks several languages and detests accents.”
“And you? How many languages do you speak?” he asked.
“Several,” she said. “You?”
“Three. English, French, and Spanish. I know some Middle East dialects but not enough to go on a mission without an interpreter.” He paused. “The next time you saw him in Milan, how did you know it was the same man?”
“His voice. I recognized it before I saw him. He was laughing with the Sicilian, talking about pretty women and how it was a shame he was married. The Sicilian said something similar, then they looked at each other and laughed again. His hair was uncovered this time, longer, not short like yours. I guess he’s been out of the military a while.”
“What makes you think he was in the military?” he asked.
She felt the heat of his gaze on her cheek. “The first meeting with Ashad’s man, the words he used, like command, mission, and he mentioned ranks. Few civilians can look at a soldier in uniform and know their rank. We saw the clothes Ashad’s men took from you, and there was nothing of your ranks on them. How did he know Ashad held a Marine Major or Captain?”
“Good question.” He looked out the window for a few moments.
Taylor thought back to the conversation she overheard. More and more of it came back as they talked.
“What’s really strange is he appeared to be alone. Dealing with someone like Ashad… the man was crazy schitzo, even his men were afraid of him. It’s hard to believe this guy walked and traveled freely in those areas alone. Both times I saw him, I didn’t see anyone else.” She shrugged. “He must have some serious connections because Americans get snatched all the time and you never hear about it or them again.”
“That’s true and something to consider. Thank you, I appreciate your help. If you recall anything else, let me know. Every little bit helps in tracking him down.”
“Do you think he’s still in Italy?” She doubted it but wondered what he thought. Most dealers moved quickly, in and out.
“I don’t know. But it doesn’t matter where he hides, once I find out who he is, I will find him. Believe me when I say he will wish I hadn’t.”
“Understandable. What happened to the Muslim guy on your team?” she asked to keep the discussion mellow. With her father and Fiona missing, she had enough on her plate and didn’t want to get too deep in Moses problems.
“Induced coma for a while. Medical discharge eventually. He’ll never be right. Never.” He hit his thigh with his balled fist. “That son-of-a-bitch will pay for that, he will pay.”
She nodded in agreement and hoped the information she shared helped catch the slime bucket.
“Kamal has a wife, two young boys in elementary school who thinks the world of their father. It’ll tear Kamal apart to return home with a mental deficiency or the inability to walk or talk to his sons. He had so many plans for them, for his family. They suffered so much abuse from racist, ignorant fools, and had finally found a house, school, and community they’re comfortable in.” He took a deep breath. “Kamal’s family is forever changed while that selfish bastard’s family is probably somewhere vacationing on the beach, ordering champagne and living the high life off the blood of innocent men, women, and children.”
Taylor hadn’t thought along those lines, but he was right. This guy made millions selling illegal weapons. High risks, high returns. The fact he sold out his countrymen, possibly former soldiers he worked alongside, for money for him and his family made it worse. Blood money.
“We will find him and anyone else who’s helping him,” Moses swore.
She believed him and silently wished him well. Her immediate concern was that of her father. Finding him was her total focus. What about Fiona? She inhaled and tried to squash the niggle of concern over her birth mother. If she found something that would help Fiona while searching for her father, all well and good. Otherwise, Fiona could take a number and wait her turn.
<<<>>>
They stopped a couple of hours after dark around nine and checked into a well-known hotel chain not far from the main road. It took everything within Moses not to grimace as he stepped out the car and walked, head high, into the hotel while his body screamed in pain and discomfort.
“Anybody want to get a drink or something to eat?” Travis asked looking at his sister.
“Not me,” she said looking around the lobby. “Room service and a hot shower, then to bed. We want to finish tomorrow and make it to Milan. I reserved four rooms.”
Moses appreciated her foresight. “I might be down later after a shower; otherwise I’ll do room service, too.” He was speaking more to Jones than the others. Jones knew the extent of Moses’ injuries and would never have suggested making it a longer day after all the walking they did this afternoon.
“I’m tired and going to bed.” Jones looked around the lobby and headed to the front desk.
Travis walked over to his sister. Seeing the two of them together, Moses saw the family resemblance, barely. Taylor’s slender curves placed her in a category as far from masculinity as the east is from the west. He didn’t remember any of the guards with light brown eyes like hers, it threw him at first before he recalled her comment about colored contacts.
Jones walked over to Moses, handed him a room key and met his gaze for a few moments. “I’m good. Just need to rest, I’ll see you in the morning.” They both turned and headed to the elevator.
“What time are we leaving in the morning?” Jones asked.
“They’ll let us know,” Moses said as they entered the elevator and rode to their floor in silence. Both headed toward Moses’ room to discuss the day and what they learned from the twins. The idea of them splitting up and riding with one of their prior guards made the slow journey to Milan worthwhile.
“Learn anything new?” Moses asked after Jones finished scanning the room. Moses picked up the menu and decided to order dinner so he could take his meds.
“Not much more, a little more color within the lines. I don’t think he saw the guy with Ashad’s man.”
“No, she did.” He looked over his shoulder and met Jones’ considering gaze. “Want something?” He held up the menu.
“Yeah.” Jones took it.
Moses ordered chicken picatta with all the trimmings, as well as dessert. Jones ordered a seafood dish along with a large soft drink. Moses had tea and bottled water. He sat on the edge of the bed while Jones sat in the lone chair in the small room.
“She’s the ultimate spy. Speaks several languages, picks up on nuances in dialects to pinpoint the region the person’s from. She saw our guy in both places and told her brother,” Moses said.
“Travis saw the man in Milan at the restaurant,” Jones reminded him.
“Probably after she pointed it out, I’m thinking. Remember, they were both in the restaurant at the same time.” Moses rubbed his chin. “She’s the key. She can point him out in a crowd.”
“If he’s talking,” Jones said.
Moses thought about it. “I bet she would recognize his walk too.”
“Are you going to tell the General?”
“What?”
“About Travis and Taylor? He would be interested in them for sure. Like you said, she’s good, so is her brother. He may want to use them in the future.”
“Can’t blame him for that.” He paused while thinking through everything. “Not yet. He’ll want to be more involved, and we’ve got to follow Taylor and Travis’ lead right now. If they didn’t have to search along the route to Milan, they would’ve left us in Nice. They’re not accustomed to working with strangers.”
“Americans? Think there’s a bias there?” Jones asked.
“No. They’re Americans through their father, dual citizenship. Turner was born in Virginia, still has family there,” Moses said. “I get the impression Taylor really didn’t like the fact one of our own, former military, did what they did to us for money. If they weren’t on a job, she might have shot the guy for what he did.”
Jones nodded. “She threatened to shoot the doctor if any of us died. You were the one the doc was dealing with at the time. Her gun arm didn’t falter, and she didn’t repeat herself, either. He knew she would pull the trigger.”
Moses tried to reconcile the slender, fair complexioned woman he had spent the past few hours with as a cold-blooded assassin and couldn’t. Without a doubt, there was a core of steel running through her who played whatever game was necessary to get what she wanted. At various locations she flirted, played the siren, threatened, cursed and even backhanded one guy at a petrol station for touching her ass. Her ability to quickly scope out an area and decide how to play it was the stuff the military spent years trying to instill in their trainees. He didn’t think she had been formally trained, not by any military, which meant she had an innate skill-set for this kind of work.
“The General would love to meet her, maybe later after we catch the bastard that sold us out,” Moses said lifting his throbbing leg onto the bed and taking a deep breath. He had taken one pain pill but would wait until he ate to take the other.
“She thinks he’s former military?” Jones asked.
Moses shared Taylor’s reasoning. “He could be a vet or dependent or none of the above. I’m inclined to give her gut the benefit of the doubt, though. Someone high in the chain had to pass that information on. Since our missions are shielded, the General will soon have a conversation with a few people which may help identify him.”
Jones nodded and stood at the knock on the door.
“Room service.”
Moses covered his pistol with a pillow, while Jones pulled out his weapon and held it behind his back. They had been targeted recently and were taking no chances.
They ate in companionable silence. When they finished, Jones said goodnight and left for his room. They hadn’t heard from Taylor or Travis regarding their start time in the morning, so Moses planned to sleep in unless he heard otherwise.
He took a hot shower and then his medications before slipping beneath the sheets which felt cool against his naked flesh.
It was 11:00 PM which meant it would be 2:30 or round about that time in Versteck Valley which was an hour northwest from Denver, Colorado. He placed the call.
“Mo?” Asher answered.
“Yeah, it’s me. This call is long overdue. How’s everybody doing?” Lying on his back, he slid his hand beneath his head and stared at the ceiling as he settled into the conversation. Asher’s voice sounded like home and comfort easing a ball of tension in his chest.
“We’re good. Everybody’s concerned about you. Drake and I were loading enough gear to bring down bear before we got your message. What happened?”
Because this was Asher, his cousin and best friend Moses shared the real story of the ambush, the torture, his near-death experience and subsequent rescue by Turner and his crew. When he finished, Asher was silent for a few seconds.
“Damn, sounds like a bad movie.”
Moses snorted with feeling. “Seemed like one at the time. I didn’t think we’d get out of there alive. Death would’ve been a relief. Two months of hell,” he muttered as his thoughts turned dark with memories of Ashad and what the asshole did to them. For what? Money? Weapons? Or just because? Probably all three.
“How’re you feeling? Healing okay?”
That was the thing about Asher, they thought along the same lines. Others would question his reasons for searching for the bastard that sold them out, but Asher got it. An eye for an eye. He understood the code of the west never died, it was simply dressed up and glossed over. Men hadn’t changed that much, they learned how to work within the law until they couldn’t. Which was why Versteck Arms meant so much to them.
“Drugs for pain. Drugs to keep the inflammation down and more to keep from getting infected. I swear I’m taking a toxic cocktail every day to keep one foot in front of the other until I find that asshole and put him under for this BS.”
“Need backup? I can be there tomorrow afternoon.”
Unsurprised by the offer, Moses thought about it. He would love to see Asher and having him at his back, along with Jones, possibly Drake would make a serious team to bring down the traitor and his associates. It was something to think about.
“Not yet. Once I track him, I’ll probably call you and some of the others in.” Suddenly homesick, Moses yearned for news of the people he grew up with and considered his extended family. Men with checkered pasts and hearts of gold. People you could count on no matter what. “How’s Laura, Wesley and my brothers at the Arms these days?”
“Laura’s still crazy, and Wesley’s still sharp. They both asked about you and were concerned when we hadn’t heard from you. I’ll let them know you’re alright and healing. When you’re done doing what you’re doing or if we need to bring them in, then I’ll tell them more.”
“Much appreciated,” Moses said, his eyes growing heavy as the drugs took effect.
“I met someone.”
Moses' eyes flew open. He stared at the ceiling in disbelief. Not that women weren’t attracted to Asher, he attracted them like flies. No, it was the other way around. Asher never claimed a woman. Never had.
“You lucky bastard. Who is she?”
“What makes you think it’s a she?”
Stumped, Moses couldn’t think beyond the possible reasons for Asher’s comments. His cousin wasn’t gay. But if he wasn’t with a woman… that only left a man. “Because I know you, that’s why. Stop messing with my head, I’m already on too many drugs.”
“His name is Colin. He stole my heart while I wasn’t looking. I can’t explain how it happened, it just did,” Asher said, sounding serious.
Moses wasn’t sure what to say. “Congratulations, man. Hey, long as you’re happy, that’s all that matters to me. We’ll always be good, no matter what.” He would adjust and adapt to Asher being with a guy rather than not have a relationship with his cousin. “When did this happen? Where’d you meet? What does Laura think?”
“He was Laura’s client once, she’s crazy about him. I met him a week or so before you sent word for us to wait to hear from you.”
“What? A month? Six weeks? That’s pretty fast,” Moses said growing concerned. Asher had a lot of experience with women, but very little to none with relationships. Growing up, playing sports, he and Drake kept girlfriends. Those weren’t necessarily the same kind of relationships Asher was talking about, but they had to be similar on some level, right? Love was love, at least that’s what he had heard.
“Yeah it is, but wait until you meet him, you’ll understand. He’s really hard to resist.”
Moses frowned. Colin sounded like a puppy, not a lover. “As long as you’re happy, I’m happy for you. That’s all that matters. Which house are you living in?”
“The one on Rhodes Street. Did I mention your mom’s house on the hill burnt down?”
“Halleluiah,” Moses said with feeling. “I always hated that place. If one of my houses is available, I’ll stay there or with you when I come home after this.” It took a moment before he realized what he’d said. “No, scratch that. You and Colin, I won’t intrude, there are lots of places to stay when I come home.”
“You can stay here, there’s always room. Colin and Mya won’t mind. They still live next door anyway,” Asher said.
Mya? What had he missed? “What? Why?”
“Colin’s five and I’m dating his mother, Mya. They’re a package deal, she was very clear on that, but I fell for the little fella anyway. He attends Higher Dimension, really smart.”
Moses laughed. It rolled from his belly and felt good. How long had it been since he laughed like this? Too long.
“Good one. You had me going. Should’ve known… you’re still a smartass,” Moses said when he could talk.
“Just so you know I appreciate you accepting my male lover and me. Not many Marines would be so kind,” Asher teased.
“Not true,” Moses protested. “We, the Corps, have evolved. People are people, we don’t get involved in personal lives as long as it doesn’t interfere with the job or mission. Hey, love who you want.”
A snapshot of Taylor rolled across his mind. Whoa, he thought. Not interested in international relations, besides he had enough women on speed dial back home, he didn’t need more.
“Good to know,” Asher said.
“Tell me about Mya, Colin’s mom,” Moses said, more relaxed than he had been in a while. Of course, the drugs helped but talking to Asher about what Moses considered his real life was the real deal.
“Colin’s father died in Iraq. His father decided to take Mya to court for visitation rights.”
“What? That’s a thing? People can do that?” Moses asked, intrigued.
“According to Laura, she handled Mya’s case, it’s a thing, but only under specific situations. This guy lost big time and started stalking Mya.”
Moses sat up. “What? When? Who?”
“Dude, it’s a long story, one I can’t tell over the phone. You know how we do. Suffice it to say we kicked ass and saved the day,” Asher said in a low drawl.
“Versteck Valley, there’s no place like it anywhere in the world. Be glad to get this behind me and hit the caverns again. I miss it.”
“This place misses you too. Have you talked to Drake?” Asher asked.
“Not yet. I’ll call him next before I go to bed, we have a long day tomorrow.”
“Check on him. Something’s going on, he hasn’t come home in a while. Always has an excuse or something. Laura’s threatening to go and drop in on him. She’s never forgotten or forgiven you, well, us for saying I was okay while recovering from that time you rescued me from those butchers.”
“I know. At the time it seemed the right way to handle it. Can’t redo the past, she needs to move on.”
“Next time you see her, tell her that,” Asher said.
“What? And get shot? I’m not crazy. Laura still scares me,” Moses said and laughed when Asher did.
“You too? She’s something else, a heart of gold, extremely protective, and loyal as all get out. Family, whacked and chosen but family nonetheless,” Asher said.
“You’re right on that.” He looked at his watch. “Tell everyone I said hi and congratulations for finding your family. Tell Mya I said hi and tell Colin his Uncle Moses can’t wait to meet him. I’ve got a few stories to tell him about his new daddy.”
Asher laughed. “Nothing you say will shake this one, he’s solid and on my side. I’m his Superman.”
Moses sobered in appreciation of the pride ringing in Asher’s voice. “I can definitely see that. Every child should have men in their lives to look up to. We’ll make sure Colin does. Anything you, Mya or Colin need, just ask. I’ve got your back.”
“Much appreciated and humbled. Same to you and whoever you trick into falling in love with you. We care for our own in Versteck Valley. Handle your business, call me if you need me, and I’m there. Come home and rest. It’s time to come home, Moses.”
Asher was right. Moses was homesick. “Soon as this is done I’m there. We’ll have a cookout at the Arms. I miss the guys.”
“Done,” Asher said. “Talk to you soon.”
Moses said goodbye, hung-up and stared at the ceiling. Asher and Mya. Asher with a five-year-old. He couldn’t see it. But he heard the happiness and contentment in his cousin’s voice. It hit him. Asher had changed. From the way he sounded, the change was for the better.
His thoughts turned to his brother, Drake. What’s going on with you? It would be after 6:00 in the evening on the east coast, not too late. He placed the call.
“Moses?”
Hearing Drake’s voice filled the last few empty spots in Moses soul. “Yeah, thought I’d give you a call, let you know I’m alive, healing and handling things. And to check on you. How’ve you been?”
“Good, good. Tell me what happened?”
For a second time that night, Moses shared the history of his failed mission, without going into classified details. When he was finished, he realized how tired he was as he fought off a yawn.
“Man I’m sorry to hear what you went through. Are you still considering early retirement? About ready to leave that life behind?”
Moses hadn’t thought that far. He never intended the military to be a 30 plus year career, but he wasn’t sure he was ready to call it a day either. He had become an officer right out of college and, with the exception of the last mission, had enjoyed most of his commission. “I don’t know yet. After I find this guy, I’ll be in a better frame of mind to make decisions. Tell me about you, what’s been going on? When last you went home? To Versteck?” Moses clarified.
“Been a while, not quite a year, despite what Laura says when she calls and threatens me with an impromptu visit,” Drake said.
“Dude, Laura doesn’t threaten, you should know that by now. She will show up on your doorstep, probably with some kind of legal document that will permit the police to knock down your door so she can come inside. You know better than most how she is, or have you forgotten when she showed up on your campus while you were cramming for your law finals?”
Drake groaned. “I’ll never forget. Gavin won’t let me, he loves teasing me about it. Besides, she did help me study, and I made high scores on my exams. It wasn’t all bad until she went off on guys I thought were my friends.”
“They weren’t, she saw what they were doing, trying to use you and called them out for it. Of course, her being black, most of the stuff she said about them being racists and narrow-minded homophobes… yeah, I can still hear her shouting in the background when you called me.”
“The partners in the firm have been riding me hard, dangling a promotion in front of me and I’ve been busting my chops. I’ve decided they’re full of it and once I have a few more things in place, I plan to go home. I might even work with Laura —”
“As opposed to opening your own firm in Versteck and becoming her competition? I don’t think so,” Moses said.
“There’s that,” Drake said. “I don’t plan to stay here much longer and asked her, now I’m asking you, to keep it quiet that I’m moving back to Versteck. I’ve got to line a few more ducks in a row before I make that final move.”
Moses hadn’t expected that. Not this soon. “You don’t want Asher to know?”
Drake didn’t say anything for a few moments. “I started to tell him, but he’s got his hands full with Mya and Colin. That whole thing was a mess, made the news and everything.”
“Yeah?” He started to get derailed and ask questions. “I’ll get details when I come home. That’s a lame-ass excuse, and you know it. Asher nor I am ever too busy to help with whatever you need. He’s worried about you, second-guessing what’s wrong. I’m half-way around the world, and the only other person I’d want watching your back is in the dark about what’s going on in your life. Fix that shit. Call him now and tell him the truth. Did you tell Laura and not Asher? He’ll be hurt and so would you if the situation was reversed.”
For several moments neither spoke. “He did call and tell me about all the stuff going on with Mya and Colin, even the deal with Menendez who burned down mom’s monstrosity. You’re right, I wouldn’t like to be kept in the dark about something like this. I’ll call him later tonight.” He paused. “Don’t bother calling mom, she’s disowned us again. I think she went to an attorney or something, that’s what the guy said who called me.”
“Not that I planned to, but thanks for the warning,” Moses said. “What’s really going on with you?”
Drake released a long sigh. “We’ll talk more when you get home. Keep your head in the game, come home in one piece, safe. Focus on what you’re doing over there, handle that first,” Drake said, sounding more mature than Moses had heard him sound in a while.
“Alright for now. Take care of yourself, I miss you and hope we can spend some quality time together when I get home,” Moses said.
“Miss you too. I’m sorry you went through all of that, but as long as you survived, my prayers were answered. Scared me when we didn’t hear anything. Asher tell you what he did to that Senator?”
Shock raced through Moses. “What? No.”
“We were desperate to get information on where you were and planned to get you, no matter where you were. Since some of the things we did are sensitive information, we’ll talk about it when you get home. I don’t want you to think we weren’t turning over every stone searching for clues to find you. Asher was a beast, spent thousands of dollars for information, we tracked every lead, no matter how small. You know how we do things, I was the face. He was the hammer and thunder behind the scenes.”
Touched, Moses didn’t say anything.
“When you sent that message, I was packed, so was Asher. We heard you were in a small town, Paksis or something like that. We were coming to get you.”
How had they found that out? “We were there for a little while, then shipped stateside.” He would talk to Asher about his contacts, maybe he could help find the mole who sold them out.
“Timing is everything. If you need me, just call. Seriously, don’t keep me out of the loop, let me know if you need me,” Drake said.
“Will do.” Moses yawned and stretched out on the bed. “Long day and the meds are kicking in. Just wanted to bring you current and find out how you’re doing. We’ll talk more when I get home or if I need you to help wrap this up,” Moses promised.
“Sounds like a plan. Get some rest, take care and find that bastard.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN
Jeremy Stone looked out the window of his hotel room in Milan while talking to his wife. Life was good. As a former high-level procurement officer within the defense acquisition workforce, he had certainly come a long way from working in that small cubicle pushing papers and interviewing potential vendors for the Department of Defense. Armed with his own contacts and the success of his business, he now traveled all over the world first class, stayed in the best hotels and ate whatever he wanted. With the money he made selling arms to clients around the world, he had stepped into a level of privilege he had dreamed of for years.
“Andrea, I know I promised to be home for our anniversary, but the buyer died last week, and I’m starting over in negotiations with a new client. I promise to make it up to you when I come home. We’ll go on a two-week cruise anywhere you want to go.” He paused and took a deep breath to listen to her complaints.
“No, you can’t come here, I already told you that,” he said, becoming angry. What didn’t she understand? He wouldn’t be home tomorrow or the next day in all likelihood. They needed to move this shipment and leave. He glanced across the room at Gregory Newsome, his business partner and shook his head. Sometimes, being single held a certain appeal. But why go through all of this just for yourself? Jeremy did this for his family, to make sure they lived a certain way and had the things they wanted. Plus, he received a certain thrill knowing he outsmarted the people he used to work with. They didn’t think he knew they talked about him behind his back or that he was never invited for get-togethers or drinks after work.
They believed the absent-minded persona he displayed while laying the groundwork to set-up his side business. If Karen Lampkin knew he hacked into her computer to find out information in areas he traveled beforehand, she’d have a cow. He grinned thinking of her trying to explain how he learned of the Marine’s mission and passed the word on to Ashad to clear the path to deliver the weapons. Chances are they would find it, but he could access her computer, or anyone else’s in that section again, he made sure of that before retiring.
“Alright, love you too, talk to you tomorrow.” He listened. “I know tomorrow’s our anniversary, I’ll talk to you tomorrow when I wake up. Good night, love.” He disconnected, took a deep breath and beat down the anger trying to strangle him. He should’ve been home last week. Instead, he was stuck halfway around the world with a huge shipment of military-grade armory that he couldn’t take home.
“Surprised to see you here, what happened to the wedding you were supposed to go to? Thought the event would be crawling with contacts we could use,” Jeremy said looking at Gregory. 
They had met at an international team-building conference in New York before Jeremy retired and struck an odd friendship. Gregory had contacts all over the world looking to purchase items through the black market. Jeremy’s vendors could supply any kind of military weapon for a price. Over the past five years, they worked well together buying and selling guns, ammo, and other weapons to whoever could afford them. They made a lot of money. But they needed more solid contacts to dump this last shipment as soon as possible, which fell to Gregory’s side of the partnership. Jeremy stuck his phone in his pocket, poured a glass of wine and waited.
“The hen I was staying with got upset over some young looker, claimed I was staring at the chit too long and hard.” He shrugged as he put out his cigarette and sat in the chair.
Jeremy chuckled. Older and more settled than Gregory he knew the older woman was right. “Sent you packing?”
“Pretty much. Our time was almost at an end anyway, she wasn’t as financially solid as she led me to believe, started hinting for things she wanted me to do on my own ticket.” He shook his head. “Her youngest daughter will have some money from her father, but he’s got a boner for his oldest sons and their children.” He shook his head. “What to do about the Sicilian? He’s dragging his feet, might be setting up a double cross to steal the guns.”
“I thought of that. Do we have another buyer?” He looked at Greg, again, finding buyers fell beneath his domain.
“Not yet, working on it. Might have to sit on this for a while, are you okay with that? Can we sit this one out until we get another buyer?” Greg asked leaning back in the chair watching Jeremy.
“It’ll eat a little into our profits, but we can wait.” He took a moment and thought it through. He wasn’t hurting for money, not by a long shot. Ashad had made a partial payment which he’ll never get back. Millions from transactions over the years sat in his offshore accounts. There was no real reason to press the Sicilian to buy, in time, someone would want what they had to sell, and they’d be ready with quick delivery. Pleased, he nodded. “I’ll make arrangements to lock things down and leave tomorrow or the next day. No need to hang around if we’re not going to sell, right?”
“Right,” Greg said. “You can make it home for your anniversary.”
Jeremy shrugged. “Or not. There are other places to go instead of home.” There was a woman he enjoyed spending time with who lived in Vermont. He could go see her for a couple of days. He smiled. That would be a nice change of pace.
“That’s a guiltless smile for doing the wrong thing, my friend.” Newsome laughed, stood, and clapped his hand on Jeremy’s shoulder. “You have restored my faith in the brotherhood. We will do much more business together. Tonight, I’ll find welcoming thighs to slide between. I always think better when my dick is nested in a honeyed cove.” He smacked his lips and closed his eyes as if enjoying an aged bourbon or tasty morsel.
“I’ve got arrangements to make to secure the merchandise and a flight to catch. Tomorrow I’ll enjoy the same pleasures you’ll have tonight, my friend. Be careful and watch your back.” Jeremy always told the younger man the same thing whenever they were together. Greg always acknowledged the warning as part of their departing ritual.
“Be careful with the Sicilian, he will not be a good enemy,” Newsome said giving him a serious look.
Jeremy agreed. So far, the Sicilian hadn’t committed to anything but spent a lot of time asking questions. Questions, Jeremy couldn’t answer. Enough of this, it was time to leave.




CHAPTER TWELVE
The next day they started around nine that morning, right after breakfast. Moses was well rested and in better spirits after talking to Asher and his brother last night. Once this was done, he would buy something for the little boy and Laura who would bust his ass for not calling her yesterday. After they caught the bastard, he would track her down so they could talk. Right now, the clock was ticking, and he needed to focus on this unofficial mission.
Eight hours later, they were closer to Milan, but no closer to finding Turner. Plenty of people recalled seeing him months ago along the Italian Rivera. The next stop on the map split their caravan. Travis and Jones canvassed across the highway at a motel while he and Taylor pulled into the gas station on the other side. Taylor hadn’t said much all day. Moses understood her worry and concern for her father’s safety. Every hour without hearing anything sent a person’s imagination soaring into overdrive. He wanted to offer words of encouragement, wished he could tell her not to worry or be scared. Those were empty words, and she deserved better.
Moses grabbed his set of photos and headed toward the store.
“Pico, no,” Taylor yelled.
Instinct made Moses jump back and feel the wind from the force of the blow that would have landed on his face. Nothing prepared him for the kick that hit his bad leg. Pain exploded in his lower regions as his leg buckled. He went down on one knee, ducked another blow from someone who came at him from behind.
Moses rolled to the side to avoid another kick. Out of the side of his eye, he saw Taylor execute a perfect jump kick, hitting the tall tree trunk that had started this madness in the chest. She followed it with a round-house kick, hitting him beneath the chin. He stumbled backward and fell.
Everyone froze briefly and stared as the much larger man tried to get his bearing and stop his nose from bleeding. Moses heard someone behind him and braced himself. Half-kneeling, Moses ducked the blow aimed at his head, grabbed the arm and pulled the man forward, slamming him onto the concrete ground. Turning, Moses grabbed the guy by the head and punched him in the face. Standing slowly, Moses sidestepped a heavily tattooed man holding a blade.
He almost pulled out his blade but could tell by the way the man held his knife he wasn’t very good with it. Moses waited until the guy made a move and hit him across his wrist with a fast chop. The knife fell to the ground. Moses punched him in the face, then his gut. The guy backed up a few feet and tripped over his foot and fell.
Looking around, there were three men on the ground. He searched for Taylor. She was inside showing the cashier the photos. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that and pushed the thought away as he checked himself for blood.
Why had that guy started all of this?
Leg on fire, Moses hoped he hadn’t reopened his stitches or worsened his injuries. He moved slowly in the direction of the big guy on the ground who tried to hit him. Pulling out his gun, he pointed it at the man.
“Who the hell are you? Why did you ambush me?” Unsure if this guy had something to do with the traitor, Moses cocked his pistol.
“No, Moses,” Taylor said walking at a fast clip toward him. “Put the gun away. It’s not necessary.”
The big guy didn’t look up until Taylor spoke. He watched her like an eagle would a rabbit. She said something in a language Moses didn’t understand. The guy on the ground answered in the same language.
Taylor said something in an exasperated tone and shook her head. “Imbecile.”
Moses knew that word and re-holstered his weapon. “What’s his problem?” he asked.
She waved at the guy in disgust. “He thinks things that are not true.”
Moses stopped. For one, his leg hurt, and he needed to get off it for a minute. Two, he needed to understand what just happened. He leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “Understand, less than three months ago, I was attacked and taken hostage by a hostile force. For two months I was beaten ruthlessly, almost to the point of death. I’m still jittery when people I don’t know attack me for no reason. So humor me and tell me why the hell I shouldn’t put a bullet in all of their heads?”
Taylor inhaled deeply searching for patience. Pico got on her damn nerves. “That guy wants me to be his woman and has been after me for the past three, maybe four or five years, who knows?” She shrugged. “He refuses to take no for an answer, and if he sees me with someone, he attacks them to scare them off. Turner and Travis kicked his ass to keep him away from me, but he has issues.” She met Moses’ earnest gaze. “We don’t pull guns on people unless provoked. Which means if he uses fists, you use your fists. Guns aren’t for fighting, they’re strictly for killing, and this did not warrant that. Understand?”
He looked at the men still on the ground, nodded, turned and walked slowly to the car.
“He’s not man enough for you,” Pico said in a loud, gravelly voice meant to intimidate but fell flat since Moses continued walking, given them his back.
Taylor looked over her shoulder at Pico who remained on the ground and snorted. “He kicked their asses. Bentri got his ass kicked while my friend was on one knee. Strange he’s the one who went down on one knee and is the only one walking away. The three of you are still on the ground.”
Pico stood slowly.
She looked up at him.
The guy stood over 6’3” and was in average condition. Pity he drank as much as he did and owned a beer belly that hung over his belt; otherwise, he could still hit the underground fighting circuit where they met.
“Still say he’s not the one for you. He’s American.”
She shrugged. “So am I.” Taylor had no idea why she defended Moses to Pico. Moses wasn’t her guy, she hadn’t looked at him in that way. They worked together until they reached Milan. If she saw the traitor, she would blow a whistle, although the chances of that were extremely slim. Hope, however, was a strange flower that existed in the most extreme conditions.
Pico sneered. “Half. Most of you is French. Stop this game and —”
Taylor held up her hand to stop him. He was twice her size and could snatch her in a flash, she understood that. He had tried it once.
He took another step.
The next second the blade was in her hand pressed against his groin as she growled. “I will gut you like a fish, and no one will say shit. You’ve got a track record of harassing me, and I feel threatened. Let’s end the bullshit now. Take another step, I swear it will be your last.” Vibrating with anger, she pressed the blade into him.
“You are so much like me, that is what I love about you, my pet.” Pico stepped back out of range. She noticed the gun in his hand and shook her head.
Her stomach quivered even though her voice did not. “Is today the day you choose to die?”
He lifted the gun over her head. “I will kill the American so he will not have you.”
“Again, I ask is today the day you choose to die?” It took everything within her to speak slowly, without showing her fear. This beast of a man was a predator who only respected those he considered his equal.
Pico frowned. “I will never harm you. Why do you ask if I want to die?”
“Put away your gun, or you will die, Pico. I swear this to you.” She didn’t beg or try to make him understand, instead, she spoke the truth plain with no adornment. Moses had allowed Pico to live because of her. She could not allow Moses to die because of Pico’s foolishness.
A car pulled in behind them. She knew it was Travis before he said anything.
“What the hell are you doing Pico? Do you have a death wish or something?” Travis yelled.
“If he does not put away his gun, he’s going to die very soon,” Taylor said in a low voice. She knew Travis understood if Pico did not.
“Put it away now,” Travis said.
