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Chapter 1: Ground Control to Major Tong
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Snakes in the grass. Two-faced flip-floppers who change their positions as casually as the wind changes direction. As trustworthy as used car salespeople. Quick to claim credit for and exaggerate successes. And just as quick to deflect and disown responsibility for failures. Willing to sell their souls and their mothers down the river for their own personal gain and satisfaction.

These were the unflattering characterizations of politicians that I had heard voiced in the past but didn’t quite believe. At least, not until our most recent case. But that wasn’t the most worrisome thing causing me to lose sleep or look over my shoulder in fear.

I could live with the President of the United States claiming credit for taking down the Black Widow. I could even live with SHIELD having to move on to another case, deferring the follow-up investigation of Miriam Wooten and the American Rapid Transit Company to the Department of Justice. But what I couldn’t live with was what the Black Widow had said to me from her new residence in a Texas federal prison.

“You now have an enemy far more dangerous and ruthless than me or China. Your President and the United States government. You would have been better off letting him shut down SHIELD and swap me. That way, you would have had a chance to live a long and prosperous life. Unfortunately, now you’re as good as dead.”

The truth was, I trusted what the Black Widow said over the negotiated agreement that my dad had brokered with the White House. It didn’t help that I had a vision of the President’s conversation with his Chief of Staff, in which I learned that members of the White House along with eighteen senate and congressional members, were customers of the high-speed rail service’s Premier Comfort Class. Thus, they were likely guilty of exploiting the children who served as their companions and catered to their sexual fantasies.

It wouldn’t take much for me to confirm who these individuals were and what depraved things they did. However, doing so would renege on our agreement with the White House. My problem was preventing myself from learning who the guilty parties were without even trying. How long would it be before my powers would be triggered by seeing the President or some of the White House staffers on TV or in one of my social media apps? I was destined to learn the truth but then have no recourse to do anything about it, given our deal with the White House. The only way I could prevent this was to cut myself off completely from any source of media, which was virtually impossible. Impossible unless I was dead.

The Black Widow was right. The President could never trust me not to learn the truth. And even if I never intended to divulge it, how could he trust me not to? The President already had strong political headwinds in his bid to gain re-election next year without the threat I posed. The only sure way to guarantee I wouldn’t be a liability was to eliminate me. And according to the Black Widow, I should expect to be a victim of some horrific, staged “accident” very soon.

This is what had me tossing and turning all night, and what I was now perseverating over as I drank my second cup of coffee in the kitchen of our safe house in Reston at 5 a.m. Meanwhile, Marsha and Buddy slept peacefully upstairs.

I would have continued my obsessive thoughts had I not been startled by my phone suddenly breaking into “We Are Family” by Sister Sledge—my music ringtone for my sister Misty. It had been forever since I last spoke with her, so I answered playfully, despite the odd hour of her call. 

“Well, it’s about time my big sister calls and updates me on her life!”

“Listen carefully, we have your sister,” answered a gruff male voice.

The smile on my face evaporated, as did any cobwebs that remained from my lack of sleep. I was fully awake and scared to death.

“Stay on the phone and leave the house quietly. Come as you are, unarmed, and don’t alert anyone.”

“Is my sister alright? Let me talk to her,” I blurted out, fighting back tears.

“She’s fine. But you can’t talk to her. Do as I ask.”

“Can I at least put on a jacket?” I asked, as the mid-November morning temperature couldn’t have been much above 40 degrees.

“No!” he shouted. “Now, no more questions. Leave now or it may be too late.”

I got up from my chair and quietly made my way to the front foyer. Half expecting that Buddy would come bolting down the stairs as I opened the door. But if he did, I didn’t wait to find out. Closing the door behind me and stepping out into the dark, chilly pre-dawn morning. As I slowly traipsed down the walkway, the man spoke up.

“That’s it. Now, at the end of the walkway, turn right and follow the sidewalk towards Old Town Fort Road.”

I did as he said and as I turned right, I quickly cast a glance toward our next-door neighbor’s unit. Where I knew Jerome Shelton and at least one other security guard were stationed and hopefully monitoring me via one of the external cameras.

