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Description


He never believed he’d have a second chance.


She’s
determined he’ll never get one.


Devoted,
Book Five, Eternal Brethren Military Romantic Suspense Series


Nathan
“Tracker” Calderon Kincaid excels as a Navy SEAL.
Since joining Eternal Brethren, he’d become a valued member of the undercover
motorcycle club made up of active duty military. Quiet and unassuming, he
handled each assignment with the precision of an expert, proud of the missions
his team completed. His job didn’t keep him awake at night. That honor was
reserved for the woman who’d stolen his heart. The woman who’d shoved him from
her life after a perceived betrayal.


Juliana
Stanifer Quintero’s life has been torn apart
twice. Once as a young child when she and her sister were orphaned after a
deadly airplane crash. The second as an adult when the man she loved Devoted
her trust. She hadn’t seen the decorated Navy SEAL who’d shredded her heart
since the most painful night of her life. Not until she’d traveled to Liberty
Lake to interview for a position at a local clinic.


Nate
couldn’t do this again. He’d never refused an order until his commander, Wrath
McCord, explained his next assignment. For a second time, he’d been assigned to
a task force ordered to bring down the Quintero Cartel. He either accepts the
order or kisses his career goodbye—the same choice he’d been given once before.
Nate had chosen wrong.


He’ll
not make the same mistake a second time.


Devoted
is book five in the Eternal Brethren Military Romantic Suspense Series by best
seller Shirleen Davies. It is a stand-alone, full-length novel with no
cliffhanger and a guaranteed HEA.


PLEASE
NOTE: This series contains strong language common within the military. It is
also a steamy romance with open door love scenes. 


Book 1: Steadfast


Book 2: Devoted


Book 3: Haunted


Book 4: Untamed


Book 5: Devoted


Book
6: Exposed - Coming Soon!


Visit my
website for a list of characters for each series.


https://www.shirleendavies.com/books/character-lists/
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Chapter One


Eternal Brethren Clubhouse


Liberty Lake, Arizona


Nathan “Tracker” Kincaid took the shot, hitting the target. As if
anyone would’ve bet otherwise. The Navy SEAL was a crack shot, a man everyone
depended on in risky situations. Displaying no reaction, he lined up the next
target, blinking before taking the shot. This time, he straightened, a slow
smile curving one side of his mouth.


“You’ve
been practicing since the last time.” Rock grabbed his beer, taking a long swallow
before putting his cue stick away. “I want a replay.”


“Not
tonight, man. I’ve got plans.”


“With
what? A washing machine?”


Ghost and
Wrangler didn’t even try to stifle their chuckles as they grabbed their own
cues and began pulling balls from the pockets.


“Don’t
tell us you’re actually meeting a woman.” Finishing his beer, Rock leaned a hip
against the pool table. “If so, maybe we ought to give you some tips on how to
act, what to say. You know, so you don’t go ruining the reps of the rest of
us.”


Tracker’s
gaze moved from Rock to Ghost, then to Wrangler, before he snorted. “The last I
knew, you three are married and no longer care about your reps with the
ladies.”


“Hey,
Becca and I haven’t set a date yet,” Wrangler said.


“Doesn’t
mean you aren’t already whipped.” Tracker lifted a brow, then an arm to block
the empty soda can Wrangler threw at him. Picking it off the floor, he held it
in the air. “Cola? Really, man? How the mighty have fallen.”


Scratching
the messy goatee he’d been growing, he tugged on the end of his mustache,
waiting for what he knew would be a sharp rebuke from Wrangler. Instead, he
went on alert at the sound of Wrath’s voice, the president of Eternal Brethren
and their commander.


“Ghost, Moses,
Fuse, Gunner, and Fargo. In my office. Now.”


“Looks
like fun and games are out this evening, boys.” Ghost set aside the cue,
grabbed a beer, and handed it to Wrangler. “Enjoy.”


Taking it,
he followed the men’s retreat. “What the hell, Rock? Why aren’t we included?”


“Rock and
Tracker,” Wrath yelled from down the hall. “You, too.”


Smirking, Tracker
shrugged, turning to follow the others. “Guess he just wants the big guns
tonight.”


“What the
hell?” Wrangler muttered to himself, eyes narrowing when Rock and Tracker walked
back out several minutes later.


Rock
stopped near Wrangler, looking at Tracker. “You heard Wrath. Get Banner and
meet me back here. We need to get the weapons and load the truck and SUV.” He
looked at Wrangler, understanding his confusion at being left out.


“Raider’s
got some kind of stomach thing going on. Probably food poisoning. Wrath needs
you here to handle the comm center.”


“That’s
more like it.” Setting down the beer, Wrangler headed straight to Wrath’s
office.


Tracker
found Banner in the gym, finishing his last rep on the bench press. He picked
up a towel, tossing it at his teammate.


“Workout’s
over. Wrath needs us. Get dressed and meet Rock and me out front.” He didn’t
wait for Banner. Stopping next to Rock, he crossed his arms. “You already knew
about this mission, didn’t you?”


Heading to
the back door, he glanced over his shoulder. “Maybe. Get moving. We’ve got to
be ready to roll in twenty.”


Tracker
waited for Banner, then headed to the locker room. They grabbed their go bags
and continued outside.


Over the
last month, Wrath had revamped the security inside and around the compound,
including access to their arsenal. Using the keypad on the first door, he closed
it behind them before bending down to the retinal scanner next to the second
door. When it opened, they stepped inside, moving directly toward Rock, who’d
already set out what the team would need.


“Grab what
you can and load Blackie. The gear over here goes into the van.” He nodded to
three M4s with scopes and ammunition. “I see you’ve got your own go bags.”


Taking as much
as possible, Tracker and Banner headed outside to the new vehicle they’d christened
Blackie. A formidable Hummer-style SUV, it was a modified version of what the
Border Patrol used for apprehending and transporting illegals. Their vehicle,
however, was a bit more advanced.


Using the
security code to open the back, they stored the gear, went for another load,
then closed the door as the men filed out of the clubhouse. Their features were
bland, showing nothing of what they thought of the upcoming mission.


Tracker
didn’t let the fact he knew little of the actual assignment bother him. Rock
would give him details when they got on the road. He was simply glad to be
doing something that would fill his time and occupy his mind.


