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MILL CREEK MYSTIQUE SERIES


A collection of stand alone, small town, romantic suspense novels. Each book can be read independently but features characters from the Mill Creek town.
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  To my wonderful husband: You are

my inspiration, support system, and

happily ever after.





In loving memory of my dad—

a humble miner.














  
  One


Jasmine West flipped through her interview notes for the umpteenth time at the small desk in her London, England, hotel. The anonymous email she’d received a few weeks ago intrigued her. She’d never seen anything so cryptic. Her source had mentioned that they were a friend of the prominent Dubin family and wanted the truth to come out. That alone made this adventure exciting because she didn’t know where it would end up. She’d even titled her article “ Senator Thomas Dubin and Secrets of the Mangled Family Tree.” A burst of giddiness flooded her system due to all the potential story outcomes.
She’d spent the first part of this week in Washington, DC, interviewing some of the senator’s past and present colleagues and his late wife’s best friend. Her source had suggested she meet the woman, which turned out to be rather informative.
The senator and his wife seemed to have a turbulent marriage, and her trouble with conceiving hadn’t helped matters. His wife had been adored by everyone, but no one would talk to Jasmine about the events surrounding her death.
After Washington, Jasmine had hopped a flight from Dulles International Airport to Heathrow to investigate the small town of Holmberry Hill. There were definite concerns of infidelity and a cover-up. This town seemed to be the link.
She finger-combed her hair, now dry enough to sweep up into a messy bun, as she looked out her window at the big red double-decker buses passing. The streets were filled with people dressed for work and play on this early Friday morning.
She tapped her pen against her forehead as she thought. This anonymous source mentioned that Jasmine’s photography, her primary source of income, which allowed her the freedom to travel and research, had caught their eye. They’d learned about her journalistic endeavors from her website.
A part of her wanted this exposé to be the story of a lifetime—Pulitzer-Prize worthy. That would irritate her dad because he couldn’t downplay that honor. Oh, she knew she’d already succeeded with her photography, but her father would never give her credit for those accomplishments. All Dad saw was that she wasn’t married and had strayed from his plan for her life. It was the same for all his daughters—who lived close to him and Mom and raised their grandchildren.
She liked adventure, traveling, and, most importantly, choosing what to work on because it intrigued and excited her. She sipped her coffee, hoping to wipe the fog from her brain. At least she’d gotten a good five hours of sleep, but hopping into another time zone had zapped her energy.
Thirty minutes later, she packed up the last of her belongings and headed toward the car she’d hired to take her to Holmberry Hill. She planned to stay the night at the local bed and breakfast before returning to the States the following day.
When she approached the man waiting at the curb alongside his vehicle, she confirmed his name, then slid across the back seat while he stowed her luggage in the trunk. The steering wheel on the opposite side of the car made her smile. It was those differences that made her adventures memorable.
The overcast day matched her mood. The wipers screeched across the windshield as the car merged into traffic. The driver caught her gaze in the rearview mirror. “Miss West, shall I drive straight to Holmberry, or do you have additional stops along the way?”
“No, please head straight to St. Paul’s Church.”
She planned to take pictures of the private hospital that closed a little over a year ago, as it was down the road from the church. When that institution closed, various documents, including adoption records, were sent to the church for safekeeping.
Her source had noted that the senator had made several visits to the area. Could the truth be that easy to uncover? Something told her no, but her curiosity had been piqued. The drive into the countryside was beautiful, and the history of the place left her speechless. The brick homes with multiple fireplaces surrounded by lush greenery were truly picturesque. They looked like a Thomas Kinkade painting.
Two hours later, they arrived at Holmberry. The chauffeur drove up the cobblestone drive toward the top of the hill, where the episcopal church stood, peering down over the small town.
Jasmine tapped the driver’s shoulder. “Pull over here, please. I want to take some hospital pictures.”
She lowered her window and used her phone, deciding to leave her camera in her backpack for now. Once her window closed, the car ambled forward toward the circular drive of the church.
A vehicle was parked in front of the entrance, so her driver opted for the other side to leave the doorway clear. The rental car barcode sticker on the back window of the other car caught her eye. She’d noticed similar ones on cars she’d rented in the past as she bent to grab her backpack from behind the driver’s seat.
When she sat up, a large, brawny man exited the church when she sat up. He stopped to survey the area momentarily before descending the steps to head to his vehicle. She had a fleeting thought that he seemed out of place. Nothing gave her a foundation for that revelation other than an instinct shouting at her.
“Please wait here. I won’t be long,” she said, halting the driver’s exit to open her door.
The structure of the old church and its stained-glass windows charmed her. She could only imagine how many events had happened right here over the years. When she glanced to the right, she saw the town nestled below. It created a picturesque view that had a place on postcards, she imagined.
