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      Enjoy this clean and wholesome version of For Honor. Same story without the spice. The Sweet version still contains adult situations and relationships. If you prefer the hotter version be sure to download the original.

      

      Looking for a new Romantic Intrigue? Then you will love the Turchetta’s. You met them in both the Betting On You Series as well as Barrington Billionaires Series. Now it is time for an up close look into their lives.

      

      Rafe Turchetta may have retired from the Air Force, but his life was still dedicated to fighting the injustice of the world. There was one offense that went so wrong, and it will haunt him, as it continues to destroy him on the inside.

      

      Deanna Glenn was being tortured by a tragedy, one that she couldn’t share with anyone. Time was running out and she needed the lies to cease before she started to believe them herself.

      

      Healing meant returning to where it all went horribly wrong years ago. For Deanna she needed to take on a new identity. For Rafe, that meant doing whatever he needed to in order to get her to speak the truth.

      

      When danger rears its ugly head will Rafe follow his heart and protect Deanna even if it means never learning the truth? Or will Deanna sacrifice her happiness and expose it all?
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      Rafe Turchetta’s head was pounding. Normally he’d pour a double shot of Scotch. But that would need to wait. He wasn’t going to rest comfortably until every one of his men had boarded. Rafe hadn’t recruited his team the conventional way. They were veterans of varied ages from all branches of the service. Yet, they shared something in common. They were dedicated to righting wrongs and fighting injustice, even if it meant risking their lives. Outside of his brothers, these were the people he trusted with his life, and they him. Each was highly specialized and considered one of the best in his field. If they weren’t, he wouldn’t have them on his payroll, because in the end, he was responsible for ensuring their safety. He couldn’t afford to let his guard down. Rafe might be a bachelor, but many of his men had families back home anxiously waiting to be reunited with their loved ones. I’m not delivering any condolences. Not this time.

      Every mission had its risk, this one more than most. Although they’d made some major progress over the last few months, just one slip—one son of a gun itching to gain some funding and muscle—could cost lives.

      “Gabe, keep your eyes open,” Rafe said to his brother, who’d been sitting for hours with his eyes glued to the monitors.

      “Quit hovering or do it yourself,” Gabe replied gruffly.

      He knew Gabe hated being micromanaged, but Rafe didn’t care. Leaning back slightly, he gave Gabe a bit more space. It didn’t mean he couldn’t see everything from his new position.

      “What’s that on the right, Smith’s right flank?”

      Gabe zoomed in and said, “A bunch of kids playing ball.”

      Rafe confirmed Gabe’s finding, and that eased his tension only slightly. “Don’t let them out of your sight.”

      “Why don’t you go give the boss an update?”

      Rafe glared at Gabe. He never looked at whoever hired him as his boss. He was contracted to do a job, and he did it his way. If they didn’t like those terms, they could find someone else. However, this mission was different. He and his team were being paid, but there were more than just his men out there. They were working in conjunction with Bennett Stone’s team. “When we’re out of here.”

      When he’d agreed to help Bennett rescue Alex Henderson, they had anticipated it would be like any other mission: get in and get out. He’d known it was a volatile place long before he’d stepped foot on the soil, but no one had foreseen the rapid ripple effect that had occurred when they’d offed the head of the dragon. Tabiq was like many countries, driven by greed and corruption. Yet there was an underbelly of evil like he’d only seen a few times in his special operations career. Once they’d taken out the leaders, dozens of small sectors had tried rising to power. Even with all the money the Henderson family was pouring into Tabiq, there seemed to be an unknown source of income funneling in to continue the vileness. Someone with some serious clout had been working hard against the good they were doing.

      But over the last few weeks, it appeared they’d given up and walked away. Each town seemed to have quieted down. It was refreshing to see townspeople going about their normal business. It hadn’t been easy, but somehow their two teams had been able to enlist and train an entirely new law enforcement group who sincerely were for the people and wanted to stop those who were tormenting the heck out of them.

      Rafe wanted nothing more than to believe this was the last time he was going to be in Tabiq. Things were far better than when he’d arrived, but all it would take was another scumbag to victimize them or threaten their families, and it would all have been for nothing.

      He found it ironic that it had been James Henderson, Alex’s father, who took Tabiq to its knees, trembling in fear, and now it was James’s children who fought to return it to its glory. I really hope you guys can pull it off, but some things may be too broken to be fixed.

      Rafe knew the future of Tabiq was far from being written in stone, but for now they had a chance—a slim one, but a chance.

      “All accounted for and on board,” Gabe reported.

      “Get that plane off the ground,” Rafe barked into the mic. Off in the distance, the satellite picked up two vehicles approaching at high speed. It was now or never.

      “Roger,” the pilot responded.

      He watched as the plane began its takeoff; it wasn’t instant, and Rafe wasn’t going to sit easy until they were clear.

      “And what about us?” Gabe asked as they approached the chopper with the surveillance equipment.

      Rafe grabbed his Glock from its shoulder holster, checked the ammo, then removed the M-16 harnessed to the wall. “We make sure that plane gets off the ground.”

      “Thought you were going to say that.” Gabe leaned forward and pulled out the gun strapped to his leg.

      Rafe looked shocked. “When did you start carrying?”

      “When haven’t I?”

      Rafe shook his head. In Gabe’s position there wasn’t a need to be armed, or at least there shouldn’t be. Right now Rafe was just glad Gabe didn’t always follow his orders, but that behavior needed to stop. There was no time to discuss that now. First, they needed to make it out of Tabiq alive. “I’ll take the tango on the left. You take the tango on the right. Got it?”

      Gabe cocked his gun and nodded. Rafe barked instructions to the pilot before opening the chopper door and taking aim. Even from this distance, he could tell these tangos weren’t there for a friendly send off. This isn’t your day, guys.

      He could see the passenger’s hand exit the Jeep and rise in their direction. The jerk was armed and going for a shot. Rafe’s warning shot hit the passenger in the left shoulder. When they didn’t stop, he aimed at the driver and fired two shots through the windshield. The Jeep began to swerve to the left, then the right, before flipping over.

      Rafe heard shots ringing out from beside him. He saw the second Jeep encounter the same fate. There wasn’t a need to check for survivors. If they were alive, he was leaving them to the authorities. Right now he needed to get his men out of there. It wasn’t just their lives at stake; he couldn’t allow the technology aboard to fall into the wrong hands.

      “Let’s go,” Rafe said as he backed up toward the chopper, still holding his gun in the direction of the Jeeps. He wasn’t taking any chances that one might actually crawl out from those wrecks and try again. Once Rafe confirmed Gabe was on the chopper he climbed in and shouted to the pilot to take off.

      Gabe was sitting back at the monitors, zooming in on the roads, and said, “They seem to be alone.”

      Rafe viewed the screen, but he knew better than to believe his eyes. These guys might not have company with them, but they were definitely not alone.

      Once the chopper was in the air, he called Bennett. “Stone, we had hostile tangos. Send someone to clean up the mess.”

      “Everyone get out okay?” Stone asked.

      “Yeah. Are you sure you guys have this?” Rafe didn’t want to think about having to stay there another moment. He had clients to meet tomorrow who sounded desperate. If they weren’t, they wouldn’t be coming to me.

      “We know how to find you if we don’t,” Stone replied.

      “Roger that.”

      As the chopper rose into the air, he could see Stone’s men approaching the access road. He should’ve realized they wouldn’t have been far off. One thing he liked and respected about Stone was they always had each other’s backs. Tabiq hadn’t been the first time their paths crossed, and he was positive it wouldn’t be the last. But in their line of work, it was important to know who you could trust. That wasn’t an option. It was a life or death necessity.

      Rafe laid the M-16 on the floor of the chopper and leaned back in his seat. Glancing at his brother, he noticed Gabe didn’t look relieved. He was in deep thought, which wasn’t uncommon. Gabe could spend hours on end in front of a computer, analyzing data and watching surveillance satellites. He was able to hack and manipulate systems like no one else. When he was stumped, it concerned Rafe.

      “What’s so important that you can’t pull yourself away?” Rafe asked.

      Gabe didn’t turn away from the monitor. “I’m not sure we should be leaving.”

      “Care to share why?”

      “Raphael, you know my feelings on this already.”

      Rafe hated being called by his given name, and Gabe knew it. Doing so now was his way of making a point, although it wasn’t wise to start by ticking Rafe off.

      “Gabe, there’s nothing we can do. We did what we were asked to do. It’s time to go.” Rafe didn’t like the idea of leaving without finding out who was out to sabotage the work they’d been doing, but it had stopped. Stone had all the information; it was now in his court to follow up.

      “Something doesn’t feel right.”

      “What do you suggest? Do you want to stay?” Rafe asked but wasn’t prepared for Gabe’s response.

      He turned around and could tell by the look on Gabe’s face that was exactly what he wanted. You have to be freaking kidding me!

      “Stone’s going to need my help.”

      And we don’t? Rafe trusted Stone, but things in Tabiq could turn bad quickly, and he didn’t want any of his siblings left in the line of fire. They’d already lost one, and he wasn’t about to risk losing another.

      “Gabe, they’ve got this.”

      Gabe shook his head. “Whoever this is has been really good at covering their tracks. If I’m struggling to unravel their operation, what makes you think Stone is going to pull it off?”

      If that comment were coming from anyone else, Rafe would say the guy was a cocky punk. That wasn’t the case with Gabe. Rafe wouldn’t want to have Gabe as an enemy. He was gifted when it came to uncovering most well-hidden secrets; regardless of how good the enemy hacker was, Gabe was better. It didn’t hurt that he was also the key contributor in most of the major software developments used in nearly every top-notch military security system. It had been a hard hit for Homeland Security when Gabe informed them he was leaving. He’d been their top agent in the Special Sector division. Rafe had good reason to be concerned about leaving Gabe behind. There were people, countries, who would love nothing more than to get their hands on him and force him to act on their behalf. Gabe, like all the Turchettas, would die before helping an enemy inflict pain or suffering on others.

      “Rafe, whatever argument you’re trying to come up with won’t change my mind. You know I’m right.”

      It wasn’t about being right. It was his duty as the eldest in the family to ensure no one else was killed. None of them had been the same after losing their baby sister, Phoebe. It was a guilt-filled wound that would never heal. He’d been bound by his duty in the Corps and had to abide by their rules. No more. Never again.

      Each of them had resigned their active duty positions, joined together, and started Turchetta’s Promise. It was a promise to do everything they could to intercede where others would have their hands bound by red tape and bureaucracy. They specialized in coloring outside the lines and thinking out of the box. Some would question if what they did was legal. They only focused on results.

      He knew that’s what Gabe was thinking. They might have accomplished their mission, but he wasn’t satisfied with the end result. Although he hated it, Rafe knew he’d stand by his brother, no matter what. Going with his gut, he called out to the pilot, “Turn this bird around.”

      Gabe gave him a nod but said nothing. Both knew this wasn’t the ideal situation, yet it was the right thing to do.

      As their chopper headed back, Rafe called Stone and gave him an update. No matter how much respect he had for Stone, this was all about trust. And, Stone, you better not let me down. This is my family we’re talking about here.

      

      Deanna Glenn laid the pink roses by her college friend’s tombstone. It wasn’t an anniversary she wanted to celebrate, but each year she traveled throughout the country to honor the ones she’d lost. Phoebe Turchetta was the last stop. It also was the hardest. They had been like two peas in a pod, as her mother used to say. They’d done everything together from debate team to joining the Literacy Corps after college. All of Deanna’s dreams had included Phoebe in some way, especially the mark they were going to leave on this world and the promise to be each other’s maid of honor when they finally found their Prince Charmings.

      Another stream of tears rolled over her cheeks. “Three years, Phoebe, and it stills feel like it was only yesterday.” She could only imagine what it was like for the Turchetta family. Through years of friendship, Deanna had never met Phoebe’s siblings in person. They’d all been working in jobs no one, including Phoebe, ever spoke about, and Deanna eventually stopped asking. The family had opted to keep the burial private. Although it had hurt not being able to attend and say a final goodbye, she’d understood. Her presence would’ve only enhanced the pain of losing Phoebe. Just my name alone must be a reminder.

      Deanna never remembered anyone’s birthday and had a hard time with names, but everything about the day Phoebe was ripped from her life would be forever embedded deep within her soul. When help had finally arrived days later, she’d been detained and interrogated like a criminal. She’d sat in a room with only a table and chair as she went over and over everything she recalled from that day. How the armed men had come into their camp, shot and killed every man, and taken all the women captive, including Phoebe. Every time she’d repeated the story it was as though she could hear the gunshots echoing through the air and the sound of screams piercing her heart. They had been there on a Literacy Corps mission, offering aid to those who needed it most. None of them had been armed. If we had been, if I had been, maybe I could’ve done something. Anything. But the truth was, there hadn’t been anything she could’ve done to help them. Help Phoebe. She’d had a choice, hide or reveal herself and suffer the same fate as the others. Now she had to live with the fact she’d chosen to drop the buckets of water she’d been carrying and take cover behind a bush. Deanne had lain there huddled in the fetal position hours after she’d heard the last vehicles drive away amidst the fading shrieks of the women they’d taken by force, too afraid to move or make a sound. Like a coward. I should’ve stood my ground even if it meant dying with the others.

      Her stomach turned and her hands trembled as the visual of the gruesome discovery flooded back to her. She hadn’t suffered their fate but was haunted by the memory of it. Will it ever fade?

      “Phoebe, I don’t know what else to do.” Tears rolled down Deanna’s face. She knew what she wanted to do, but if her parents found out, they’d have a fit. “I can’t keep hiding. It’s not what we planned.”

      Deanna wished she could hear her best friend’s voice one more time. Phoebe had been the logical thinker. Actually, she’d often described Phoebe as fearless. Deanna’s parents were overprotective and had never let her travel out of the country without them. Phoebe had gone with her to deliver the news about joining the Literacy Corps to her parents. It had taken a lot of persuasion, but Phoebe had sold them on the idea. Everyone had known it was their opportunity to make a name for themselves. We sure did. Just not in the way we thought we would.

      Her life felt empty, without purpose, now. But Deanna’s name was associated with that tragedy. That was why she was doing this. It wasn’t legal, and her parents would freak out if they knew, but taking on a false identity so she could go back and continue what they had started was the only way she was going to truly heal. She needed to do this. Not only for herself but for Phoebe and everyone one else who’d lost their lives that day. I’m going to show them they didn’t win.

      It was all lined up. Her parents believed she was going abroad on a retreat for a few months to relax and find herself. That kept them from trying to block the trip. It was tough being the daughter of a well-known and powerful man. Her father had a way of changing people’s minds who otherwise would have supported her decision. That meant she had to do something dangerous and turn to some extremely unscrupulous individuals for help. After providing a hefty fee, they delivered everything she required: a passport, visa, and ID. Now all she needed to do was board a plane and get back to what she loved. Helping those in need.

      With her bags in the trunk of the rental car and plane tickets in her purse, there was nothing left to do but say goodbye one more time. The wind blew and she closed her eyes, still unaccustomed to the colored contacts she was wearing. Her eyes were already irritated from her tears earlier. She was going to look like a hot mess at the airport, and surely security was going to question her appearance. It was going to be an easy sell. She was heartbroken and was going to miss her family. At least something I say will be true.

      Rubbing her irritated eyes, she could only imagine what her mascara looked like. But what did it matter? She was alone, and no one would know who she was anyway. With what she was about to attempt, looking bad should be the last thing she worried about. She’d get a prison sentence if she was caught. Mom and Dad would love that.

      Regardless of the potential consequences, she was not going to be stopped. Time to take my life back. It’d been three years, and she wasn’t about to let another day go by without doing something. She knew Phoebe would never have let anything stand in her way, and she wouldn’t either.

      She could stay all day and mourn her friend, but that wasn’t what Phoebe would’ve wanted. There were people out there who needed help. It was her duty to do what she could. Not just for herself, but for Phoebe as well. Getting up off the ground, Deanna looked again at her friend’s name etched permanently in granite: Phoebe Promise Turchetta. A beautiful name for an even more beautiful person. Placing a kiss on her fingers, she laid her hand on the headstone. “I promise, Phoebe, they’ll never forget who you were and what you were about. I’ll make sure of that.”

      “And who are you to do that?”

      Deanna gasped as the deep, harsh voice startled her. She hadn’t heard anyone approach. As she spun around, filled with panic, she lost her balance and had to steady herself on the headstone. His large stature only made her tiny frame feel even smaller. The expression on his face was enough to make a grown man shake in his boots. She could tell he wasn’t a groundskeeper, but who he was wasn’t clear either. All she knew was her presence there didn’t please him. “I’m . . . I’m . . .”

      “Your name!” he barked.

      Trying to compose herself as she stood upright, she said, “I’m De—” He had her so flustered she almost gave her real name. It was the first time she’d encountered anyone with her new look, and she almost blew it. “Alice. I’m Alice Wilcox.”

      The man arched a brow and looked her over from head to toe. “You don’t seem so sure about that.”

      The discussion of her name was closed as far as she was concerned. “The question is, who are you?” She tried to sound as bold and confident as he did, but even as she uttered the words her bottom lip trembled.

      He didn’t answer her. Instead, she once again was questioned. “Why are you crying?” Those words normally would offer comfort, but his tone was gruff and filled with accusation.

      Deanna huffed. “I don’t believe it’s any of your business.” Then she tried to walk past him. When she thought she was in the clear, he reached out and grabbed her arm, spinning her around to face him again.

      “Why do I feel like I know you?” He held her close, his eyes searching her face.

      She wanted to flee, yet there was no escaping his steel grip. It wasn’t meant to hurt, only to restrain. Not that I like that much better. Meeting his cold stare, she said, “I hear I have one of those faces. Now if you don’t mind getting your hands off me, I have someplace I need to be.”

      He didn’t release her immediately, and she feared his questioning was about to intensify along with his grip. As she prepared herself, he let go of her arm. He didn’t say another word and let her walk away. Her pace quickened with each step as she made her way back to the rental car. As soon as she was inside, she threw it in drive and peeled away from the curb. If she was trying to act as though his sudden appearance did not affect her, she was failing miserably.

      Deanna gripped the steering wheel tightly as she turned onto the freeway and headed toward the airport. Her flight was leaving in a few hours. It wouldn’t be long before all this was left behind.
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      Another time or place and Rafe would’ve taken more time to appreciate the view. There had been something about Alice that captured his attention. She wasn’t his usual type. He liked his women tall, busty, and blonde. She didn’t fit any one of those.

      If it hadn’t been for overhearing her comment, he likely would’ve taken the time to introduce himself and find out who she was. It’d been obvious she’d been close to his sister, enough to know what Phoebe’s favorite flowers were at least, but there was something not right. Phoebe had been gone for three years. Not a day went by without feeling the loss, but she was his baby sister. Why would this woman be so distraught? Who were you to my sister?

      Not knowing Phoebe’s friends was a reminder that he’d been distant from her. He could come up with a million reasons why, from being deployed more often than not to the difference in age. The truth was, Rafe had built walls around himself intentionally. It was how he’d been able to focus on what he’d been trained to do. Close personal connections might have made him second-guess himself. That could’ve been detrimental to him as well as to his team. The price was losing a sister he barely knew.

      That probably explained why he was so angered when he overheard Alice talking. The anger hadn’t been meant for her as much as for himself—until Alice’s unusual behavior. She hadn’t just been surprised by his presence; she’d been in sheer panic mode. Her bloodshot eyes had jumped wide open as though she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t have done.

      If he’d had more time, he was sure he’d have figured it out. Granted, he wasn’t known for being the friendly type, but her reaction had been over the top. Alice had practically run from him. The way she’d hauled tail as she peeled down the road told him she’d been trying to hide something.

      With the faint smell of rubber still in the air, Rafe stood there calmly. By the look on her face, she’d anticipated him chasing after her. What she seemed to have forgotten in her distress left him with more than he could’ve gotten out of her by detaining her further. With a slight grin, he bent down and retrieved the purse laying amongst the flowers. He’d seen it even before she bolted out of there and easily could’ve mentioned that fact. It would’ve been the gentlemanly thing to do. I’ve never been accused of being one of those.

      He felt a slight twinge of guilt he normally wouldn’t have. But this woman cared enough about Phoebe to have been crying at her grave. Snooping through her things because his gut told him something was off didn’t feel right. He could easily drop the purse off at a local police station and let them rummage through it. But this wasn’t about doing the right thing. She somehow had been connected to Phoebe, which meant she knew his family. He didn’t like the fact he knew nothing about her. Anyone this close to his family wasn’t someone he wanted keeping secrets. And yours is about to be revealed.

      He wasn’t beyond going through someone’s personal belongs whether it be their home, auto, or computer. He did whatever he needed in order to obtain necessary intel. That’s what people paid him to do. He wasn’t hired because they didn’t want to get their hands dirty, but because he knew what to look for, what didn’t belong. Therefore he and his team were highly sought after, but he wouldn’t work for just anyone or any cause. Rafe turned down many offers others in his field would’ve jumped at. He wasn’t motivated by money; there was no honor in that. For him, it’d always been about doing what was right. The only thing that had changed was how he went about it. Since starting Turchetta’s Promise, he wasn’t bound by the orders of a commanding officer. The only orders he was concerned with were the ones he gave to his team.

      He had to admit he would be disappointed to find anyone working for him doing what he was about to do. But this was personal and definitely illegal. There had been a time when such things had mattered to him, but before anything else, protecting his family was what mattered most to him now.

      As he fished through her purse, he pulled out what caught his eye first. Flipping open her passport, he confirmed the name matched the one she’d given him. Rafe also noticed it was newly issued. The world had changed, and more people were choosing not to travel outside the country. Wish Phoebe had been one of them. Something inside of him was glad there wasn’t a stamp in her passport. She was tiny and looked fragile. A woman like that should be home. Safe.

      Rafe quickly squashed any thoughts about her except the one at hand. Opening her wallet, he pulled out her driver’s license. He didn’t like what caught his eye. Issued on the same date? Even the pictures were identical. He’d learned long ago not to believe in coincidences. I knew it.

      She wasn’t Alice Wilcox, but who was she and why the heck was she crying over Phoebe’s death? Pulling out the remaining contents he came across plane tickets. Moreira. It felt like a knife twisting in his gut. That’s where Phoebe was when she’d been killed. What in the world are you going there for?

      Rafe jammed everything back inside the purse and sprinted to his Jeep. Her plane was due to leave in less than an hour. He knew she wasn’t boarding without her ID and passport, but he didn’t want her to leave the airport either. I bet your address is just as phony as you.

      As he sped down the highway, he called Gabe. There was a time difference, and it probably was the middle of the night there. He didn’t care. This was important, or at least it was to him.

      “What’s wrong, Rafe?” Gabe said in a groggy voice.

      “I need you to do a search for me. I want everything you can find on Alice Wilcox. I’ll text you a picture of her passport and license.”

      “Wilcox? I thought the next job was with the Noble family? What does Wilcox have to do with that?”

      Nothing. “Gabe, just get me the information.”

      Gabe’s grumbling echoed over the phone. “Sure thing. Not like I don’t have my hands full already.”

      Rafe didn’t like the sound of that. “I thought everything was under control.”

      Gabe chuckled. “You spent the last six months in Tabiq. What gave you the impression this place would ever be civil?”

      He wanted to believe Bennett had all the manpower he needed to keep the scumbags from taking charge again. It was sad that it probably came down to money tipping the scale, just as it had in the past. “Who else is there?”

      “Stone has his entire team here, and Alex Henderson arrived last night with his brother Dean.”

      The Henderson name carried a lot of power in Tabiq. Mostly out of fear. He’d never met Dean personally, though rumor had it the guy wasn’t one to take being pushed around lightly. But he’d come to know Alex, and he’d proven to hold to his word. Rafe was convinced the Hendersons were dedicated to doing whatever needed to be done to right the wrongs their father had done there. It’s going to take a lot more than money. Maybe a miracle.

      He hated thinking like that, but he’d seen too much in the Air Force. Changing learned behavior took years. And when it came to people who had nothing to lose, it was nearly impossible. Rafe had to hand it to the Hendersons. They were moving one of their manufacturing plants to Tabiq. Giving the people of Tabiq a place, an opportunity, to make an honest wage was a good start. The question was, could they convince other businesses to take such a chance? It takes more than one man to move a mountain.

      That’s exactly what went wrong in Moreira. Phoebe and the others had been trying to support a country whose economy had crumbled. There was only one legal source of income remaining: the Literacy Corps who had been trying to bring attention to what the people faced. They got attention, just the wrong kind.

      He hoped that wasn’t going to be the case for Tabiq. But to so many people Tabiq, like Moreira, was considered small and inconsequential. Not to Stone or the Hendersons, and definitely not to us. Rafe knew Gabe’s attention needed to be on Tabiq.

      “Keep your head down and let me know if you think the team is needed.”

      “Will do. I’ll send the information once I have it,” Gabe replied before ending the call.

      Rafe pulled over and sent a group text to his team. “Keep your bags packed and ready.”

      His brother Renzo, who was second in command, responded. “Roger. Tabiq?”

      There wasn’t anything definitive to tell. If his gut was right, there might be trouble in Moreira that no one knew about yet. I hope not.

      He knew his brothers, as well as the rest of the team, trusted him. Rafe never reacted without taking everything into consideration. Anything less would risk lives, including his own. “Undetermined.”

      “On standby,” Renzo replied.

      Pulling back onto the freeway, he headed toward the airport. Looking at his watch, he knew he was running out of time. Rafe knew the other members of the team would drop everything with a moment’s notice. He hated thinking about pulling them away from their families again so soon. Until the Turchettas, they’d seemed to have found a way to have a life outside of their service. That’s not me. Family came with a complication he didn’t want. A distraction he couldn’t afford.

      That’s exactly how he viewed women: a distraction. The brief encounter with Alice, or whoever she was, reiterated that fact. Rafe had enough going on already. There was a job waiting for him that was going to have to wait longer now. His plate was overflowing with things in crisis. He wanted to head back to Tabiq and back up Stone, but his gut was telling him he was going to be headed elsewhere.

      He didn’t need to hear back from Gabe about Alice. Just the knowledge that she was heading to Moreira troubled him. It wasn’t fear that felt like a knife to his gut, but guilt as he thought about the place his baby sister took her last breath. The place where she needed me most, and I wasn’t there.

      The only thing that had prevented him from rushing to her aide had been his duty to the Air Force. Neither he nor his brothers had been allowed leave in order to do what the government wouldn’t do. Hearing the words diplomacy or negotiations ticked him off. There was no reasoning with these people. They were out to make a political statement. There was only one way to settle it. Show them they messed with the wrong people. That’s what they’d been trying to do since leaving the service.

      It sickened him knowing Phoebe and the other women could’ve been saved. Yes, it would’ve required breaking some international laws. Who the heck cared? The evil jerks that entered their camp, killed unarmed men, and then held the women in some sick ploy to get media attention hadn’t thought one iota about the rules of engagement. If anything, they intentionally used the rules to their benefit, knowing dang well the United States would abide by them. Because we have honor and respect for human life, and they have neither.

      Rafe wished there wasn’t a need for services like Turchetta’s Promise provided. It’d be nice to hang up his guns, but that wasn’t reality. He didn’t need to wait for a call. Any time he turned on the television it slammed him in the face. It was going to take people like them to stand up for justice. Without the concerns of being court-martialed for disobeying orders.

      He had nothing but respect for his brothers-in-arms. What they did wasn’t for glory; it was for love of country. They made no grand effort in front of cameras for the tabloids. Those politicians who never served a day ticked him off. They didn’t get it. Heck, we don’t want recognition. Just respect.

      In spite of the results they got, there were those who accused them of being nothing more than hired guns. Nothing could be further from the truth. Yes, they were paid for what they did, but there were no price tags on lives saved. What they’d come to learn over the years was once someone had their mind made up to do evil, there wasn’t any changing it.

      Rafe pulled into the airport parking lot and intentionally left Alice’s purse inside his Jeep. It was the one advantage he had right now. If she wanted it, she was going to have to come and get it. Although he couldn’t picture her making a scene inside, it wouldn’t be good if she did. His goal was to locate her and get them out of there so he could ask questions. He didn’t need TSA agents and armed security coming down on them. They’d ask questions, but not the ones I need answers to.

      Once inside, he went to the terminal indicated on her airline tickets. He scanned the crowd in line for international flights but didn’t see her anywhere. Snap. He hoped he wasn’t too late. Just when he was about to give up, he saw a woman at the counter, bent over and rummaging through her bags. Bingo.

      Although people had a few choice words for him, Rafe pushed past people until he came to stand beside her. She was kneeling down with most of the contents of her bag now on the floor. The TSA attendant was saying, “Miss, you need to do this elsewhere. People are waiting, and you’re holding up my line.”

      “I know I had it all with me. Just give me a minute and I’ll find it,” Alice responded.

      “If you’re looking for your purse, it’s not in there,” Rafe said, standing behind her.

      She turned so quickly to look up at him that she almost toppled into her open suitcase. He was good at making his presence known only when he wanted to. The look in her eyes said she was confused. Who wouldn’t be? I’m probably the last person you thought you’d see again. Mistake number one, darling.

      “What . . . what are you doing here?”

      If she heard what he’d said earlier, he was sure she’d have figured it out. “Your purse. It’s not there.”

      He watched as Alice looked one more time in her suitcase, refusing to believe him. When she came up empty-handed, she turned back to him. The surprised look had vanished, and frustration burned in her eyes. “You have my purse?”

      He nodded.

      She huffed and held out her hand to him. “Then give it to me, please.”

      Rafe shook his head.

      Alice gasped, then half growling she stood up, planting her hands on her well-rounded hips and looked him directly in his eyes. He found it hard not to laugh at her sweet attempt to intimidate him. His life depended on being able to read someone, and she probably couldn’t kill a spider, never mind anything more.

      “I don’t know who the heck you think you are, but I’m about to miss my flight.”

      “You can thank me for that later. So grab your bags, and we can discuss this outside.”

      Alice turned to the TSA agent who probably believed they were having a lovers’ quarrel and didn’t want to be involved. “Yes, I think outside would be a better place for you two to have this conversation.” He didn’t want any drama holding up his line either.

      Alice threw up her hands in defeat and, letting out a heavy sigh, snorted out, “Fine.”

      He watched while she picked up a few articles scattered on the floor and tried stuffing all the contents back inside. He could’ve been a gentleman and helped her, but right now the only thing he knew about her was she wasn’t Alice. Struggle. Take all the time you want. I’m not going anywhere until I know why you were at Phoebe’s grave.

      

      After she had her belongs crammed back inside her suitcase, she followed him outside then stopped abruptly. “Well, where is my purse?”

      He turned to her and said, “In my Jeep. Face it. You’re not making that flight.”

      She had no idea why this man thought he had any right to prevent her from doing what she wanted. Did Dad hire you? Have you been following me all this time and this has been the plan all along? It was the only thing that made any sense. Anyone else would’ve either stolen the contents or just returned her purse.

      “Am I going to have to scream? Because I’m sure that police officer over there would love to know why you won’t give me my belongings.”

      She watched Rafe take in their surroundings. To her shock, he waved his hand, calling the officer over to them.

      “What are you doing?” She couldn’t believe he called her bluff.

      “I thought you wanted him here?”

      A chill ran through her as his eyes stared coldly into hers. He held all the power. She not only didn’t have any identification to show who she was, but she didn’t have anything to show she really was Deanna Glenn. The last thing she wanted was to end up in jail to avoid having to explain to her father why she was doing this. “Really? Why?” she asked softly, but he didn’t answer.

      When the police officer arrived, he asked, “Is there something wrong, sir?”

      Rafe never took his eyes off hers as he asked, “Alice, is everything okay?”

      She couldn’t let the officer see her fear of this man because everything would begin to unravel from there. Deanna needed to think quickly. “Yes. I . . . lost my ticket and passport and . . . can’t go on my trip.”

      It sounded weak even as she spoke it. The police officer looked at the two of them and asked, “Do you believe they’ve been stolen?”

      No. Taken. Shaking her head, “I think I dropped them somewhere. I guess if someone finds them they’ll turn them in, right? I mean no one would hold onto them for no reason, right?”

      “Ma’am, I’d like to think people wouldn’t do such a thing, but there are a lot of questionable people out there. You might want to stay close to this guy here if you’re concerned.”

      Deanna almost choked. That last thing she wanted was to be told to cling to that man. He was the reason she wasn’t on that plane right now. He’s the one standing between me and where I need to be.

      “Thank you, officer,” the stranger said flatly while still looking at her.

      The policeman walked away, and Deanna waited until he was out of earshot before talking. “You can tell my father I’m a grown woman, who can do as she wishes.”

      “I’m not here about your father,” he stated.

      That shocked her. Although he was intimidating, he didn’t appear to be some crazy stalker. But she had to remember where they met. If he wasn’t there because of her father, then what was he doing at Phoebe’s grave? “Who are you?”

      It was something she’d asked before, but he’d never answered. All she wanted then was to board her plane. Since that no longer was an option, she might as well get the answer now.

      “I’m more concerned with who you are.”

      Deanna huffed. “This again? I told you I’m Alice.”

      “No, you’re not,” he said, practically growling at her. “All I know is that you’re a liar. Be grateful I’m giving you a chance to explain why before I call that officer back over.”

      He really had her backed up against a wall. People say the truth would set you free, but that wasn’t always the case. If he knew who she was, and he told her father, then her wings were surely going to get clipped again. Only recently had her father begun loosening his control. She understood he did it out of love. But that didn’t mean it was right. If there had been any other way, she’d have taken it. Lying was the only way out from under his thumb. She knew he’d forgive her someday. This just isn’t that day.

      “You’re correct. That’s not my name. But I have good reason to be using an alias.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      She looked around, and even though people weren’t standing close by, Deanna didn’t want to have this conversation here. Actually not anywhere. “Where is my purse?” He pointed to the parking lot across the street. “If you give me my things, I’ll tell you the truth.” Or some version of it.

      He studied her for a moment then grabbed her suitcase and crossed the street. She reluctantly went with him. Any movie would’ve told her this was stupid. It was how a woman ended up in a trunk and was never seen or heard from again. Yet, here she was doing just that.

      They stopped next to a black Jeep, and he opened the door and pulled out her purse. He held it but didn’t hand it over. She knew the only way she was getting it back was to start talking.

      “What do you want to know?” Deanna didn’t want to give him control, but it seemed wiser than to start rambling and divulge things he might not care or need to know.

      “What were you doing at Phoebe’s grave?”

      That was not the question she anticipated. In fact, it threw her. How could she explain that without telling everything? After a few seconds, she answered, “Paying respects to an old friend.” There was a lot of lying that might commence, so it was nice to start with the truth.

      “How did you know her?”

      “We went to school together.”

      “I don’t think she’d have associated with criminals.”

      You have that right. Phoebe was by the book. “I’m not a criminal.”

      “Then what would you call falsifying documents to leave the country? You’re running from something.”

      “Not something. Someone,” she said and then realized how that must have sounded. By the look in his eyes, he must’ve assumed the same thing. It’s not that. There’s no abuse. Just need my life back.

      “There are other ways. You could’ve gone to the police, or friends; anything is better than going to Moreira. Whatever nightmare you’re running from, you haven’t seen anything compared to that place.”

      He spoke as though he’d been there. No one knew better than she what a vile place Moreira could be. How do you know? But there was another side to Moreira no one wanted to talk about either. The side of people who suffered and needed help. They were dying of starvation and no one was lifting a finger to change that. There was great risk in going, but her friends had already paid that price. It was up to her to continue what they had died for. Otherwise, their deaths meant nothing.