“You two
ready?” Rock walked toward them, nodding at the van, carrying three rifles and
his own gear.


Picking up
their go bags, they followed, tossing the gear inside the van. Tracker
climbed into the passenger seat across from Rock, who’d be driving. Banner got
into the back, setting the M4 he’d gotten from Rock beside him.


Neither
Tracker nor Banner asked about the mission, and Rock didn’t offer any
information until they’d entered the interstate heading south. It was well
after dark, the traffic thinning. They followed Blackie, making certain to stay
within the speed limit.


“Grayson
got word several women are being held in a warehouse northwest of Phoenix.
We’ll stay behind while Ghost and the team breach the building, deal with any
tangoes, and secure the hostages. We’ll provide backup as needed.”


Tracker
sent him an incredulous look. “Wrath’s sending in six of the best. You want to
place a bet on whether or not we’ll be needed?”


Rock
chuckled at the thought. “Hell no. This is going to be quick. Besides backup,
our real job is to provide transportation for the hostages. As soon as they’re
loaded, we’re gone.”


“To where?”
Banner asked.


“We’re
meeting our contact near Camp Verde. He and his team will handle the transfer
and return the women to their families.” Rock growled out the last. “And I use
the term women loosely. Wrath and Grayson believe we’re dealing with females
between fifteen and twenty-five.”


“Nothing
new.”


Rock
glared at Banner in the rearview mirror, but the younger team member spoke the
truth. These kinds of missions were coming more often. It wasn’t what the
Eternal Brethren had expected when they signed on, believing most assignments
would involve eliminating terrorist cells, disrupting distribution of illegal
and prescription drugs, and interrupting the movement of stolen and counterfeit
goods.


“No. It
doesn’t mean it becomes easy.”


“Nothing
about the assignments is easy.” Tracker leaned his head against the seat,
closing his eyes.


It didn’t
take long for his thoughts to turn to Juliana Stanifer Quintero. It had been
six years since he’d seen her. When she’d shown up a couple weeks ago at the
McCord ranch, Freedom Meadow, he’d been stunned. So had Julia. They’d had a
brief conversation, which he couldn’t shove from his mind.


“Let me
be real clear on this. I have no desire to see, talk to, or be within miles of
you, Nate.”


Her firm
assertion hadn’t surprised him, although the hate in her voice had. Julia
thought he’d betrayed her. Not with another woman, but by going after her adopted
family.


When Tracker
had been ordered to join a task force comprised of the FBI, DEA, local police, and
undersheriff, he’d balked. More accurately, he’d refused after learning of the
task force’s mission. They were going after the Nuevo León Cartel, and Nate’s
connection with Julia was the reason for his inclusion.


He’d
assured his commanding officer Julia knew nothing of any illegal activities by
her father. Tracker had met Armando Quintero, as well as his sons, Diego and
Antonio, several times. Even then he’d known of their involvement in drug and
human trafficking. Julia had no idea the family business, Grupo Quintero, hid
more sordid activities. Not once had she given a small hint she knew her father
and brothers made the vast amount of their fortune through illegal trading.


Tracker
had been given an ultimatum. Accept the assignment or leave his SEAL team. His
commander and the task force personnel insisted all they wanted him to do was
confirm Julia knew nothing about her family’s activities. Once assured she had
no knowledge or involvement, they’d focus on other options and allow Tracker to
return to his team. It was supposed to be simple and clean. It turned out to be
anything but.


“Hey,
Tracker. Are you with us?” Rock shoved his shoulder.


Opening
his eyes, he straightened in the seat. “Yeah, I’m with you.”


It wasn’t
the complete truth. He was still trying to shove thoughts of Julia from his
mind. The same as he’d been trying to do since seeing her again.


“We’re
five minutes to target. I’m going to drop back from Ghost. We don’t want to
arrive too close together.” Rock glanced in his rearview mirror, seeing Banner
checking his M4.


A few
minutes later, Ghost pulled down an almost deserted street. By the time Rock
caught up, the lead team had already turned into a parking lot on the side of a
large warehouse. He slowed, parking under a large shade tree fifty yards away.


Blackie
was parked at the far side of the building, hidden in the shadows. Most people
wouldn’t notice, but Rock had selected a spot with a good view of three sides.


They
watched as Fuse jumped from the back of Blackie, his SIG 9mm in one hand, a
small tool kit in the other. Dressed all in black, his cap pulled low on his
forehead, he rushed to a spot on the side where they were parked.


“He’s
going to shut down the electricity,” Tracker said.


“Which
should kill any alarm system or electronic door locks,” Banner added.


Rock
focused his attention straight ahead, the familiar feel of adrenaline rushing
through him. When the parking lot lights when out, he felt his heart rate rise
a little. Over the years, he’d learned to control his breathing, the ripples of
anxious tension. His body’s instinctive reaction allowed him to shut everything
out except the mission.


He touched
his earpiece, the same as Tracker and Banner, when Ghost’s voice came through
the comm system.


“Electricity
disabled. We’re a go.”


Tracker
watched through his night vision binoculars, his jaw tightening. When the rest
of the men left the vehicle, he let out a slow breath. “Damn, I wish we were
out there with them.”


“I hear you,
man,” Banner said, looking through his own binoculars.


Moses,
Fuse, Fargo, and Gunner crouched as they rushed to the side of the building
closest to them. Silence followed, until Gunner’s voice came through the comm system.


“In
position to breach. One, two, three.”


Tracker
recognized the muffled noise of an entry ram. As the team’s main breacher, he
wondered at Wrath’s decision to keep him in the van instead of part of the
direct action mission.


The sound
of shuffling came through their earpieces. After a few seconds, Gunner spoke.


“On your
knees. Hands behind your heads.” Another second passed, the pop, pop, pop
of a silenced M4 ringing in their ears. “Knees. Now,” Gunner said,
louder this time.


Several minutes
passed before he spoke again. 


“All clear,
Ghost. No packages present. Repeat. The package has already been sent. Two security
guards. I think one pissed his pants.”


It
would’ve been funny if they hadn’t been sent on another mission with bad intel.
The third time in the last six months.


They heard
Ghost curse under his breath over the earpiece. “Bring them. We need to get going.”


Rock
looked at Tracker, jaw clenching. “We’ve got to find the fucker who’s feeding
us bad intel.”