Pico looked confused and put his gun in his back pocket. He scowled at Travis but didn’t say anything. One of his men remained on the ground moaning. The other one had gone inside.
“Ready?” Travis asked her. It took a moment to come down from the adrenaline rush when Pico got so close. She stuffed her hands into her pocket to hide their shaking, an unfortunate side-effect from the adrenaline.
She nodded and stared at Pico’s back.
“Don’t kill him. The police investigation will take away time we need to continue our search.” Travis’ words were like ice water and snuffed out the lingering anger.
“You’re right. One day I’ll have to kill him. He keeps pushing and pushing.” She shook off the fear and locked it away. They had more important things to deal with.
“I’ll take care of him,” Travis said dismissively. “Where are we headed next?” They looked at his map. “Four kilometers up the road. There’s a nice restaurant, we can eat, take an hour and push to finish this tonight. Sounds good?”
It would be brutal, but they could do it if they hustled and didn’t have more delays like this one. “Yeah, should work.” She leaned forward. “What’s the deal with Moses?”
Travis frowned. “Deal? What do you mean?”
“He pulled his gun on Pico before Pico pulled his. I stopped him. He mentioned being captured by Ashad as the reason he’s so quick to draw his weapon.”
“Makes sense. But I’m glad he didn’t shoot him, we don’t need that right now. We’ve got to find dad, every second we don’t hear from him is a problem I don’t want to think about,” Travis said.
She nodded and walked back toward the car. Moses sat in the passenger seat and talked to Jones out the window. They stopped when she drew close. Travis sat in the other car. Jones jogged over and slid in the driver’s seat.
Taylor pulled out and followed Travis. Neither she nor Moses said anything at first.
“How’s your leg?” she asked, glancing down at his jean-clad thighs.
“Hurts like hell,” he said surprising her. Very few men that she knew admitted to being in pain.
The seat was already back as far as it could go to accommodate his long legs, there wasn’t anything she could do to help him.
“You dated that guy?” Moses asked.
“What? No. He’s… he’s.  No, we never dated.”
“He’s infatuated?” There was a hint of humor in his voice that eased her embarrassment over Pico.
“That’s one word for it.”
“Oh, I’ve got others. Obsessed. Blindly-madly. Entranced or entrapped by you.”
She laughed at his silliness. “Entrapped my ass. He’s got a woman, several in fact and a lot of kids. He needs to be obsessed with them,” she said.
“I agree,” he said in a mild tone, his face serious. “Your father taught you to fight like that?”
“What?” The sudden change in subject and tone took her a moment to catch up. “Yes, yes he and my brother taught me. Why?”
“You’re very good. It was impressive, like David bringing down Goliath. Do you have to fight him all the time?”
She released a long breath. “No. Our paths don’t normally cross. He only acts like that when he sees me with someone.” Which isn’t often, she thought and wondered why she didn’t want Moses to know that.
“What language were you two speaking? I recognized some of the words, but not all.” He looked at her.
She smiled. “The language is one the natives use when they combine some French and Italian into their own. Dialects make the difference in certain parts of France, Italy and definitely the Middle East. The right emphasis on a word can make all the difference.”
He nodded. “I believe that. It had a nice cadence to it.”
Taylor didn’t know what to say about that. Languages had been her thing since she realized she couldn’t talk to all her friends at school. She made it her mission to be “that girl” in her class who could speak to everyone in her grade in their native tongue. Along the way she picked up several awards and made a lot of interesting friends who explained the nuances of not only their language but their cultures as well.
Moses laughed.
She looked at him. “What?”
“That guy? What’d you call him? Pico?”
“Yes.”
“He has several women? I don’t believe it.”
“He leads a gang of men, and in the area where he lives, the money he brings in from his lifestyle supports a lot of people. The women see him as someone who can care for them and their children. From what I heard he takes care of his little ones, the women don’t fare as well. He makes them work.” That was a nice way of saying after the women gave birth to his kids, they became prostitutes to support themselves. The only thing Pico supplied for those women was protection. His mother and siblings raised his children.
“Is that the life he offered you?” He sounded skeptical, and she appreciated it.
“No. I would have the honor of being Mrs. Pico. His alone. Never to walk the streets to sell myself for food or clothes.” She shook her head. “Life can be hard for a woman with little choices.”
He didn’t say anything.
“You don’t agree? Do you think those women have choices? Can do better?” Her voice rose at the end.
For a few moments, he didn’t speak, didn’t raise his head or turn in her direction. Just as she thought to call him out for ignoring her, he looked at her. The pain in his gaze was there for just a second and gone. But she had seen it.
“I have no point of reference to answer that question. I don’t live here, don’t understand the social strata, pecking order, or what makes a young girl believe she has no other option than to sell her body to a man for the night or a lifetime for that matter. What I do know is we are the sum total of the choices and decisions either we made or someone we depended on made for us.” He opened his mouth and then closed it.
Taylor had expected some sort of high-minded, judgment BS. Most of the men she knew had loads of ridiculous opinions on how women should act, talk, the image they should portray and the like. What made men think they were experts on women anyway? For years she enjoyed arguing the plight of women in poor and rich countries alike. She knew the buzzwords, had her responses down to a science. Could quote her research material in her sleep. No one could win against her in that particular debate.
Unless they choose not to have an opinion. Just who was Moses Sanderson? Was he married? Divorced? How old was he? Curious, she tried to think of a way to get answers without directly asking. She pulled into the parking lot of their next stop and parked next to Travis.
“We’ll take those two over there,” Travis said, looking across the street. “You guys take the restaurant, get a table. We’ll be back soon and join you.”
“I’ll go with you, Jones can go with Moses,” Taylor said wanting to talk to her brother in private. The arrangement seemed to suit everyone. She and Travis walked across the street in silence.
“You aren’t worried about Pico starting more trouble, are you?” Travis asked.
“No. He’s a pest and gets on my nerves, but he takes care of a lot of people which is why Daddy didn’t kill him, neither will we unless you’re prepared to feed and clothe his large family.”
“Not interested. Glad you remembered,” Travis said.
They went inside the small cafe, asked questions, received negative responses and walked the block to the next building.
“Is Moses married?” she blurted.
Travis looked at her for a few moments. “Not that I know of. I can find out if you’d like. Or you could ask him. You interested?”
She thought about it. “In a way. He’s different. A tough fighter, good with weapons and hand to hand. Fights with a cool head, methodical. Doesn’t talk to fill the air. Keeps to himself.” She stopped and looked up at him. “One of Pico’s guys kicked him in the leg, the one that’s hurt. I asked him how it felt, he said it hurt like hell. But he whipped two of Pico’s men after his leg buckled. He didn’t lower his guard and was alert and ruthless. You should’ve seen how fast he moved, tremendous upper body strength.” She nodded. “Yes, I think I am interested.”
Travis laughed. “Only you. Should I be concerned that the only guy you’ve noticed in like… forever is one who’s a trained fighter like you?”
“Can you see me with a painter? I’m an assassin like you.” She snorted, unoffended. “School teachers, mechanics, office types or sports guys won’t ever understand why we love what we do,” she said trying to explain her emerging feelings.
“Probably not,” he agreed. “What we do also has a shorter life expectancy. There’s more to this guy than his military record. He’s got family, friends, a life you’d need to consider all of that. I know you. You don’t do things half-way. Just remember he’s a man who almost died and he’s got some heavy baggage from that alone.”
“I’ve been riding with him since yesterday, we haven’t talked much. Mostly about our search or the traitor. I don’t know anything personal about him. Not really,” she said looking at Travis.
“If Pico hadn’t shattered your focus, you wouldn’t have seen Moses as anything other than a means to an end for finding Daddy. Pico forced you to look at Moses as a man. Now that you have, you like what you see, right?”
She nodded.
“You and Moses are so focused on what you need to do to reach your goals that you’re missing the scenery. Peas in a pod.” He chuckled.
“Maybe. I hadn’t thought of that either.” There was a lot more to this than what she thought. Generally, men approached her, made their interests known and she picked who she wanted to spend some of her free time with. None of those guys got close enough to matter. She didn’t respect their ability to protect, forget about providing, she had that covered too. Taylor appreciated strength, cunning and a strong moral core. In her line of work, she met men with one or two of those qualities, but rarely one who held all of them.
“Do you want to have kids one day? I’d like to be an uncle.”
“I’d rather be an aunt before you become an uncle,” she shot back. The idea of having kids, carrying them in her stomach, frightened her.
“That’s fair and is probably the way things will go down anyway. You’re scared of committing to relationships and break off things when it starts getting serious.” He pulled the tail end of her braid.
“I’m working on that,” she muttered. “I’m not sure why I do that. To be fair, I’ve never dated anyone I wanted to be with for more than a month or two. They start to bore me or want to change me into some brainless arm candy. No thank you. I want the total package. Respect my mind, body, and heart.”
“Military guys don’t have the best reputation,” he said.
“Interested doesn’t mean marriage, Trav. You know that. I just want to know more about him, see what’s behind those dark eyes. Lots of secrets I bet.” She paused. “Plus, he might not be interested in me. I might not be his type.” She hated this new feeling of uncertainty. By now most guys would’ve hit on her, asked personal questions or done something to let her know they liked her.
“Focused on the mission, remember? I bet you didn’t show him any attention either. Doubt you showed the least bit of interest in him as a man. If I was him, and you were my best hope of a successful mission, I wouldn’t dare do anything you might not appreciate. But he knows you’re a woman, he’s been watching you, they both have.”
“Really?” That surprised her.
He laughed. “They look at your ass, sometimes your face. That happens all the time, you never notice.” He shook his head. “Don’t lose sight of what we’re doing and take it easy on Moses, I like him. Based on what I know, I think he’s a good match for you. Glad you finally looked at him before we reached Milan. I don’t know what I’d have done to keep the two of you in each other’s company.”
Stunned, her mouth dropped as she stared at him.
“Tay, you threatened to shoot the doctor if he didn’t save Moses’ life, a total stranger. You’ve never done that, never cared before. Then he shows back up, searches for us, you actually since you’re the eyewitness and agrees to help find daddy? I don’t believe in coincidences. Kismet, Sis. I think you liked Moses from the start and didn’t realize it until his life was threatened again by Pico.” He placed his fingertip beneath her chin and pushed up to close her mouth. “If I can do anything more to assist you in finding true love, send me a text. Let’s go inside.”
<<<>>>
Moses and Jones entered the restaurant. Jones talked to the manager, showed the photos and asked questions. Moses asked to be seated immediately. The pain in his leg was intense. Now that Taylor wasn’t around, he limped to the table and took a seat. He asked for bread to be brought immediately so he could take his medication. The hostess obliged and returned with a small basket of sliced bread and a small dipping tray of seasoned olive oil.
He bypassed the oil, tore off a large chunk of bread, ate it and several more pieces before taking his medication. In a minute he would go to the bathroom and check his stitches. The area just behind his belt buckle felt sticky. That guy was crazy to attack him without knowing anything about him. He didn’t blame Taylor for not dealing with Pico, the man was unstable.
Jones joined him at the table. “Ready?”
Moses pushed himself up, stood, and headed to the bathroom with Jones. He could imagine what the few patrons must think seeing the two of them enter such a small space. Short of surgery, Jones could patch him up if necessary.
“There’s some bleeding here.” Jones pointed to the area just above his pubic hair. “It didn’t fully reopen. Give me the ointment and a bandage.”
Moses pulled out a small tube and a large bandage from his pocket and gave them to Jones. It didn’t take long to clean and re-bandage the area. After washing their hands, they returned to their seats.
“So, this guy just sucker-punched you for no reason?” Jones asked when they sat down.
Moses nodded. “He’s got a real crush on Taylor, told her I was the wrong man for her.”
Jones snorted.
“He may be right, but not for the reasons he said.” Moses dipped a piece of bread into the olive oil before popping it into his mouth. “She told him I kicked his friend's asses while on one knee. Wonder if that’s when she went inside to show the clerk the pictures?”
Jones laughed. “Gotta love a woman with a one track mind.”
Moses smiled. Taylor had jumped on Pico with no fear, just anger. He sensed it as she jumped up and kicked the big guy. He told Jones about it.
“No question, she’s a formidable woman to be so feminine looking. A real Black Widow comes to life from the pages of the comic book, her darker complexion is an added bonus.”
Moses looked at Jones. “You’re interested in her?” He hadn’t realized Jones paid Taylor any attention. There wasn’t anything going on between him and Taylor… still, he didn’t see her with Jones.
“Who wouldn’t be? She’s gorgeous. Did you see her light brown eyes, heart-shaped face? And her hair… it’s thick, wavy, long.” He sighed long and hard. “She’s a total package, great body, super smart, strong moral core and loyal to those she chooses to call friends. She’d make a great partner, don’t you think?”
Moses sat back, staring at Jones for several moments processing what he’d just heard. “All of that? In what? Two days? Are you serious?”
Jones nodded, his face sober. “Did I mention she threatened to kill the doctor if he didn’t save my Commanding Officers’ life?”
Moses heard the sincerity in Jones’ voice and nodded. “She is all of that and more. I’m sorry for discounting your feelings about Taylor. It took me by surprise. I agree she’s different, and I definitely get the Black Widow reference, Taylor can be deadly.” He rubbed his chin, thinking about her, something he had forbidden himself to do. “Gorgeous, great body, serious, not a chatter-box, comfortable in her own skin, strategic, intuitive, and fearless. Yes, she’d make a great partner.” When he put it all together like that, he saw her as a complete, tempting package.
“Are you interested in her?” Jones pressed.
Moses thought about it? “I could be. Maybe after we finish this —”
“Don’t wait for that. Lay the foundation now, she likes you,” Jones said with so much certainty, it surprised Moses.
“Travis told you that?”
“No, I watch and listen. She likes you. The two of you work in sync without trying.”
“What’re you talking about?” Moses asked, curious.
Jones leaned forward. “You watched her fight? Why?”
Moses frowned.
Jones continued. “We’re in a foreign country. Have recently been attacked by unfriendlies. There are others nearby, but you’re watching Taylor’s back, why?”
“I… I didn’t think that’s what I was doing,” Moses said.
“Drawing your weapon on someone who hadn’t shown his weapon? Why? He didn’t lay a hand on you, but you would’ve killed him, destroyed the mission and possibly spent the rest of your life in an Italian prison. Again, I ask why?” Jones said and sat back in his seat watching Moses.
Confused and stunned by Jones words, each one designed to make an optimal impact and detonate in an area of Moses mind he had kept locked for years. Trusting people didn’t come easy for him. Jones was in that small club, and his words carried weight.
Moses shook his head. “Can’t believe I messed up like that.” He continued looking at his hands while turning each word over and over in his mind.
 The two of you work in sync without trying.
Was it true? Maybe on a subconscious level, he searched for the woman who spoke to him as he floated in and out of consciousness several weeks ago. She had been his anchor to reality as she urged him to fight for his life, to hang in there, compelling him to live. Had he come all this way to find her?
No. That’s stretching things too far. This trip was about eradicating a traitor, not to meet a dream woman. Not a dream anymore. Still, the idea of romanticizing a situation that required they both focus and keep their heads in the game was ridiculous. Admittedly, he was attracted physically and mentally to Taylor. She really was a head turner. But that didn’t mean he would compromise their mission and give in to this attraction.
Jones was wrong. This was not the time to lay the groundwork for a future relationship with Taylor. They lived on two different continents, his retirement plans were already in place, and people depended on him to return to Versteck and help.
What would Taylor think of Versteck Valley? The Arms? She would fit right in at the Arms, those old guys would fall in love with her. Thinking of Wesley, he fought back a smile at what the man would say after meeting Taylor.
“That one’s a keeper, Moses.” Wesley wouldn’t be the only one.
Moses forced those fanciful thoughts away. Taylor worked with her father and brother as mercenaries. No matter how attracted he was to her, he would never form a serious attachment to someone who would leave him behind on life-threatening missions. It was one of the reasons he remained unattached, the emotional toll over not knowing if a person would return or the condition they would be in if they returned would kill him over time. He knew it as well as he knew his name.
He placed an order for appetizers to hold them until Taylor and Travis joined them. Neither he nor Jones spoke about Taylor or Travis again.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Their meal had been interesting with Jones and Travis doing most of the talking which centered around Travis’ love and appreciation of certain European cities. Moses hadn’t said much, neither had she for that matter. Taylor couldn’t get Travis’ confession regarding her and Moses out of her mind.
Travis could be sneaky, but this time he sideswiped her without her knowing it.
“That was the last one on the list,” Moses said, his low voice intruding on her thoughts.
“Yes, we’re heading to the hotel in Milan.” Questions, personal questions about him, his family, and life bubbled beneath the surface. “Any idea where you and Jones will search next?”
He glanced at her, their gazes met and separated. “There are a few people we’ll talk to tomorrow, tell them what we know and see if they have more information. They’re arriving tonight.”
“Good luck,” she said meaning it. Italy had a long, complicated history with organized crime and didn’t take to outsiders asking a lot of questions. She thought of mentioning it but didn’t want to offend him. Besides, he had the backing of the military and should be okay.
“What about you and Travis, any ideas where to expand your search for Turner?” he asked.
Unsure how much to share, she gave a brief outline. “We’ll talk to Fiona’s boss, her family, and a few other people to see if they’ve seen or heard from either of them.” With each hour, dread for her father’s safety and well-being swamped her. She stopped thinking of all the things that could go wrong and forced them away so she could function.
“Good luck in your search, follow your gut. As close as you and your father are, I think you’d know if something life threatening happened to him.”
“Why would you say that? How could you possibly know that?” she snapped, her temper flaring over their inability to find her father.
“Happened to me with my cousin, who’s more like a brother, several years ago. We’re really close, Asher, me and Drake. It was the three of us against the adults.” He waved his hand.
Taylor was certain there were quite a few stories he could share about them growing up, and she wanted to hear them all.
“He worked for the diplomatic corps and was stationed in a hostile area gathering intelligence and working for a diplomat. He was captured and tortured.” A look of pain spasmed across his face. Without thinking, she covered his hand with her smaller one.
“I knew something was wrong before the call came.” He placed his hand on his stomach. “In here, I knew I had to get to him, it was like he was calling for help and I heard him in my heart or something. I was on leave and flew across the world to find him. Jones helped, we did some things I’ll never repeat.” Their gazes met.
Taylor nodded in understanding. She had been at that point for Travis and her father and would do it again.
“We found him on the fourth day. This guy butchered one half of his face, his chest, arms, thighs. Just cut him up, not to kill, to torture. The asshole reopened wounds on his face…” He drew a deep breath. “The point is I knew. No one could tell me shit. I knew he was in trouble and I had to find him immediately.” He looked out the window.
“Did they search for you? While you were in Ashad’s camp?” She had to know.
He snorted. “Ask the Senator how far Asher and Drake went to find me while I was on a highly classified military op.”
She frowned.
“They broke him. He got them the information about where I’d been taken. They were on their way when I sent the text, a code we set up, to let them know I didn’t need an extraction and to stand down.” He looked at her. “They would’ve ridden into Ashad’s camp if they knew where it was.”
Impressed, she took a deep breath. “Not many people knew its location. He ruled by fear and killed anyone who talked.” She thought about what he said. “Travis and I could always tell when something was wrong with each other and can read each other pretty good. But I’m not sure my dad and his twin, Thomas had the same thing. Makes me wonder how it all works.” She frowned. “I’m surprised we haven’t heard from Uncle Thomas.”
“Why?”
“He wanted to see daddy again, said he was coming for a visit. At the wedding, he seemed all gung-ho. Now, not a peep.” She would mention it to Travis at the hotel, see what he thought about it.
“I see.”
“You have any sisters?” she asked hungry to know more about him. It appeared he was more complex than she originally thought, which intrigued her.
“None by birth,” he said with some humor in his voice. “In Versteck Valley, we choose family and are a tight-knit group. Laura is my sister by another mother.”
Taylor frowned as she passed the slow car in front of her to keep up with Jones and Travis who drove ahead. “Versteck Valley? What’s that?”
“Where’s that?” he corrected.
“Where is it?”
“Northwest of Denver, Colorado.” He paused. “I grew up there, it’s home.”
“In this place, people choose their families? Without getting in trouble with the authorities?”
He chuckled, and it sounded relaxed as if talking about this place eased or soothed him in some way. “It’s not quite like that. I chose my family, and they chose me. We grew up together and look out for each other. It’s nothing the law cares about,” he said.
Taylor was certain there was a lot more but didn’t push. “You sound happy when you talk about this place, that’s good. Everyone should have a secret place that brings a smile when they think about it.”
“True. Where’s your secret place or is it a real secret?”
She thought about it for a few moments. When they were younger, before starting elementary, she and Travis spent a lot of time with Nana Cherise and Papa Niles at their large home in Virginia while their father traveled for work. He would come to see them between deployments, even if it was just for a day. When they were old enough for school, their father took them to live with him. He hired people to run the house and a nanny who took them back and forth to school and cared for them whenever he wasn’t at home. At first, they missed Nana and Papa, but over time, they grew accustomed to living with their father, setting up homes at new military bases, new staff, and friends.
Travis had been her one constant. No matter where they went, they kept each other company and grounded, sharing fears, concerns, joyous moments and dreams for their future.
“I don’t know that I have a place like that, not yet anyway. We traveled a lot growing up, changed addresses quite a bit.”
“Understandable why you wouldn’t get attached to a place,” he said.
She nodded. What if she and Travis had remained with Nana Cherise in Virginia? Would she be like other girls? Interested in parties or college campus fun? Would she still enjoy target practice or even know how to shoot a gun, let alone an Ar-15 semi-automatic? Nana would pass out if she saw the special guns Taylor used for long distance shots.
Had she missed a lot? Maybe. But her life had been good and for the most part happy.
“Are you going out to eat when we get to Milan or is this another early night?” he asked.
“Haven’t thought that far,” she said glancing at him. “After a hot shower to wash off the road dust, going someplace near the hotel to eat would be good. You game?” She didn’t look at his leg or mention his injuries. Travis and her father had drilled it into her to tread lightly on the male ego in that arena. After asking once, she rarely pestered the men in her life regarding their wounds. If they needed her, she would respond; otherwise, she didn’t dwell on it.
“Good idea. I don’t know when I’ll have another chance for some downtime, better take advantage while I can. I’m sure there’s plenty of restaurants near the hotel,” he said.
“There are. We’ll be staying near downtown in an artsy area. I’ve stayed there before, it’s nice. Lots to see and do,” she said, happy they’d spend more time together later. Maybe they’d talk, make plans for after she found her father, and he found the traitor. It’d be nice to see Versteck Valley one day or listen to more stories of him growing up with his brothers and sister.
“Are you dating anyone?” He looked at her.
Aware of his interest, her heart raced faster and faster with each passing second. She glanced at him, read the seriousness in his gaze. “No. No, I’m not. You?” She faced traffic and tried to see him peripherally.
“No. Not for a really long time.”
“Why’d you say it like that?” she asked.
“Just seems years ago since I’ve spent this much time with a woman in any capacity,” he said. “It’s been nice getting to know you better. I’ve enjoyed this.”
Pleased, she smiled. “You’re right, it was a lot better than I thought it would be.” She made no mention of the last time she had been with a man, according to Travis, that was a taboo subject.
They turned into the parking lot of the hotel and slid into the slot next to Jones and Travis’ car. It was just after seven in the evening, they had made great time. When she grabbed her bag, she met up with the others and agreed to meet everyone back downstairs in 30 minutes.
She stood next to Moses on the ride up in the elevator while listening to Travis talk about one of their stops. Her arm brushed against Moses, it felt good. Smiling, she went to her room with a plan to make sure Moses Sanderson never forgot her.
<<<>>>
Moses, Jones, and Taylor waited in the lobby for Travis who had to take a last-minute phone call and promised to be down in a few minutes. Moses stood between Jones, who wore jeans and a light brown short-sleeved shirt and Taylor, who stood talking about a specific Italian dish Jones wanted to try.
Moses’ gaze kept returning to the red mid-thigh, fitted, sleeveless dress Taylor wore that highlighted all her curves and looked great against her light bronze, smooth skin. She had taken out her braid and wore her hair loose to fall in soft dark waves around her face and shoulders. He liked the large gold hoops and gold chain she wore. Taylor turned, caught him staring and smiled.
He held her gaze a moment longer before returning her smile. He leaned close to her ear and whispered. “You look lovely.”
Her smiled widened as she met his gaze. “Thank you. You clean up well too.”
Self-conscious, he ran his hand over his much longer, dark hair and glanced down at his rust-colored polo short-sleeved shirt and jeans. Next, to her, he was a dull stud and knew it. “Thanks.”
Dressed in jeans and a short-sleeved green print shirt, Travis walked around the corner with an apology on his lips as he stared at his sister.
Something had happened.
Travis didn’t mention his call. Instead, he ushered them out of the hotel lobby and down the street toward the restaurants. Jones told Travis what he had a taste for and minutes later they entered a restaurant filled with aromatic flavors that reminded Moses how hungry he was. Impeccable, efficient service had their orders taken and placed on their tables with a minimum delay while they enjoyed glasses of beer or wine.
Relaxed, Moses found the various colored strands in Taylor’s hair, fascinating. When she moved her head slightly, he noticed gold, mahogany, and red nestled in her dark, long, thick mane. Without thinking he fingered her hair, marveling at how soft it felt.
She stiffened momentarily and then relaxed.
Moses didn’t think much about it and finished his drink while half listening to the conversation around them. Almost an hour later, Moses pushed his plate aside, drank the last of his beer, and glanced down at Taylor’s toned thigh. Beautiful.
“Done?” Travis asked everyone when they finished their meals.
They all nodded and stood.
Moses wasn’t ready for the night to end. “There’s a band playing at the hotel,” he said close to Taylor’s ear as they walked toward the exit.
“Really? Who? Are they any good?” She looked up at him, with laughter in her gaze, the minx knew he wanted to spend more time with her.
“I have no idea. I’m not ready to say good-night.” He watched understanding enter her gaze as they reached the door.
“Taylor? Taylor is that you?”
Moses froze at the male voice. It wasn’t Pico, but he wasn’t taking any chances and placed his hand on the butt of his gun while watching annoyance cross Taylor’s face as she turned.
“It’s me, Greg. I met you at Ruby’s wedding over the weekend. Remember?” The man who interrupted Moses discussion stood around five-nine, with a slender build. His wind-blown blond hair probably took hours to perfect and the collarless shirt and suit he wore looked expensive.
Moses stood back and waited.
“You were at my grandfather’s for Ruby’s wedding?” She frowned as if trying to place him, which Moses could tell didn’t go over well with Greg. There were a few people lining up behind them to leave.
“Let’s go outside,” Moses suggested.
Greg looked up at him with a questioning glance. “Sorry, I didn’t know you were with someone.”
Taylor didn’t respond. Outside, Travis and Jones waited and watched.
“Travis, this is Greg from Ruby’s wedding.” Her tone asked if he remembered the guy.
“Hi Greg, you were with Natalie at the dinner, right?” Travis said.
Recognition hit Taylor, and she stared at the man as if seeing him for the first time. “That’s right, you left before the wedding.”
“I had an emergency and had to leave.” He touched her shoulder. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”
Taylor nodded but didn’t move.
Greg leaned close to her ear. “Would you like to go for drinks or dinner tomorrow? I’d love to get to know you better if you have time.”
Moses' hand curled into a fist as he watched the impertinent fool move closer to Taylor. He took a step forward.
Taylor stepped back, and they stood side by side. “No, I can’t, I’ll be busy as you can tell.” She glanced up at Moses and brushed her hand against his fist. He relaxed it.
Greg looked at Moses for a few seconds and frowned. “American?”
“Why?” Taylor snapped as Moses shook his head.
Greg held up his hands. “Sorry, forgot you don’t like being questioned. You took Natalie and her duckies to the woodshed, you don’t have to do that with me. Just being friendly that’s all. Sleep well.” He nodded and walked off.
No one spoke for a few moments.
“This way guys,” Travis said as he turned and walked slightly ahead. Jones caught up with him leaving Taylor and Moses to trail behind.
“Sorry about that,” Moses said embarrassed. The last thing he wanted was her comparing him with idiots like Pico. Hell, he had no more claim on her than that guy or any guy and yet he wanted to rip Greg away from her side. The anger shocked him.
“About what? Not remembering someone you met on a forgettable night in your life? He was presumptuous and a liar. Natalie tossed him out, she was drunk and pissed.”
“At you? You took her to the woodshed?” Moses smiled as they headed toward the hotel. Jones and Travis hadn’t gone far, just enough to give them privacy.
“Maybe. I don’t know, the woman has issues, and worse is a bully. I don’t have any patience for people like that. For him to be with her in the first place was a huge question mark. She could’ve been his mother.”
“Ouch,” he said feeling better. “I don’t go off the handle and start kicking ass like some berserker. He rubbed me the wrong way.”
“Me too. For the record, I don’t want a man to fight my battles, just have my back, toss me a knife or gun if necessary, and we’ll be fine. I’m not shy about asking for help when I need it,” she said.
“Point taken and understood.” He appreciated her honesty and the fact she didn’t act coy or play games. She knew she was beautiful and at times used her looks like a weapon to get where she needed to be. He couldn’t fault her for that, men did it all the time using money and their looks. “You’re smart and strong, I like and appreciate that about you. When you come to me, when we’re together, I want you to find rest and be able to be yourself, no expectations, no judgment. Just be you. I like you.”
She looked up at him for a few moments and smiled slowly. “You have no idea how wonderful that sounds. It takes time, but it’s a wonderful gift. Thank you.”
He waited for her to offer him the same. When she didn’t, he bit back a smile. Taylor was unique and wouldn’t lie to him, not even to make him feel better.
<<<>>>
In the bar, the band played loud, and it was difficult to hear. Several women looked at the men when the four of them entered and headed toward the back. All the tables were filled although Taylor knew that wouldn’t stop her or Jones from finding a seat.
Travis waved for her to follow him. They left the bar and stood to the side in the lobby. “That call was from Papa Niles. They heard from one of their contacts that we were looking for Daddy. He was furious we hadn’t contacted him or Clifford. Despite the problems Daddy has with his father, Papa Niles reminded me that Daddy was still the old man’s son. I told him everything we did. He agreed Fiona and Daddy disappearing around the same time was too much of a coincidence. He’s running more intensive backgrounds on Angeleno and Fiona’s husband. He doesn’t want us to do anything else until he contacts me in the morning.” He paused and shook his head. “I always thought Pops was into something, now I know he is. How the hell did he hear about what we’re doing halfway around the world?”
Surprised and slightly suspicious, she met his gaze. “Moses? Jones?”
“What does your gut say?”
She thought about it. “Nothing. I think they’re on the up and up. Daddy must’ve gotten his sneaky ways from Pops.
Travis nodded, looked over his shoulder toward the bar. “This thing with Dad… something’s off. I can’t put my finger on it. We should’ve heard something by now.”
“Uncle Thomas never called,” she said. “Granddaddy either. Considering he called every day before the wedding, I expected him to call to make sure we made it home safe.”
Travis shrugged. “Maybe they’re hanging out, some kind of reunion or something.”
“Hadn’t thought of that,” she murmured. “We wait for word from Papa Niles before doing anything else?”
Travis nodded. “I wasn’t looking forward to talking to Angeleno without more information on him. Plus, I really don’t want to intrude any further into Fiona’s life. I made that mistake once and don’t want to compound it.”
She nodded in agreement. “It’ll be good sleeping in. Haven’t done that in a while.”
Travis looked at her, smiled as he put his arm around her shoulder and headed back toward the bar. “I researched Moses thoroughly before inviting them to help search for Dad. He’s solid, and I liked when he was about to put his foot up Greg’s presumptuous ass. If he hurts you, I’ll kill him. No negotiating, no conversation.”
She stopped and stared at him. “Not fair. He may hurt me, but it would hurt more if you took away the chance of reconciling and making things right. Don’t do that.”
He frowned and didn’t agree.
“Let’s compromise. If he hurts me physically, it goes without saying he’s a dead man. But if it’s my heart, which you and I both know is fickle as a three-dollar bill, then we talk before either of us does anything.”
He took a deep breath and released it slowly.
“One more thing,” she said stopping him. “If you do this, when you meet and fall for someone, the same rules apply.” She glanced over her shoulder. “So, choose wisely, brother dear.”
He stared at her for a few moments and smiled slowly. “Wouldn’t expect anything different from you.” They returned inside. Jones had found a table. He and Moses were surrounded by three women standing at the table talking to them.
Moses met Taylor’s gaze and smiled. Rather than wade through the women, Taylor extended her hand. Moses stood and walked over to her. Holding hands, they turned, and walked out while Travis took his seat.
When they reached the lobby, he leaned down near her ear. “Thanks.”