      “I’ve answered your question. May I have my purse now?”

      He handed it to her, and when she took it, she held it close. “I assume everything is inside?”

      “I’m not a thief.”

      “Yet you won’t say who you are.”

      “I’m Rafe.”

      That name didn’t mean anything to her. “And do you have a last name?”

      “Turchetta.”

      Oh, how could I not have realized who he is? Her heart ached. This was Phoebe’s oldest brother Raphael. Phoebe never referred to him as Rafe but said he was hard as nails on her when growing up. Out of all of her six siblings, he was the most protective. If a boy even looked at her wrong, Rafe gave him a talking to. One that meant she didn’t get to date much.

      In a softer tone, she said, “I’m sorry. If I’d known you were her brother, I would’ve—”

      “Told the truth?”

      Being Rafe? Definitely not. “I wouldn’t have been so difficult. I’m really sorry for your loss.” She didn’t miss the slight twitch of his jaw as she spoke.

      “Thanks.”

      In these past three years, she so badly wanted to reach out to Phoebe’s family and tell them what an inspiration she’d been to her. How she loved her like a sister and missed her terribly. This was her chance, and she couldn’t say another word. Everything about that day was flooding back to her, and she didn’t want Rafe or anyone else to see her pain. I’m sure his is just as great if not greater.

      Grabbing hold of her suitcase, she turned back toward the airport terminal. She might have missed that flight, but she wasn’t going to miss the next one. It’s just a delay, nothing more.

      With each step, Deanna could feel Rafe’s eyes still on her. She refused to turn around and meet his gaze again. Knowing who he was, she was no longer afraid of him. So why couldn’t she get him out of her mind? A warmth filled her as she pictured his face, his brown eyes, and his strong jaw. His body, tall and lean. She could feel the power within him. He wasn’t a man to be messed with. The combination screamed stubborn Italian. But not he is not just any man. He’s a Turchetta. My best friend’s brother. And he has no idea who I am. If he did, he probably wouldn’t let me walk away right now.

      She wouldn’t blame him one bit. There were plenty of days she couldn’t look herself in the mirror either. This is one of those days.
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      Rafe couldn’t believe what he was reading. If he’d known who she was yesterday at the airport, there was no way in the world he would’ve left. She was the last person who should be heading back to Moreira.

      “Rafe, it makes no sense. Do you want me to reach out to her parents and see if I can get something more to go on?”

      Gabe had the facts, but Rafe knew whatever had caused Deanna to pretend to be Alice wasn’t something they were going to learn from her parents or anyone else. She’d gone to extreme lengths to hide it. The answer lay in her alone. There was only one thing he could do.

      “Gabe, I’ll take it from here.”

      “I’m not sure I like the sound of that, Rafe. What are you planning to do?” Gabe asked.

      Rafe had been working so closely with his brothers over the past few years that they were able to read him too well. Normally he’d tell him to mind his freaking business, but in this scenario he was going to need some backup. “I’m going to Moreira.”

      “Crap , Rafe. I can’t leave Tabiq. Not right now. Can’t you wait? Give me a week or two, and I’ll go with you.”

      He appreciated Gabe’s willingness to cover his six. But he needed more muscle than what Gabe would bring. “I’m not going alone.”

      “Which one is going?” Gabe asked.

      Each of them brought something different to the team. Renzo had been SWAT on the LA police force, David a sharpshooter for Special Forces, and finally Josh who’d been an MP in the Marine Corps. He couldn’t have handpicked a more solid team himself. The fact that they were bound by blood only intensified it. It also meant he never let them all be in the same place at the same time. I’ve seen entire teams get taken out. That’s not happening with mine. Not my team and sure as heck, not my family.

      Rafe knew going into Moreira was risky. He wasn’t worried about drawing attention to himself. But Deanna concerned him. If she was there trying to fix what was broken again, getting her to leave with him wasn’t going to be easy. Forcing her against her will wasn’t beyond him, but that would be his last resort. I’ll do what I have to in order to keep her safe. Not for her, but for Phoebe. “I’ll have Josh with me. The others are all on standby. Hopefully, neither of us will need them.”

      “Who’s running surveillance for you?” Gabe inquired.

      Ordinarily, that would be Gabe’s role. This time he and Josh were going in blind. “Guess that would be you from there. Track our SAT phones. If something doesn’t seem right, let us know.” It wasn’t the ideal situation, but pulling Gabe for a get-in get-out mission didn’t make sense. However, a country like Moreira was even more unstable than Tabiq. All he had to go on was the intel Gabe had provided. There hadn’t been any US troops there, so information was less than trustworthy. And that’s what got my sister killed.

      “Rafe, I honestly think you should wait. This woman obviously knows the risk she’s taking.”

      “What are you trying to say, Gabe?”

      There was a brief pause, and Rafe knew Gabe was questioning voicing his opinion. Rafe hoped he’d choose not to. But in good ole Gabe fashion, he couldn’t shut his mouth.

      “Who are you to prevent her from doing what she wants? This isn’t Phoebe, and we couldn’t stop her. You’re treading on thin ice here, Rafe. If you try to force her to leave—”

      “I’ll do what I need to do,” Rafe barked over the phone, not wanting to discuss it any further.

      “I don’t doubt that for a minute. My concern is your motivation. We’re not being asked to do this. All you need to do is take this information to her father, Scott Glenn, and he’ll have his own men all over her. There’s no reason for you . . . for us, to be involved.”

      Rafe controlled his temper because he knew Gabe was right. Nonetheless, he was going to Moreira to talk some sense into that pretty little head of hers.

      “Just do what I asked.”

      “You got it. But I really think you should tell Josh what he’s risking his neck for,” Gabe added before ending the call.

      Rafe didn’t hesitate to fill Josh in with the facts Gabe had provided. Unlike Gabe, Josh didn’t ask any personal questions. He focused on the mission. Rafe may have failed to tell him a few things, but that information was not essential to what he needed Josh for. Still, Josh had concerns.

      “I didn’t think we’d ever step foot there again.”

      You and me both. “We go where we are needed.”

      “We needed to be there three years ago.” Josh’s voice held the same bitterness that filled Rafe.

      They might be trained to focus on the task at hand, but dang, they were human. They’d lost their baby sister. How could they not resent that it’d been a death each of them knew could’ve been avoided? There was no way the government hadn’t been warned of the imminent danger. Yet nothing was done. Not until it was too late and all we had left was . . . sorrow. Enough families had lost someone there already. If he could prevent adding another, he would.

      “We both know better than to dwell on things we can’t change. It’ll only mess with the present.” It was easy to say but nearly impossible to do.

      “Why us, Rafe? There has to be someone else who can do this.”

      He wasn’t sure if he’d made a mistake by asking Josh. Anyone in his family would be facing the same demons. “Do you want out?” He hated asking but knew he needed to make the offer.

      “Heck no! If I can put a round or two in some of those scumbags for what they did, count me in.” Josh’s tone oozed resentment.

      “We’re not out for revenge.” That didn’t mean the thought hadn’t crossed his mind. It wouldn’t take much to push him. He hated everything those evil jerks stood for. They didn’t fight with honor. They tormented women and children. Their sole purpose was to rule by fear, and they didn’t care who they killed to achieve the power they sought. The one thing we have in common is I’ll blow them away just as quickly.

      “Don’t worry, Rafe. I won’t start anything, but I sure as heck will finish it.”

      “You’ll need to get in line.” There was a score to be settled, and it might happen sooner than later. “Your gear ready?”

      “Always.”

      “Good. Have the pilot ready for takeoff tonight.” Rafe ended the call. He hadn’t been home long enough to enjoy his deck or the view of the ocean. He’d thought when he retired from the Air Force he’d have more time to himself. Instead, he found it nearly impossible to sit still. If he wasn’t pulled away because they were hired to do a job, he volunteered for one. Like this one.

      Opening the sliding door, he walked out and felt the warm summer breeze envelop him. Phoebe spent her summer breaks from college here with her friend, DeeDee. She’d asked him over and over again to spend his leave there with them. Each time he’d tell her next year. Now it was too late. But he could make it up to Phoebe by making sure Deanna, or DeeDee as Phoebe called her, had a lot more summers ahead of her.

      Rafe leaned against the wooden railing looking out over the sea. He’d chosen this spot to build his house years ago because the shoreline reminded him of himself. Calm to look at, but the undertow could be deadly. Phoebe’s death only intensified the storm raging within him. If he could, he’d smash every evil thing. What no one knew was how close he was to letting that evil consume him. It took all his strength to fight it. And as long as he was in this line of work, he was dancing with the devil much too often.

      He shouldn’t be worried about Josh; Moreira was going to be the most challenging job yet for Rafe. He needed to remind himself why he was going. If he didn’t stay focused, he might be the reason Deanna would get hurt. I know better. I’m too close to this situation. But it’s too late to pull back. No one knows what’s at stake better than I do.

      Pushing away from the railing, he headed back inside. On the inside of the doorway, he took one last look at the carving: Phoebe & DeeDee BFF. Best friends forever. Forever hadn’t been long enough.

      He grabbed his gear before heading to the airport where their private jet was waiting. He didn’t need to worry what was missing as he hadn’t unpacked from Tabiq. Same junk, different location. Rafe only hoped the results were positive with no loss of life on their side. Especially not Deanna’s.

      

      Deanna was exhausted. Not only had it been a rough flight, but the journey from the airport to the Literacy Corps camp had been bumpy as heck. Two days later she still felt as though every joint in her body had been shaken loose. This trip hadn’t seemed so bad the last time. Could three years have aged her that much?

      If someone had told her she’d been in an automobile accident, she would’ve believed them. Could tension be causing such havoc? Deanna knew her nerves were shot. Although the camp wasn’t in the same location, it was close enough. Nothing felt the same, yet everything did. It was crazy, but she seemed to be trapped by the past and unable to function in the present. The entire reason for coming here was so she could move on, have a future, one that included giving to those in need.

      She looked around the camp, and everyone was busy doing something. One of the first women she’d met upon her arrival was sitting down with a bunch of children around her, playing her acoustic guitar and singing in the beautiful lilt of the Moresian language. Deanna didn’t remember much of it and the children didn’t speak English, yet they all could enjoy the music, no matter the language. They do say music is the universal language and food for the soul.

      Deanna’s soul felt famished, and she realized coming here might not have been to help others as much as it was to help herself. How can I help anyone in the state I’m in?

      Before heading back to the solitude of her tent where she’d spent the last two days, she felt a tiny hand slip into hers. Deanna practically leaped from her skin, but the hand didn’t let go. Looking down, she found a child no more than five smiling up at her. The little girl didn’t say anything, only tugged at her to follow.

      Deanna couldn’t move. Her body was rigid with fear. The little girl said something, but Deanna couldn’t understand. She was hearing the words but couldn’t process what they meant. She used to know the language and had communicated with the locals before. What changed?

      “She wants you to go with her to listen to the music.”

      What the heck? That voice wasn’t one she expected to hear. Looking over her shoulder, she saw him looming over her. “What . . . why . . . how?”

      “I was in the neighborhood,” Rafe said with a wicked grin.

      Oh, yeah. “I didn’t realize you frequented Moreira.” His eyes were piercing, and she needed to turn away.

      “I will be here until you’re not.” Her heart skipped a beat. She had no idea what made him say such a thing. She was about to ask when he continued, “Go with her. We can finish this conversation later.”

      Deanna looked at the little girl who was still smiling up at her. A persistent thing, aren’t you? As her eyes met Rafe’s, she thought the same thing about him. She finally gave in and let the small child lead the way. She sat on the ground, crossing her legs and leaving plenty of room for the girl to sit beside her. Unexpectedly, she plopped herself on Deanna’s lap and leaned back against her as though she were a comfortable chaise lounge. Normally children kept their distance from strangers. Deanna was pleased the child had taken to her so quickly. Or this might be her way of making sure I stay put. Either way, they spent the next hour in that position.

      The music stopped, and the girl bounced off her and scooted away with the other children without even looking back. Deanna finally had relaxed and stopped wondering what Rafe was doing there. Looking around, she found he was nowhere in sight. From everything Phoebe had said about him, there was no way he’d given up. The man was stubborn as the day was long. And a few things she didn’t mention like how dang handsome he is.

      She didn’t want to admit, even to herself, that she’d been relieved to know he was there. Deanna had felt so alone until that moment. Although he apparently didn’t linger, just knowing he was in the same country eased her mind.

      Coming here was totally her decision. The lengths she’d gone to in order to make it happen were outrageous, to say the least. She, better than anyone, knew what could happen. What did happen. The news never said what really had occurred, and Deanna had no idea why there was a cover-up. Her best guess was they didn’t want to scare off agencies that would then stop volunteering in high-risk areas. But she was under strict orders never to speak about it, and to this day she hadn’t. I guess I have to take it to my grave with everyone else.

      Looking around, everyone was going about their business totally ignorant that everything could change in a blink of an eye. Part of her wanted to warn them, but what would that do except throw the entire camp into chaos? They’d also want to know how she knew this when no one else did. Once questioning began, it would be like pulling a string on a sweater. The lies would start to unravel, and there’d be no fixing it.

      Knowing this was another reason she’d kept her distance from the others. It was easier to let them believe she was antisocial. Which wasn’t totally untrue. She’d once been outgoing and fun, but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d kicked back and had a good laugh. It probably was with Phoebe. Now there’s nothing I find funny. Nothing to make me smile.

      She didn’t need a doctor to tell her she was depressed. Deanna had done several things trying to pull herself out of the dark place she was in. Nothing helped. Her memories of that horrible day were always with her. How did anyone believe she could get past that? Unless they were there, they can’t possibly know what I’ve gone through.

      Looking around one last time, she wished she could really be here now—not just physically, but emotionally. There was a part of her that had died that day. Deanna hoped by coming back and finishing what they started she might resurrect it. The will to go on.

      She was about to enter her tent when she noticed, far off in the distance, a brief reflection of some sort. It was a shimmer or a flash. She couldn’t really recognize it. Whatever it was, it was shiny, and the sun must’ve reflected off it. There wasn’t anything in that direction for miles.

      A chill ran through her. They were being watched. By who? It was a useless effort to strain her eyes in hopes of seeing anything at that distance. Come on. Show yourself. She waited, but nothing moved, and the flicker of light didn’t appear again. Shaking her head, she entered her tent and went to her sleeping bag. She opened an inner lining she had sown in. Sliding her hand in, piece by piece she pulled out a gun. It wasn’t powerful and didn’t hold many rounds but enough that, close range, she might take out one of those scumbags before they got her.

      For the next hour, she sat holding a tiny flashlight in her mouth as she carefully assembled the gun like she was shown by the guy who sold it to her. She’d practiced it many times at home, but this was different. Her hands were shaking as though her life might depend on getting it right.

      She held it in her hand and realized something. She’d practiced putting it together, but not once had she ever pulled the trigger. It’d taken a tragedy to get her to hold a gun, but shooting it was an entirely different story. I hope I never have to find out if I can.

      Deanna turned off the flashlight and climbed inside the sleeping bag. It was still early, but she needed to shut off her mind for a few minutes. Whoever was watching them might decide to make their move in the dark while everyone was asleep. But she’d be up, and even though they didn’t know it, she’d be watching over them. For whatever little good I may be.
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      “I saw it,” Rafe said over the SAT phone to Josh. “Can you make out how many?”

      “Can only confirm one from this location. Did you reach out to Gabe?”

      Rafe wished he had decided to bring a larger team with him. All he had was his gut to go on, and right now it was telling him whoever was watching the camp wasn’t alone. “Sent him a message.”

      “There are too many places for these rogues to hide out here. We need visual via satellite.”

      “He’s working on it,” Rafe said as he scanned the area with his infrared binoculars. Whoever it was must’ve realized their error and taken cover. Josh had kept a very low profile, but Rafe had made an appearance at the camp. He’d dressed to fit in, but if these guys were any good, they’d have noticed he wasn’t one of the regulars and questioned his arrival. I’m hoping they aren’t that smart.

      Rafe knew lack of intelligence could make Josh and him more lethal. It meant their actions were unpredictable and sometimes irrational. That combination could cost lives. Rafe knew time was of the essence. Although he’d like to have something concrete to go on before acting, he didn’t have the luxury of waiting for Gabe. If the camp was at risk of being attacked, they needed to know now. He wasn’t going to stand there waiting for them to make the first move. Since there wasn’t any sign of a vehicle, the person had to be on foot. “I’m going over there. Cover my six.”

      “Rafe, that’s not protocol.”

      It’d be safer to have a sniper sitting up in the hills when he went to confront whoever was out there. But David wasn’t with them, so it was going to be up to Josh and him to ensure they made it out of this place alive. Us and everyone else. They’d both faced much worse scenarios over the years. That didn’t mean they were going to treat it lightly. “Josh, if anything goes wrong, you get those people out of here. You hear me?”

      The brief pause confirmed Josh was dealing with the same knife-in-the-gut feeling about this. “They don’t know we’re here, so what makes you think they’ll listen? Or is there something you’re not telling me? If so, I think now would be the time to spill it.”

      Stealth mode wasn’t an option as these guys seemed to have the upper hand already. Hopefully not for long. Rafe had his earpiece on, so he could talk while making his way in the direction of the flash of light they’d both seen. A beep came in; it was Gabe. Adding him to the call, he said, “Talk to me.”

      Gabe replied, “There’s a vehicle parked over the next ridge. Two men, one outside fully armed, but I can’t make out the one inside.”

      Yeah, that’s more like it. He wished he’d been wrong, but that seldom was the case. The camp was being targeted again. The question was, why now? Why after three years? It seemed Gabe also picked up on that.

      “You think they know Alice is really Deanna Glenn?”

      Josh spoke up. “You mean the woman who was there when Phoebe—?”

      “Yeah. She’s the one. I’m still not sure what she’s doing here, but she’s gone to extreme lengths to make it happen.”

      “Something’s not adding up, Rafe.”

      “Josh, just cover me. I’m going over to that ridge for a better look,” Rafe ordered.

      Gabe chimed in, “These guys seem to be alone for the moment. I think we need to deploy the team to Moreira. Want me to make the call?”

      Rafe needed to know exactly what they were dealing with. Josh called it. Something wasn’t right about this. He knew Deanna couldn’t have been involved in what had happened three years ago. Or at least I hope not. By her demeanor, she’d been a victim like everyone else. Although the official reports were sealed, he’d obtained enough information to have crossed that thought off the list. Yet, here she was, back in Moreira, and once again those evil rats were active.

      He stopped dead in his tracks. The answer he was looking for might not be over the ridge after all. It might lie asleep in a tent. He’d told Deanna they had things to talk about. That questioning was about to get a lot tougher. If you’re not as sweet and innocent as you pretend to be, I need to know now.

      “Gabe, hold off on the team but keep a close eye on our friends out there. If they make a move, let me know. And try to tap into any radio communications. Not just from them, but from the camp too.”

      “The camp?” Josh asked.

      “Josh, until we know for sure who and what we’re dealing with, we trust no one.” Rafe hated throwing Deanna into that mix, but she hadn’t proven to be the most honest person he’d met. It was time for him to do more intense digging into her past. “Gabe, I want it all. From grade school to today.”

      “Rafe, you can’t really believe she’d—”

      “I don’t know what to believe right now, but do either of you believe this is a coincidence?” The silence was all he needed. “Everything, Gabe. And get me what you can on her father as well.”

      “Got it. What are you guys going to do in the meantime?” Gabe asked.

      “What we do best.” That meant going back to the camp and gaining her trust. Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer. “Josh, maintain your position and keep your eyes open.”

      “And you’re doing what?” Josh asked.

      “Going to make myself useful.” They all knew that meant he was going to be hands-on in that camp. If Deanna doesn’t talk, I’ll find someone who will.

      “Good hunting.”

      Rafe ended the call and headed back down the hill into the now sleeping camp. Each step took him closer, not just to Deanna, but hopefully to the truth. Somehow I have a feeling there’s a lot more that happened three years ago than any of us know.

      He knew he needed to keep an open mind, but this was personal. If she had anything to do with Phoebe’s death, she’d regret the day their paths crossed. You and anyone else involved.

      

      She’d anticipated having a difficult time sleeping, however for the first time in a long time her dreams weren’t filled with nightmares. That didn’t mean she’d forgotten where she was or why she was there. The small flashes of light that had initially caused her panic seemed to have calmed her nerves. She knew Rafe was out there somewhere watching her. That had to have been him last night, giving her a sign that she wasn’t alone, he was there with her, and not to be afraid. It’d worked, but why he was doing that remained a mystery. She’d never told him the truth, so why come all the way to Moreira?

      Deanna thought for sure he’d have shown up again by now. He’d made it a point to warn her of his impending return. She intended to open up to him and let him know why she’d traveled all this way to a place she should never want to return to. Guess that conversation will have to wait.

      It wasn’t a conversation she was in a rush to have. She had been able to keep the truth from everyone else, but she feared he might not be as easy to fool. There were things she’d never said, things she couldn’t. If she started opening up to Rafe, there was a possibility she might not be able to stop. Maybe because I don’t want to. I’m tired of lying and hiding. This is no way to live a life.

      Part of her wished she’d told him while they were at the airport a few days ago. If anyone deserved to know, it was the Turchetta family. Once she’d learned who he was, the words should’ve flown out of her mouth. But years of being under government scrutiny had taken a toll on her. There wasn’t much fight left in her. If she’d revealed all she knew to him, what would’ve prevented him from telling others? Nothing at all. Phoebe had made it clear that Rafe wasn’t a man who could be made to do anything. So asking him politely to keep it secret wouldn’t have been an option. But having the truth out would’ve solved so many problems. For Rafe at least. I’m sure I’d pay a price. But what else can they do to me? I have nothing left that I love.

      Then she remembered Rafe had been in the military for years. What if it wasn’t by chance that he’d met up with her at the cemetery? He could’ve intentionally taken her purse and followed her to the airport. Oh, God. That explains why he’s here. Not watching over me, but watching me. He’s here to make sure I don’t say anything. Deanna felt sick to her stomach. There was no running from it. Even thousands of miles away from home, the burden of the truth weighed on her heavily.

      Pulling out the chain she wore around her neck, she looked at the charm. It was engraved to match the one she’d given Phoebe when they were in college together.

      “A best friend has your back when you need it most.”

      Squeezing the charm tightly in her hand, she fought back tears. I really could use you now, Phoebe.

      Staying in her tent all day wasn’t going to help anyone. She’d come here to continue what they’d started, and that’s exactly what she was going to do. If Rafe wanted to watch, then he could. Let him report back. There won’t be anything for him to say.

      As she gathered her things, she tucked her small gun deep into the sleeping bag and rolled it up tight. She slipped a small piece of paper underneath the strap. That might seem extreme, but she needed to know if anyone messed with it.

      Once she was comfortable knowing exactly where everything was, she made her way from her tent down toward the river to fill her canteen. The distance was much farther than what the last camp had been, and she found herself continually looking over her shoulder. No matter how many times she told herself this was different and nothing was going to happen, her body was tense, and with each step her feet felt heavier than the last. Just a few more yards and then you can run back to the camp if you want. Just keep moving.

      Finally, she made it to the river. Bending down, she filled her canteen as quickly as she could and headed back to the camp. On her way, she was met by the same little girl as the day before. “What are you doing here?” Deanna haltingly asked her in broken Morieran.

      “You look sad,” she replied.

      Deanne didn’t know how a child so small seemed to be able to sense her needs so easily. Was it that obvious to everyone else? She hoped not; that would show her weakness and make her vulnerable. That was the last thing she needed. Not only would the other members of the Literacy Corps group regret letting her join them, but the people they were trying to help wouldn’t trust her. If that was the case, she might as well pack up and return home now.

      Kneeling down so she was eye level with the girl, she explained the best she could. “I was thinking of a friend of mine and how much she would have loved being here.”

      The girl smiled. “Why didn’t she come too?”

      Oh, now that story is really going to make me sad. Deanna needed to think of the good things not the bad. “Would you like to hear about my friend?”

      The girl nodded and plopped onto the ground, waiting. Deanne sat down on the grass beside her. She had no idea what to say, but once the words started coming she grew more comfortable with the language and found she couldn’t stop. They must’ve sat there for almost an hour. She told her about going to school together and staying up all night laughing.

      “Don’t you want to be with her now?” the girl asked.

      Deanna forced a smile and said, “You always want to be with your friends. But sometimes you can’t be, and you go and meet new friends.”

      “You mean like me? Can I be your friend?”

      She was so touched by this child. Deanna didn’t want to make close connections ever again, but this sweet girl was somehow penetrating the wall she’d built. “What is your name?”

      “Shadoa.”

      “That’s a very pretty name.”

      “It means joy.”

      Deanna knew her parents had named her appropriately. “My name is . . . Alice. ” Lying is not the way to start a friendship, but I’m not the type of person she wants as a friend anyway.

      “What does it mean?”

      Deanna had no idea. When she chose it, all she wanted was something simple to remember.

      “Noble,” Rafe’s voice said from behind them.

      Can you stop that already? She didn’t know how long he’d been standing there. Had he heard her talking about Phoebe? At least I didn’t say anything bad. Not that there is anything bad to say about Phoebe.

      “What’s noble?” Deanna asked. Surely not me.

      “Alice means noble. That’s what she asked, right?”

      Deanna knew he’d been there long enough to overhear that part of their conversation. Right now she didn’t care about that. She was more surprised he understood the language. “I didn’t know you speak Morese.”

      “I don’t. But I understand it.”

      It was hard not to believe him because he did seem to know what they had been talking about. But as far as she was concerned, this was another red flag. Nothing was as it seemed with him, and she was positive his understanding their language was no different.

      “Shadoa, I have to go back to camp, and I’m sure you need to go home.” It was something she’d never get used to. Small children wondering back and forth from the river without supervision always made her heart stop. But she wasn’t here to tell anyone how they were supposed to raise their family. She was only here to help educate. Something that won’t matter if Shadoa’s not around long enough to use it.

      Shadoa leaped off the ground and ran up the other path, one that led away from the camp, leaving her alone with Rafe. He stretched out a hand to her. Deanna wanted to brush it away, but she didn’t want him to know she didn’t trust him. So placing her hand in his, she let him pull her upright.

      He was so strong that she practically flew off the ground and into his arms, causing her to drop her canteen to the ground. The cap must not have been on tight because the water began to pour out. “Dang.”

      “Would you like me to refill it for you?” Rafe offered.

      His tone wasn’t as harsh as it always had been. If anything he was being . . . nice. If she didn’t know better, she might be grateful and let him do it. But Deanna had the advantage, because she remembered Phoebe said if Rafe wasn’t so busy being a grumpy bear, he’d make one heck of an actor. And I guess Moreira is your stage, and I’m supposed to be your audience. No, thank you.

      She put the cap back on and shook it. “Seems like I have plenty, but thank you. I should get back to the camp.”

      “I was heading there myself.”

      “You were? Why?”

      Rafe grinned down at her and said, “I’m here to volunteer.”

      Deanna almost burst out laughing, but she found she was pretty good at acting as well. “Really. How wonderful. I’m sure they can use someone with your . . . talents. What are they again?”

      “Questioning my credentials? I don’t believe I’ve questioned yours.”

      Very good, Rafe. Deflect, so you don’t have to answer. “You’re right. Sorry. We’re glad to have you. Now if you don’t mind, I have some children waiting for me to try to read to them.”

      Deanna didn’t wait for him as she sprinted back to the camp. If he was following, he wasn’t in any rush. That didn’t mean she couldn’t feel his eyes on her every move. Don’t worry, Rafe. I’m watching you just as much.

      Once she was back at the camp, she made a quick stop at her tent. With Rafe around again she needed to make sure he hadn’t stopped by and found her only defense. Rushing over to her sleeping bag, she found the paper exactly as she’d left it. As she was exiting the tent again, she slammed right into him. Rafe caught her by her forearms, steadying her.

      “You seem to be . . . distracted. Is everything okay?”

      He knew dang well it wasn’t. How could it be when he kept appearing out of nowhere? She knew it was no coincidence. But so far she’d been playing by his rules. Trying to avoid him wasn’t working, so it was time for things to change. Rafe expected her to run and hide, but that wasn’t happening anymore. Not from him at least. She might not know everything about him, but she knew he was Phoebe’s brother, and she had trusted him. There had to be some common ground they could meet on. There was only one way to find out. It was time to call him out on it. Or at least take back some control, if that is even possible. “I thought you said you wanted to talk to me yesterday. What about?”

      Rafe looked down at her and said, “It can wait.”

      Deanna shook her head and said, “I’m not sure about that. Why don’t you tell me what you’re honestly doing here, Rafe?”

      He looked around. “Let’s talk about this in your tent.”

      “I’m not sure that would look . . . appropriate.” It was hard enough to fit in to a new group; rumors of fraternization between two volunteers would not help at all.

      “Do you want to know or not?”

      He is really good at this game. She pulled away from him and went back inside the tent. Whatever he had to say, it better be worth the ridicule she’d face later. Deanna stood on one side, trying to keep as much distance between them as possible. No matter what she thought of him, there was no denying he had an intense effect on her, both emotionally as well as physically.

      Crossing her arms, she asked, “Why are you here?”

      Deanna fully expected to be given a long, less than believable excuse. If there were a couch, she’d have made herself comfortable. Instead, all she could do was stand and wait for what bull was about to come her way.

      “I’m here to watch you.”

      Rafe’s words almost blew her away. She couldn’t believe he’d admitted it. That didn’t change the facts. He was here spying on her, and she hated it. Hated him for it. Why can’t everyone leave me alone?

      She wanted someone she could trust with all her heart again. She wanted her best friend back. That was never going to happen, and it both angered and hurt her soul. If anyone should understand her pain, it should be Rafe. Instead, he was here bringing her more.

      “You can go back and tell them I haven’t ever and will never say anything. All I want is to live my life. Can you please let me do that?” Deanna hadn’t expected tears to burst from her eyes, but they were flowing uncontrollably and were as ineffective as her plea. Rafe stood there watching her cry with a puzzled expression. She wanted to slap that look off his face. “I don’t want you here. Can’t you see that?”

      “Why are you here?” Rafe asked.

      Deanna sniffed and wiped her cheeks. He wanted her to say it, but there wasn’t much she could tell him. She’d give him what was in her heart. “I’m here because I promised my friend.”

      “Are you sure this is what your friend would want?”

      She would like to think that best friends knew each other better than siblings. They’d shared things about themselves they’d promised to take to the grave. Even now, Deanna couldn’t bring herself to divulge anything.

      “I know she would.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Deanna didn’t want to get into an argument over Phoebe, especially not with her brother. That wasn’t any way to keep her memory alive. Phoebe was a strong, confident woman, but she had a heart of gold. Treating her brother with anything other than respect wouldn’t be right. It was time to tell him who she was.

      “Rafe, there’s something I need to tell you. My name is not Alice and my friend is . . . was your sister, Phoebe.” Deanna waited and watched for the blow to hit him, but his expression didn’t change. Had he not heard her correctly? “Do you know what I’m trying to tell you?” It was possible he was in shock from the news or even from the simple mention of Phoebe’s name. He’d been sent to watch her, and probably never expected the lies to lead him so close to home. His own family.

      “Phoebe wouldn’t want you here. Heck, she wouldn’t want anyone in this rat hole,” Rafe growled when he finally spoke.

      Deanna could understand why he felt that way. What he didn’t know was she also should have those same feelings but didn’t. “Rafe, your sister loved what she was doing and—”

      “The price was her life. I know that. Now tell me why you’re here.”

      She hadn’t expected him to be so angry. Relieved or compassionate, but angry? No. Deanna approached him and placed a hand on his forearm, trying to comfort him. When her fingers made contact with his flesh, she felt him tense and pull away. Softly she said, “Rafe, I know what you’re feeling.”

      “Do you?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I do. Not a day goes by that I don’t miss her. That’s why I’m here.”

      “You make no sense, do you know that?”

      She knew nothing had made sense in years, so why should this? “If you’ll hear me out, maybe it will. My name is not Alice. I’m Deanna Glenn. I was here in Moreira when they, I mean when Phoebe was killed.”

      She so badly wanted to tell him what else she knew. How the men were killed, but the women were taken and killed later. The world believed otherwise, and she could never share that, even with Rafe. And that they could’ve been saved if anyone would’ve answered my cries for help. But that was the problem. She’d reached out and told them they’d been attacked. They’d said help was on the way, yet it never came. Not until every single one of them had been killed. All except me.

      “I know. That’s why I have no freaking clue what you’re doing here or what your involvement in all that was.”

      Her eyes widened. There was no way she’d heard that correctly. Had he just pointed a finger at her? Why not? I pointed mine at him. She knew her mind was a clutter of irrational thoughts right now. She needed facts from him, and yet she wasn’t able to give him any in return. He had a right to question her motives. Heck, I question them myself sometimes. Deanna knew it would be a difficult conversation, but it had played out so differently in her mind. Her emotions were running high, and she needed to gain control of them. Not for him and not for her. For Phoebe.

      In what she hoped sounded cool, calm, and collected she replied, “Phoebe was my best friend. We promised to make a difference in this world. When she said she was joining the Literacy Corps, there was no doubt I’d follow her wherever she went. At first this place was all we’d hoped it would be. The locals were so kind and open to us. The days flew by, and we could see changes happening. Mothers were learning to read so they could read to their children.” Deanna’s heart was racing as the memories flooded back. “Every day the women and children walked miles to come to us. It was . . . amazing to witness. Phoebe and I would stay up half the night talking about what the next day’s lesson would be. But in a heartbeat . . .” She swallowed and tried to hold not only her composure but her tongue as well. “In a heartbeat it was all gone.”

      He looked directly into her eyes. “I know all that. She used to tell me about what she was doing here. What I want to know is why you came back?”

      It was a logical question, one she’d been asking herself since she set foot in Moreira again. “I guess I wanted to finish what we started.” Even if it meant doing it alone.

      “Deanna, you don’t have to be here to make a difference. You’re a smart enough woman to know that. So coming here had to be for another reason.” He placed a finger under her chin and tilted her head up to meet his gaze. “Tell me or not. I’ll find out why.”

      His eyes were dark, and a shiver ran through her. “I told you the—”

      “Trust me, Deanna, I always get what I want,” Rafe said through gritted teeth before turning and leaving her alone in her tent.

      It took her a moment to realize she’d been holding her breath. Dropping to her knees, she buried her face in her trembling hands. Oh, Phoebe. What am I supposed to do now? He’s not going to stop. I just know it.
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      “Rafe, that means nothing,” Josh said as he paced anxiously.

      Rafe knew that wasn’t a conversation any of them wanted to have, but it was needed. “Josh, you’re not thinking like a Marine.”

      “And you aren’t thinking like a brother. Phoebe never would’ve involved herself with someone who could”

      “We don’t know that, Josh. Think about it. We loved her, but we spent more time overseas than with her or Melissa,” Rafe snapped back, running his hand through his hair. It wasn’t pretty, but it was the truth. “I can’t tell you what her favorite band was, never mind who she was hanging out with. Can you?”

      Josh shook his head. That’s what ticked him off the most. After all those years of keeping close tabs on Phoebe, he’d found that, in the end, she’d been equally savvy at evading his tactics.

      “I know she wasn’t stupid. If Deanna was trouble, Phoebe would’ve cut ties.”

      Rafe would like to think so, but there were pieces missing, and things were not lining up as they should. He couldn’t blame Deanna. He could blame the rebels who’d killed Phoebe. Mostly he blamed himself for not being a better brother. “Dang it. Maybe I should’ve let her join the military like she wanted. At least then she would’ve had a gun to protect herself.”