“Grayson
said he’s checking all sources several times before passing missions on to us,”
Tracker said.


“Yeah, and
we’ve seen how well that’s going.”


Banner
leaned forward, arms resting on his legs. “Makes you wonder if there were any
women here to begin with.”


A thought
blistered through Tracker’s mind. “You don’t think—” His words were interrupted
when Wrath’s voice came through the comm.


“Abort.
Abort. It’s a setup. Return to the clubhouse. We’re under fire. Repeat. The
clubhouse is under attack.”








Chapter Two


Coronado, California


Julia placed the last item into the packing box and closed the top.
Sealing it with two strips of tape, she grabbed a black marker, identifying the
contents. Looking around, she felt a pang of regret.


She loved
this house. Its open floor plan, beautiful back yard, and location a block from
the ocean had been why Julia had bought it during her pediatric residency. Without
her father’s generosity, she wouldn’t have had a chance of qualifying. She was
one of the fortunate few.


He’d paid for
all her schooling after graduating a year early from high school. When she’d
completed her undergraduate degree and started medical school, he’d deposited a
huge sum into her checking account without telling her. She remembered her
shock when withdrawing money from an ATM, seeing the balance. It had taken thirty
minutes with the bank manager and a call to her father to clear up the mystery.


She’d
planned to pay for the house out of the funds he provided, but her father
insisted on paying for it himself, leaving her with no debt. Her heart ached at
how well he’d treated her and her younger sister, Victoria. Julia had never
thought she’d ever move out. Swallowing another pang of regret at leaving her
lovely home, she shook off the doubt.


“You made
the right decision,” she muttered to herself, taking one more tour of the house.
In three days, tenants would move in, making her home their own. At least for
the length of their lease.


Julia
assured herself the doctor she’d gone to medical school with, his wife, and two
sons would take good care of the house she’d always loved. He’d entered medical
school late, after two tours of active duty as a medic. A good man with an
endearing personality, he was one of the few people she knew who’d met Nate
Kincaid.


Ignoring
thoughts of the man who’d so cruelly hurt her, Julia started down the hall,
checking each room. The furniture she planned to use in her new home had been
sent ahead the day before, along with most of the boxes filled with clothes,
books, and personal items. The movers would arrive in Liberty Lake today,
meeting her friend, Tessa Walker, who’d provide access to a storage unit.


Julia
would be living in an extended stay hotel until the management company painted
and cleaned the apartment. In a week, she’d be able to move in. She could no
longer put off the inevitable. The time had come to let her father know of her
decision, and hope he didn’t do something foolish, such as forbid her to leave.



Sucking in
a slow breath, then letting it out, she slid the phone from her back pocket and
was about to place the call when a loud knock on the front door interrupted
her. Before she could get there, the door opened and her sister walked inside.


“Tori.
What a nice surprise. I didn’t think I’d see you again after saying our
goodbyes last night.” Hugging each other, they both stepped back, allowing
Julia to study her. Victoria’s eyes were red, face flushed, the usual exuberant
smile missing. “What’s wrong?”


Dropping
her purse to the floor, she wrapped her arms around her waist, something Julia
was used to seeing when her sister was upset. “What isn’t?”


Heading to
the kitchen, Victoria opened the refrigerator, pulling out a bottle of coconut
water. Before she could open it, Julia was beside her.


“Aren’t
you supposed to be at work?”


“I quit.”
Opening the bottle, she took several gulps.


“Quit? You
loved your job at the animal clinic.”


“Not any
longer.”


Looking
around, her gaze landed on the raised fireplace hearth. Julia grabbed Victoria’s
hand and pulled her toward it.


“Sit down
and tell me what happened.”


Taking
another swallow, Victoria set the bottle down beside her. “Doc Volmer agreed to
sell the practice to another veterinarian.”


“But he
promised to sell it to you.”


“Well, he
changed his mind. He decided a man would be in a better position to make
monthly payments than me.” A broken chuckle left her lips before she continued.
“The paperwork has already been completed and the new doc is scheduled to
arrive this afternoon.” She looked up at Julia. “I grabbed my belongings and
walked out.”


Sitting
beside Victoria, she shifted to look at her. “Did he try to stop you?”


“Of
course. Volmer followed me to my car, ranting the entire time about why he’d
gone back on his word and how a woman couldn’t run a clinic focusing on large
animals.”


“What a
complete jerk.”


“Oh, he’s
much worse than that, but it doesn’t matter. Before getting into the car, I
told him where he could put his rationalizations and chauvinistic ways. Then my
bitch streak came out.”


Julia
couldn’t stop a small smile. She’d always been the calm and serious sister,
while Victoria was known for her bright smile, outgoing personality, and biting
tongue.


“All
right. Tell me what else you said to him.”


“It isn’t
what I told him. It’s what I showed him. My latest bank statement was in my
purse. I thought Volmer would have a heart attack when I got out of the car and
let him see it.”


A burst of
laughter tore from Julia’s lips. Their father had done the same for Victoria as
he had for Julia, except he’d yet to buy her sister a house. Smart and savvy, Victoria
had invested well, growing the already obscene sum another fifty percent since
entering vet school.


“When I
told him I’d planned to pay cash for the clinic, his face turned purple. It
would’ve been funny if the entire thing hadn’t hurt so much.”


Putting an
arm around Victoria’s shoulders, Julia felt her sister’s pain as if it were her
own. “What will you do now?”


A mischievous
grin appeared on her face. “I’m going with you to Liberty Lake.”
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Eternal Brethren Clubhouse


Tracker
searched through what remained of the repair garage at the back of the
compound. Four bikes had been inside, waiting for repairs. Even though the Brethren
owned a couple public repair shops, their personal bikes and vehicles
were repaired here. At least the fireproof walls of the arsenal, the indoor
shooting range, and extra storage room had protected those areas.


They’d
returned to Liberty Lake after midnight and did a cursory search before
deciding it best to secure the compound and investigate the attack in the light
of day. Wrath’s brother, Ethan, the sheriff of Kingston County, had already come
and gone, promising to do whatever he could to help identify the men who attacked
the compound. As much as Tracker liked Ethan, he doubted the sheriff would come
up with much.


