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To Jennifer – my comic gal pal partner in crime. Here’s to all the superstar stalking we claimed we would do and never got around to actually doing. Maybe next year. 

A special thank you to Amy Kessler. It’s because of her constant pushing that this gem was able to be completed during NaNo 2013 in 22 short days.

I must be taken as I have been made. The success is not mine, the failure is not mine, but the two together make me.”

― Charles Dickens, Great Expectations 
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PROLOGUE
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Allen Parkway and Interstate 45 – Houston, Texas, Friday November 15, 2013

She flashed her eyes open when a jolt of pain flew down her leg and settled in her foot. It was then that she saw the man Carlisle had been following standing above her head, looking down on her. She saw his coffee stained, yellow teeth through his smile. Nadia’s stomach was churning, her leg throbbing and her mind racing. 

What did I get into? She tried to move her head back and forth to see if she saw Carlisle. Hopefully he was still free and not locked to a table like her.

“What you looking for, girl?”

Her eyes were now locked on her captor’s, and she could see the evil twinkling in his eyes. She was blinking fast, her heart racing and her palms sweaty. The panic had set in, and suddenly she started to hyperventilate. Her throat started to close as her breathing became labored. She began to gasp and cough simultaneously, trying to calm her throat muscles. Every time she took a deep breath in attempt to soothe herself, it erupted in another attack.

She felt his hands on her shoulders, and the pressure he was applying to her body added to the pain. His thumbs were digging in between her shoulder blades and pushing the bone against her muscles. Tears started to swell in the corners of her eyes, and her whole body started to revolt.

“Stop! Stop!” Nadia gasped out, but the man didn’t listen. He kept drilling his fingers into her skin, pushing around her collarbone. He found her nerves and shoved the middle finger of each hand deep into her clavicle nerve.

“Tell me where he is, girl.”

She felt her heart racing down in her stomach. She didn’t understand how this could happen to the same person twice within two years. 

Always in the wrong damn place at the wrong time. 

“Where who is?” She didn’t see her sister anywhere and felt slight relief in the knowledge that Anabella was safe.

“I’m only going to ask you one more time, and then you’re finished. Where is he?”

“Where is who? I don’t know who you are looking for!”

“Carter Jackson, where is he?”

Nadia’s heart sank when she heard the name of Carlisle’s friend. He was what this was all about? “I don’t know where he is. He wasn’t with me.”

“Stop lying to me, girl. I know he was with you. I saw you all together.” His voice was rough and deep. The sound of it sent chills all over her body and made her arms shiver. He didn’t need to inflict pain on her; he was already intimidating the hell outta her.

“Honest, I don’t know where he is. We just met him. Please let me go. I don’t have anything you could possibly want.” She kept praying silently in her mind that Carlisle would free her once again. He’d never let her down in the last year. Surely he wouldn’t start now.

“You’ll not be getting free anytime soon, girl. Get comfortable. I’ll be back when I find that woman he was with.”

Ana! “No! Okay, I’ll tell you where he is. Just leave her alone.” She was overwhelmed with fear. The terror of imagining Anabella hurt because of her was too much. Tears started to stream down the sides of her face and pooled by her ears, causing her hair to mat against her head.

“See, I knew you would tell me.” The low and evil chuckle that came from his mouth disturbed her.

“Swear you won’t hurt her first.”

“Girl, do you think my word means anything?” The look of his eyes felt overpowering, as if he was trying to stare through Nadia, and the veins in his face started to bulge up from his skin.

She watched his gaze staring down at her. His body was radiating heat and putting out a putrid smell that started making her stomach churn. Nadia closed her eyes in an attempt to sequester her urge to vomit. The fear of what was going to happen to her, her sister, and the new man they had befriended was overpowering her wishes.

“All a man has is his word.”

“Wrong, all a man has are his choices, and right now my choice is to kill or be killed. So where is Carter Jackson?”

“He’s staying at our hotel, room 454. Please, don’t hurt my sister; she has nothing to do with this.”

“How do you know what this has to do with? Don’t go anywhere.” He laughed. “Oh wait, you couldn’t if you wanted to. Perfect. Now, I’ll be back, and then we can see just how cooperative Mr. Jackson will be.”