The concrete steps were steep, but when she opened the door to enter the structure, she couldn’t help but smile. The exposed wooden beams, ornate carvings, and statues dominated the space, but the decorative windows softened the room with different hues of color. It was breathtaking.
“Welcome to St. Paul; how may I help you?” asked an elderly lady with a duster.
“Hi, I’m Jasmine. I’m looking for Father Duncan.”
The woman nodded and guided Jasmine toward a door on the opposite side of the church. Their footsteps echoed as they walked farther into the empty space.
“It must’ve been hard on the town when the hospital closed,” Jasmine said as her gaze took in the church's beauty.
The woman slowed and turned back to address her question. “The residents use the medical facilities in the next town over. The hospital was private and catered to people from around the world who had the means to take care of delicate matters.”
That comment swirled around in Jasmine’s thoughts, intriguing her with all the situations that the hospital must have handled. Then, one particular question snapped to the forefront. “Do you get many visitors here and for the hospital?”
The woman stopped so she could face her. “No, not really. I wouldn’t call this area a big tourist spot. Our busiest days are Wednesday and Sunday.” Then she continued her way down the hallway. When they reached the closed door, she cracked it open briefly to converse with someone on the inside before swinging it wide.
Father Duncan stood and extended his hand. “Hello, how many I help you?”
She couldn’t help but notice how soft and smooth his hand was. “Hi, I’m here for a birth certificate and an adoption record. I’m hoping you can help me. The father’s name is Thomas Dubin.”
Father Duncan folded his arms in front of him. “Please, have a seat. I’ll go check. I can’t remember the last time we had two people on the same day searching for records.”
That admission had her sitting up straighter. The image of the man leaving the church flashed again in her head. Never one to ignore her gut, she glanced down at his desk and scanned the surface. There was a basket on the corner of the desk with a file folder and a log of some sort on top. Only a matter of minutes extended between that guy’s visit and hers, so that log interested her.
Twisting her head left and then right to ensure she was alone, she removed her phone from an exterior pocket on her bag. Her heart hammered against her chest as she aimed the device at the document. She snapped two pictures, then shoved the phone back into the backpack as she heard the father coming back down the hallway.
“I’m sorry,” he said as he reentered the room. “I don’t have any records with that name listed. If you have the birth mother’s name or the child or adoptive parents’ information, I could look again.”
“I don’t, but could I contact you by telephone?”
“That would be fine,” the man said and found a pen. “Here’s the number. Can I have your last name for my tracker, Jasmine?
“Yes, it’s West. Thank you. I really appreciate your help.”
She smiled and exited the office, hurrying toward the car. An insane thought drove her next action, but every fiber of her being told her to do it. This was what made a story. Having the courage to chase the unknown, even if it might be the stupidest idea. That very idea was why she found herself at odds with her parents, especially her father.
He’d prefer she was married and raising her children like her sisters. Instead, she followed the man who’d exited the church right after she arrived. If luck were on her side, and the fact she’d only been inside for a short time, the one-lane country road would slow him so they could catch up to him. It was a long shot but worth the try.
She slid into the back seat. “Remember that car that left right after we arrived?”
The driver turned around to look at her and nodded, his expression guarded.
“Good. I need you to find that car and follow it. I’ll pay you double the rate agreed upon, but in cash. And if we do, don’t let the man know we’re following him.”
The driver uttered his confirmation before he returned his focus to the road. He must have understood the urgency because they arrived back to town in half the time. They might not find the vehicle, or this might not lead to anything, but sometimes there was only a fine line between luck, gumption, and hunches.
The driver made a left on the main street that bisected the town and found the car leaving the bed and breakfast where she was going to stay. Her driver followed the car, and it wasn’t long until they were back on the roadway that would eventually lead them to London. Her stomach fluttered with both excitement and concern as they tailed the man.
She called the inn to cancel her reservation for the night. Then she sent a text to her big sister to say she was fine and having fun. Her family didn’t know the real reason behind her trip, and according to her father, Jasmine had ruined Thanksgiving by booking a trip to the UK rather than celebrating with her family. Once her story was published, she would share all the details about how she’d accomplished it.
The driver cleared his throat. “Miss, it appears he’s heading toward Heathrow. Do you want to continue following him?”
She finished sending her text and responded, “Yes, but when he pulls into the rental facility, drop me off outside their office. I need to ride the shuttle, or I’ll lose him.”
“Forgive me for overstepping, but are you sure you want to do this?”
She gathered her belongings and took out her wallet. “Yes, thank you.”
When the car stopped just outside the agency, she handed him the cash they’d agreed upon and exited. The balance would be billed to her credit card. She waited for him to retrieve her bag from the trunk and thanked him for helping her.