“Your security detail won’t be rescuing you today, Miss Minor. Just keep walking.”

I did as he said, realizing that whoever I was on the phone with had eyes on me. A shiver ran down my spine. Not so much from the cold, but from the fear I had for Misty’s well-being. I wanted to stop walking and demand that the caller let me speak to her, but didn’t dare. So, I bit my tongue and kept walking. 

Then it occurred to me. How did he know I was up at this ungodly hour and in a location of the house where his call wouldn’t wake up Marsha? What would he have done had I still been in bed as I normally would be? And how did he know about my sister, Misty, or where she even lived? I didn’t even know her address since she had moved out of Mom’s house and into an apartment. And could this be the beginning of the end? Was this part of the staged accident that the Black Widow had said would befall me?

I was approaching the Old Town Fort Road when headlights suddenly illuminated the darkness, temporarily blinding me. I heard the roar of an engine and a large vehicle quickly bore down on me. There was no evading its advance. I was a sitting duck. I braced for the impact, holding my arms up as if they might somehow protect me. Only to have the SUV screech to a halt and have its back door swing open, narrowly missing me.

“Drop your phone and get in! Quick!” hollered an Asian man dressed in military fatigues.

I was so surprised to be alive that I felt paralyzed and didn’t immediately respond to his command.

“Aja, drop your phone and get in! Now!” he repeated, reaching his hand out.

I let my phone fall from my right hand and reached out to meet his hand with my other. He pulled me into the vehicle and yelled, “Hit it” to the driver. The SUV lurched forward, causing the door I had just passed through to slam shut. After the driver made a hard right that almost caused me to fall out of the seat, I regained my voice.

“Who are you? And where is my sister?”

“I’m Major Tong of the People’s Liberation Army Special Operations Forces, and Misty was never in any danger.”

In my frenzied state, along with the loud whine of the engine as we sped up, I thought I must have misheard him.

“Major Tom? Really? You expect me to believe that? Answer my question. Where is my sister?”

“It’s Major Tong. T-O-N-G,” he spelled out above the din. “I’m acting on orders from Dr. Xiong, and Misty is waiting for us at the airport.”

“Wait, what? The airport? Then why did you say you’d kill her if I didn’t follow your instructions?”

“I never said I’d kill her.”

I could have sworn he had threatened her life if I didn’t cooperate. But then again, I hadn’t slept, and my mind had immediately leaped to the Black Widow’s dire prediction of my imminent demise. He was either lying to me or my mind was playing tricks. And since I couldn’t trust him or my recall, I reserved judgment until I could confirm she was alive and at the airport. If we were even going to the airport.

“Why are you abducting us? And where are we going?”

“You’re not being abducted, Miss Minor. We’re rescuing you before your President stages your accidental death.”

“If that’s true, then why did you abduct my sister?”

“We didn’t abduct her. She came willingly after we let her know why she needed to come with us.”

“And why is that?”

“Because when the President’s henchmen can’t find you, they’ll likely grab Misty and threaten to hurt her. Knowing that the moment you know she’s in danger, you’ll come running. Just look how quickly you acted. And I neither kidnapped nor threatened her. Even though you imagined I did.”

He was right. Had Misty or I really been in danger, I would have sensed it, or my butterfly pendant would have alerted me. But then something occurred to me. 

“Well, if Misty isn’t available to be used to get to me, what prevents the President from ordering to go after Marsha or my parents?”

“To be blunt, nothing. But they are more equipped to expect and defend themselves against such an occurrence. Especially when they discover you and Misty are missing.”

“Can’t we let them know where we’re going and that we’re safe?” I asked, immediately recognizing the folly of my question.

“No. We need them to think the worst and act concerned. The less they know, the better.”

“And where are we going?”

“To a secure spot where you and Misty will be safe,” he said with a smile, knowing I wouldn’t be satisfied with his answer.