Nadia watched him turn his back to her and eventually vanish in the distance. His leather jacket had shielded her from seeing where the door was, since she could never see anything past the bulky sleeves. She pulled on the chains that held her and ended up bruising her wrists. She wasn’t getting out of here, not anytime soon. Maybe lying about Carter’s location would give them time to come find her and save her from the fate she was facing.. 
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Sunday – Six Days Earlier

“Hey, Gabe, you got all the news stories covered for the next two weeks?” Nadia held the phone between her head and her shoulder as she finished folding her clothes and tucking them into her suitcase. She was ready to leave for the trip, but she had to double check that each item was properly creased and neatly placed. Sometimes her obsessive compulsive disorder made it difficult to travel with her.

“Yeah, I got it covered. Why are you still here? Thought you took off for Houston last night.”

“We changed our flight. Something about something, I don’t know. You know Mr. A. He does what he wants, when he wants. I’m just along for the ride.”

“And that’s what you like about him, admit it.”

“Nothing to admit, you know me. Anyway, just want to make sure that this story goes out without a hitch. The mayor’s been evading his taxes, and the people have a right to know.”

“I still don’t get how you got the source to come clean. This will be huge for this quarter’s rankings.”

“I know. Scully’s going to be pleased, maybe even give me a raise.”

“Doubtful, you know him, budget cuts, budget cuts, budget cuts. All the man knows how to say.”

“Yeah, I know. Hopefully I’ll be able to get some writing in that’s decent while in Texas and take the pressure off me for the balance of the year. I’m worn out.”

“I’m sure you work too hard.” Gabe’s concern came through the phone and was clear to Nadia. She needed this vacation for her mental and physical relief.

“Not any harder than you, Gabe. Hey, how is Kevin doing? He make lieutenant yet?”

“He’s doing good, and no, he hasn’t, but he hasn’t applied for it either.”

“Give him my love. Miss you two already. I don’t know what I’m going to do for two weeks without you, Gabe.”

“You’ll be fine. You’ve got Ana and Mr. Assassin. Least we know you won’t get hurt this time around.”

“Yeah, thank goodness. All right, I hear the kiddo outside my door wanting in, so I best let you go. Love you, Gabe.”

“Love you too, Nadia. Send me a post card from Galveston!”

“Will do, babe!”

She hung up the phone and finished zipping up her suitcase. She heard the door start to crack open, and when she gave a grin, the tornado started to blow through her room.

“Aunt Dia, I’m gonna miss you!” Daman came running from the other room the moment she opened the door, and he wrapped his arms around Nadia’s body. He didn’t quite make it all the way around her, but he came close enough.

“Oh, you will be fine, I know it. You’re going to have lots of fun watching Tony the Tiger and taking care of him while I’m gone.” She hugged him tightly and tousled his hair. “Where is Leon?”

“He’s in the other room.” Daman’s eyes shot over to the corner of his face where he must have caught sight of Anabella. He released his arms from around Nadia and ran over to his other aunt. “Aunt Ana, Aunt Ana, don’t go!”

Nadia laughed and shook her head back and forth before walking into Leon’s room where she saw him writing out something on a piece of paper.

“Whatcha doin’ there, Leon?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

“Looks like something.”

“It’s not.” He folded the paper up, put his pen in his desk drawer, then stood up and gave her a hug.

Nadia stroked his head with her hand lightly and held him close to her. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too, Aunt Nadia.”

“We’ll be home in two weeks, so we won’t be gone too long.”

“Good, I don’t think Daman is going to be able to handle this, you being gone.”

That made Nadia laugh. “Well, he will have to. I think my mom and dad are outside, so we need to get going. Take care of your dad, and send me emails so I know what’s going on. Love you, and don’t let Daman overfeed Triple T.”

“Love you too, and I won’t!”

She leaned over and kissed the top of his head before going back in the room. Daman took one look at her from across the room and came rushing back to tackle her with another hug.

The doorbell rang, and Kain walked out of the kitchen with his hands in a towel, wiping them off and saying, “I got it.”

They all heard Laura, Nadia’s mom, when the door opened, and her excitement was always appreciated.

“My babies!” she called out.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hi, Momma.”

“Hey there.” The three siblings took turns greeting her.