As she walked farther onto the property, one of the workers approached her. “Miss, can I help you?”
She’d learned long ago that if you acted like you belonged, most people would let you pass with minimal interference. “I’m heading inside to pick up a bag I accidentally left behind earlier today. I’m so thankful you had it.”
“Oh, that’s great. Have a good afternoon.”
She wheeled her bag through the line of vehicles and toward the crowd of people waiting for the shuttle after completing their returns. She caught a glimpse of the man toward the back of the group, so she turned to the female next to her to start a conversation. This way, she could keep an eye on him while it looked like she was conversing with a friend.
When the shuttle arrived, he boarded toward the rear and stood in front of the door, holding on to the overhead bar. Jasmine opted for a seat in the back of the bus. After all, she was one in a thousand people flying out of an airport to some destination. Why would he think anything different? He didn’t seem to be paying her any attention, or he was just good at hiding it.
When he jumped off at the terminal, she followed him and got into the same line. She watched him approach the counter, then was waved forward to the open station next to him. That was when she heard the ticketing agent say Mexico City, so now she knew where he was headed. She bent to retrieve her wallet from her backpack as he passed by heading toward the security.
Jasmine told the ticketing agent. “I need to purchase a ticket on the next flight to Mexico City, please.”
The agent asked for her identification, then proceeded to click a ton of keys on her keyboard before coming back with an answer. “First, business, or coach?”
“Coach is fine. I’d prefer an aisle seat, if available.”
“It’ll be $843.00 dollars, and I’ll need your credit card.”
She handed over her plastic and stood there while the agent’s fingers danced on the keyboard. Finally, she gave Jasmine a receipt and boarding pass.
“The gates are to the left; have a safe flight,” the ticket agent said.
Holy crap, what am I doing?
Jasmine’s stomach rumbled, reminding her that she had skipped lunch and needed dinner. Once she cleared security and located her gate, she would eat, do a little work on the plane, and then sleep for the rest of the flight.
A pub across from her gate caught her eye. A burger, fries, and cold beer sounded delicious. She had just over an hour to kill before she boarded her flight. When the time came, she paid her bill and moved toward the boarding area, pleased to see that her male companion had boarded with the business-class travelers. At least she knew for certain he was on the flight.
After her group was announced, she forced her eyes toward the rear of the plane and walked right past him. The moment she was clear, she let out a deep breath and found her seat.
The flight was uneventful and quiet, which made her happy. She slept for most of it and had just finished her breakfast when the pilot announced they were preparing to land. Deciding it was best to use the facilities now so she wouldn’t risk missing him, she made her way to the rear of the plane. She brought along her small toiletry kit to freshen up and brush her teeth, that way she’d be ready to go when the aircraft door opened.
After the plane arrived at the gate, and she cleared the jetway, she picked up her pace until she had him in her line of sight. She weaved her way through people until she closed the gap, but careful to keep some distance between them. He walked at a decent pace with his long stride, so she had to walk faster than usual to keep up with him.
He exited the airport and climbed right into the back of a waiting Range Rover complete with tinted windows. Crap! Her stomach tightened because she was going to lose him. Seeing the taxi line, she dashed over and cut in front of everyone. Since she only knew a small amount of Spanish, she hoped this would work instead of making a big scene.
“Lo siento, tengo la emergencia con mi familia. Por favor,” she said to the people in line.
The family in the front of the line relented and motioned for her to take their cab.
“Gracias,” she said, then jumped into the waiting vehicle. “Sigue a ese Range Rover negro. ¡Rápido!”
The man turned, pointed forward into traffic, and said in perfect English, “That one way up there?”
She saw his line of sight when she leaned forward. “Yes, and please don’t make it obvious.”
He smiled and steered away from the curb, her back molding to the seat when he stomped on the accelerator. The knot in her stomach increased with every mile they covered. She glanced at her watch and noted they’ve been driving for close to forty-five minutes.
Her body listed right when the taxi merged lanes and exited the highway. After passing a series of traffic lights and making several turns, the cab came to a stop at an open market. Across the street, the black SUV they’d been trailing stopped behind two identical rovers.
“I’m going to leave you here,” the driver announced while he printed the receipt for her ride.
She took the slip of paper and looked it over. “Where are we?”
“Bonita Verde.”
The driver accepted the wad of cash she handed him. “This includes your tip, thanks.”
After she retrieved her suitcase from the trunk, she moved away from the cab. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw movement across the street. Since her phone was already in her hand she used it to snap a few pictures before removing her camera from her bag and shoving her phone inside.
The weight of the camera felt good in her hands as she moved between the groups assembling in front of the restaurant. She adjusted her lens and snapped a few of the surrounding area and open market.