      “Rafe, if Phoebe had really wanted to, she would’ve. She was a Turchetta. Nothing would’ve stopped her, not even your controlling ways.”

      There was no arguing with that. As the eldest in the family, it was his duty to take care of everyone. Since Josh was number five out of seven in the Turchetta clan, it only made sense that he viewed him in the same light that Phoebe and Melissa had. He knew Josh wasn’t someone to mess with. If he had been, the Marines wouldn’t have utilized him as they had. Even Melissa was one tough cookie. It was Phoebe who he’d underestimated. She’d always seemed so young, so innocent. Fragile. But he was learning a different side of her. Could it be true; had he been so wrong about her all those years? Wish I would’ve known all this before. Maybe we could’ve been . . . closer.

      “Are you saying you trust Deanna?” Rafe asked. He needed an impartial opinion, not that Josh could give that.

      “Not saying either way. Just keep an open mind. She might be as much of a victim as Phoebe was.”

      “She’s not dead,” Rafe said sarcastically.

      Josh arched a brow. “What the heck’s gotten into you, Rafe? I’ve never seen you react like this before.”

      He glared at Josh. “What does that mean?”

      “We both have seen enough action to know what survivor’s guilt looks like. That woman has it written all over her face.”

      Guilt for something, that’s for sure. “Josh, maybe I’m being too hard on her, but you’re being too easy.”

      “Then I guess it’s a good thing David is flying in. Maybe a fresh set of eyes on the situation is what’s needed.

      “Who the heck made that decision?” Rafe questioned.

      “David.”

      “Since when is this a free for all?” Rafe barked.

      Josh looked Rafe squarely in the eye. “The day we lost Phoebe we said we’d always have each other’s six. Whether you want to admit it or not, we could use him here.”

      “It’s not about if we can use him, Josh. It’s how many of us do we want here if things go wrong?” He didn’t doubt any of their abilities. But he’d rather know who and what they were up against first.

      “Think of it this way, you can watch Deanna and David, and I will be watching you.”

      Rafe shot him a sharp look. “I don’t need to be watched. You guys just keep me abreast of anything coming or going.”

      “What exactly are we looking for?”

      Rafe remembered Deanna telling him the women and children came to them. Why hadn’t he noticed that before? What happened to them? Why wasn’t that in any report? It was yet another unanswered question. Did Deanna hold the answer? Was she intentionally withholding some facts? If so why? “Have Gabe pull every report he can find on that attack.”

      “What are we looking for?”

      “Not sure. I know we’re missing something.” He had hoped being here would give him a new perspective on things. Now he was concerned about what they might find.

      “Rafe, I know that look.”

      He nodded. “Pull in the team. Don’t use the airport. Bring them in under the radar. They already know we’re here, let’s not give them any more information.”

      “Roger that,” Josh said as he left to make the calls.

      Rafe needed to get back to the camp. He needed someone close by in case things changed quickly. The only problem was one person couldn’t be everywhere all the time. Although he hated having three of them here, he was glad David would be lurking up in those hills, watching. He was the best long distance sniper he’d ever seen in any branch of the service. Might not put the odds in our favor, but it sure as heck evened them.

      Rafe checked his weapons and started down the hill. He knew there would come a point where there wasn’t any cover, and he’d be a sitting duck if they decided to take a shot. Wearing a bulletproof vest would only bring panic in the camp. They should be afraid. It bothers me that they’re not.

      Either all of them were ignorant of what had occurred here three years ago, or they were stubborn fools who weren’t going to leave easily. Either way, he wasn’t looking forward to being the one to tell them to pack up and get out. It was going to come to that, but when exactly would be determined by what Gabe and Josh found out. Or if our little friends decide to come and have another look.

      Either way, this Literacy Corps group’s time was limited. He wasn’t leaving them behind. They were going willingly, or by force, he didn’t care which. There’d been enough bloodshed in this place already. Without anyone to protect them, it was only a matter of time before it occurred again.

      Rafe couldn’t help but feel for the innocent ones who would go without. The Literacy Corps was providing an out for these women. One they wouldn’t have had otherwise. One that would tick off the men here. Damn. Could it be as simple as the attack took place because they didn’t want their women educated? He’d seen it many times before but not at this level. And not with my sister.

      He was outside of Deanna’s tent, and he stopped to listen. No sounds came from inside. It was good she was sleeping. Rafe was also pleased to know she wasn’t as defenseless as he’d first thought. The small gun she’d hidden away in her sleeping bag wouldn’t do much, but it would slow someone down, or with luck, kill someone. He’d been impressed with the lengths she’d gone to so she’d know if anyone tampered with her stuff. What she hadn’t known was that he would always be one step ahead of her.

      He was almost tempted to offer her a more suitable weapon, one that would have more punch, but he wasn’t sure she could shoot. He couldn’t take the chance of someone taking it from her and using it against her. Although he had every intention of being close by all the time, she wasn’t the only one who needed protecting here. The entire camp could face the same consequences.

      Another twenty-four hours would be the game changer. His team would be here, and those rebels would be lucky if they made it out of their vehicles alive, never mind actually into the camp. He and Josh only needed to hold things together a bit longer.

      He walked around the camp checking each tent, making sure no one had been lurking around. Everyone had called it a night. That meant the only ones keeping an eye open were Josh and him. This mission wasn’t the first time they’d gone days without sleep. You guys better count your lucky stars that we’re on your side. If not, this night would be so much different. And it could have been your last.

      Hours had passed, and it was almost dusk. Rafe knew people would start waking up soon. He didn’t want to get caught looking like he was on patrol. That would open up a line of questions he would prefer answering only when he was ready. He made his way to the other side of the camp where it’d appear he was coming up from the river. Since he was carrying a canteen that would be the perfect cover story.

      What troubled him most about this group was how no one had checked his credentials when he’d introduced himself as a new volunteer. Just because he looked, sounded, and said he was from the US, what proof did they have that any of that was accurate? They were so happy to have help that they turned a blind eye to what danger might be lurking. Rafe couldn’t help but wonder if the same mistake had taken place years ago.

      He’d need Gabe to pull whatever rosters and logs they had. It was time they started doing some digging rather than believing what they’d been told. Somehow he knew it hadn’t been the truth. Wouldn’t be the first time the government lied to me for what they call the good of the people. He wished he could say it would be the last, but corruption had woven its ugly web everywhere he looked. There was a time when he knew who he could trust. Now he wasn’t so sure.

      As people started leaving their tents, Rafe knew they fell into the pile of untrustables. Even you, little Miss Deanna Glenn. I know you’re lying to my face. And when I find out why, we’re going to have a long hard chat. One you aren’t going to like one bit.

      Rafe heard Josh’s voice in his earpiece. “Eyes from afar.”

      “Roger.” Rafe knew exactly what that meant. David was here and watching. That provided a slight relief, but he wasn’t going to rest easy until they were out of there. The hairs on the back of his neck said something was brewing. The question was, would they figure it out beforehand or not?

      Rafe wasn’t a betting man, but if he were, the money would be on his team. No matter the situation, they’d never let him down. And this isn’t going to be the first time.

      

      Deanna could barely pull herself up off the ground. It wasn’t the lack of comfort, but it had been a sleepless night thinking of Rafe. He scared and intrigued her. Rafe wasn’t a man to play with. Everything about him screamed dark and powerful. Deanna knew she should do everything she could to keep her distance, yet when he looked at her, never mind touched her even briefly, something inside sparked. A yearning that has no place in my life right now. And definitely not for him.

      It wasn’t just because he was Phoebe’s brother. That was bad enough. But the man viewed her as an enemy to the Turchetta family. In a way she was. Deanna had let the truth be buried along with Phoebe. And when Phoebe’s sister reached out in a letter, Deanna hadn’t had the guts to open it, never mind respond. If only they knew. Understood. Maybe they wouldn’t hate me. No one hated her more than she hated herself.

      Each time she looked at Rafe, she turned away—not only out of fear of him, but out of shame. The saying “the truth will set you free” didn’t apply when the government threatened to crush everything your family had worked generations to build. If it had just been me, then I would’ve climbed the highest building and shouted the truth to everyone.

      But none of that seemed to matter, because last night her mind had seemed to be playing tricks on her. Even knowing dang well he’d been angry when they parted, it’d been as though she sensed he was close by. She’d opened her eyes and even peered out of her tent a few times, but each time brought the same result. She was alone.

      Sleep had eluded her, and Deanna had tried closing her eyes so tight they hurt, but all she could see was him. His stare seeming to penetrate her to the core, leaving her no place to hide. His eyes growing darker the closer he came. His intentions had been clear. He’d find out what she was hiding, and he was the one person she feared would succeed.

      Deanna had mastered deceit so well it flowed like a rushing river, never ceasing. Although he’d never actually called her a liar, she knew that’s how he saw her. How can he see it when I barely allow myself to?

      Deanna had tried hiding things from Phoebe when they were young. That’s how they’d become such good friends. There had been an older classmate who’d been bulling her. She’d been warned that if she told anyone it would get worse. So Deanna kept her mouth shut.

      Phoebe had asked her about it one day, and Deanna said it was nothing. Actually, she thought her acting skills had been superb at the time. Phoebe didn’t buy it and said she’d handle it. No matter how much Deanna begged and pleaded with Phoebe not to, Phoebe must’ve done something, because Deanna was never bullied again, and not just from that girl, but from anyone at school.

      You always knew, Phoebe. Is Rafe channeling you? Is he picking up on my lies because you’re insisting he finds them? Deanna believed the universe worked that way, an endless connection from one to another. And the more you tried to break it, the harder it drew you in.

      Now she was totally stressed out. Thoughts of Rafe tormented her, followed by sweet memories of Phoebe. Any more Turchettas want to visit with me today?

      She knew she needed to get out of this tent before she drove herself crazy pondering things that were out of her control. What Rafe or any of the Turchettas thought of her shouldn’t bother her one bit. Deanna knew she wasn’t guilty of anything other than following orders. The Turchettas were a family that had served in the military. If anyone should understand her dilemma, it should be them. That doesn’t mean they’ll like it.

      Once she set her paper in place again, she was ready for the day. Or at least as ready as she would ever be. This time she wasn’t the first up and out. Even with her lack of sleep, she seemed to have been the last to start the day. Women and children were already arriving, and her quick run to the river would have to be delayed.

      Rushing over to one group that had gathered, she greeted them all before picking up the chalk and beginning the lesson of the day. It was easy enough to follow because most of it was repeating what they learned the prior day, only adding a few new elements. Throwing too much at them would overwhelm them, and they wouldn’t return. That would defeat the entire purpose.

      As she stood teaching she noticed Shadoa watching from behind a tree. Deanna didn’t know why she wasn’t joining the group. It was for all ages. She waved her hand and tried to call her over, but Shadoa didn’t come; she only slipped farther behind the tree.

      Deanna excused herself from the group and headed toward the girl. She knew Shadoa would want to participate. Each day she was there, sitting in the front row. Her smiley face was appreciated and missed. As Deanna got closer, Shadoa bolted away, running back down the path toward her village. Even though Deanna wanted to follow, she knew it was impossible. Their group knew their boundaries, and they weren’t allowed anywhere outside their camp.

      The Literacy Corps said staying here was the only way they could guarantee their safety. That word made her cringe. One thing about being in Moreira was no one could promise a dang thing. That didn’t mean she’d be foolish enough to tempt fate any more than she had and follow Shadoa to her home. Whatever had scared her off today, hopefully, wouldn’t tomorrow.

      Deanna headed back toward the group of locals who’d all turned to watch her. Did they know what was troubling Shadoa? If they did, not one of them had gotten up to try to assist. She couldn’t fault them. They’d already taken a big enough chance by attending school themselves. Getting caught encouraging another person’s child to do the same would be frowned upon and come with harsh punishment.

      When she started again, she noticed one woman wasn’t looking at the chalkboard. Her head was tilted down toward her hands that seemed to be trembling. Deanna didn’t want to draw attention to her; she could only assume her distress had to do with Shadoa. Is she your little girl?

      Deanna wished she could throw everything down, hug the woman, and tell her it would be okay. It was one lie she couldn’t bring herself to say and one the women of Moreira would never believe. They lived in a reality Deanna couldn’t understand but could empathize with. Her heart broke knowing all she could do was this small piece, teaching them to read and write, and hope that someday things might change for them.

      The problem was a generational one. And even Shadoa’s generation, although better than the one before it, was far from being able to be their own persons. Maybe her grandchildren will reap the benefits of us being here. A heaviness filled her heart as she recalled how the men had butchered all her friends and co-volunteers that day. The lengths they would go to in order to prevent change were intense, but Deanne refused to believe the women were destined for this life forever.

      She had no idea how she’d made it through the lesson without breaking down. Maybe it was because she’d done all the speaking and no one asked any questions. That wasn’t uncommon. Although they understood what was said, it was usually a one-way conversation. That’s why it was so refreshing when Shadoa had reached out to her. Even the small children kept to themselves. They came and went, but there were very few whose names were known, never mind spoken to.

      As the group dispersed, Deanna sat down on a makeshift chair cut from a log. She leaned over and buried her face in her hands. She wished she could disappear for an hour or two. Be someplace where no one knew her. Where there are no expectations from anyone, including me.

      “Are you all right?”

      The voice startled her but sounded vaguely familiar. Lifting her head, she expected to find Rafe. Instead, she saw a stranger.

      Deanna looked around and knew she hadn’t seen him there before. Panic began to fill her and she rose, ready to flee. To where was the problem. There wasn’t any place to hide, and she wasn’t going to be able to outrun him. He was at least Rafe’s height, if not a bit taller. He was dressed in black from head to toe, and it brought back memories of that horrendous night. Those men had been dressed in such a manner. Her pulse quickened, and her head spun. Losing focus or fainting would be the worst thing she could do.

      Damn it. She’d left her only means of defense in her sleeping bag. That was a foolish mistake. One she hoped wouldn’t cost her life. Her mind raced. She looked around quickly, hoping to find a branch or stick, anything she could use to defend herself if the need arose.

      There was one lying only a few feet away from her. If she could make it there, she might be able to hit him hard enough to gain a head start. The scene played out quickly in her mind. Grab the stick, aim for his knees, take one out, and run like heck.

      As she took a step to head in that direction, her foot caught on a stone, causing her to stumble. Pain shot through her right ankle and up her leg. Deanna was thrown off balance as she tried to spin to take the pressure off her hurt foot. Before she could stop herself, she began falling backward. She tried to brace for the impact with her hands, but it was too late. Her backside hit the rocky ground, followed shortly by her head. She heard the echo in her ears, then nothing.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Rafe had turned his back on her for just a few hours in order to meet with David and go over the reports they received from Gabe. It had been not only necessary, but very productive. They were able to find a gap of unexplainable time. To others that might not seem significant, but to him it was huge. He’d been looking for anything to confirm his suspicions and those reports did that. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble, but this was way beyond what someone like Deanna was capable of. It would require being mighty high in the chain of command to pull this off. Why would they want to? What’s really going on here that you didn’t want our troops on the ground to know? This information opened old wounds, ones that had never really healed in the first place.

      This wasn’t just any report; it was details about their sister’s death. No matter how many battlefields they’d been on, reading about Phoebe’s last moments was much more painful. For now, all he could do was keep this between him and his brothers. If they didn’t limit who they shared this information with, they risked a leak that could help the culprits take it to the next level. There was no telling what that would entail. But he’d seen a lot over the years and could only imagine the lengths they’d go to. I can’t believe what they’ve already done.

      How deeply involved was Deanna in this cover-up? What was troubling him the most was whether she was a willing party or not. He knew Phoebe had told them Deanna was her best friend, but right now Rafe wasn’t sure if the friendship had been reciprocated. He didn’t want to believe she could be involved, but he wasn’t about to rule it out either.

      Still, hearing on his earpiece that Deanna had been hurt during his absence affected him. Although Josh informed Rafe he had everything under control, that wasn’t sufficient. Rafe needed to see for himself. When he arrived at her tent, some of the volunteers were outside pacing.

      One woman grabbed his arm as he tried to push past and said, “You can’t go in there.”

      Rafe looked at her hand and replied, “You can’t stop me.” Then he looked at the others and gave the same warning with his eyes.

      It looked bad. Her back was turned to him as she was lying on her side. “What the heck happened?” Rafe asked as he rushed over and dropped to his knees by her side. Rafe wanted to pull her into his arms, but he knew not to move her until he assessed her injuries. Josh was holding what used to be his T-shirt on the back of Deanna’s head. He didn’t need to see blood because the tent was filled with the smell. It was one scent that, unfortunately, they knew all too well in their line of work.

      Somehow this was different. He could feel his heart pounding as though he’d just run the Boston Marathon. He’d seen people with limbs blown off, yet knowing Deanna was hurt was causing him physical pain. He needed information now. Josh must’ve sensed that as well.

      “She fell and hit her head on the ground. She lost consciousness briefly. Her pulse and heart rate are good, considering the situation. The bleeding has subsided, but she has one heck of a lump on her head,” Josh reported as he continued holding direct pressure on the injury.

      “Rafe, if that’s you, keep your voice down. My head is killing me,” Deanna moaned softly.

      He’d never been so relieved to be told to shut up. Another moan escaped her lips. Even though Josh was telling him it all looked good, it still felt like a knife twisting in his gut. He’d led teams into battle against some of the most ruthless adversaries, yet right now he felt helpless. I should’ve been there. He wasn’t clear exactly how it all went down, but knowing Josh had been on top of it was a relief. “Good thing you had your eyes open, Josh, otherwise she could’ve bled to death.”

      “She’s going to be okay.”

      “Is she hurt anywhere else?” Rafe asked.

      “She hurt her—”

      “I’m right here. I can talk for myself,” Deanna grunted.

      Her spunky attitude said she was going to be okay, but that fact that she’d been hurt at all didn’t please him. They were in a less than friendly environment, and if she’d needed medical attention, they didn’t have a chopper close by to fly her out. For the moment he would breathe a bit easier, but he knew this needed to change; she had to leave. Not next month or next week. Rafe needed to convince her to leave with him tomorrow. To do that, I’ve got to get her to trust me.

      “I’ve got this, Josh, why don’t you go and—”

      “He’s doing fine, Rafe. Why don’t you go,” Deanna snapped.

      Rafe knew he’d have to do some damage control if he had any hope of getting her to listen to him. She was still ticked at the way he’d spoken to her. He ticked women off all the time. But Deanna was different. He couldn’t walk away. Even though she was lying to him and his family, he owed it to Phoebe to watch out for her.

      He was about to tell Josh to get the heck out anyway, but instead, he was going to use his brother to his benefit. “What’s the difference, Deanna? I thought you didn’t trust any Turchetta. Or is it just me you find . . . difficult?”

      Rafe noticed Deanna stiffened slightly before responding. So you didn’t know. He found that interesting.

      “Yes. Just you.”

      Deanna’s snarky response almost made him chuckle. Josh’s didn’t.

      “He’s had more years to master being a jerk.”

      Rafe didn’t consider forty-two old, yet there was no missing Josh’s dig at his age. He shot Josh a warning look then nodded in the direction of the exit. No matter what, he knew Rafe called the shots. They needed to remember this wasn’t a vacation. They had to treat it like any other mission.

      “You’re in good hands,” Josh said as he moved, letting Rafe take over.

      Once Josh was gone, Deanna rolled onto her back, looking up at him. He could tell she was in pain. “Just relax. I’ve got you.”

      “That’s what bothers me.”

      Her words were meant to hurt. Rafe had long ago become immune to such things. He’d been called more names than he could count. Most he’d deserved. This was no different. Whatever she felt for him, he’d earned it. Rafe had told his team again and again not to judge before having the facts, yet he’d done the total opposite with her. It was unsettling, but even more, unacceptable. He expected better from himself.

      “I know I’ve been . . . harsh.”

      “You think?” she asked sarcastically.

      He didn’t owe her an explanation. In fact, she was the one who was still hiding something. The truth of what happened to Phoebe. He wasn’t about to forget that. But now wasn’t the time to bring it up. The first thing he needed to do was make sure she was okay. The next was to get her and his team out of Moreira.

      “We can discuss it tomorrow. Right now, rest.”

      She moved again as though trying to put some distance between them. When she moved her leg, he noticed her ankle was badly swollen. Josh hadn’t mentioned anything more than her head. That of course was definitely the greater concern, but he wanted to ensure her leg wasn’t broken.

      “Stop moving. I need to check your leg.” Rafe barked his instructions as his hands gently moved down her calf and over her ankle. As he touched it, she winced in pain. Crap He couldn’t tell if it was a sprain or a break because of the swelling. “We need to get you to a hospital.”

      Deanna popped herself up on her elbows and firmly said, “I’m not leaving.”

      Rafe looked at her and said, “You’re not in the States. If it’s broken, you need it set properly, or you’ll always have issues. Or worse, you could get a bone infection and—”

      “Die?”

      He couldn’t believe how plainly she said it. That was exactly what he’d been thinking yet never would’ve voiced. “Then you understand the risk.”

      She nodded. “No one understands better than I do.”

      Rafe had a feeling they weren’t talking about her injuries any longer. At least not these. He knew the signs and had read enough to know the best way for one to heal was to talk about it with someone, to let your feelings out whether you yell, scream, or even cry. The worst thing one could do was bottle it all up. Guess that’s why I mastered suppressing mine. He couldn’t stomach dealing with his own crap, never mind trying to counsel someone about theirs. He knew his limitations, and women breaking down and crying was out of his comfort zone. He’d rather be locked in an interrogation room than experience that. Did that make him a total jerk? Probably, but he couldn’t change who he was.

      “Deanna, we can talk about whatever you want once you’re back in the States.” It was a promise he had no intention of keeping. She shot him a look that said she wasn’t buying it. Damn, you’re stubborn. His way was the only way, and she was about to learn that. Changing his tone to one he used with his men seemed to be what was called for. “This isn’t up for discussion. You’re going to be on a plane back home as soon as I can get you to the airport.”

      She opened her mouth then shut it. Good. Rafe was relieved that she realized there was no point in arguing.

      “I’ll make the arrangements.”

      In a voice so soft he wasn’t sure he heard her correctly, she said, “You’re free to leave anytime you want.”

      “You’re not staying.” His voice was louder than he wanted, and he was sure people outside were not pleased with him, but he didn’t care. It wasn’t like they were going to barge in and stop him.

      “I didn’t come all this way just to leave.”

      “Things have changed.”

      “No they haven’t, and that’s the problem, Rafe. Nothing here has changed. It may never, but I have to try.” Deanna’s voice cracked as she tried to make him understand.

      He’d been in her shoes many times before, deployed in places that needed him, but he’d learned early on you couldn’t save everyone. But she’s one I refuse to lose.

      “You can always come back after you heal.”

      “My ankle is not broken.”

      “And your head? You could have a concussion.”

      “Rafe, it will take a lot more than a hit on my head to stop the . . . to prevent me from doing this.”

      Stop what? Was it nightmares or guilt that was torturing her? Maybe a bit of both from what he’d learned.

      He’d known he was getting her out of there even before the injury. This accident just advanced the timetable. David’s reports of movement meant things were heating up again. It ticked Rafe off because there was nothing linking Deanna to the threat except coincidence. His gut never let him down, and she held the answers . . . or at least information which would lead him to them. No matter how badly he wanted answers, there was no way he was going to leave her in harm’s way. “I’m not telling you not to do it.”

      “Good, because I’m not a child, and I don’t have to answer to anyone. Especially you.”

      Rafe wasn’t sure how he’d made it to the top of the list. She could hate him for all he cared, as long as she got her sweet face on that plane. At a time like this he wished he had some of Josh’s charm with the ladies. Instead, he had no choice but to resort to what he knew.

      “Then quit acting like one,” Rafe said sharply.

      Her eyes widened in shock. Finally, he seemed to have her attention. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me, Deanna. All you’re going to do is hinder the others from doing their job when they are stuck waiting on you because you’re laid up. If you truly want to help the women of Moreira, your butt will be on that plane in the morning.” He got up from where he was and stopped before leaving the tent. He didn’t want to see her face when he spoke next. “Guess we’ll find out if you really care or if you are just blowing smoke out your butt.”

      Rafe talked to her as though she was one of the men on his team. It was cold and cruel. All he could do was hope it worked. Otherwise, she was going to become a liability here, and he would be focused on her and not the snakes who seemed to be working on a plan.

      Rafe walked past the volunteers who had gathered outside her tent and headed toward the clearing.

      “Rafe, that was really messed up.” Josh’s voice rang through the earpiece. “She’s hurt and—”

      “Needs to be on that plane. I made that happen.” It wasn’t his shining moment, and if she was lucky she’d be around long enough for him to apologize one day. Sorry, Phoebe. I know she’s your friend, but right now she’s all I have to go on.

      Rafe wasn’t above using Deanna to obtain what he needed, but he wasn’t going to risk her life to get it. I’m a blunt jerk, but I still have honor.

      As he headed to continue his conversation with David, he knew his brothers probably would question that right now.

      

      She couldn’t believe it. Rude was the nicest word she could use to describe his behavior. Deanna knew Rafe wasn’t easy, but that blew her mind. He’d barked orders at her as though she reported to him. She couldn’t believe anyone would tolerate that kind of treatment. The only thing that stopped her from telling him off right then and there was the fact he’d walked out of the tent. When she’d tried to get up, there was no way she could put pressure on her foot.

      Deanna had been left no choice but to call for assistance. It’d been heartbreaking and frustrating as well, but she’d known Rafe was right. Staying would have been a hindrance to the project. No matter how badly she wished there was another way, she had to do what was best for everyone. This trip had never been just about her.

      Knowing Rafe was probably gloating about being right made her sick. The man’s ego was big enough without her feeding it. Now she was stuck in the back of a Jeep with her leg propped up on Josh while they headed toward the airport.

      “He’s honestly not that bad,” Josh said.

      They hadn’t spoken since they’d left the camp. If the conversation was going to be about Rafe, she preferred silence. “That’s nice,” Deanna said without looking in his direction. She didn’t know why it mattered to her. Rafe was nothing to her. She’d been able to have years of friendship with Phoebe without ever coming in contact with him. Deanna would be happy if it stayed that way.

      Josh didn’t seem to be taking her hint. “If he’d thought there was any other way, he’d never have spoken to you like that.”

      If she had to listen to Josh, he was about to get an earful as well. Facing him, she let out everything she’d wanted to say to Rafe. “First of all, I don’t buy that bull. I was there. I saw the look in his eyes. He meant every word he said. If he could’ve, I think he would’ve dragged me out and thrown me in the back of the Jeep himself.” Her hands trembled as the words spat from her. She never lost her cool like that. And Josh had only been kind to her. He didn’t deserve to get his head chewed off. Rafe, on the other hand, did.

      Deanna expected Josh to argue or at least be shocked, but he didn’t seem affected by her tone. Guess if you deal with Rafe all the time, listening to me is a piece of cake.

      “If it wasn’t for David, I think Rafe might have done just that.”

      David, who was driving, said, “Yeah. He was pretty ticked.”

      Although she liked knowing his brothers seemed to have her back, she didn’t know why they needed to. What had she done to get Rafe so upset? “What am I missing?”

      “What do you mean?” Josh asked.

      One thing she’d figured out early on was the Turchettas weren’t your average family. Even Phoebe had been highly intuitive. Was Josh playing a game of innocent ignorance? Probably. I would if the shoe was on the other foot.

      “I mean what is it about Rafe that makes you think he’s not such an . . .?” She’d been tempted to call it as she saw it. He was a complete and utter jerk, but she needed to soften her words a bit. Not for them, but for herself. Doing anything else was only going to give him more power over her than he seemed to have already. “Difficult man.” That’s an understatement.

      “He’s always been a . . . difficult man. After Phoebe died, he got worse.” She could tell Josh was holding back, but he had given her a direction to go in. One she’d already taken into consideration.

      Deanna didn’t want to feel bad for him. He’d done nothing to earn that. “All of you lost a sister, not just him.” She took herself out of the equation. Her own pain had no place in their world. Doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.

      “We did. As the oldest, Rafe seems to believe it was his sole responsibility to protect her. When that didn’t happen he—”

      “Chose to bear all the burden himself,” Deanna added.

      Josh nodded. “There really is a lot more to him than he’s letting you see. If you give him a chance—”

      “I’m not out to hurt him or judge him. All I want to do is finish what we . . . I started.” Deanna didn’t want to bring Phoebe into this. Although she would always be with her, she needed to separate her feelings from her duty. If not, she’d become an emotional basket case. Not that I’m not already.

      “Exactly. Rafe loved Phoebe, and it practically killed him when we lost her. Somehow you being here has triggered something in him he can’t control.”

      Deanna asked, “You mean like flashbacks? Memories?”

      Josh shook his head. “We’re all used to dealing with those. This is something different. I can’t put my finger on it either. All I know is he’s not the same man around you.”

      She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing, because he wasn’t very nice. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to . . . upset him.” That didn’t mean she hadn’t enjoyed pushing his buttons a few times. With this revelation, she felt bad for even doing that.

      “I’m not sure the word is upset, but you’re definitely messing with his head.”

      Deanna turned from him and looked out over the landscape as they approached the airport. She didn’t know what Josh was trying to tell her any more than he probably did. Rafe was as hard to understand as Moreira. Could he be angry at her because she lived? Yes. Could he be angry because of the close relationship she had with Phoebe? Also possible. From what Josh told her, it seemed like he was as trapped in his own pain as she was. And I’m probably making it worse.

      That explained why he didn’t accompany her to the plane. The last thing he needed was to see her. A reminder of what is gone.

      Deanna fought back the tears as she said goodbye to Moreira once again. There was a piece of her that would always be there. She hated leaving when they needed her so badly. Shadoa.

      In all the uproar over her ankle, she’d forgotten about what had been distracting her in the first place. Grabbing Josh’s arms, she said quickly, “Stop!”

      When David slammed on the brakes Deanne bounced off the seat and landed on the floor, wedged between the seats. The pain shot up her leg, and she thought she’d pass out.

      “What the heck is the matter?” David shouted from the front.

      Deanna noticed Josh had his weapon drawn and was scanning the perimeter while covering her the best he could.

      “What did you see?” Josh asked, never taking his eyes off the surrounding area.

      “We need to go back right now,” Deanna exclaimed.

      Josh looked down at her, his gun still up and ready. “Did you or did you not see something?” His tone was not much different than Rafe’s earlier.

      Deanna realized her mistake immediately. These men weren’t just Rafe’s brothers. No matter how levelheaded they seemed, they were trained soldiers in a hostile environment. Their reaction to her panic-filled scream reminded her of that.

      “I’m sorry. I remembered something. We need to turn around,” Deanne said in a much softer and calmer tone. From the look on Josh’s face, he still was in a high alert mode. “It’s okay. Or at least I think it is. I just need to go back and make sure.”

      Josh shook his head. “We’re not going back. Whatever it is you forgot, we’ll have it mailed to you.”

      She couldn’t believe they thought it could be something so insignificant. “I wish you could, but this doesn’t take postage. It’s a person.”

      Josh arched a brow then tapped his earpiece. “She wants to return.”

      Deanna couldn’t hear the response, but she didn’t need to. She already knew what it was. That didn’t mean she was going to quit so easily. Reaching out her hand, she demanded, “Give me that thing.”

      David had gotten out of the Jeep and was standing nearby with his weapon drawn as well. “Do it.”

      Josh removed the small device from his right ear and handed it to her. “Just talk. He can hear you.”

      She placed it in her ear and said, “Rafe, I need you to listen to me.”

      He said, “I need you on that plane.”

      His tone hadn’t changed since the last time they’d spoken. She was tempted to pull the thing out of her ear and fling it into the woods. But he needed to know her concerns. This wasn’t about her. Leaving right now was the worst timing. She might be Shadoa’s only hope.

      “I’ll get on that plane. I’ll do anything you ask if you just listen to me. This is important.”

      There were a few seconds of silence, and she wasn’t sure if they’d lost their connection. Out here cell phones barely worked. If you were lucky to get a signal at all, it wasn’t for long.

      “Make it quick.”

      Thank God. She might not like the man, but he was all about protecting the innocent. All she needed to do was point him in the right direction, and she knew he’d follow up on it.

      “There’s a young girl, the one you saw me talking to, who might be in trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble?” Rafe asked.

      “I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I had. She wouldn’t talk to me and actually hid. There’s something she doesn’t want me to see. Or to know. I’m really worried, Rafe. The joyful look in her eyes wasn’t there. When I tried to follow her, she ran.”

      “You were following her to her village? Do you know what they’d do to you if you got there?”

      “Yes, I know. That’s why I stopped.” No matter how worried she had been, she couldn’t bring herself to enter the village. It’d be a one-way trip.

      “Damn it.”

      That wasn’t the response she’d been hoping for. But she wasn’t great at reading him either. “Does that mean you’ll check on her?” It was as good a guess as any.

      “Deanna, that probably was a trap.”

      That wasn’t possible. Shadoa was only five. “No. There’s something wrong. I need you to check on her.”

      “If I see her, I’ll ask. Now, David, get her tail on that plane.”

      “Roger,” David replied.

      Good to know everyone can hear us. She should’ve anticipated that. If anything, she was about to use that to her advantage. “David, are you really going to let a small child get hurt or die because Rafe is too stubborn to listen to me?”

      David stopped for a moment as though waiting for Rafe’s reply. Neither had to wait long.

      “If her tail is not on that plane within thirty minutes, it’s all on you if something happens to her.”

      David nodded and got back into the driver’s seat. She couldn’t believe no one was listening. “Josh, surely you’ll help me. Help her.”

      Josh reached out, lifted her from the floor, and placed her back onto the seat. “Deanna, you don’t understand.”

      She couldn’t believe it. They were all ignoring her pleas like they were nothing. Her eyes welled up and tears began to flow. Deanna had done everything she could, but with her ankle as it was, begging was all she had. All she could do now was pray Rafe was right once again. If not, Shadoa might not be around the next time she returned to Moreira. And I am coming back.

      Pulling the earpiece out, she threw it at Josh. “Take me . . . to the . . . airport.” Her voice was cracking as she choked on each word. Turning away, she said softly, “I hope I never see any of you again.”

      Deanna wasn’t sure how well that mic picked up sounds, but she hoped Rafe heard her. She wanted to hurt him but knew it didn’t matter. He was there to do a job, and nothing she said would interfere with that. What exactly that job entailed, she had no clue. Whatever it was, she didn’t think it was anything like what she and Phoebe had committed their lives to. I just hope you don’t ruin everything we’ve done so far.
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      Rafe wasn’t going to lie to himself. He was breathing much easier with Deanna out of Moreira. She had no clue how quickly things were changing. If they weren’t careful, this was going to be a replay of what happened when Phoebe was killed. The only problem was they still weren’t sure what truly went down then. If they knew, they’d be in a better position to prevent it happening again. One thing he knew was this hadn’t been an attack merely because they were teaching women and children to read and write. Although I’m sure that was part of it.

      He walked up to David, who’d taken the first half of the night shift with part of the team while everyone else slept.

      “Anything new?”

      David shook his head while still holding his night vision goggles, scanning the area. “Same rebels about three hundred kilometers to the left. No one has come or gone since the last time you checked.”

      If they weren’t so experienced, they might take that as a good sign. But it wasn’t. It meant they knew they were being watched and wanted it to appear as though nothing had changed. Rafe knew his men were good at covering their tracks. So how did they know? The only two who’d made their presence known were he and Josh.

      It was possible someone at the airport was watching the flights. Although their private jet had taken off yesterday with Deanna on it, if it was being monitored, they knew she’d gone alone. What else do you guys know?