Bending,
he picked up a piece of twisted metal, dropping it in disgust when he saw Wrath
and Rock approach.


“It was a
fucking setup. Someone sent us on a false mission, leaving the compound
undermanned and open for attack.” Picking up another piece of metal, Tracker
threw it across the open expanse before turning to look at Wrath. “We’ve got to
find the motherfucker who did this.”


Forcing a
calm he didn’t feel, Wrath crossed his arms, surveying the damage for the tenth
time. “Grayson’s on it.”


“Yeah,
that’s what the old man said the last two times we realized we’d been played.”
Tracker had nothing against the admiral who’d helped found the undercover
military biker club. Dedicated and brilliant, Grayson was a man they all
respected. Lately though, the team had begun to doubt the man’s focus on
mission safety and security.


Wrath shot
a meaningful glance at Rock, seeing his crisp nod. “Just because Grayson’s
working on it doesn’t mean we can’t do the same. You, Rock, Ghost, and I are
meeting with some people at noon.”


Tracker
lifted a brow. “People?”


“Men we trust
to help us locate the traitor inside the FBI.” Wrath’s normally stoic features
turned to ice. “I can’t abide betrayal of any kind.”


The
comment stabbed through Tracker as if he’d been speared with a sword. Julia
believed he’d betrayed her, and in truth, he had. Even though he’d never
believed she had knowledge of her father’s involvement in illegal activities,
he wouldn’t be granted a chance to explain, make things right.


“Where do
you want me to meet you, Prez?”


 “You two
take another look around, then come to my office and we’ll talk.” Wrath headed
for the clubhouse, leaving Rock and Tracker to help the other men sort through
the damage.


“Where’s
he going with this?” he asked Rock.


“You’ve been
around him long enough to know Wrath’s not going to sit still and wait for
Grayson. He’s called in a shitload of chits to make this meeting happen.”


“It makes
sense for you and Ghost to be there. Why me?”


“Wrath’s
got his reasons.” Rock’s gaze landed on an object at his feet. “Sonofabitch.”
Picking it up, he studied it before handing it to Tracker.


The
remains of the broken, charred box held blackened wiring. “Damn. It’s a remote
detonation device.”


“You ever
see one of these?” Rock asked.


“No, but
I’ve read about them. Works with a transmitter and two receivers that initiate
blasting caps and detonate C4 or other types of explosives. Army’s got a
contract out to some defense contractor to build them.” Tracker stared down at
the object. “Somebody was able to get one or more of these into the garage.”


“Probably
on one of the bikes.”


Tracker
nodded. “Yeah. Then they waited for us to leave on a bogus mission and
detonated them.”


“They
could’ve placed them on a bike anytime and waited.”


“I don’t
think so, Rock. My guess is they were attached in the last day or two. It would’ve
been too risky to place them earlier.” Tracker whipped around. “We need to
check all the other vehicles.”


“I’ll get
some of the men on it, but I doubt they have more explosives within the
compound. They would’ve detonated all of them last night.”


“I agree,
but who wants to risk it?” Tracker handed the device back to Rock. “While the
guys check outside, let’s see if we can find any more in the garage.”


“You get
started. I need to speak with Wrath and get the men out here to search.”


Stepping
over the wreckage, Tracker’s anger rose. Someone wanted the Eternal Brethren
eliminated. He wanted to know who ordered the false missions and why they
hadn’t attacked earlier. Any of the bogus assignments could’ve trigged this
type of assault. Then it hit him.


“Numbers,”
he murmured. They wanted most of the men away from the compound, leaving the
Brethren more vulnerable.


Searching
through the rubble, Tracker didn’t find another device. At least they had the
one. Wrath would have it dissected until they’d learned everything possible
about its design and use.


Emerging
from the garage, he moved to the arsenal, then the indoor range, finding
nothing. Frustrated, Tracker joined the men searching the remaining vehicles
and clubhouse. Another hour passed, everyone moving methodically without
locating another device.


“Tracker.”
He shifted to see Ghost approaching. “Get to Wrath’s truck. We’re ready to
roll.”


“Where are
we headed?”


Ghost
looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. “You know how these things go. Wrath
knows our destination and he’s not sharing.”


Jogging to
the front of the clubhouse, he and Ghost climbed inside the black Chevy,
joining Rock and Wrath. Seconds later, they were on the road, heading away from
Liberty Lake.


Half an
hour later, they turned onto what appeared to be more of a wide trail than
another road. Several more minutes passed before Wrath came to a stop in front
of an impressive log home.


No one
spoke as they got out. Hands resting above the grip of their guns, they bounded
up the wooden front steps, stopping at the front door.


“Whose
place is this, Wrath?” Tracker asked.


“A friend.”
Knocking twice, then three times, the door opened, a burly man of medium height
spearing them with a stern look.


“About time
you got here. We thought you’d decided not to come.” He pulled Wrath into a
hug. “It’s good to see you.”


“You, too,
Charlie. It’s been too long.” Wrath motioned toward the others. “This is Ghost,
Rock, and Tracker. Gentlemen, meet Charlie, the best undercover agent and
assassin the CIA has ever produced.”


They
didn’t show any reaction as they shook Charlie’s outstretched hand. “Come on
in. The others are waiting.”


Following
him through the large structure, Tracker couldn’t help marveling at the
remarkable craftsmanship. Walking past the dining room, Charlie turned,
motioning them to follow into the kitchen where three other men stood around,
each holding a cup of coffee.


Tracker’s
gaze moved from one to the next, nostrils flaring when he recognized the last man.
Repressed anger rushed through him at the sight of the DEA agent who’d lied to
him, broken every promise he’d made.


Unable to
stop himself, Tracker shoved past the others, launching himself at the man.
Tackling him to the floor, he landed a hard blow to his jaw, hoping the sharp crack
signaled he’d broken a bone. Lifting his arm to deliver another blow, strong
hands grabbed him, pulling him off.


“Sonofabitch,
Tracker,” Wrath said. “What the hell are you doing?”


He looked
down at the man whose blood trailed down his chin, then at his commanding officer.
“Jaeger Delphine. The lying asshole who cost me Julia.”








Chapter Three


Liberty Lake


Julia stood on the sidewalk in front of what was supposed to be the
apartment she’d now be sharing with Victoria, ignoring the tirade on the other
end of the phone. This was why she’d put off calling their father. The kind and
generous man who raised them turned into an overprotective beast when it came
to his children.