When she tried to turn back around to focus on the group across the street, a strong hand grabbed her arm and jerked her backward. Shock and fear snaked down her spine. The man snatched her camera from her neck and demanded her phone. Panic flooded her system as a black hood came down over her head. She kicked and screamed, trying to break free or get someone to help her.
The grip on her arm tightened to the point of pain. “This is your only warning,” a deep voice said into her ear. “Be quiet and I won’t drug you. Do you understand?”
Tears pooled in her eyes and threatened to spill down her cheeks. She nodded. “Are you going to hurt me?”
“I won’t, but I can’t answer for the others. Why are you taking pictures of my boss? He values his privacy and has found your actions reprehensible.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset your boss.” Her voice wobbled. “I’m visiting the area. If you give me my camera, I’ll delete the photos.”
There was a loud, grinding sound, and she was shoved into a vehicle. No more words were spoken to her, and forceful hands pushed her to the floor. Her legs were cramped in the small space. At first, the roads were smooth, but the terrain changed and became rough and bumpy like they were on a mountain path. She figured they’d been moving for at least thirty to forty minutes.
Abruptly, the wheels skidded to a stop, and before she could catch her breath, the door behind her opened. Hands slid underneath her armpits, and she was dragged backward and onto her feet. It wasn’t long before a tingling sensation slammed her extremities as blood rushed back into them.
The hood she wore was snatched from her head, temporarily blinding her from the bright sun. She caught a glimpse of the man who had taken her camera back at the market before he hopped back into the running rover and disappeared.
A man with a gun in his hand spoke rapid Spanish and motioned for her to walk forward. When she passed him, he prodded her toward a hut and shackled her ankle to a giant cement block inside. The moment he turned back to face her, he holstered his weapon and assessed her from head to toe. Then, his gaze swept over the small space.
Dread filled her, and her stomach churned with anxiety. All she could hear in her head was her father telling her over and over again that she shouldn’t travel alone.
“Quiero tus zapatos,” the man said, pointing at her feet.
A split-second decision had her acting like she didn’t understand his words or intent. Having shoes would be better than being barefoot. Seconds felt like hours as he repeated the command and glared at her.
Finally, he squatted in front of her to remove her shoes. His grimace worried her. The moment he stood, something hit the back of her head, and her world went dark.

      [image: image-placeholder]The clacking of poker chips and male laughter echoed down the hallway toward the kitchen in Noah Parker’s new house. He’d officially been a resident of Mill Creek for over three weeks, and he loved it. 
The quaint old styling, especially on Main Street, reminded him of an old western mining town. The decorative storefronts, hitching posts, and wooden-planked sidewalks added to the allure. The small-town atmosphere appealed to him. So far, he’d spent his time getting to know many of the residents and eating at all the local restaurants. The area was a foodie’s paradise.
Mill Creek was totally different from Washington, DC, and that was a cathartic release. The small town had politics, but those were centric to its residents. Some might say people were nosy, but the residents protected their own. He preferred the different vibe to constantly having to watch his back. Maybe that was harsh, but it was his perspective.
Being closer to his friends and his recent promotion made him happier than he’d ever thought possible. His new role allowed him the freedom to work on special assignments that leveraged his cyber and analytic skills. He loved working for the Federal Bureau of Investigation because he knew his contributions helped to make the world a safer place. There would always be threats, but he could sleep a little easier knowing he did his best to eliminate a few.
Noah turned from the cabinet where he stored paper napkins and plates and asked his friend, Trent Jacobs, a question that had been on his mind. “Do you miss working with our team back at the Bureau?”
Trent opened a package of plastic cutlery. “Yes, but after Dalton’s death, everything changed for me. I miss being an agent, but I don’t regret becoming the sheriff of Mill Creek. I needed that change for me, even if I had trouble seeing it so clearly at the time.”
Noah snorted. “Yeah, that whole hindsight thing’s a bitch.”
Trent turned to face Noah. “What’s gnawing at you? Do you regret moving here?”
“No, not at all, I couldn’t be happier. It’s just…my father called and pissed me off. He tried to hold the son card over my head. He even tried to act like my decision to move here without telling him had hurt him.”
Trent’s forehead crinkled in confusion. “Why? It’s not like you two are close or even communicate regularly.”
Noah ran his hand through his hair and sighed. “I know, right? Something about there being a target on his back, and he needs his son to stand by his side. But here’s the kicker, he says it’s complicated. Blah, blah, blah.”
Trent’s eyes widened. “What does that mean?”
“Don’t know. What I do know is that he only cares about being a senator and getting reelected. Looking back, he was self-absorbed and really lacked the ability to demonstrate empathy. He disappeared from my life altogether after the death of my mom and baby sister,” Noah said, shaking his head.
“Sorry, man, his actions were cruel, and there’s no excuse. How’d you end the call?” Trent asked in a low voice.