She smiled up at him. “We can’t talk in there anyway. Your place or mine?”
“Either works for me.” He sounded happy.
Taylor always preferred the home-field advantage whenever possible, and they went to her room.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Taylor’s thoughts were all over the place. The call from Papa Niles bothered her. She hated disappointing him and Nana. In all honesty, she and Travis hadn’t thought about help from the outside. It never occurred to either of them to alert Nana or Pops that their grandson was missing.
Wait. Did Travis tell Papa Niles they saw Thomas at the wedding? Did he know Thomas had been in prison and was out on parole? She fought back a sigh as she used the card to enter her room.
Moses walked in behind her and closed the door. “You have a sofa and another chair?” He looked around the room before facing her again.
“Yes. Don’t you?” she asked glad he pulled her away from her depressing thoughts.
“No. My room’s much smaller.” He moved toward the sofa and sat down. “This is better than the bar. I can see you clearly and hear you too. Is everything alright?”
“Yes. Just family stuff back in the States,” she said, her tone dismissive.
He didn’t say anything for a few moments. “Tell me about Taylor Rollins. I should know something about the woman who saved my life.”
“You were fighting to live when we showed up.” She sat near him and brought her knee onto the cushion showing a lot of thigh as she turned to face him.
“I, we, all of us would’ve died if your team hadn’t shown up. Thank you for that.”
“You already thanked me,” she said looking down at the sofa. She didn’t want his gratitude. What do you want? She wasn’t sure, she admitted to herself a few moments later. Moses intrigued her. He was good-looking in a raw, tall, dark and handsome way. His face and body still marked with bruises from his imprisonment spoke of his strength of character and strong will. Ashad’s treatment of Moses would’ve shattered a lesser man. She had seen that kind of brutality inflicted on prisoners of war over and over through the years.
“I have,” he said softly.
She looked up, meeting his penetrating gaze. When he continued staring, she asked. “What?”
“Nothing, just appreciating the view. You’re an interesting puzzle.”
“Why do you say that?” she challenged.
“When we first met, and I asked about the traitor, you were polite, but I got the feeling you didn’t see me. Not as a person, definitely not as a man.”
Travis told her she did that to guys all the time. “I didn’t mean… honestly, all I could think about was finding my dad. It wasn’t personal, and I hope you don’t take it that way.” She shook her head to clear it. “Did you see me? As a woman when you asked about the traitor that day in the restaurant?”
He took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Yes, always. But I pushed past the attraction and buried it so I could focus on the mission. When we returned stateside, I asked everyone who was the woman. They said I hallucinated, there weren’t any women, one guy brought a nurse to my bed saying she was the person I kept hearing in my head.” He looked at her with a crooked grin. “It wasn’t her, the voice was too high.”
Taylor bit the corner of her lip to keep from grinning. “What did this woman, the voice you heard in your head say?”
He looked past her to the wall with a somber expression. “She told me to fight to live, said I would get better, be patient, don’t give up.” He met her gaze. “Those kinds of things.” He held up his hand. “I’m sure my mind added to the few things she actually said, but it worked for me.”
Touched, Taylor didn’t know what to say. A vision of him lying on the floor of the room in Ashad’s camp, battered, bruised, broken and bleeding, her heart had gone out for him. She had been surprised he was alive. To see him sitting across from her now… it was a miracle.
“I’m sure she believed you were worth whatever was necessary to help you survive.”
“Did you?” he asked, his questioning gaze direct, uncertain.
She nodded and touched his arm. “Yes, I did.”
He placed his hand over hers. They stared at each other for a few moments. “I want to kiss you,” he said.
Yippee, she thought and leaned forward, meeting him in the middle. His lips were soft, firm, an interesting contradiction. His tongue slid across the seam of her lips. She allowed him access and bit back a moan of delight. A man who knew how to kiss was the rarest of gems. He took his time exploring, sampling and discovering how much she enjoyed this part of romance. Sex was the main course, but there needed to be ample appetizing foreplay.
They broke apart on a soft whimper.
“I’ve wanted to do that … since I heard your voice the first time. I wasn’t sure if I was dead or alive. I wanted to see you, but you weren’t there.”
“I was there,” she teased.
“No, I only saw men, not the woman, not my angel.”
She snorted as she leaned back. “I’m no angel.”
“That’s true,” he said. “You’re you, and that’s better.” He took her hand and pulled her close. “Closer.” He patted his lap.
Careful of his wounds, she moved to lean back against him without touching his injured leg.
They sat in amenable silence a few moments before he spoke. “I’m the oldest of two sons. My younger brother, Drake, is my mother’s favorite. He’s an attorney and keeps her out of legal jeopardy. I’m just a Major in the military and gone a lot, so not as useful. I try to spend as little time with her as possible, she agrees.”
Taylor leaned back against his chest and continued listening.
“I’ve never been married or engaged, no kids. I’ve had relationships but nothing too serious.”
“Why?” It surprised her he’d never been married before.
“I’ve got this thing about leaving a wife and kids behind. When. If I get married, I won’t be doing this. I’ll work in something not as dangerous.”
That surprised her. “Really? Why? Did something happen?”
“The kind of specialized work I do, the chances of me not seeing my kid graduate from high school or go to a prom or help with their homework is higher than other military careers. If my wife becomes a widow, it’ll be from something closer to home. I’ve seen…” He shook his head. “It’s just this thing I’ve got.”
“My dad did that. When we got older, he retired early from the military to be home with us. If anything had happened to him, we would’ve stayed with his grandmother, Nana Cherise. My dad’s mom died when he was in his teens, and his father was in the military. Daddy didn’t want us to feel abandoned the way he did after his mama died. His father remarried Natalie within a year and sent his sons away to boarding school.”
Moses placed his hand on her arm and rubbed it gently. “It’s hard losing a parent.”
“Yes. Daddy’s mom had spent a lot of time with him and Uncle Thomas while their father was deployed. It crushed him when she died of breast cancer.”
“My father died from a heart attack, he was only 42. We hadn’t been particularly close, but I do miss him. There’s this distant void of not being able to say things to him again or show him what I’ve done with my life. I had always hoped we’d have a better relationship when I grew older,” Moses said.
“You want kids one day?” she asked.
“Yes, I’d like a family,” he said without hesitation. “What about you?”
“I don’t know. The whole idea of carrying another person inside.” She placed her hand on her flat belly. “Just never gave it much thought.”
“Understandable.” He pressed a kiss against the top of her head, wrapped his arm around her and held her close. In the silence, the faint smell of the soap he had used earlier mixed with his cologne into a nice comfortable scent. She snuggled contentedly back against him. When he kissed the side of her neck, she leaned to the opposite side to give him better access.
Her eyelids drifted closed as he rained kisses on her skin while periodically flicking a sensitive spot at the base of her neck with the tip of his tongue.
“You feel incredible,” he whispered rubbing his face against her hair.
She arched against him, the palm of her hand rested on his arm. “This… you… this is good.” It had been a long time since she had been with anyone, and even then she hadn’t wanted to lose herself like she wanted to do now. Turning slightly, she sought his mouth.
Heat, scalding in its intensity, flowed through her as he took possession of the kiss. She needed to touch him. Wanted to taste him. Wild with desire, she pulled at his shirt without releasing him from their kiss. They broke apart sucking in huge amounts of air, staring at each other.
“Do…you…still…want…to…talk?” he panted as his gaze dropped to her heaving chest and stiff nipples.
Goosebumps ran across her skin at his look. “Not now.” She moved off the sofa, pulled her dress over her head and let it drop to the floor. She had no problems with her body, it served her well, and she never made excuses for her slender, athletic build. Larger breasts and a little more butt probably wouldn’t hurt, but it was what it was. She gave him time to look her over.
Impatient, she pointed at him. “Your turn.”
He didn’t take his eyes from her face as he pulled the shirt over his head, stood and removed the rest. While she wore underclothes, he was naked beneath his pants.
“Clothes being washed,” he said before she could comment.
She grinned and walked into his arms.
He held her close. For a few moments, they stood embracing each other. His desire for her pressed against her stomach. It pleased her to know he wanted her as much as she wanted him.
“I’m sorry you’re worried about your father,” he whispered and squeezed her lightly.
She dropped her face against his hard, warm chest. “Thank you. I’m sorry they tried to kill you and marked up this hot, sexy body.” She ran her palm over his tight bum.
He laughed.
The movement beneath her face warmed her inside.
“Thanks, you’re great for my ego, woman.” He picked her up until they were face to face. “I’d like to spend the night with you. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want. Just holding you, talking to you, listening to you would be enough.”
She raised her brow.
He gave her an adorable grin. “However, I would be lying if I said that was all I wanted.” He lowered her without releasing her fully. “This night, if you spend it with me, is all about you. We’ll do whatever you want, I just want to be with you. I’m not ready to let you go.”
This man was hitting all her spots. “I would be lying if I said I didn’t want more with you, too. We both want intimacy… sex, so let’s get more comfortable.” Holding his hand, she walked toward the king-sized bed.
“Wait.” He moved to put the security locks on the door, pulled out a few foil packets from his pant pocket, and returned to join her in bed. Taylor turned off all but one bedside lamp, bathing the room in a low-soft glow. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her again.
When the need for air forced them apart, she lay on his chest listening to his heartbeat. He rubbed her back and unsnapped her bra. His fingertips played with her breasts and then her sensitive nipples.
She shivered beneath the mastery of his touch. He kissed her again and rested the flat of his palm between her legs, feeling her wet panties. When they broke apart this time, he placed more kisses on her face, neck and back to her mouth.
His fingers slid beneath the scrap of fabric hiding her secret place and stroked her. Using her juices to ease the way, he slid a finger inside her warmth.
Immersed in sharpening desire, she widened her legs, held onto the side of his face and deepened their kiss.
He shuddered. His finger slid deeper inside her, waking her body from a long slumber. He added another finger, stretching, stroking, teasing, tempting until she couldn’t breathe.
“I’ve got you,” he whispered as she whimpered against his lips. Hips moving in tandem with the stroking of his fingers, she bucked beneath him when his teeth grazed her hard nipples.
He licked the taut bud and pulled her nipple into his mouth. It was the slow, sucking motion that blew her mind. He didn’t rush. Didn’t stop fingering her or heightening her pleasure. Awash in ecstasy, she moaned when he momentarily left one breast for the other.
She loved this.
He kissed her as if he hadn’t kissed her before, taking time to explore her mouth, while using his fingers in a way she hoped he would use his cock. Normally, she loved a lot of foreplay, but she could hear the noises his fingers made in the juices she released. Her body was more than ready to sheathe him.
When they broke apart, she touched his cock. He’d been leaking and was rock hard.
“Umm,” he moaned at her touch. He pulled his fingers toward him, watching her as he licked them clean.
Fascinated, she watched his face.
“Sweet, I want more.” He rolled over onto his back. “You’ll need to ride me for now. I promise to return the favor soon.”
The idea of sitting on his face, something she had only seen in books, intrigued her. She slid off the bed, pulled off her wet panties and crawled up against him. “I’ve never done this before,” she admitted.
“Come closer, I’ll put you where I can taste you.” He looked up. “You might want to hold onto the headboard. It’s attached to the wall, so be careful.”
Excited and hornier than she had ever been, she followed his instructions.
Once she was in place, he stared up at her for so long she thought she had done something wrong.
“You’re so beautiful and sexy and strong. I won’t ever forget seeing you like this. I’ll carry a snapshot of you, just like this, forever. Now relax and feed me.”
Surprised, touched, horny, she ran the gamut of emotions as he pulled her hips toward him. The first sensual stroke of his tongue grabbed her attention. She looked down. His eyes were closed, and he really did look as if he were enjoying every stroke.
Uncertain what to do in this position, she closed her eyes too and enjoyed the erotic sensations filling her. As his mouth, tongue and lips moved faster, sucked harder, stroked deeper, her hips moved. She didn’t waste one erotic moment wondering if it was the right thing to do, it was all she could do to keep up with the raw, spiraling need festering inside. One moment she was free to move on his face anyway she wanted, the next he grabbed her hips, held her in place and sucked hard.
Pleasure rippled from her core. Her body shook as she toppled over in unadulterated, ecstasy. Her heart beat so hard she was certain it was coming out of her chest. Shaking from her release, she didn’t look when he tore open the foil and slid it on or when he moved her just above his cock.
“Put it in.” His voice had deepened to a dark, gravelly, sound she hadn’t heard before. Shaky, she placed the tip at her entrance, took a deep breath and tried to relax as he pushed upward and pulled her down.
Full. Stretched. Delicious.
He thrust his hips to meet her every move; pushing up when she came down. He pulled her shoulders toward him slowly, holding her gaze, reading her enjoyment as her hips bobbed up and down on his cock.
“So tight. So good,” he said, his voice strained.
If she could talk, she would’ve agreed. Instead, she focused on the tightening low in her body. That liquid heat that stole her thoughts as it consumed her. She was so close.
“Come for me,” he growled. The bass in his voice skittered along her nerve endings, landed in her core, and sent her flying over the edge. Her body strained with her release, her breath rasped incomprehensible words as waves of bliss rolled through her.
Gasping for air, she held on to his shoulders as he held her tight and repeatedly slammed up into her. His loud grunt, followed by the stiffening of his body on a long moan and then boneless fall backward made her smile. She wouldn’t ever forget this night.
Before sliding off, she looked at his contented face. The man was breathing hard as if he’d just run a mile in ten minutes. Moses wouldn’t forget her anytime soon, either and she would spend the rest of the night making sure of that.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Morning sunlight had barely crossed the horizon when Moses and Jones went downstairs to meet two men with information to help them in their search of the traitor. He took a croissant, some fruit and a cup of coffee from the restaurant buffet while waiting for the waiter to bring his omelet and side of bacon.
He took the seat across from Jones who drank coffee. “Where are they?”
Moses shrugged and took a sip of the potent hot beverage. The jolt of caffeine went straight into his system. “I don’t know, the message said to be here at this time.” He had left Taylor in bed asleep, something he hadn’t wanted to do. If these jokers didn’t show up soon, he would be pissed.
“Do you plan to share information with them?”
“No. I won’t mention we have an eye witness. We still don’t know who passed the information of our mission to this asshole. That came from a leak on our side and I won’t put her or her family’s life in jeopardy.”
Jones nodded and took a scoop of his oatmeal. They ate in companionable silence.
Energized and ready to take on the world, Moses wanted this meeting over so he and Jones could find whoever sold them out. He wanted the matter settled so he could move on.
Move on? To what? Where?
Startled by his train of thought, Moses stared at his plate and took a slow sip of coffee. What am I thinking? Taylor. Thoughts of her and the incredible night they shared sat squarely, impatiently, in his mind. He didn’t like that. Right now, his entire focus needed to be on this meeting and strategizing how to go forward. They didn’t have a lot more time. The General would recall them by the end of the week if they hadn’t found this guy and send in others, which was another reason to protect Taylor and Travis.
“Are we any closer to identifying the guy today than yesterday?” Jones asked without meeting his gaze.
“Not really. I didn’t learn anything new.” Jones knew Moses and Taylor spent the night together, so Jones had to ask that question. Still, it didn’t sit right on Moses. Last night was personal and private.
Jones finished his food, pushed the bowl away as the waiter arrived with the rest of Moses’ breakfast.
Jones looked at the plates in front of Moses and smiled. “Hungry?”
“Starved.” He cut off a piece of omelet and ate.
Jones smiled but didn’t say anything for several moments. “Incoming.”
Moses didn’t look around and continued eating while Jones watched whoever came toward them.
“Morning, I’m Antonio.” Average height and weight, with dark eyes, thick dark wavy hair that brushed his shoulders, the newcomer offered a slight smile as he pulled out a chair and sat. “Sorry we’re late, accident held up traffic. Benson will be here in a minute.”
“Morning,” Jones and Moses said.
Antonio raised his hand. The waiter came over and took his order for a cappuccino and croissants.
No one spoke as they waited for Benson and the waiter. It made no sense to start talking until they were all there.
Benson, a shorter, round, bald, white male wore thick wire-rimmed glasses which made his piercing, blue eyes seem large, almost owlish.
“Sorry about being late,” he said breathing heavily. “Appreciate your patience, won’t hold you long. Any more coffee?” He looked at the table and raised his hand. “A pot of coffee, please,” he told the server.
“Si.”
Benson inhaled and glanced at Moses’ half-eaten omelet. “You’ve eaten, good utilization of time. Glad you didn’t wait.”
Waiting to eat had never crossed Moses mind. He and Jones both understood the importance of taking advantaged of good food, a warm bed, or shower whenever possible.
The waiter returned with a cup and a pot of coffee.
Benson took a sip and exhaled. “Good stuff.” They each properly introduced themselves. Moses expected them to go someplace private, either his room or Jones’ to share information. When Benson didn’t make that suggestion, Moses’ knew either they had no sensitive material to share, which would include names, locations or areas of known targets or they had no intention of sharing anything with him and Jones.
“I arrived five hours later than planned and missed a crucial meeting with a contact last night who had vital evidence regarding your request. I explained this to the General, and he’s aware there’s a slight delay,” Benson said.
Disappointed, Moses didn’t say anything.
“We have some data you can use,” Antonio said as he placed his hand on the table near Jones cup saucer. When he removed it, a small flash drive was nestled under the plate. Jones placed it in his pocket.
“Thank you,” Jones said.
“I should have more for you in less than 48 hours,” Benson said, watching Moses as he pushed aside his empty plate. “Have you discovered anything?”
“We’ve been searching for the team who rescued us from Ashad’s camp,” Moses said. “Maybe they know something or saw something.”
“Any luck?” Benson asked, his gaze flicked from Jones to Moses and back to Jones.
“Still searching,” Moses said as he looked at Benson.
“Where have you looked?” Antonio asked.
Moses shared their past travels which could easily be verified.
“Why go to France? Why come here?” Antonio asked.
“They were instructed to come here…for this meeting,” Benson said, which was partially true. “My contact had information regarding Ashad and the powers that be thought I could help.” He shrugged. “Should’ve chartered a flight, would’ve been on time and gotten that information,” he muttered. “Now we have to wait.”
<<<>>>
The sound of her phone woke Taylor. Without opening her eyes, she stretched her arm from beneath the cover searching for it.
“Hello?”
“Wake up, get dressed, meet me downstairs. We’ve got marching orders from Papa Niles,” Travis said sounding barely awake.
“When?”
“Now.”
“Are you serious?”
“He’s sending a limo for us. Take your stuff, we’re checking out.”
“What?”
“He knows what we do, always knew. Woke me up when he said that. Dress for work, he said. Make sure you have your guns.”
Taylor sat up. “Really? No joke?” Seems they had underestimated their grandparents.
“Yeah and he’s still pissed we didn’t contact them right away. He thinks dad should’ve told us about the family business because a lot of our jobs were sent from Papa Niles.”
“No way.” She slid out of bed and ran her fingers through her hair. Did she wake in an alternate universe? Her father’s grandparents were so laid back and nice, the very idea of them being involved in her father’s kind of work boggled her mind.
“Yeah, seems like we’re about to be schooled. Get dressed, I’ll meet you there in less than 30.” He disconnected.
Taylor dashed toward the bathroom without a backward glance of the bed she had spent the best night of her life. Moses had been creative and insatiable. He allowed her to taste and tease him until he begged her to ride him again. She loved it and had hoped for an encore after his morning meeting.
That wouldn’t be happening.
She stepped into the shower. Maybe she would write a note or leave a message or send a text letting him know she had to leave. None of those options appealed to her. Instead, she would go down early, catch him in the restaurant, and tell him in person. It might be the last time they saw each other in a while.
Plan firmly in place, shower finished, teeth brushed, she tackled her wet hair and braided it into one long braid. It didn’t take long to dress in black pants, tee, boots and a large gray overcoat that hid not only her feminine figure but had multiple pockets for her weapons. Dressed, she took her phone and keys as she left her room and headed downstairs 12 minutes before she would meet her brother.
In the lobby, she walked briskly toward the restaurant. Her gaze connected with Jones. Seconds later Moses stood and walked out toward her. Smiling she moved to stand near an alcove so they could talk in private.
“When you get there, call me, I’ll have more information soon,” Gregory Newsome said as he moved from the direction of the elevators through the lobby toward the exit.
“I will. We should be good for another few weeks. I haven’t heard anything from our friend, maybe he’s changed his mind.”
That voice sent chills of certainty down Taylor’s spine. She spun around and looked at the traitor. Gregory knew this man? The two of them walked across the lobby smiling and talking like old friends. Was it possible Greg had something to do with what happened to Moses? No. Possibly. Shock turned into anger. These men were rats that traveled in packs and needed to be exterminated.
She searched the lobby to see if anyone else watched the two men. No one. Travis wasn’t that far behind them but was looking at his phone.
“Hey, good to see you,” Moses said as he reached her.
“That’s him,” she whispered, still in shock.
“What?”
She pointed. “That’s him, the guy with Greg, that’s who you’re looking for.”
Moses took off running, ran into a bellboy with a cart full of luggage and hit the ground hard. Travis ran toward Moses, helping him up.
Running, Taylor passed them on the way outside to stop Greg and whoever he was with. “Greg!” she yelled.
He stopped, turned and looked in her direction with a frown. She’d forgotten she looked very little like the woman he knew, especially with the cap on her head. Moments later, Travis reached her.
“Moses said you saw the traitor?” he whispered as she moved toward Greg.
“The traitor is with Greg,” she hissed as the cab door closed and drove off.
“Travis?” Greg asked watching them.
Taylor stopped and ignored Greg while typing in the name of the cab and its number. Moses could trace it to find out where it was going.
“Who was that?” Travis asked.
Why do you want to know?” Greg asked Travis.
“He looked familiar, that’s all.” Travis shrugged.
Greg chuckled. “American, you don’t know him. I’ve got to head out, meetings.”
Jones moved swiftly and placed his arm around Greg’s shoulder as if greeting him. A dark metallic gray car pulled up. Moses was in the passenger seat, a man she had never seen was driving as Jones put a struggling Greg into the back and drove off. Taylor sent Moses the information regarding the cab.
“Thanks. See you when you get back,” his response text said.
Travis moved to stand next to her as a limo pulled to the curb and a driver stepped out. “Only in Italy can a man be taken right off the street and no one responds,” Travis said.
“Rollins?” the driver asked.
Travis nodded.
Taylor followed him to the back of the limo and slid inside. “I hope they catch him.”
The car moved away from the curb. “Does Greg seem like the loyal type to you?” Travis asked.
She thought about it for a few moments. “Not at all, with the proper incentive, he’ll tell them everything they want to know. I can’t believe he’s been here all along. Right here in the same hotel. Why? What was he doing here?” She looked at Travis.
“Dunno. Maybe had something to do with the Sicilian and being accessible for talks or whatever. Who knows? You did good, though. They’ll know more in a few hours about the name and character of the traitor than before. It’s only a matter of time before they track him and whoever he worked with down. Whoever did that to Moses and his team needs to be taken out.”
She agreed with him and wished she could be with Moses to cover his back, not that Jones wouldn’t do a good job. The idea of him getting hurt again or captured sent a shiver of fear through her... stop thinking like that. Moses could handle himself. But he’s hurt. Then she remembered last night, his strength, stamina, and steadfastness. The man had decreed the night would be about her and didn’t stop until she was too limp to scream his name or talk. When Moses put his mind to do something, very little, if anything, stopped him.
“Where are we going?” She looked out the window as the car headed onto the highway.
“To meet Papa Niles,” Travis said leaning back in the seat, watching the driver while holding his pistol.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Moses sat in the front seat as the car sped out of town. Benson drove to a location he and Antonio agreed would be perfect to gather information. Moses wasn’t sure about either man and wished they had more time to verify their identity.
He received a text from Jones. It contained information on Gregory Newsome. At the end of Newsome’s file was a note. “Benson and Antonio check out.”
Moses breathed a little easier. The thought of being kidnapped again and taken to an unknown location had lodged in the back of his mind without his permission. It festered to the point he suspected he would’ve started asking Benson more questions regarding their destination if Jones hadn’t sent the text.
That last mission changed him.
The capture and prolonged torture had stolen a part of his soul. He didn’t trust like he should. Benson and Antonio had been sent by the General, and yet, Moses couldn’t cooperate with them fully as he had done in the past because he didn’t know them. A part of him grieved for the loss of trust. The military had been his life, his lover of sorts and she had betrayed him, left him for dead. Even though he had pledged to give his life for his country, he refused to be a disposable pawn used to increase some bureaucrat’s bank account. He did not sign up for that.
Moses glanced behind him. Greg sat slumped against Jones, knocked out by whatever Jones either gave him or forced him to inhale. His gaze met Jones for a few seconds. Jones understood his unspoken concerns.
“If this place is much farther, I’ll need to give him another shot,” Jones said once Moses turned back in his seat.
“Another 10 or 15 minutes depending on traffic,” Benson said, his attention on navigating the road.
“He should be alright,” Jones said.
“I hope you’re sure this guy has information,” Benson said. He had asked Moses questions about Travis who insisted they talk to Greg about the traitor. Neither Moses, nor Jones, nor Travis mentioned Taylor who was outside gaining additional information. By an unspoken agreement, the three of them wouldn’t allow her to come on the military’s radar.
“He looks familiar,” Moses said. He felt the heat of Benson’s glance for a few seconds and ignored the man. Benson hadn’t brought anything of value to this meeting and should have canceled until after he met with his contact. No doubt he would charge the government for showing up.
Moses closed his eyes and counted to ten. He had to get his emotions under control. It wasn’t like him to complain, even mentally, about something so trivial as billing the government. That had nothing to do with him. Perhaps it was being in a vehicle driven by a stranger or the idea of going someplace blind without knowing the exact location or layout.
Moses was antsy. His hand hovered over his gun, primed and prepped to use it to remain free.
“Are you alright?” Benson asked.
“Sir?” Jones called near his ear. “Major?… Moses?”
At the sound of his name, he blinked a few times and took several deep breaths as he looked around. They were still moving, still heading to an unknown location.
“Yes?”
“Are you alright?” Benson said before Jones could speak.
“Do you want some gum?” Jones asked.
The normalcy of the second question canceled the absurdity of the first. Of course, he wasn’t alright. His leg took another hit when he tripped and fell over the baggage cart. The pain had exploded throughout his body, he almost blacked out which would’ve been a tragedy. Taylor didn’t waste time checking on him. Instead, she finished his immediate mission, and chased the traitor, gaining them important information.
Smart, sexy, and deadly, the perfect woman for him and he would make her his.
“Yes, I’d like a piece.” He accepted the gum and glanced at Benson. “No, I’m not alright. Someone gave information to hostiles that caused the capture of my team. One of the best men I know is undergoing medical discharge from what was done to him. The others are still shaken after two months in that hell-hole and this dead man walking is going to tell us everything we want to know. If you’ve got a problem with that, we have a place we can take him.”
Benson didn’t say anything for several moments. “Believe me, I have no problem with that. Just be sure he’s got information and isn’t a casualty in all of this. Otherwise, I’m in total agreement with what you need to do.”
Moses nodded and looked out the window.
<<<>>>
A rectangular, one-story concrete building appeared in the distance looking so out of place in the rural countryside, Moses wasn’t sure it was real. Surrounded by a high wall and guarded gate, it looked like an old warehouse that had been upgraded for sinister purposes.
Moses stiffened in his seat and grabbed his thigh to keep from reaching for his weapon.  Heart pounding as beads of sweat dotted his forehead, he tried to breathe through his nostrils but couldn’t. The closer they moved toward the gate, the tighter his throat became. He pushed out one word. “Stop.”
Benson eased on the brakes until the car idled in place and looked at him. “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know this set-up.” He refused to say more or allow his fear of the situation to choke him. In pain and possibly not thinking as rationally as he would if uninjured, he didn’t want to enter a secure location with no way to leave.
For several moments Benson looked at him and then nodded. “I understand. This place has instruments that would assist your guest in cooperating faster, but I get it. There’s a house not too far from here we can use.” He backed up, turned and drove a few miles before turning onto an unmarked dirt road. It seemed they drove for miles before Moses saw any sign of life. When the car stopped, Moses didn’t immediately see the small house just beyond the brush. Jones opened the back door, pulled Greg out and tossed him over his shoulder. Antonio pulled in behind them and gave Moses a bag with a disposable jumpsuit, gloves, and headgear before following Jones inside with a large case.
Moses walked around to the back, pulled out Jones’ bag and started for the door when Benson stopped him.
“I just want you to know I understand.”
Moses turned and looked at him with a neutral expression. He doubted the man had a clue what was going on in his mind.
“Two years ago, I was captured and tortured for six weeks, five hours and thirty-one minutes before what was left of my team was rescued. For years afterward, I couldn’t function in confined spaces or feel comfortable around people I didn’t know. I lost my wife and most of my friends. My life was turned upside down. General Mazz was doing rounds one day at the hospital when I finished one of my therapy sessions.” He paused, took a deep breath and released it slowly. “The old man has a keen eye, saw things I wish he hadn’t and then called me on them. At first, I denied the nightmares, fears of being recaptured, loss of sleep, anger, the whole thing. But he wouldn’t accept my excuses. Told me how valuable I was as a person and not to allow life to beat me down. That one hour he spent listening and talking to me, changed my life. I saw myself and my time as a prisoner differently. It didn’t happen overnight, but I had the will and better insight on how to win against the demons messing with me every second of the day.” He paused, held Moses’ gaze and continued. “From what I understand you’ve got family who won’t let you suffer in silence, won’t leave you alone no matter what you say. Good, you’ll need them even though you might not think so.” He tipped his head toward the shack. “And this. Making things right will go a long way too.”
Questions about PTSD, nightmares – those were more like daytime visions, crazy unrelenting fear and other things raced across Moses mind as Benson talked. He should’ve known the General would send someone who understood what Moses had gone through and his unresolved issues from when he was Ashad’s prisoner. Rather than ask questions regarding recovery, Moses nodded.
“Thanks, I appreciate you sharing that with me. If we have time, I’d like to talk to you about some of those things. I couldn’t go into that location, just couldn’t.” He wouldn’t say any more on the matter and headed toward the shack. Time alone would tell how well he handled the nightmare he lived through. Asher, Drake, Laura, none of them would allow him to go through any challenges from his time as a prisoner alone.
Right now, he needed a name and the location of the traitor so that he could be found and eliminated before the General’s time table expired. Greg Newsome was the key to giving him the information he needed to succeed.
Moses stepped into the house. It wasn’t large, definitely under 1,000 square feet. There were a few pieces of furniture, two chairs, a small table and a larger one near the back of the room. There was a strange odor in the air, not completely unpleasant, just different. Dried blood marked the wood floor. Blood splatter stained the walls.
Charming little place.
Jones secured Greg to a high back metal chair with plastic twist ties. Antonio set out his equipment on the small table that had been used for that purpose previously. The way Antonio moved around with familiarity of the hall, kitchen and back room, made it clear he had been here before.
Jones did a scan of the house, found a small camera in the back room and overrode it. Otherwise, the place was clean. Moses, Jones, and Antonio slipped on the jumpsuits, latex gloves, face, and head cover, leaving only their eyes visible.
Benson held up his semi-automatic. “I’ll be outside to make sure we aren’t disturbed.” He pointed up. “Don’t shoot up, you might hit me.” He left and climbed to the roof.
Moses pulled up a chair, sat and spoke. “Wake him up.”
Jones put the smelling salt beneath Greg’s nose. He jerked back trying to get away from the odor, realized he couldn’t move and blinked owlishly at them.
“What? What’s going on?” He looked around and stared several moments at the blood splattered wall. “Where? Is that?” He turned and looked at Antonio who picked up a sharp bladed instrument that could be used to shape clay into a sculpture.
“Hey, what’s going on? Why am I here?” Greg’s voice rose with each word.
“Tell me about the man you were with at the hotel, the one who left in the taxi?” Jones said.
Greg’s head whipped around and stared up at Jones. “What?”
“You heard me.” Jones crossed his arms so that Greg could see the brass knuckles he wore.
Greg swallowed hard. His gaze flit from Jones’ hand to Antonio’s blade collection. “He… his name? You want to know his name?”
Blade in hand, Antonio moved in Greg’s direction.
“Wait. Hold on.” He swallowed hard and squeezed his eyes closed. “Jeremy Stone.”
Moses typed the name into his phone. Next, he entered the information into a secure database for a background check.
“What do you know about Jeremy Stone?” Jones asked as he opened and closed his hand. Instead of looking at Jones' face, Greg stared at the metal on Jones’ fingers. The small movement had a hypnotic effect on Greg, he couldn’t look away.
“Answer me,” Jones snapped.
“We’ve done business together from time to time,” Greg said before swiping his tongue across his lips. His gaze flew to Antonio who stood ramrod straight holding a blade watching him.