Laura walked into the living room, and she was the next person who was ambushed by Daman’s hugs. “Grandma!”

“Oh my, what a welcome, all for airport duty.”

Everyone laughed, and when William walked in wearing his signature grey hat, Nadia felt her body calm. She hadn’t realized she was nervous until she saw her dad. He always calmed her.

“Hey, Dad.”

“Hey, champ, ready to go?”

“We’re waiting on Nadia’s boyfriend,” Daman teased.

Nadia felt her cheeks flush, and she started to protest but then stopped when there was a knock at the door.

“I’ll get it!” Daman hollered and ran straight to the door.

“That boy’s getting more energy every time I see him, Kain,” William said.

“I know, Dad. I need to stop feeding him, keep him little for a bit longer.”

“Nothing you do will keep him little, baby. Why, look at you. You’re my eldest, and you’re so big.” Laura smiled at her son.

“I know that’s right, Mom.”

The room fell silent when Carlisle walked through the door. He had that way about him. He could stop a room with an entrance, he could turn heads, and he very aware of that quality about himself.

“Everyone ready to go?” He smiled at Nadia first and then looked around the rest of the room.

“Yeah, we are. Let us just grab our things. Mom, you staying here or is Dad?”

“Oh, I suppose I’ll stay with the boys, and you kids can go with your father.”

They watched Laura tousle Daman’s hair, and his smile beamed up at his grandma. Nadia wished everyone could be as happy as her nephew, but sadly in life that didn’t happen.

“Let me take that from you.” Carlisle walked up to her and lifted the bag off of her shoulder and slipped it onto his.

“Such a gentleman,” Nadia whispered.

“Only for you, my pet.”

“You spoil me.”

“What are friends for?” The way he said that last note made her shiver. She had no idea what they were, but she knew they were something, at least to her. The feelings she had developed over the last year were becoming too hard to deny.

Nadia hugged her mom and Kain goodbye. She promised each of the boys that she would bring back something cool for them from Texas. Daman wanted an oil derrick. She wasn’t sure how she was going to get that accomplished, but she promised she would try.

The ride to the airport was uneventful. Nadia and Anabella sat in the back seat as William and Carlisle claimed the front. The two men talked among themselves back and forth, and when they arrived at the terminal, Nadia saw Carlisle hand her father a piece of paper. She made a mental note to ask about that later.

“You kids be safe. Carlisle, you watch after my baby girls.” The two men shook hands, and it was obvious that they had a respect for one another. It warmed Nadia to see Carlisle adapting to her family and putting up with them, especially with all the goofy quirks that the Mavericks were known for having.

“I will, Mr. Maverick.” Carlisle assured him.

“We’ll be fine, Dad!” Nadia wrapped her arms around her father and hugged him tightly. She kissed his cheek, and he kissed hers.

“Ana, come here.” Their father embraced her and whispered something into her ear. She laughed, and then the three of them had their bags in hand and were walking through the United terminal doors.

Carlisle looked at the sisters and winked. “Next stop, Houston.”
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Winter Heat Beat Down – Monday November 11, 2013

Winters in Texas tend to be an anomaly of hot weather. That’s what this news reporter is learning. When you plan your family vacations and want to come down to ‘God’s Country,’ as the locals call it, then make sure you bring your swimsuit and plenty of water, even in the winter. You will be in for a hot one, and no one likes to spend their days sweating away in the vigorous heat. Relax and take a swim. What’s the worst that can happen? A bit of a tan? You will love the friendly nature of most of the natives, and you will notice everyone is your friend. It’s “Yes, sir,” and “Yes, ma’am,” everywhere you go, and I’m disappointed to say, I’ve looked, and not a horse in sight. I guess all Texans aren’t cowboys. Bummer. 

This will be the first of several articles I’ll bring you this week, running in our travel section of the Cedar Rapids Journal. Make sure you catch me via email and tell me where in Houston you want me to go.

Nadia Maverick – signing out.

“Nadia! Come on, you’re burning daylight. Let’s go,” Anabella called out from the other room of the suite. She walked into the joining room to see her sister hunched over laptop, typing away. She clapped her hands together twice. “Yo, Earth to Nadia! Come on.”