Noah shrugged. “I suggested he use his vast network of resources to save his ass.”
Trent’s face showed his concern. “You may never get to witness this, but I do believe at some point your father will realize how badly he fucked up.”
Noah appreciated his friend’s support, but he didn’t want to waste any more time or thought on his father this evening. He’d rather focus on what mattered—his chosen family. He grabbed the supplies, then the parmesan cheese from the refrigerator. “Maybe, but right now I have a house full of friends with wallets that need to be emptied. Let’s join the others.”
“Pizza and beer have arrived,” Clarke Dragoon said, his booming voice filtering into the living room from the front door.
“Bring it in here. I have a separate table for food and a cooler,” Noah said as he sat and shuffled the playing cards.
Clarke entered the room with two boxes of pizza stacked up in one hand and headed toward the space with all the food displayed. “Hey, what the hell is that green shit?”
Micah, Trent, and Noah all snickered at Clarke, who pressed a case of beer to Kane’s chest and pointed at the cooler.
Kane Miller tore into the packaging and buried each bottle in the ice. “Annika wants us to have a healthy choice. It doesn’t mean you have to eat it.”
Trent clapped his college buddy on his shoulder. “Yeah, go easy on the poor bastard. Annika loves greenery and does push the benefits of eating a salad at every meal. I witnessed it this past summer when they stayed with me.”
“Seriously, dude?” Clarke asked and closed the lid on the ice chest after Kane added the last beer. “Well, Aimee made us brownies for dessert. Also, she insisted I bring a plate of leftovers from our Thanksgiving dinner. She’s apparently worried you may starve.”
Noah started to deal the cards around the table. “It’s doubtful that would happen with all the restaurants in this town, but I appreciate her concern because she’s a great cook.”
Micah Parker raised his hand drawing attention his direction. “Uh, I’d like to point out that I’m the town’s veterinarian, and my animals don’t know how to cook, so where is my plate of goodies?”
Clarke barked out a laugh. “Good point, I’ll let Aimee know she hurt your tender feelings.”
Trent folded his pizza slice, ready to take a bite, then stopped. “What about me? Maggie has a lot of talents, but cooking is not one of them. Aimee is aware of that fact because she tried to teach Maggie the basics. Good God, I love my wife, but she could burn water. Both Noah and I suffered on Thursday. I’m pretty sure she overcooked the bird by two hours.”
Noah burst out laughing. “It wasn’t that bad. I mean, who doesn’t love turkey jerky? I keep forgetting that you two are married now. It’s weird.”
“It’s not bad, Noah. You may want to keep an open mind,” Trent said.
Noah clapped his friend on the back. “Nah, the whole family thing isn’t for me. My childhood zapped that desire. Man, at times, it seems like only yesterday that we were working side by side, chasing Falcon to Mill Creek.”
Trent chewed on his food, then swallowed. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”
“What are you doing for the FBI now, Noah?” Micah asked.
“I’m working directly with Special Agent in Charge Tim Guzman on a wide range of assignments. The best part is that I have full autonomy while in the field.”
Clarke laughed and raised his beer to toast Noah. “That’s special, but I’m glad you’re a permanent resident now. Having Cyber God practically next door is a game changer for sure.”
The clanking of beer bottles echoed, and everyone took a drink.
“All right, enough chatter; ante up,” Noah said, tossing his chips into the middle of the table.
The next hour flew past as everyone played, ate, and ribbed each other. Noah’s pile of chips had grown mostly from Trent and Clarke, along with their incessant whining. “You two want to go another round, or should you drop out so Micah, Kane, and I can get serious?”
Trent leaned back and interlaced his fingers, cradling the back of his head. “Shut up and deal. There’s still time to win my money back.”
Clarke’s beer hissed as he twisted off the cap. “Everyone’s entitled to a lucky streak.”
“Nah, I think you two just suck.” Micah flipped his money onto the table.
Kane removed two twenties from his wallet, then slid one toward Clarke and the other to Trent. “Put your money where your mouth is. You can pay me back later.”
Noah added his money into the pot. When his cards were dealt, he arranged them in his hand before increasing his bet. He answered his cellphone on the first ring, not bothering to check his caller ID.
“Hello,” he said, holding his money in his hand.
“How’s the shoulder healing?”
Noah’s eyes widened at that question. He tried to match the voice to a name but came up empty. “Who the hell is this?”
“The one who squeezed the trigger that night in the forest.”
Noah’s heart thudded against his chest while his mind raced with the implications of that statement. He’d taken a round on the right side of his chest that had collapsed his lung and required surgery to remove the bullet.
The night his team went after Talon, the leader of Falcon––the crime syndicate the FBI had invested numerous time and resources, investigating–– he’d come across mercenary soldiers fleeing the scene when he’d been shot.