“Father,
please listen to me.” 


Julia shot
a look at Tori when Armando continued to rage. Another minute passed before he
ran out of words, giving her an opening.


“This is
why I didn’t contact you sooner. I knew you wouldn’t take my leaving Coronado
well.”


“And now
you’ve taken Victoria with you. What would make you do such a foolish thing?”


Letting out
a ragged breath, she stared down the street, waiting for the moving van to arrive
with her furniture. She knew this wouldn’t be easy, but never expected it to be
this hard.


“I have my
reasons, Father, and so does Tori.”


“Then
explain them to me, Juliana.”


She could
almost picture him resting both arms on the massive desk in his home office,
rubbing his eyebrows as he always did when upset. “I have friends in Liberty
Lake, Father. One is a pediatrician I met at a medical conference. We’ve been
corresponding. I mentioned a desire to join a practice where I could spend more
time with my patients, maybe have time for a life outside of medicine. She
called a couple months ago about an opening at a large clinic in Liberty Lake.
I came out for an interview and they offered me the position.”


“Of course
they did, Juliana. You are a bright, successful doctor. Who would not want you
on their staff? Still, it doesn’t answer why you’d leave your home and
friends.”


A slice of
pain ripped through her before she shoved it aside. “That was the problem. The
hours I put in at the clinic didn’t allow me time to make friends.”


“But you
have only the one friend in Arizona.”


“No, Father.
I have two. Plus, Tori is with me.” The comment triggered another round of
temper. “Would you like to speak with her, Father?”


“Sí. Put
her on.”


Several
more minutes passed while Victoria explained what happened at the animal clinic
and why she quit. It didn’t pacify him, but at least he calmed down before she
handed the phone back to Julia.


“So you
are determined to stay in Liberty Lake.”


“Yes,
Father. We will both be living here.”


“Then I
will find you a suitable home. One that is appropriate for my daughters.”


“I already
have an apartment—”


“A secure
one in a gated community?” Armando interrupted.


Stomach
clenching, she winced. “Well, no. My home in Coronado wasn’t secure, other than
my alarm system.”


“I do not
know this Liberty Lake. If you and Victoria are to stay there, you will allow
me to purchase a proper place for you to live.”


And if
I don’t? she almost asked, then pursed her lips.
“There’s very little crime here.”


“Maybe so,
querida. But your mother and I will not rest until we know we’ve done
everything possible to keep both of you safe.”


Knowing that
arguing would serve no purpose, she shrugged at Victoria. “All right, Father. I
know of a gated community on a golf course. Would that be suitable?”


“You will
send me the information before I agree.”


“It will
take too long. Please trust me to find a house, Father. I promise you will be
happy with my choice.”


“Choices,
querida. One for you and another for Victoria.”


“But—”


“Those are
my conditions, Juliana. If you do not accept, Diego and I will be glad to fly
up and help you.”


“You and
the family will always be welcome.” She knew he was right. At some point, Victoria
would want her own home. Their father’s offer would assure they’d select houses
they wanted and still be close to each other. “All right. Each of us will
choose a house in the same secure community.”


“Excellent.
Send everything to me. And, querida?”


“Yes,
Father.”


“I will
expect your decisions within two weeks.”


Before she
could respond, Armando ended the call. 


“I’m
sorry, Tori, but he left us no choice.”


“Please
don’t worry about it, Julia. It’s probably best we have separate homes.” She
touched her sister’s arm. “As long as they’re close to each other.”


Glancing
down the street, Julia spotted the van approaching, slowing to a stop in front
of her. Resigned, she walked up to it, waiting until they lowered the window.


A young
man of maybe twenty-five poked his head out. “Are you Ms. Stanifer?”


“I am, but
unfortunately, there’s been a change in plans. You’ll need to meet me back at
the storage locker as I’ll not be moving today.”


“You know
there’ll be additional charges.”


“I’m happy
to see they’re paid.” Opening her phone, she pulled up her contacts. “Please
send the charges to my father.”
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Tracker’s
anger hadn’t subsided. Nailing Jaeger with a solid punch to the jaw had helped,
but didn’t make up for what the DEA agent had done to him and Julia.


“Are you
going to be able to keep your man under control, Wrath?” Charlie studied
Tracker from where he and Wrath stood on the other side of the room, knowing he
was much more than a member of the Brethren.


“He’s
fine. But you should’ve warned me about Delphine. He and Tracker have a
history, and it’s not a pleasant one.”


“Yeah, I
gathered that.”


“He’s
essential to our plan, Charlie. I’m not cutting Tracker loose. If anyone should
be cut, it’s Delphine. If we can’t trust him, there’s no use moving forward.”


“Both men are
here for a reason. I understand your concern about Jaeger. He can be a loose
cannon.”


“Which we
don’t need.” Wrath crossed his arms, unwilling to go further without assurances
from Charlie. “Look, I know this is outside your authority and that you’re putting
yourself way out there for us. Still, I need to know Delphine can be
controlled.”


“You know
I can’t make promises about someone from another agency. But if he does
anything to jeopardize our plans or one of our members, I’ll see he’s booted
from the task force. Will that be sufficient, Wrath?”


“Yeah, as long
as you understand we’ll be watching him, too.”


“I’d
expect nothing less. We should join them before Tracker gets the urge for a
second round.”


Wrath had
been thinking the same. Taking seats at the table in the kitchen alcove, he
introduced Rock and Ghost. “You already know Tracker.”


Charlie
pointed to each of the other three men. “You all know Jaeger Delphine. He’s
with the DEA. Tom Lotten is with the FBI. Dick Greene is a CIA analyst and
works under me. I’ve known all three men a long time and would trust them with
my life. And your true identities.”


An uneasy
glance passed between the four Brethren. They couldn’t afford to have any of
the men before them blow their cover.


“Talking
about the MC outside of this room can’t happen.” Wrath pinned each man with a
warning glare. “I can’t stress enough the importance of discretion.”


“We
understand,” Dick said at the same time Tom gave a quick nod.


“And you,
Jaeger?” Wrath asked.


Eyes
narrowing on Tracker, the agent offered a terse nod. “No one will hear about you
from me.”