      He was glad he had his team fly in via chopper under the radar. It meant they still had the upper hand. At a moment’s notice that could change. And we’ll be ready if it does.

      “Any sign of the girl?”

      “No. I’m hoping when daylight comes she’ll make an appearance,” David replied.

      They weren’t sure which village she was from. He had his suspicions based on which was closest. Yet it wasn’t uncommon for Morierans to walk miles in order to get someplace they really wanted to be. Rafe knew he could call and ask Deanna where she’d last seen Shadoa, but he’d cut ties, and he wanted them to stay cut. I don’t want to give her any false hope.

      “Let us take the next shift, and you guys get some rest,” Rafe stated.

      David turned and looked at Rafe. “Hate to say it, Rafe, but you look like crap. When was the last time you got any sleep?”

      This wasn’t about him. He’d gone days without sleep before. “I got this.”

      David snorted. “I don’t doubt that, but you brought us here for a reason. Let us do our job.”

      Normally Rafe would’ve agreed. They functioned as a team because they watched out for each other. Even if he let David sit up all night watching from that hill, Rafe wasn’t going to be able to sleep. He’d tried closing his eyes earlier, but he hadn’t been successful. If it wasn’t the reports flooding his mind, it was Deanna’s expression as he chewed her butt out before leaving the tent.

      Rafe knew if he didn’t find a way to shut his brain down long enough to rest, he would become a liability instead of a leader. Not that his team couldn’t function without him, but he wasn’t just someone who’d hired them. They’d showed up because of their loyalty to him. All he’d had to do was tell them his gut said there was an issue, and they were there. Now he needed to find the missing piece, so they could all do what they were trained to do. Eliminate the threat.

      Before he could turn and head back to try to rest, he heard one of the men state on their mic, “Someone’s leaving the village in one heck of a rush.”

      Rafe asked, “Who is it?”

      “Couldn’t see. Their vehicle was behind one of the buildings.”

      Dang it. “Can you tell how many?”

      “Negative.”

      Not good. He grabbed the night vision goggles and searched until he saw the dirt kick up as a sole vehicle took off away from them. No headlights on. Closing his eyes, he ran through each scenario. The logical course of action would be to have his men follow them. But that was what troubled him. Like with Shadoa, Rafe needed to consider each and every movement as a trap.

      “Want them to pursue?” David asked, with his gun trained on the target.

      They know we’re here. They know we’re watching. He scanned the village for any further activity. Not even a light on in any building. He found it odd that every single person was fast asleep except the one who seemed so anxious to leave. Rafe had to give them credit. They were good, but his guys were better. They aren’t going to get what they want. Not if I can help it.

      “Hold your positions.”

      “Roger.”

      Although the others were supposed to be sleeping, he knew Josh would have his earpiece on in case his half of the team was needed. “Josh?” Rafe called.

      “Here,” Josh replied.

      “Get Gabe on the line. We need to know how these rebels are communicating and shut them down.”

      “On it,” Josh answered.

      Rafe knew Gabe had already jammed just about everything. But if these guys had SAT phones then the question was, how did they get them? They weren’t something one could buy on the internet or the street. They were handed out by serial number and monitored very closely.

      Rafe shut off his earpiece so no one but David could hear. “Whoever falsified those reports on what happened three years ago is feeding them intel.”

      “And equipment,” David added.

      “Exactly.” They’d dug deep to obtain this information. It was meant never to be found. But since they had it, it was a game changer. Rafe could barely believe what they’d learned. All this time they’d thought they were dealing with people from Moreira. It’d be so much easier if that was the case. Knowing that someone back in the States was pulling the strings ticked Rafe off. But it also meant they needed to handle things differently than they’d originally planned. Good thing we adapt easily. “I need you to get Renzo a message. Keep it off the grid.”

      “How far off?” David asked.

      “Just the family.” He waited for David to nod before going further. “With all this information, no matter what the report states, we know this was not a random act of violence, no matter how hard they’ve worked to make it look that way.” David nodded again. They needed to widen the net. Deanna wasn’t off the hook by any means, but now a boatload of other possibilities had opened up. “I want every victim’s background pulled.”

      “What are we looking for?”

      “Anything and everything. Friends. Enemies. Also, any volunteer who’d been there in the year before the attack. There’s a link between the volunteers and what happened. We need to find it.”

      “And you want Renzo to do what?”

      Renzo stood out like a sore thumb. The entire family was clean cut except him. He looked more like a criminal than like one of the good guys. Rafe usually tried to get him to change his look, but right now he was going to use it to his benefit. Renzo needed to go deep undercover. It was something he’d done many times before on the police force. “Have him do some of his own digging. Maybe ruffle some feathers, He’s good at that. There’s got to be some questionable friends, or even better, an enemy of one of the families. I’m sure there’s got to be someone out there who had a grudge or score to settle.” God knows we all have them. I’m not even sure I can count how many I have.

      “Alone?”

      “He’ll know who to take with him.” Rafe knew Renzo had his own set of connections. “And have Melissa visit with the families of the other Literacy Corps victims.”

      David’s eyes widened as though he couldn’t believe what he was being told. “Melissa? Are you sure?”

      They normally didn’t include her, but she was the only Turchetta no one would suspect. She was a physical therapist for disabled veterans. The only pain she ever inflicted on anyone was for their own health. “You don’t have to tell her what we’re looking for. Let her know I need her to get feel for what these families are like. If there’s anything that doesn’t feel right, she’ll pick up on it. We’ll take it from there.”

      Rafe knew she was good at it. It was something she did daily. Whenever she entered a patient’s home, she assessed their emotional status as well as their disability. Melissa always told them you couldn’t treat just one, you needed to treat both.

      David got up. “I hope you’re right about this.”

      “Me too.” Rafe knew David was questioning using Melissa. They’d kept her out of harm’s way like they’d done with Phoebe. What good had that done? Ignorance is not always bliss. At least Renzo was home in the States. He’d watch out for his kid sister like he always did. And even though the veterans she visited were disabled, they also loved and protected her like family.

      “Guess you’re taking over.”

      “For now.” Rafe lay down, taking his position as David left. Rafe needed to be alone. It was where he did his best thinking. There was a lot going through his mind, but one question in particular was haunting him. Had Phoebe just been in the wrong place at the wrong time? Could it have been one of us they were trying to break?

      It was something that wouldn’t have surprised him. If the intention had been to capture Phoebe and use her as leverage, it’s possible this had been a kidnap attempt gone very wrong.

      The Turchetta men knew things that shouldn’t be public, and their skills definitely should not be in the wrong hands. They used them for good, not evil. Would someone have used their sister, hoping to get them to fight for the other side?

      Rafe wished he could say with all certainty that none of them would’ve given in to such threats. But the truth was, they loved their sister, and if it meant saving her life, he wasn’t sure what he would’ve done, never mind the rest. I’d risk it if it meant having Phoebe back.

      That wasn’t something that could happen. All he could do now was find the truth and stop whatever this was from going further. He’d first thought Deanna’s return to Moreira was what heightened the situation. Looking back, it just as easily could’ve been their jet landing there. Or it has nothing to do with either of us. Who the heck knows?

      It wasn’t that he didn’t trust his team; he did. But right now the fewer people who knew, the better. Not just for the Turchettas, but for each member of their teams. If anyone got wind that they were searching for the leader, what had happened in Moreira could happen again on an even larger scale. Until we know who the enemy is, we protect everyone.

      As he looked through the goggles, he knew he was only going through the motions. Nothing was happening tonight, maybe not tomorrow either. Once Renzo and Melissa were in place, Rafe was going to need to make a move. Shaking things up in Moreira was going to get a reaction from someone back in the States. And he wasn’t going to wait for them to make the first move.

      He’d set the pieces in motion. Rafe was taking a risk like he’d never done before. From where he was, it was time. The longer he delayed, the more they risked losing the element of surprise. It was almost time to kick the hornets’ nest and see what comes out. We’re changing the rules of this game.

      

      Deanna couldn’t believe how much her ankle throbbed the entire flight. She hated asking the pilot to help her down the stairs, but to her surprise, he scooped her up and carried her like she was light as a feather. When she tried calling for a taxi, he informed her he was under strict instructions to take her straight to the emergency room.

      At first she wasn’t happy Rafe was still trying to control the situation, but her options were limited. It wasn’t like she was alone. She could’ve called her father, but that would require explaining a few things. Like how I hurt myself on a relaxation retreat.

      “Miss, is there something wrong?”

      Deanna was shocked by how the pilot stayed with her the entire time in the emergency room. The only time he’d left her was to grab them both some coffee and something to eat. She hadn’t expected any of that. Actually the unexpected is what I should expect lately. She turned to the pilot and said, “Can you give me one more lift?”

      “I wasn’t about to just leave you here at the hospital. Where too?”

      That was a good question. Right now she knew Rafe didn’t get her out of Moreira just because of her ankle. There was something else going on or he wouldn’t have stayed. And they all had stayed. If it had been about her, all of them would’ve been on that plane with her. Deanna knew one thing, she needed to continue being Alice until it was safe for her to be Deanna again. “Please call me Alice, and any hotel will be fine.”

      He smiled at her and said, “Alice, I think there’s someplace you might find a bit more comfortable.”

      Deanna had no idea where that could be. This man didn’t know a thing about her. Heck, he didn’t even know her real name. When she said Alice, he didn’t blink an eye. But what did she have to lose? She’d told him anyplace. How bad could it be?

      “As long as it doesn’t have a lot of stairs, I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Deanna said as she hobbled along on her crutches by his side. As the limo driver approached the pilot waved him off and opened the door to the limo for her and held her crutches while she slid in. She watched as he went to the truck and placed her crutches inside before returning to join her. As before, the pilot took the seat directly across from her. Although he was pleasant enough, it was still a bit unnerving to be facing him the entire time. “Maybe I should take a cab instead.”

      “Why is that?”

      Deanna needed to think of something that sounded believable. She was trying to lay low herself. A limo would bring questions, and that was not what she wanted. She’d gone through a lot of trouble to become Alice. And Alice wasn’t wealthy. She did have access to plenty of funds, but that wasn’t the point. No one knew or could know that information. If they found out, then then this was all for nothing and she might as well have stayed Deanna in that case. “I don’t want them overcharging me at the hotel.”

      “We’re not going to a hotel.”

      Panic filled her. He’d been so kind up to this point, but was it possible the man wasn’t actually one of Rafe’s trusted men? Josh had promised her she’d make it back to the States safely. She was here, safe and sound. No one had said she’d stay that way.

      Stammering she asked, “What . . . where . . . exactly are you taking me?” She held her breath, almost too afraid to hear the answer. Deanna wasn’t very intimidating even without an injury. But now what could she do, kick him with her splinted foot? That’d probably hurt her more than him.

      “I told you, Alice, someplace comfortable. A place where you’ll be taken care of.”

      The only thing he didn’t mention was a place where she’d be safe. Had that been intentionally left out? “I was thinking maybe a place close to the hospital. You know, in case I need to return for some reason.” Like you attack me or something.

      He shook his head. “Sorry, but Mr. Turchetta wouldn’t be pleased with that.”

      Deanna should’ve known this was Rafe’s doing. “You don’t need to tell him. I’m very capable of taking care of myself.” At least on a good day. This wasn’t one of those. She didn’t want to let it show, but her ankle was killing her. When she saw it in the ER, it looked three times the normal size and several shades of black, blue, and purple.

      “He was happy it wasn’t broken, but he doesn’t want you alone. Not until you’re back on both feet as he put it.”

      Deanna glared at the man. “How does he know it’s not broken?” She hadn’t divulged that information.

      “He has his ways.”

      Oh, I’m sure he does. Besides being immoral, it was illegal to hack into medical records; he seemed to have an uncanny way of getting information that couldn’t be obtained any other way. Somehow she didn’t think he cared too much about what was right or wrong. Rafe did things the way he wanted to. That might work for others, but she didn’t like being manipulated one bit.

      The limo was already on the highway, and she couldn’t jump out. Her ankle would be the least of her worries then. Crossing her arms in front of her, she said, “You can tell Mr. Tur—”

      “Miss, he can hear you.”

      She looked around the limo for a microphone. Then he pulled out the small earpiece like Josh had worn. Darn it. In all the commotion she’d somehow missed that. Then again I’m not used to looking either. “Rafe, I’m not finding this funny one bit. I’ve done what you asked. I’m in the States. All I ask now is that you respect my privacy and let me live my life.”

      The man looked uncomfortable, and she knew he didn’t want to repeat what Rafe said.

      “Might as well tell me.”

      Clearing his throat, he said, “The day you don’t have to be Alice is the day you get your life back.”

      Deanna huffed and leaned back. She was trapped. This time by someone who said he was doing it for her, but she knew that wasn’t possible. He made it plain. He doesn’t trust me. Whatever he was doing, this was all about him and what he wanted. She was just a pawn in it. Something I’ve been for years now.

      She didn’t speak for the rest of the ride. What more could be said? The mighty Rafe had spoken, and heaven knows no one would dare defy him. Deanna wished she wasn’t jealous of such loyalty, but she was. The only people she could trust were her parents, but turning to them could be risking their lives. Being all alone was an emptiness she thought she had come to accept. But after meeting Rafe, her life felt emptier than ever before.

      Deanna must’ve fallen asleep on the way because she awoke when she heard the limo driver’s door shut. Her eyes fluttered open, and she noticed it was dark outside. She strained her eyes, trying to get her bearings. When her door opened, the smell of the ocean flowed inside.

      “Where are we?”

      “Mr. Turchetta’s beach house.”

      Deanna’s hands trembled and her heart raced. She’d been there so many times with Phoebe. It held some of the best memories she had. It was perfect, and yet it was the worst place to be. How was she going to stay there without her best friend? It wouldn’t be the same.

      The driver stood outside, holding her crutches. She slowly got out and looked around. The grounds didn’t appear to have changed much. The house was just as she recalled.

      She made her way inside, and the men left once she confirmed she had everything she needed and was settled in for the night. She was told her someone would be by in the morning. Arguing that she didn’t need anyone was useless. They were going to do whatever Rafe told them. All Deanna could do was sit back and let her foot heal. Then she would be mobile, and Rafe wouldn’t hold all the control. At least she hoped not.

      Deanna couldn’t sleep and made her way onto the deck. The sound of waves crashing on the beach was soothing. She looked around, and the rocking chair built for two was still there. She sat down on the left so she could put her right leg up. Keep it elevated they’d told her over and over again at the ER. She wasn’t doing it because they told her to, but because it actually felt better that way. Guess I’m stubborn too.

      She spent almost an hour outside listening to the waves. But with the chill of the night air, she was getting cold. Grabbing her crutches, she headed back inside. As she opened the door, she looked up at the archway. Phoebe’s and her initials were still carved in the wood. Her heart felt as though it shattered into a million pieces. She wasn’t going to be able to do this. It hurt worse than her ankle.

      Sobbing, she went into the house and to her room. She didn’t bother undressing as she fell onto the bed, burying her face in the pillow. Everything is the same, yet nothing will ever be the same again.
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      Rafe couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Gabe had to be wrong . . . but Gabe was never wrong.

      Gabe had dug really deep and crossed a few lines but was able to locate a single text message to Deanna. It wouldn’t appear as much to most people, but Rafe’s team knew how to decipher what others might overlook as a friendly message. “BE CAREFUL. YOU DON’T WANT TO LOSE YOUR PARENTS TOO.” It wasn’t much, but because it came from an untraceable phone they questioned it. However, it was Deanna’s response that raised a red flag. “I UNDERSTAND.”

      Gabe was great at finding secrets that wasn’t meant to be found. That partnered well with Rafe’s knack for reading between the lines. For him, it was all about the unspoken words, because what wasn’t said usually spoke volumes. So far, nothing indicated that her parents were ill or lived a high risk lifestyle. That could only mean the text message was a threat of some sort. “I don’t know how, but I have a feeling this is linked to what happened in Moreira. We need to find out who sent it, Gabe.”

      “That’s a lot of assumption about something so small.”

      But that’s what made Rafe good at what he did. His gut didn’t normally steer him wrong. “Gabe, we’ve had a lot less to go on and we’ve hit pay dirt.”

      “I’ll keep looking.”

      Gabe didn’t need to tell Rafe that. No one on the team backed down from a challenge. Especially one that might give us answers about Phoebe. “Good. Why the heck would someone go to such lengths? And why wouldn’t Deanna go to the authorities or anyone else for help?” Rafe asked, knowing dang well Gabe didn’t have a clue either. Not yet.

      “I’ve checked into her parents’ backgrounds, and they are clean. Deanna is the one who concerns me.”

      Rafe had his concerns as well, but surely for different reasons. “What did you find?”

      “Absolutely nothing. She was a straight-A student . . . never even had a traffic ticket. From the looks of her, she’s perfect.”

      “Perfect? Deanna?”

      “Yeah, Rafe, I’m telling you, that woman is so squeaky clean she should run for office someday.”

      Although Gabe was excellent at providing details, Rafe wasn’t in the mood for any of his smart remarks. Ever since they’d overheard him speaking to Deanna in her tent, the comments had become more frequent. He tolerated it because they were brothers, but his fuse was running short.

      “No one makes it to thirty-two and remains as innocent as you’re making her out to be. You have to be missing something. Or they’ve wiped her record clean. Check again.”

      “Rafe, I’ve triple-checked. There’s nothing to be found.”

      Rafe wasn’t buying that crap. He’d had several conversations with her, and she could hold her own nicely. That sharp little tongue of hers must’ve gotten her in trouble a time or two. Asking her wouldn’t get him anywhere. She’d only continue to lie as she’d been doing since the moment they met. Yet Gabe still thinks she’s innocent. Go figure.

      But it didn’t matter what anyone else thought. His gut told him otherwise. No documentation from Gabe was going to change that. “The threats make no sense. Why go after the Glenn family if they all are as clean as you say?” To answer that Rafe needed to know more about the threat.

      “We’ve seen some screwed up crap. Heck, I can tell you from personal experience, if someone wants to plant false information, it can be done.”

      “I know that, Gabe, but what do they gain?” They wanted something big to take such drastic action. The Glenn family had money and prestige. This didn’t appear to be about blackmail.

      “Why don’t you ask Deanna?” Gabe didn’t try to hide his sarcasm.

      Deanna probably wouldn’t be any more forthcoming with information than she’d been before. Heck, probably less. But Gabe was right, someone needed to talk to her—in person. Someone she wouldn’t feel threatened by.

      “Has Melissa left Rhode Island yet?” When he gave orders, he didn’t follow up, but he didn’t consider her part of the team. We need a favor, maybe two.

      “The jet was fueled and waiting, but I don’t think so. Why?”

      “I think Melissa would like to meet Deanna.”

      Gabe laughed. “Smooth. And are you planning to tell Melissa why?”

      “No. I think it’ll be better if they become acquainted first.” He didn’t quite consider that using his sister. Obviously, Deanna needed someone to confide in. Melissa was not only a good listener but a medical professional. She would be perfect for keeping an eye on Deanna. It was a win all the way around as far as Rafe was concerned.

      “And you actually think this is going to work?”

      Gabe didn’t normally question him. “You don’t?”

      “Heck no, I don’t. Rafe, you’re forgetting one important factor in this.”

      Angrily he asked, “What is that?”

      “They are both women. Do you think Melissa is going to side with you once she finds out how you spoke to Deanna?”

      Rafe hadn’t given that any thought. Deanna was nothing to him or the family. Melissa was his sister. It was logical that she’d do what Rafe asked, and that’d be the end of it. “I don’t see that being an issue.”

      “Your call.”

      Finally, you remember that. “Just keep digging. I’m telling you, you’re missing something.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think it’s me who’s off his game, but you’re the boss.”

      Gabe disconnected the call, but Rafe could hear him chuckling before he did so. This was not a laughing matter. Lives were at stake, potentially their family’s. When he had a chance, Rafe was going to need to sit down with Gabe and go over a few things.

      He didn’t blame Gabe. Normally he was behind a desk hacking into some database or ripping down a firewall in someone’s security system. That wasn’t the same as looking down the barrel of a gun and trying to read if the guy holding it was bluffing or not. Rafe had split-second decisions to make, sometimes affecting only him, but usually involving the entire team. He had seen more than he cared to remember and lost more than he ever could have imagined. I don’t know if I’m capable of laughing anymore.

      Melissa hadn’t been involved in the physical action of Turchetta’s Promise, but she’d helped pick up the pieces of those suffering from its effects. She would smile, but he knew behind those brown eyes of hers was a deep-rooted pain like the rest of them had. And I hope I’m not about to open a wound that’s trying to heal. Picking up the phone, he reached out to Melissa.

      “Rafe, can you please make up your mind. First you want me to leave; now you want me to stay. I have a job, you know. I can’t drop everything to run around and talk to people for you. If you want my help, maybe you should tell me what’s truly going on.”

      He’d prepared for this response. “Melissa, she’s not just anyone. She knew Phoebe.”

      Rafe knew that must’ve come as a blow to her. She and Phoebe were only eleven months apart. Growing up, they’d been more like twins. Until they’d entered high school. Then Phoebe had become more independent and full of dreams that didn’t include Melissa. She’d had her own set of friends that, obviously, none of them had met. Rafe wasn’t sure if he was jealous or just hurt that Deanna seemed to know Phoebe better than he did. He hoped Melissa wouldn’t feel that way too.

      “Is that why you have her at your house? Because she was friends with Phoebe?” Melissa’s tone held all the doubt it should.

      She knows me too well. Actually, Melissa knew all of them, because she’d made it a point to keep in contact with her siblings no matter what obstacles stood in her way. Rafe had been the most elusive—on purpose. He didn’t want anyone to know him, because often he didn’t like what he’d become. It made him exceptional at his job, but on a personal level, he was wacked. After they all left the service, Melissa had tried planning gatherings, and he’d always had an excuse why he didn’t show. Contemplating helping him was more than he deserved from Melissa. I’m one difficult Turchetta.

      Even with all his effort, she managed to see through his excuses. Why shouldn’t she? The one he’d doled out to her was as lame as the ones he’d been telling himself. It is for Phoebe’s safety. Or better yet, I need her there so I can monitor her movements. Both were believable, but neither was the truth. The logical place for Deanna was home with her parents. Everything Gabe told him said they loved her very much. They might have been a bit overprotective from some people’s point of view, but Rafe didn’t believe there was such a thing with someone you love. So why did he insist Deanna stay at his house?

      “I guess I have my answer,” Melissa stated.

      Rafe didn’t like the sound of that. “What does that mean?”

      “It means this is personal. I still have to figure out why you want me there, but I have my suspicions.”

      “Don’t go looking for something that isn’t there. She’s hurt and needs someplace safe to lay low. Nothing more.”

      “Sure.”

      Melissa normally didn’t pry into their personal lives, so he had no reason to believe she would now. Don’t let this be a first.

      “Good. Then I need you to do me another favor.”

      “Rafe, I’m keeping a list, and all these favors are going to cost you.”

      He wished she meant money, but that wasn’t what drove Melissa. Rafe needed this, so he’d promise her whatever she wanted. He needed to beat her at her own game. “Great, we can talk about it at dinner next week.”

      Melissa laughed. “I’m thinking bigger, but we can discuss it over dinner.”

      “Get me the information I need and consider it a deal.”

      “Don’t worry, Rafe. Unlike you, people talk freely to me. If she needs or wants to, I’ll be there to listen. Whether or not I give all the information to you . . . well, that is yet to be determined. Since your pilot so kindly brought my bags from the plane, I guess that’s my cue to head to your house.”

      “I’ll be calling you.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      Rafe knew Melissa was hurt that he chose not to keep in closer contact, but it wasn’t about her. It was all about him. She looked and acted so much like Phoebe that he grew angry when he was around her too long. He was hoping her presence would have a different effect on Deanna. She can’t tick Deanna off any more than I have already.

      There was one more call he needed to make. It wasn’t required; he knew Melissa didn’t need his help with introductions. Heck, Melissa was going to be much more tactful. But he wasn’t stepping back. Rafe wanted to talk to Deanna, hear her voice again. She may not feel the same way.

      “Rafe?”

      “I wanted to let you know my sister, Melissa, will be staying with you while you . . . heal.”

      “How did you get my number?” Deanna asked.

      He’d forgotten they’d never officially exchanged phone numbers. He’d programmed his into her phone when she wasn’t looking. Rafe didn’t feel the need to give any details.

      “She should be arriving within the hour.”

      He heard Deanna snort her displeasure. “Tell her I don’t need her. I’m doing fine on my own.”

      I’m sure you are. “She usually comes by when she has vacation time.” However, Melissa never stopped working any more than the rest of them.

      “Oh. I can leave, so she can have the house to herself.”

      Rafe believed Deanna really was saying that out of consideration for Melissa. Dang. Why does she need to be so nice? His intentions were far from that. Melissa was there to do what Rafe couldn’t do himself. If Deanna didn’t open up to Melissa, she sure as heck wouldn’t like what came next.

      “If you have issues with it, take them up with her. I’ll be in touch to check on things.” His tone was sharp, and he ended the call before Deanna voiced whatever objection was coming next. Two things he knew: she definitely had one, and he didn’t want to hear it. Not because it wasn’t valid, but the exact opposite. He was more concerned that if they spoke too long, she might wear him down. The last thing Rafe needed was more guilt eating at him. He needed his head clear and conscious free. If not, he might mess up and cost them all big time. That’s not happening. Not again.

      

      Deanna hadn’t been given an option. That didn’t surprise her. Rafe liked control. Someday he’ll figure out the tighter you hold something, the less control you have.

      That didn’t mean she was going to pack up and leave. Rafe’s call, although not what she’d expected, brought news that pleased her. She wasn’t about to admit she was looking forward to meeting Melissa. He’ll probably tell her not to come if he thinks it makes me happy.

      She didn’t know much about Melissa, but talking about Phoebe with someone not as . . . harsh as Rafe, was going to be refreshing. It’d been difficult to mourn someone you weren’t allowed to speak about. But she knew Rafe’s house had to be secure. He wouldn’t have it any other way. That doesn’t mean he won’t be the one listening.

      She hated not having privacy. Although she had no proof, they’d warned her they would always be watching, and what price her family would pay if she broke her silence. She never had and never would. She’d proven that years ago. They’d grilled her for all the facts when they’d “rescued” her. She’d told them the truth, and they’d made it crystal clear it could never be repeated. They’d provided her their version of what happened, and she’d stuck to their story ever since.

      Deanna never understood what they were afraid of. She knew things hadn’t happened the way they’d portrayed them to the world, but Phoebe was gone. Talking about her shouldn’t affect anything. Deanna had held up her end and spewed the lies and deceit as though it was true. But, three years later, she still hurt, and the hurt wasn’t going to go away.

      Suddenly she panicked. Rafe had called her cell phone. If they were monitoring it, they knew she was at his place. They might come for her, believing she was divulging information to him. As her concerns increased, so did her heart rate. Oh God, no. Melissa could very well be walking into something she could never get out of. A fate like Phoebe’s.

      Deanna grabbed her crutches and headed for the bedroom to pack her things. Rafe had said Melissa was on her way. She hoped Melissa had the same sense of time as her sister had. Phoebe had always shown up late to everything. If only you had three years ago, maybe you’d be alive now.

      Without folding anything, she flung it all into her suitcase. She was about to zip it when a woman’s voice asked from the doorway, “Need a hand with that?”

      Deanna turned and was taken aback at the sight. There was no reason for Melissa to introduce herself. A bit shorter and older, she looked so much like Phoebe it was scary. All the more reason for me to leave.

      “I was just—”

      “Standing on an ankle that you probably shouldn’t. Must hurt like the dickens.”

      You can’t imagine. The pain in her foot didn’t compare to anything in her soul. “It’s . . . bearable.” That wasn’t true. She was so focused on leaving her own well-being had vanished. Since slipping out the back didn’t appear to be an option, she didn’t see any reason to continue to push past the pain.

      Deanna plopped herself on the bed. “I guess you’re right.”

      “I usually am. Not my best trait, if you ask my brothers.” Melissa laughed as she picked up a pillow from the other side of the bed to prop up Deanna’s foot. “You should have this elevated.”

      “Yeah, they told me, but I’m—”

      “Too busy packing to listen?”

      “You sound just like—”

      “Please don’t say Rafe,” Melissa said, rolling her eyes.

      Deanna couldn’t help but laugh. “Maybe just a little.” Melissa had Rafe’s snarky wit, something she hadn’t seen in the other siblings she’d met. I hope that’s all you two have in common.

      “We are as different as night and day.”

      “Well, that’s good,” Deanna uttered before realizing that wasn’t a very nice thing to say about someone when you’re staying in their home.

      Melissa sat on the bed next to Deanna. “He’s really not as bad as he makes himself out to be.”

      Deanna had heard that exact statement from Josh. I didn’t believe it then, and I still don’t. “Good to hear.” She hoped her tone didn’t show the sarcasm raging in her head.

      “When Rafe called and said you were here, I couldn’t believe it.”

      “Yeah, it was . . . a last minute decision.” Although Rafe deserved it, she wasn’t about to say anything rude about him.

      “Me too. I always love coming here. Something about sitting on the deck and listening to the ocean helps calm my spirit after a stressful day at work.”

      Rafe had mentioned Melissa needed a vacation, but she hadn’t believed him. Maybe I was wrong. “What do you do?” Deanna regretted asking the question because it opened the door for Melissa to ask her personal questions.

      “I’m a physical therapist.”

      Deanna lifted her hurt ankle into the air. “Think you can work some magic on this thing?”

      Melissa laughed. “Let’s start by following the doctor’s orders. But I think I can relieve some of that swelling.”

      “Really? How?” Any relief sounded good.

      “Did you pack a swimsuit?”

      Deanna shook her head. She’d packed for Moreira. It wasn’t a place you would wear something so revealing. That would’ve brought even more unwanted attention than the Literacy Corps group already had.

      “Well, I keep a few here. You can borrow one of mine. Although I think it’s going to be too big.”

      “I thought you were going to help with the swelling.”

      Melissa nodded. “Soaking in the ocean is perfect. Trust me. A few days with me and you’ll feel like new.”

      “What can you do about the color?” Deanna noticed the bruises had darkened since the last time she’d looked at it.

      “Let’s tackle one thing at a time. Once we have you back on both feet, we’ll worry about how you look in heels.”

      Deanna leaned back and relaxed. She’d been worried about what Melissa might be like. That it might be awkward without Phoebe there. But Melissa seemed . . . nice. And right now she could use some nice.

      “I’m sure it must be hard for you,” Melissa said.

      “Excuse me?” Deanna had no idea what she was talking about.

      “Being here again, but this time as Rafe’s guest rather than Phoebe’s.”

      Guest? That wasn’t how she’d describe her invitation. She was really interested in hearing what Rafe had told his sister. “What exactly did he tell you?”

      Melissa got off the bed and headed for the door. Right before she left the room, she turned and said, “That you’re important to him, and he wished he could be here with you. Now get some rest. Tomorrow we start working on that ankle.”

      That didn’t sound like Rafe at all. Then again, she was important if he was searching for answers. And she was sure he wanted to be here to do the asking himself. Guess it is the truth. Go figure.

      Deanna called out before Melissa closed the door, “What are you going to do today?”

      “I’m going to curl up with a book and maybe even take a nap.” Then she was gone as quickly as she’d arrived.

      Deanna was glad Rafe wasn’t there. Melissa might not really be on vacation, but her investigation skills were much smoother than her brother’s.

      She looked at her suitcase full of disheveled clothes. She knew she should unpack, but she didn’t want to move. Melissa was right. Her foot felt much better propped up on the pillow. She reached over and turned off the light by her bed. I’ll deal with it tomorrow. That and whatever Melissa is really here for.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Deanna’s little accident couldn’t have come at a better time. She might see it differently, but at least she wasn’t in harm’s way. This trip and sending her away wasn’t about making her happy. If it was, then I sure as heck ain’t the one for the job. He’d done just about everything to make her hate him, and he wasn’t happy with himself for that. He knew what was at stake. He’d brought his team, his family, into something they hadn’t been asked to get involved in. Then again, it wasn’t always about being asked. The purpose might have altered, but the need had magnified.

      There was so much money controlling both sides. That was why he surrounded himself with people who weren’t driven by it. If they were, they easily could be lured away and wouldn’t stay when they were outnumbered. His team was highly trained but bound by something the others weren’t. Loyalty. That’s what gave them the advantage. That’s what’s going to make us come out on top.

      Some might think they treated this like a game. They were wrong, but life was filled with winners and losers. This mission, although self-assigned, wasn’t something they could afford to lose. If they did, they weren’t the only ones who’d pay the price. The remaining volunteers would be left defenseless and surely suffer the same fate the previous volunteers had.

      Rafe didn’t care what it cost him; he needed to ensure their safety. He’d pulled in every available man on this one. If they weren’t here in Moreira, they were back in Rhode Island keeping an eye on both Melissa and Deanna. He was torn about where he was needed, but Moreira was about to become even more unstable. The goal was to cut off the funding and shake them up.

      David’s voice came over his earpiece, “Spotted her.”

      He knew exactly who David was talking about. “Where?”

      “She’s standing with a man on the east side. He’s armed.”

      Crap. That’s what he was worried about. He picked up his binoculars and scanned the area until he found the child. The man was holding Shadoa by the upper arm, and she looked as though she was in pain. Even from this distance, he could see the coldness in the man’s eyes. This man was no loving father.

      “I’m clear,” David said with the target in sight.

      All he needed to do was say the word and David would drop the guy in his tracks. There wouldn’t be a sound other than his dead body hitting the dirt. There was no doubt David would hit his mark. But that would scare Shadoa. None of them knew the relationship between her and this man. He didn’t appear to be a loving, caring father, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t scream if he was killed. The last thing they needed was the entire village coming out and Shadoa getting caught in the line of fire. No matter how good David was, at this distance there would be no way to guarantee her safety.

      It was all about timing. If Rafe felt they had no other choice, he’d make the call and live with the consequences. “Hold.”

      The man started dragging Shadoa toward a truck parked not far from them. If they left the village, that would provide the perfect opportunity to take the jerk out and retrieve Shadoa with the least amount of risk to her. Keep going. Just a little farther.

      He opened the truck door, and Shadoa started pulling away. Rafe’s heart ached as he watched her flinging herself around, trying to drop to the ground to avoid getting tossed inside. The man raised a hand to strike her, but before he could, a woman ran out of a nearby house, rushed over, and grabbed his arm. The man let go of Shadoa and struck the woman, causing her to fall to the ground. Then he grabbed for Shadoa again, but she backed away from him. As he stepped forward, the woman lying on the ground wrapped her arms around his legs. She must’ve said something because Shadoa started running toward the woods. Run. Don’t look back. Just run.

      “Josh, do you—?”

      “See it. On it,” Josh replied.

      Rafe knew Josh and the team with him would haul boots in the direction Shadoa was running. If she was able to get away, they needed to make sure she stayed away. Going back wouldn’t end well for her.

      Although Rafe wanted to keep an eye on what was happening with Shadoa, he needed to watch what was going down in the village. There was a line right now they couldn’t cross. They knew their presence was known, but their numbers weren’t. Broad daylight wasn’t the time to go head-to-head with them. It would bring retaliation they weren’t prepared for. The volunteer camp wasn’t unprotected, but they sure as heck didn’t have the manpower to ensure they all made it out alive. He wasn’t willing to accept any more loss of life on their side. Not if I can help it.

      The man kicked his legs free before raising his gun and pointing at her. Don’t do it. Don’t you dare do it. The woman might be lying on the ground but wasn’t giving up. Rafe could tell she was going to do anything she had to do in order to ensure Shadoa got away. No one had to tell him she was Shadoa’s mother. Her act of love said it all.