“Waltzer?” he asked, his tone cautious yet direct.
“Ah, you’d be correct. I’m sorry about our last encounter. Hazards of the job, right? I have something for you, but you need to hightail it to Mexico City. A female has been kidnapped, and the window to help her will close soon. I’m assuming she’s an agent, but I’m not entirely sure. She’ll only be at this camp for maybe seventy-two hours before she’s moved.”
“Excuse me for not jumping at your suggestion. Why are you telling me this and not doing something about it yourself?”
“It’s simple. I can’t. But I trust you to get the job done like you did for Dalton’s sister, Maggie. Your new role will allow you to move quickly while avoiding all the normal red tape the Bureau requires.”
“How the hell do you know about my new position? I want some answers that make sense.”
“We don’t always get what we want,” Waltzer snapped. “We’re not that different, Noah. We protect those who need it, whether they realize it or not. The only difference is how we engage to get our desired results. All you need to know is that I’m on the right side of the fight. Don’t overthink it. Have Guzman inquire about Orion, but watch your six for blowback.”
“Who the hell is that?” Noah bit out the question a little harsher than he wanted. “Never mind, I’d rather know what’s in this for you.”
“You’re wasting precious time with needing to be coddled. I only wanted to know why the woman was following me. It’s a win-win. You save the girl, and I get my answers. When you arrive, drive to the city of Bonita Verde, and at the resort, the front desk will have an envelope for you that contains the coordinates of her location.”
Noah looked up to see Trent glaring at him, but he returned his focus to the call. “How do I reach you?”
“You don’t. I’ll make contact if it’s necessary.”
The deafening silence on the line told him Waltzer had terminated the call. Maybe it was the adrenaline coursing through Noah’s body now, but his scar burned. He continued rubbing the spot while he processed what he’d just heard. Holy shit, that was one call he’d never expected to get.
“What. The. Hell?” Trent asked in a tight, clipped voice. “Why is Waltzer contacting you?”
Clarke grabbed his seat and turned it around so he could straddle it and rest his arms across the back. Micah and Kane sat watching.
Noah dropped his hand. “The whereabouts of a kidnapped American woman in Mexico.”
Clarke’s deep voice penetrated the silence. “Do you trust him? How do you know this isn’t a setup?”
“My wife will not handle this news well.” Trent’s irritation was evident by his sharp tone. “Do you think he’s looking to tie up loose ends?”
Kane leaned forward. His face was tight. “Waltzer’s the guy who shot Noah, right? He worked for the leader of Falcon, who trafficked weapons and drugs?”
Noah nodded while he continued to rub his chest. Waltzer had revealed a key piece of information on the call that Noah needed to research before he shared anything further. After a minute, he responded. “Yes, but I don’t sense an ulterior motive. The night he shot me, he had the advantage, but he chose to wound rather than take the kill shot. He’s also known about Mill Creek this entire time, so I don’t get the sense he’s after retribution.”
Kane pointed at Noah. “You’re actually considering his request to fly to Mexico City?”
“All I’ve got is animal tranquilizers,” Micah added. “They would work on humans with minimal risk.”
Noah stood. “Thanks, buddy, but I’ll be able to have my gun since I’ll be flying on the FBI’s jet. There’s a woman whose life depends on me finding her. My gut is telling me that this information is solid. So, yes, I need to go, but not until I update Guzman. I’ll also do some research during the flight.”
Trent stood and gripped Noah’s shoulder. “I get why you’re going, but be careful. We’ll increase our security measures here while you’re gone.”
“Stay in contact, and let us know what you find,” Clarke said.
“Will do.” Noah stood and shook every man’s hand. “Thanks, guys. I’ll talk to you soon.”
He headed toward his office to call his boss. He’d see if an FBI agent had been assigned to Waltzer or the region and also try and find out what the hell Orion meant. Afterward, Noah would clean up the mess from tonight before he left.
If the woman in question was not one of theirs, it would take Guzman time to find out if another agency had deployed an asset, assuming they would share that data. If neither was true, could she just be a citizen who happened to be following Waltzer? The clock was ticking if Noah wanted to get to that location to do a little reconnaissance before he attempted rescue.
He planned to take a chopper to the airport in Boise and then fly on a chartered flight. Since his window was tight, he would fly direct and with his equipment. The part he had to figure out while in flight was his exit strategy. His preliminary plan was to get to the coast and take a boat, assuming he could get in, rescue the woman, and get them both out alive.






  
  Two


Aruckus awakened Jasmine. She sat up cursing her light-headedness as she strained to hear what all the chaos was about. There were male voices shouting and the sound of gunfire. She also heard grunting and what sounded like flesh being pounded by a fist. 