“All
right. Here’s what we have so far.” Charlie opened the folder in front of him,
handing a piece of paper to each of them. “These detail the three bogus missions
the Brethren have been sent on and the results. As you already know, the last
one ended with a remotely detonated incendiary device leveling their onsite
repair garage.”


Wrath
pulled the device from his pocket, setting it in the center of the table. “This
is what we found.”


Reaching
out, Tom picked it up, studying the design and structure. “It appears to be a
C4 explosive.”


“Yeah, we
believe the same,” Ghost said.


“Only
one?” Dick asked.


“We
searched the entire compound and the remains of the garage three times. That’s
the only one we found,” Rock answered. “They sent us on a false run with almost
half our men. The assignment was a bust. We were about to leave when we got the
word from Wrath about the attack. At that point, we were over two hours from the
clubhouse.”


Wrath leaned
forward, resting his arms on the table. “We believe the first two missions were
a dry run, meant to see what they could do. They planned it out, planted the
bomb on one of the choppers when it was outside the compound, then went through
channels so Grayson would approve the mission.” He looked at Tom. “The intel
came from the FBI Director. The same with the first two.”


Tom’s
mouth drew into a tight line. “Are you certain they came through his office?”


“Him
personally. All communication goes directly from him to our commander.”


“Admiral
Grayson?” Jaeger asked.


“That’s
right. Until now, only a handful of people know our true identity.
Unfortunately, the director isn’t the same person who worked with Grayson to
make the Brethren possible. Same with SECNAV. The original Secretary of the
Navy retired and another took his place. Only the admiral has met with them.
He’s not as confident of their allegiance to our existence as the original
two.”


“So you
believe the new director is the leak?” Tom felt a wave of unease at the thought
his boss was a traitor.


Wrath gave
a quick shake of his head. “We don’t know. But I sure as hell want to find
out.”


“So that’s
one of the reasons why this group was implemented. We need to find the leak and
stop it. The other reason is another run at taking out the Nuevo León Cartel.”
Charlie glanced between Jaeger and Tracker. “You two have a history with the
Quintero family, so we are counting on your expertise to help us shut down
their operation.”


Stroking
his goatee, Tracker’s jaw tightened as he considered how to respond. The last
task force, the one when he’d lost Julia, had been a bust. He had no intention
on repeating the blown assignment.


“It’s been
six years since I had contact with the Quinteros. I know nothing of their
operation or structure now. The fact is I knew little about it back then. That
part was handled by an undercover DEA agent who reported to Delphine.”


“Unfortunately,
the agent was made and executed. It’s taken us a long time to get another man
in there. Ernesto Ramirez has been elevated to the inner circle. He’s one of
Diego Quintero’s bodyguards. Ernesto reports to me, and I send what he’s
learned to my boss.” Delphine folded his hands on the table. “He was there the
night you rescued a kidnapped boy from an abandoned building in Nogales.”


Wrath’s
hands clenched. “How the hell did you learn about that?”


“All I can
say is there are informants in all the cities where the cartel transfers their
goods. Nogales is a major hub.” Delphine drummed his fingers on the table. “We
have more than one person feeding us information. The bottom line is Agent
Ramirez heard Diego call Tracker by his given name.”


Wrath
leaned forward. “Tracker reported it to me soon after returning to the compound
after rescuing the boy.” He didn’t mention the boy was his nephew. Wrangler’s
son, Jamie. “Tracker didn’t respond to Diego, so I decided to let it go.”


“You
should’ve elevated it to Grayson,” Charlie said.


“Maybe. We
did what was necessary to rescue the boy and take out several men working for
an associate of Armando’s. From our intel, that distribution channel has been
closed. Since we weren’t tasked with going after the cartel, I made the call to
let it go.”


“For what
it’s worth, Ramirez doesn’t believe Diego has any idea about the MC,” Delphine
said. “All the men were in combat gear, which would be consistent with how
Diego remembered Tracker. I don’t believe there’s an issue, just something we
need to put on the table.”


Sitting
back, Charlie closed the file. “Read over what I gave you, then destroy it. We
can’t afford to have anyone learn of our existence. Most communication will be
by secure lines. No emails, no texts. We’ll establish secure connections on
those soon. I’ll make that happen, but after today, Dick will be my representative.
Wrath is the leader of the task force. Let me be clear. The CIA will disavow
any involvement in what we’ve been discussing. Dick has been temporarily
assigned to work out of the FBI office in Phoenix where Tom’s located. Delphine
will be operating out of the DEA office a little farther north.”


Pulling
out a map, Wrath spread it out on the table, pointing to a spot north of
Phoenix. “This is where I suggest we meet. It’s a safe house we’ve used before
after a hostage rescue. It’s owned by a former Navy SEAL, and we have exclusive
use of it. For now, we need Dick to analyze all the data we provide. Tom, we
need any intel you have about past and future drug shipments, whether suspected
by the Nuevo León Cartel or another organization.”


Folding
the map, Wrath slid it back into the inside pocket of his cut. “Tracker, Delphine,
you two are the most familiar with the Quintero operation. You’ll need to
forget the past and provide whatever you know about them. Families, business
structure, patterns of behavior, trusted associates. Rock and Ghost will work
with our associated clubs to learn whatever they know about shipments through
Arizona. Don’t expect much, as those clubs are actual one percenters. They
don’t give a fuck about providing us information. Whatever intel we gather will
be analyzed by the entire team. Any questions?”


When no
one spoke, Wrath stood. “Thank you for agreeing to this. We meet again at the
spot designated on the map one week from today at 0800.”


Charlie
stood, pacing to a backpack against the wall. Walking back to the table, he
reached inside. “These are secure sat phones. For now, it’s the only mode of
communication for this task force.”


Glancing
at Rock, Ghost, and Tracker, Wrath nodded toward the door. “Gentlemen, we look
forward to shutting down the cartel and identifying the people responsible for
attacking the Brethren.”








Chapter Four


“I’m too tired to even consider cooking or going out. Can we call
for delivery?” Tori curled into one corner of the sofa in their extended stay
hotel room.


Julia
lowered herself into an oversized but uncomfortable chair next to the sofa. “If
we hurry, we can still catch happy hour downstairs.”


“You can
go down, but I’m comfortable right here.”