      “I’m clear,” David said again.

      “Hold,” Rafe said, knowing dang well what was coming next. His stomach was in a knot as the man put the gun in the woman’s face. He seemed to be yelling something, which brought people scampering out from their homes. They were far from showing any support for the woman. Now there were about twenty men with guns surrounding the area, warning off anyone who’d tried to interfere. The few women who had come out rushed back inside.

      Rafe knew this was only a handful of the men they’d counted over the last few days. There was going to be bloodshed, and all Rafe and his team could do now was wait and watch.

      He knew each member of his team was itching to pull the trigger and kill that evil rebel. But this wasn’t the first time they’d been in this situation. It was hard as heck to sit and watch. You felt helpless, but they each knew no matter what they did, it wouldn’t save the woman’s life. Nothing would at this point.

      Rafe watched as the woman struggled to get up and face her attacker. Once she did, she stood up tall as though challenging him. Keeping the focus on her and not on Shadoa. Dang it.

      “Package in hand,” Josh said, letting them know Shadoa was now in their care.

      “Get her out of there now,” Rafe barked, knowing good and well what was about to happen. He was glad Shadoa wasn’t there to view it, but she was still within earshot of the sound, and it made him sick. She was young, but this was going to haunt her for the rest of her life. We know from experience.

      The rest of the team prepared themselves for the inevitable. Helplessly, they were forced to quietly watch as the man raised his gun to her head and pulled the trigger. They heard the shot first in their earpiece as Josh’s picked it up, then the echo as it bounced off the surrounding hills. David didn’t need to report what they’d all just witnessed. A person gave their life to protect another. If there had been any way, Rafe would’ve traded places with her.

      Rafe made choices that were anything but easy. This day was going to be yet another that would haunt him forever. But if he’d acted any differently, they’d have shown their hand and lost what advantage they had. He’d learned many years ago you couldn’t save everyone, but that didn’t mean you ever forgot the ones you lost. And I promise you. I’m not leaving Moreira until that evil rebel pays for what he did.

      “What do you want to do?” David asked.

      Rafe couldn’t voice what was running through every cell in his body. “They’ll be looking for her. We need to get her out of here.”

      “Roger,” Josh answered. “Where to?”

      He wanted to tell Josh to get her to the States, but he couldn’t afford to lose any of the team right now. It was only a matter of time before they decided to come knocking on the doors at the camp again. Rafe needed every man armed and ready. It was also time to have a sit-down with the volunteers. He hoped he could convince them to leave on their own accord. Because I hate to think you’ll all be leaving in pine boxes.

      “Keep her with you,” Rafe said to Josh.

      “Rafe, she’s freaking scared. She’s crying, and I don’t have a clue how to communicate with her.”

      Gabe chimed in and translated a few words. “She said she is scared they are going to come after her. She asked if they killed her mother.”

      It was painful knowing this young age girl already understood the reality of her life.

      “I can’t tell her that.”

      “Tell her you’re going to make sure she is safe just like De . . . like Alice.” Rafe hoped that would ease the child’s mind a bit since she’d taken to Deanna so easily. He listened as Gabe provided the words for Josh to repeat. Shadoa stopped crying, and Rafe asked, “What’s going on?”

      Josh said softly, “She’s hugging me.”

      None of the Turchettas were fond of hugging, yet he could hear how it was affecting Josh. They all could. After what they’d just witnessed, this moment brought what little comfort it could to them all. Rafe closed his eyes, wishing there had been a way to save them both. He knew dang well if he’d done anything differently Shadoa might have ended up like her mother. Each of his men was willing to give their lives to protect the innocent, but sometimes doing so meant having to do nothing. It was a difficult concept to swallow, but places like this didn’t run by the same values.

      Rafe raised his binoculars again and saw the woman was left lying in the dirt as the man pointed toward the woods where Shadoa had run off to. He watched dirt kick up as they headed off in that direction, all heavily armed. “Josh, you’re about to have company.”

      “Roger.”

      They had no visual on Josh. The woodland was thick, which provided good cover but also made it impossible for snipers to be of any assistance. Dang it. The village sat smack in the middle, which left Josh and the four men on his team on their own. Move it, Josh.

      “What do you see, David?” Rafe asked, hoping he had a view from his position.

      “I can take them out before they enter the woods, but no visual on our guys.”

      That brought them right back to where they’d been moments earlier. The only difference was Josh was not a defenseless woman. If confronted, his team wasn’t going down without one heck of a fight.

      Five against twenty are not odds I like. And that didn’t take into consideration that they were traveling with a scared child.

      “Gabe, tell me you have them on satellite.”

      “Negative. They were there, and then they were gone.”

      “What do you mean gone?” Rafe asked angrily.

      “I’m telling you, I had the signal from Josh and his team’s phones, then all of a sudden they dropped.”

      “All five phones?”

      Gabe answered, “Yeah. Almost like they were being jammed.”

      That wasn’t possible. Not with the technology they were using. Gabe was the best, and he knew ten different ways around whatever blocked them. They had to be missing something. Where the heck are you, Josh?

      “Want my team to go in?” David asked.

      “Hold positions.” The only protection the camp had at the moment, besides himself, was David and his four men. The volunteer camp would be sitting ducks if David’s team pulled out now. Another massacre, just waiting to happen. He had to trust Josh. Whatever caused him to go totally off the grid had to be truly important.

      There wasn’t much he’d liked about Moreira before and even less now. He’d silently promised the woman who’d been killed that he’d keep Shadoa safe. When Josh said they had Shadoa and she was safe, it’d been a small victory amongst such violence. Rafe wasn’t sure how, but he intended to keep his word.

      “David, you’re in charge.”

      “Where are you going?” David asked.

      “Stay focused on the task at hand. If they make even the slightest move toward the camp, blow the evil jerks to hades.” Where they belong.

      “Roger.”

      Gabe chimed in, “You really can’t be thinking—”

      Rafe reached up and turned his earpiece off. He didn’t need to be told what a fool he was for going down there alone. This was his choice, his mission. They’d lost a sister already. There was no way he was leaving a brother out there. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself knowing he’d sent Josh and the others there. They were following my orders. Now it’s my job to make sure they all get back.

      As he slowly made his way through the woods, he kept his gun cocked and ready. He knew he would need to shoot first and ask questions later. If they got a shot off before he took them out, it would be game over. Everyone would know Shadoa wasn’t in the woods alone.

      Rafe heard the snap of a branch in the distance. Crouching down behind a bush, he saw two men approaching. Both had a weapon in hand and the look of pure evil on their faces. They wanted that girl badly. What for? She was so young. She was of no value to them. But then again, whoever she was she was important enough for a search party. One that didn’t have good intentions when they located her.

      He could hear them speaking. Rafe turned on his earpiece and tapped it once, signaling Gabe to listen.

      As Gabe listened, he translated to Rafe, “They said that witch was going to cost them a lot of money if they didn’t find her. That her family will not pay if they cannot prove she’s alive. The second man said if there’s no money, then they should kill her now and be done with it.”

      Her family? No one in that village was going to pay a penny, so who were they talking about? He wished he could ask these two for more information but this wasn’t the ideal time or location for an interrogation. Besides, based on their conversation, they weren’t high enough on the ranking to have what information Rafe would require. They were just bastards who were willing to kill an innocent child over money. Rafe looked at them no differently than any wild animal out on the hunt. With spite and malice. Another place and he’d walk away, but right now these two were standing between him and where he needed to be. Raising his gun he aimed and pulled the trigger killing the first one instantly. Even before the second one could figure out what was going on, Rafe sent off another round once again hitting his mark.

      Rafe scanned the area for anyone else close by. Confirming it was clear and he stood up and walked up to where the two men now lied. Crouching down he confirmed they were deceased. Looks like you won’t have to worry about money after all.

      They were far enough away from the village but he knew they’d be found eventually. Rafe needed as much time as he could. Snapping some branches off the nearby bushes he covered the bodies just enough so you couldn’t see them from a distance. Two down, eighteen to go.

      Very softly, Rafe said, “Gabe you know what you’re looking for.”

      “A connection between Shadoa and someone with money.”

      Gabe made it sound like looking for a needle in a haystack. Rafe’s gut told him it was a smaller list than that. “Look into the male volunteers.”

      “I had already eliminated them. There wasn’t any man with a significant amount of money in the bunch.”

      “Is that including the prior volunteers?”

      “Yes.”

      What the heck!? I know it’s linked somehow. Rafe wasn’t giving up. Maybe they were casting a net too narrowly. It might be time to expand their search criteria. “It might not be a volunteer’s money.”

      “What do you mean?” Gabe asked.

      “Look into the financials of all their family members. There’s something we’re missing.”

      “It’d be a lot easier with a DNA sample from her. Maybe you should—”

      “Do your job and let me do mine,” Rafe said gruffly as he once again turned off his earpiece. There was still a lot of ground to cover before he made it to Josh’s last known location. Let’s concentrate on keeping her alive, and then we’ll figure out what she has to do with all this mess.

      Rafe encountered a few more of the men and avoided killing as many as he could. He would do whatever he needed, just like he knew Josh would. But disappearing so suddenly didn’t make any sense. He scanned the area. Where the heck are you?

      He looked around for any sign that people had come through. There were several footsteps, but the prints weren’t the standard military boot. That meant they’d already searched this area. Hopefully, they came up empty-handed.

      The prints went off in a direction he knew led to a dirt road on the other side of the hill. If they thought Shadoa was alone, it would be logical that she’d run that way for help. Josh, on the other hand, would’ve avoided any public area. He would’ve gone farther in and away from the village.

      Rafe came upon some branches that were broken, pointing in one direction, made to appear that whoever had been traveling in that direction was in such a rush they didn’t think about the trail they’d left behind.

      It was a game they’d played when they were young. Setting up false clues to lead someone in the opposite direction. Since there weren’t any footprints, he knew it had to be one person. Good thinking, Josh.

      Rafe turned around and backtracked. Once again he stood right where the signal stopped. He had to have missed something. Then he saw it. Another bunch of broken twigs leading him forward. Turning around, he noticed several trees close together, thick with brush. He struggled but made his way around them. Bingo. On the other side was some sort of cave. Crouching down, he crawled inside and hoped it wasn’t filled with wild animals waiting to greet him. At certain points it became tight, and he needed to lie on his stomach and inch his way through. After a few feet it widened, and eventually, he could nearly stand up.

      He tried his earpiece to let Gabe know what he’d found. Nothing. Then he opened his phone but had no signal. Well, we know why you dropped off the radar. Now all I need to do is find out where this leads.

      Rafe used the light on his phone to guide his way. It seemed as though he’d walked for miles before coming to a point where he could see the light shining through the other side. That wasn’t the only thing either. He could hear rushing water. Rafe knew exactly where he was. At night, they’d made sure to become familiar with the surrounding area. There was a large waterfall on the other side of a hill. This cavern had to come out somewhere near that.

      When he came to the end of the cavern, he was met by a wall of rushing water. It’d been a perfect hiding place because no one could see it from the other side. He stuck his hand through the wall of rushing water. Someone grabbed his wrist. Rafe yanked his arm causing the man to come crashing through the water, slamming directly into him, causing them both to fall backward onto the ground. Rafe’s gun had been knocked out of his hand during the struggle. He rolled over and pinned the man beneath him. He was about to smash the guy’s face, then stopped. Josh.

      Although he was pleased to see his brother alive and well, he chewed his butt out. “What the heck are you trying to do, get yourself killed?” Rafe asked, getting off Josh while trying to catch his breath.

      “Didn’t expect it to be you. I thought you said to hold positions,” Josh said as he too got off the ground.

      “They are. I didn’t.” Rafe looked around then asked, “Where are the others and Shadoa?”

      “There’s a small ledge to the left of the falls. It provides plenty of cover but allows us to see what’s happening around us. That’s how I knew we had company. Just didn’t realize it was you.”

      “You’re lucky it was. How did you guys stumble across this place? If it weren’t for your clues, I’d never have seen it.”

      Josh smiled. “You know that sweet girl you sent us to rescue?” Rafe nodded. “She seems to be doing the rescuing.”

      “Shadoa?”

      “Yeah. We might not speak the same language, but dang that girl knew trouble was coming and where to go. We’re just hanging here until dark.”

      Rafe knew that meant she’d had to hide before. Ever since he put Deanna on that plane, he’d been trying to locate Shadoa. Had she been hiding all this time? Were they what spooked her out of hiding and back into the village? He kept ending up with more questions, and all of them seemed to revolve around someone they’d considered insignificant. Somehow Deanna didn’t.

      Part of him wished he’d never bumped into Deanna at the cemetery. Another part knew it was a meeting that finally was going to put his questions to rest. Why here? Why Phoebe, and why the heck didn’t anyone help?

      “You look like you’ve learned something that doesn’t make you happy. What is it?” Josh asked.

      Rafe wasn’t going to share his thoughts about Deanna. They were only speculations, and he wasn’t sure why, but his judgment was a bit clouded when it came to her. He was going to wait for facts. If she was involved, there’d be a steep price to pay. If not, he’d do everything in his power to help her heal from her loss. Not that I’ve had any luck with mine.

      “Seems that Shadoa is worth a lot of money to them.”

      Josh arched a brow. “That kid? She doesn’t look like a rich man’s daughter. What did I miss since I went off the grid?”

      Rafe spent the next hour filling him in and going back and forth on their theories. The only thing they seemed to agree on was protecting Shadoa had become a heck of a lot harder. Dang it. This is why I don’t make promises. In my line of work, they’re not easy to keep.

      Once nightfall came, they left the safety of the cavern. There was no way they could take Shadoa back to the camp, because they probably used some of the local women who came to the camp as spies. Not because the women wanted to spy, but because not doing as instructed came with a deadly price.

      Their backs were against a wall. Even though Rafe couldn’t afford to part with Josh and his team, there was no choice at this point. He’d made the only call he could and instructed Josh and his team to get Shadoa as far away from the village as possible before boarding the chopper. Without something more substantial to go on, there wasn’t a place in Moreira that Rafe felt Shadoa would be safe. Taking her to the States wasn’t a wise choice, but it had to be safer than keeping her in Moreira. Even there they’d need to keep a very low profile until they knew what and who they really were up against. Rafe was positive whoever they were had no issue taking the lives of innocent people. The list of despicable reasons behind such acts was endless. He was hoping Gabe or Renzo would have a solid lead soon, and they could finally take action. Playing the watching and waiting game was messing with his patience. Not that I have much to start with.

      He wracked his brain, hating they were heading to the States. Rafe needed someplace private. A place no one would suspect they’d go. That required pulling in a favor.

      Dialing the number, he reached out to someone he thought he wouldn’t be talking to again.

      “Didn’t think I’d be hearing from you so soon. Coming back to Tabiq?” Alex Henderson asked.

      “Not quite. I hear you have a small island that is . . . private.”

      Alex laughed. “I guess not if you’re asking about it.”

      “I need to borrow it.”

      Alex must’ve been able to tell from Rafe’s tone that this wasn’t a joking matter. “We have been delayed building on it. There are no amenities. Consider it yours for as long as you need it. I just hope you like camping. I’ll text you the coordinates.”

      They’d spent more nights than they could remember in places that made camping look like a luxury resort. The chopper had a well-stocked arsenal of weapons and supplies. They were ready for anything.

      “Thanks.” Although Rafe had his hands full, he couldn’t forget what they’d left behind to go to Moreira, included his brother. “How are things going in Tabiq?”

      “Gabe’s still trying to find out which money man keeps funding the lowlife here. Whoever it is, they don’t want progress. What I can’t figure out is why. We’ve shut down the human trafficking ring. There’s nothing left for them to want here.”

      “They must be looking at replacing it with something.” And whatever it is, isn’t legal.

      “Yeah. That’s what Stone is thinking too. Whoever it is, they are good. Each time Gabe thinks he’s got them, the money moves. It’s like a sophisticated cyber chess match. I can’t guess who’s winning.”

      “I’d put my money on Gabe. Thanks again. We’re a bit . . . indisposed at the moment, but if you need us, let Gabe know. He can always reach me.”

      “Will do and good luck.”

      Rafe understood why Gabe was struggling. He was the sole cyber source for two major issues plaguing them. It wasn’t as though one took precedence over the other. Things in Tabiq were just as critical as in Moreira. Because freking evil likes to spread its wings and touch everything.

      Once he had the coordinates, he passed the information to Josh with the change of plans, including collecting the DNA sample from Shadoa and getting it in the right hands. It sucked, but they were going to have to rely on Bennett Stone for some assistance. It came down to location, and Stone was a heck of a lot closer. They’d proven they could work well together—they’d had to lean on each other to get out of a few tight situations in the past—but he sure hoped they weren’t going to need to again. Josh voiced his concerns, but after much debate, they agreed Alex’s island was the best option.

      For now, he knew they’d be safe. However, that left the rest of them extremely outnumbered. They were going to have to act quickly and somehow get the Literacy Corps volunteers to pack up and ship out. If not, they’d have to stay and fight. Rafe knew that wouldn’t end well. Not for any of us.
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      Deanna had enjoyed a few days of therapy in the ocean waters with Melissa. She no longer needed crutches to get around, and there was almost no discomfort in her ankle at all.

      Besides being amazing at her job, Melissa was an intriguing individual. Not only were her features and her voice like Phoebe’s, but they had also chosen the same path in life. When Deanna tried telling Melissa that, she adamantly denied it, but there was no mistaking those two for sisters.

      Deanna appreciated everything Melissa had done for her. That’s why when she offered to cook a favorite local dish, one she and Phoebe used to make, she was shocked that Melissa became upset and said she needed to get some air. I was just trying to be nice.

      She sat on the porch swing and waited for what seemed hours. Deanna replayed the day’s events and tried to figure out what exactly she had done. It’s been so long since I’ve tried making friends; maybe I’ve forgotten how. Deanna thought about going to look for Melissa to apologize. It seemed to be the right thing to do. But without knowing what she’d done, the odds were great she’d do it again. That wasn’t going to solve the issue.

      So Deanna decided she would somehow broach the subject with Melissa, and hopefully she’d tell Deanna the truth. Funny. I want the truth from others yet I can’t give it. “When did I become a hypocrite?”

      “What makes you think you are?” Melissa asked from the open window behind her.

      Deanna practically leaped from her own skin. She had no idea how Melissa was able to keep sneaking up on her. Maybe if I were a bit more observant, it wouldn’t happen.

      “Say what?”

      “Why do you think you’re a hypocrite?”

      Gee, where do I start? Telling her wasn’t an option. Well, it was if Deanna didn’t mind putting Melissa in danger.

      “Oh, no reason.” Deanna knew if she started sharing even a small amount of what she felt, the floodgates would open and there’d be no stopping them. If I can hold back from Rafe, then I can hold back from anyone. It wasn’t that she wanted to open up to him, but he had a way of pulling things out of her she didn’t want to divulge. Heck, who am I fooling, I’m dying to tell someone, I just can’t. Melissa was full of surprises, and Deanna didn’t want to find out the hard way that she also was attuned to people. One of you is more than enough. She needed to take the focus off herself and put it back on Melissa. “How was your . . . walk?”

      “It was okay. I’m sorry I abandoned you.”

      Deanna was the one who should apologize. It was Rafe’s home, and Melissa was family. She belonged there, not her. I’m nothing but a nuisance.

      “I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

      Melissa didn’t say anything, and Deanna once again felt as though she was going down the wrong path. Why can’t I just leave it alone? She wanted someone who could relate to the pain she’d been feeling. Pushing Phoebe’s family wasn’t the answer.

      Melissa appeared on the deck and pulled up a seat next to her. “I’m the one who should apologize.”

      “No, really it wasn’t my place to bring it up.”

      Melissa leaned back and stared off at the ocean. “It’s just we don’t . . . talk about her much. I’ve forgotten how good it feels.”

      By the expression on Melissa’s face it didn’t appear to feel good. “I’m sure it’s . . . hard having me here.”

      Melissa snapped her head in her direction. “You? Here? God, no.”

      “But—”

      “It reminds me of a time when my sister was the happiest. All she talked about was her friend DeeDee. We didn’t even know your real name was Deanna.”

      “Yeah, no one except Phoebe called me that. I asked her why, and she said everyone deserved a nickname.”

      “She used to call me Lisa. It drove me crazy. What I’d give to hear her say it one more time.”

      “I know the feeling.” They were connecting on a level that no one should have to: a mutual understanding of loss.

      “I have to admit I was envious of how close you two were.” Melissa’s heartbreak showed in her eyes. “I guess part of me still is.”

      Deanna reached out and placed her hand over Melissa’s. “Don’t be. Her family meant everything to her.”

      Melissa shook her head. “Thank you for saying that, but I know it isn’t true. She was such a free spirit.”

      “That she was. No one could tell her what to do.”

      Melissa laughed. “From what I hear she was that way even as a wee baby. I guess that’s why she and Rafe went head to head all the time. He’s what one might call a control freak.”

      “You think?” Deanna blushed; she hadn’t meant to blurt that out. “That didn’t sound right.” Her entire day seemed to consist of saying one wrong thing after another. I should’ve stayed in my room.

      Melissa peered at her and asked, “How well do you know Rafe?”

      Deanna felt uncomfortable speaking about Phoebe, and she only had wonderful things to say about her. That was far from the case with Rafe. She debated how to tactfully say he was a royal pain the ass.

      “Not well.” In some ways not as much as I’d like and in others more than I care for. That was how she knew she was a hot mess. There shouldn’t be a thing she wanted to know about him, yet she found herself asking anyway. She was telling herself she didn’t care, that she was only making conversation. But everything she knew had been from Phoebe’s perspective. When she’d been with him, she had already pre-judged him. Somehow she hoped Melissa might say something which would explain why she had mixed feelings for him. Because he’s far from my type.

      “What’s he really like?”

      Melissa leaned back and said, “He’s . . . complicated. I can read most people, but he’s nearly impossible to.”

      “Nearly?” Deanna should’ve left it alone, but she couldn’t help herself. Up to now, Rafe had been in total control of everything. If Melissa had any clue how to gain some of it back, she was all ears.

      “He’s as different from Phoebe as one could get. She was adventurous, and Rafe, well, he’s calculated. He takes action but with a well-thought-out plan. He’s a risk taker, but he knows the odds before leaping. Does that make any sense?”

      More than you can imagine. “I get the feeling that he doesn’t let anyone . . . get close to him.”

      Melissa shook her head. “He’s not the only one. I think after losing Phoebe we all kind of shut down. Not that it’s healthy. When we got the news, my father was in such shock he suffered a massive heart attack and died a few days later. My mother, well they say she died of natural causes a few months later. If you ask me, she died from a broken heart. She couldn’t deal with so much loss. None of us could.”

      Deanna fought back tears. After all that they had suffered, if anyone deserved to know what truly happened, it was the Turchettas. But how could she tell them after all this time? She couldn’t just say they threatened to destroy her family’s business. That sounded lame compared to what they’d lost. She knew it had to be said, but now wasn’t the time. And she would need to be very careful choosing her words. The last thing I want to do is hurt them any more than they already have been.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.” Things she’d found odd at the time were starting to make sense. Even their choice to have a private burial. She’d assumed it was because the family didn’t want reporters lurking around. Never had she imagined it’d been a tragedy on top of tragedy. No wonder they chose not to be close to anyone. Saying goodbye sucks.

      “We didn’t want it broadcasted to the world.”

      “That’s understandable. You’d been through enough.”

      She watched as Melissa wiped a tear from her cheek. “It was really my brother’s decision. He had . . . still has . . .”

      Deanna pulled Melissa into her arms as she broke down. She wanted to know what she was about to say. Whatever it was, it was still too difficult for Melissa to utter.

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it isn’t. It . . . it never will be. You . . . you don’t . . . understand. Rafe . . . he . . . he’ll never . . . never . . .” Melissa choked out the words between sobs. Whatever it was, Melissa wanted to tell her but either couldn’t or thought she shouldn’t.

      Deanna placed a consoling hand on Melissa’s back, stroking her gently. She’d have taken Melissa as a woman who could handle anything. But no matter how strong she presented herself, it appeared even Melissa had a breaking point, and Deanna had just pushed her to it. It hadn’t been intentional. It was so good to be able to talk about Phoebe again that she’d forgotten who it was she’d been speaking to. This explained why Melissa worked so hard. She was keeping herself so busy helping others she didn’t have time to face her own problems. She probably tries burying it all, just like me. Trust me, Melissa, it doesn’t work. All it does is own you.

      “You never know. Talk to him.”

      “I can’t. I’ve tried, but he’s so . . . so angry.” Melissa got up and walked over to the railing. There was so much built up inside her, but she held back. “I guess we all are.”

      If you only knew the truth, it would be even worse. “I wish there was something I can do to help.”

      Melissa turned back toward her, and with her puffy red eyes said softly, “You can. Talk to him.”

      That wasn’t what she wanted to hear or do. Talking to Melissa was one thing. She had a gentle, loving spirit, not at all abrasive to deal with. Broaching the subject with Rafe would only open the door for him to turn the tables and start questioning her again.

      “Melissa, I don’t think that’s a good idea. I hardly know him, or any of you for that matter. This is something you guys should talk about as a family.” She wished she could take her own advice. When her parents tried to talk with her, she shut them down. But the reasoning behind it was totally different.

      “You’re right. We should talk about it, but we can’t. None of us can. Somehow what happened to Phoebe is this dark cloud hanging over us, between us. Even though my brothers won’t say it out loud, I know they feel as though they should’ve been able to prevent it all from happening. It doesn’t make any sense. From the report, there was nothing anyone could’ve done.”

      Deanna felt as though she was going to be sick. There was plenty that could’ve been done, but for some unknown reason, nothing had been. If any of the Turchettas learned the truth, it’d eat them alive, not help them. If you think guilt plagues you now, it will intensify if any of you know she was alive a week after the initial attack.

      Conversation was now difficult. Her emotions twisted in her gut, and right and wrong was no longer clear. Deanna had no idea what to say to Melissa. The last thing she wanted was to utter another lie to her or anyone else in this family. The battle between her heart and head was as real now as it had been three years ago. When did it become so hard to see the difference between right and wrong?

      Getting up and pulling Melissa into her arms, Deanna responded with sincerity, “Next time I see Rafe, I’ll talk to him.”

      Melissa’s arms tightened around her as though Deanna had just committed to fixing it all. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll talk to him, but I can’t promise he’ll listen.” And I have no freaking clue what I’ll say.

      “I have a feeling you’re the only person he wants to hear from.”

      You can’t be more wrong. When their embrace ended, Melissa grabbed Deanna by the hand and led her into the house toward a room with a locked door. “Where are we going?”

      “Rafe’s room.”

      Deanna stopped dead in her tracks. “Why?”

      Melissa smiled. “Because if you’re going to talk to him, you need to know everything.”

      She didn’t want to know him any better than she already did. Deanna had only agreed to speak to him if they saw each other. As far as she was concerned, that wasn’t going to happen. Their paths in life were not the same. Actually, her leg felt good enough for her to pack her bags and go. She’d intruded enough into their lives. It wasn’t healthy for them and surely not for her.

      “Melissa, I can’t go in—”

      “Of course you can. How are you going to help him if you don’t?” Melissa stood there waiting for her response.

      How do I get myself into crap like this? Deanna had created the alias, Alice, so she could find her own healing. When did it start including fixing others? “I really can’t.”

      “If you can’t do it for me or for Rafe, then please, DeeDee, do it for Phoebe.”

      That was hitting low, and Melissa knew that. Deanna could see it plain as day in Melissa’s eyes. She had no problem calling her out on it either. “Are you really going there?”

      Melissa nodded. “It’s what brought us all together. Somehow it’s also the answer. You won’t doubt that if you let me show you what I’m talking about.”

      What harm was it going to do? It was only his room. It’s not like she was getting a sneak peek into his soul. Besides, there was a part of her that wanted to see. “Fine.”

      Melissa smiled, reached high up on the doorjamb, and pulled down a key. Not the best hiding place with sisters around. Once it was unlocked, she let Melissa go inside first. She had no idea why she was so nervous. Rafe wasn’t there, and she was pretty sure Melissa wasn’t about to tell him what they were doing. Taking a step inside, she reminded herself she was doing this for Phoebe.

      She scanned the room, and it was as she imagined: neat and orderly. There wasn’t even a piece of paper on his dresser. The walls were bare of any pictures except for a world map. Yeah, this tells me nothing. What jumped out was how vastly different the rest of the house was. He must’ve furnished it for his guests because it didn’t reflect him in any way. But it does reflect Phoebe.

      She should’ve picked up on that right away. The color scheme, the playfulness, none of that was Rafe. Even the board games stashed away in a closet had been things they’d played at night while half-watching scary movies. Phoebe had joked that this was her home away from home.

      “What do you see?” Melissa asked.

      It looked as though this room hadn’t seen a visit in a long time. Deanna got it. This house wasn’t something he had for him. It was meant for Phoebe. “It represents him.”

      “Exactly.”

      “He doesn’t come here often does he?” Although there didn’t appear to be any dust building up on the furniture, it didn’t have that lived-in look either.

      “No.”

      “Then why all this?” Deanna pointed out of his room.

      Melissa sat on Rafe’s bed and opened the bottom drawer of his nightstand. Deanna tensed at invading more of his privacy than she wanted to. Even for Phoebe, this was wrong. Yet she didn’t walk out of the room. Whatever was there seemed to be important.

      She pulled out an envelope and tried to hand it to Deanna. There was no mistaking Phoebe’s handwriting, even from that distance. She shook her head. “Melissa, I can’t read her private correspondence. It’s bad enough that I’m in his room without his knowledge.”

      Melissa shrugged. “Then I’ll read it to you.”

      Deanna braced herself against the bedpost, both afraid of what it contained and why he held on to it.

      Melissa pulled out the letter, slowly unfolded it, and began reading. Deanna closed her eyes, hoping to shield her emotions.

      “Rafe, I’ve made my decision. One that I know you’re not going to be happy with. But it’s my life, and I want to make a difference in this world just like you guys. So when I turn eighteen, I’m going to join the military. I know you said you’d never let that happen, but I’m not a kid anymore. I’m going to be sixteen soon, and I know what I want. Please don’t tell Mom and Dad. They’ll freak out on me just like my best friend, DeeDee, did when I told her. Of course, it was easy to make her believe I was only joking. Someday you’ll actually get an apartment, so we can come and visit you. You’d love her. She’s the kindest person I’ve ever met. Who knows, maybe her good nature will rub off on us. Love you and be safe. Hugs, Phoebe.”

      Deanna was speechless. She recalled the conversation about her joining, but had dismissed it once Phoebe said it was a joke. Phoebe was such a free spirit she couldn’t have imagined her taking orders. In fact, she was usually the first to go against them. What Deanna didn’t understand was why Melissa was reading this to her.

      “Do you see now?” Melissa asked. Deanna shook her head. “Rafe bought this place so she would be so happy here and not want to follow in their footsteps. He told her it was her job to keep an eye on the place while he was gone so he’d always have a place to come home to. This place wasn’t about him. It was him trying to give her a reason to stay. What no one knew was that she was going anyway. And when she said she joined the Literacy Corps we all thought she’d go for a month or two and then be off onto the next adventure. We were wrong. She . . . loved it. And with you there with her, she felt like you two were taking on the world.”

      Deanna opened her eyes, which were now filled with tears. Her heart ached for them all. If I hadn’t joined with her, maybe she’d have stayed here. Safe. It was yet more guilt piled on top of what she already carried. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      She bolted from the room, rushing back to hers. Deanna needed to leave right now. She felt as though she couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t the house that was suffocating her, but the more she learned, the closer she became with the Turchettas, the harder this all became. It was decision time for her, and she couldn’t make it there. She needed to be alone and do some soul-searching. Then she would know her next move. Tell Rafe or find yet another identity and disappear for good.

      

      “Rafe, I did try to stop her. She was adamant about going,” Melissa declared.

      “You truly let her walk out that door? I know you’re more convincing than that.” Rafe wasn’t happy to learn Deanna left his home and even more displeased that Melissa hadn’t called to tell him. If it he hadn’t called to check on things, who knew how far she’d get before he could get a tail on her.

      “You never said she was a prisoner.”

      “She wasn’t.”

      Melissa huffed over the phone. “Rafe, I don’t like being used as a pawn in your little shenanigans. This isn’t just any woman you’re playing games with. She was Phoebe’s best friend. And after spending a few days with her, I understand why. She genuinely is a nice person.”

      Yeah. Nice people don’t have to lie about who they are. “None of that matters. What I need to know is where she said she was going.”

      The pause on the other end was concerning. Was she debating telling him? That made no sense. He was her brother.

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Can’t or won’t?” Rafe barked. No response. Dang it. “Since when did we start protecting strangers from each other?”

      “Rafe, she’s no stranger. I know you’re angry because she is alive and Phoebe isn’t.”

      “Don’t tell me what I am. Right now I’m ticked off because I have no idea where the heck she is.” She was a huge piece of what had happened, and for all he knew, she was still connected to this mess. Whether that meant her life was in danger or she was the danger, still wasn’t clear. Without her, it’s going to be a lot freaking harder to know.

      “Well, she said she needed some time alone. We’re not the only ones who are struggling with Phoebe’s death you know.” Melissa’s tone now matched his.

      He knew once their Italian tempers started to fly it wasn’t going to end on a good note. The best thing he could do was end the call and work with Gabe to get some results. They could still track her via her cell phone.

      “Melissa, this isn’t the time to get into this.”

      “It never is. We can’t . . . you can’t keep avoiding it.”

      He could hear the pain in his sister’s voice. He wished he had words that would comfort her. That wasn’t who he was, and she knew that. You can’t change a person. Especially not someone like me. She meant well, but he wasn’t one of her patients, and she should know by now tears didn’t work on him.

      There’d been plenty of those from people over the years. He wasn’t sure if he’d built immunity to them or truly had a heart of stone. Maybe one led to the other. All he knew, all he cared about, was focusing on doing his job and saving lives.

      “I’ll be home soon. We’ll talk then.”

      “Promise?”

      Melissa knew he never used that word. “I’ll try.” He ended the call, and no one needed to tell him she was equally upset with him. If he knew his sister, she wasn’t going to let it go. Most likely she’d call Josh. I don’t want to hear it from him any more than I want to hear it from Melissa.

      He’d worry about his siblings later. Right now he needed to find Deanna. He called Gabe, who, once again, he seemed to wake up. “Do you do anything but sleep?”

      “I don’t think you called to give me crap about trying to get some dang sleep. Between you and Stone, I’m almost tempted to go back to work for the government.”

      Rafe knew Gabe was joking. Somehow, even in the direst situations, he found time for humor. It wasn’t appreciated, but that never stopped him. It’s like everyone wants to push my buttons. Today’s not the day to do it.

      “Gabe, it’s been twenty-four hours. Tell me you’ve got something on the DNA.” He had quite a few questions for Gabe and figured this was a good place to start. If he had mentioned Deanna, Gabe might hang up before he obtained any intel.

      “They are processing it. What we do know is her father isn’t from Moreira. No luck matching it up to any of the volunteers either.”

      “Dang it. I honestly thought one of them could be Shadoa’s father.”

      “I did find something I thought you might want to know.”

      Then you should’ve already told me. “What it is?”

      “There was a woman, Abby, who volunteered a few times over the past seven years. She was one of the original Literacy Corps people in Moreira. She also was killed with Phoebe. I don’t know if they attacked to send a message they no longer wanted the Literacy Corps there or what.”