I knew better than to press him further. He was obviously a good soldier in the Black Widow’s army. So, I swallowed my frustration that he would not answer all the questions running through my brain and did what I do best—ruminate over the situation and generate even more unanswerable questions as we hurtled down the Dulles Access Road toward the airport.
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Chapter 2: Avoiding Early Termination
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Our breakneck pace to the airport ended when we arrived on the tarmac beside a familiar-looking private jet with G700 stenciled on the tail. But my mind was on one thing and one thing only—was Misty really on the plane? And if so, was she voluntarily there and in good health?

Major Tong prompted me to double-time it as we exited the SUV. I didn’t need it. I ran across the tarmac and up the stairs. My head on a swivel as I entered, ran through the forward galley to the main cabin in a desperate search for my sister. I saw her near the back with her head slumped forward, her chin on her chest. I immediately thought the worst.

“What did you do to her?” I screamed, racing down the aisle. My cry jerking Misty out of what must have been sleep. She raised her head, opened her eyes, and got up out of her chair as I crashed into her, knocking her back into the chair.

“Jeez, Aja, nice to see you too!” she exclaimed sarcastically.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I was just worried about you,” I replied as I helped her back up out of her seat.

“Well, you have a funny way of showing it!” she said as we embraced.

“I’m glad you’re alright,” I breathed a sigh of relief as I took the seat across from her.

“Yeah, well, what’s with your friends rousting me out of bed at 3 a.m. all cloak and dagger style and flying me here? You and Dad might like this spy-shit, but why suddenly include me? And I wasn’t even able to call the hospital to tell them I wouldn’t be in. I’ll probably get fired.”

“What did they tell you?”

“They told me you were in danger and that I needed to come with them if I wanted to see you alive. It sounded like bullshit to me, but I wasn’t going to take any chances. And don’t give me any of that I can’t tell you because I’m a federal agent crap.”

“Well, it’s probably not bullshit, and let’s just say that some powerful people feel threatened by what I know and may try to kill me.”

“Can you stop talking in generalities and riddles, Aja? It’s one thing to keep your secrets when your job doesn’t affect me. But now that I’m apparently somehow involved, I deserve the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help me God! So, spill it.”

“I can’t Misty. It’s better that you don’t know the details. I know it’s frustrating, but I’m a target because of something I know, and I will not make you more of a target than you already are just by being my sister.”

“Aja’s right,” Major Tong interjected, as he arrived in the aisle beside us. “Contrary to what you may think, knowing would not give you peace of mind. It would only introduce a heavy burden that’s not yours to carry. Now, please buckle your seatbelts, we’re about to take off.”

I appreciated Major Tong’s support, and it seemed to satisfy Misty for the moment.

“So, where are we flying to now?” Misty asked. “Or is that a big, dark secret, too?”

“Somewhere where you’ll both be safe and ironically not too far from where Dr. Xiong is currently being held captive.”

“Texas?” I blurted. “I mean, I know it’s further from DC, but how is any place in the United States safe if the President really wants to get rid of me?”

“The President wants to get rid of you? Like the President of the United States?” Misty blurted out as I recognized I had accidentally divulged what I was trying to keep from her.

“Yes, that President,” I said, then turned back to Major Tong. “So how is where we’re going safe?”

“Trust me. This is a secure location that Dr. Xiong herself has stayed at multiple times in the past.”

“But how is that possible? We’ve been monitoring her whereabouts almost continuously over the last two years to catch her when she’s on U.S. soil.”

“Which is testimony to how secure this location is, wouldn’t you say?” Dr. Tong replied. “Even with all the technology and resources of your intelligence organizations, you couldn’t successfully track her down. If you hadn’t blown her cover recently, she’d still be a free woman today. Now, buckle up and when we get closer to our destination, I’ll tell you more. Okay?”

“Okay,” I replied, as Misty and I reached for our lap belts.

“So, who is this Dr. Xiong?” Misty asked, hoping to ferret out more information than I was at liberty to supply.

“You know I can’t tell you that, Misty. All I can tell you is she’s a powerful woman who has done some horrendous things.”