“What kind of business?” Jones asked.
“Arms mostly. I knew people, he knew people, just business,” Greg said, his voice low, defeated as if he finally realized how much trouble he was in.
Moses leaned back in his seat and watched. Greg wasn’t the type of man who could handle pain or remain loyal to anyone. Soon, he would tell them everything he knew and beg them to kill him.
Moses’ phone beeped with a message from Taylor as he and Jones left the building an hour and a half later. Pleased by her request, he answered immediately. Things were coming together on several fronts.
Jeremy Stone had boarded a flight that would eventually take him to Rutland, Vermont. Moses wanted to meet the flight if possible, and if he weren’t there on time, Asher would be. One way or another, Jeremy Stone would answer for what he did to them.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Taylor and Travis arrived at what looked like a large ranch. Several corralled horses grazed nearby as the car came to a stop in front of an impressive double door entrance. She looked at the house, noticed the fancy detailed wood decorations, large front windows and a wide porch with curiosity.
“Papa Niles is here?” She didn’t bother hiding her confusion. “Or is this where his contacts live? I didn’t know his business interacted with ours, now I’m wondering if I ever knew Papa Niles at all.”
Like her, Travis stared at the entrance. “We’ll see.” He pulled his gun onto his lap. She did the same. The driver had gotten out and stood near the back door without opening it.
They waited for Papa Niles to come outside. Otherwise, there would be trouble in the next few moments. Taylor trained her weapon on the driver. He stepped back, turned and headed toward the front door. Before he reached it, Uncle Liam stepped out.
Taylor released a breath she hadn’t realized she had been holding as she watched the tall, muscular man who looked like a younger Colin Farrell, stroll from the porch toward them. He opened Travis’s door.
Travis stepped out first, accepted Liam’s embrace and handshake.
“Come along young lady. You’ve watched his back long enough.” Smiling, he turned Travis so she could see his backside. “He’s well, no harm done. Now give me a proper greeting you sassy one,” he teased.
Happy, now that she believed it really was him, she slid out the back seat into his arms.
“Uncle Liam, I thought Papa Niles was here,” she said as he rocked her from side to side.
“You’re getting too old to lift and swing around as I did when you were a wee one,” he teased.
“I’m a woman, that’s why,” she said as they walked toward the porch.
“True. I’ve known that but haven’t wanted to accept that you weren’t my little princess any longer. Out of the whole bunch, you remind me of Aunt Selene. You look a lot like her.”
Taylor had heard that proclamation most of her life. When she was five, she asked Nana Cherise if Nana Selene would’ve liked her.
Nana Cherise had choked on her tears as she held onto Taylor. “She would’ve loved you, both of you.”
“So, you’ve told me. Where’s Papa Niles?” she pressed.
“We have a lot to discuss and less time to prepare,” he said once they entered the bare foyer, held up his hands and looked at them. “We only talk in the room I’ve set aside, alright?”
Liam was her father’s first cousin, one of Uncle Adrian’s sons. He was five years older than their father and had spent several summers with Turner’s mom. Everyone knew Liam had been Selene’s favorite of Adrian’s brood of four. The boy had worshiped his aunt and took her death hard. While her father had been in boarding school, Liam visited him and Thomas and often took them on trips.
They followed him down the narrow hall. There was a long table, four chairs in the dining room and a sofa with another small table in the living room on top of a threadbare rug. The place looked barely lived in. The smell of coffee lingered in the air reminding her of the breakfast she had missed.
Uncle Liam opened the door to a large room with four chairs and a large, heavy, wooden conference table. Nothing else. Walls painted a light blue looked dingy in the dimmed room. He turned on a desk light and opened the curtain slightly on the lone window.
He waved to the chairs. “Have a seat if you want.” He sat on the corner of the table. Neither she nor Travis sat. They wanted answers and then food.
“As much as he would like to have handled this personally, grandfather couldn’t leave the country right now.” Liam looked at them. “I don’t know how much you know about the family business, you should’ve known the basics at the very least the moment you started working with Turner,” he said, his tone hard. “But Turner wanted to wait… for what I’m not sure. As you say, you’re a woman, 25 your last birthday.” He waved his hand as if he didn’t want to rehash an old argument. “I won’t tell you about the business, Grandfather or Turner will eventually. But I can tell you what I do and why I’m here. Is that fair?”
Confused and curious, Taylor pulled up a chair and sat. “I’d appreciate that. Seems like we’re in the dark about a lot of things.”
“Why can’t Papa Niles travel? Is he sick?” Travis asked.
Taylor hadn’t thought about that and looked at her uncle.
“No, that old goat will be here a while longer. Just some problems with the business that needs sorting out. Hopefully, you’ll see him soon.”
His vague explanation made her more interested in the family business. Uncle Liam was one of her favorite people, but he was methodical with a stubborn streak. The man wouldn’t deviate from what he said or rush. It was no wonder he was still single.
“I’m head of a business like Turner’s, except on a larger scale. My teams provide private military services to governments around the world. The Ashad job required a smaller footprint, and I passed it along to Turner. Our Intel on Ashad hadn’t connected him to a larger organization called Mwai. Ashad was a small player, and if millions of dollars’ worth of stolen gems and cash hadn’t been hidden in the compound, his death would’ve gone unnoticed.”
Taylor’s heart dropped in recognition of the problem as she met Liam’s gaze.
“We blew the place up,” Travis said. “Hell, if we’d known there was that much around… there’s no way we would’ve been able to stop our team from taking some of it. Getting the American soldiers out added minutes to the operation that we couldn’t spare.”
Uncle Liam nodded. “I know. I only explained that connection because we believe Mwai discovered Turner handled the hit and picked him up. By now they know he had no idea what was really in Ashad’s camp. Which is why Granddaddy was so angry you didn’t call him right away. Turner’s been with them too long.”
Travis spoke. “We didn’t think—”
“I know. All of us are tagged for retrieval. No one is allowed on a mission without a tracer. That Turner hasn’t tagged either of you is another reason the old man’s pissed. If they had snatched either one of you, we wouldn’t know how or where to find you.”
“Wait.” Taylor stood. “Tagged? You have a tracking device somewhere on Daddy?”
“Not on, in. Just beneath his skin. I was tagged before I entered the military, so was Turner. My dad wouldn’t agree to me going anywhere unless I could be found.” Liam shrugged. “Granddaddy has a few enemies. Daddy and Aunt Selene were tagged when they were teens. It’s a part of living in our family.”
“Where’s my dad?” Travis asked.
Uncle Liam looked at his watch. “He should be in a van headed for transport out of the region.”
The air left Taylor’s chest as she dropped her head in gratitude.
“They found him? He’s alright?” Travis asked.
“Finding him was never the problem. I don’t know his physical condition yet. I’ll get a call once they’re on the way to the airstrip.” He paused. “Turner has to leave the country, so do you. When the old man learned who took Turner, with his connections that didn’t take long, he sent a team to pack and swipe your house.”
Unable to take everything in, Taylor stared at him. “What do you mean?”
“When they learn Turner’s been freed, they will search for him. He must leave the country, go into hiding, until we clean things up with Mwai. The first place they’ll look is at the house.” He said it as if they should understand why the place had to be abandoned and she did.
“We can’t allow them to find your fingerprints, even though they’ll learn Turner has children, no one can know of your affiliation with his business. Not yet anyway. So the entire place had to be swiped clean as well.”
“Makes sense,” Travis said. “How many men went to rescue my father?”
“Twenty-two. He hasn’t been there long, although an hour is too long to be somewhere you don’t want to be. They’ve gotten him out and are heading to the transport,” he said while looking at his phone.
“Was Fiona with him?” Not that she thought her parents were together, but the timing of Fiona’s disappearance made Taylor ask.
“Who’s that?”
“Our biological mother,” Taylor said.
“Why would she have been with him?” Uncle Liam asked, frowning.
Taylor explained the call from Fiona’s daughter and their search for their dad based on that information.
Uncle Liam’s frown deepened for several moments. He typed something into his phone and stared at it a few seconds. He typed again. I stared at the phone and then typed again. “There was a woman, they left her behind since they didn’t know who she was.” He looked at them.
Horrified at what would happen to Fiona once her father’s enemies realized who she was, Taylor bent forward to keep from releasing the contents of her stomach. Granted, she hadn’t wanted anything to do with the woman, but it was because of their interference in Fiona’s life that she was in this predicament.
“Can they get her out of there too?” Travis asked. “They can’t leave her behind to die.”
“How do you know the woman is Fiona? It could be someone else,” Uncle Liam said watching them.
“We don’t, but still, I’d hate to take that chance of it being her and leaving her behind like that,” Travis said.
Uncle Liam shrugged. “I’ll see what I can do. The transport’s on a tight schedule. I have to have the two of you at the airstrip when they arrive so you can fly to the States with Turner.”
“I’ll call Amelia and see if Fiona’s home,” Taylor offered weakly. The last thing she wanted to do was talk to Amelia about Fiona. Amelia answered on the second ring.
“Have you heard anything?” Amelia asked, answering Taylor’s unasked question.
“No. I wondered if you had.”
Amelia broke down crying. Unsure what to say or how to help, Taylor shook her head at Travis.
“Fiona’s still missing,” Travis told Liam in a soft voice.
“Who’s on the phone?” Uncle Liam asked.
“Amelia, Fiona’s daughter, she called Taylor when her mom went missing,” Travis explained while Taylor listened helplessly to Amelia cry.
Uncle Liam rubbed the back of his neck while watching his phone. “If we take her, she’s going with you to the States. That can’t be changed, not at this point. Are you sure you want to do that?”
No. “We can’t leave her,” Taylor said after disconnecting from Amelia.
Travis placed his hand on her shoulder. “Please rescue her,” he added to Taylor’s plea.
His uncle continued typing on his phone. For several moments no one spoke. Tense, Taylor hoped the woman wasn’t Fiona, but if it was, she hoped she was alright.
Several minutes later, Liam spoke. “They’ve got her and are headed for the transport. Both she and Turner have cuts and bruises. Nothing broken. Dehydrated. But he should heal quickly. He won’t like staying in hiding, but that can’t be helped. Mwai is a twisted enemy who lost a fortune. They won’t be very forgiving.”
“I’m just glad he’s alive,” Taylor said with feeling.
“Timing is everything. He might not have been in another 24 hours.” Uncle Liam stood and stuffed his phone into his pocket. “You’ll be flying into Montana as my guests to stay at my ranch until this situation blows over. It’s a good distance from the nearest town, security is top-notch, and you’ll be safe.”
“Montana?” Travis said. “Where is that?”
Taylor half listened to their conversation even as she silently balked at the idea of going to her uncle’s ranch. If Mwai were aware of her father’s connections, they would look at all their family. That wasn’t good. Plus, she knew her father would recoil at the idea of running home to the family because a job of his had turned sour. Bottom line, she didn’t want to go to Montana no matter how good Uncle Liam tried to make the place sound.
“Thanks, Uncle Liam, but we’re going to Colorado. One of the soldiers we rescued offered us sanctuary any time we needed it in a place called Versteck Valley.” She pulled out her phone and sent Moses a text telling him they would be coming in hot with her father and needed to hide a while.
“What? Where? Who?” her uncle said, his confused gaze left her to look at Travis and then returned to her.
“Send date and time. I’ll make it happen,” Moses responded.
“We saved their lives, and they’re returning the favor,” she said with confidence. “No one will find us there.”
Her uncle crossed his arms and stared at her. “Tell me about this soldier and this place.”
“Can’t tell you a whole lot.” She shared everything she knew about Moses and Versteck, except the night she and Moses spent alone, that was personal. She and Moses worked well together. Also, he would do whatever was necessary to make them comfortable and keep her father safe. Most importantly, her dad wouldn’t see it as charity. It would be a debt repaid, which would make them square.
Once she finished explaining, Uncle Liam continued staring at her. “Are you serious? You don’t know much about the man, and you’d rather take Turner there than to my home?”
“If this group is searching for Daddy, eventually you, Papa Niles and the whole family will come up on their radar. There’s no reason to involve everyone or jeopardize anyone’s safety if we don’t have to. Versteck Valley has no link to our family and will be a good place to hide until we can leave,” Taylor argued.
“She’s right,” Travis added. “These guys are solid and offered help whenever we needed it. We’ll take Daddy there and wait for the all clear.”
Liam looked at them for a few moments longer. “Colorado? Denver?”
Butterflies flitted in Taylor’s stomach with the knowledge she would see Moses again, soon. “Yes. I’ll get the particulars from him after I know more about our arrival.”
“You’re sure?” Uncle Liam asked again while typing on his phone.
“Yes,” she said. There was no doubt she wanted to see Moses again. He had made Versteck Valley seem like a cool place to hang out, much better than a ranch in Montana.
“He’s got room for the lady too?” Uncle Liam asked while reading something on his phone.
Taylor had forgotten about Fiona. Spending days, weeks, possibly months with the woman stole her earlier pleasure of seeing Moses again.
“Yes,” Travis answered when Taylor didn’t.
Uncle Liam noticed and looked at her. “What’s wrong?”
How to explain the fear of spending time with the woman who birthed her? What if Fiona didn’t want to hide? What if she demanded to return home to her family? She was within her rights to do that.
“If she doesn’t want to stay in the States, can she be placed on a flight and return to Milan?” Taylor asked.
“As long as she understands and accepts the danger, I suppose. You think she’ll want to return home?” Uncle Liam asked.
Taylor nodded. “Yes. I hope so.”




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Taylor and Travis waited on the chartered plane on the tarmac for their father’s transport to arrive. Uncle Liam refused to tell them where their father had been taken, claiming it was better if they didn’t know.
Anxious over her father’s condition, Taylor checked the small bedroom in the back of the plane again to make sure he could rest comfortably. The first thing she and Travis had done when they arrived on board was eat a meal of baked chicken with rice and broccoli. The broccoli might be a problem later on, but for now, it hit the spot.
“They just landed and are taxiing down the tarmac. Should be here in a few minutes.” Uncle Liam looked at her. “Ready?”
Unsure if he meant to see her father or the long flight to the States, she nodded. “Yes. I hope he’s alright.”
“Turner’s a tough fighter. Thanks to the two of you, we got to him in time. You did good,” he said and walked toward the plane entrance. Taylor heard the noise from the oncoming plane and followed Travis to the door. Uncle Liam had gone down the stairs and stood outside waiting for the plane to stop.
Taylor waited until she saw someone assist her father down the steps before believing he was alive and safe. Tears of gratitude, joy, and a bunch of mixed-up emotions filled her gaze as she looked at him. He stopped and talked to Uncle Liam for several minutes before embracing the man in a tight hug. Maybe her father would want to head to Montana after all.
It was when he turned and met her gaze that things lined up in her head and heart. He was alive and safe, that was all that mattered. He smiled at her and nodded.
Taylor and Travis moved down the stairs, one after the other to meet him. Her father placed an arm around each of them holding them close.
“I’m so happy to see the two of you. I was worried they went after you. Never again.” He took a deep breath. “We’ll need to make a few changes.”
She wiped her eyes and kissed his cheek. “Yes, we do. We were so scared and had no idea what happened. I have a lot of questions for later. Right now, let’s get you on board so you can eat and rest.”
Her father nodded and leaned more on Travis than her as they walked toward the plane.
“Taylor?” her uncle called.
She looked back and saw a female being assisted down the stairs. “Daddy is that Fiona?”
Her father looked over his shoulder. “Yes, she wanted to talk and got caught up in this mess. Be nice to her, this isn’t her fault.” He removed his hand from around her waist. “Go and help her.”
Stung, she stared at him. “Why me? Travis is the one who wanted to meet her not me.”
“Which was the reason she contacted me, and we agreed to meet. She wants to know you too. Go.” He tilted his head in Fiona’s direction while holding Taylor’s gaze. “Don’t make me beg, I don’t feel up to that right now. Have mercy on your old man.”
She narrowed her gaze at him. “Using your health to get your way is just wrong, you know that, right?”
He shrugged. “Man’s gotta do whatever works with you. You’re stubborn like me. Come on, Travis.”
Aggravated, Taylor turned and walked back to Fiona who stood talking to Uncle Liam.
“Here’s Taylor, she’s going to explain everything to you and give you your options.” He offered a slight bow to both women. “Call me later when you’re settled.”
Taylor nodded and placed her arm around Fiona’s waist. “Ready?”
Fiona nodded and moved slowly, taking small steps toward the plane.
“What did they do to you?” Taylor asked, praying rape hadn’t occurred.
“Asked a lot of questions I couldn’t answer, hit me repeatedly, no food or water. Your father said I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.” She sighed, and it sounded pitiful. “Story of my life.”
Taylor wasn’t sure what to say and remained silent as they made their way to the plane and up the steps. “Are you hungry? Want to take a shower? Or lay down?”
“Food and water would be nice,” Fiona said. “Seems I can’t get enough of either.” Once onboard she looked at Taylor. “I need to contact my … my husband or Amelia at the very least. They must be worried about me. When can I go home?”
“Have a seat, and I’ll tell you what I can.” Taylor didn’t see Travis or her father and assumed they were in the bedroom. She got two bottles of water for Fiona as the flight attendant closed and locked the door.
“Would you like some fruit to eat while we take off?” Taylor asked.
“That would be nice,” Fiona said, watching Taylor closely as if she thought she would disappear or something.
Taylor extended a bowl filled with fresh fruits.
Fiona took a peach and bit into it. “That’s good.” She wiped the juices from her lips with the back of her hand. Taylor gave the bowl to the attendant and took a seat across the aisle from Fiona.
The captain started the engines and moments later the plane taxied onto the tarmac.
“When we’re in the air, he’ll bring you a full meal,” Taylor said into the silence. She looked out the small window to avoid Fiona’s direct gaze.
“I wanted to know more about you,” Fiona said as the plane rose in the air.
Taylor glanced at Fiona, took in the dried blood in her hair, the dirt on her face and beneath her fingernails. Her eyes were dull and lost. Unsure how to deal with this woman who evoked pity, no, not pity, concern, Taylor spoke. “When? Is that the reason you were with Daddy?”
Fiona nodded. “Yes. I… couldn’t sleep. Couldn’t get either you or Travis out of my mind and had to tell Cristopher…, my husband, what I’d done.” She looked at her hands and sighed. “Another life I messed up.”
Taylor didn’t say anything, wasn’t sure she should or what was appropriate.
“He didn’t handle it well and is filing for divorce.” She touched her face gingerly.
“He hit you?” Rage rolled through Taylor at the idea.
Fiona simply looked at her. “We argued.”
“Did he hit you? Did your daughters see him hit you?” Taylor asked.
Fiona’s eyes widened and filled. “I hadn’t thought of that,” she whispered. “Have I ruined their lives as well?” She closed her eyes, dropped her face into her hands and cried. Travis walked out front, looked at Fiona and then at Taylor.
She met his gaze and hoped he would help since she wasn’t sure what to say or do. Fiona seemed determined to feel bad about everyone else’s life when she didn’t have to shoulder that responsibility.
Travis sat next to Fiona and placed his arm around her shoulder, pulling her close. “Shh, it’s going to be alright. We’ll get you back home soon,” he whispered as he gently rocked her.
Taylor watched for a few seconds and stood. “She’s hungry, I’ll get her something to eat.”
“She needs to wash her hands. Take her to the bathroom so she can clean up. I’ll get her food,” Travis said.
Fiona tried to stand and failed. Travis helped her up and steadied her. “Easy, hold on to the seat. One step at a time,” he said softly.
“Thank you,” Fiona said over her shoulder at him. “I do need to clean up.”
Taylor gave Travis a grateful smile as she passed him to walk behind Fiona and help her into the bathroom. When they reached it, Fiona’s eyes widened as she looked around.
“If you want to shower and wash your hair, you can. I’ll find you some clean clothes,” Taylor offered.
“Thank you, that would be perfect. I’m smelling myself.” Fiona smiled and touched Taylor’s cheek before entering the bathroom.
Taylor waited until she heard the water before searching the closet for clothes. She found a loose fitting dress and sandals. They would need to wash Fiona’s underwear and hang them to dry before landing. She mentioned that to Fiona through the door.
“No worries, I’ll take care of that now.”
Rather than return to the front, Taylor stood near the bathroom talking to Fiona. The pain and despair she had seen in Fiona’s eyes earlier concerned her. She wasn’t taking chances on the woman hurting herself.
Ten minutes later, fresh smelling and clean, Fiona and Taylor returned to the seats where a steaming plate of food waited. Smiling widely, Fiona ate in pleasurable silence.
“Thank you, that was delicious,” she told the flight attendant as if he had cooked the meal himself.
“You’re welcome. Can I get you anything else?” he asked them.
Fiona held up her second bottle of water. “This is all I need, thanks again.”
Taylor shook her head. “Thanks, I’m good.”
He took the tray, left the area and closed the door behind him, giving them privacy. Taylor wondered how long Fiona would wait to start asking questions.
“Do you have a boyfriend? Someone special in your life?”
Not long, Taylor thought. “Not yet.”
“Do you plan to marry one day? Have kids? A family?” Fiona asked, getting all up in Taylor’s business.
“I haven’t thought much about it,” she said in a neutral tone.
“What did you and Travis do for your 25th birthday?” Fiona asked.
“I went shopping and to dinner that night. Travis had a date.”
Fiona frowned. “You didn’t spend it together?”
It was Taylor’s turn to frown. “No. Why would we?”
They stared at each other for a few moments. Fiona nodded slowly. “Good point, you didn’t have to. I don’t know why I thought you had. Travis is handsome, you’re gorgeous, it makes sense that you spent that time on dates.” She shook her head. “So much time has flown by. I have to remind myself of that.”
Taylor didn’t want to discuss her life with Fiona, not now, maybe never. “Why not do this.” She waited until Fiona looked at her. “You’re my mother. I know and accept that. I’m not angry that you left me with Daddy. I had a wonderful life with a remarkable man who loves me unconditionally. You did the right thing, Fiona. I don’t know how to make you understand I don’t feel slighted or miserable that you weren’t a part of my life growing up. At this point, it’s hard going back in time to the land of “what ifs.” She used her fingers to make quotation marks. “It’s not helpful to you or your family. Accept the friendship I’m offering so you can live in peace.”
Tears filled Fiona’s eyes. “We won’t ever have the mother-daughter relationship that I have with the girls, will we?”
Seeing the pain on Fiona’s face, Taylor thought about lying. But she didn’t think of Fiona as her mother. If anyone had that role, it was Nana Cherise. “No, I’m sorry we won’t. But I’d like us to be friends.”
Fiona nodded. “Thank you. I’d like that. And I’m sorry for intruding in your life when you made it clear you didn’t want that. Some things should be left alone.”
Silently, Taylor agreed. “I’m glad we had an opportunity to talk, to straighten things out. For the record, I don’t hate you, never did. I didn’t want to intrude into your life either, that’s all. It seemed better to leave things the way you wanted than to …. Well, you know.”
Fiona nodded.
“Can you tell me what happened?” Taylor asked, determined to change the subject from the emotional land mine they tip-toed across.
Fiona frowned. “When I left you with Turner?”
“No.” Taylor said quickly. “No. When you and Daddy were together lately. Where did you meet? How were you captured?”
“Oh. Let me think.” Fiona closed her eyes and leaned back with a peaceful look. At that moment Taylor thought her mother was quite beautiful and understood why her father had been ensnared.
“Cristopher and I had been arguing, he told me he was leaving, said the marriage was a lie, he couldn’t remain married to a liar.” She waved her hand. “While I was pregnant with you two, Turner gave me a number to call if I ever needed him. I wasn’t sure it still worked. It did. He called me right back, we talked. He didn’t think we should meet, but I insisted. Cristopher started drinking, and I didn’t want to stay at home. I let the girls stay with their friends and left. I thought I could learn more about you. Finally, he agreed, and we met midway between Milan and Nice.” She frowned. “Wonder if my car is still there? Or his? Did you look for his car?”
“Yes. Where exactly did you meet? Was it on E80 or E25?” They had stopped at every location along that route and hadn’t seen their father’s car.
Fiona’s cheeks reddened. “There was a place we used to spend time when we first met not far from Turin. We met there. The hotel hadn’t changed much over the years. It’s midway from Milan and Nice.”
Shocked, Taylor sat back in her seat and stared at Fiona. She had not seen that coming. That would explain her father getting dressed up and smiling as he left the house. Had they reconnected physically? She scrubbed that thought from her mind. Fiona was married and Catholic.
Daddy isn’t. Would her father poach? Would he consider it poaching? Did he still have a thing for Fiona? Yesterday, she would’ve said no. Now, she wasn’t sure.
“I’ve surprised you,” Fiona said.
Unable to speak, Taylor nodded.
“I wanted information. There’s only so much your father will say over the phone. I haven’t been to France in over 24 years. Turin is easy to get to from Milan.” She shrugged.
“Alright.” Taylor cleared her throat as she packed away her surprise. “You met at the hotel, then what happened? Regarding the kidnapping,” she hurried to clarify. The last thing she wanted to know was her father and mother were beneath the sheets together.
“We ate a nice meal, he half-answered questions about you.” She sounded aggravated. “When we were done he walked me to my car. As we said goodnight, a bee stung me on my neck.” She placed her hand on her neck as if she could still feel it. “When I mentioned it to Turner, he frowned. I don’t remember anything after that until I woke up. It was still dark, so I assumed it was the same night.”
“It wasn’t?”
“No. Wherever we were, took time to get there I supposed. I didn’t understand the language, and their Italian was so bad I couldn’t make out what they were asking. They were waiting for someone. Someone who spoke Italian or French I think.” She shivered. “I’m glad they got us out of there before whoever they were waiting for arrived.”
“Me too,” Taylor said, thinking over Fiona’s words and wondering why they took her father so far away to question him. She would ask him about it later. “Amelia called me.”
Fiona’s gaze sharpened as she looked at Taylor. “What? When? Why?”
“She saw my name, “Tay” on your phone, copied the information and when you were missing, she called the day after you met Daddy. Asked me if I was your daughter. I didn’t answer her. At the time I didn’t know what was going on with you and your husband. Still, it’s not something I would’ve told her. That’s your decision to make. I called her again today to see if you had returned.”
“Today?”
“Both you and Daddy missing was too much of a coincidence. When we learned there was a female in the same location as Daddy, I checked to see if you had returned home. When you hadn’t, we asked them to rescue the woman just in case it was you.”
Fiona’s eyes widened. “I see.”
“We didn’t know who the woman was in that place and assumed it was you.”
“Thank you for not leaving me behind,” Fiona said in a controlled voice.
Unsure if Fiona was being sarcastic or genuine, Taylor nodded but kept quiet.
“How was Amelia?” Fiona asked a few moments later.
“Upset. Crying.”
Fiona closed her eyes for a few moments. “When can I talk to her? To them?”
“When we land in the States. Your boss is overnighting your passport so you can take a return flight to Milan. As soon as it arrives, you can leave. In the meantime, you’ll stay at a hotel in the airport,” Taylor said.
Fiona continued staring at her. “I don’t have my purse, wallet or credit cards. Not that I would stay at such an expensive hotel but I’m curious who’s paying for all of this.”
“Daddy’s paying,” Taylor said. “You shouldn’t have been involved at all.”
Fiona released a long sigh. “I shouldn’t have pushed for that meeting the other night. Should’ve stayed home and worked things out with Cristopher, talked to the girls. Instead, I allowed my emotions to lead me where the rest of me paid a high price.” She shook her head. “I’ve got a lot of bridges to mend.” She looked at Taylor. “Thank you for making the arrangements. I knew I had to go home but hadn’t thought of the mechanics of how it would happen. We’re flying into New York?”
“Yes. Not the main airport. A driver will meet the plane and take you to your hotel. Everything, including any shopping you need to do to buy clothes for the flight, your room and meals are taken care of.”
“Turner is a good man, always was. He’s gotten better with age,” Fiona said in a wistful tone Taylor ignored.
“Is there anything else you’ll need?” Taylor asked.
“Just a phone to talk to Amelia and her sister once I land. Cristopher may or may not want me in his life.” She shrugged. “The house is mine, he moved in after we married so there shouldn’t be major drama there.” Fiona yawned.
“Alright. Try and get some rest, you’ve had a rough two, almost three days.” Taylor pushed the recline button on Fiona’s chair until it lay straight. “Need a blanket? Pillow?”
“That would be nice, thank you.”
Taylor took a pillow from the storage cabinet, along with a blanket and gave them to Fiona.
“This is a nice way to travel,” Fiona said as Taylor dimmed the lights.
“Get some rest. I’m going to check on Daddy and will be back later,” Taylor said, concerned about her father’s condition.
“Alright. I’ll be fine. Just sleepy.” Fiona yawned again as Taylor left.
She tapped lightly on the bedroom door. Travis opened it, and she stepped inside. “Fiona’s sleeping,” Taylor said before they asked.
Her father nodded and patted the bed next to him. “Sorry doesn’t cover what you two have been through the past few days, but I am. I should’ve told you or left a message where I was headed. There’s no excuse for you not knowing I was tagged.” He shook his head. “Once things calm down and we can resurface, I want both of you to have the tracking devices inserted. Doesn’t hurt and works well.”
Taylor hugged him tightly. “Alright.”
He chuckled. “No questions? Arguments? Nothing? I apologize baby girl again for scaring you like that.”
Eyes closed tight, she nodded. “Don’t do that again. I can’t take it.”
“I won’t,” he promised and placed a kiss on her forehead. “I already told Travis what happened and how. He’ll share it with you. I’m wiped and need to get some sleep. For once I’m going to follow your lead on this and go wherever you think best. They hadn’t really gotten started before Liam’s men arrived, the bruises will heal soon, but I’m tired. We’ll talk more when we’re situated and make decisions on how to go forward. The past few days was a humbling experience and an eye-opener.” He patted her cheek and stretched out while she lay her head on his chest listening to the steady beat of his heart. The sound made her world bright.




CHAPTER NINETEEN
When the plane landed in New York, Fiona had hugged her, Travis, and Turner multiple times before entering the limo that would take her to the hotel. She stared at them through the rear window, waving. It had been an emotionally tense time.
No promises of talking or getting together later were made. It was a bittersweet parting with the knowledge they may not see each other again. Taylor wasn’t quite sure she believed that possibility, not with Amelia having her private number.
The flight arrived in Denver on time without any problems. As she and the others left the private jet Moses had sent for them, Taylor got her first look at the Mile High City. It was a warm, sunny day and the people at the private jetport moved about quickly.
“Hello. Taylor? Travis Rollins?” A fair complexioned, slender, woman with reddish brown natural twists called as she strode toward them smiling.
This must be Laura, Taylor thought. “Hi, I’m Taylor, my brother, Travis, and father, Turner. You’re Laura.” Taylor returned the smile.
The woman laughed, and it made her look years younger. “Moses’ has been talking about me. Most of it’s all true. We were a handful growing up. Gave the folks in the Valley a lot to talk about.” She extended her hand to Taylor, then Travis and finally Turner. “Welcome to Colorado. The copter will take us to Versteck whenever you’re ready.” She looked around.
Taylor held up her backpack. “This is all I have.”
“Whooowee, you’re going to do some serious shopping, folks are going to be happy to see you coming.”
Taylor liked Laura’s genuine smile and personality. “I’m looking forward to it.”
“Good.” Laura looked at Turner. “Is there anything you’ll be needing to help you heal? We have a doctor in the Valley, but for anything major, Denver’s the place.”
“No. I’m not too bad. Just need a place to rest and heal,” Turner said as they moved away from the plane.
“Anything you need and I do mean anything, you let me or anyone know. Moses shared how you saved his life, and we appreciate it more than we can say. Mi Casa, Su Casa.”
Taylor smiled.
“Thank you,” Travis said. “We need to lay low for a while. Moses said we could do that in Versteck.”
Laura nodded. “Versteck means hideaway in German. Lots of history in our town. When I take you to Moses’ home, you’ll understand why he told you to come here.”
“Where is he? Moses?” Taylor asked.
Laura looked at her and winked.  “He and Asher are picking up vermin for extermination. Should be here either today or tomorrow.”
Taylor had forgotten about Moses’ mission to find the traitor. The last time she saw Moses he had taken Greg for questioning. By now Moses would know everything about the man who sold out his country to line his pocket. She wondered if that was the vermin Moses was exterminating. Hopefully. He wouldn’t be able to rest and heal from his injuries until he found the man.
As they approached the helicopter, they stopped talking and entered. Moments later, they lifted off the ground and headed northwest.
Taylor marveled at the mountains and the changing landscape. She could see how Moses could fall in love with the raw, untamed beauty of the place. As they descended, Laura pointed to two large buildings. One had a helipad on the roof.