Her stomach knotted tighter as fear wormed its way down her spine. It didn’t help matters that her head hurt from where she’d been struck, and a headache of mass portions had formed. Still missing her shoes made trying to escape even more difficult, which frustrated her. Not that she thought she could, but if the possibility presented itself, she would take her chances.
Something scraped the ground outside, and she could hear two men conversing. They seemed to be getting closer to her position, and she forced herself to lie back and pretend to be asleep. The earthy smell and tiny particles of dirt tickled her nose. Maybe they were only checking on her to see if she had awakened.
Her heart pounded against her ribcage, making it hard to control her breathing. The last thing she needed to do was sneeze. The lack of sunlight told her it was still night, so maybe they were just checking on her.
When the makeshift door to the hut opened, she forced her eyes shut. There was a big thud like a sack of potatoes being dropped. Then, another few whacks and a low moan that sounded male. The men laughed, and when the door closed, she popped her eyes open to see what the hell had just happened.
The space was dark, but as her eyes adjusted, she could see a man’s body. She scooted as close as her chain would allow and nudged him with her foot. She didn’t want to hurt him, but she tried a little harder to see if he would respond. Please wake up. I don’t like being alone in here.
“Hey, you okay?” she whispered. Only silence answered her, which made her heart sink.
He could be dying right there, and she couldn’t do a damn thing. This person might be her lifeline. Keeping him alive meant she wouldn’t be alone. She rotated and stretched out her body so she could use her hands. The metal cuff dug into her ankle, but she didn’t care. She barely reached his foot but had enough to tug him toward her a bit. Okay, dead weight was difficult to move.
She repeated the process a few more times, gaining precious inches. Her breath sawed in and out of her chest from the exertion. Once she had him close enough, she moved again, fighting her restraint until she could slide her arms under his armpits and heave him backward. Satisfied with his proximity to her, she sat in the dirt. Next, she arranged his body, so he was supine with his head in her lap.
Not sure how to kill time, she sang old television show theme songs in a quiet voice. It didn’t matter if they were comedies or cartoons as she went through the list she knew. Her only comfort was his shallow breathing, but at least he was alive.
She closed her eyes, letting her mind drift to better times. Like Saturday mornings when she fought with her sisters about what cartoons they should watch as they ate their cereal in front of the TV. How many times she’d borrowed her sisters’ clothes or makeup. Or how they would stay up late at night talking about their dreams. Her body protested from sitting in one place for so long, and when she shifted, he stirred. His eyes opened.
“Ruh-roh,” he mumbled and gazed up at her. “I love that cartoon and all the mysteries they solved. Thanks for the entertainment.”
She laughed at his comment. That wasn’t the first thing she’d thought he’d say. “Me too, but anything with a dog will hook me. How do you feel? It sounded like you were their punching bag earlier, before you ended up here with me.”
“Perceptive and kindhearted. I have to admit, I’ve been better. However, this is nothing I can’t handle, so no need to worry. How long have I’ve been out?”
She shifted to the side, letting his head rest on the ground. “I can’t judge that for myself until the sun rises. All I can tell you is that it seemed like a long time.”
“Got it. Well, I’m Noah Parker. What’s your name?”
“Jasmine West, and it’s nice to meet you. I don’t suppose you have superhero skills and can break us out of here? Or a team of people coming to rescue you? If not, I’m pretty sure this isn’t going to end well for us.”
“Shh, we don’t want to be overheard, even if the camp is quiet.” His voice was low and scratchy as he spoke. “Not exactly, but I do plan on getting us out of here. How’d you end up in here?”
“It’s a long story, but the shortened version is that I took some pictures of a group of people, and that apparently upset someone. A black hood and rough handling later, I ended up here.”
“Who’s your target, and which alphabet agency do you work for?” Noah asked.
She snorted. “Did you hit your head? You’re not making any sense. What’s an alphabet agency?”
He tried to sit up and grunted. “Damn, that hurt. My ribs are sore. Are you an agent or citizen? I think at this point, honesty and transparency would be best.”
Her mind raced with what he implied. She agreed with his comment about transparency, but she decided to proceed with caution until she knew more about him and why he was sitting next to her. How did he even know she was there? “I only arrived this morning. It was more of an impulsive trip, you could say, and I don’t have a target.”
“So, you’re gonna stick with your cover story? I can appreciate your dedication, but I’ll put my cards on the table. I’m here for you. The more I know, the better it will be for the two of us.”
“How’d you know I was here?” Jasmine’s voice was clipped and tense. “No one knows I’m here. I mean, I didn’t even know I was coming to Mexico City. You are making it sound like I’m what…CIA? Is that what you meant by alphabet?”
She was thankful the darkness helped mask her reaction, but it also made it difficult to gauge his sincerity.