“Well, duh! I already knew that. All the people the FBI and CIA go after fit that description! Come on, you can trust me.”

“I know I can trust you. That’s not the issue, Misty,” I said, as the jet taxied to the runway.

“So, what am I going to do when we get to this secret location? Will I be placed in solitary confinement so that I don’t accidentally learn about something I shouldn’t? Because if that’s the case, getting executed by our government because I’m your sister sounds better!” she barked in frustration.

“Stop that talk, Misty. I’m as clueless as you are about what we’ll do there.”

“But if this Dr. Xiong is so bad, how can you not be scared shitless about what’s going to happen to us? Because I am!”

I realized that if I didn’t give her more information, she was going to continue to decompensate.

“Okay, okay, I’ll tell you a little more. Relax,” I said, wishing I hadn’t added that last word, knowing how pissed off I got when people told me to relax when I was upset. Thankfully, Misty didn’t go off on me, perhaps rendered silent in anticipation of learning more.

“Dr. Xiong is not all bad. She runs a company in China that makes a lot of products that are beneficial to society,” I started, sticking to information that was in the public domain as the jet throttled up and hurtled down the runway.

“But she’s in jail and it sounds like she’s there because of you. So why would you trust her or this Major Tong?” she asked once we were airborne.

“Because she’s the one who warned me that the President might have it out for me.”

“And why do you believe her?”

“Because I know something that could cause the President’s impeachment, destroying his re-election hopes.”

“And you think he’d kill you for that? Almost every president in my lifetime has been subject to impeachment inquiries, and as far as I know, none of them ever killed anyone because of it. Unless you know something I don’t know.”

“You’re right, but what I know goes beyond just the President. It includes members of the White House staff, and members of congress and the senate.”

“Holy shit! Who? And what did they do?”

“That’s where I draw the line, Misty. I can’t tell you that. Just trust me, while I don’t trust the Black Widow completely, on this matter, I trust her more than the President.”

“The Black Widow?” Misty questioned, looking confuse.

“I’m sorry,” I replied. “That’s the nickname Dr. Xiong goes by.”

“Oh, that’s comforting! Your trust and our lives are in the hands of a deadly spider-lady! Smart, Aja!” Misty exclaimed sarcastically.

“It’s not like that. Besides, this trip wasn’t my idea! Now, can we talk about something else? Like, what made you move out of Mom’s house and into an apartment?”

“Oh, you mean the apartment I used to live in?”

“Stop, already!”

“Okay, okay, I moved out because I wanted my own place. It was time. Mom’s great and all, but telling my friends I lived with my mom was embarrassing.”

“Was that the only reason?” I said with a smirk.

“Isn’t that a good enough reason?” she replied defensively, straining to keep from smiling.

“Look at you, acting all coy. What’s his name?”

“His name was Robert,” she said, her face contorting as if saying his name hurt.

“Oh no, I can already tell that didn’t end well.”

“No, it didn’t. Which is why I wasn’t eager to admit he was another reason I got my place.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“There’s nothing to talk about, really. He’s just another two-faced, narcissistic, lying sack of shit who plays a good game for the first few weeks.”

“I’m sorry.”

“So am I, but I only have myself to blame. I keep on falling in love with these bad boys like they’re stray puppies I can rehabilitate. Only to have them piss and shit all over me! But enough about me and my hopeless love-life. How are things with you and Marsha?”

“Things are good, but I’m worried.”

“Worried? Why?”

“Well, we’ve only spent a few weeks together in the last 10 months, and now we’re separated again for who knows how long. And she’ll wake up in an hour or two, realize I’m not there, and have no clue where I’ve gone.”

“You didn’t tell her or leave her a note?”

“No, I couldn’t. Major Tong told me to leave the house, alerting no one. I understand it’s for Marsha’s protection not to know where I’ve gone, but she won’t know that.”

“And what about the last 10 months? Why weren’t you together?”

“That I can’t tell you. But I can tell you it wasn’t voluntary. She didn’t know where I was, and what I learned during that time is the reason we’re in this predicament now.”