      If that was the case, it hadn’t worked. And why wouldn’t they have attacked again once the Literacy Corps returned a year ago? It was something, but not enough. “There has to be more. What else do you know about Abby?”

      “She was married. No children, but she came from a very affluent family. You know, old money.”

      “Old money? What the heck does that mean?”

      “It means Abby’s family has always had money. The kind of rich that runs the world.”

      That brought it to a new level. “You mean maybe they meant to kidnap Abby, and it went wrong?”

      “It’s also the kind of money one would kill for.”

      “I thought you said none of the volunteers’ families had any known enemies.”

      Gabe laughed. “Just the fact that they are rich makes them hated. But I know, keep digging.”

      The wheels were spinning. This wasn’t a kidnapping gone bad. But what would a woman like Abby be doing in a place like Moreira? Her family must’ve freaked out. Heck, we weren’t happy with Phoebe here ourselves. “There’s something about her we’re missing. Send me Abby’s information. I’m going to check with Deanna and see if she remembers anything odd that stood out about her.”

      “Yeah, you do that. But from what I hear, you’ll need to find her first.”

      Bump you. Seemed Melissa bypassed Josh after all. “Then how about giving me Deanna’s location.”

      “I would, but she seems to have left her cell phone at your house. I have a feeling she doesn’t want to talk to you. I wonder why?”

      “Do you know where she is or not?” Rafe barked.

      “No. But I’m checking to see if she uses either Deanna or Alice for any transactions. You’ll be the first to know if she does.”

      “Do that. And get me some choppers. We are getting these volunteers out of here whether they want to go or not. Got it?”

      “And if they choose not to go? You can’t force them.”

      “Watch me. Now get me those choppers.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Rafe ended the call and spoke to David and his team. “I’m going down to talk to the volunteers. We’re pulling out of Moreira today.”

      “Sounds good to me, but I think you need to contact their main office. We don’t have any authority over them. Heck, we’re not even supposed to be here. Or have you forgotten that we slipped past the border check by flying under the radar?”

      David was making valid points. They weren’t going to up and leave Moreira because he suggested it. They’d dedicated their lives to this work. That’d be like someone trying to tell him to throw away everything he lived for, his work. It wasn’t going to happen. But there was no time to dance around the bureaucracy of a chain of command. People who are not in harm’s way shouldn’t have the right to tell anyone who is what to do. That’s my job. “There’s no time to play nice.”

      “And you’re going to tell them what?” David asked.

      “The truth. If they don’t go, they’re as good as dead.” Rafe wasn’t going to hold anything back. If he did, some idiot might think they could still make a difference there. As far as Rafe was concerned, that ship had sailed. Moreira didn’t want them there, and if he was right, once they figured out Shadoa was nowhere to be found in the country, all heck was going to break loose against that camp.

      Rafe headed down to the camp. It was time for the dust to hit the fan. I wish someone had been here to do this three years ago.
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      It’d taken a few hours to convince them of their plight and get them to agree to leave. He’d had to go as far as pulling out pictures of Phoebe and telling them what had happened. There were a few people resistant to the idea of abandoning their project. When Rafe pulled out a gun, put it up in their face, and told them pulling the trigger would be a lot less painful than what was going to happen to them if they stayed, they’d had a change of heart.

      There was no doubt he’d crossed the line. It wasn’t the first time and sure as heck wouldn’t be the last. Most people had no clue what dangers were lurking out there. They liked to go along their merry way with blinders on. It was his job to smack them on the back of the head and wake their naïve tails up. If they live, they can thank me later.

      What they did rarely came with thank yous. Their work usually revolved around some act no one ever wanted to think about or talk about again. Their thanks came in the knowledge that people made it back to their families alive. We give them a chance they may not have if they wait for the authorities to arrive.

      “Last group heading down to board the chopper.”

      One more to go. Us. “Roger.” Rafe was glad to have Gabe’s eyes in the sky supervising their exit while what remained of the team on the ground stood ready and armed. This wasn’t the best scenario, having the chopper pick up a load and head to the airport. Each trip became more dangerous than the previous one. They could fly low, but they drew attention no matter what.

      “Rafe, another vehicle is leaving the village. Those rebels are armed, and it looks like they’re heading toward the airport,” David informed.

      Snap. The chopper should make it there before those jerks, but there wouldn’t be much time to spare. “As soon as they are all on that plane, get them the heck out of here,” Rafe barked to Gabe.

      “But—”

      “Do it, Gabe.” It’d take the chopper more than an hour to get back to them. And doing so would make it a target in the sky. They each knew what that meant. They had to get as far away from the camp and village as they could from this point on. They weren’t just doing the watching. They were being watched. “We’ll send you rendezvous coordinates once we have them.”

      “Snap.”

      That wasn’t what Rafe wanted to hear. It meant Gabe noticed something he hadn’t yet shared.

      “Two more vehicles just pulled out.”

      “The airport?” David asked.

      “Negative. Hauling wheels your way. Get the heck out of there,” Gabe said, his voice filled with valid concern.

      Rafe still had the high ground. Someone needed to cover their six. “David, get your team out of here. I’ll hold them off.”

      “The heck I’m leaving you,” David replied.

      “That was an order!”

      “Rafe, you can’t hold them all off. I’m staying,” David said. Their earpiece echoed with the rest of the team following suit.

      He wanted to argue, but that would only delay their preparation. If they timed it right, they might be able to pull it off. They were seriously outnumbered and would be fighting people who knew the terrain. But they’d been in worse. Heck Tabiq was a freaking crap-show, and we made it out. That didn’t mean he liked cutting it this close. Not with his family in the line of fire too. Rafe knew without them covering him, he didn’t have a chance of getting out of there.

      Since they weren’t leaving, they needed a plan. One that hopefully gets us all out of here. “David, you and your guys take out as many as you can in the vehicles. Once they’re on the ground, we’ll need to move quickly.

      “Roger. Where are we headed?”

      Rafe was tempted to make their way back to that cavern, but he knew those woods would be crawling with more men just waiting. They had to backtrack. That took them farther from the border, but it was the best option. “Fall back. We need to make our way over that other ridge. Gabe, get that chopper there.”

      “Roger,” Gabe answered.

      Rafe peered through his scope, watching the vehicles. As they were about to turn the bend right before the entrance of the now-vacant camp, shots rang out. David and his team had opened fire, and the first vehicle veered to the right then flipped, causing it to roll over into a ravine. Rafe watched as one of the men crawled out with his rifle in hand and pulled a second man free. Both looked shaken but not injured. That’s about to change.

      This distance was pushing it for range, and he had no doubt David could’ve made the shot easily, but Rafe didn’t need to kill them, just stop their progression. Taking aim, he eased his finger on the trigger and pulled. He saw the first man grab his leg and fall. The second man stepped behind a tree. Rafe wasn’t taking his eyes off him. The clock was ticking, and Rafe would be happy if the jerk stayed where he was. It was just a matter of buying enough time for the chopper to arrive.

      The snake must’ve gotten tired of waiting and after several minutes he started peeking his head out from behind the tree. There was no way he knew Rafe was lingering, waiting to finish the job. Rafe had been doing this junk a long time. The guy might be thinking he was taunting Rafe into revealing his position, but that wasn’t ever going to happen. I’ve got all day, or until the chopper gets here.

      “We’re clear. Where the heck are you, Rafe?” David asked.

      Rafe tapped his earpiece once. “ETA on that chopper?”

      “Thirty minutes,” Gabe replied.

      Dang it. Rafe knew if he joined the others they’d lose their high ground advantage. He needed to hold his position. That meant Rafe need to continue his cat and mouse game a while longer. Rafe contemplated putting a bullet in the jerk’s head to be done with it. If the threat changed, he’d do what he needed to. Now, it was a matter of who had more patience.

      Rafe adjusted his position slightly and as he did, that jerk waved his hand as though calling out for someone. Rafe widened his search area. Sure enough, there were several men farther down the road, making their way closer. There was nothing Rafe could do but wait. Eventually, they’d be within range. Hopefully, the chopper will be here before then.

      “Chopper ten minutes out.”

      “Roger.” The others had joined the man who’d been toying with him from behind the tree. They seemed to be debating if anyone was still up on the ridge watching them, or if they were clear to move forward. One by one they stepped out and moved a bit closer. Each time they became more confident. It didn’t take long for them to stop hiding all together and boldly approach the base of the camp with guns drawn.

      Come on. Just a little closer. There were four of them, but once they were out in the open, the game changed entirely. Rafe’s hope to wound and not kill changed to stop the savages anyway he could.

      Two of the four were in the clearing, and the other two lingered behind. Had they sensed his intentions? He had a clear shot, but not knowing where the other two had disappeared to concerned him. Once he started shooting, they definitely would know his location. Giving up that advantage wasn’t something he could risk, yet with each step two of them were becoming dangerously close.

      Rafe could hear Gabe’s chatter in his ear. Reaching up, he tapped it once, breaking the connection. It wasn’t useful information, only nagging him to get his boots to the chopper. It was easy for Gabe to provide his opinion; he’d never been in the field. There were times you had to go with your gut rather than your practical training or what some computer was telling you.

      Rolling over while holding his rifle, he repositioned himself, hoping a different angle might give him a view of the missing two men. Unfortunately, it didn’t. Time was running out. It was do-or-die time. He had to go for it. At least there will be two fewer scumbags on this earth.

      Pulling the trigger, he dropped the first one and followed up with the second without hesitation. He heard shots ring out and felt chips of bark fall from the tree near him. They had his location, but he didn’t have theirs.

      Rafe lowered his head to the ground, holding tight, waiting for a break in rounds. As he did, he heard the unmistakable sound of an M-16 going off as well. The bullets seemed to have stopped coming in his direction for the moment. Raising his head, he found his target, took aim, and brought another one to the ground. The last man was rushing toward Rafe when he heard the shot and saw him fall next to his cohort.

      Rafe scanned the area one last time, and there were no signs of any other men approaching. He tapped on his earpiece and said, “I thought I told you to wait over the ridge.”

      David said, “Couldn’t let you have all the fun.”

      Rafe leaped from the ground, and with his rifle in hand, he booked it up over the next ridge. He could see the chopper ready for takeoff. Normally, he’d watch over his shoulder, but he knew his men had him covered.

      One of the men grabbed his wrist and pulled him onboard. “Good thing you made it. I was gonna be mad as a hornet if I had to miss Sunday dinner again.”

      Rafe laughed. They might all be veterans, but most of them still had someone at home to answer to. A wife.

      Although Rafe would be the first to say he didn’t want one, there was a twinge of jealousy that they had someone waiting for them. A reason to go home.

      As the chopper rose high above the trees and cleared the ridge, his team sat in the doorway keeping a close eye out. David said, “Take off your shirt.”

      Rafe arched a brow then looked down to see what had caught David’s eye. That’s when he saw his black T-shirt was dripping wet below his ribcage on his left side. When the heck did I get shot? He started to move, but the adrenaline seemed to leave him, replaced by lightheadedness. Snap.

      Rafe reached up and tapped his earpiece. He needed to give Gabe a message. This storm wasn’t over, and he needed to make sure she was okay. There was so much he needed to say, but only one word passed his lips before he blacked out. “Deanna.”

      

      She couldn’t believe it. When Melissa had offered to help her go deep off the grid, she never imagined she’d help by providing her with an untraceable burner phone. It beat the heck out of being completely out of touch, but she still couldn’t call anyone she knew. That would defeat having this phone.

      So when it rang, Deanna was almost afraid to answer it. The only person who knew the number was Melissa, but this wasn’t her number calling. Deanna didn’t know Rafe’s because he’d programmed it into her old phone. If he was calling, there was no way she was answering. Deanna honestly wasn’t in the mood to get yelled at about leaving without asking permission.

      When the same number rang for the third time, she couldn’t stand it anymore. “Hello?”

      “Is this, Deanna?”

      She didn’t recognize the voice any more than the number, so she didn’t answer.

      “How about Alice?”

      Who the heck is this? As far as she knew only Rafe knew that name and this positively wasn’t him. He was too polite.

      “I’m sorry, do I know you?” She wasn’t going to admit to being either until she knew who she was dealing with.

      “Not officially. I’m Rafe’s brother Gabe.”

      It was a name she remembered hearing Phoebe mention several times over the years. He supposedly was very tech savvy. Enough to find me, I bet.

      “What can I do for you?” If he was another one trying to get her to talk to Rafe, this was going to be a short call.

      “Melissa asked me to call you.”

      “Is she okay?” Her heart raced, hoping the trouble that’d been haunting her hadn’t found Melissa. I’ll never forgive myself if anything happens to her.

      “Yes, she’s fine.”

      Thank God. Although that was good news, she had no idea why Melissa would share a number she’d worked so hard to conceal. “So why did she want you to call me instead of calling herself?”

      “She didn’t want Rafe to overhear.”

      Rafe? Yeah, me either. It was good to know Melissa still seemed to have her back. Someone has to. “Whatever it is, I’m sure it can wait until she’s free to talk.”

      “If it could then I wouldn’t be calling you now, would I?”

      She heard that little sarcastic tone all the Turchettas seemed to possess. One I can do without. It wasn’t what they said that bothered her so much. Phoebe had that sharp wit as well. Maybe that was why it irked her so much; it reminded her of the private jokes she shared with Phoebe that no one else seemed to get. Something special between the two of them.

      Deanna would humor Gabe and listen to whatever so-called important message he needed to deliver. Then she’d explain how she couldn’t be of any assistance. “What does she need me to know?”

      “She needs you to go back to Rafe’s house.”

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” There was no way Melissa would ask her to do such a thing. When Deanna left, they agreed Rafe’s house brought on too much emotion, not just for her, but for Melissa as well.

      “She insisted you were the only one who’d be able to help.”

      “What exactly does she think I can do?”

      “She said for you to return, and she’ll explain everything when you get there.”

      He didn’t wait for her to reply before he ended the call. When she tried calling back, it didn’t even ring. Just dead air. Strange. But then again, should I expect anything else from that family?

      Deanna paced the hotel room for the next hour, debating whether or not she could comply with Melissa’s request. She wasn’t positive it actually was from Melissa. There was always the possibility the dirt bags who’d threatened her had Melissa and was using her as bait.

      Oh, God no! She visualized Melissa tied and gagged in a chair, waiting to be rescued. I wish I’d kept Rafe’s number. He’d know what to do.

      Deanna couldn’t call the police, and since Gabe or whoever he really was wouldn’t take her call, she was left with no choice but to do as asked. She once again tossed her clothes into the suitcase. Maybe I’ll stop unpacking. It certainly isn’t working for me.

      She went outside and hailed a taxi. Deanna hadn’t gone far, just a few hours away. She wasn’t sure they’d actually drive her that far, but it was worth asking. Everyone has a price.

      Sure enough, the driver had one, a steep one too. She didn’t care. Right now, all she wanted was to speak to Melissa, face to face. Then whatever this was could all be cleared up, and everyone could go on their merry way. After a long drive listening to the driver talk about his family, they finally arrived back at Rafe’s home. She paid the man what he’d asked and even tipped him, although he didn’t bother to get out and assist her with her luggage.

      Deanna dragged her bag to the door and knocked. There was no answer, so she knocked louder.

      “The door’s open.”

      She halted, knowing that unfriendly voice. What is he doing here? Deanna turned back toward the taxi, but he’d already pulled away and was out of earshot. Really? Can’t you even stay to make sure I get inside? What a jerk.

      Placing her hand on the doorknob, she turned it and found Rafe was correct. It was unlocked. It made sense; who would want to enter if he was there? I know I don’t. But she’d come this far. Finding out what the heck was so important that she needed to come back only made sense.

      Deanna left her bag outside, hoping not to stay long. She closed the door behind her and looked around. Nothing seemed different, and Rafe was nowhere to be seen. “Hello?”

      “Deanna?” Rafe called out.

      “Yes.”

      “What the heck are you doing here?” Rafe snapped at her.

      Guess this is a surprise to you too. Melissa, what are you up to? Deanna followed his angry voice and found his bedroom door open and him lying inside. His shirt was off, and she could see he was bandaged on his left side. Without hesitation, she rushed over to him and sat on his bed.

      “Rafe, what happened?” she asked as her fingers gently ran over the bandage covering his injury. He brushed her hand away, and she feared she hurt him.

      “Why are you here?” Rafe asked again as he glared at her.

      “Gabe called me.”

      Rafe arched a brow. “Gabe? You expect me to believe my brother called you?”

      She wasn’t pleased that he was calling her a liar. Her track record might not be great with him, but for the most part, she was an honest person. “Well, really Gabe asked on behalf of Melissa.”

      Rafe seemed to relax a bit and shook his head. “I told her I don’t need anyone here.”

      “You mean don’t want anyone because, by the looks of it, you do need someone.” She got up from the bed and walked to the door. Before she left the room she turned and added, “If I’m right, that privilege falls on me.” With that she slammed the door behind her.

      Although she wasn’t happy to be stuck being his caregiver, any more than he was to have her there, she was glad Gabe had called her. Rafe didn’t say what happened, but by the way his jaw tensed when he moved, she knew he must’ve been shot. Even an angry bear like him needs some TLC once in a while.
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      “Melissa, there has to be someone else. I can’t do this.”

      “There isn’t, and of course you can,” Melissa replied.

      Deanna was frustrated. Melissa wasn’t listening to what she was trying to tell her. Maybe if you’d stayed around so we can speak face to face, this would be a bit clearer to you. “You didn’t see his face. He was fuming to see me in there.”

      “Did he throw you out?”

      “You mean physically?” Rafe’s bare muscular chest flashed in her mind. She knew he was fit, that was obvious even with his clothes on. Just briefly touching him, she felt heat radiate from him and a tingle travel through her body. It was hard enough seeing him, but wanting him made it all the more difficult. Oh yeah, he’s hot, just not for me.

      “Did he try?” Melissa asked.

      Even wounded, she had no doubt he could pick her up and toss her out the door onto her bottom if he’d wanted. Because that didn’t mean he welcomed her being there. Melissa didn’t seem to understand there was a broader range of emotions taking place. It wasn’t as simple as Melissa was making it out to be.

      “He didn’t even get out of bed. Really, Melissa, it isn’t my place to be here.”

      “I don’t know what you mean. You used to go there all the time with Phoebe. Heck, I think you guys spent most of the summer there when you were in college. It should feel like a second home to you.”

      There was no way Melissa could be so ignorant to the fact her brother disliked Deanna tremendously. Deanna wished she could say the feeling was mutual, but it wasn’t. She felt a lot of things for him. Respect for all he has done for this country, with a small dose of fear for what he was capable of doing. Empathy for all he’s been through and a bit of anger for crashing into her life and messing with her feelings. She’d been perfectly happy not knowing any of Phoebe’s family. Now because of Rafe, it seemed she was getting to know every single one of them. But none of them truly know me.

      Arguing with Melissa wasn’t getting her anywhere. She was going to have to compromise. “A day or two but that’s all. I can’t stay any longer than that.” Deanna felt that was reasonable. Besides, she wasn’t sure Rafe would allow her to linger any longer than needed.

      “This means so much to me. If I didn’t have a difficult patient who needed my full attention right now, I’d be there myself. You’re the best, DeeDee.”

      Melissa hung up, leaving Deanna standing outside, wondering if they made patients more difficult than the one she just got stuck with. “Great. I wanted to be as far away from him as I could get, and now I’m staying in his home.”

      “You’re free to go. Actually, I’d prefer it.”

      She spun around to find Rafe standing in the doorway. Deanna wasn’t sure how long he’d been listening. Did it matter if he’d heard the entire conversation? She was about to tell him eavesdropping was rude, but it was his home . . . as he liked to remind her.

      “I’m here for a few days. Then—”

      “Why are you really here, Deanna?” Rafe interrupted.

      He had one hand covering the bandage, and the other on top of the door frame. She didn’t know if he was trying to stretch out his muscles after being stuck in bed for a few days or just teasing the heck out of her. Either way, she needed to turn away, but she couldn’t move. It was pathetic, but her eyes roamed down his tall frame, over his bare chest, across his abs, and halted at the waistband of his jeans. Snap. Had he purposely left the button undone?

      Oh, yeah. I’m really not the one to nurse you back to health. Unless it’s a bed bath you need. Even with the cool breeze coming off the ocean, Deanna felt her cheeks burn as temptation enveloped her. When her eyes made it back to his, there was no hint that he felt the same connection she did.

      If he wasn’t blocking the entire doorway with his half-naked frame, she’d push past him and not respond. But she wasn’t going anywhere until she answered him, and she knew it.

      “Because your family asked me to. And whether or not you believe it, I am considered to be a nice person.”

      He didn’t move. “Did I say you were not nice?”

      Deanna wasn’t playing his game right now. She’d fallen into that trap before. He asked questions that made her doubt herself. Standing tall, or as tall as someone five-foot-two could, she said plainly, “I truly don’t care one bit what you say about me, Rafe. Good, bad, or indifferent. Your opinion means absolutely zilch.” Deanna wished she hadn’t rambled on about it. Doing so implied the total opposite. Darn you, Rafe. Why can’t I just shut up around you? This wasn’t the first time he’d done this to her. Somehow he always managed to say little but get lots.

      His eyes roamed over her from head to toe. Out of nowhere, he laughed then grabbed his side as though laughing brought him pain.

      Good. I hope it hurts like the devil. She had no idea what he found so darn amusing. As far as she was concerned nothing about today was humorous.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I have a few things I need to take care of,” Deanna coldly said, as she stood in front of him, waiting to pass.

      He looked down at her, lowered his arm from the door frame, and ran a finger up her bare arm to finally rest on her shoulder. “Other than me?”

      Deanna gulped. He was playing with her, and she darn well knew it. Rafe had no interest in anything but getting her to leave. This was just another ploy to scare her off. She was scared all right, but not of him. Her body was being a traitor. How could she stand her ground with him when her legs trembled at his slightest touch? There were plenty of things she wanted to do to him, and none had to do with his health or wellbeing. The man was so arrogant and irritating. And utterly freaking scrumptalicious. Phoebe had made that word up a long time ago to describe a delicious piece of chocolate cake. Deanna never imagined she’d be using it to describe Phoebe’s brother.

      She knew she couldn’t look at him while in this state. It’d only give him more cause to laugh. Deanna needed to change the subject quickly. “Yes. Lunch.”

      Once again Rafe chuckled, but at least he removed his hand and let her pass. She entered the house, and he followed but went back into his room. She let out a long exhale, never even noticing she’d been holding her breath. Before she could pull anything out of the refrigerator, Rafe returned with sneakers and a T-shirt. He was holding keys in his hand.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Deanna asked, knowing Rafe should not be driving in his condition.

      “To get lunch.”

      “Oh, no, you’re not. I’m going to cook something here.”

      “Good luck with that. Melissa didn’t hit the grocery store before she left, and unless you want carrots and cucumbers, we’re going out.”

      She’d only been gone a few days, and they had food then. But then again there hadn’t been a man in the house either. Opening the fridge confirmed Rafe knew what he was talking about. It was practically bare.

      Turning to him, she held out her hand and said, “I’ll go. You stay.”

      He arched a brow and asked, “Can you drive a stick shift?”

      She wasn’t letting him leave, and that was that. “Of course I can.” What’s one more lie?

      “Good. Then you drive, and I’ll enjoy the view.”

      Wait. No. You can’t come. Her heart raced as she tried to backpedal her way out of the situation. “Rafe, I shop better alone. It makes no sense for both of us to go. What would you do? Push the cart or hold my purse? You don’t strike me as that type.”

      “I’m not, trust me. But I’m not giving you the keys to my car either. At least not without me with you. Somehow I have a feeling it’d be the last I’d see of either of you.”

      She was blazing mad that he’d accuse her of stealing his car. She might be a lot of things, but a thief wasn’t one of them. Of course that didn’t change the fact that learning how to drive a stick shift with him in the vehicle wasn’t going to be good. She could almost feel the clutch popping and the car leapfrogging down the road.

      Once again Rafe held all the cards. She wasn’t about to admit her little scam. Although it wasn’t smart, and she hoped they didn’t die in a wreck, she decided to play his little game. “If you insist on coming, you can drive, and I’ll enjoy the scenery.”

      She walked past him and went to the door, half hoping he’d call out and toss her the keys instead. That didn’t happen. Instead, he grabbed his cell phone and joined her. Great.

      Rafe pressed the button to the garage. She was relieved she wasn’t driving. She was far from a guru of car knowledge, but she did remember Phoebe talking about this one. Learning to drive a stick shouldn’t happen in a ’65 fastback Mustang.

      She climbed into the passenger’s seat and enjoyed the ride. Deanna had spent enough summers there to know the area, and Rafe definitely chose the scenic route. Was it for her benefit or his? It didn’t matter; she considered this a short-term truce, and she was enjoying it.

      Eventually, he pulled up to the fish market. She’d never shopped for fresh seafood before. It was something she’d always ordered prepared. This will be interesting. She wished he’d taken her to a grocery store so she could throw together some sandwiches, but they didn’t seem to be on his menu.

      “Anything special you want for lunch?” she asked. Keep it simple, please.

      “Lobster.”

      That was simple. All she needed to do was ask for pre-cooked ones and reheat them at the house. “Great. I’ll be right back.”

      She headed into the market and grabbed a number. Thankfully, there were only two customers ahead of her, and they seemed to be almost done. She knew Rafe wasn’t going to enjoy waiting long.

      The kid at the counter called her number. He looked like he was barely sixteen. As she went up to the case, she said, “I’ll like a few lobsters.”

      “Chicken lobsters?”

      What the heck? “I don’t want chicken. I want lobster.”

      “Yeah. Chicken or no?” the young kid asked, this time with a bit more attitude.

      What is it with this guy? It had to be his first day on the job because he didn’t know what a lobster was. Normally she’d feel bad for the kid, everyone had to start somewhere, but right now she had no time to deal with this. Getting up on her tippy toes she peered over the glass case but couldn’t see any other attendants around. She hoped they hadn’t left the new guy alone with customers. With no one in sight, she knew she’d assumed wrong. Great. Even shopping now is hard. Since when?

      Deanna wasn’t going to walk out of there emptyhanded. They’d had a pleasant ride over, and she wasn’t going to let some kid who didn’t know the difference between his butt and his elbow change that. Rafe sent her for lobsters, and she was leaving with them come hades or high water. “If I wanted chicken would I come to a fish market?” The guy looked puzzled. “No. I wouldn’t. I’d go to a poultry place. All I want is real lobster, not chicken, just lobster.”

      “Chicken lobsters are smaller.”

      Deanna turned to find Rafe standing by the door.

      “We’ll take four chicken lobsters,” he said to the kid who seemed grateful for the assistance.

      Deanna wanted to apologize, and thankfully, most of her horrible thoughts had stayed in her head. If not she would’ve died from embarrassment. With bright red cheeks and keeping her voice low so the kid didn’t hear, she asked Rafe, “You mean they’re called that? Chicken lobsters? Really?”

      Rafe walked up to the counter, paid the kid, and grabbed the bag. As he headed back toward the door he said in a voice she wished had been lower, “Chicken lobsters are smaller and the meat is sweet. How is it you spent so much time up here and didn’t know that?”

      He made it sound as though everyone from Rhode Island knew everything about lobsters. Obviously that wasn’t the case. Some people don’t even eat seafood. Deanna wasn’t one of those people, which made this entire ordeal even worse. If she’d been here with Phoebe, it’d have been the highlight of the day, and they’d have spent hours laughing over it. It might have even ended with squawking and walking around the house like chickens. No matter what they did together, there was a reason to laugh, mostly due to Phoebe’s crazy sense of humor. Phoebe, you would’ve peed your pants at this one.

      It really shouldn’t trouble her that Rafe didn’t seem quite so amused. Trying to keep with the light casual mood from earlier she said in a playful, joyful voice, “We mostly ate pizza.” She was able to fake a smile as she followed him back to his car.

      “That works when you’re young.”

      Rafe grunted, climbing back into the driver’s seat. She couldn’t tell if he was in pain or irritated with how long it took, but she decided to tone down her enthusiasm a bit. Deanna hadn’t missed his comment but wasn’t sure if it was a dig at her age. He might be ten years her senior but that wasn’t anything major. She sat in the passenger’s seat and said plainly, “I’m no child.”

      Rafe put the key in the ignition and revved the engine. He looked her over, and she felt his eyes linger a bit longer than usual. Unconsciously her breasts heaved as though they were trying to entice him to have a look.

      “Trust me, I’ve noticed.”

      She felt warmth from her cheeks travel through to her toes. His eyes darkened, and for a split-second she swore he was embarrassed. But just as quickly it was gone, and the wall concealing his thoughts from her returned. Now she was left bearing his cold, hard stare.

      “Buckle up,” Rafe harshly said, as he threw the Mustang into reverse. The tires squealed as they pulled away.

      He was upset. But she felt this time it might be at himself. Is thinking I’m attractive such a bad thing? They took the corner, and she slid on her seat. She was glad she’d listened and put the seatbelt on because this wasn’t a pleasant ride back. Guess I’m glad he didn’t kiss me, or we might not survive the ride home.

      

      Rafe’s side hurt like the dickens. He shouldn’t have driven, never mind so recklessly. He hadn’t expected that sort of behavior from himself. I don’t lose control.

      He’d carried the lobsters into the kitchen and left them on the counter. Lunch was turning into a lot more hassle than it was worth. Right now he was irritated. It was bad enough he required a few days to heal, but this intrusion in his life needed to end. He was the eldest in the family, and somewhere along the line everyone seemed to have forgotten that. If he wanted or needed their opinions, he’d ask. Hasn’t happened in forty-two years, it ain’t going to now.

      “Did you . . . want me to make lunch?” Deanna asked in a voice so soft he barely heard her.

      She was walking on eggshells around him. He was used to that. Rafe didn’t play to make friends. He did his job and protected lives. That’s all that mattered to him. “Do you think you can manage that without my help?” His frustration at all the recent events came through in his voice.

      He watched her wince then head to the kitchen muttering, “Everything is easier without you.”

      Rafe wasn’t sure she knew what to do, but he didn’t care about food at the moment. From the burning feeling, he knew he’d pulled a stitch or two and should change his bandage in case there was any bleeding.

      He went to his bedroom, grabbed a clean T-shirt, and headed for the bathroom. As soon as he lifted his shirt, he saw a small red stain on the outside of the white gauze covering his injury. I didn’t freaking need this right now.

      Slowly he pulled off the tape holding it in place. Then he grabbed some antiseptic and wiped the area. The bleeding had stopped, but he knew he couldn’t afford to be so foolish again. Once it was properly treated and covered, he headed back to the kitchen.

      Rafe anticipated Deanna needing his help, but he was far from prepared for the sight that greeted him. She was wearing not just one, but it looked like two, pairs of oven mitts and was bent over with a pair of cooking tongs.

      “What are you doing?” Rafe asked.

      She stood up and pointed to all four lobsters, which were on the floor moving around. Deanna had even removed the rubber bands that kept their claws closed.

      “I can’t catch them,” she said.

      Rafe shook his head, not sure if his mind was playing tricks on him. All four lobsters were taking off in different directions. This has to be a joke. “How did they get on the floor in the first place?”

      Deanna shrugged. “Well, when I picked them up with the tongs, they wiggled before I could get them over to the pot and fell on the floor.”

      “So just pick them up and wash them off, then in the pot they go.” There wasn’t anything difficult about it.

      She shook her head. “I can’t.”

      “Can’t what?”

      “I can’t put them in the pot. They’re . . . alive. They’re looking at me.” Her voice sounded as though she really was troubled by it.

      “I thought you liked lobster.”

      “I do. But mine comes cooked.”

      Rafe chuckled. “Would you like me to cook these?”

      Once again Deanna shook her head.

      “No? Then what would you like me to do with them?”

      Deanna raised her oven mitt-covered hand and pointed at the door leading to the deck.

      “Cook them on the grill?” Rafe asked.

      “No! That’d be even worse. I want you to put them back in the ocean.”

      That did it. Rafe started laughing so hard he thought for sure he’d rip the remaining stitches out. “You’re joking. You want me to . . . set them . . . free?”

      Deanna pointed the tongs in Rafe’s direction and angrily said, “If you don’t, you better be prepared to go without bathing for a while, because these guys are going to be moving into your tub.”

      Rafe looked at her, waiting for the moment she’d stop this charade and tell him it was all a joke. But that moment wasn’t coming. She was dead serious and actually standing just a few feet away, trying to threaten him with a kitchen utensil. She obviously had no clue about the evil jerks he faced out in the field. If they were as cute as you, I might actually have to start worrying I’ll lose my battles.

      “And what are we going to eat for lunch, if I do as you ask?” I know what I’d like to have. He still hadn’t forgotten how she’d looked at him as they briefly touched in his room. It’d be so easy to pull her into his arms, kiss her, but that wasn’t a path he was willing to go down with her. She was . . . this thing between them was . . . complicated. There were many things he’d done in the past to obtain the intel he wanted, but flirting with Deanna wasn’t going to be one of them.

      “I’ll order . . . pizza.”

      He knew he was the one who’d brought up food, but he’d changed his mind. Right now he was torn between hauling her into his arms or cuffing her to a chair and interrogating the heck out of her. She really has no idea what a dangerous game she’s playing. I win. I always do.

      There was no doubt that her being here was a stupid idea. He’d be the first one to tell any of his men to get their head out of their tails and focus. But right now, at that moment, the expression, the defiance, her pure innocence as she challenged him . . . he knew there wasn’t any place he wanted her to be but with him.

      “You call, and I’ll be right back.”

      “Where are you going?” Deanna asked, her foot tapping on the floor.

      Darn you’re cute as a button when you’re mad. He could only imagine how hot that sweet temper of hers was if she didn’t get her way. Bending down, Rafe snatched up all four lobsters, two in each hand and said, “I guess to the beach.”
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      Deanna had lain awake all night, afraid if she closed her eyes she’d wake and find it’d been a dream. Although it wasn’t the hot and steamy night of a romance novel, it was diary material. Too bad I stopped writing in one.

      Once she started to live a life of lies, there wasn’t anything she felt worth remembering. Each day was only more of the same, a life she wanted to forget. For the first time in what seemed like ages, Deanna didn’t want to forget.

      She’d thought she and Rafe would’ve been at odds all day, but when he’d returned from the beach, he’d calmed down, and they’d actually sat and talked civilly. She’d done most of the talking, but he seemed to take it all in. Or hope I’d eventually shut up.

      But today was a new day, and she’d made a decision she hoped didn’t bite her in the butt. She’d been waiting for Rafe to come out of his room, but he hadn’t made an appearance yet. Deanna was going to lose her nerve if that didn’t happen soon.

      She went to take another sip of her coffee only to find it empty. Since she was getting up anyway, why shouldn’t she pour Rafe a cup and take it to him? Yes, he’s in bed, but I’m supposed to be taking care of him.

      She chuckled to herself. It was funny how she was trying to rationalize why she was going to his room. He didn’t need anyone nursing him back to health. Rafe may have gotten shot, but he probably still could outmaneuver and fight off any intruder better than most. If anything, he was taking care of her.

      They both seemed to know it too, and she found that frustrating. Why couldn’t they clear the air and enjoy their time together? Was it really that difficult? I guess it’s all on me.

      With two coffees in hand, she headed for his bedroom. She couldn’t knock because her hands were otherwise occupied, so she decided to tap it with her foot. What she hadn’t noticed was it hadn’t been closed all the way, and even though she barely tapped it, it was plenty to open it completely.

      Deanna half expected to find Rafe lying in bed fast asleep. His bed was not just vacant but made, as though it’d never been slept in. She scanned the room, and there was no sign he’d ever been there. Did he leave and not even say goodbye?