“You’re
right. It’s been a long day.”


Holding up
a hand, Tori ticked off what they’d done. “One, we spent an hour supervising
the men loading the furniture from the storage unit. Two, canceled the rental
agreement on the apartment. Three, spent another hour supervising the same men
returning the furniture to storage. Four, located a realtor and visited ten homes
in gated communities. Five, made offers on two. And I haven’t included our
conversation with Father. Did I miss anything?”


“I don’t
think so,” Julia said with a weary smile.


“You’d
think after being on my feet all day at the animal clinic, I’d be used to
standing and walking.”


“What we
did today was different. At least we found a couple houses that should satisfy
Father. I know he wants what’s best for us, and I love him. But there are times
I don’t have the energy to deal with his overbearing, protective attitude.”


“He’s no
different than Diego and Antonio, Julia. Our brothers are just as controlling
as Father. Sometimes more so. It’s been a long time since we’ve had to face all
three of them at once. I’m so glad you came to an agreement with Father before
he gathered the family and flew up for a visit.”


Julia
opened her mouth to respond, closing it when her phone rang. Looking around,
she found it in her purse beside the chair.


“Hello?”
She listened a moment, her smile growing. “That’s wonderful. Would it be all
right if I called you in the morning to find out what we have to do?” She
listened again. “Thanks so much. We’ll call you tomorrow.” Hanging up, she looked
at Victoria.


“Well?”


“The sellers
accepted our offers. I’ll call the realtor tomorrow and set a time to meet her
and go over the details.”


Tori’s
energy returned at the news and she stood. “That’s wonderful! It’ll be my first
home. We should celebrate. I’ll call the front desk and see who they recommend
for Chinese. If that’s all right with you.”


Chinese. The one word caused a ball of pain to form in her chest. She and
Nate used to have it at least once a week. Julia hadn’t eaten it in six years.


“Sure. That’s
fine.”


While Tori
took care of ordering the delivery, Julia headed to the bedroom, her mind
filled with memories of Nate. She’d been crazy about him. So in love she knew
they’d be together forever. It had been a foolish thought by a naïve young woman.


Seeing him
at Freedom Meadow several weeks ago had caused a confusing reaction. Desire, as
strong as ever, ripped through her before she remembered what he’d done. Then
the hurt and anger returned, causing her to strike out at him.


She didn’t
regret her words. Still, a part of her wished she hadn’t been so filled with
fury. He was the only person who could set her off with a glance or a few
words.


Sitting on
the edge of the bed, she fell back, an arm covering her eyes. She’d been
surprised to see his goatee, mustache, and longer hair. When they’d been
together, he’d been clean-shaven, his hair in a buzz cut. She liked his new
look, although he’d never know it.


Julia had
made the short trip to Liberty Lake for an interview with a pediatric clinic.
Tessa Walker had encouraged her to at least talk to the doctors. She’d driven
over on Wednesday. Due to the doctors’ schedules, she’d interviewed on Thursday
and Friday. An offer had come late afternoon on Friday. She’d accepted within
an hour.


On Saturday,
her other friend in Liberty Lake, Cara McCord, invited Julia to her in-laws’
ranch. At least once a month, Stuart and Belinda McCord invited children from
other areas to their ranch. Several of the Eternal Brethren volunteered by
showing the kids how to groom the horses, tack them up, ride, and take care of
the animals when they returned from the trail ride. It had become so successful
they found themselves having to turn groups away.


Julia expected
to have a wonderful time, until Nate stopped a few feet away from her. She
hadn’t been able to control her body’s reaction to seeing the man she once
loved. Still loved, if she wanted to be honest, which she didn’t. 


Remembering
what she’d said to him at the ranch, Julia winced. “I have no desire to see,
talk to, or be within miles of you, Nate.”


It had
been a necessary lie. She hadn’t meant it. Not exactly. After all this time, she
still had a burning need to know why he’d betrayed her. He’d stood by when DEA
agent Jaeger Delphine took her in for questioning, putting her through hours of
interrogation about her father, Armando Quintero, and the rest of her family.


It had
been a complete waste of time for the agency. She refused to give in to his
intimidation tactics or attempts to get her to confirm his suspicions about the
family who’d adopted her and Tori when their parents died in a plane crash.


When
Delphine realized she knew nothing about illegal activities, he’d backed off.
Before escorting her outside, the agent had said something Julia had never been
able to forget.


“Guess
Nate was right. You don’t know a thing to help us bring down the Nuevo León
Cartel.”


At that
moment, Julia realized Nate had never loved her. He’d been doing his job,
nothing more. It had taken her a great deal longer to accept all they’d done, everything
he’d said about loving her had been a lie. She ached to know why he’d done it,
but her terse reply to him at the ranch had been firm and final.


“Food’s
here, Julia.”


Sighing,
she rolled off the bed, rubbing her eyes. Once in a while, she allowed herself
a brief pity party. They were unexpected, never giving her time to prepare.
After all the years without him, she’d learned the only way to shove them aside
was to go through the entire sequence of events. She’d start with the day they
met and ended the night she’d left the DEA office, taken a cab, and left Nate
standing alone on the sidewalk, a defeated look marring his handsome features.


“I’ll be
right there, Tori.” Grabbing a brush, she ran it through her silky, blonde hair
in an attempt to calm the tension caused from reliving the past. It often
worked.


This
evening, the strokes had little effect. Setting the brush aside, Julia looked
in the mirror, not surprised at the lines around her eyes and mouth—a certain
sign of fatigue. And the trepidation she felt at being so close to Nate.
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Tracker
stood outside the ruined garage, sipping his first cup of morning coffee. His
thoughts moved between the task force meeting the day before and the short
discussion he had with Jaeger afterward.


The agent
had caught up with him as Tracker opened the door of Wrath’s truck. He’d
expected him to say something about the phone conversation they’d scheduled.
Instead, Jaeger stunned him by apologizing for his part in destroying his relationship
with Julia.


What
Jaeger didn’t say was his reason for breaking his promise to let Tracker
determine her knowledge of the cartel. The SEAL didn’t need him to spell it
out. Jaeger didn’t trust him, the same as Tracker didn’t trust him now. 


He’d
agreed to phone conferences with the agent, but already determined whatever he
learned would go to Wrath first. His prez would make the decision about what
would be shared with the other task force members. Never again would Jaeger
betray him.