“That must have been hard for both of you.”

“Yes,” I said simply, not wanting to divulge that a nanobot implanted in me assured I had absolutely no recollection of my relationship with Marsha during my time I was working as Delaney, a Premier Comfort Class Companion.

“Don’t you think she’ll understand?”

“I don’t know, Misty,” I said, her question hitting me like a gut-punch. “Our relationship and lives were on hold for so long, and now they’re on hold again. There’s only so much a person can take. Maybe she’ll get so used to life without me that my absence won’t matter anymore.”

“Don’t say that, Aja. Your relationship with Marsha is the one beacon of hope I still have. I mean, look at Mom and Dad. They’re still going strong. Dad was gone for years and it didn’t dim their love for one another. And now they’re together again.”

“Well, that may have worked for them, but I don’t know that it’s a model Marsha or I want to replicate.”

“I’m sure Mom and Dad didn’t want to be apart either, but you do what you have to do. Besides, it’s better to be apart if it means you avoid,” Misty paused. “I can’t even say it.”

“Early termination?” I offered.

“Yes, that! Now, think positive.”

“I’ll try,” I said, trying to hide my amusement that my big sister, whose love life resembled a series of multi-vehicle pileups, was encouraging me to be optimistic.

“Good, now I’m going to try to get back some of the sleep I lost. You should do the same. You look like hell,” she said, yawning and closing her eyes. 

“Gee thanks! I’ll do that,” I replied.

But I didn’t. Five minutes later, she was snoring up a storm while I sat there like a zombie wrestling with my thoughts and the realization that I was a woman without a country. I was a few days short of my 21st birthday, and the most powerful man in the United States had it out for me. And here I was, forced to trust my greatest nemesis for the chance that I might actually survive to adulthood.
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Chapter 3: Spiders, and Snakes, and Cougars, Oh My!
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I was jolted awake, momentarily disoriented to time and place, until I saw Misty across from me and recognized I was in a jet decelerating down a runway. Unlike commercial flights, there was no announcement as to our location or the local time. However, a quick peek out the window told me we had landed at a major airport as we taxied past much larger planes parking at terminal gates while we made our way to our destination.

“Where are we?” Misty mumbled, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

“Given the size of the airport, I’d say we’re in Dallas or Houston.”

“Have you ever been to Texas?”

“No, never,” I replied, as we pulled into an area clearly reserved for smaller planes and jets.

“Well, at least it should be warmer than New Jersey,” Misty remarked, a silver lining that clashed with my nervousness as we came to a stop and Major Tong approached.

“Welcome to Dallas ladies. You may wish to use the restrooms before deplaning. We still have a 30-minute helicopter flight to our final destination.”

“Okay, thanks,” I replied, as we unbuckled our lap belts and got up out of our seats.

“I’ll wait for you outside,” he added, doing an about-face and marching up the aisle.

Misty took the more spacious aft bathroom while I headed up the aisle to the forward lavatory. When I finished freshening up, I emerged to find Misty drinking a Starbucks Frappuccino Mocha Iced Coffee in the galley.

“Where did you get that?”

“In the refrigerator. Here, I got one for you,” she said, handing me the bottle.

“Did you ask Major Tong if you could have that?”

“No! He’s not the boss of me. Now drink up, Aja,” she said, draining the rest of her drink.

I twisted off the cap and took a few guilty gulps.

“Ok, I’m good,” I said, setting the partially drank beverage down on the galley counter. “Let’s go before he gets upset. I can’t believe you did that!”

“Hey, if he’s going to drag me out of bed in the middle of the night and fly me halfway across the country, I think taking the liberty to get my caffeine-fix is small potatoes,” she replied as we descended the airstairs to the tarmac.

The sun was high in the sky, nearing noon I guesstimated, and it was definitely warmer than back east. Major Tong motioned to us from a helicopter parked a short distance away bearing a logo with the initials LDI on a spider web background.

“What’s LDI?” Misty asked.