“This is Versteck Valley,” Laura said through her microphone, her pride evident as they landed. “If Moses hasn’t told you, what we’re doing is classified information, and you must give me your words of honor never to share what you’ll see with anyone else.” There was no mistaking how serious Laura was.
“My word of honor,” Taylor said, followed by her brother and father.
It didn’t take long to leave the copter and enter a steel door on the roof. Inside, there was an elevator that required a series of security measures, an eye and thumbprint scan, and then Laura typed in a code.
Impressed, Taylor and the others walked into the elevator with Laura who entered another series of numbers on a keypad before the elevator moved. Once it descended, Taylor was surprised by the length of the ride. When they stopped, Laura typed in more code into the keypad and used a key.
The door opened, and Taylor understood the high level of security. “We’re in the tunnels?” she said in awe looking at the stone walls and severely dark walkways.
“Yes. We’re going to use the tunnels to take you to Moses’ house. One of them anyway.” Laura moved in front of them. “Please follow me. As we walk, lights will come on for that area and turn off when we walk through it. I hope that’s not a problem for any of you.”
Since they were here and hadn’t been given an option before descending into the pit of darkness, none of them responded. Instead, they remained close to Laura and moved with her.
“Few people have access to the tunnels. If you ever see someone down here, know that they’ve been vetted by either Asher, Moses or Drake since they own all of this. It’s a part of Versteck Arms. Moses will tell you about that later,” Laura said moving with confidence through the carved-out rock.
“Outstanding,” her father said looking around as they moved.
“Yes. If there’s an attack on the surface, you’ll access the tunnels and head to the caverns in the mountain. Moses will show you where his cavern’s located and set up your access to the tunnels. I only have my code, and as you can tell, it won’t work for anyone else. Not even my partner, Bonnie. I’ll have to talk to Asher about that,” she said as if speaking to herself.
“Can you reach anywhere in the town through these?” her dad asked.
“For the most part. Versteck’s growing and expanding, the tunnels don’t extend to the newer sections. I don’t know if they’ll connect them or not. Right now, this meets the needs for the Arms,” Laura said.
“They used concrete and steel down here,” Travis said looking up at the reinforced beams.
“Yes, to make sure it’s safe,” Laura said as she turned right and continued walking. “It’s easy to get lost down here if you don’t know the codes. Make sure Moses goes over them with you until your eyes cross. Better safe than sorry.”
“Right,” Travis said with feeling.
It seemed they had been walking for an hour when 20 minutes passed, and Laura turned sharply and started up the stairs. The lights didn’t turn on until she had taken five or six steps. At the top was a door and another security panel.
She waited until they were all near the top. “This door is the basement entrance to Moses’ house and has a timer. We’ll need to move through it quickly. Once inside I need to turn off the security system. I’ll be rushing to the hall to stop it from triggering the alarm since no one is supposed to be here. When the last person comes in, push the door closed tight. It won’t re-open without the code, but if it’s not closed all the way, it’ll trigger an alarm, okay?”
They nodded.
She opened the door and took off. Travis was the last person inside, and he leaned on the door to make sure it was closed tight.
Taylor moved slowly toward the hall and saw Laura heading back toward them, smiling.
“So far, so good.” Laura held up her thumb and waved them forward. “On this floor is a game and media room, kitchenette, and bedroom suite.” She turned on lights so they could look into each room as she called them out.
“Upstairs, first floor.” She led them to the next level. “Kitchen, I should say gourmet kitchen since it has so many upgrades, pity they never get used.”
She became Taylor’s new best friend when she didn’t look at her when she made that comment.
“Living, dining, office, half bath, master bedroom suite, den,” Laura continued the tour. “Top floor has three en-suite bedrooms and another open space with a pool table.” She said as they entered that floor. “Pick out a room anywhere you’d like. On this floor, the first floor or the basement. Moses said to make yourself comfortable. I had the kitchen stocked with the basics, meats, fruits, and vegetables. Whatever else you need just give me a list, and I’ll get it for you, so you don’t have to go outside until you’re ready.”
Laura waved at the windows. “These rooms always appear lit from the outside. Even when you turn off the light to sleep, anyone looking from the outside won’t notice the change. As far as heat sensors… Moses and Asher will deal with that.” She snapped her fingers. “You need to see the control center. Please follow me, it’s in the basement.”
They returned downstairs and entered a room with a console and several monitors. “In here you can check the immediate street in front, the back and sides of the house, an aerial view that shows several blocks in the neighborhood and of course there’s a closer visual of anyone on the property. If someone’s using heat sensors to determine how many bodies are in the house, you should be able to get some information on them and block them some way.” She shrugged as she met their gazes. “That’s Asher’s baby. He’s really good with that kind of thing. Between him and his merry men, they’ll have everything hooked up to keep you safe.” She looked at Turner. “Unless you think whoever took you followed you immediately and could be here right now.”
Turner looked thoughtful. “No, I don’t think so. No one was left who could tell a tale. Liam thinks they’ll search, and he’s good about that kind of stuff, but I think we left before the real threats arrived.”
Laura nodded. “Good; otherwise I’d have placed you in my cavern for the night or until Moses, and Asher returned for safekeeping. This is a good place to relax and heal.”
“Thank you,” Turner said. “This is perfect. We appreciate the hospitality.”
Laura smiled, and it lit her face. “You saved my brother’s life, there’s very little we wouldn’t do for you, including fighting alongside you to keep you safe.”




CHAPTER TWENTY
Moses sat in front of General Mazz, meeting his gaze without looking away. There was no way he would release Jeremy Stone to the government. Someone within the Pentagon gave the man information that set up their capture.
“Major Sanderson, don’t end your career over this. He isn’t worth it. Let the law handle this,” the General said.
For the past ten minutes, the General had asked him where Stone had disappeared to and to turn the man over to the Feds.
“Sir, you have received information from Gregory Newsome naming suppliers and contacts. The man told us all he knew, and I know it’s been verified. I’m searching for Jeremy Stone and have not seen him.” Moses would never admit to taking Stone. He would rather live behind bars than allow Stone the freedom to sell out this country again. Stone would never return home to his wife and children, not when his selfish actions stopped so many good men from doing the same.
He recalled all the blood of American soldiers that was spilled because of Newsome and Stone’s greed. It hadn’t just been Moses’ team the man sold out, there were others ambushed as well, including Benson’s team. For that reason alone, Gregory Newsome would never leave that small hut. The most leniency he could hope for would be a quick death.
“You want me to forget this conversation?” General Mazz asked. “I can’t condone you meting out punishment, you know that.”
“Sir, I’m not sure what you want me to say. I don’t know where Stone is,” Moses lied with a straight face as he stared at the General, resolute in his decision. Jeremy Stone would never go to a cushy prison to live out the rest of his days on the taxpayers' dollars. By the time he and Asher finished with Stone, all of his money would be transferred to charities assisting Veterans and their families.
The General tapped his fingertips on the desk. “Tell me where he is,” he said. “I could have you arrested.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“But that won’t bring him to me, will it?”
“No, Sir.”
“That means someone else picked him up. Jones would be my first guess, but since he was with you… it’s someone else. Someone not in the service or one of your men?”
Moses didn’t say anything.
“Benson said Jeremy Stone was the name retrieved from Newsome. Stone retired. Had high-level clearance. Was something of a recluse, did good work, attended conferences which is where he met Newsome.”
Moses knew all of this and remained silent. “His kids are in private school, the wife is on vacation. On the surface, nothing seems off… until you look at his credit card expenses. He’s spending more than his retirement income and not paying taxes on it.”
I don’t care about any of that, Moses thought but didn’t look away from the General.
“No question he’s dirty. According to Newsome, Stone’s done a lot of illegal things. You’re right, we verified the name of the supplier, DEA will find his latest shipment, the information from Newsome is accurate.” He pointed at Moses. “But I want Stone. I want to look into his eyes and tell him what I think of him. You’re depriving me of that.”
“Sir, if I see Jeremy Stone, I will remember your words.”
The General slammed his palm on the desk and glared at Moses. “If I find out you are involved in taking Stone. I’ll have you tossed out of here so fast your head will spin.”
Moses genuinely liked and respected the General, but this was too important. Stone messed over the men under Moses’ command. Three hours ago, he learned Kamal died from the wounds he sustained during their captivity. Stone would pay for that.
“I’m sorry I’ve disappointed you, Sir. It’s been my privilege serving under your command.”
“You will not turn in your commission,” the General barked as he pointed at him.
Since Moses had been thinking along those lines, he stopped talking.
“What you’re doing will weigh heavy on your soul, Major. I don’t want that for you. I have no proof and at this time can’t do anything other than tell you of my disappointment that you don’t trust me enough to handle this.” He waved his hand. “Try not to drag Jones into this mess, although that’ll be hard to accomplish.” He looked weary when he met Moses’ gaze. “Dismissed, Major and watch your step.”
<<<>>>
Moses had a difficult time convincing Jones to head home and allow Moses to go to Versteck Valley alone. They never discussed Asher picking up Stone or what would happen once Moses arrived in Versteck.
“You don’t need to do this,” Jones argued.
“Do what?” Moses said. “Go home, recuperate, your family needs to see you after the week we’ve had. General Mazz thinks you’re involved in Stone’s disappearance. You’re not.”
Jones stared at Moses a few moments longer and nodded. “I’ve always got your back, you know that.”
“Yes, Captain I do. Let me have yours. Go home. Spend time with the family and forget about this.” He clapped Jones on the shoulder and then pulled him close for a one-armed embrace.
“See you when we report back next month,” Jones said.
Moses agreed. “First round is on me. Take care.” He waved goodbye and headed for the jetport where Asher’s plane waited to take him home. Jones headed toward the parking lot.
The General’s words stayed with Moses the entire flight from Washington, D.C. Did Benson feel bad over terminating Newsome? Moses didn’t think so, not after being captured as a prisoner because of Stone and Newsome’s arms deals. It was money to them and not the lives of men or women serving their country.
Moses wanted to look Stone in the eye and hear his explanation for taking Kamal’s life. The more he thought about it, the angrier he became. There were thousands of ways to make money without costing someone else their life.
Wesley, a resident of Versteck Arms, a former attorney, and a good friend met Moses at the jetport and drove him home. Aware he might be followed, Wesley took Moses to Laura’s townhouse and drove back to the Arms. During the drive from the jetport, Asher sent a text welcoming him home.
Moses’ gut tightened in anticipation.
Asher had Jeremy Stone in custody and waited for him in Mecca. There would only be the three of them, him, Asher and Stone, no other witnesses. Not for this.
After a brief, jubilant reunion with Laura, she mentioned Taylor and her family’s arrival yesterday. Laura had a lot of questions about him and Taylor but understood he was in a hurry to finish what he started.
Moses showered, changed and entered the tunnels to reach Versteck Mecca, a building Asher owned behind the Arms. He moved with quick, determined steps to reach his destination ignoring twinges of pain throughout his body.
Once he reached the stairs to enter the Mecca, Moses rubbed his palms on his pant legs, more to ease the throbbing pain in his leg than anything else. He completed the scans and entered the code. The cool air in the Mecca basement did little to relieve him of the sweat pouring from his brow or the stabbing pain behind his eye. Instead of going to the interrogation area, he headed to the security room to make sure there was no one else in the building.
Asher sat at the console and turned to look at him when he strode in.
Moses stopped.
Neither spoke for a few moments as Asher looked him over. “You look bad.”
“I’ll feel better soon. Did you get the information I asked for?”
Asher nodded as he tapped a large manila folder.
“Where is he?” Moses moved to look at the monitor Asher pointed to.
Stone sat on the cot in a cell with his head down, arms on his knees and feet on the floor. “Did he give you any trouble?”
Asher stretched. “Not at all. He was confused at first. Once he was in the car, he realized what was going on. I gave him something to help him sleep. He’s been saying something about the Sicilian, mean anything to you?”
“Italian guy he was trying to sell weapons.”
“He thinks that’s who took him,” Asher said.
“In the States? This guy’s that strong?” Moses asked, surprised. They might need to look out for the Sicilian.
Asher shrugged. “I didn’t feel like talking to him after what he’s done.” He placed a phone on the console. “This is his. I haven’t taken it apart yet, but he verifies his banking information on it. If he doesn’t give up his bank information, I might be able to pull it from this.”
Moses handed him another phone. “This is from his partner. See if you can do the same thing with it. There are a lot of Vets in need of assistance, let us send the donations directly from their accounts if possible.”
“Love a challenge. I’ll put Mercer on the partner’s, he’s got a special touch when it comes to computers,” Asher said.
Moses continued staring at Stone while he told Asher about his conversation with the General.
“Basically, he told you to handle it but don’t mess it up and let anyone find out,” Asher said.
“Possibly.” Moses didn’t interpret it that way but didn’t bother correcting his cousin. “The place is clear?”
Asher nodded.
“How do you want to start?” Moses asked.
“You wanna meet him? Ask a few questions? Anything you want to know first?” Asher said, his hair swept to the side to cover the long jagged scar on his face.
Moses thought about it and nodded. “Yeah, I’ve got a few questions.” He looked around for the dark jumpsuit and face mask.
“Look in the room next door,” Asher said.
Moses left and returned dressed similarly to Asher.
“Do you want the room dim with a spotlight on him or regular overhead lights?” Asher asked.
“Dim with you watching from the door.”
Moses went to the interrogation room to prepare it while Asher went to bring in Jeremy Stone.
<<<>>>
Jeremy Stone wasn’t very tall. In fact, he would be considered average. Average height. Average weight. Average build and face. Nothing stood out about the man. He was someone who wouldn’t be noticed in a crowd or walking along the road in a hostile country if he dressed like the natives.
Asher pushed Stone into the lone high back metal chair and shackled his feet to the floor before moving to stand near the door.
Stone wasn’t stupid, he sensed his dire predicament as he glanced at Asher and back across the table. Moses slid a sheet of paper across the table.
“Do you recognize any of these names?” Moses asked.
Stone’s face remained neutral. “No. No, I’m sorry I don’t.” He glanced in Moses’ direction and back at the paper.
Moses placed a second clock on the table and pointed to it. “Your life is forfeit. Every second you spend lying and not telling me what I want to know, you add ten minutes to your torture. When that amount reaches an hour.” Moses slid a picture of Stone’s wife across the table. “You begin accruing time for her torture. And if you don’t give a damn about your wife,” Moses said ignoring Stones’ stark look of horror as he stared at his wife’s photo. “We’ll start on the rest of your family.” He slid pictures of Stone’s parents, his sister, and two brothers.
Skin bleached of color, Stone closed his eyes, took a deep breath and nodded.
Moses hit the clock. “Do you recognize the names on the sheet of paper?”
Stone glanced at the clock as he nodded. “Yes, I do. These are groups and individuals I’ve sold weapons in the past five years.”
Moses slid another sheet of paper across the desk. “Do you recognize any of these names?”
Stone read the paper and frowned. “I don’t.” He glanced at the clock and then toward Moses.
“Are you sure?” Moses demanded although he knew Stone had no clue of who the names were.
“Yes. Positive. I don’t know any of these people.”
“Those are the names of the 48 military personnel who died because of information you passed on to your contacts to ensure your illegal sales of arms wasn’t disrupted.” Moses didn’t bother hiding the disgust and hatred from his voice. He took little pleasure in the piteous look of shock stamped on Stone’s face.
“Your greed and cowardice robbed the military and the families of the presence of these people in their lives. You won’t be going to a Federal prison for the rest of your life, enjoying contact with your wife, kids, and family. Why should you?”
“I… I’m—”
“Do not lie and say you’re sorry,” Moses yelled, hitting the table with his fist. “You’re just sorry you were caught. Tell me who was your contact in the Pentagon.”
Stone stared at the paper with the names a little longer. “There’s no contact. I have a back door, one I created on several computers and the main system before I left. I monitor certain people to find out if anyone will be in an area where I’d be doing business.”
The need to beat this cretin within an inch of his life thrummed through Moses as he growled low in his throat. “Write the information down. If it’s right, you’ll lose 30 minutes, if it’s wrong, I’ll add five hours.”
Stone’s eyes widened. He picked up the pencil Moses rolled toward him, stopped to look over his shoulder to see Asher holding a gun on him and returned to writing.
“Where’s the computer you used to transact business?” Moses asked.
“They took it when they picked me up,” Stone said without looking up as he continued writing.
Moses slid the laptop into the light. “Is this it?”
Stone looked up and nodded. “Yes.” He went back to writing.
“Passcode?” Moses said.
“Just4thefunofit.” Stone wrote at the top of the paper.
Moses entered the passcode. “Clocks ticking.”
“There are a lot of steps,” Stone said, his focus on the page.
“Walk me through it.”
Stone looked at the clock and then at Moses. “Can you stop that while we do the test?”
Moses stopped the clock and followed Stone’s instructions. He pulled out a flash drive that Asher had formatted and copied the information. Next, he uploaded the file Asher prepared, alerting each person their computer had been compromised by Jeremy Stone. When every system had been alerted, Moses pulled out and hit the clock.
“Your banking information,” Moses said watching Stone.
“What?”
“You heard me. I want access to all of your financial accounts… now!” He hit the table with his fist. What he really wanted to do was slam his fists into Stone’s face over and over until it was unrecognizable.
“Um… okay.” He looked sick and resigned as he told Moses the steps to access the first account.
Moses ground his teeth in anger at the $18,864,562 balance. “How long did it take you to make this much?” No way Stone earned this after his retirement.
“Around 12 and a half years,” Stone said in a low voice.
“While you worked for the government you were selling weapons?” Moses wanted to hear the man admit it.
Stone nodded. “Yes. I hadn’t retired before I started.” Staring at the table, he continued. “It started simple. Just testing the waters to see if I could do it, know what I mean?”
Moses didn’t answer as he pulled up the names and addresses of the Veterans’ organizations that assisted disabled vets and their families. There were thousands of groups, Wesley had whittled the list down to 5,895. Moses sent everything but the minimum amount to keep the account open to a holding account Asher had set up in Stone’s name to distribute the funds.
“Next one?” Moses said.
Stone blanched, glanced at the running clock and rattled off the information for an offshore account. This one had significantly less, a little over five million. After emptying that account, Moses pulled up Stone’s personal account.
Stone gasped when he saw it. “Please, my family—”
“Will survive just fine off your pension, like the other families who lost loved ones behind your greed. Give me the passcode.”
“No. I can’t do that to my family. You’re going to kill me anyway, just do it,” Stone said, teary-eyed.
“Yes, we are. But this isn’t about you anymore, it’s about your family. Whatever you do from now on affects them,” Moses said in a low voice.
Trembling, Stone gave his password and watched as Moses sent a check from that account to a well known Veteran’s organization, leaving Stone’s family a little over $10,000.
“Do you have any other accounts?” Moses asked.
“No…. Yes. Not really. It’s a joint account with Newsome,” Stone said in a bitter tone. “No reason he should have access to it now, the bastard.”
“No reason at all,” Moses agreed and proceeded to empty that account as well. “Where’s the last shipment of guns?”
Stone looked confused.
“You didn’t deliver them, where do you have them stashed?” Moses clarified as he glanced at the clock. They had been at this for almost two hours. Sharp pains shot through his leg constantly. Sitting in the same spot didn’t help. He needed to take his pain medication soon before it got worse. They were almost done.
“They’re in a warehouse in Gradfery, a small town in the south of Italy.”
“Write down that information,” Moses said. He would make sure the Feds received the information and leave the handling of that many weapons on them.
Stone slid the paper across the table and waited.
Moses had one last question. “Why? Why did you sell out your country? Assist in the killing of innocent Americans? And why didn’t you stop when you had so much money?”
Stone clasped his hands together on the table and finally raised his gaze in Moses’ direction. “It started as a test to see if I could beat the system. Each order became a bigger challenge.” He shook his head. “It wasn’t about the money as much as finally winning at something. It took years to learn how to remain in the shadows avoiding detection. No one on the job paid me any attention.” He chuckled, the sound held an edge of hysteria that skittered along Moses’ nerves. “When they see, learn that I infiltrated the system, that it was me who stole their secrets, they’ll be shocked.” He looked at Asher. “They never thought I could do much, passed me over for promotions, downplayed my contributions to the team. Now….” He nodded as if telling his former co-workers of his crime was his idea. “Now they’ll know they’d been wrong about me. Very wrong.”
“You’re proud of what you’ve done?” Moses growled as he stood. The bottom of his chair scraped the concrete floor.
Stone didn’t appear to notice. Instead, he looked thoughtfully at the table. “Proud? As in would I want my son or daughter to know what I’ve done? My parents?” He shook his head. “No. But I’m pleased that the people I worked with will know, will see the flaws in their highly vaulted systems.” He snorted. “Wasn’t hard to do.”
“And the loss of lives of military personnel? You’re proud of that?” Moses’ voice whipped across the room.
Red-faced, Stone leaned back in his chair. “Of course not. I never… no, I’m not proud of that. Not proud at all.” He stared at the page with the names of the fallen.
“You stole their lives to challenge your skills,” Moses said with disgust. “Not even a noble cause. They died for nothing. Families all over the country are wounded, displaced and grieving so you could challenge your ability to pull off an illegal operation, you stupid son of a bitch,” Moses yelled.
Wide-eyed, Stone jerked back in his chair while looking up.
Moses flipped the light switch, bathing the entire room in light. Stone covered his eyes, blinked for a few moments and stared up at Moses.
Chest heaving, fist opening, and closing, Moses held onto his composure by the barest thread.
Possibly understanding how close he was to death at that moment, Stone remained silent. Moses stopped the clock, picked it up and showed it to Stone. There were over two hours on the face of it.
Stone’s face lost the little color it had as he stared at the numbers. “Please just kill me,” he begged.
“You really think you deserve a quick death? After all the lives lost because of you?” Moses mocked as he backed away from the table. Glad the ski-mask covered the grimace from the pain that shot through his leg, connected in his head and settled in his stomach. If he didn’t take his medication soon, he would fall on his face.
“Take him back to the cage.” Moses looked at Asher. Whereas Stone wouldn’t realize Moses standing still and the edge in his voice signaled something was wrong, Asher would.
Moses pulled out his gun and trained it on Stone while Asher unlocked his feet.
Stone stood and tried to rush Asher.
Asher blocked the man and punched him in the face. Stone collapsed, crying and begging for them to kill him.
Asher pulled the syringe from his pocket and shot the contents into Stone’s arm. Within seconds, Stone dropped to the floor.
“Sit down.” Asher looked at Moses who swayed on his feet. “Be right back.”
Moses retook his seat, pulled out his bottle of pain pills and popped two into his mouth. Liquid fire raced through his body. He vacillated between sweating and shaking from the cold. Weak, he dropped his head onto the desk and closed his eyes.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Chest heaving, Moses gasped while holding his side running through the dark forest of misshapen tree limbs and clinging vines. Unseen insects buzzed around his head, attracted to the wet sticky blood oozing between his fingers. He fell, hitting his head against the ground, no, against a hard-concrete floor. Trying to move, he couldn’t and realized he was in the middle of a human pile of barely warm bodies. Each wearing chains around some part of their form.
He was bound differently from the others. The metal collar around his neck held two rings. A long chain ran through one of the rings and attached to the manacles on his wrists and ankles. The large burly guard pulled him up by the empty ring around his neck and attached it to something. In the distance, he heard mocking laughter as the guard stood above him on a table pulling the chains to make his arms and legs move against his will like a puppet.
“Noooo,” he screamed against the pain.
“Yes, you will tell us what we want to know. How many troops are in this area? Why are you here? What are you searching for? What is your mission?” the heavily accented voice asked.
Unable to breathe through the unrelenting pain, he yelled as something hot and sharp pierced his thigh.
“He likes that, sounds like a girl, do it again,” the voice said.
“Stop, stop,” he tried to say but the words locked in his throat.
“Beat him again, the others are no fun, can’t take it. Beat this one, he’s their leader, make him beg, make him talk.”
His back jerked in reaction to each blow. Day after day, blow after blow, blended into a gray dream. “Asher’s coming. He’s coming, just wait, he’s coming.” He murmured the words over and over.
No doors. No windows. No way out. Every minute hell. “Beat this one again, he’s their boss. Do not kill him, yet. Beat him, he still fights.”
He covered his head in a futile attempt to stop the boots from doing more damage. Their mocking laughter filled his ears. Like a horror movie, the scene of their boots hitting his head and his side played over and over in his mind as if his brain wasn’t sure what to do with the images. Whimpering against the pain, he rolled over and saw the other bodies. One with lifeless eyes, others with eyes swollen shut or filled with incomprehensible pain. He had to help them.
How? How could he help? Asher is coming. He’s coming to help. We’ll get them out. He recoiled from a blow to his stomach. Blood trickled from his mouth. Hunger. Thirst. So tired. How long?
He screamed from the kick to his groin and curled into a ball from the pain. No more. Enough. No more.
“Shhh, Moses… Moses, please wake up. Its… you’re having a bad dream. Please wake up,” she said. “You’re having a bad dream, wake up.”
Darkness hesitated to release him from its grip as he struggled to surface from its sticky tentacles. He blinked awake, felt the soft press of her breasts against his chest and took in the lavender scent of her lotion.
Safe. He was with her and safe.
“Taylor?” he croaked, needing moisture to speak.
Her soft hands cupped his cheeks before brushing her lips against his. “Yes, Moses, I’m here.” She reached across him and returned with a bottle of water. “Drink some.”
Thirsty, he drained the bottle and returned it to the nightstand. “Bad one.” Since the night he returned home, he had been recovering both physically and mentally from his two-month imprisonment with Ashad.
Taylor moved into his room the second night after his first nightmare and had been staying with him the past four days. The only other person she allowed around him while he slept had been Asher. They guarded his nightmarish ramblings and discussed them with him when he was up to it.
“Torture?” she asked.
He nodded. “Puppetmaster BS.” Inhaling, he nestled into her chest and held her close. “Sometimes my head works weird. No matter how hard I try to focus on rebuilding the strength in my leg or getting better, I get distracted by stuff that makes no sense. It’s like running through water with brain fog, and I can’t think clearly. Never used to happen before. Frustrating as hell.”
Pull it together. Don’t let her see you falling apart. Snap out of it. In a distant part of his mind, he heard the directives to change, to be the same as he had been before the capture. Somewhere in those 60 plus days, he lost himself, and that scared him.
“I used to think that if I were ever captured, a prisoner of war, I’d be… I don’t know… strong, stoic. My answer for every question would be my name, rank, and serial number, you know?” he said softly.
She rubbed his cheek.
He captured her hand, turned and kissed her palm as his thoughts bounced all over the place. “Maybe for the first week, I’m not sure, but I think that was my response. I’d been so sure, absolutely sure someone was on the way to get us out of that hell-hole. I kept thinking, any minute this would be over.” He glanced at her and then looked at the ceiling.
He snorted. “I thought my hair would reach my butt cheek before I uttered one word or answered their questions.” He shook his head as the memory of him telling the guards he didn’t know the answers to their questions and the beating he took for not explaining their mission. “Heck of a place to learn I'm not that brave.” He closed his eyes to stop the replay in his mind, it didn’t work. Instead, the sounds of sticks, leather straps and nettled branches hitting flesh roared in his ears. Marred skin, screams, and groans of pain underscored each hit.
“Right now, everything is so fresh. It doesn’t take much to return to that place in your mind. Soon, with the proper help, you’ll learn how to separate the memories from who you are right now. From today and the things, you’ll accomplish. You and the memories of that time are separate. You may not see it that way, but it’s true,” she said softly.
He didn’t think the memories would ever leave. “I hope you’re right. This is hell.”
She brushed her lips against his. “Of course, I’m right. You’ll see. I’ll help. We’ll all help.”
He placed a kiss on her chest, leaned back and looked up at her. It still amazed him that she was here. In the house he built but had never lived in. Taylor had come to Versteck and stayed with him. His heart filled with gratitude and something more.
“What? Do you need something?” she asked when he didn’t say anything.
“Just you. I’m so glad you’re here. Really glad.” When no one stood for him, she had threatened the doctor to make sure he survived. She helped him find peace by identifying Stone. Moses couldn’t imagine what he had ever done to deserve a woman like Taylor, but he was glad she cared about him. If it were up to him, she would never leave him.
She rubbed his back as he re-settled against her. “I’m glad too. Everyone’s been great. Daddy’s recovering and getting around. He and Travis went into town yesterday, did some shopping, said they had a nice time. He wants to go into the mountains for some reason.”
“Not unless someone seasoned, who knows their way around is with him. It’s easy to get lost, and it could take a long time to find him. Tell him to have Asher take him to the Arms to meet some of the guys. That’ll help with the boredom.”
“Asher told him that yesterday and plans to take him through the tunnels to the Arms later. Travis met someone in town and has plans with her for lunch today.”
“Told you Versteck was the place to be,” he said, smugly.
“You were right. I like it here. Everyone’s so laid back. Mya’s really nice, she’s been bringing food over every day and promised to teach Daddy how to make her special meatloaf. Colin, wow, he’s beyond adorable. If I could be guaranteed to have a son just like him, I would be tempted to give it a shot.”
Moses had met Asher’s new family, Mya, and Colin but couldn’t recall them clearly. The doctor had him on bedrest with antibiotics to combat an infection he picked up, and some of his previous wounds were aggravated and not healing as they should. Coupled with his limited physical activity and flashbacks from Ashad’s camp, Moses hadn’t been the best for company.
“I volunteer to help make that a reality.” He placed his large palm across her belly wondering how she’d look carrying his baby.
“Not ready for that,” she said in a decisive tone.
“Whenever you are, I want the baby to be mine,” he said surprising them both. They never discussed a relationship or what was going on between them. Things simply happened. Taylor didn’t ask to stay with him, she just did it. He never asked if she wanted his affections, he just lavished them on her, and she accepted. That’s how things worked with them.
“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said after a brief silence.
“Was that awkward?”
“Kind of,” she admitted.
“Thought so. Talking about babies… whew. Sorry about that,” he said. Now that he thought about it, he had jumped the gun. They weren’t there yet.
“Sorry you don’t want a baby with me, or sorry you brought it up?”
He should have known Taylor wouldn’t let it go. “Sorry, my very sincere comments were awkward. I meant what I said,” he added so she wouldn’t accuse him of not wanting a future with her. He did.
“What do you think triggered the nightmare? You didn’t have one last night or the night before?” she asked.
Glad she left the emotional bomb of their future behind he gave her question some thought. He shrugged and inhaled her calming scent. “Trigger could have been anything, the game we watched on TV, an earlier conversation or a smell. I don’t know. Soon as the doctor clears me to walk for longer periods, I’ll start therapy and get some answers.”
She kissed his forehead.
His dick stayed hard around her but the doctor restricted him from that significant pleasure and Taylor refused to disobey the guy. “Doc better release me today, I need to be inside you again. I’m going crazy having you so close and unable to do more than taste you.”
“You shouldn’t be doing that,” she chastened.
“Baby, please, I’m not dead. I needed a little something to hold me until you can ride me again.” He thought about it. “I should call him today, get that part cleared at least.”
Unamused, she pushed against his chest and glared at him. “Do not go there. You didn’t see yourself that night Asher brought you home and put you to bed. You couldn’t walk or talk or hold your head up. Blood ran from your nose, and your leg was swollen. Some of your cuts had reopened, and one was infected.” She took a deep breath as she looked up at the ceiling before meeting his gaze again.
“Don’t misunderstand, I get why you went after Stone. Why bringing him in was so important, but you were killing yourself. Your body hadn’t healed from two-months.” She held up two fingers in front of his face. “Two months of constant, physical, emotional and mental abuse. Once you caught that rat, your mind released your body, and it gave out. Patience isn’t your strong suit when it comes to you. I get that. But you need to get this. I don’t ever want to see you in that condition again. Never, do you understand me?” She pointed her finger in his face and then pressed the tip into his chest.
“Whatever and however long it takes for you to heal and get better, that’s what we’re going to do. No shortcuts, do you know why?”
Fascinated and turned on by the fire in her gaze, he shook his head. “Why?”
“Because you, Moses Sanderson, are worth the wait. That’s why.”
He stared up at her for a few moments as his heart squeezed tight and then relaxed. A sense of freedom and appreciation worked through him easing his muscles and mind. “Thank you. I needed to hear that. I think a part of me is afraid you’re going to leave any day, I’m not ready for that. To be honest, I’m not sure if I’ll ever be ready. You’re really special to me.” He stopped short of declaring his love for her. She might run away if she knew how far she had wiggled into his heart and life.
“I don’t have plans to leave anytime soon. If that changes, I’ll talk to you about it.” She placed her hands on his chest and stared down into his eyes. “You’re really special to me too.”