      She knew she should turn around and walk right back out that door. Yet somehow, one foot after another took her deeper into his room until she was sitting on his bed. Placing his coffee mug on the bedside table, she held hers on her lap. He’s really gone. That explained why the house was so quiet. She should be happy. It was what she’d asked for, but it wasn’t what she wanted. Not anymore.

      She ran her hand over the bed cover. I made my bed, and now I get to lie in it. She’d always hated that saying, but never as much as she did now. She was sitting in a room with her only company the lingering scent of his cologne. It made her feel more alone than she’d ever felt before.

      It was all catching up with her. All the lying and deceit had come between everyone she’d cared about. It ticked her off to realize Rafe had fallen into that category. She didn’t have to get in that taxi when Gabe called. And when she found out Rafe was at his house, there was no reason she stayed except because she wanted to. That’s why his leaving hurt. No one seemed to know what was going on inside her heart and soul. That’s because I’ve done such a darn good job at hiding it, there’s nothing left for people to like.

      Deanna put her cup on the nightstand by his, then lay back on his bed. So what if she ruffled it a little; she could smooth it out when she got up. Besides, she was exhausted. It’d been foolish staying up all night thinking of Rafe. Reliving the enjoyable conversation and hoping for more. The reality was, there wasn’t any more. And never will be.

      But a girl had a right to dream. Closing her eyes, she could almost feel the ocean breeze blowing her long brown hair off her shoulders and whipping it in the air. The warm sand felt blissful between her toes as she walked on the beach. Far off in the distance seagulls soared high in the sky with such abandoned freedom she was almost jealous.

      Looking out over the horizon, all she could see was the vast ocean glistening ahead of her, not a sailboat in sight. Turning to the left there was only sandy beach, then to the right, the same.

      Looking up again, even the seagulls had left her. Hot tears ran down her face as she realized how alone she was. What was the point of it all if this was how it would be? Dropping down to her knees, she buried her face in her hands. I can’t do this anymore. It’s too much to do alone. I can’t lie anymore.

      She couldn’t stop the gut-wrenching sobs. Deanna was paying a price that wasn’t hers to pay. What had she done? Her only crime had been to live. And what has happened since surely didn’t represent true life. She felt more like a robot barely going through the motions.

      The roar of the waves became deafening as she felt the force of them knock her over. There was no fight left in her. No struggle to break free. They held tightly with a harsh grasp, and she knew it’d soon be over. The lies, hiding the pain. It could all die with her.

      Why did I volunteer to go for water? If I hadn’t, I could be with you, Phoebe. I should’ve died with you!

      “No, you shouldn’t have.”

      I can’t stand lying anymore. I don’t care what you do to me. I just don’t want them to hurt my family. And if I’m gone, you can’t.

      “Honey, wake up. You’re not going to die, and no one is going to hurt your family. I promise you.”

      The ocean disappeared and what felt like crushing waves drowning her, now seemed to be comforting arms holding her gently. “You can’t. No one can.”

      “Deanna, look at me. I can. All you have to do is trust me.”

      She had to be dreaming because he was gone. Yet, Rafe’s voice was filled with tenderness. If she was dreaming, she didn’t want to wake. The ugly reality would come slamming into her once again, and she couldn’t bear it. “No more lies.”

      “There don’t have to be. You can trust me, Deanna. Just open your eyes, and you’ll see. It’ll be okay. I promise you.”

      Deanna reached her hand up and gripped his arm. It felt as real as his voice sounded. Slowly she opened her tear-filled eyes. Even through blurred vision, she could tell it was true, Rafe was there holding her.

      “What . . . what are you doing here?” Deanna stammered, overwhelmed with mixed emotions.

      “Honey, I live here remember?” Rafe answered softly.

      Oh, she knew that because he’d reminded her enough times. “I mean why . . . why did you come back?”

      Rafe looked puzzled as he brushed away a stray hair that clung to her tear-streaked cheeks. “I never left.”

      “But you were—”

      “Out for a jog.”

      Panic filled her. “Rafe you shouldn’t. You’re not well. You should be—”

      He placed a finger across her lips, and said, “Deanna, I’m okay. It’s you I’m worried about. The things you said, weren’t . . . good.”

      What things? She’d been dreaming. He was darn good at reading her, but how could he read her private thoughts? If anyone could, it’d be Rafe. Deanna would ask what he was talking about, but his finger wasn’t leaving her mouth.

      “Tell me what has you so scared that you feel you need to protect your family, above protecting yourself?” Rafe asked, then slowly removed his hand but continued to hold her.

      He really did hear me? Deanna didn’t think she talked in her sleep. But stress ran havoc on a person, and she definitely was under stress. Everyone had their breaking point. Was her dream telling her she was at hers? For years she’d been haunted by what had happened and riddled with guilt for being a coward for never saying anything. Sitting here with Rafe was her opportunity to spill it all. What domino effect will it have?

      “You have no idea how badly I want to tell you.”

      “Then tell me, Deanna. I can’t help if you don’t.”

      “Rafe, I’m not sure you can even if I do. You don’t understand. No one does. This nightmare isn’t just about me. My family will be . . . well, nothing will be the same again.”

      Rafe loosened his hold on her. “Nothing is the same. We’ve all learned that, haven’t we?” Deanna nodded. “Eventually you have to trust someone. Whatever it is, I can help. Protection is what I do.”

      “Not from these guys.” She wasn’t even sure who they were. All she knew was everyone in Moreira that day had been killed, and no one knew why.

      “Tell me everything, and I promise I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Promise is a mighty big word.”

      Rafe looked away for a minute then turned back to her. “I promise.”

      There was something about the way he was looking at her. He unquestionably meant it. She could trust him, and he wasn’t going to let her down. But what she was about to say wouldn’t be pretty. I’ll be glad to speak it out loud. Maybe then I can start to heal.

      “I’m not honestly sure how to tell you this. It’s hard to say, and I’m sure it’s going to be even more difficult for you to hear.”

      “There’s not much that shocks me.”

      “I was there and thinking about it . . . it still—”

      “Deanna, look at me.” She did as he asked, then he continued. “Don’t visualize it. Just say it.”

      She took a deep breath and started from where it all began. “There’s very little you know about that day that is accurate. The only truth is I was the only survivor.” Rafe didn’t say a word, so she moved on, telling him everything from how she heard the gunfire and hid to what happened when she entered the camp to find all the men murdered.

      His darkening eyes were the only sign that he was hearing what she was telling him. She knew that would intensify as she told him every detail about what happened to the women.

      Deanna saw Rafe’s jaw tense as she delivered the news about Phoebe being alive for a week after the first attack. She only knew the length of time between the men being killed and the women because her captive’s made sure to use that fact to instill even more fear into her. It had worked, not that she needed an additional push.

      “And you kept this information private why?”

      “At first I didn’t. When so-called help finally arrived, I told them everything exactly as it happened. But they didn’t want the truth. The local authorities, if you want to consider them anything more than leaders with guns, held me there for days and fed me what the world believes to be real.”

      “Held you? In what way?”

      She swallowed, fighting back the tears. Just tell the facts. Don’t feel it. “I was held against my will and . . . beaten each time I said anything that even appeared to be the truth. After a few days, I didn’t care anymore. But the authorities refused to let me go until I promised never to share what truly happened. They told me if I ever told a living soul, my family would be lucky if the only thing they suffered was the same fate as everyone at the camp.”

      Deanna mourned for each and every single one who had lost their lives at the hand of those vicious men. When she questioned the authorities about bringing them to justice for their crimes, they made it clear to her it was someone back in the United States who’d decide their fates, no different than they did hers. She’d often wondered if the authorities were the ones who’d committed the horrendous attack and murders in the first place. They obviously weren’t above such actions and hadn’t seemed concerned such offenses had taken place. That’s when she knew she could never break her silence.

      Rafe got up and ran his hand through his hair. She’d just delivered a boatload of information that was going to take him time to process. Even three years later she still hadn’t. When he sat back down, he asked her an odd question.

      “Do you remember a woman named Abby there?”

      Deanna thought for sure he’d be asking specifics about Phoebe. She wasn’t exactly sure what reaction Rafe should’ve had to hearing all this. Maybe this is his way of dealing with it. Talk about anyone but the one person he’d lost there. “I do. She was killed with the other women. Why?”

      “Was there anything . . . different about her that day or in the days leading up to the attack?”

      “Phoebe?”

      Rafe shook his head. “No, Abby.”

      Deanna struggled, trying to remember anything that might have been odd. But the truth was, everything about Abby had been different. It wasn’t her personality because she was sweet as could be. But there was something different about her, and everyone knew it. Like there was a secret hidden deep inside her. One Abby didn’t want to admit even to herself. But that could be said about everyone. Look at me I’m full of secrets. Horrible, cruel ones.

      She wanted to get Rafe back on track about what she was trying to tell him. Maybe she’d told him enough, and that’s why he was going down this path about Abby. What she wanted was to hear how he was going to protect her family with all this new-found information.

      “Don’t you want to talk more about Phoebe?”

      “Yes, but right now I need to know everything you can remember about Abby. Trust me, it’s important, or at least I think it is.”

      Belief and trust were things she struggled with, yet something deep within her knew these were what both she and Rafe needed most of all right now. “Abby was there for the same reason we all were. I would have to say her life was all about making a difference in Moreira. I heard Abby having a few words with someone over the treatment of the young girls.”

      “Was that common?”

      There was a strict policy of not getting involved in personal family issues with the locals. They were there only to bring education to women and children. They were not even allowed to enter the villages to speak to them. It made doing their job difficult, as they were required to stay in the camp and hope people came to them.

      Deanna shook her head. “No, it wasn’t. Abby’s husband and one of the local men had gotten into an argument. It had become physical from the look of his face when he returned to camp.”

      Again Rafe seemed puzzled. “Her husband was there? I didn’t know they had couples on site.”

      “They don’t, but he would just show up. From what I learned, he’d been doing that for years.”

      “No one complained?”

      “I guess the family had some kind of pull. Phoebe asked Abby about it once, and she’d told Phoebe that it was good for his political image. Strange because he didn’t look like a politician.”

      Rafe paced a bit then asked, “Do you know what they fought about?”

      “No. Everyone kept their distance because he was fuming mad. Whatever it was, he packed up and left right afterward. Abby didn’t seem all that upset with his departure.”

      Rafe sat down beside her. “This is very important. How long before the attack did all this occur?”

      Deanna had never put the argument together with the attack, but Rafe might be onto something. “Two days.” She gripped his hand and asked, “You don’t think that—”

      “I’m not ruling it out. We need to know what that fight was about.”

      “There are only two people who know, and one of them is no longer with us. But why would they attack? They had to know he left. The locals normally provide all the transportation to and from camp.”

      “I don’t think it was him they were after.”

      “Then who?” Deanna asked.

      Rafe squeezed her hand and said, “That’s what I’m trying to find out. I have a feeling that connection is your connection to who has been threatening you.”

      “And you think it has to do with what they fought about?”

      “I do.”

      “Well then, let’s get to work,” Deanna said as she stood up, raring to go.

      Rafe stayed sitting on the bed, watching her. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “To help find this jerk.”

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Placing her hands on her hips, she asked, “Why not?”

      Rafe reached out, grabbed the waistband of her shorts, and pulled her toward him. “Because I promised you I’d never let anything happen to you.” He tugged harder, and she slammed directly into him before falling into his lap. He rolled her onto the bed then covered her body with his. “You’re staying here.”

      “Right here?” Deanna asked, barely able to catch her breath from his weight on her.

      He propped himself up on his elbows, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, urging him back down to her.

      “Deanna, we shouldn’t. I’m not the man you think I am.”

      She smiled up at him saying, “You mean, the man teasing me to try and keep me here?” There was so much more to him than that, but right now she wanted, no needed, him to hold her. Deanna had just shared the pain she’d held so long in her heart. Whether it was that release that had her feeling this way or a bond neither wanted to admit, she didn’t care. She wanted him to hold her, and if all they had was this tender moment, she wasn’t going to let it go. This wasn’t about anything sexual. It was more. So much more. Tightening her hold, she said in a soft tone, “Please Rafe. Just hold me.”

      Her body instinctively arched up toward him. She could see it in his eyes. He was worried about losing control, that’s why he resisted.

      “Deanna, I can’t fix what’s hurting you.”

      He was right, he couldn’t, but it was more than just this moment. It was the same reason she didn’t leave him when she’d first arrived. Although he wasn’t willing to admit it, she was. Every cell in her body ached for him to notice her as more than his little sister’s friend. If he could read her so well, why didn’t he see this? Maybe I need to show him. She slowly licked her top lip, never breaking eye contact with him. Although he said nothing, she felt his body tense against her.

      She watched as Rafe battled to maintain control. He swallowed hard, fighting to resist, before claiming her lips as he said, “One kiss.”

      She tightened her hold and pulled him closer as she snuck one leg free from beneath him. As he kissed her tenderly, she twisted a leg over his. There was no way he could deny their bond after this kiss.

      Deanna knew she’d savor this moment forever.

      “Deanna, you should tell me to stop.”

      She untangled her hands from behind his neck and cupped his face, bringing his attention to her eyes. “Rafe, I opened up to you. Now tell me the truth. Do you finally see me as more than your little sister’s friend?”

      His eyes darkened as his gaze fell to her lips before returning to her eyes again. She felt him stiffen as though battling with himself for control. She didn’t want him to hold back. He bent his head, and she thought he was going to kiss her again, so she opened her mouth, waiting. Instead, he buried his face in her hair that was sprawled out on his blanket. “God, Deanna, you have no idea what you’re doing to me.”

      “Tell me,” Deanna pleaded for the words she needed to hear. He raised his head and stared into her eyes. There was something in how he was looking at her. She could see it in his eyes. A longing churning in him, echoing her own, making hers even more intense.

      Deanna was being consumed by her own longing. Never had she wanted a man to notice her as much as she did Rafe. She bit her bottom lip trying to control the urge to kiss him. It’d be so easy to give in, and she knew he wouldn’t fight it. There was no doubt the chemistry was strong between them. But she refused to until he opened up to her.

      “I don’t know what you want to hear?”

      She touched his cheek gently and repeated words he’d used on her earlier. “Just look at me and don’t visualize it.”

      Rafe gave her a playful smirk. “Is this the way it’s going to be? You use my tactics on me?”

      She winked at him. “Only if it works.”

      He looked serious then said, “You don’t need any tricks, honey. All you need to do is be you. That’s more than enough to make me go weak at the knees.”

      Aw, that’s so romantic. There was no way she’d tell him that. He liked to maintain his macho image. There was no doubt in her mind he was bad to the bone, but she’d seen the softer side. One he probably hid from most people. I like it too.

      She knew there was more within him, but no one changed overnight. Intimate conversations were probably something he wasn’t used to.

      Arching up to him, she broke down and kissed him. As soon as their mouths met, everything changed. Rafe wrapped an arm around her and rolled them so she lay beside him.

      It was more powerful than she’d anticipated. Everything within her yearned for more. All the emotion she’d kept bottled up flooded through her to him. She’d resigned herself to wanting but never having; now he was holding her, kissing her.

      Through their kisses, Rafe said, “Deanna, I don’t ever want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t,” Deanna answered breathlessly.

      He stopped and cupped her face, so she had no choice but to meet his gaze. “I don’t know what this is between us or how long it will last. I can’t promise you tomorrow.”

      Her heart ached, wishing it could be different, yet she knew he was a man who wanted to be alone. Why did she think she could change that? There was only one question left. Could she accept those terms after all she’d just shared with him? She knew she wanted more, but she wasn’t willing to have nothing.

      “No promises and no regrets,” Deanna said as she claimed his lips again.
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      He could’ve slept the entire night holding Deanna in his arms. Pulling himself from bed had never been quite so hard. But there were things she’d told him he’d needed to share with the others. They’d decided to keep Melissa out of the loop for now. His brothers had been concerned Deanna might start sharing this information with others. She’d given him her word she wouldn’t. Somehow that sweet lovely creature had broken down his defenses, and he’d entered a realm he’d keep secret even from himself. He trusted her completely. It’s me she shouldn’t trust. All I’ll do is break her heart.

      He thought back to all the enemies they’d racked up since they started Turchetta’s Promise. It was like each of them, mostly himself, had a target on their back. The last thing he wanted was for some jerk out for revenge to go after Deanna to hurt him. She has enough stuff in her life holding her back from happiness. She doesn’t need mine too.

      She wasn’t some paranoid woman looking for attention. Her fears were legit. He didn’t tell her, but if she knew he was worried, she would freak out even more. It was his job not only to ensure her safety, but to make her feel safe. Those were two different things entirely. One took intelligence, manpower, and weapons. The other required her to have faith in him and trust him. From the closeness they’d shared last night, she definitely had something. Hopefully, not more faith than I can deliver.

      It was stupid of him to have let his guard down and opened up to her. Even a freaking athlete knows not to get distracted right before the big game. He could tell himself it hadn’t affected him, but that was bull. Rafe couldn’t walk by his bedroom without thinking about climbing back in bed and holding her. That’s the crap that gets people killed.

      He wasn’t worried about himself. He’d promised to keep her safe. Promised. I never promise anything to anyone. That only confirmed his fear. Deanna had him doing and saying things totally out of character. If his brothers knew, they’d slap him on the back of his head and tell him to wake up. They’d be right; he would’ve done the same to them. Somehow they know better.

      “Rafe, I was able to pull the information on Abby’s husband, Milton,” Gabe said over the video conference call.

      “Spill it.” And it better be what I’m looking for.

      “Milton Enwright married Abby Prescott about ten years ago. As you know Abby’s family was loaded and Milton, well not so much. They met in college; he was there on a scholarship. His family is what you’d call from the wrong side of the tracks.”

      “Trouble?”

      “With a capital T. None of them ever served time for their crimes, and there is a list a mile long. But that might have to do with who Milton married.”

      “That isn’t motive. Tell me something about Milton that would make me want to . . . knock him into next Tuesday.”

      “Well, this is. Would you like to guess who Shadoa’s father is?” Gabe asked.

      Milton? “Why the heck didn’t you say that in the first place? So the jerk was down there entertaining the locals, not just visiting his wife?” Loyalty was everything to Rafe; a man cheating on his wife made him sick. It was the cruelest form of betrayal as far as he was concerned. It left the other with the inability to trust anyone else. And without that, no relationship had a chance to survive. Even all Abby’s money couldn’t turn a pig into a prince.

      “Yeah. That apple didn’t fall far from the tree. The men from Shadoa’s village may have been so t furious that they decided to take revenge against the entire camp.”

      Rafe needed to put himself in the mind frame of the men in Moreira. Yes, it would infuriate them thinking someone from the Literacy Corps had abused one of their women. Could it cause them to attack and kill? Most definitely. He’d seen revenge on that magnitude over lesser things. From what he’d seen, these men didn’t value a woman’s life enough to prevent them from dropping her in the street and leaving her child an orphan.

      “Gabe, I hear you, but if it was revenge, why wait until Milton was gone?”

      “How the heck do I know? Sick jerks do stupid stuff. Maybe he wanted to hurt Milton by taking out someone he loved?”

      “Think back to the conversation we overheard. Shadoa was their meal ticket. Why? If Abby was dead, she was no use to them. They’d lost their leverage for blackmail. It’s something more.” Something far worse if I’m right.

      “You don’t think—?”

      “Milton hired them to kill his wife and get her out of the way? Yeah, I’m starting to believe that.”

      He could hear Gabe typing. When Gabe looked back up at the monitor, he said, “Would you like to guess who the beneficiary was?”

      You son of a gun. “How much?”

      “Three point five million dollars. And her family hasn’t cut ties with him. Seems they are backing him.”

      “For what?”

      “Glad you’re sitting down for this, but that evil jerk is running for Senate. I’m reading some of his blogs, and you’d never guess what he’s using as a platform to run on?”

      “What?”

      “A fight against domestic violence. Guess it doesn’t count if you do it outside the United States? This guy’s a real piece of work.”

      That was putting it lightly. But right now all they had was speculation. That wasn’t good enough. There was something they were still missing. Rafe knew no matter how hard you tried to cover your tracks with money, there was always someone out there stupid enough to talk. They just needed to find that person.

      What concerned him was how long it took Gabe to find this information. Was there someone helping him bury it? “Why is it you didn’t know any of this before?”

      “Well, Abby kept her maiden name, so I wasn’t looking for a husband. And there really weren’t any flags with her family to make me look twice. He’d kept a very low profile until he started to run for office.”

      “Next thing you’re going to tell me is this jerk thinks he could be President someday.” That wouldn’t surprise Rafe one bit. He’d been doing his own searches on Milton, and he was one cocky man. “I need you to find a money trail leading back to Moreira. Even if he paid them to wipe out the camp, my gut is telling me the payments haven’t stopped.” Greed goes both ways, and it sounds like Moreira is in the business of collecting hush money.

      “Will do. So far nothing has hit the radar. I’m going to dig further into his family.”

      “Anyone in particular catch your attention?” Rafe asked.

      “His kid brother, Peter. He hasn’t worked a day in his life, yet he does a lot of traveling. Like to guess where?” Gabe asked.

      Gottcha. “Gabe, I need you to detain Peter. I think he and I need to have a chat.”

      “He’s in the States right now. Want me to have Renzo pay him a little visit?”

      “Yeah, and make sure Peter has no idea who we are. I’m going on a fishing expedition, and I’m hoping we can use him as bait.”

      “Do you really think Milton will give a hoot?” Gabe asked.

      “Not about his brother, but I’m thinking he might want to ensure his brother’s silence.” It was messed up, but he had a feeling Milton would take out Peter just as easily as he had Abby. But who are you going to hire this time to do your dirty work?

      That was the problem. For all the good Turchetta’s Promise did, there were many more for hire doing the exact opposite. They needed to keep their eyes and ears open because bad stuff might be about to go down. He had to make sure Deanna wasn’t caught in the crossfire. I lost Phoebe due to this evil man. I’m not about to lose Deanna too.

      “Where do you want him taken?” Gabe asked.

      Not to Rhode Island. “You pick and let me know. Just make sure it’s laid out, so we have the advantage when trouble comes knocking.”

      “You want me to pull Josh back in?”

      “No. Keep him there with Shadoa.” She was innocent in all this and probably highly sought after as well by both parties. The last thing he needed was another person to worry about. “Just make sure you give Josh the update.”

      “You don’t think Alex would divulge that we’re utilizing his island do you?”

      Alex had gained Rafe’s respect, but he knew if Alex’s wife, Ziva, or any of the Henderson family were in harm’s way, Alex would do what he thought was best. Protect his own first. “We all know a man has his limits. Just pass along the information. You might want to update Bennett Stone as well.”

      “Stone? Why?”

      “It never hurts to have your veteran brothers ready to have your back.” Rafe would be the one doing just that, but right now he needed to be here. I have my own protection detail.

      “I’ll let you know when we’re set.”

      He knew Renzo would act swiftly. This was about to blow up in Milton’s face. Rafe wanted to make sure he was the one to deliver the message when it did.

      Rafe heard his bedroom door open, and he quickly closed the laptop. Deanna didn’t need to know what was about to go down. The less she knows, the better.

      He turned to find Deanna walking toward him.

      Sitting on his lap, she said, “Good morning. I didn’t know if you were . . . hungry? And wondered if you’d like to make breakfast together?”

      Rafe picked her up in his arms and gave her a kiss. Gabe had his instructions. Everyone did. Rafe had a few things he needed to attend to himself. Seeing her happy is all I want right now.

      

      After breakfast he’d told her he had to go out and she needed to stay in the house with the doors locked. That was how she normally lived, but there was something more to his request than basic concern. When she asked him where he was going, he said he was meeting up with his brother Renzo. She knew they weren’t meeting up for coffee or a chat. Her gut said this was business.

      Deanna knew very little about what they actually did for a living. That should be cause for concern, but she knew Rafe wouldn’t do anything illegal. He was a man of honor.

      She had hoped they would talk more about what had happened in Moreira. Not that she liked discussing it, but she figured he would have to deal with this new revelation. Yet when she asked him how he was feeling, he changed the subject. It was evident that he was closing off those feelings of loss, not just from her, but from himself as well. Deanna wished there was something she could do or say to change that, but she knew only time could fix some things. And sometimes time isn’t even enough.

      All she could do was love him through it. Love? She had no idea when that had come into play. She could have come up with plenty of other words, like intrigue or concern, but love? There was no way she’d fallen in love with him.

      A walk on the beach was exactly what she needed to sort through those feelings. But she’d promised Rafe to keep the doors locked, so she was stuck inside. She made a cup of tea and grabbed a piece of paper and a pen. She would do what she did with everything and logically write down what she felt. Upon review, she’d know if it was love or not.

      She spent the next hour holding the pen in her hand and tapping it on the paper. There was absolutely nothing on it but one word: Rafe. There was so much running through her mind she couldn’t stop long enough to write. He was the most irritating, arrogant man, who was at the same time incredibly intelligent and caring. How can someone be so hard and gentle at the same time?

      That was her dilemma. She found both attractive in different ways. He was strong and protective; that made her feel safe. When he held her while she cried, his gentleness touched her. It hadn’t been a pretty little tear that rolled down her cheek. Nope, it was a bawling your eyes out, get me a tissue, flood of tears. Any other man would have run for the hills at either scenario, yet he hadn’t abandoned her. In fact, he’d made it a point to make sure she was okay—physically and emotionally. Her feelings seemed to matter to him.

      Deanna tapped some more on the paper. She was looking at this from the wrong angle. Maybe I should be trying to figure out if he loves me.

      The problem was how could one tell if someone loved them? He’d never said anything that came close to letting her know he liked her, let alone loved her. The only things she could go on were his actions. Even when she tried to get him to speak, he wasn’t able to say it. Maybe because he doesn’t want to lie to me.

      There had to be a better way because this was getting her nowhere fast. Looking at the paper, she saw little progress. All she’d done was draw a heart around his name. Yeah. Really helpful.

      Rafe had her heart. But did she have his? Deanna knew who might be able to shed some light on that. Rafe said I couldn’t go out. He never said I couldn’t have company.

      Picking up her phone, she called Melissa.

      “Hi, DeeDee. Is everything okay?”

      Deanna wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to hearing someone other than Phoebe call her DeeDee, but she wasn’t about to ask Melissa to stop either. “Yes, just wondering what you’re doing for dinner.”

      “Would you believe cereal?”

      Deanna laughed. She’d already figured out Turchettas took care of everyone else but seemed to forget about themselves. Goodness, this family needs some help. She smiled. Maybe they need me. “Why don’t you come here and I’ll cook for you.” Just don’t ask for lobster.

      “What about Rafe?”

      Wherever he is, she doesn’t seem to know anything about it either. She wasn’t sure if that was comforting or not. Melissa was the one Deanna hoped to break down and get information from.

      “He had some . . . business to attend to.” She didn’t want to mention Renzo just in case that was supposed to be private. Not that I can see him trusting me with secrets.

      “That’s horrible, leaving you there all alone. What do you say we go out and take in a movie or something fun?”

      It sounded wonderful, but she’d promised Rafe she’d stay put. She didn’t think he’d object to her spending time with Melissa, but leaving wasn’t an option. “Although I’d love that, I kind of want to spend the night in. I make great homemade meatballs and sauce.”

      “You do know that I’m Italian, right?” Melissa asked teasingly.

      Deanna laughed. “I mean gravy.” She couldn’t believe she’d made that mistake. Phoebe had lectured her on the difference between sauce and gravy years ago. It was a private joke between them each time they went out to eat. Phoebe would listen closely each time they ordered. Maybe that’s why I always choose seafood.

      “I’ll come if you let me bring dessert. Do you have a preference?” Melissa asked.

      Deanna recalled a small dairy farm that had a bakery. They made the best pastries around. “I do. I’ll text you the information.”

      “Perfect. I’ll see you soon.”

      She texted Melissa the link to the farm and a picture of the peanut butter torte. It was heavenly with more sugar than one should ever consume. But she was going to enjoy every single bite.

      Thankfully Rafe had stocked up on food since their little lobster ordeal. While she’d cleaned up after pizza, he’d done a bit of shopping. She knew she had everything she needed to pull together a nice dinner for Melissa. Her gravy was on the stove on low, and the meatballs were in the oven. She was looking forward to spending time with Melissa again. Even though she has no information to share.

      It wasn’t long before Melissa arrived with the torte in hand. “Gee, I wasn’t sure I was going to make it here without diving into this thing first. You didn’t tell me I’d smell the peanut butter and chocolate all the way here. It was torture.”

      “You have more willpower than I do. I’d have shown up with a piece or two or three missing.”

      Deanna took the torte to the kitchen, placed it on the counter, and turned to Melissa. “I hope you don’t mind me asking you a question.”

      Melissa looked at her with concern. “Anything. What is it?”

      Deanna picked up the knife and asked, “How do you feel about starting with dessert?”

      She saw Melissa relax as she reached across the table and stuck her finger into the chocolate, bringing it to her lips. “Guess you know which piece is mine.”

      Her tone set the mood for the night. They laughed so hard and blamed it on a sugar high. That was possible because after dinner they’d each eaten another piece. As they sat on the couch, Deanna broached the subject of Rafe. She wasn’t prying but wanted to know a few things about him.

      “It’s kind of lonely here without Rafe.” That opened the door for Melissa. Now she needed her to take the bait.

      “I’m so glad you two are hitting it off so well.”

      “Yeah, me too. But I’m not sure . . .”

      “Not sure about what?” Melissa asked.

      “How he feels.” That was true. She could guess, but she wanted confirmation. Deanna could and probably should take the more direct route and ask Rafe, but if she pushed, he might run. He wasn’t comfortable talking in that manner. She might need to know, but she didn’t want to risk losing him.

      “I’d say you should ask him, but I’m sure you figured out he isn’t much on words. At least not that kind.”

      Deanna nodded.

      “Well, let’s see, you’re still here. Which says you care very much about him, am I correct?” Melissa asked.

      Deanna wanted to get information, not give it. But what harm was there in admitting the obvious. “I do.”

      “I could be wrong, but I’d say you do a lot.”

      Deanna blushed. “You wouldn’t be wrong. I need to know if it’s reciprocated.”

      “As I said, you’re still here. If he didn’t care about you, your butt would be out the door.”

      “No, I’m here because he promised he’d never let anything happen to me.”

      “Promised? Yeah, that’s not a word Rafe uses.”

      Deanna thought back hard. “No, he used the word promise several times. I’m sure of it.”

      Melissa’s eyes widened. “Well, then. That says a lot.”

      “What do you mean? It’s just a word.”

      “Not one Rafe uses. If he actually used the word promise, then you mean more to him than even I expected.”

      She could tell Melissa was equally surprised by this development. Can that one word be his way of saying he loves me? Deanna wanted to believe so. She knew what she’d heard, and the look in his eyes when he said those things showed he was serious.

      Whether Melissa realized it or not, she just gave Deanna what she was looking for. Insight into the inner workings of Rafe Turchetta. Darn, he’s complex. She looked forward to getting to know all the little quirks about him. Hope he feels the same about mine.

      When Melissa left, Deanna cleaned the kitchen and went to her room. She stood at the bed, knowing that was where she should sleep. Rafe’s room was his, and she shouldn’t assume she had the right to spend the night there without him. She walked over and lay down on her bed. It was comfortable. Soft like she liked her bed to be. His was hard as a rock. Hers smelled sweet and floral. His smelled like . . . him.

      She knew sleep wasn’t going to happen where she was. Getting up, she walked to his room, opened the door, and contemplated her options. His bed or his couch. A smile at the sweet moments they’d shared together on that bed was all she needed to make up her mind. She closed the door behind her and snuggled in between the sheets. Grabbing one of the pillows, she hugged it, wishing it was Rafe. At least it smells like he’s here.

      Sleeping wasn’t easier in his bed, but at least she felt closer to him. That didn’t make any sense as she tried to process it logically. But she’d learned there was nothing logical about being there with him. She remembered Phoebe’s famous way of explaining what couldn’t be explained. It fit perfectly right now. Some things just are what they are and all you can do it accept it.

      Inhaling his scent once more, she grinned and closed her eyes. Rafe. Finally feeling at peace, she began to drift off. It just is.
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      Rafe grabbed Peter by the hair and forced his head up to look at him. Rafe and Renzo had their faces concealed with black ski masks, but their eyes were enough to intimidate the day lights out of anyone. It wasn’t that they didn’t want their identity known, but if Peter didn’t know who held him captive, they had more control over the situation. Fear is a good motivator.

      “Tell us, Peter. We’re going to find out with or without your help. Who did Milton pay to have all those people killed?” Rafe snarled, tugging more firmly.

      Peter winced and tried to pull away. Rafe wasn’t giving in. He knew Peter was close to snapping. He could see it in his eyes. He just needed a little more incentive to talk.

      “Maybe we should turn him over to the Feds.”

      “Feds? What would they want with me? I didn’t kill those people,” Peter stated.

      Rafe shot Renzo a look. They had Peter exactly where they wanted him. He was easier to break than most men. It had taken less than thirty-six hours to get him shaking in his boots.

      “Make me believe it, Peter. Tell me what Milton had them do, or I’m going to let you fry for it.” Rafe had every intention of making sure both of them paid for their crimes. Eleven people, including Phoebe, lost their lives because of Milton. Prison was too good for these scumbags, but he wouldn’t take a life for no reason. Once he was done extracting information from Peter, Rafe had every intention of turning him over to the authorities. But the crime hadn’t been committed on US soil. If Moreira chose to extradite them for trial, it was as good as setting them free. He was going to have to do something with him. What that was, he had yet to decide. Whatever it is, he won’t hurt anyone else ever again.

      “I’m telling you. It was all Milton. I only found out afterward.”

      “Then tell me what you know. If you leave anything out, I’ll know, and you can kiss your dumb tail goodbye. Got it?” Rafe asked.

      “Yeah. I got it.”

      Rafe released his hold. Standing back and peering into Peter’s eyes, Rafe demanded, “Start talking.”

      “Milton came back from visiting Abby in Moreira. You know right before the accident.”

      “Murder!” Rafe corrected.

      Peter nodded. “Yeah . . . that. Well, Milton was ticked off. One of the local women had blabbed to Abby about Milton messing around on her. Guess she went crazy and told Milton she was going to file for divorce as soon as she returned home. She was scheduled to come back the following week. If she had returned, he would’ve lost everything.”

      Rafe was trying to hold his temper and was glad his face was covered. “How was Milton able to convince them to massacre seven men and four women?”

      “Easy. They are poor and desperate. That makes them easy to manipulate,” Peter said smugly.

      Isn’t that what your brother did to you, Peter? He bit his tongue and stayed focused. “Why not just kill Abby?”

      “Do you think we’re stupid? Might as well raise your hand and shout out who did it. The only way to make sure no one talked was to kill them all,” Peter said coldly, and Rafe knew he felt no guilt for what had happened. But you’re going to wish you never met us. That I can guarantee you.

      “But one did live.” He refused to say Deanna’s name to this evil, sick jerk.

      “Yeah, that witch almost screwed everything up. The announcement about the attack had already been broadcast on the news. Somehow one of those freaking idiots over there decided they would let her live so they could continue to collect money from Milton.”

      He was missing something. Milton could’ve had her killed any time when she returned to the United States. “Why let her live?”

      “They let her make one phone call to some police department in the States. She told them some story about everyone being killed in the camp except for her. And she was safe with the Morieran authorities. Her dropping dead after that would’ve seemed odd, don’t you think?”

      Rafe hated to admit it, but Milton’s plan was impressive. It explained why no one questioned it further. Deanna had corroborated all their lies because she felt her life was in danger. Still is until that joker is stopped for good.