“Fair enough. I have no evidence to support my latest theory, but I’d stake my life on it. What that means is that I’m putting my trust in you. I’m with the FBI.”
What the hell had she gotten herself into? Who were those people she photographed? Who had reported her situation to the FBI? Her stomach roiled with fear. All of a sudden, nothing made any sense, and all she wanted to do was get the hell out of there.
He inched backward until his back touched the wall and continued. “Yes, that’s slang for the various agency acronyms. The person who reported your situation thought you might be an agent, so I’m asking. Right now, I’m getting the distinct impression that you are not. So my theory is that you captured something you shouldn’t have since you’re now being held in a makeshift prison. Am I right?”
She felt compelled to clarify any misconceptions. After all, he was sitting next to her because of her decisions. If he would extend some faith in her, she’d reciprocate. At this point, what did she have to lose? “Yes. I’m a photographer and freelance journalist. The first pays my bills, and I love it, but I enjoy writing articles on topics that interest me. About a month ago, someone contacted me about a story about infidelity and adoption records that would expose an important man’s family secret. I’ve been researching leads to develop the story. I don’t understand how I got you involved. Who’s the person who contacted you?”
His prolonged pause irritated her because maybe she’d been wrong about his intentions. She didn’t like that he was thinking about what to say. The truth should rattle off a person’s tongue. It wasn’t a trick question.
She blurted out, “You’re the one who wanted transparency, so don’t lie to me. If you don’t want to answer, say so.”
“I promise that’s not the case. I’m an analyst with the Bureau, so I tend to dissect everything before proceeding—occupational hazard. The other part is I’m trying to figure out how to explain why I’m here, because that’s a little sketchy. There are parts of my job I can’t divulge, and what we do discuss must remain between us. We can’t share any of this with our captors or others along the way. Do you understand?”
Jasmine scooted as close to him as her chain would allow. “Yes, I do, but promise me you’re being truthful.”
He leaned toward her so he could whisper in her ear. “You have my word. I’ll start by providing some background information. A few months ago, a long-term assignment I’d been working on ended with me being shot. The man who shot me called me last night to tell me that a female had been kidnapped. He wasn’t sure if you were an agent. As you can see, I’m a little confused about the whole thing. Why did he call me? What’s his motive? And, are you working for an agency?”
The dropping temperatures sent a chill down her spine, making her body tremble. “Did you purposely get caught because someone is coming to rescue us?”
“No, but I’d like to lie about that because it hurts my pride. I triggered a pressure mat covered in dirt in front of your door. I did some surveillance before entering the camp, but my plan went out the window when I triggered the alarm. The silver lining is that my boss is aware of my location. Pull your knees to your chest and wrap your arms around them. It’ll help to keep you warm.”
She moved her body and rested her cheek on top of her knees. The moon must have climbed higher because a silvery light streamed through the cracks in the roof. Her first glimpse of Noah revealed that he was an attractive man even with the beginnings of a black eye.
She’d never known anyone who’d been shot. The fact that those types of injuries were a part of his job stunned her. She’d thought about what he’d told her and knew she had to tell him about the man she’d followed from London. It had to be the same person. The timeline fit. He had to be the one who called Noah.
“Noah,” she whispered, remembering his earlier warning. “There’s a chance that the man who called you is the same one I tracked from London to Mexico City. He must have known I was tailing him, and one of those men ordered my abduction. After I arrived in Bonita Verde, I took a picture of him with some other people. Unfortunately, my camera and phone were taken after making it clear that I’d upset the boss.”
“Did the guy look military? You get his name?”
Jasmine closed her eyes, trying to remember details. “Uh, he was a big guy, but wasn’t dressed in fatigues. There wasn’t any use of rank when they spoke. I didn't hear the name used, but I think he is Darren Rosen. It’s a long story, but I took a photo of the log the church keeps of people requesting adoption records, and that was the name of the man who visited the church just before me.”
“The church was in London or here? Is that the man you’re researching?” Noah asked.
The rapid pace of his questions combined with what he asked sent a chill down her spine. What the hell had she gotten herself into? “Yes. Well, no, I––”
“What? You’re not making sense. Rewind some and go easy. My head is pounding, so I’m processing slower than usual,” Noah urged, rubbing his brow.
She stretched her head from side to side, trying to get her thoughts together. “Sorry, in England, Holmberry Hill, and he was there too. He’d just exited the building when I arrived. The father I met with at the church had made the comment that he hasn’t had this many people interested in adoption records in a very long time. That piqued my interest, so I decided to see where he went. At the time, I thought, what were the odds that two of us were at the same church at the same time?”
“How did you manage to do that without him knowing?” Noah asked using an incredulous tone.
“The private driver I hired followed his rental back to Heathrow. I shadowed
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