Lifting slightly, he kissed her. When they broke apart, he held her gaze a few moments, read the promise of a future with him and her concern. “Good to know.”
“Your brother’s coming later today. Asher said Drake would stay at one of his homes instead of here. Is that the way you normally do it?”
Normally, they all stayed with Asher since his place had the most security gadgets. “Not really. But Asher’s staying with Mya and Colin, which is where Drake normally stays.”
“He can stay here, there are extra rooms,” she said.
“I’ll ask him. It’s been a while since I’ve seen him. Hope he’s alright,” Moses said recalling the last conversation with his brother.
Taylor snuggled closer and turned off the lamp. “Rest, even if you don’t sleep, rest.”
After a few moments of listening to her breathe, his thoughts wandered. Asher finished Stone the day after Moses collapsed and refused to answer any questions about how it was done or what happened to Stone’s remains.
“There’s no reason to add that information to your internal database, there’s more than enough death and heartache going on already. Plus, you can honestly say you don’t know,” Asher had told him.
The money from Stone and Newsome was being distributed to the Veteran’s organizations monthly. Asher told him there was more than enough to add 5,000 more groups to the list and he had agreed.
“I’m going to beat this,” he whispered.
“I know.”
“I don’t like the things I see when I close my eyes,” he admitted. “That was a bad time. Seems the more I try to stop seeing what happened, the more intense the flashbacks. It’s like I’m still a prisoner, only I’m trapped in my mind, reliving what happened over and over again.” He took several large breaths to slow down his racing heart.
In the past, the night had been his friend, a time he did his best work. Now he dreaded the lack of light, saw weird shaped shadows in every corner, things moved that should remain still, and the least thing triggered a vision of his time in captivity. He wouldn’t live like this. He couldn’t. His doctor would approve his time with the Therapist during his next visit so he could get started.
“Your mother called,” Taylor said.
“No, she didn’t.”
She moved and leaned close to his face. “Your mother called.”
Moses frowned. “She never calls me. Must think I’m—”
“Don’t say it. Don’t you dare joke about something like that? I mean it,” Taylor said, her voice rising.
He reached for her hand and uncurled her fists. “Sorry. That was in bad taste. I’m surprised. Did you talk to her?”
“Yes. She asked if you were okay, how long would you be home, that kind of thing. She mentioned her home had burned down and she needed to check on it and might drop in to see you if she came to town,” Taylor said.
Moses groaned. “I don’t want to see her. Can you make sure she doesn’t come inside? Show her your gun or something, that’ll scare her off.”
She laughed.
He frowned and realized she might not see his serious expression in the dark and turned on the bedside lamp. “I don’t want to see her.”
“I heard you, but I’m not doing that. Have Asher or Drake be mean to her. I’ve got my own mommy issues to deal with.”
That surprised him. “Like what?” He had forgotten her birth mother had been missing along with her father. That seemed so long ago when it hadn’t been a week.
She waved away his question. “I’m not getting between you and your mother, Moses. I won’t do that.”
“What’s going on with you and…” He snapped his fingers trying to recall the woman’s name. “You know who I’m talking about. Was she with your father?”
Taylor nodded and leaned on his shoulder as she told him about Fiona’s quest to learn more about her and all that happened.
“She’s back with her family? Did her husband believe her?” Most men wouldn’t.
“He’s not at the house right now with her and the girls. From what I’ve been told he’s drinking and threatening to divorce her while calling her names. Why bother with all that instead of filing and being done with it?”
“How’d your father feel about that? Her going back to her family?”
“Feel? I guess he’s alright. They weren’t hooking up or trying to get back together. I doubt my dad would want to take on teenagers again. Daddy doesn’t do second string. None of us do.” She held his gaze a few moments.
“Never entered my mind for a second.” He placed a kiss on her cheek. “Have you talked to her since you’ve been here?”
“Yes, that’s how I know her husband’s been drinking and talking about her.”
Confused, he thought back on previous conversations. “Right. But I thought you didn’t want a relationship with her.”
“I didn’t. She does and calls me. We talk and are working on it. Fiona and I are trying to be friends.” Taylor shrugged. “This is where we’re at.”
“I see,” he said unsure that he did but left it alone since his relationship with his mother wasn’t much better. Besides, his mother was the last person he wanted to see while recovering.
<<<>>>
Taylor didn’t have any preconceived ideas about Moses’ brother, Drake, which was a good thing. The two men looked nothing alike. Drake was taller and leaner than Moses by a few inches and wore a fancy pair of black cowboy boots with a holstered Colt Lightning .38 caliber revolver. She bit back a whistle at the beauty of the weapon gunslingers used back in the day. He held a dark cowboy hat that looked as if it was more than for show and placed it on the table as he sauntered closer with a crooked smile. He looked like he stepped out of the pages of one of the wild-west history books she had been reading.
Moses appeared more world-weary than his brother until you took the time to really look into Drake’s eyes. That’s when she saw the real predator beneath. It made her like him more.
“You’re still watching my brother’s back, I see,” Drake said as he entered the den where she had been watching a game show while the two brothers visited.
She glanced up at him and smiled at the innocent persona he tried to perpetuate. Like Asher and Moses, she suspected Drake maintained that look while eliminating any threat to his family or himself.
“Why do you say that?”
“You’re here alone with him in the house while everyone else is out enjoying this beautiful day. Aren’t you afraid of spoiling him?” Drake sat next to her on the sofa, crossed his legs and watched her.
“Not at all.” Where’s he going with this? This should be fun, she thought.
Drake smiled. “Good. Happy to hear it. He deserves to be spoiled.” He glanced over his shoulder in the direction of Moses’ room with a slight smile. “I know you’ve heard this over and over but thank you for threatening that doctor. Thank you for saving his life and getting him out of there. We would’ve been too late. Too late.” He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and stared down at his hands. “Can’t imagine what he’s been through. Asher says he has nightmares?”
“Yes, he does.”
“Bad ones?” His voice was low as if he feared the answer.
“They wake him sometimes. Some are worse than others, but they’re all bad,” she said in an equally low voice.
Drake nodded. “And the pain? How’s that? Is he in a lot of pain?”
“Not as much as before. He pushed himself to find Stone before his body was ready and now the healing process can start. There was a lot of damage, but he will heal,” she said watching his shoulders slump.
“His body will heal, what about his mind?” Drake looked at her. Sorrow filled his shiny gaze. “What happened to him fractured his mind, didn’t it?”
“I’m not a doctor. Plus, I didn’t know him before he was captured. I met him afterward.” She waved her hand. “That first time doesn’t really count because he was unconscious, didn’t talk. When he returned to find us, if I hadn’t seen him in his previous condition I wouldn’t have known he had been hurt badly before. I was in awe of how well he commanded his body and actions to do what he thought needed to be done. There was the occasional flinch or limp, but for the most part, he never appeared injured physically or mentally. I never heard him complain, either.”
“Now it’s all catching up to him,” Drake said.
She nodded.
“Mom wants to see him.”
Taylor didn’t say anything.
He gave her a lopsided grin. “It’s okay. He told me he asked you to keep her away and you don’t want to have anything to do with that situation.”
“No, I don’t.”
“She’s here already. Came in with me and is meeting with the insurance adjusters about her house. It burned down recently… thank god. I always hated that place. So did Moses and Asher. Don’t know why we didn’t think to blow it up, ourselves.”
“Maybe because it would’ve hurt your mother and despite your disagreements with her, you don’t really want to cause her pain if you can avoid it.”
He covered her hand with his. “Smart and beautiful. Pity you don’t have a sister.”
She grinned as he removed his hand. “Sorry about that.” Briefly, she thought of Amelia and Penelope. The idea of teasing Drake with the girls seemed in bad taste since she hadn’t spoken to Amelia or Penelope to build on their relationship yet, she planned to correct that soon.
He looked at her. “Did you really draw a gun on Asher? He said you did.”
Taylor sighed and shook her head. “He’s never going to let that go is he?”
Drake’s grin widened making him look like a young rogue. “What happened?”
“Ask Asher.”
“He told me to ask you, which made me more curious since he told me that you drew your weapon and didn’t finish the story. Come on, share. Both Asher and Laura are comfortable with you watching over Moses alone which is huge. You did something to make Asher believe you wouldn’t allow anything to happen to Moses while he’s healing.”
Taylor frowned. “Really?”
“When Asher was recovering from the time he was kidnapped, Moses was the only person they allowed anywhere near him for two and a half weeks. Asher would be here doing the same. They’re close like that. For Asher to step aside and allow you that privilege says a lot.”
“Maybe Moses asked him to let me stay,” she said to cover her surprise over his comments. Asher was definitely a hard-ass, predator to the bone, and a good man to have at your back. She understood why Moses had expected the man to magically appear to snatch him and his team from Ashad’s grasp. There was no doubt in her mind that Asher turned the world upside down to find Moses.
Drake shook his head. “Wouldn’t have mattered what Moses or you or I or anyone said. Asher wouldn’t have cared, he would be parked right here, gun in hand, overseeing Moses care. You can take that to the bank. Now, tell me what happened? Why did you draw your gun on Asher?”
“It’s… he came into the house, security didn’t go off, and he walked in. Remember, my father’s here for a reason, and I didn’t know who Asher was. He had brought Moses home the night before without any of us meeting him.” She wanted to make sure he saw the story in the right light.
“Yeah, yeah, go on.” Eyes bright, he leaned forward.
“I heard him and stopped him before he reached Moses’ room.” Why go into details about placing the gun to Asher’s temple and disarming him before he could react? There was no need to go into all that.
“He didn’t hear you? Didn’t sense you coming?” Drake looked surprised.
“Maybe.” She shrugged, wanting to change the subject.
“But you got the drop on him, that doesn’t happen often,” Drake said.
“He probably wasn’t as alert since he was in his cousin’s home,” she said.
“His cousin had guests. Guests Asher didn’t know. He wouldn’t have let his guard down if anything he would’ve been more alert. No. No, I think he didn’t sense you, and that earned his respect. Plus, you and your family already saved Moses’ life. Asher trusts you to keep Moses safe until he’s well enough to do it for himself.” His voice held a touch of admiration as he looked at her. “That’s awesome. Welcome to the family.” He leaned forward and kissed her on the cheek.
Surprised, she leaned back. “Family? I’m not sure what you mean by that. Moses and I —”
“Nothing you say will get me to change what I’ve said. If the two of you haven’t worked everything out, that’s okay. It’s just a matter of time. You’re perfect for each other. I can see the three of you taking on a job, working together.”
She shook her head. “Travis and I work with my father. That’s the only trio I know about.”
“You, Moses and Asher would make a good team too,” Drake said surprising her. “Not sure how much more Asher plans to do now that he’s got a kid.” He shrugged. “It’s in him. Moses too. They won’t be able to stop righting wrongs in the world or handling special jobs with their Merry Men. You’ll be a perfect addition.”
“I’ve already said all I’m going to say on that matter. I’m not arguing the point with you. When are you moving here?”
There was no way she would work any job without Travis. The recent kidnapping left a bad taste in her father’s mouth, and he was talking about giving up the fieldwork part of the business. He and Liam had discussed him working in operations, and he was thinking about it. He made it clear he didn’t expect them to follow in his footsteps and would support anything they decided. With her caring for Moses and their father in hiding, she and Travis hadn’t discussed their plans yet. She wasn’t ready to hang up her weapons and hoped her father would still handle the administration portion of their jobs.
“Within the next month, everything should be done. My house is being furnished, and Asher’s people are installing the security features. The movers will pack my place back home in two weeks, move it here and unpack me. Won’t take long.” He peered over at her. “I hope you’re still here.”
Since she had no idea if she would be or not, she didn’t answer. “Are you happy about returning home?”
He smiled, closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “It’s the best place in the world to live if you’re connected. Has anyone told you the story of Versteck Valley?”
“Bits and pieces. Someone purchased most of an old silver mining ghost town, changed the name. Versteck means hideaway in German. I’m sure there’s a lot more than that.”
“That’s a broad outline. Robert Von Block had this thing for cowboys and outlaws and migrated to this country to see the wild west. The west wasn’t that wild when he arrived. Railroads, industry, cars, progress had come to the States by then. He spent months traveling the Outlaw Trail, a series of hideouts from Montana through Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, Arizona, Texas and even into Mexico trying to get a taste of what life had been back in that era.” He paused. “Versteck was a ghost town after a short-lived silver mining boom. Von Block couldn’t purchase land or homesteads of any of his idols. The government owns the Hole-in-the-Wall, Butch Cassidy’s old hideout in Utah, and Brown’s hole, a canyon in Colorado near the Wyoming and Utah borders. Lots of history for a man like Von Block.”
“They did stuff like the O.K. Corral shoot-out? I saw Tombstone and Wyatt Earp,” she said thinking of the handsome actor, Kurt Russell.
Drake laughed.
She smiled.
When he could talk, he pointed at her. “Everyone thinks Tombstone is what outlaws were all about. Don’t get me wrong, the O.K. Corral really happened, took about 30 seconds, and three of the five cowboys were dead. Think about it. Such a short fight and that’s what people think about when they think of the wild west.” He shook his head. “We grew up learning about outlaws, and they weren’t always the bad guys.”
“No? They were your heroes?” She shouldn’t be surprised, Moses had no problems skirting the law if he thought it was necessary to meet his end goals.
“Some were. Like Wild Bill Hickok, a real lady’s man, horrible gambler, but could shoot the wings off a fly. His father worked the underground railroad to help free slaves and was killed because of it.”
“I didn’t know that,” she said.
“Butch Cassidy was a Mormon. His family came over and settled in Utah, owned a farm. He was the oldest of 13 kids, got in trouble in his teens for taking a pair of pants from the store.” Drake looked at her. “It was closed at the time, but he had left a note saying he would return with the money.”
She laughed. “I can imagine how well that went over.” For the next hour he regaled her with anecdotes from the lives of several outlaws, making them seem like misunderstood, and misguided men who suffered from strokes of bad luck.
“Calamity Jane? Seriously? You’re making that name up?”
He placed his hand on his chest. “Honestly, I’m not. Google it. That’s the name she went by, claimed Wild Bill was the only man she ever loved, demanded to be buried next to him. Didn’t matter that he was married to someone else.”
When he didn’t say anything, Taylor pushed his shoulder. “Is she? Did they bury her next to him?”
Drake nodded. “Yeah, they did.” He sobered. “Growing up, no one wanted to be the sheriff’s or cops, always the outlaws. Just seemed like more fun. That’s when we decided to build the Arms, a place for men who needed a little help as they grew older. It’s not what Von Block would’ve done, but it works for us. Versteck Arms works.”
She didn’t know much about the Arms other than some of Moses good friends lived there. After listening to Drake, she wondered if those men were retired or possibly active criminals. Some things you simply didn’t ask.
He looked at his phone, stood and stretched. “Tell Moses I’ve gone to pick Mom up and feed her. I’ll keep her from visiting today but don’t be surprised if she turns up tomorrow or the next day. If she’s determined to see him, she will. I don’t have any control over that. Chances are she won’t stay long. Don’t let her boss you around.”
Taylor couldn’t imagine anyone bossing her around but remained silent.
“See you soon,” he said and left through the front door.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Moses woke to a gradual stiffening between his legs. Pleasurable anticipation spread throughout his body. Enjoying the feel of Taylor’s hand stroking his cock, he placed his hand on top of her head, asking without words for her to take him between her lips.
She didn’t hesitate.
The warm heat of her mouth and mercifully soft teasing from her tongue brought him quickly to the here and now.
Yes! After nine and a half days, this morning the doctor finally cleared him for non-stressful activities. When Taylor asked if that included sex, the old man’s face reddened as he said yes but she would need to do most of the work to avoid injuring his leg. Taylor’s next comment was met with smiles and outright laughter when she said. “Thank goodness and you too, Sir. It’s getting harder and harder to keep Moses from climbing on top of me every night, especially since I hate telling him no. Now I won’t have to.” He got a boner from the promise in her words and smiled when the doctor winked at him.
The new medication he took when they got home made it impossible to get a rise earlier, but everything felt good right now. He was hard as metal and in desperate need of attention from his woman.
She moaned and hummed.
The sound vibrated up his shaft and raced through him. Her tongue laved just beneath his mushroomed tip, then teased the edges with her teeth before sucking him all the way back inside. Her hand continued stroking his thick length while her mouth worked its magic. Within seconds he hurt from the need to release.
He grabbed her thick, wavy hair and pulled her back before he exploded. “As good as that feels, I need to be inside you. Ride me, Baby.”
“I’ve been waiting for this since the first time in the hotel when you had to tell me what to do. I’ve got it now. It’s becoming my favorite position,” she said as she climbed over him.
“Hold off on that declaration until I ride you, I promise to change your mind. It’ll be that good.” He smacked her hips as she rose over him and placed him in position. He ran his finger between her legs. “You’re so wet. Is this for me?” He sucked her juices from his fingers while watching her. Her eyelids lowered as her tongue swiped across her lips.
“Yes, now stop talking and finish what we started.” She tried to move down to take more of him, but he held her in place.
“Wait. Put a rubber on me. Look in the side drawer over there.”
She leaned to the side to grab the condoms and rolled one on.
“Now ease down gently. Your man’s still wounded, treat him nice,” he said.
Taylor snorted but took her time allowing him to fill her. Eyes closed, mouth agape, he sensed she experienced the same wonderful satisfaction he did when they connected like this. She didn’t stop until she was fully seated and stretched tight around him. Her core throbbed like silken drumbeats against his dick.
It took everything within him to remain still while she adjusted. Soon… any second now… she should lift just a bit… please baby move…. do something… awww, I’ve got to move. He lifted her high, leaving the tip inside her snug warmth, and slammed her back down.
“Move, or I’ll move you,” he growled, already at his limit.
Taylor rose and fell back down. Her pace may have worked for her, but it was killing him. Her sweetness tightened around him every time she moved as if it would never let him go. That thought lit a fire in him, and he quickened the pace, moving up, holding onto her to match their movements.
“Oh. Oh. Oh….” She cried. He felt her tightening around him and prayed he wouldn’t shoot off before her.
“Come with me,” he huffed as he continued thrusting up into her.
“Yessssss,” she cried, stiffened and shuddered above him. Her core rippled around his dick, demanding he released what her body craved. The next moment he shuddered and flew over the horizon with her as liquid heat flooded his body, robbing him of words and strength.
Shaken by the forcefulness of his release, Moses took several deep breaths as one by one his muscles relaxed. He needed that.
Sluggishly, she climbed off him and lay next to his side. “Gets better every time.”
He smiled. “I was just thinking that.”
“Were you?”
“Yes, with the addition of I want to do that again soon.” He snaked his arm beneath her and pulled her close. She fit perfectly against his side.
“I totally agree with that. Soon. Right now, I’m boneless and can’t move.”
“I’ll wait a few hours until you’ve got your strength back.” He removed the rubber, tied and tossed it into the trash. “I’ve got a lot of frustrated energy stored for you to help burn.” He touched his semi-hard dick fondly.
“Good to know.” She yawned. “Sharing your frustrated energy is my new best thing.”
Energized, he stared up at the ceiling. Taylor had been with him almost two-weeks. She had met and charmed Mae, his mother, surprising him, Asher and Drake.
His mom often sat and talked with Taylor about fashions, current events, travel, family and life in general, claiming she appreciated Taylor’s straight-forwardness and lack of guile. In the past week, his mom had eaten dinner with them at their house three times, and it had been nice, almost fun, something he didn’t recall happening when he was growing up. Had he and Drake confused his mother’s need for real attention for petty neediness or loneliness?
Always polite, Taylor never dumbed down or lied whenever his mom asked personal questions. Some Taylor answered, others she simply said she didn’t feel comfortable and didn’t. Taylor seemed to enjoy talking to his mom, laughing at her memories of Moses, Drake, and Asher’s younger escapades. These days his mother glowed with happiness, and her disposition appeared to have undergone a drastic transition.
Moses couldn’t recall the last time his mom didn’t complain or argue or give him unwanted advice. Lately, when she asked about his health, she listened and made appropriate, caring remarks. Yesterday, she kissed him on the cheek before she left, surprising him further with good wishes on his doctor’s visit today.
With things the way they stood now, he suspected his mom wasn’t leaving any time soon. As her oldest child, he should feel good about that and take on more responsibility regarding her welfare. He promised to do better.
Drake claimed Taylor was a miracle worker and swore he would marry her himself if Moses messed up and let her slip away. Drake returned home to complete the move to Versteck. Their mom remained at his home which was two blocks from Moses.
“Not going to happen,” he whispered thinking of his brother’s lame threat.
“Huh?” She snuggled closer.
“Nothing. Get some rest, we’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”
“Mmm hmm. Yum,” she said and ruined the sexy comment with a long yawn.
<<<>>>
The sun shined brightly mid-morning when Taylor and Moses entered the kitchen to grab something to eat. Travis sat at the island eating leftover baked chicken and yellow rice from last night.
“Any more of that?” Taylor asked as her stomach growled in remembrance of the tasty meal.
He nodded and pointed to the plastic containers on the counter. “Over there.”
Moses pulled down two plates while Taylor went to the refrigerator to get them something to drink. She filled his glass with sweet tea and took a bottle of cold water for herself. The microwave dinged as she put their drinks on the island. Moses placed their plates in front of their seats as she sat down.
“Thanks,” she said picking up a fork.
Moses sat next to her, pulled her close and kissed her. “My pleasure,” he whispered against her lips.
Smiling she turned and ate. Travis finished before them and hung around. When finished, she stood, took all their plates to the sink, rinsed and placed them in the dishwasher.
“What’s going on?” she asked Travis before closing the dishwasher door.
“Have you thought about what you want to do?” Travis asked, watching her.
“Not really. Like I told you and Daddy, I’m not ready to retire. I’d still like to work. Is he going to work for Uncle Liam?” She returned to her seat and looked at Travis.
“I don’t know. He spends a lot of time at the Arms and seems content.”
“Maybe because Papa Niles hasn’t cleared him to resurface and he’s making do,” she said.
He shrugged.
“What about you?” she asked. “What do you want to do? I know Uncle Liam wants you to join his team.” Her uncle didn’t hire women for anything other than Intel gathering, and she had no interest in that.
“That’s on the table.” He stared at his fingertips for a few minutes before looking at her. “Are you staying with Moses in Versteck?”
If it were anyone else, she would tell them to mind their own business. But it was Travis, her brother and twin, closest friend, and lifelong confidante. There was no line crossing, here.
She looked at Moses. He returned her gaze as if he was curious about her answer. “I don’t know yet. We haven’t discussed it. In the meantime.” She looked at Travis. “I still have to work.”
Travis nodded. “What about joining Papa Niles’ organization? Daddy said it’s specialized, legitimate, and pays well. There’s a lot of travel, in and out mostly. Marissa joined last year.”
Marissa was their age and had always been one of Taylor’s favorites. “Must be what she started to talk to me about and stopped. Whatever the company is or does, they don’t talk about it,” she said wondering what exactly Marissa did for Papa Niles.
“Just another thing to think about,” he said. “With Daddy semi-retiring, it seems like everything’s changing. That’s not always a bad thing,” he said quickly, his gaze flit between her and Moses. “Life’s all about change.”
She stared at him, noticed the signs and wondered how she missed them before. “You’re antsy. Ready to hit the road, aren’t you? Did something happen?” Her gaze sharpened on him.
“Not yet. I’ve just got this sense that something’s about to jump off.” He wiped his mouth with a paper napkin and tossed it in the trash. “It’s got me bugging because I can’t pinpoint which direction it’s coming from, know what I mean?”
She did. “When last you talked to Fiona? Amelia? Could it be their father’s drinking again or something like that?” Taylor had no idea why her thoughts defaulted to her mother. Somewhere along the line she stopped over-thinking everything and just went with the flow.
“Don’t know. I hadn’t talked to her since last week when she and Dad talked.” He shrugged. “Which was weird all by itself.” He held up his hand. “Not my business, they’re grown, but since Cristopher walked, Fiona seems to be all in with going back in time.”
Taylor agreed, it wasn’t their business. Her father seemed okay talking to Fiona almost daily and didn’t discuss it with them. “Maybe you should call Papa Niles, see if they’ve heard anything more on the group that took Daddy.”
Travis nodded. “I did that this morning, just waiting to hear back from him. He knows Daddy’s not going to hide forever, especially if he’s not kept in the loop with regular progress reports or updates. This staying off the radar deal has to have an end date, or it’s a bust.”
“Daddy’s not complaining, at least I haven’t heard him, have you?” she asked Travis. Most of her time was spent with Moses in his room or taking him to an appointment or hanging somewhere in the house. Usually, she only saw her brother and father at dinner.
“No. He’s safe here and knows it. Papa Niles finally stopped asking questions about Versteck and accepted Daddy’s word that everything’s good. Daddy asked him to back off, and so far, he and Uncle Liam have,” Travis said.
Taylor reached over and covered her brother’s hand. “Do not go hunting or anywhere else without me. I always cover your back, that hasn’t changed.” She held his gaze; didn’t like the hesitation she saw and squeezed his hand. “I mean it, Travis. Promise me right now.”
When he didn’t speak, she stood and stepped closer. “Talk to me. Something’s off, and I need to know.” Her heartbeat kicked up as they stared at each other. When Travis didn’t speak, she frowned. They never held secrets or couldn’t talk freely before.
“I’ll give the two of you some privacy,” Moses said as he stood and left the kitchen.
Taylor looked at him over her shoulder. She had forgotten he was in the room. “Okay. Thanks.” She faced Travis as he stood. “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you talking to me?” She didn’t bother hiding the confusion and hurt from her voice.
“I promised Daddy I wouldn’t interfere with your relationship with Moses. He’s a good man, we both like him for you. I’m not sure what you really want to do—”
“Wait.” She held up her hand and shook her head to clear the confusion. He couldn’t have said what she thought she heard. “You promised Daddy what?”
He repeated it, and it sounded just as crazy the second time. Anger and indignation whipped through her as she pointed her finger at him. “First off—”
Travis placed his hands on her shoulder before she could tell him what she thought of him talking to their dad behind her back.
“Tay. Listen to me. You’re a part of me, my twin. I feel your happiness. No matter what you say right now out of anger, I know in the fiber of my being Moses makes you happy and that makes me happy for you. It’s what I want for you, so does Dad.”
She snapped her mouth shut and crossed her arms while she mulled over what he said.
“You make him happy. Everyone who knows him is amazed by how well he’s doing and healing. They believe, and I agree, it’s because of you. The two of you love each other, whether you’ve said the words or not. I know it. Daddy knows it. Asher knows it. Mya knows it. Colin probably knows but doesn’t care.”
“That’s not true, Colin loves me,” she said rather than deal with everything else he said.
“Yes, he does. The kid’s great. Stop changing the subject.”
“I’m not,” she said. Groaning at his raised brow, she released a long sigh. “What does my feelings for Moses have to do with watching your back on a job? We’re a team, always have been.”
He stared at her a few moment’s longer and shook his head. “You’re serious. Knowing you’re asking that question and you’re serious concerns me.”
She frowned.
“Tay, you and I will always be twins. We’ll always have this special connection where we’ll sense each other’s feelings and work in synchronized harmony together. But you’ve got to consider Moses in this.”
“He can’t watch your back, he’s healing,” she said, quickly.
Travis shook his head. “Look at it this way. If Moses went on a job and you were on a job, could you focus on your work?”
“Of course, I did it before. Is that what this is about? You don’t think I can focus on a job because of how I feel about Moses?” That made no sense. When she met Moses, she was working on a mission.
“Part of it. The other part is knowing how he would feel with you being away from him. He’s going to want to watch your back, Tay. Trust me on this. You being in a dangerous situation without him will mess with him, could set back his recovery. How would you feel if you were home and someone else had to watch his back instead of you?”
Anger ripped through her. The intensity of her dislike of that situation shocked her. “He’s been hurt and is healing, he shouldn’t be doing missions right now anyway. He could have a flashback or something.” Desperate to change the subject away from her feelings over Moses in danger she lashed out. “If you don’t want to work with me anymore, just say it. Uncle Liam’s finally convinced you to come work with him? Is that it? You want to work with Uncle Liam, and you know he won’t hire me for fieldwork.”
Travis pulled her close and held her tight. “No, Tay. You know that’s not it. I can always work with Uncle Liam without working for him. I’m trying to help you see what you’re ignoring. Change is okay, don’t be afraid of it.”
She stiffened. “I’m not afraid.”
“You’re in love. Deal with it. Talk to Moses. Make decisions. Then we can talk about taking jobs. Once you do that, if your relationship with Moses is solid and you both agree on how to go forward, then we’ll take it from there. Accept a few jobs, pull a team together, and make it work. Okay?”
For several moments she just breathed in his familiar scent. “Feels like you’re breaking up with me,” she whispered and realized she was scared. All her life it had been her and Travis against the world. No matter what happened, she could count on her brother. Now, he was taking a step back and pushing Moses into that spot, and she wasn’t sure she liked it or that Moses was ready to fill those shoes.
“Never,” he said and placed a kiss on her forehead. “I’ll always be here for you, remember that. You’ll just have two people watching your back instead of one.”
Tears filled her eyes at the promise in his words. “You. I love you, don’t ever forget that.”
He nodded against the top of her head. “Of course you do, how could you not?”
She hit his shoulder without dislodging him.
“Love you too, Tay. I wouldn’t be doing this if he wasn’t a good, solid man. Both Daddy and I have spent hours talking to him. Plus, I had that background check done before we left Nice. Talk to him, tell him what’s on your heart, the things you want to do in life, be straight up with your expectations, find common ground and be willing to compromise.” He leaned back and stared at her. “Compromise means—”
“I know what it means,” she snapped disliking the idea of not having her way. But compromise was the cornerstone of life and living. “Stop lecturing me, I’m the oldest.”
He laughed, pulled her close and kissed her forehead again. “Only by a couple of minutes. I’ve got years on you in street smarts.”
She nodded in agreement. “Thanks for always looking out for me and giving it to me straight. Honestly, none of that crossed my mind. I knew Moses, and I would have that conversation one day, but it was so far in the future. I didn’t think about it.”
“Do you love him?” Travis asked.
She gave the question some thought. “What I feel for him, what I’ve felt from the time I laid eyes on him is so different than anything I’ve ever felt for anyone else. It’s a mixture of awe, pride, protectiveness, nurturing, sexual tension that’s off the charts and a desire for him to be happy. It’s a boiling pot of emotions meshing to the point it’s hard to describe. Does that make sense?”
He nodded. “It’s new for you.”
She nodded. “Yeah, never happened before so I can’t say if it’s love or not. I will say my feelings for him are strong and growing stronger every day. He matters to me, and there aren’t that many people in my life who do. I’ll talk to him about all of this and see what happens.” She placed the tip of her index finger on his chest. “Now you promise not to take off or accept an assignment or anything like that without talking to me.”
“I promise,” Travis said releasing her. “I’m heading into town.” He moved in the direction of the door. “Talk to you later.”
Taylor inhaled as she waved goodbye and tried to line up her thoughts. Love? Did she love Moses? Maybe. She enjoyed spending time with him and didn’t want that to end. Leaving him here and returning to France held no appeal, she preferred being in Versteck. The safety aspects alone were ideal for anyone in her line of work. But Moses made Versteck shine. She wasn’t ready to end what they had, but she wanted to continue working jobs with Travis. Rather than return to the bedroom, she sat on the stool at the island to think.
How should she approach this? Would Moses be upset over her taking a job? That’s how she saved his life. What did love have to do with her working? It shouldn’t have anything to do with it, except Travis made valid points regarding her relationship. Moses should be considered in her decisions from now on. Things shouldn’t be this hard or confusing.
“Are you planning to leave?”
She jumped, almost falling off the stool in surprise when she looked over at Moses leaning against the wall.
“You scared me.” She took a deep breath.
“Sorry, you must’ve been deep in thought not to have heard me walk in,” he said watching her.
“Travis… he said a lot. Gave me a lot to think about. Things.” She shook her head. “Things I hadn’t thought of before.”
“Really? Like what?” he moved toward the island and sat on a stool.
“Being in love.” She watched him. His face remained neutral, and she hoped he had listened to her conversation with Travis so she wouldn’t have to go through it again. Give her the mechanics of a job, and she could work the plan. Numbers didn’t change or lie. But emotions or feelings were fickle and unreliable.
“Are you in love with me?” he asked in a voice entirely too reasonable.
“Yes,” she snapped, ticked by his attitude.
He laughed. “You don’t seem happy about it.”
Thinking about what he said, she smiled and shook her head. “It caught me by surprise. According to Travis, everyone knows it, even little Colin.”
He extended his hand.
She took it.
He pulled her close between his legs and stole her breath with a deep kiss.