“What are you, a drill sergeant? We’re on vacation; lighten up.” She continued to type away in an attempt to finish the one task she had to do today. “A free vacation, courtesy of my work. Remember that.”

“Free vacation or not, it’s two in the afternoon, and I want to go to the pool. We’re never going to get a chair in good light now, the way you’re dilly-dallying.”

Nadia shook her head back and forth and saved her Word document, then shut off the Toshiba laptop Scully had given her after her latest award winning exposé. “Fine, fine, look, I’m done. Hold your top on. We’ve only been here one day, and you’re already acting crazy.”

“Pft, you are one to talk, Miss Thang. You’re crazy every other week. I just want to get this pasty white skin a splash of color.” 

Nadia watched Anabella grab her sunscreen and start to shake it up and down in the air. “Apply ample sunscreen; It’s a hot November day.”

“You know, you’re starting to sound like Mom.”

“Am not, but I don’t want to hear you complain the rest of the trip that you can’t move.”

“You keep being bossy then. Carlisle and I will have to ditch you and tour the city ourselves if that happens.”

“That’s not funny, Ana!”

“What, don’t trust me alone with your ‘boyfriend?’”

“You know it’s not like that,” she said softly.

“And I’m the Queen Mother.” Anabella rolled her eyes at her younger sister.

The two of them grabbed their towels and beach bags and headed out of the room and down to the sixth floor of the Hyatt Regency located in the heart of downtown Houston. They walked out onto the sun deck and saw people were swarming around one another, enjoying the sunny day and relaxation so many needed on a vacation.

“See, no chairs.” Anabella nudged her elbow at Nadia, reinforcing her comment.

“Ahh, Ana, you are wrong. Our knight in shining armor is here, look.” Nadia lifted her hand and pointed to the far corner where there were two well-placed empty chairs and one mischievous man.

“I can’t believe you brought him here.”

“I can’t believe he agreed to come.”

“You two have been getting cozy for a while now,” Ana teased while they walked past the crowd of people, closing the distance between them and Carlisle.

“Just a friend, Ana.”

“Here we go again...”

Nadia watched Carlisle stand up and wave his hand across the air in the direction of the two open chairs. “Ladies, I thought I would reserve us a spot.”

“Always thinking ahead, aren’t you, Carlisle? This is why I keep you around,” Nadia teased.

“You keep me around to keep you out of danger, and I intrigue you. Good afternoon, Anabella. I hope you have been enjoying your suite.”

“Mr. A, nice to see you again, and yes, I have.”

Nadia let out a low chuckle. Ever since she and Carlisle had become Spades partners she had stopped regularly calling him Mr. A, but her family and friends couldn’t do that. She enjoyed the little perk, and it made her feel special.

“Have you decided what we will do first on our Texas adventure? Possibly take in a show or two while we are just around from the theater district?”

“Yeah, I guess we can do that. What do you think, Ana?” 

The women set their bags down and began laying out their towels on the chairs. Then they settled in. 

“A show’s fine, I guess.” Anabella grabbed her sunscreen and started to apply a light coat across her skin.

“You guess? Ms. Maverick, do you not know that Houston’s theater districted is second only to that of Broadway? They have many things to offer right here at our fingertips. It would be a sin to not enjoy at least two of the shows while we are here.”

“Isn’t he great? Just an encyclopedia of information.” Nadia smiled towards him while she sang his praises.

“Yeah, he’s great,” Anabella mumbled to herself. Suddenly she felt like the third wheel and needed a drink. “I’m going to go see if there is any wine anywhere. I’ll be back.”

Nadia watched her sister stand up and walk off. She wasn’t sure what had happened, but shrugged it off when Carlisle started talking to her.

“I want to take you to the San Jacinto Monument. If you are going to write a travel story on Houston, you will need the best historical locations. There is something I want you to see there.”

“Okay, what’s it a monument for?” She was lying back in her chair with her hands folded behind her head, fingers interlocking.

“Patience, my pet. You are always so anxious to spoil the fun.”

“No, just trying to plan my day. Is your room nice?” She dropped her head to the right a little and put her hand in the air to block the sun from blinding her so she could look at him.

“The room is fine. I don’t think your sister likes that I’m here.”