“I’m not sure, but based on the spider’s web, it’s probably one of the Black Widow’s companies.”

“Great! Have I ever told you how spiders freak me out?” she replied.

“Ah, no. But I still remember that one morning when you were 13 and screamed bloody murder when a spider dropped on you while you were taking a shower.”

“Oh my God, don’t remind me,” she shuddered.

“If they ever want to do a remake of Psycho, you’d be the perfect candidate to play Janet Leigh’s role in the shower. You scared the life out of me and Mom that morning.”

“Stop or I’m not getting on that helicopter,” she exclaimed.

Major Tong stood at attention next to the steps as if we were royalty.

“Buckle up and don the headsets after you board,” he commanded.

“Yes, sir,” I replied.

“Aren’t you a good little soldier?” Misty chided, as we boarded. “I’m surprised you didn’t salute.”

“Being respectful and cooperative might mean the difference between life and death, Misty. You should try it sometime,” I said, as I clicked the buckles on the safety harness and reached for a headset.

My blunt message hit home and Misty followed suit as Major Tong took a seat across from us.

“What does LDI stand for?” I asked, once Major Tong was wearing his headset.

“Loxosceles Devia Industries. It’s a high-speed fiber optic cable company owned by Lucas Drake, who prefers to be called Luke. He’s one of the Black Widow’s protégés. You’re having breakfast with him when we arrive.”

“Loxosceles Devia? That’s a mouthful,” I remarked.

“That’s why everyone refers to it as LDI. Loxosceles Devia is the scientific name for the Texas Recluse spider. That’s why the LDI logo is embedded in a spiderweb of fiber-optic cables.”

“Are Texas Recluse spiders poisonous? And are there any spiders where we’re going?” Misty asked nervously as the helicopters’ rotors whined.

“They have venom, but they use it mainly to catch their food. Their bite can cause skin necrosis in humans, but it’s rarely fatal. And yes, I’m sure there must be some Texas Recluse spiders where we’re going. Along with Black Widows and some other animals you’ll want to steer clear of, like rattlesnakes, cottonmouths, scorpions, and the occasional cougar. Luke’s ranch is over 5,000 acres, and while his security system prevents human intruders, it doesn’t prevent wildlife common to the area, I’m afraid. But I wouldn’t worry too much. I’ve been there for several months and have yet to see any. As long as you stay in the more developed parts of the property, you should be safe.”

Major Tong’s reassurance as we lifted off was lost on Misty, whose wide-eyed stare and silence told me she was now even more freaked out.

“Over five thousand acres? I can’t even imagine how big that is,” I exclaimed.

“That’s almost 8 square miles. Or put another way Americans understand, you could fit about 3,800 football fields into that space.”

“Wow! What does he do with all that space?”

“I’ll let Luke tell you that at breakfast. But the size, security, and remoteness of his ranch makes it a perfect place to keep both of you safe. If Luke wasn’t kind enough to offer to shelter you, we would be on our way to Shanghai right now.”

“So, do you work for Luke?”

“Yes, I’m his Security Chief. I manage a team of 20 security personnel, all of whom are soldiers with special forces training through the People’s Liberation Army.”

“Twenty? That seems like a lot of security for someone’s home, regardless of the size of the property.”

“Well, it’s not just Luke’s home. It also includes LDI’s 25,000 square foot manufacturing plant and 150 employees. Not to mention almost two dozen ranch staff who live on-site and do everything from cooking and cleaning to caring for the horses and cattle.”

“So, it’s more than just Mr. Drake’s home.”

“Yes, that’s accurate, but I think you’ll be surprised when you see it.”

“Why is that?”

“I will not spoil the surprise. Luke is very proud of what he’s built, and I’ll let him tell you more. For now, just relax and we’ll be there shortly.”

I was content to look out the window and watch as the landscape transitioned from urban sprawl to vast grasslands and rural countryside. While Misty seemed on-edge and fidgety. Normally, when she was upset in the past, I could talk her down off whatever ledge she was clinging to. But now, I didn’t want our conversation broadcast over the comm system to Major Tong and the flight crew. So instead, I reached over, intending to lay a supportive hand on her arm, but instead, she desperately grasped my hand, as if I just saved her from drowning. I realized she was terrified. So, hand-in-hand, we made our way, and she slowly relaxed. 