“I’m in love with you too. I’ve known since we were in Milan but was afraid you’d run off if I said anything. Now that we have that out the way let’s talk. Tell me what you want, Taylor.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Travis entered the den where Taylor and Moses sat watching television. His father, a few steps behind him. Asher had been sitting on the oversized chair reading something and looked up when they entered.
Looking at her brother’s face, she knew immediately something had happened and waited for the shoe to drop. They’d been living in relative peace and quiet in Versteck almost a month, it seemed that was about to end.
“Thomas is missing. Taken when he went looking for me at the house in Nice,” her father said, his voice deep with anger. “In broad daylight, the neighbors all saw the car pull up, and someone snatched him from the yard.” He wiped his reddened face with his palm. “They called it in. La police came, asked questions… but they took him. Can’t believe they were that bold.”
Surprised, Taylor stared at her father a few moments.
“Why didn’t he call or talk to you before heading to France?” Asher asked.
“I got word to him and my father that I would contact them when I could and then blocked them from contacting me to avert this very disaster. For him to come was foolish. He’s on parole and shouldn’t have left England,” her father said.
“He didn’t call while you were missing,” Travis said. “Tay and I talked about it.”
Her father waved away his comment while pacing. “He and the old man took some kind of trip, spent time together. They told me about it.”
“Papa Niles told you about it?” Taylor asked when she could think clearly. She didn’t have feelings for her father’s brother one way or the other. Seeing her father’s distress over the matter, she would do whatever she could to help find her uncle.
“No. I contacted him once I got word about the kidnapping. He’s upset Thomas never reached out to him or Nana Cherise since his parole but is looking into it.”
“Isn’t Uncle Thomas tagged?” she asked.
Her father stopped, turned and looked at her for a few moments. “He should be. We had the procedure at the same time.” He pulled out his phone and placed the call. “One question, is Thomas tagged?”
Moments later, his shoulders sagged, and his face fell. “Alright, it would’ve made finding him easier. Thanks.” He disconnected. “He had it removed before he went to prison.”
“And the car? Someone got the license plate?” Asher asked.
“Rental. We’re tracking it now.” He paused. “I’ll be leaving as soon as the plane arrives from Virginia. My grandfather doesn’t like it but understands I can’t leave my twin hanging in the wind.”
“What’s the plan?” Taylor asked sitting forward, her thoughts on the area, weapons and a team.
“Have you talked to your father?” Travis asked before their father answered Taylor.
“No. After I heard what happened to Thomas, I called him. Constance said he was in London at a conference and would be home at the end of the week,” their dad said. He looked at Taylor. “The plan is to search for clues as to where they took him and then get him out of there.”
As plans went, it wasn’t much of one, but she understood he had nothing to go on. “Do you think he’s still in France? Or would they move him to another country as they did you?”
He rubbed his chin in thought. “Thomas isn’t who they want. I am. Chances are they’re waiting in Nice or somewhere close for me. There’s no other reason to take Thomas if not to grab me.”
“He was in prison?” Asher asked.
Her father frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Could be another reason for him being picked up,” Asher said.
“Good point,” Travis said. “We don’t know much about the past 20 years of Uncle Thomas’ life. He may have done something, gotten in over his head, and was taken for that. If you told him that you would be unavailable and he still came to France, who knows what’s really going on.”
Her father stared at Travis for an uncomfortably long moment. “Even if what you’re implying is true, if he’s the devil’s bastard, should I leave him to the mercies of his enemies? Would you do that to your twin?”
“Never,” Travis said without hesitation. “You’re right. I’d do the same thing you’re doing. How can I help?”
Taylor stood and walked to her father. “Same here. I would turn the world upside down to find Travis. What do you need from me?”
Moses stood, walked over and took Taylor’s hand. She looked up at him in surprise as he spoke. “Whatever we can do to help, it’s yours.” He held up his hand when her father started to speak. “I’m well enough to go and assist, I promise I won’t be a burden or get in the way. I’ll carry my own weight.”
Her father looked at her. “Taylor?”
She shrugged. “If he says he’s ready, he is.” She and Moses had come to an understanding. Neither would try to change the other, and they would deal with situations as they arose rather than making blanket rules. She refused to think about what could go wrong with his recovery and focused on the problem at hand.
“In that case, we need to head to the Mecca for a planning session,” Asher said standing. “We’ll pull up a map of the area, use the Intel we have, remove as many barriers as possible and devise a plan. It doesn’t matter if the people who took your brother are your enemies or your brother’s, they need to be found and stopped. We can do that.” He turned and headed to the basement. “Let’s go through the tunnels. Moses you might want to call your mom and tell her you won’t be here for dinner or for the next few days. Be creative, just don’t tell her you’re flying to France to work.”
“Mecca?” her father said following Asher.
“It’s the building behind the Arms. A completely different setup where I do most of the planning for jobs,” Asher said. 
Taylor’s gaze met Travis as she moved closer to him. “Is this what you’ve been sensing?” she asked softly.
He frowned as they moved toward the basement entrance to the tunnels. “Could be. Just seems off for some reason. We’re missing something. Not sure what, yet, but something.”
She took his hand. “We’ll figure it out.” Leaning close she whispered. “Just wished we’d all gotten tagged before the next mission.”
“We will,” Travis said slowing down as Moses moved to Taylor’s other side. “Soon as we’re back in the States, we should all go to see Nana Cherise and Papa Niles. They’ll want to meet Moses anyway.” He smiled at Moses.
“Sounds good,” Moses said.
“That’d be a good time to have the trackers implanted,” she said.
“Right. And to learn about whatever Papa Niles’ business is about,” Travis said.
They entered the tunnels and walked toward the Arms. Taylor and Moses used the tunnels at least three times a week for him to strengthen his leg muscles. At first, he took several breaks after a few minutes. The past week he walked to the Arms and back without the assistance of his cane.
Asher cleared them through security, and they took the elevator to the second floor of the building. Inside, they walked down a long concrete corridor and turned into a small alcove to wait for Asher to finish entering the security codes. He opened the door, stood to the side and held it while they entered.
A long wood table sat in the middle of the room with several comfortable looking chairs around it. Large monitors filled the wall. A console was in the back, and several keyboards were on the table.
“Please have a seat,” Moses said when Taylor, Travis and their father stared around the high-tech room.
“Well, I didn’t expect this,” she murmured taking the seat next to Moses.
“Asher is good at this, one of the best in the country. He thinks… well you see,” Moses said leaning back in the chair as Asher clicked away on the console.
“What are you going to tell your mother?” she whispered to Moses.
He shrugged. “The truth. We’ll be unavailable for a few days and will contact her when we get back.”
Taylor thought about it and agreed. “It’s the truth.” She gasped as a grainy, aerial image of their home in France appeared on one monitor. Her father and Travis sat and watched as the picture sharpened.
Another shot of the market and surrounding town appeared. Finally, an aerial shot of downtown Nice filled another panel.
“Turner, what are the ways to reach your home? Which path would your brother have come? Did he drive? Or by taxi?” Asher asked.
Her father walked to the map and pointed the direction he believed his brother would’ve taken.
Asher drew a loop around the area. “Drive or taxi?”
“I’d think taxi since I don’t see a strange car at the house,” her father said.
“Alright, we’ll verify that.” Asher continued typing.
“The taxi driver might remember something,” Travis said. “Something about Uncle Thomas’ state of mind.”
“Right,” Asher said.
“Before the end of the day, every neighbor on your street will be interviewed to get more information regarding the kidnappers,” Asher said.
“Really?” her father looked at him.
Asher nodded. “I sent in the request already and received confirmation. Now, where are they hiding in wait for you?”
The next three hours, they strategized, tossed out plans as new information came in and put together the extraction team.
Just as they thought they were done, her father received a call from Papa Niles. “We’ve got a location.”
Taylor was surprised the building was in Nice in the warehouse district. Asher pulled up the building, the layout from old building permits and had his contacts set up cameras for a continuous stream of footage on the building.
They delayed their departure to take advantage of Asher’s strategy room capabilities and practiced working together based on the floorplan. Moses identified several areas for ambushes and decided he would take the roof first to provide cover for the others.
“We’ll put Connor up there with you,” Asher said. Tall and slender with shaggy white hair, Connor was the best long-distance shooter on the team.
“Good idea,” Moses agreed. They spent a considerable amount of time fine-tuning how best to place Connor and Moses on the roof safely and unseen.
Asher bought in two more men from the Arms to assist in monitoring the equipment and additional manpower if needed. “Mercer and Tombs will round out the team and are on the way. We’ll do a dry run downstairs, so everyone is familiar with what they need to do.”
“We need to leave,” her father said.
“We will. Right now, the building is under surveillance. We’ll see everyone who enters and leaves. The security company I hired is good. We’ve done a lot of work in the past together. They’ll watch everything for us until we get there. But there are five of us going in. The three of you have worked together but not the rest of us. It’s going to take five people to pull this off. The last thing we want is to injure one of our own. We need to run through the operation, iron out as many problems as possible and be comfortable with each other. That’s a lot to ask in a short amount of time but critical.”
Silently, Taylor agreed with Asher and felt a hundred times better about the job with the additional information he provided. Maybe she and Travis could work with Asher’s group, it was something to consider.
“Alright, what do you want me to do?” her father asked after a few moments. For the next hour, they practiced a mock rescue. It took her a moment to understand Asher’s, who was in the lead, rhythm but once she did, it made more sense, and the job flowed easier. Travis pulled up the rear along with Tombs, and they practiced over and over until they worked seamlessly. Both appreciated the time to get it right.
Five hours later, tired yet hyped, they boarded the flight for Nice, France.
<<<>>>
It was after ten in the evening when they arrived at the warehouse on the coast of France where Uncle Thomas was being held, there was a lot of activity on the street. The parking lot for Club Fab was packed, and there was a line out the door. That should make Lucas happy, Taylor thought.
Their dark van continued past the crowd and parked a half block from the warehouse. Dressed in black, Moses, Connor, and Asher stepped out of the van with their weapons and additional equipment. First, they would check to make sure her uncle was in the building and then Moses, along with Connor, would get in position on the roof.
Taylor, Travis, her father, Mercer, and Tombs remained in the van while Mercer set up the equipment. Moments later Mercer connected to the cameras the security company Asher hired to set up, giving them eyes on the building. Mercer tested each one to be sure they weren’t compromised. “Asher’s connecting us to the warehouse security cam system, or at least a part of it. The others he’ll tap into after the five of you are inside,” Mercer said watching the screen.
“Roof cleared,” Moses said through their earpieces, his voice low, confident.
Taylor released a breath and took another to ease the knot that had been forming since he walked out the van.
Travis glanced at her.
She nodded; she was okay. They waited in silence for several more minutes. “Got activity on the first and second floor,” Asher said. Moments later, one of the monitors showed the heat signatures from Asher’s equipment. On the first floor, they watched figures move while one remained stationary.
“Looks like three people plus one in the chair,” her father said while staring at the monitor.
“Four more on the second,” Tombs said while looking at another monitor. They had practiced taking out both floors, but the risk increased exponentially when they split up. Asher and Taylor would take out the second floor while Travis, Turner, and Tombs handled the first and prepped for departure.
She steadied her breathing, checked her weapons, and waited for Asher to return. The sooner they started, the sooner they could leave. Several more images from different angles appeared on the monitors, but the body count remained the same, eight people in all.
Asher returned. Stored his equipment and studied the images. “Why are they separated? Is there more than one hostage?” He looked at Turner who appeared surprised by the question.
“Not that I know of,” her father said.
Asher looked at Taylor. “We take out the top floor first. We do it fast since they’re in the same area.” He tipped his head toward her weapon. “Put a muffler on it.”
She nodded and added a silencer to her handgun.
“I’ve shorted the security on the roof door. We’ll go in through there. You three remain in the stairwell until all the cameras are compromised and Mercer’s controlling them. He’ll let you know when to head in and what to watch out for,” Asher said.
Everyone nodded.
“Watch your steps, we don’t want to announce we’re in the building. Try to hold off on firing your weapon, we don’t want the police involved. If someone surprises you, use another method of defense first, especially if we haven’t cleared the second floor,” Asher said.
He looked at her. “Ready?”
“Yes.” She moved to step out.
Asher stepped in front and headed toward the building. They followed, remaining in the shadows while moving quickly toward the warehouse.
Moses released a retractable ladder for them to access the roof. Taylor noticed blood stains on the concrete and two dead bodies stacked on top of each other in the corner of the roof.
Taylor and Moses looked at each other briefly. He hadn’t been hurt. She sighed in relief as he returned to his post and she followed Asher. A noise behind them made her turn in time to see a large dark shadow loom on the ledge and leap forward. Turning, Moses stood and leaned over Connor to take on the intruder.
They fell onto the roof with a loud thud.
Taylor’s pistol rose immediately.
Asher covered her hand. “You might hit Moses.”
Frustrated because he was right, she watched the two men roll on the ground trying to get leverage. For one heart-stopping moment, Moses was beneath the attacker who held a knife. She pointed the gun, prepared to shoot when Moses flipped the man off, rolled to the side and stood. Moving quickly, Moses grabbed the attacker by the shirt and punched him in the stomach three times in succession robbing him of breath. The attacker lashed out and kicked Moses in the leg, causing him to stumble but not fall. The attacker threw a wild punch that missed. Moses jumped and kicked, hitting his opponent beneath the chin. The man’s head flew backward, and he hit the wall with a loud cracking sound. Blood ran down the wall as he slumped forward and hit the roof face down.
Ignoring Asher who worked on the door, Taylor waited for Moses to look at her before she moved. When he turned toward her and nodded, she released a pent-up breath.
“Ready?” Asher asked, gaining her attention.
Taylor nodded. She had seen Moses sparring in the gym with his friends and knew he was a strong fighter. Seeing him in action again made her skin tingle in anticipation for when they were alone again. She looked at him over her shoulder and winked. Goodness, that man turned her on.
He smiled and shook his head.
Asher put a small, hand-held device on the steel door, clicked several keys and moments later the door opened. He held up his hand to stop them from moving. Holding the device in one hand, he stuck it inside the door, scanning. When he pulled it back, he read the device, tapped the keys and stuck his hand back inside for several moments.
“Clear,” Mercer said through their headphones.
Asher stepped inside the stairwell and opened another door to the second floor. Weapon in hand, she followed him while the others went down the stairs toward the first floor. They took a few steps, stopped and listened to the low voices of the men talking down the hall. One of the voices sounded familiar.
She tapped Asher’s shoulder, realized she couldn’t talk and dropped to the floor. He stared down as she crawled past him and rather than take the lead as they practiced, he came up behind her. It can’t be him.
Heart beating wildly in her throat, Taylor stopped at the edge of the door, took a deep breath, leaned in as she aimed and fired her weapon four times. All four were kill shots. Pain filled her over the betrayal that cut deep as she looked inside at the men slumped in their seats bleeding out.
Asher signaled the top floor was cleared. Mercer sent the others in.
“Taylor? Are you alright?” Asher whispered near her ear, making sure they weren’t on the mic.
She nodded and leaned her head back against the wall, breathing hard and waiting to hear from her brother. She suspected who they would find in the room below but wanted to be sure.
“This isn’t Thomas, it’s my father,” her dad said. “My God, what have they done to him? Call an ambulance, he needs immediate medical attention. Dad? Dad? Speak to me.”
“Tay? Who’s upstairs?” Travis asked. She heard the suspicion in his voice.
“Henri and three of Lucas’ men.”
“Henri? Our Henri?” Travis sounded as surprised as she had been when she heard his voice. This man had covered her back on jobs and worked for her father for over a decade. He was more of an uncle or relative to her and Travis than Thomas had ever been. They considered him family, had opened their home and hearts to him over the years.
Why would he be a part of this? Why were Lucas’ men here? Was Lucas involved? Where was Uncle Thomas? Had they gotten the wrong information?
She scrambled to her feet as she heard movement and moved quickly into the room. Asher stood on the other side with his finger to his lips.
“Well, glad you could join the party.”
Taylor looked at Asher and shook her head. Uncle Thomas had arrived.
“You said they would come,” Lucas’ voice floated up through their mics. “Where’s Taylor? She’s never far from your side. I’m beginning to think the two of you are lovers the way you watch over her,” Lucas taunted.
“If you don’t want anything to happen to your man outside in the van or the old man here, put down your weapons. Neither of you will be leaving here tonight,” Uncle Thomas said. “This payback is decades overdue. You ruined my life, and I’ll take yours.”
Why hadn’t Mercer, Moses, or Connor seen the two men approach the building? Was there another entrance? She had to believe Moses and Connor would search it out and stop reinforcements from entering.
“Wait,” Lucas said. “You promised I could have Taylor and Travis. You only want the old man.”
A gun fired.
“True. But you’ll want to play with Taylor, and she’s the deadliest one in the bunch, can’t live my life looking over my shoulder for her. Taylor, come out, come out, wherever you are,” he sang in a loud voice. “You can’t save them all. Your father will be dead in a few moments after I kill the old man who let me rot in prison for over 20 years,” her uncle yelled.
“He didn’t know you were in prison, Thomas. Don’t do this,” her father said.
Crouched low, Taylor moved into the hall and looked in the direction of the room where her father and brother were.
Asher placed an infrared hand-held, thermal scanning device in front of her. One person moved and waved his hand, that had to be her uncle. Another person lay on the ground, Lucas. Three stood close together, her father, brother, and Tombs. Three more were on the other side near the body on the ground, the guards who had been watching her grandfather in the middle of the room.
Good. She pulled out her rifle, lined up the shot, realized the wall might not slow the bullet down enough and it could continue through her uncle and hit her grandfather. She moved slightly, but it wasn’t any better. If she didn’t take the shot her grandfather would die soon anyway.
Out of options, she relaxed into the moment, envisioned it going exactly where she wanted, placed the long-distance rifle in position and pulled the trigger.
Her uncle fell forward and hit the ground. Travis, her father, and Tombs moved immediately, ignoring her uncle’s curses. The three guards ran out of the room leaving Lucas on the floor.
She and Asher ran down the stairs and made it to the room as her father ran out carrying his father in his arms, tears streaming down his face. “We’ve got to get him help,” he yelled without slowing down and heading for the door.
Taylor realized the police had never been called. There would never be an official record of this time of reckoning.
“Claude is waiting outside to take you to get him help,” Asher said, his voice calm, in contrast to her father’s which teetered on hysterical. “He owns the security company that’s been working with us on this job. We’ll meet up with you after we clean up here.”
Her father stopped and looked over his shoulder. “Please, don’t kill him. What he did was wrong, but he’s still my brother.” He turned and ran outside.
Travis ran behind him but stopped to talk to her. “Great shot. What took you so long?” He pulled her braid and moved off. “I’m going with dad to make sure everything’s okay. Don’t leave me, I want to go back to the States.”
Taylor nodded and entered the room. It wasn’t very large and was bare with the exception of the chair her grandfather had been tied to.
Lucas wasn’t dead which was a relief. He was taken somewhere to get help.
The bullet tore through her uncle’s shoulder and lodged in the wall to the right of where her grandfather had been sitting. Asher dug out the bullet and placed it in his pocket. “That was a helluva shot. All of them were. You didn’t really need me at all.” His rare smile eased the tension that had ridden her shoulders since she stepped into the room.
“Thanks.” She pointed at the sullen man sitting stubbornly on the floor, cursing at God, his family, and his life. Everyone was against him. Nothing ever went right. Blah, blah, blah. “Daddy doesn’t want me to put a bullet in his brain so what are we supposed to do with cowards and traitors who betray their families?”
Her uncle glared at her. “You shot me?”
“Yes, of course. You told me to come out, so I did.” She returned his glare.
“How could you? I saved you from Lucas. He wanted you so bad he would do anything,” her uncle complained.
“How’d you meet Lucas anyway?” Curiosity ate at her. Those two shouldn’t have known each other, let alone been partners.
“Henri told me about him, said he was the only person in the area who might go against Turner but only if I dangled you as bait.” He chuckled. “When I first came over, right before the wedding, I met Henri in a bar, drunk. He was pissed at Turner for making him work beneath you. Claimed he trained both you and Travis, had worked with Turner for 15 years and still Turner didn’t value him over his brats.” With his good arm, he pointed at her. “He didn’t like you at all.”
That hurt. She had thought highly of Henri and considered him a close friend and ally. “His lost.” She cut the conversation short, there was no benefit in hearing more garbage about Henri. “How did you get in here? Is there another way in?”
“Ah, had someone watching the doors, did you? Not as smart as you thought,” he said almost gleeful.
“How did you get in?” she asked again.
He frowned.
“I’m not the nice, polite twin. Daddy said not to kill you, so you’ll live tonight, but I’ll shoot you so many times, you’ll wish you were dead. Now answer my damn question, how did you get in here?” she yelled, at the edge of her patience with this man.
“Through the alley. It leads from the club to a side door, can’t see it, you have to know it’s there.”
“Above ground?” Moses should have seen it.
“No. Yes. Partially. You can’t access it from the club. You have to go to the building next door and then walk through. From the outside, it looks like it’s all one building, but it’s not.” He struggled to stand.
No one helped him. Sweating and out of breath, he glared at her when he stood upright. “I’m not apologizing for what I’ve done. Your father and my father robbed me of my youth and inheritance. They both wronged me.”
“That’s a lie, and you know it. Accept the fact you messed up your own life and are paying the price for it. Grow the hell up and be a man for once in your life,” she said pointing her pistol at him. “Daddy owes you nothing yet you lured him here to kill him.”
“Didn’t work the first time. Those fools bungled it before I got there. This time I decided to be involved from the beginning with the kidnapping at the house,” he said.
His words knocked the breath from her. “What?”
He frowned. “What’s the matter with you?”
“What did you just say? The first time? You had him kidnapped while we were at the wedding?” It made sense. She had wondered why he kept talking about their father, asking questions, and then they heard nothing afterward.
Her uncle’s gaze flit from her to Asher and Tombs then back to her. “I had him picked up and was bringing the old man. It was important they be done together. Turner has the best luck, somehow he got the upper hand, killed everyone and escaped. By the time I got there, he was gone.” He shook his head. “Can’t find good help these days.”
This fool had no idea about Papa Niles or Uncle Liam’s involvement, and she wouldn’t tell him either. She would let him continue to think her father foiled his plans with no outside help.
“How could you afford all this? At the wedding you hinted you were broke,” she asked.
He laughed and continued laughing until tears rolled down his face. “The old man opened his bank account to me, gave me whatever I wanted to help start over. The fool,” he spat.
“Another van is here to take him to a holding place for your father to deal with later. They need to finish erasing the evidence of us being here. We need to leave,” Asher said as five men entered the room holding guns. One man bandaged her uncle’s shoulder, and she hoped it hurt like hell. Afterward, they used plastic ties to cuff his hands behind him and walked him out of the building. “Tell Turner to come get me, we’re not done yet. Won’t be done for a while. I owe him,” he said as he was marched to a dark van and driven away.
Taylor, Asher, and Tombs headed to the van where Mercer continued monitoring the operation. Once they were inside, Asher drove them closer to the warehouse. Moments later, Moses and Connor entered.
“Sorry, the plans didn’t show that hidden corridor,” Asher said as they took their seats.
“Almost gave me a heart attack when I realized they entered the building,” Moses said as he pulled Taylor close beneath his arm. “You alright?”
She nodded and looked out the window.
“For what it’s worth, I think your uncle’s crazy as a bed-bug. Somewhere along the way he was broken and twisted. Instead of being incarcerated all those years, he should’ve been somewhere getting help,” Moses said gently.
Again, she nodded and leaned into his strength as the events of the night settled onto her shoulders. Her uncle had kidnapped her father, not some ultra-ruthless group as Papa Niles and Uncle Liam thought. The truth boggled her mind.
How could her uncle try to destroy his father? His twin? She couldn’t imagine life without her father or her twin. Travis held a part of her, possibly her softer side since he was more sensitive to the needs of others and often helped her see and understand human behavior and emotions.
Didn’t her father sense his brother had turned foul in some way? Would she know if Travis had changed to that degree? She believed she would. He wouldn’t be able to hide that kind of vitriol. How had they gotten it so wrong?
“Travis is flying back with us later. I think your dad is staying behind with his father,” Asher said as he drove onto the main road.
“Probably.” Now that the threat had passed her father could move back into his house. He would be closer to Fiona and who knew what would happen? She would miss him but didn’t want to return to her small bedroom on the second floor of his house.
“Are we going to the doctor, now?” she asked to stop the low flying, somewhat depressing thoughts.
“Yes. Claude gave me the address of the doctor caring for your grandfather. He’s still alive and with proper care should survive,” Asher said.
Relieved, Taylor nodded. Constance would make sure her grandfather healed and take good care of him. “What about Thomas? Where did they take him?”
“I’m not sure. I’ll get that information from Claude when we stop.”
Moses pressed his lips against her forehead. “That was a great shot,” he murmured.
Eyes closed, she relaxed against him. “Thanks. It did the job.”
“That it did, sexy lady. That it did,” Moses said as she lay her head against his chest.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
The plane flew lower over the vast acreage belonging to her great-grandparents. In the distance, she saw the sprawling one and a half story home, the horses in the pasture, the large barn and other outbuildings. The heliport was a decent distance from the hangar where the family kept their smaller planes like the one they were in. The larger jets were housed at the nearby jetport. There were several cottages were family members stayed during the holidays. She had never stayed anywhere but the big house and wondered if she and Moses would use a cottage for this short visit. Having their private space would be heavenly.
Taylor held Moses hand as she looked out the window. Her heart tightened with barely concealed excitement. Finally, they were here. Asher and the others had returned the night they completed the mission after extracting several promises from them to contact him immediately if the need arose.
Taylor, Moses, and Travis spent a couple extra days in France helping their father get things straightened out which included lunch with Fiona, Amelia and Penelope. Fiona convinced their father it wouldn’t hurt for them to all sit down for a meal and he asked, almost begged them to stay a little longer to make Fiona happy.
Taylor had been angry and felt betrayed until her father pulled her to the side and explained his side of the equation.
“I didn’t love Fiona when we she was pregnant, but she allowed me to keep you and Travis. I’ll always owe her for that. Always. I know you’re disappointed and don’t want anything to do with her, but look at it from my point of view. I got to have the two of you, and for years she grieved over her decision to leave you with me. Her motives were pure. She knew I’d take better care of you than she could and I will never fault her for that. Over the years she’s gotten stronger, and I like the woman she’s become. For some crazy reason, she likes me too. There’s nothing you can do to change the fact that she’s your mother. I was there and can testify to it. I’m asking you to give her a chance to be your friend. If not because she wants to be a part of your life, then because I want her to be a part of mine.”
His sincere words broke the stalemate, and at lunch, she, Travis, and Moses were officially introduced to Amelia and Penelope as their older siblings. Questions and answers flew across the table to the point Taylor’s head ached. Amelia could talk.
Once that last duty was completed, they boarded the flight to Virginia to see Papa Niles and Nana Cherise and introduce Moses to them. Taylor glanced at him from beneath lowered lids and squelched the heat that hit her core.
During the long flight, Moses’ decided that whenever they returned from a job, they would get reacquainted with each other’s bodies to make sure they were okay. This new rule included hours of love-making. Her body felt deliciously light and content. Healed, by his proclamation, not the doctor’s, Moses had pulled her beneath him and true to his promise, threw down loving so hard, her scream of pleasure had been trapped in her throat. It was that good. Just thinking about him pumping long, hard, strokes into her made her heart race and panties moist. She closed her eyes and tightened her thighs to ease the throbbing.
What had he done to her? She could still feel him inside.
He picked up her hand, kissed the back of it, and grazed her skin lightly with his teeth. Her nipples hardened, and her core throbbed.
Down girl. After what he threw down earlier, you need a break so you can walk off this plane.
“Happy?” he murmured near her ear, the bass in his voice was lethal to her peace of mind.
“Yes, very.” She stared at his mouth and then met his amused gaze.
“About seeing your grandparents?”
“I know. Same answer,” she said not bothering to hide her reaction of him.
“Good. I plan to keep you happy.” He leaned back as the wheels touched down on the private airstrip.
She hugged his words tight as the door was opened and they stepped off into the declining sunlight. Nana Cherise stood next to a golf cart dressed elegantly in dark trousers, a canary-colored sleeveless blouse that looked magnificent against her lustrous mahogany skin. Her short wavy hair always looked perfect with her heart-shaped face, sparkling light brown eyes and a large diamond on her left hand that flashed in the waning sunlight.
“My babies,” Nana Cherise said moving toward them with her arms opened wide.
Eager to reconnect, Taylor moved quickly and was enfolded in the familiar scent of home and family. Travis filled their Nana’s other arm as she rocked them back and forth. “It’s been too long. Never again will I wait this long to see you two. I’ve missed you soooo much. You’ve grown up, and I missed it.” She clutched them tighter as she wept.
Tears filled Taylor’s eyes. Their absence hurt the people they would rather walk on fire than hurt. “I’m sorry, Nana,” she whispered brokenly. “I missed you too. Please forgive me.”
“Sorry, Nana,” Travis echoed.
“No apologies,” Nana said moments later. “Just do better in the future. Don’t stay away. My heart cannot take it. Now let me look at you.” She stepped back and looked at Travis first. Nodding, she cupped his cheek. “How much you look like my Turner. Such a handsome young man, smart too from what I’ve heard.” She leaned up on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “So proud of you, Travis. Welcome home.”
“Glad to be home, Nana.” He kissed her cheek and then tried to step back, but she held onto his wrist while turning to Taylor.
It took everything within Taylor to remain still while Nana looked her over and then returned to her face. “You’re in love?”
How in the world did she come up with that? “Yes, Nana. His name is Moses Sanderson. We—”
“You’ll tell me all about your young man later. I have questions for you. Of all the children you’re most like my Selene, your grandmother. Not just in appearance.” She released Travis' hand and placed both hands on Taylor’s face while staring deep into her eyes. “Although you are as beautiful and fierce as she was.”
Taylor sniffed and swallowed hard. This was not what she expected. Her heart beat so hard against her chest; she was positive her blouse moved. Nana pulled her to the side, slightly away from the others so they could talk privately.
“You, Turner, and Selene take after me. We aren’t very forgiving to anyone who messes over us or anyone we care about. Extremely loyal, fiercely so.” Nana Cherise leaned closer. “When I met Niles he was married. It didn’t matter that he and his wife were separated or that she was dying from cancer or that the man was handsome as sin and rich.” She shook her head. “The man was married and unavailable.”
Over the years, Taylor had heard the story of the family patriarch and matriarch’s meeting but sensed this was a different version.
“Selene, Turner’s mother, my only daughter was the same way.” She looked over her shoulder and returned to meet Taylor’s gaze. “Clifford, your grandfather wasn’t Selene’s or our first choice.” She frowned. “The man’s British and as stiff as the rumors say they are.” She snorted. “Selene had been dating Robbie for three years. Handsome, smart, funny, crazy in love with my Selene and she loved him too. We’d all but set the wedding date when he was spotted in Manhattan.”
“He cheated on her?” Taylor had never heard this and wondered if Travis knew.
“Not sexually. He lied to her, told her he was in Richmond on business and refused to come clean about the lie.” Nana shook her head. “Who would marry a man who lied about something so small? Not my Selene. I wouldn’t have either. Turner’s the same. Which brings me to Fiona.”
Taylor stiffened.
“You have to forgive her. If not for her, for you.” Nana looked over her shoulder. “He seems like a nice fellow. Turner likes him for you which is serious praise. I didn’t think a man had been born who would be good enough for his Taylor.”
“I have forgiven her for leaving us as infants, and I’m not angry with her. Is it wrong that I don’t see her as my mother? I’m not denying she birthed me. I’m just not comfortable calling her mom, that’s all.” She hoped Nana would understand and be on her side about this. The whole conversation was getting on her nerves, and she wanted to be done with it.
“You’re right. Should’ve known Turner got it wrong.” She hugged Taylor again. “Do what’s best for you and be happy. I won’t ever mention this again. Selene never forgave Robbie for lying. Turner may never forgive Thomas for this last transgression, it took years for his relationship with your grandfather to normalize. It’s a part of who we are I guess.”
Taylor knew the mother-daughter type relationship Fiona wanted wasn’t happening anytime soon. “Thanks, Nana. Come on, I want you to meet Moses.”
“I want to meet your Moses.” Nana Cherise wrapped her arm around Taylor, and they walked back to the others.
Papa Niles stood ramrod straight. His dusky Greek complexion glowed as he smiled at Taylor with outstretched arms. “Ah, my little one. It’s good to hold you again. As my beloved said, it’s been too long. We will not do this again.” He wrapped slender, muscular arms around her shoulders, and held her close. “Missed you, so much. Welcome home.”
“Missed you too, Papa. I’m so glad we’re here. I want you to meet Moses.” She stepped back, extended her hand.