“She is just irritated I took too long writing my article. I promised Scully I would have it out by one. It was already two. You know how I hate being late.”

Carlisle nodded his head and sat back in his chair. Fully dressed in his black slacks and a light green pressed shirt, he looked out of place poolside. Out of place, but still ruggedly handsome.

“Nadia, you’re starting to stare again.”

“Am not.” She batted her eyelashes and shook her head a little. “Something just caught my eye; that’s all.”

“Uh huh, and I’m Mother Teresa.”

“Ah hah! I always knew there was a conspiracy with the Church and her. Now I know; she’s a man.”

“And apparently not dead,” he said while trying to contain his smirk which would show he was actually enjoying himself today.

He sat there watching her for a moment. Nadia could feel his stare going right through her. She always felt like he could see through to her soul when he was sitting in those deep concentration modes.

“What are you pondering so hard about there, Mr. A?” 

That gave him a smile and a quick reply. “I am bringing a friend to dinner tonight.”

“A friend? We just got here. How do you already have friends?”

“My pet, do you not know by now that I have friends in every city?”

“That’s highly impossible.”

“Is not. Ask away, and I’ll name you a friend.”

She giggled, kicked her feet out, laced her hands together, and positioned them behind her head. She leaned back and with a smirk began running through a list of cities.

“Denver.”

“Easy, that is Joe Dale. Try something obscure.”

“Okay, fine, Pensacola.”

“Again, easy, Mary Wright.”

This continued on for five minutes, and by the time Anabella returned, Nadia was annoyed with the whole situation.

“What did I miss?” Anabella asked.

“Nothing, just Mr. A being a pain in the A, if you get my drift.”

Anabella looked at Carlisle and saw the smile beaming from him and then back to Nadia. “Something tells me I’ve interrupted.”

“Not at all. I was just telling Nadia that I am bringing a friend to dinner tonight, and actually, Ana, I think you will like him a lot.”

“Me, why me?”

“Because he shares some of your background.”

“My what?”

“You will see.”

“Whatever.” Anabella had her wine glass in hand and sat down next to Nadia in the adjoining chair. “Now don’t get in my light. Like I said, I have this white pasty skin that needs to be kissed by the sun, so just pretend I’m not even here.”

Nadia laughed and shook her head. “All right.” She refocused her attention on Carlisle and pulled out a brochure that she had in her bag and handed it to him.

“What’s this?” He opened up the pages, and Nadia watched his eyes moving back and forth, reading the words. “You want us to go hang out at a retirement village?” He looked at her with a questioning stare.

“Huh? Really?” Anabella chimed in.

“Yes, I do,” Nadia firmly said.

“Um, why?” Anabella sounded annoyed with her question.

“I have to second that; why?” Carlisle interjected.

“Because they have a Spades tournament going on tomorrow, and I want to get in on that.”

“So because you want to play cards, we have to go hang out with old people?”

Nadia turned her head and looked at her sister. “I thought you said to pretend you weren’t here.”

“Whatever, chica, that just seems boring, but do what you want.” Anabella took another drink of her wine and went back to ignoring them.

“Can we not play cards here?” Carlisle looked over the pamphlet again.

“We could, but I thought it would be good to test our skills out on people we didn’t know, see if our partnership can hold its own around people who we can’t predict moves and read when they are about to trump.”

Carlisle shrugged his shoulders and handed her the brochure back. “All right, Ms. Maverick, as you wish.”

She let her lips curl into a smile that stretched from ear to ear. “Great! We can do this tomorrow; they are having a lunch special tournament.

“I’ll keep watch for any stories poolside while you two are off playing.”

Nadia turned her head back around to her sister and slapped her leg with the pamphlet. “Good, this was a two person deal anyway,” she said in a teasing manner.

“Do you want to remind me on why I agreed to come? I’m starting to feel like I’m not really wanted.” Anabella took a sip of her drink and then pulled her glasses down from the top of her head and lay back completely in the sun.

Nadia noticed Carlisle’s attention being pulled off to the side. She followed his line of vision with her eyes and saw him settling on a man, somewhat tall with sandy brown hair.

“Who’s that?” she questioned. His appearance was clean and slick, like Carlisle.

“Carter.”

“Are you going to bring him over here?”

“Depends on if
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