      “So how much did it cost Milton to have this . . . taken care of.”

      Peter huffed. “Ten grand. I told him I’d have knocked the witch off for half that amount. Now look. He’s stuck paying them ten grand every year to keep their mouths shut.”

      Rafe felt ill. Eleven people dead for less than the price of a new car. And Peter sat in front of him arrogantly stating he’d have done it for less. He knew the men of Moreira didn’t value the lives of women, but he wanted to think men in the States were better than that. These jerks aren’t.

      What he hadn’t heard was any mention of Shadoa. Was it possible Milton didn’t know about her? What would be the point of keeping her a secret from him? He knew the men had said Shadoa was their meal ticket. If they weren’t collecting from Milton, then who?

      He hated missing pieces, but he could tell Peter didn’t have the answer to that question. Looks like Gabe has more digging to do.

      Rafe turned to Renzo and said, “You want the honors or should I?” Rafe reached behind him and pulled out his Glock, taking off the safety.

      “Hey wait. You don’t have to kill me. I . . . I can deliver Milton to you. He’s the one you want,” Peter pleaded as he shook in his seat.

      “I don’t believe him,” Renzo said. “Just finish him, and let’s get the heck out of here.”

      Peter was practically crying as Rafe lifted his gun and took aim. “I’m not lying. Milton is about to . . . to finish what he started.”

      Rafe could see Renzo out of the corner of his eye. He gave him a nod. They both knew what that meant. Time to step up the game. Renzo walked over and stood between Rafe and Peter. “Listen punk, I might not be able to stop him from blowing out your brains. So if you have something real to say, you better talk fast.”

      

      Peter peered around Renzo at Rafe. Their eyes met briefly before he started blabbing to Renzo.

      “Milton located the woman. Man, he was madder than a rabid dog. You know . . . the one who got away in Moreira. Looks like she thought she could hide by changing her name and looks, but it didn’t work. That accomplished nothing except to tick Milton off.”

      “Why?” Renzo asked.

      Peter said, “Because she was supposed stay home and keep her pretty little mouth shut. Guess Milton realized he couldn’t trust the witch any longer. Milton was going to follow through with his promise to ruin her family, but there was no fun in that. So he’s going after her instead.”

      Heck no! “How did you find her?” Rafe asked. He’d taken every precaution not to let anyone know where she was.

      “Milton didn’t say, but he knows she’s in Rhode Island, and he’s going to take her out himself.”

      Himself? Milton hadn’t struck Rafe as the type of guy who got his own hands dirty. Something changed. He’d hoped Peter was talking out of his worried little pea-brained head, trying to stall. But if they knew Deanna was in Rhode Island, it possibly wasn’t a bluff. Renzo had picked up on Rafe’s grave concern.

      “What’s Milton’s plan?”

      “He sent the witch a red dress and flowers, telling her he had a surprise for her. A romantic evening planned for the two of them,” Peter said.

      “Why would she go with someone she doesn’t know?” Rafe asked. He’d left her strict instructions not to leave. There was no way she’d go out because some jerk asked her out.

      “Milton has been watching the house. She was staying with some guy, I don’t know his name. Milton found out who the loser was and put his name on the note. As far as that witch knows, she’s meeting her lover. Boy is she gonna be shocked to find—”

      Rafe watched as Renzo’s fist came crashing down on Peters left temple, knocking him out. Then he turned to Rafe. “Sorry. I’d heard enough. I think you better get back to Rhode Island.”

      “I’m going to flipping kill him,” Rafe said, pulling off his ski mask.

      “Want me to come with you or deal with this jerk?” Renzo asked.

      Rafe had all he wanted from Peter, but they couldn’t let him walk. Not after everything they’d learned. “Make the call. Meet with your buddies at the Feds and make sure they know to keep him on ice until you hear from me.”

      “What exactly am I going to tell them?” Renzo had some close connections from his days on SWAT, but they were going to want something more about a guy who obviously had been held captive and beaten.

      Rafe hated bringing anyone on a government payroll into this mess at this time. Feds were still bound by rules and would never allow him to go after Milton himself. They’d want a wiretap, tracking device, their own surveillance team. That’d be great, but they didn’t have time to play their games. With the cash flow Milton seemed to have at his disposal, even if he was taken into custody he’d make bond. That meant Milton could walk away and go after Deanna again.

      “Tell them what we learned but leave out the part about what Milton is up to now. I don’t want the Feds to interfere and stop our one chance to nab Milton.” He wasn’t about to tell Renzo all his intentions. That evil jerk has hurt enough people.

      “You got it. Good luck,” Renzo said as he put his revolver back in its holster. “The chopper’s ready; I’ll call for local transport.”

      Rafe put the safety on his Glock and tucked it behind his back. Blind rage poured through him; there was a fine line he wasn’t sure he could stop himself from crossing. He believed everything Peter said about his brother. Milton was pure evil, and right now he was after the one woman Rafe had ever cared for.

      It was like a punch in the gut, knowing she had a target on her back and they were using him as bait to lure her out. Milton was freaking brilliant and knew exactly how to manipulate women. But he also snuffed them out when they pushed back. Milton has to think she’s going to talk.

      He called her number but got no answer. Then he tried the house number, same result. “No freaking answer!” Rafe barked out.

      “I’ll alert David and see if Gabe can track her,” Renzo said.

      Rafe nodded to Renzo. “Only one of us is walking away from this.”

      “Then make sure it’s you,” Renzo said as Rafe headed toward the door.

      During the entire flight back to Rhode Island, Rafe continued trying Deanna’s number. Why the heck aren’t you answering? He’d never been so scared in his life. Milton could already have her in his grasp. For all Rafe knew, she could be dead. He’d never forgive himself for leaving her. He’d left to obtain information meant to protect her, but was the cost of that her life?

      His phone rang, and his heart skipped a beat when he saw it was David. “Did you find her?”

      “Negative. Your house is vacant.”

      “Any sign of forced entry?” Rafe asked. So many scenarios plagued his mind; none of them were good. Right now he had one glimmer of hope. David hadn’t walked in to find a body. That means there’s still time.

      “No. Everything looks normal except there is a large white box with tissue paper sitting on the kitchen table. She had a delivery of some sort. Any clue what that might be?”

      Dang it. The dress. “Yeah. A dream come true for a woman.” Unfortunately, this is going to turn out to be a nightmare. “Peter said Milton had a red dress sent. He must be inviting her to some sort of event. A semi-private one where he will feel comfortable enough to make his move.”

      “I’ll have Gabe search for listings locally. I don’t think he’d have to travel too far. I mean what better access than the ocean. Get her on a boat and—”

      “I know,” Rafe said angrily. He didn’t need David to tell him Deanna’s screams would never be heard. Her body could easily be disposed of. Rafe knew the drill. He just couldn’t think of it being Deanna.

      “Rafe, there’s a dozen pink roses in a vase as well. That doesn’t seem like something you normally have in your house. I take it these are not from you either?” David inquired.

      “No. Part of Milton’s flipping plan. Darn him. Those were Phoebe’s favorite flowers,” Rafe said through gritted teeth. It pained him to know Milton knew so much. Rafe had no idea what Deanna’s favorite anything was. Not flower or music or movie. He wished he’d asked. Given the chance to do it again, he most definitely would do it differently.

      “Yeah, I remember,” David replied somberly.

      No one could take time to dwell on their loss right now. If they did, there might be another one to add to the list. For now, they had to be what they were: a highly trained and lethal team. “David, keep searching. There has to be a clue to where she was going. Check with every taxi company. She didn’t just walk out the door and magically disappear.” If she left willingly.

      “We’ll find her,” David said in a tone that genuinely held concern.

      Rafe appreciated that his family seemed anxious to find Deanna. Was it possible they knew what she meant to him? One thing about surrounding yourself with the best is not much slipped by them. Heck, maybe they knew before I did.

      “We better. I don’t think I can—”

      “Rafe, stay focused. Stay positive,” David ordered. “We’ve been against much worse, and those rats walked away empty-handed. This isn’t going to be any different.”

      Oh, yes it is. Milton isn’t walking anywhere. Everyone knew Rafe was too darn close to this situation. He could hear it in David’s voice even though he never actually said the words. Get my head in the game or mistakes can happen. If this had been one of his men facing off with the enemy of someone they loved, he’d have ordered them to stand down. It was the logical thing to do, yet Rafe couldn’t. He needed to be there. Not only for Deanna, but for himself. “Keep looking.” We’ve got find her.

      “Roger,” David said before ending the call.

      Rafe’s insides trembled. There was nothing wrong with a healthy amount of fear when you’re about to go into battle. Each of them prepared themselves mentally, knowing at any moment one or all of them could be lost. It was something you never got used to, but it was something they’d each experienced. And when you lose a man, you carry guilt no one else understands. You were always left wondering what you could’ve done differently.

      Rafe was filled with guilt over Deanna being in harm’s way. Had his curiosity for her blinded him to what had been going on right under his nose? If he hadn’t been so captivated by her would he have seen the signs that Milton was watching and waiting? Rafe was disappointed at himself for lowering his guard for a second. Deanna needed him, and he’d failed her.

      He looked out the window as the chopper traveled up the shoreline. The pilot said they’d be back in Rhode Island within the hour. That brought him closer, but without knowing where Milton had lured her to, he might as well be a million miles away.

      He was enraged by his lack of control in the search for the person who meant the world to him. It was an unfamiliar feeling he was trying his darnedest to contain. No matter what anyone said, thinking clearly wasn’t an option. He wanted to rip Milton apart piece by piece, but that was too good for the son of a gun. Just let me get my hands on you, and so help me . . .

      He took a deep breath as he gripped the M-16 tightly. Rafe needed to think. Act, not react. It was the only way he was going to be able to save her.

      Deanna, I’m sorry. She’d asked him for the words, to tell her how he felt, and he didn’t give them to her. He couldn’t. Now he’d give anything to hold her again, to tell her what she so badly needed to hear. I promised you I’d protect you, Deanna. Hold on honey. I’m coming.

      

      Deanna couldn’t believe Rafe had gone to such lengths to get her there. He’d never struck her as the mushy romantic type. Funny thing was, she wasn’t that type of girl. She’d much prefer a walk on a beach than some fancy affair like this.

      She’d been tempted to call him and let him know, but he’d gone through so much effort, even picking out a gorgeous gown for her. He definitely knew her size, but she wasn’t so bold and confident to strut around in this thing in public. It fit her like a glove, a snug one. Not only did it accent the curve of her bust, but it was open almost down to her navel, with a rhinestone clasp which drew more attention from the opposite sex than she wanted. The back was entirely open with a few red satin strings accentuating her round hips and bottom. I wish I was wearing this at home for you, Rafe.

      Deanna had to admit, she felt different as she entered through the crowd. It seemed like a fairy tale as people parted to let the princess by. She was a wallflower, and this attention made her uncomfortable. If she hadn’t known Rafe was joining her, she’d have told the limo driver to take her right back home. Who am I kidding? I’d never have left the house.

      A waiter walked up to her with a tray of champagne. It’d been a long time since she’d relaxed with a drink. Tonight was a special occasion, and she could use a bit of loosening up. When Rafe arrived, she didn’t want him to see the bundle of nerves she was trying to control. She lifted the crystal stem off the tray, but in her attempt to steady her hand, she actually did the opposite, clanking her glass against the others. The waiter struggled to maintain his delicate balancing act, but to no avail. The silver tray crashed to the marble floor.

      How could one little tap of a glass cause such mayhem? She hoped this wasn’t a prequel to how the rest of their date would go.

      “I’m so sorry it’s my—”

      “Miss, are you all right?” a gentleman asked from behind her.

      Blushing, she turned and said, “Yes, I’m fine. I can’t believe I caused that.”

      “You didn’t. He’s a clumsy fool.”

      Deanna thought that was a bit harsh. It was her fault. “No, I’m the one who knocked the tray.”

      The stranger laughed. “Would you feel any better knowing this is the third tray that has suffered the same fate at his hands today?”

      Peering over her shoulder, she saw the waiter gathering the glass off the floor. “Really?” He nodded. Deanna smiled. “I guess that does make me feel somewhat better.”

      “Maybe a walk would help?”

      Deanna looked around, hoping to see Rafe somewhere close by. “I’m waiting for someone.”

      “Is there any reason why you couldn’t wait closer to the water? I’m sure he’ll find you.”

      She felt lost standing all alone, and she was grateful to have someone to chat with. Yet, the last thing she wanted was Rafe to come looking for her and find her on the beach with another man. “I’m sorry, but I don’t even know your name.”

      The man extended his right hand and took her hand to his lips. Before placing a light kiss on it, he said, “Milton Enwright at your service.”

      It was odd, like something out of a cheesy chick flick, and she fought the urge to laugh. Really? You think you’re that charming, do you? There was something familiar about him, but she couldn’t place it. Deanna was horrible with names and faces. It was possible she’d met him at a function she had to attend years ago with her parents, but he didn’t seem to know her. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m De—Alice.”

      Deanna gently pulled her hand away from his, pretending to check her hair. She wasn’t sure what brought that on, but somehow she felt the need to use her alias. It wasn’t that Milton was creepy, just odd. He appeared to look like most of the other men there. Tall, middle-aged, and dressed in a sharp tuxedo. He wasn’t unattractive. For all she knew, he was there with someone and was only showing her a bit of kindness. “I don’t want to pull you away from your date.”

      “Unfortunately, she has fallen ill and can’t attend this evening, and I’m obligated to attend.”

      If he didn’t wish to be there, he was hiding it well. Maybe it was a bit of paranoia, but right now her trust level was nil. Guess that’s what happens when you seclude yourself too long. You forget your social skills. Not that I have many to start with. She didn’t want to take that out on Mr. Enwright, but she wasn’t about to go blindly away with him either. “Instead of the water, how about we move a bit farther from the music. I saw a bench on the other side of the room. That way my. . . date will have no problem finding me.”

      Milton grinned at her and offered his arm as he escorted her through the crowd. Once they were seated, they spoke about a variety of things from politics to economics. He was so polite, but boring as well . . . right up there with the classical music playing. Many people enjoyed both, but she wasn’t one of them. Please, Rafe, hurry up. I can’t take much more.

      She needed to change the subject or fall asleep. “Do you enjoy the ocean, Mr. Enwright?” There wasn’t much she could elaborate on, but right now rushing down to the beach and jumping in for a swim sounded wonderful.

      “I do very much. Actually, my boat is out there waiting for me.”

      That piqued her interest. She loved boats, especially sailboats, which she could lie on for hours, silently enjoying the waves. “A yacht?” She assumed so by his attire.

      “No. Although, they have a purpose, I enjoy something a bit different. Your date hasn’t arrived yet, so maybe you can take a few moments for me to show you.”

      “No, thank you. I can’t leave. He’ll be here any time now.” You better be, Rafe. This date is not going the way I expected.

      “I’m not suggesting we go on my boat, just view it from the overlook.” He stood up and extended his hand to her. “Come. There is no harm in looking. Besides, you look as though you could fall asleep. I’m sure the walk will put some color back in those cheeks.”

      It was sad that it was so obvious, yet he didn’t take the hint it was he who bored her. Deanna rose from her seat but ignored his hand. “A quick walk might do me some good.”

      They walked through the crowd once again and stumbled upon the same waiter. “Champagne?”

      Although she was parched, there was no way she was touching anything on that tray. “No, thank you.”

      She and Milton continued down a path to a stone wall that overlooked the ocean. Dusk was approaching, and she wished Rafe was here to enjoy the view. The waves were a bit choppy, but the breeze was still warm enough to stand outside comfortably. “Is that your boat?” Deanna asked, pointing to a sleek black high-performance boat anchored out at sea. There was no doubt it was built for speed. It wasn’t what she’d pictured he was traveling on. That seemed more like Rafe’s style. A bad to the bone man, not a wimpy man.

      She felt bad for judging him. They say you can’t judge a book by its cover. He looked the part of Mr. Prim and Proper. Spoke the same. That boat presented an entirely different image.

      “What do you think?” Milton asked.

      “Very nice. I’m sure you can get from here to New York in no time.” Maybe you should go now.

      Milton laughed. It wasn’t a funny ha-ha laugh, and she hadn’t said anything humorous. She looked up at him, and his face confirmed her suspicions. The devious tone of his laugh reflected in his eyes. A shudder of fear rushed through her. Why hadn’t she seen it before? She knew him. Not personally, but she’d met him before. The angry look was unmistakable now. He wasn’t a nice man, but she had no idea how not nice he was.

      “I think it’s time you took a ride with me, Miss Glenn,” Milton said as he pulled a gun from his pocket and jammed it into her ribs.

      She winced in pain and wanted to scream. He knows who I am. Who I really am. That meant he hadn’t bumped into her by coincidence. This entire thing was planned. Set up as a ploy to lure her away from Rafe’s home. Darn it. It had worked brilliantly. She’d fallen right into his trap, and Rafe wasn’t coming. Why didn’t I call him? He told me not to leave. She’d been so thrilled to hear from him she never questioned whether all this was really from him.

      Her worst nightmare was coming true. Whoever had threatened her all these years was finally done. There’s no way Rafe would’ve told anyone. How do they know I told someone the truth? She used to believe in coincidence and fate. That was a long time ago, before she realized things didn’t always have an explanation. But she knew there was someone behind all the evil that had taken place. She just didn’t know who it was. And I don’t think I ever will.

      If she left with him, he’d kill her. Deanna didn’t need to look into his cold eyes for confirmation. It was apparent as he continued to increase the pressure of the gun against her ribs.

      Searching for anyone close by who could come to her rescue, she found no one. They weren’t exactly alone, but those in the near vicinity and above on the pavilion were engaged in their own conversations. She closed her eyes briefly, trying to recall any patrolling security. None had stood out. Who throws a party like this without bodyguards? This is the twenty-first century. Bad stuff happens. Heck, it’s happening to me right now.

      Drawing attention from guests who were equally unarmed wasn’t right. There had already been enough loss of life. Years ago she’d cowered behind a bush, and it had saved her life. If she screamed, she was sure one or more of the gentlemen would try to help her. But if he opened fire on them, she’d never forgive herself. No hiding, not anymore. This should’ve ended three years ago. I just hope it ends with me.

      “I don’t want you to hurt anyone else,” Deanna pleaded.

      “Then I suggest you come quietly with me. One wrong move, or if your voice gets a bit too loud, and this will have an entirely different ending.”

      She looked at his gun. Deanna wished it was as easy as fighting him for the weapon. It was pressed firmly against her, and she knew it’d go off long before she could pull away.

      “You’re very confident to come here alone.”

      He grunted. “I’m not. The clumsy waiter is not as accident prone as you may believe. And of course, the men on my boat have been watching us from the moment we left the crowd. Did you really think I hadn’t planned for everything?”

      From where she stood it appeared he had. “I don’t know what you want from me.”

      “It is simple. I am cleaning up loose ends. Both here and in Moreira.”

      That’s it. She knew exactly who he was. He’d been married to Abby. She’d never had a conversation with him and had only met him briefly in passing. What she could remember was, he’d had a beard and much longer hair. I wished I had paid more attention. Maybe I wouldn’t have walked away so easily with you.

      It didn’t matter anymore. Whatever was going to happen was out of her control. The only thing she wished for was a chance to tell Rafe how she felt about him. God, she knew he was going to be riddled with guilt, believing this was his fault. That was the furthest thing from the truth. He’d given her instructions, and she failed to keep them. Rafe, don’t hate me, and don’t hate yourself.

      As they walked toward the stone wall, she could see the steps leading to the beach. There was a man standing by a dingy, dressed in black, with the bulge of a holster across his chest. There was absolutely nothing she could do but die here and take others with her or go with him and die out there somewhere. I’ll go and maybe get lucky and have a chance to break free.

      She was a strong swimmer, but that speedboat was farther offshore than she could swim. Even if she jumped, they would shoot her in the water as she tried to get away. Yeah, he thinks of everything. Probably that as well.

      “You really don’t have to do this. Enough people have already died.”

      “And if you open your mouth one more time, a lot more will. Now move.”

      She turned and started down the first step. The heel of her shoe caught on one of the stones, and she stumbled slightly before grabbing onto the wall. The pain shot up her leg from twisting the same ankle she’d hurt back in Moreira. Deanna wanted to cry and tell him she couldn’t walk, but the cold barrel of his gun was now jabbing her bare back.

      She forced herself upright, steadied herself, and took another step. The wind blew, and she heard a slight popping sound. The pressure on her back eased, and the cold metal slid farther down until it was no more.

      The popping continued, and chips of stone blasted past her. She dropped to the ground not knowing what was going on. She expected Milton to grab her by her hair and yank her back up, but he didn’t. She stayed down and turned around to see him. He was lying on his back, his eyes wide open with a pool of blood forming under his head. Deanna didn’t need to check. He was dead.

      She thought about running, but she knew the popping was gunfire, and it was coming from the beach. Moving meant becoming a target, and she didn’t want to end up like Milton. She had no idea why his men had turned on him, but she was grateful they had. Now all she needed to do was live long enough to get away.

      The gunfire increased, and she heard people screaming. Oh, God, are they shooting into the crowd? Her heart ached for those innocent people. She wished there was something she could do. Milton was armed. Crawling over, she didn’t see his gun, but his right hand was tucked behind his back. She rolled his dead body onto his side to free his hand. His finger was still on the trigger, and she gently removed it. She was armed, but this weapon was a different model than the one she had and much larger. She looked for what she thought was the safety and released it. She was tired of being a victim. If I go down, I’m going down fighting.

      Deanna heard a small explosion echo overhead. It sounded like it came from the beach. It was more than just a gunshot, though.

      The gunshots stopped, and the loud screams from above seemed distant now. Was it over? Had they given up once they realized Milton was dead? Did they think she was too? She was frozen with fear and couldn’t bring herself to stand and check. At least I’m sheltered until they come looking for me.

      Footsteps were fast approaching. She held the gun with both hands, trying to steady it. Whoever was coming around the corner was in for a heck of a surprise. She was alive and kicking.

      With her finger on the trigger, she held her breath. They’d be there any moment now. Her eyes closed as she envisioned all her friends who’d died senselessly. She’d always told herself if she’d had a gun she could’ve made a difference. This was her chance. Not for her, but for them. The chance they weren’t given.

      He came around the corner and, in one swift move, knocked her arms up into the air as the gun went off. No! Her only chance had been lost. He grabbed her, pulling her off the ground.

      “Deanna, are you okay?”

      Rafe? It couldn’t be. He didn’t know where she was. No one did, thanks to Milton’s plan. But as her hand reached up and touched his face, she knew it was him. “How?”

      He cupped her face and said, “I promised you.”

      Another small explosion sounded, and she looked out over the ocean. Milton’s sleek boat had flames rising from the rear with thick black smoke filling the air. It was over. “They’re all dead?”

      “They are. You’re safe, Deanna. And so is your family. No more running. No more hiding and, mostly, no more lying.”

      Rafe wrapped his protective arms around her. In her heart she knew, for the first time in many years, she was going to be okay.

      As the sun started to set the sky turned several shades of orange and pink, as though the universe was showing her there was still much beauty in the world, and she should be thankful she was alive to see it.

      “I don’t know how you found me.”

      “You’ve become important to the Turchettas. Important to me. Nothing was going to stand in our way of finding you.”

      She was glad he was there, and she was alive. But with everything that had just taken place, she knew tomorrow—heck the next moment—wasn’t guaranteed. “Rafe, I need to tell you something.”

      He looked at her and put a finger to her lips. “Honey, you have no idea how badly I want to hear it, but right now I need to get you out of here. I have some business I need to take care of.” He waved his arm, and his brother David appeared.

      “Ma’am, glad to see you’re okay,” David said.

      “David, get her back to my house and don’t leave until I get there.”

      “Roger.”

      Deanna held onto Rafe. “I don’t want to leave you.”

      He looked down at her. “Honey, this place is about to be flooded with authorities. I think it’d be better if you’re not here when they arrive.”

      She knew he was still protecting her. Arguing was a moot point. He was right. If they asked her questions, she would probably get them all in trouble. Some things were best handled by someone who knew what the heck really went down there. All she could offer was her gratitude that the scumbag was dead. That might do more harm than good.

      “Trust me, honey. I’ll be home soon.”

      Home. It was all she had, but she’d take it. They were alive, and that was a great place to start.

      Reluctantly, she left the security of his arms and followed David. Her ankle was killing her, but she needed to be strong for Rafe. She could tell by the look on his face he’d already done enough worrying about her.
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      Rafe walked into the house expecting to find David watching over Deanna like he’d asked, but that wasn’t the case. Everyone except Gabe was there. It was great they’d all rallied around Deanna, and any other day he’d welcome it with open arms, but right now he wanted to be alone with her. There were things left unsaid on that beach, and he wasn’t about to let them go unsaid much longer.

      Rafe thought she would jump up and greet him with a hug or something at the door, but she was leaning back on the couch. Maybe he’d misread the situation earlier. He’d saved her life. People are emotional at such times. What he thought they were about to say to each other might have been one-sided. Darn, I hope not.

      He was struggling to contain his feelings for her, and if they weren’t reciprocated, he wasn’t sure what he’d do. Rafe had accepted his life as it had been. Now that she’d entered it, he wasn’t sure he could go back. Don’t know that I want to.

      Rafe walked around the couch and noticed Deanna’s leg propped on pillows. “What the—?”

      “Pretty, I know,” Deanna said as she pointed to the swollen ankle. “I’m not usually this accident prone.”

      “I can’t believe you put on heels after everything I told you,” Melissa nagged. She turned to Rafe. “You’re out there shooting an M-16, and God knows what else, when you’re not even supposed to be out of bed. I won’t be surprised if you’ve pulled a stitch or two.” She shook her head. “You two really are a pair.”

      Rafe met Deanna’s eyes. Yes, we are. “Does it hurt a lot?”

      She smiled at him. “Only when I laugh.”

      It was nice to see she still had a sense of humor after everything she’d faced today. Darn, you’re an amazing woman. But knowing she was even slightly injured because of that evil rat ticked him off. If Gabe hadn’t found her, Enwright might have actually gotten away with it. He and David had been able to secure the event and take out all of Enwright’s men without any civilian causalities.

      Renzo was sitting at the table with his laptop open, and Rafe heard the incoming call. “It’s Gabe.”

      No joke. “Put him on.”

      Renzo arched a brow and looked at Deanna then back to Rafe. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I am. I’ve got nothing to hide.” Or at least I don’t want to anymore.

      “Okay.” Renzo hit receive call and turned the computer in Rafe’s direction.

      “Good work, Gabe,” Rafe said.

      “I got lucky. There was only one formal event taking place today. If not—”

      “Did you find the other information I asked for?” Rafe cut in. Although Deanna was there, she didn’t need to hear how badly it could’ve gone.

      “Yes, I did. Bennett Stone took a trip to Moreira and met with some of the locals. Let’s just say they were persuaded to come forth with certain information.”

      “Any . . . fallout?” They both knew that meant wounded.

      “Nothing that affected Stone’s team.”

      “Good. What did he learn?” Rafe asked.

      Gabe leaned closer to the monitor. “That country is as wacked up as Tabiq.”

      “Knew that. Tell me about the money. About why she was so important.” He wasn’t ready to say Shadoa’s name yet. He needed to know exactly why they felt she was the key to it all.

      “Enwright didn’t know about the kid. From what Stone was told they were holding her in their back pocket as leverage if Enwright ever decided to cut them off and turn the tables to blame this all on them. She was their insurance policy to prove motive for everything Enwright hired them to do.”

      “So no one knows about her?”

      “There may have been a disagreement between Stone and the people he was meeting with. Let’s just say, no one from their side will do any talking. Ever.”

      Gabe delivered the message as gently as he could, but Rafe could see Deanna was still disgusted by it all. Death. Murder. Hate. That wasn’t her life. She was sweet and gentle and full of love. All things he admired about her. It’d been his choice to let her listen in on the call. Was that wrong? He wasn’t sure. Could it be any worse than what she’d experienced over there? No way. The woman, although she didn’t know it, was a rock. Most people would’ve broken down long ago. Not her. She stood up to them yet protected the ones she loved. The world needs more people like her. He looked into her eyes and thought, I need someone like her.

      Gabe interrupted, asking, “What about Josh?”

      Rafe hadn’t forgotten him, but what should they do from here? There was no way he could send Shadoa back to Moreira. Her mother was gone, and it was very possible she’d suffer the same fate. That left only one thing to do.

      “Bring them home.”

      “All of them?” Gabe asked.

      “Roger.”

      Renzo closed the laptop and asked, “You sure about that?”

      Rafe looked around the room and said, “I’m sure about a few things. Let’s start with this one. I really appreciate you guys. I couldn’t have done any of this without you. Now if you don’t mind, get out. There are a few things Deanna and I need to discuss. Alone.”

      Renzo chuckled but headed toward the door. David shook his head and followed. Melissa walked up to Deanna before leaving, bent down, and in a soft voice Rafe heard her say, “Guess he means to keep his promise.” When Melissa stood back up, she gave Rafe a wink before leaving with their brothers.

      Rafe could tell there was something he’d missed between Deanna and Melissa. He’d have to ask her, but right now he didn’t care. Everything that was important had been resolved. Almost.

      He sat next to her on the couch and said, “Deanna, I need to talk to you.”

      “Me too. There’s so much I want to say.”

      “Let me go first.” Deanna nodded, and he continued, “I know you want to go back and continue what you started. I admire your dedication, but you don’t need to run halfway around the world to make a difference.”

      “You want to talk to me about work?” Deanna looked disappointed, and he understood why.

      “Yes. No. Well, not entirely. You asked me to do something for you when you were leaving Moreira. Do you remember what that was?”

      She nodded again. “Check on Shadoa. Did you find her? Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine. But her mother was killed.”

      Deanna gasped. “That’s horrible. Does she have family to care for her?” Rafe shook his head. “See? This is why I need to return.”

      “You’re never going back there,” Rafe snapped. When he saw her eyes widen in shock, he knew he needed to explain quickly. “What I mean is you don’t need to. She’s not there.”

      “Where is she?”

      “With Josh, and soon she’ll be here.”

      “Oh, Rafe, she must be so scared.”

      He nodded. “And feeling alone. That’s where I thought you’d come in.”

      “Me?”

      “Deanna, you wanted to make a difference in the world. You can do that right here and change the life of one child. One who needs exactly what you have to give.”

      “What is that?” Deanna asked.

      “The most loving, gentle heart a person can ask for. She needs love, Deanna. You can give that to her.”

      “You want me to raise her?”

      Rafe reached down and took her hand in his. “No. I want us to.”

      Deanna looked shocked. “Rafe, what are you saying?”

      He was shocked at his own words, but never had anything felt so right. They’d both lost someone, and that loss had somehow brought them together. Maybe, as a family, they could heal. But if she wasn’t part of it, Rafe knew he never would. She could make him whole.

      “Deanna, you asked me to tell you how I felt, and I couldn’t. When I learned Enwright had set a trap for you, all I could think about was how much you meant to me. I should’ve told you how I felt. The words were there, but they . . . I couldn’t speak them.”

      “And now?” Deanna asked softly.

      He looked into her sweet brown eyes. Rafe could get lost in them. It was as though her gentle soul reached out and touched him with each glance. “I could stare into your eyes for eternity and never grow tired. I hope you give me the opportunity to.”

      “To what?”

      “Wake each morning with you by my side. Kiss you goodnight each night before we sleep. And show you . . . tell you . . . that I love you.”

      “You . . . you love me?” Deanna repeated.

      Rafe reached up and touched her face. “More than I’ll ever be able to put in words. Heck, Deanna, I’m not a poet or a romantic man. I’m not even an easy man to get along with. I’m stubborn and ornery and—”

      “A horrible salesman.”

      “What?” Rafe asked, arching a brow.

      “If you’re trying to convince me not to love you back, well sorry, you’re too late. I love you so much, Rafe, that it hurts. All I could think of when Milton held me captive was I would never see you again. That was my greatest regret. But I knew I had to fight, not just for me, but for us.”

      Us. We. He liked the sound of that. “If anything had happened to you I’d—”

      “But it didn’t, Rafe. You kept your promise.”

      “Deanna, I spent my life doing what I do for honor. You have shown me I’m capable of something I never thought possible. Love. I guess I can do it for both now, because I love you.”

      He watched a tear rolled down her cheek. “I love you too.”

      Rafe gently lifted her onto his lap. He didn’t forget about her injury, and he knew he had to be careful. “Any objection to me carrying you to the bedroom to show you how much I love you?”

      She shook her head. “As long as you promise to tell me too.”

      Rafe smiled down at her. “Deanna, I promise to tell you every day of our lives. I love you, honey.”

      “I love you too.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Deanna held the kite string as it blew high it the air. Bending down, she said, “Hold on tight. Don’t let go.”

      Shadoa grinned from ear to ear then took the string from her and ran up the beach. Deanna knew it was only a matter of time before her little hands got tired and the string slipped through her fingers. With the wind blowing so strong, she was sure the force would send the kite even higher.

      She had prepared Shadoa for what might happen. It was part of being a mom. Teach your child that not everything is perfect or lasts forever, but to find the joy in each moment. Shadoa was living proof of what joy life could bring.

      When Rafe suggested they adopt Shadoa, it seemed like an impossibility. But in less than a year, they’d pulled off a small wedding and an adoption. Her life had gone from feeling hopeless and alone to having so much to live for.

      She still had moments when the tragedy of what happened in Moreira crept in, and she broke down crying. But now she had someone to hold her, someone who truly understood. Rafe was such a blessing in her life. The entire Turchetta family was.

      Deanna looked at the house and saw them all on the deck watching Shadoa and her play on the beach. Even her parents had come to their clambake. She wasn’t sure how they’d all get along, but from where Deanna stood they looked like one big happy family.

      She’d never explained to her parents what had happened, and the Turchettas seemed to live the lifestyle of saying only what you have to. No one needed to know what was in the past. All it would do was prevent all the wonders that lay ahead of them.

      Deanna stopped as she felt a flutter in her stomach. Placing a hand on her small belly, she waited, and it happened again.

      “Mommy are you okay?” Shadoa asked.

      Deanna grabbed her little girl’s hand and said, “Yes. Everything is perfect.”

      “Good. Can I let it go now?”

      Deanna looked up and saw the butterfly kite her parents had brought Shadoa struggling for its freedom. There was no way either of them was going to reel that thing down.

      Kneeling down, she said, “Of course you can.”

      “Can Daddy come and watch too?”

      Deanna waved to Rafe who’d been eagerly waiting for his invite. He hopped the fence and jogged down to the beach.

      “Are you all done?” Rafe asked.

      Shadoa nodded then raised her hand up in the air and opened her fingers, letting the string go. All three of them stayed there on the beach watching until it was out of sight. Then Shadoa said, “That butterfly is now with my other mommy, right?”

      Deanna choked back a tear and pulled Shadoa into her arms. “Yes, sweetheart, it is.”

      Shadoa smiled and said, “Maybe tomorrow we can send her a picture of all of us in a balloon. I think she’d like that.”

      Rafe and Deanna exchanged looks. “A balloon it is,” Rafe answered. “Now let’s get back to the others before they eat all the food.”

      Shadoa reached out her hands, one to Rafe and one to Deanna, as they made their way home. Rafe leaned over and kissed Deanna lightly. He mouthed the words, I love you. She smiled and did the same. The little one inside Deanna didn’t want to miss out on the fun and gave her another kick. Soon sweetheart. Don’t worry. Mommy and Daddy have plenty of love to go around.

      

      
        
        The End
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