Moses took her hand, and she pulled him close. “Nana, Papa, this is Moses Sanderson.”
Papa Niles shook Moses’ outstretched hand.
Nana Cherise looked at Moses' hand, then looked in his face. She shook her head and pulled him close. “You get a big hug for breaking through her defenses and winning the prize. Just don’t mess up.”
Moses smiled. “I’ll do my best.” He pulled Taylor close, and they headed to one of the golf carts to ride to the big house.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
If Taylor thought she and Moses would have a free moment alone, she was mistaken. Nana Cherise hadn’t been kidding when she said she missed them. Once they reached the house, Nana pulled her away to look at the newly remodeled rooms, leaving Travis and Moses with Papa Niles.
“Tell me what you think of this room?” Nana Cherise said as they entered a light blue room with small, long rectangular windows at the top of the walls. It looked like a large board room, similar to Asher’s command center. Speechless, Taylor turned slowly on the ceramic tiled floor, taking in the floor to ceiling monitors, keyboards, file cabinets, boards, and other electronic equipment.
“You never told Travis or me what kind of business you and Papa Niles owned. I’m guessing this is a part of it.” She continued looking around until she faced her grandmother who leaned against the gleaming cherry table with her arms crossed.
“Timing. You weren’t ready the last time you were here and then Turner turned you into a female version of Rambo.” Nana sighed, pulled out a cream-colored leather chair and sat. “Now you’re probably over-qualified and might think our operation’s boring.” She held Taylor’s gaze for a few moments.
“Are you going to tell me what kind of business you own?” Taylor sat in the chair next to her Nana and waited. Chances were pretty good. Moses and Travis were getting similar information from Papa Niles.
“Back in the day, I worked for Pan American Airlines, remember?”
Taylor nodded. “As a flight attendant. That’s where you met Papa.”
Nana nodded. “A friend of mine and I made personal deliveries. Nothing illegal,” she rushed to say. “Every now and then people would ask us to hand-deliver certain things for them. Paid well and since we weren’t breaking the law, we did it.”
Taylor sensed there was more but didn’t interrupt.
“Niles owned a shipping company with a lot of contacts. Over time it was more cost effective to deliver items for high paying clientele than losing money in his shipping company. We closed that business and expanded our delivery service.”
When she didn’t say more, Taylor frowned. “There are so many holes in that explanation it’s not funny, Nana. I understand you don’t want to share everything, but I can’t believe you’ve been so secretive about a business that’s 100% above board.” Taylor held up her hands to stop her Nana. “I’m not judging. I’ve got blood on my hands as you know, just don’t tell me everything’s innocent and above board. I won’t believe that.”
They stared at each other for a few moments.
Nana burst out laughing. “Good. I always knew you were smart. We do own and operate a delivery business. I’ll share more with you and Travis and your Moses during Christmas. Not this trip. Turner is coming with Fiona and her daughters, and I promised him we would wait to share everything while he was here. He asked that we tag you and Travis tomorrow. Does Moses want a tracking device as well?”
“Yes, he does.” She didn’t bother giving Nana Cherise the evil eye for starting and stopping her explanation of the family business. Nana had Teflon skin, and it wouldn’t faze her.
“Good. Let’s go. Niles is waiting to talk about Thomas. That was a bad situation. Clifford barely made it out alive. He’s not my favorite person in the world, but he loved Selene and gave me more family to love.” She took Taylor’s hand, and they walked back toward the dining area where she heard the men’s voices.
“Right on time,” Papa Niles said walking toward them. He wrapped his arm around Nana Cherise and kissed her, long and hard.
A few moments later Travis cleared his throat.
They ignored him. Nana Cherise wrapped her arms around Papa Niles neck, holding him close. When they broke for air, Taylor, Moses, and Travis sat at the table talking softly about what they learned about the family business and their immediate plans. Taylor and Moses planned to return to Versteck in a few days to chill before he returned to Washington D.C. to meet with his team. He planned to retire within the next year and then they would make more permanent decisions. Travis planned to return to Versteck but would stay with Maria, the girl he had been dating.
“Love you,” Papa Niles said, his face close to his wife’s.
“Love you, too,” Nana Cherise said smiling up at him as they walked toward their seats.
The food was placed on the table in front of them. After grace, they ate the salmon and rice meal. Halfway through, Papa Niles looked at Moses. “Are you satisfied with the outcome of your investigation?”
Moses nodded slowly. “I hate I lost a good man, and his kids lost their father. But Ashad and his men are dead. The man who sold us out has generously donated millions of dollars to aid veterans as well as ceased breathing. It’s not ideal, but it’ll do.”
“What would ideal be?” Papa Niles asked.
“Not to have been captured in the first place,” Moses said without hesitation.
Taylor and the other’s agreed. They faced an uphill battle dealing with his flashbacks and triggers. Therapy helped, but he still had moments when he was gripped in the vise of terror. She covered his hand and squeezed. He leaned down and brushed his lips against hers. Their gazes met for a few moments, unspoken promises and support made and received.
“About Thomas,” Papa Niles said breaking the silence. “Clifford is healing at home and is justifiably angry over what happened. He isn’t as forgiving as your father. Turner doesn’t want Thomas to return to prison.”
“Daddy told us that before we left. Honestly, I don’t know what I’d do if it were me. It’d break my heart either way,” Taylor said.
“True,” Travis said. “I can’t envision Tay ever doing what Thomas did to dad and grand-daddy. But if she did, I still wouldn’t want her to die over it. I’d put her away, not prison, though. She wouldn’t get help there.”
“Which is what Clifford and Turner plan to do with Thomas. He’s being committed to an institution. The man’s not right in the head, hasn’t been for a long time. Through Clifford’s connections, we were able to get him accepted to a place in rural Virginia so we can keep an eye on him and keep him away from Clifford and his family. Turner made it clear to Thomas he would kill him if he ever went after either of you or Fiona. He might not hurt his twin for messing him over, but Thomas got the message others were off-limits,” Papa Niles said, soberly.
Travis snorted. “Taylor already shot him and he knows she’ll do it again. Plus, Lucas, a local gangster Uncle Thomas shot, survived. He’s out for blood. I heard he’s looking for Uncle Thomas. He needs to stay hidden somewhere; otherwise Lucas’ men will take him out.”
“There’s that,” Nana Cherise said. “Turner plans to work with Liam, which he told you already. Have you two made any plans?”
Taylor looked at Travis and then Moses. “Well, now that Moses has closure and daddy closed his company, we’re going back to Versteck Valley until Christmas when we return here. After that we’ll make decisions what jobs to take.”
Nana Cherise’ raised a brow.
Taylor exhaled and leaned back in her chair, holding Moses’ hand. “Until then, we’re on vacation.”
“In a place called Versteck Valley?” Nana Cherise asked, her forehead furrowed.
Travis laughed.
Moses smiled.
Taylor nodded. “Yes, Ma’am. In a place called Versteck Valley.”
<<<<>>>>
The End




Check out Book 1 in the Men of Versteck Valley Series.
Asher
CHAPTER ONE
The gigantic gray rock broke the blue skyline in craggy peaks as the mountains rose in the distance with an interesting halo that looked like an unstarched collar around the tips. After living in Tulsa where everything was flat, seeing the mountains filled Mya with joyous pleasure. She wished she could stop the car and stare. But there would be time for that later. Still, she continued stealing glances at the majestic sight of the massive protrusions from the earth.
A sliver of excitement slid down Mya's back as the reality of what she had done hit hard. She had left home. The naysayers who predicted she would never do anything with her life could officially shut the hell up. Unbeknownst to most of her extended family and neighbors, she had returned to school, albeit an online university, and gotten delayed degrees in Psychology and Sociology.
Smiling with satisfaction, she thought of the members of her mom's church and the pleasure her mom would receive telling the old biddies about this new job in Colorado. Would Mama wait until Sunday? Mya doubted it.
She pressed the gas to pass the slow car in front of her on Interstate 70. Her late silver-gray model Honda moved with ease and continued traveling from Tulsa to Denver, actually northwest of Denver to Versteck Valley. She had read a little of the town's history, it was fascinating.
Versteck was built from the ashes of an old silver mining town located between a few mountains, with a town square, library, restaurants and lots of those artsy shops with custom jewelry and artwork. She liked the idea of living in an area with old west history and today's modern facilities. The photos she had seen of her rental home and surrounding neighborhood assured her that her needs for modern comfort would be met.
Soft jazz kept her company as she gazed straight ahead with occasional longing glances at the mountains. Half-aware of the world outside the confining comfort of the car, she glanced in the rear-view mirror at her son, Colin, smiling as he turned the page in the book he read. Books worked better than pacifiers or anything else for him, always had from the time he could focus on colors on the page. He had no problems sitting in a corner or in the middle of the room as long as the pages in the book held his interest.
Initially, it had been bright colored picture books, and now he read elementary school level books even though he was five. The three teachers whose classes he had been in had no idea how to deal with him because he was more advanced than the rest of the class. One of them suggested he get tested, not because he was so smart but because she thought his lack of interest in sports or running on the playground was strange. At first, Mya had been offended, but after discussing it with her mother, they had him tested.
As suspected, he scored extremely high on the IQ test. Turns out, he simply wasn't interested in sports or running around with the other kids outside. She counted herself blessed that he was such an easygoing child, as long as he had something to read or a puzzle to solve all was right in his world. For a five-year-old with a short attention span, she made sure he had a variety to choose from within arm's reach for this move across the country.
"How's it going, Colin?" she glanced at him again, unsurprised he hadn't answered. Chances are he didn't hear her while under the spell of whatever he read. Her mom and Jefferson, her brother, said it was unnatural in a child so young. They also believed he shouldn’t be in a car seat because of his age, despite the fact he hadn’t reached the weight or height requirement for a booster seat. Mya disagreed with and ignored them on both points.
As she neared Denver, traffic slowed. A distant rumble made her jump and stare in the rear-view mirror. She sent an unanswered prayer that Colin hadn't heard the sound. His gray, wide-eyed stare said he did. She looked up at the clear skies and took a deep breath.
His lower lip trembled, but he hadn't panicked. Not yet. Please, please hold on until we reach this place, she prayed as the traffic eased and she started forward. The phone beeped, and she groaned. "Not now, Mom."
The GPS told her to turn off at the next exit. Thinking they were close she took a deep breath and relaxed until she saw they had another 48 minutes to go. The map showed twisting backroads into a rural area of the state.
She glanced at Colin. He had returned to his book. The idea of being in a car with Colin in full break-down mode scared her. Should she turn around and get a hotel room in Denver? Or take her chances and continue to Versteck Valley? If the weather worsened, Colin would melt-down, unlock the car seat and climb into her lap, moving traffic or not. Few things in life bothered her resilient son, but thunderstorms spooked him to the tenth degree. He did not handle them well.
Her mom called again.
She pressed the phone button on her steering wheel. "Mom?" she answered as she came to a stop sign.
"How's the trip coming along?"
"Okay. We just drove through Denver, Versteck Valley is another 45 minutes, but I'm thinking about turning back and getting a hotel room for the night."
"What? Why? You're supposed to report to work tomorrow or something like that. That's the reason you couldn't wait for me to ride with you," her mom said, sounding suspicious.
"Orientation is tomorrow, and that's at one in the afternoon. I can make that, but it looks like a thunderstorm and I'm scared to chance it," she whispered and glanced at Colin in the rear-view mirror. Thankfully, he was reading again.
"I didn't see anything about rain in the forecast, did you?" her mom asked.
"No. But I heard some rumbling a few minutes ago that sounded like thunder." She frowned as she took a brief look up at the clear skies. "The sun's shining, and it doesn't look like rain or anything."
"If you keep going you'll be there before dark and who knows what kind of hotel room you'll find in Denver without a reservation. You're too close to being where you're going to stop now. Call me when you get to the house."
Mya turned onto the long two-lane road heading to Versteck and said a quick prayer that the weather held. "Alright, will do. Wait. How're you feeling? How's your hip?" Her mom had surgery three days ago which was the reason Mya didn't want her sitting in the car with them for over ten hours. It would be painful. Plus, her mom would need to make numerous stops to stretch and go to the bathroom which would turn the 10 hour drive to 12 or 13. A flight would be easier for her mom to navigate once the doctor cleared her.
"Same as when you left early this morning, honey. It's going to take time to heal, and I'm staying off my leg. I'll be alright, don't worry about me. I'm worrying enough about you and Colin traveling alone to a new place where you don't know anybody. No need for both of us to be in the worry-house."
Mya grinned. "Worry-house? Really?" Her mom had all but tossed her out the house in her haste to get Mya jump started on what she thought was a great job. At that time her mom downplayed the distance.
Her mom laughed, and it warmed Mya. They were close. As the oldest and only daughter, she and her mom had been through so many hills and valleys together this separation wasn't a big deal. Once her mom healed and could travel, she would come for a long visit. If she liked it, she would consider moving.
"You like that word? I just made it up."
Mya smiled and glanced at her son again. "I could tell. Stop worrying and take care of you. I'll call once I get there and if it's late, I'll call in the morning."
"No. Call me tonight, no matter what time you get there. I won't be able to sleep if you don't."
"Alright, I'll call once we're settled." She disconnected, checked her gas, almost a full tank and looked over her shoulder at her curly-haired son, as he turned another page. Traffic slowed to a procession of cars bumper to bumper behind a huge piece of farm equipment that had to be moving 20 to 15 mph.
"You've got to be kidding me," she murmured while checking to see if she could pass and couldn't as cars whizzed by in the other lane. By the time the farm equipment turned onto a dirt road, 28 minutes had passed, and the GPS gave her another 39 minutes to reach her destination.
Traffic thinned, and she made decent time. With 15 minutes to go the sky darkened and a rumble rolled across the sky.
Colin whimpered when the sound echoed in the sky again.
"No, no, no," she murmured and pressed the gas. They had to reach the house she rented before the storm. It couldn't be much further.
Raindrops hit the windshield softly at first.
Her son's eyes went wide as saucers as his gaze locked on the window. "There should be a town nearby. A place we can wait out this storm." She wasn't sure if she was telling Colin to prevent his breakdown or encouraging herself. A police car blocked the road ahead, and she cursed.
Dressed in rain gear with water falling from his plastic covered cap, he stood outside his car with his hand up to stop her. Peeved by the delay, she hushed Colin as she rolled down her window halfway.
Without waiting for the officer to speak, she said. "I'm heading into Versteck. We're almost there and need to get out of this storm." The police officer looked into the car and nodded. "If you want to avoid the storm, make a right here and follow the road until you come to a large two-story house and go inside."
"Is it a hotel or something?" she asked.
He waved her to the right and went to the car behind her. The rain fell harder, but with the absence of thunder and lightning, they should be okay. She turned right, followed the road and boom, crack. A double whammy of thunder and lightning. She didn't bother turning to look at Colin when he screamed and writhed in his car seat as if red ants crawled over his body. Tears ran down his creamy cheeks, now splotched red as he cried like his life was ending.
It broke her heart.
Rain fell faster, and she drove slower. Nothing she said would stop him from crying, she had to get him out of this weather and contemplated turning around. She should've followed her mind and gotten a room in Denver. Now she had no idea how far this hotel was or what kind of place was this far out anyway. Dark mountains, no longer fanciful or pretty, acted as a backdrop as she drove up the street. There were no other houses or signs signaling a hotel along the long road, and she wondered if the Officer had made a mistake.
Colin's unrelenting screams gave her a headache. Just as she was about to turn around, she saw the hotel in the distance and turned onto the side road leading to the wide, columned porch. No one was outside as she pulled the car to a stop beneath the portico.
"It's alright, baby. We're here. Let's go inside away from the noise." She hopped out with her keys and purse, ran around to the other side and lifted him out. She'd come back for his things once they were settled.
He wrapped his arms around her neck and legs around her waist as he continued to cry. Thankfully he stopped screaming as they moved quickly to the door, opened it and walked inside.
Immediately she knew something was wrong, or they handled things differently in this small town as she looked for the lobby and check-in counter. Colin's whimpers echoed in the large foyer with a large chandelier that looked like something out of a gothic novel. Without looking behind her, she stepped back toward the door. This wasn't a hotel. The police had made a mistake.
"What the hell are you doing in here?" The question was asked in a low, angry tone.
Colin screamed.
The piercing sound was so close to her ear it sent shards of pain to her head. He shook so hard she almost dropped him.
Mya spun in the direction of the deep voice and stared at the outline of a man. Most of him was in the shadows, and she couldn’t see him clearly.
"I apologize, the Police officer gave me directions to come here when I told him I needed to get my son out of the storm. I thought this was a hotel." She hefted Colin in her arms and walked to the door.
Thunder boomed in the distance followed by cracks of lightning. Colin screamed and tried to climb inside her body. It would be hard getting him back in the car.
"You're Ms. Curtain? The new housekeeper? No one told me you had a child or that a child would be coming with you,” he said in a low voice.
"What?" She could hardly concentrate on what he was saying while calming her son. "No. I'm not Ms. Curtain. The police officer must've thought that's who I was and sent me here." She rubbed Colin's back as he continued to cry.
"What's the matter with him? Is he sickly?"
"No, he's not. It's the storm. He doesn't like thunder," she explained while listening. Soon as the storm died down, they would leave.
"Were you lost?"
"No, the road was closed, and the police was redirecting traffic." Her arms grew tired. She glanced at a brocade padded bench in the foyer, just inside the door.
"Have a seat, wait out the storm. I left the door open for Ms. Curtain. Chances are she won't arrive today," he said and stepped backward, disappearing from her sight.
"Thank you," she said as she took the seat.
Colin whimpered but kept a tight grip around her neck as he turned his face in the direction of the voice.
Thunder rolled across the sky again. Colin screamed while shaking and buried his face against her chest.
"It's okay, baby. It's okay," she whispered wishing she was in her car or someplace less creepy. What if the cop and this guy had some kind of racket going on where they lured women to this place and... she locked down that thought and palmed her keys with the small canister of mace.
Outside, the storm continued to rage.
Colin shook so bad she had a hard time holding him on her lap. Normally she would put him in bed with her and turn on the television to drown the noise outside. This time they were right next to the door, and she refused to close it which meant they heard everything.
The guy never reappeared.
Mya searched the dimly lit area where he had been standing while keeping an eye on her primary escape avenue, the front door. How old was this place? Was it one of the historical homes? Or the place the German criminal lived? Although she appreciated the shelter which allowed her son to calm down, she couldn't stop thinking of the town named for hiding criminals. The guy had remained hidden in the shadows could very well be someone hiding from the law.
When the rain let up and the skies lightened, 10 minutes had passed. Colin sobbed but eased up on the death grip as he took her hand in preparation to walk out.
"Thank you for your hospitality, Sir. I'll close the door behind me," she yelled as she walked outside toward her car. She put Colin in his car seat, locked him in and ran to the driver's side. The sooner they got out of here, the better.
She turned around and headed back in the direction she had come.
Grab Asher’s Story on Amazon for a great read.




Drake’s Story – Book 3 Men of  Versteck Valley will be available May 2019. Here’s a preview!
The early morning sun beat across the glistening pavement still dewy from a recent light drizzle. Faith Gardner stepped into the posh restaurant and looked down at her new red and black Christian Louboutin heels. Drat. She bent forward to wipe off the water while praying the expensive shoes didn’t suffer from the wet. This was an important meeting and she wore her designer, “special occasions only” red and black suit, with gold accessories. This morning she took special care with her shoulder-length bob hair cut and make-up. She wanted this account so bad she could taste it and hoped to walk into her office later today with a contract in hand. Not that it would impress or move the old boys in the head offices, but it would take her one step closer to fulfilling her dream.
Déesse Noire was one of the best eateries in Silver Springs, Maryland with a five-star rating. It was the place to see and be seen. She and her sorority sisters used this venue to celebrate major events in their lives. The last time she had graced the marble foyer with her presence had been six months ago at a sorority luncheon. That’s when she met Francesca Blake, the owner and unbeknownst to her at the time, her soror.
To say she had been surprised when the call came to her office three days ago asking for this meeting was an understatement. Francesca had been a legend at NC Central in undergrad as homecoming queen, valedictorian, and an activist in the community. When she moved to Maryland and opened her first restaurant, Déesse Noire, which means Black Goddess in French, everyone marveled at her success and applauded when she opened another restaurant in Virginia. Both five-star establishments served excellent food in elegant atmospheres and their sorority made sure everyone knew Francesca was a part of our sisterhood.
“I’m here to see Ms. Blake,” Faith told the petite Asian female who met her with a warm smile at the entrance.
“Ms. Gardner?”
Pleased, Faith nodded and kept her hands next to her side to avoid fidgeting.
“This way, Ms. Blake’s expecting you.” The female turned and walked through the restaurant. Her long, inky-black ponytail slapped the middle of her back with each dainty step. Impressed with the blue, cream, and black decor, gorgeous artwork and soft jazz playing in the background, Faith moved silently behind her escort hoping Francesca provided snacks or lunch for this meeting. Not that it had been offered, but Faith would love a plate of calamari or conch fritter appetizers, two signature dishes.
They stopped in front of a closed door and knocked.
“Come in,” a low, husky voice said.
Faith straightened and entered the room, closing the door behind her. Francesca stood behind a decent sized wood desk with all the trappings of a busy office. A large computer monitor took most of the desktop, along with an adding machine, papers, pencils, and stickies. In the corner was a small round table with four chairs and books stacked on top. A long, comfortable, looking sofa was pushed against the other wall. It looked as if it had been recently used. All in all, this was a serious workspace which made Faith think more highly of her sorority sister.
“Hi Faith, I’m glad you’re here. Please have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?” Francesca’s warm smile put Faith at ease and eliminated the niggle of disappointment that they wouldn’t be eating.
“No, I’m good, thanks.” She embraced the woman in a familiar sorority ritual before taking the offered seat in front of the desk. Francesca took the other seat and smiled. The woman was still gorgeous. Her dark brown skin glowed beneath the light. Long, dark ringlets fell across her shoulder and back, large dark eyes fringed with naturally long lashes lit with an inner glow as if she held several secrets. Dressed in a sleeveless, tangerine colored, dress that accentuated her curves and skin, Francesca was the epitome of the Black Goddess she named her restaurants.
“I’ve been drinking tea, it’s good for my throat,” Francesca said taking a sip from her cup. She took her time replacing it on the saucer and turned slightly in the chair to face Faith. “I’m in need of the services of a good lawyer, someone who will be loyal and not sell me and mine out. Nothing I share with you can be repeated or shared with anyone else, is that understood?”
Faith was positive Francesca knew about attorney-client privilege and didn’t insult the woman with that information. She sensed Francesca needed more.
“You have my word as a professional and as your sister, I’ll never share anything you tell me unless you tell me too. All I ask is that you don’t put me in a moral dilemma by telling me you’ve broken the law and someone’s dead or suffering from your actions. I cannot agree to keep quiet about murder.”
Francesca’s eyes widened. “I’m glad to hear it. I’ve never killed anyone although I’ve been in this business long enough to want to strangle a few people. Plus, there’s a few I think the world would be better without.” She held up her hand. “But no. Nothing like that.” She paused, glanced up at the ceiling for a few moments, and looked away.
“Have you ever been in love, Faith?”
The question caught her off guard. Harvey, her ex-boyfriend and all around fraudster, flashed across her mind. “Yes, a couple of times.” She refused to think about the romantic disasters in her past. For the foreseeable future, she planned to focus on building her career and opening her own firm.
Francesca’s long sigh pulled Faith back into the present. When their gazes met, Francesca’s eyes swam with tears.
Alarmed, Faith looked around for tissues or something to offer the woman. Not one tear dropped as Francesca pulled herself together.
“In order for you to understand what I want you to do I’m going to share things with you that very few people know. I took the time to have you investigated and asked questions about you.” Straight, white teeth flashed with a real smile when Faith gasped. “Oh yeah, this is some serious stuff that can impact a lot of people. I had to be sure you were the right person for the job. We have a lot of lawyers in the sisterhood, you know.”
Still surprised, Faith, nodded. “A lot of really good, and high profile attorneys.” Which begged the question, why did Francesca choose her?
“Right. I asked around, your name came up a few times. Graduated in the top five percent of your class from Duke three and a half years ago. You’ve been with Allso, Hammers, and Yearson, a very prestigious firm since then, but you want your own. Am I right?”
Impressed, Faith nodded. “Yes, I’d like to have my own firm one day.” Yes, I know the old boys won’t ever promote me to partner. No, I won’t ever play the games or lie or sleep my way to move ahead. Yes, I’m using those old boys as a stepping stone to take me where I plan to be.
“Good. I’m glad to hear it and hope we’ll have a long, healthy, mutually satisfying relationship.” Francesca stood, drained her cup and waved for Faith to stand. “Come on, I’m ready to become your client. We need to go to the bank.” She stepped back, her long legs showcased multi-colored heels which looked amazing. Faith stared at them until they were out of her line of vision.
“You’ve got to tell me where you’ve been shopping. I love those shoes.” Faith stood and slipped the strap of her designer purse up her shoulder.
Francesca’s eyes twinkled as she looked down. “I got these on a trip to Italy a few years ago. I think they’re online, you can look at the designer’s catalog.” She pulled her purse and a set of keys from the desk. “Let’s go out the back. I’ll drive. My banker is waiting for us, this shouldn’t take too long.”
Faith sat at the table in the small room where the banker placed Francesca’s safety deposit box. The metal container sat in the middle between them as the silence grew. Gone was the smiling, confident looking woman Faith had seen in the restaurant. Francesca’s eyes looked haunted, less luminous, sad and afraid.
The silence stretched. Time crawled and even though Francesca would pay her for these lost minutes, Faith wanted to know what the woman wanted her to do.
“Francesca?” Faith reached her hand across the table in an offer of camaraderie to let her soror and client know she wasn’t alone.
“Yes. Sorry. Just never thought.” She straightened, closed her eyes and took another deep breath. “I’m madly, irrevocably in love.” She opened her eyes and met Faith’s gaze. Instead of joy, happiness and all the other adjectives Faith would ascribe to a person in love, Francesca’s gaze was filled with sorrow and pain. Faith wasn’t sure if she should react to the words or the pain.
“He’s married.”
Faith couldn’t hide the shock and jerked as if slapped. The women in their sorority didn’t poach, didn’t need to. They believed in honesty and loyalty above all else. To cheat with another woman’s husband… that wasn’t done.
“We’ve been in a relationship for 17 years. I met him not long after I graduated from grad school and had returned from an internship in France. His wife is aware of our relationship, she’s been in long term relationships with other men as well. We’ve taken trips together and all get along. Don’t get me wrong, we’re not best friends but if something comes up with … him, like he gets sick or needs me, she’ll call me and make sure I’m there with him.”
Stunned, Faith snapped her mouth shut and sat back in her seat. Never in her wildest imaginations had she heard anything like this. Why stay married? Why not divorce his wife and marry Francesca? The woman was beautiful, graceful, smart, and based on the brand new S-Class  Mercedes she drove to the bank, Francesca wasn’t poor.
“He’s a Senator.”
Faith’s head snapped up. “What?”
“You heard me, he’s a sitting United States Senator. We started dating before he won office. If he hadn’t won… who knows. This is the reason no one can know anything about this. I’m not going to tell you his name or anything personal about him, either. He doesn’t know I’ve hired you and I don’t want him to know.”
A Senator…. There was only one black Senator, the guy from South Carolina, a Republican. Was he the one? Faith looked at Francesca through new eyes. How in the world could someone be in the second position for 19 years? What about children? A home? Hell, walking down the street holding hands enjoying the sunshine?
“Please don’t look at me like that.” Francesca straightened in her chair with a narrowed gaze. “I knew he was married when we met, he told me. Initially, I walked away from him but that spark that hit us both when we met was still there. I didn’t know he was running for office until he tracked me down and told me that was the only reason he remained married. Every day he sent text messages or called. Most days I brushed him off. I thought he just wanted the black experience or something like that.” Her forehead creased and then cleared.
Not the black Senator, then.
“To make a long story short, he never let up, never stopped telling me I was his soul-mate. Begged for a chance for us to get to know each other better. One dinner led to breakfast to lunch to dinner and breakfast. He was right, he’s my soul-mate. I love that man with every breath I take and cannot imagine life without him.”
Faith sat forward. Whoa, she hoped Francesca wasn’t thinking of doing anything crazy.
“I’m not going to hurt myself,” Francesca snapped, her eyes flashing. “Things have changed. Politics are dirtier now than they’ve ever been. It’s getting ugly and I’m afraid he’s caught up in some things,” she said the last few words softly with regret.
“This current administration has tested everyone’s moral center,” Faith said thinking of the new tax law that passed. Which one of those men belonged to Francesca?
Francesca opened the large safety deposit box. “The reason I put your name, along with mine, for access on this box and on the bank account is to allow you to move quickly to get things done in case… if anything happens to me.” She met Faith’s stunned gaze. “I don’t really expect anything to happen but my mama didn’t raise a fool. In the beginning, I was really careful, documented everything.” She pulled out two leather satchels. One red the other green. It was obvious they were specifically made for Francesca. Deceased was embossed on the red satchel. Missing was on the green.
Confused, Faith looked at her newest client and hoped she wasn’t in over her head. “What do you want me to do?”
“Tomorrow you’ll receive a set of contracts, I’m selling both restaurants and licensing the use of the name for merchandising and things along that line. Look over the contracts, make sure it’s a good deal before I sign them. The money isn’t an issue, I’m more concerned about the licensing clauses.”
Faith had experience in that area and nodded. “I’ll go over them as soon as I receive them and send them to you.”
Francesca pulled an envelope from her purse and handed it to Faith. “This is a copy of my last will and testament. Hang onto it. Don’t open it unless… well, I’m dead.” She looked at the two satchels. “Understand I’m not expecting any immediate problems, but after almost two decades with this man, I know something’s wrong and want to make sure my business is handled. If I’m missing, come to this safety deposit box, open the green satchel. Inside is information that will help you in your search for me. Again, no one can know of any of this. Hire a private firm, keep it quiet, and use the information in here.” She patted the green case. “To search for me. Understand?”
“How will I know if you’re missing?” It wasn’t as if they hung out or saw each other often.
“In a few days, you’ll have a few acquaintances of mine knocking on your door for similar services. We all recognize and realize the importance of having outside counsel to handle our personal affairs. I’ve passed your name on. Audrey, Joyce, Candice, for starters will be contacting you soon. One of them will tell you if I’m missing. We look out for each other.”
Faith’s heart dropped. One of the benefits of being in her sorority was someone always had your back and looked out for you. Why hadn’t Francesca turned to her sorority sisters? Would they respond the same way Faith had initially? Some might, but most wouldn’t. At least she hoped they wouldn’t.
“Alright.” Faith glanced at the red satchel. “If you’re dead you want me to open this one? And do what? Turn the information over to the police?” She hoped Francesca didn’t want her to break the law and impede a murder investigation.
“No. Nothing I have goes to the police. You have no idea who’s really in charge … nothing goes to the police. You hire a private security firm you trust and have them do a parallel investigation. I do not want this information made public directly through me. If it comes out another way, so be it, but not through me. No matter what I won’t do that to him. I won’t turn my back on him. Won’t be disloyal and share his secrets.”
What if he’s the one who kills you? Faith didn’t understand that type of love or loyalty and remained silent. Keeping her client’s secrets wasn’t a problem. Protecting a murderer who killed her client was another challenge. How could she explain that to Francesca without sounding as if she was accusing the man?
“If and this is a big if,” Francesca said after returning the satchels to the safety deposit box. “If he’s involved with my disappearance or death, it’ll all come out anyway. Not through me but through another channel.” She took a deep breath. “Your fees and the fees for whoever you hire will be paid through this bank account which is why I put you on it. My main banker has instructions to keep a certain amount of money in this account. If I’m missing or dead, it triples to handle the fees.”
Faith opened her mouth and closed it. “I’ve never had a client who had so many ducks lined up to make my job easier. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
“Me neither, but I want to live my life without looking over my shoulder. This way, if something happens, I’ve got back up,” Francesca said.
“What about security? Why not hire someone now?”
“I already have that. You’re not supposed to see them but they’re always with me and have been since his first year in the Senate. A couple of my security team have been with me for the entire 19 years, we’re close, like family.” She looked at Faith, covered her hand, and squeezed it. “Few people can say they’ve loved the way he and I have for 19 years. We’ve never missed holidays, birthdays or special events with each other. I’m secure in his love for me.” She paused, released Faith’s hand, and sat back. “But something’s happening and he won’t tell me what it is. What’s in this box is more to keep him safe than me.” The corners of her mouth turned up. “If you’re as good as I’ve heard, he and I will both be safe.”
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