It almost made me cry, knowing that Misty wasn’t built for this kind of stress, and that it was my fault she was now ensconced in this situation. She may have been 4 years older than me, but she hadn’t lived through the pressures and traumas I had. As a newly minted nurse, she may have faced the life and death of some of her patients, but she never had to experience a concern for her own mortality. Yes, I know the dangerous creepy crawlies that roamed the Texas countryside concerned her, but I was pretty sure she was wrestling with the fear that neither of us would ever leave the ranch alive. And if she wasn’t wrestling with that thought, I certainly was! But for her sake, I was desperately trying not to show it.
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Chapter 4: Safe Haven or a Prison in Disguise?
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We had passed most of the flight in silence until Major Tong broke it to give us an update.

“We’re about to pass over the property. So, if you want to get a sense of the size and topography of the area, you’ll want to look out your windows.”

To my surprise, Misty released my hand and turned to look out her window for the first time. I did likewise, not expecting to see anything significantly different from the flat and somewhat monotonous expanses of prairies I had spied earlier. Boy, was I wrong.

I looked out over a vast panorama of plush green undulating hills accented by a few lakes and too many ponds to count. But it was what I didn’t see that had me curious.

“Where is the manufacturing plant?” I asked.

“Well-hidden,” Major Tong replied. “Luke didn’t want the plant to spoil the natural beauty of the area. You’ll also notice that almost all the structures on the property are built out of natural elements to be in harmony with the surroundings, rather than detracting from it.”

“That’s great,” I replied, genuinely impressed.

“Are there alligators in those lakes or ponds?” Misty asked, her mind still stuck on critters that could kill her.

“No,” Major Tong replied definitively.

“But there are alligators in Texas, right?” Misty persisted.

“Yes, but they’re only found further south and east of here.”

“How much further south and east?”

“Far enough that you don’t have to worry about alligators, Misty,” he replied, showing more patience and restraint than I would have.

“But I still have to worry about cottonmouth snakes, right? Aren’t they also called water moccasins?”

“Misty! Stop already!” I blurted out.

“No, no, that’s okay, Aja,” Major Tong interjected. “I don’t blame her. I was just as concerned when I first got here. The answer to your question is yes. But cottonmouths are nocturnal and mostly active between April and October. So, your chances of running into them in the next few months are slim.”

“Alright, thanks, Major Tong,” she replied, then turning to give me the stink eye for getting upset with her.

“I’m sorry, Misty,” I apologized, while biting my tongue to keep from commenting on my concern that humans were more likely to do us harm.

Major Tong had somewhat eased my fear of the Black Widow’s intentions, spiriting Misty and me away to this remote location, but not entirely. And as for the President and his minions, I was certain they wanted me dead. I could only fully trust a handful of people, and except for Misty, all of them were back east, probably worried sick about Misty and my whereabouts by now.

We were flying low when we came over a ridge beyond which was a compound nestled in a verdant valley amongst mesquite and live oak trees. The centerpiece of which was a massive stone and log lodge fronted by an impressive log portico and an entertainment area out back, with a pool, bar, rock fireplace, and cooking area. A large barn, several log cabins, two horse stables with corrals, and an expansive fenced pasture occupied presently by at least a dozen grazing horses completed the breathtaking and serene picture of a quintessential sanctuary.

“Wow! I’m going to like this,” Misty exclaimed, her doom and gloom attitude doing a quick one-eighty.

It was impressive, no doubt, but I was less certain that we’d be living a life of luxury and repose there. Subscribing to what the proverbial “they” always say, if it’s too good to be true, it probably is!

We touched down in the middle of the football field-sized front lawn and waited for the rotors to wind down. After sitting for the better part of the last 4 hours, it felt good to get up and stretch my legs, thinking we’d be walking to the lodge. However, as we were stepping off the copter, an electric golf cart silently made its way toward us. I could see that the driver was a youthful and slender Asian boy wearing a black cowboy hat, a white long-sleeved shirt with pocket snaps, and jeans. Then Misty said what I was thinking.

“There’s something you don’t see every day—an Asian cowboy riding a golf cart,” she said with a chuckle. “Is he one of the help?”

“No, that’s Mr. Drake,” Major Tong exclaimed, shocking both of us. With a name like Luke Drake, I’m sure Misty, like me, had expected to see a more traditional, tall, rugged, Caucasian cowboy.

“Howdy, y’all!” he drawled as the 6-seater cart came to a stop. 

“Good morning, Mr. Drake,” Misty and I chimed tentatively, both shocked a second time at his accent.

“Please, call me Luke. Welcome to my ranch. Hop aboard, breakfast is about to be served.”

My stomach growled in response as we closed the distance. Major Tong took the seat next to Luke while Misty and I climbed into the two seats behind them. A set of rear-facing seats in the back went unoccupied.

“Please accept my apologies for how we had to get y’all here, but time was of the essence,” Luke said as we headed towards the lodge.

“Speaking of time,” Misty began. “What time is it? I had to leave my phone back in Jersey,” she added with more than a hint of enmity.

“It’s 11:54 a.m. Central Standard Time. As for your phone, I’m afraid that had we allowed you to bring it, those who are looking for you could track you here. Defeating our purpose.”

“And what purpose is that?” Misty growled, causing me to shoot her a look of concern that she ignored completely.

“To keep all y’all alive and well. I know you may not trust us yet, but I assure you, you’re here because you were in grave danger. And still would be if y’all weren’t here,” he replied as he parked the cart steps away from the walkway leading to the lodge’s front door.

Luke’s response sounded sincere, and I hoped it would douse the flames of Misty’s anger. Unfortunately, it didn’t appease Misty, and she continued her harangue.

“Meanwhile, everyone who loves us is worried sick, wondering what happened to us, and we lose our jobs. I’ll probably lose my registration as a nurse for job abandonment.”

“But your deaths would be even more devastating to your loved ones, wouldn’t you agree?” Luke shot back.

That shut Misty up, at least temporarily, as we approached the front door.

“Besides, we have a health clinic on-site and we could use a nurse. So, you’re welcome to work there.”

“Really? Would I get paid?” Misty asked, as Luke opened the front door for us to enter.

“Of course you’d get paid. I’ll even pay you 10% more per hour than what you were making in New Jersey.”

“You’re kidding!”

“No, I’m not. And there’s no state income tax in Texas. That said, I’d have to pay you in cash to keep your employment off the books so no one could track you here.”

“Sounds too good to be true. What’s the catch?”

“There is no catch. Now, let’s sit down and have breakfast, shall we?”

As impressed as I was by how Luke had handled my sister’s tirade, it was the smell of breakfast that stole my attention and had me salivating like Buddy at feeding time. We stepped into the lodge’s great room, an expansive 2-story high space with vaulted ceilings and a large, handcrafted log truss spanning the entire width of the room. A floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace was the only thing interrupting a wall of windows that looked out over the outdoor entertainment area and horse pasture beyond.

But it was the magnetic force of the smorgasbord of Tex-Mex breakfast fare on the 10-person dining table that drew me in. Luke stood by the chair at the head of the table and invited us to take our seats on either side of him.

“Please excuse me, ladies,” Major Tong stated. “I need to get back to my duties as Security Chief. I hope you both have a comfortable stay with us. Enjoy your breakfast,” he added, bowing slightly before turning to leave.

“Thank you,” Misty called after him as she sat down.

I tried to join her in offering my gratitude, but choked on the words as I stood there like a statue. Realizing that I wanted to trust him, but couldn’t get past the fact that he had basically kidnapped us under the guise of wanting to keep us safe. I was still carrying a lot of baggage from my experiences with the Black Widow and her associates and was struggling to trust that this encounter would be any
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