“Tracker,
you going to stand there all morning?” Rock asked.


“Seems
like a good idea. Unless Wrath has another assignment for us.”


Rock stood
next to him, surveying the wreckage. “Grayson has a construction crew coming up
from Phoenix to clear this up and build a new garage. They should be here
within the hour. As far as they know, we’re what we appear to be. One more MC
with a nefarious purpose.”


Tracker
finished the last of his coffee, not taking his gaze from the rubble. “An
outlaw motorcycle gang. I think even if we tried to set the record straight, no
one would believe us.”


“Probably
right,” Rock said. “As to your other comment, Grayson has blessed us with another
assignment. Are you up for it?”


“Hell
yeah. When do we get briefed?”


Rock
checked his watch. “In fifteen minutes.”


“Do you have
any information on it?”


“None. My
guess is it may have something to do with what happened here. See you at 0900
hours.”


Tracker
watched him leave, not quite ready to follow. His gut told him the meeting had
little to do with the attack and more to do with their involvement in the task
force. What gnawed at him the most was the idea SEALs were suited for such an
activity.


They were
trained for direct action assignments. Small scale raids to seize, destroy,
capture, exploit, recover, or damage designated targets. In and out within a
limited span of time.


In
Tracker’s opinion, members of Delta Force were more suitable for achieving the
goals of the task force. They specialized in areas such as working with
indigenous partner nations, reviewing embassy security, or operating outside of
their traditional roles involving direct action combat. In short, Tracker
thought them to be better suited to task force involvement.


At this
point, it didn’t matter. The Eternal Brethren were committed and had the most
to lose if whoever attacked them wasn’t caught. They already had an inside
track on drug smuggling from their tenuous association with Demons Blood, as
well as the hostility between the Brethren and Night Devils.


Heading
into the clubhouse, he went straight to Wrath’s office, expecting a full house.
Instead, Wrath, Ghost, and Rock fell silent and looked up from their
conversation. Taking a seat, he leaned back, crossing his arms over his broad,
muscled chest.


“Should I
assume whatever you’ve got to say isn’t going to be something I want to hear?”


Wrath leaned
forward, clasping his hands together on the top of his desk. “I got a call from
Delphine. He’s going to push for you to renew your relationship with Juliana.”


Tracker
worked to keep his voice level. “Not going to happen.”


“That’s
what I told him. Still, he made a good argument for the request.”


“With all
due respect, Prez, there is no good reason to restart something that died six
years ago.”


“I hear
you, Tracker. However, you need to listen for a couple minutes.”


Feeling the
blood rush to his head, chest constrict, he gave a curt nod. “Yes, sir.”


“Someone
has to get close to the Nuevo León Cartel. There’s no better way than to renew
your relationship with her. Cara says Julia and her sister, Victoria, both purchased
houses in Black Ridge Estates. She told Cara her father and brother, Diego,
will be visiting as soon as the deals close, which is projected to be fifteen
days.” Wrath glanced at his men. “All cash on both homes. Julia said the money
came from their father.”


Throat
working, jaw clenching, Tracker slowly shook his head. “As I said, it’s not
going to happen. I won’t do anything to hurt her again, no matter the reason.”
Uncrossing his arms, he fisted his hands at his sides. “If Delphine hadn’t
fucked up our agreement, Julia and I would be married with a couple kids by
now. I’m sorry, Wrath. I can’t do it a second time.” Standing, he headed toward
the door.


“You
aren’t dismissed, Lieutenant.”


Whirling
around, Tracker glared at him but returned to his seat.


“All of us
understand and aren’t surprised at your decision. That said, someone has
to get close to her. If you won’t do it, I’m going to recommend Fuse.”


Stiffening
in his chair, he fought the urge to jump over Wrath’s desk and silence him.
“The hell you say. Fuse may not be a fucking man whore, but he won’t care what he
must do to make the mission work, even if it means destroying Julia.”


Wrath had
to glance down so Tracker wouldn’t see his lips twitch. “Noted. The other
option is Gunner.”


“Hell no.
Besides, he’s got his heart set on Sage Montero,” Tracker said.


Brow
lifting, a small smile appeared on Wrath’s face. “Lieutenant Commander Sage
Montero?”


“That’s
the one.”


Wrath’s
expression was unreadable. “If not Gunner, it’s going to be Fuse.”


Jumping to
his feet, Tracker took the few steps to stop in front of the desk. Slamming his
hands on the top, he leaned toward Wrath. “Over my dead body.”


“You
aren’t making the decisions here. I’m the one in charge, and Fuse will be
ordered to take the mission. Ghost, would you mind finding him?”


“No
problem, Prez.”


Shoving
away from the desk, Tracker ran a hand through his thick, black hair.
“Sonofabitch,” he growled, his voice hard and rough. “Fine, I’ll do it. But
it’s going to happen my way.”


“Agreed.”


Heading to
the door, Tracker stopped once more at Wrath’s next words. “You need to know,
Moses will be doing the same with Tori. You might want to coordinate your
approach.”


“Dammit,
Wrath. Isn’t me going after Julia enough? Do we have to drag Tori down, as
well?”


Standing,
Wrath walked up to Tracker, placing a hand on his shoulder. “No one needs to get
hurt. Moses is a good guy. He’ll do everything in his power not to hurt Tori.”


“And me?”


“Your
feelings for Julia are obvious. You’re a smart man. I’m certain you’ll figure
out a way to get what we need.”


Shaking his
head, he pulled open the door. “Sonofabitch.”








Chapter Five


Monterrey, Mexico


Diego Quintero and his younger brother, Antonio, hurried toward their
father’s office, waves of anger rolling off each. Approaching the two bodyguards
stationed outside two ornately carved doors, he nodded for them to step aside.


One of the
men turned the knob, shoving the door open before stepping away to allow the
Quintero brothers to pass. The mid-morning sun speared through the bulletproof
windows, pooling in the middle of the room. Their father sat behind his desk,
phone to his ear. Motioning for them to sit down, he finished the call, not
missing the grave expressions on both faces.


“What has
happened?”


“El Oso,”
Diego said. “The Torero Cartel stole our shipment of cocaine this morning,
killing five of our men. An hour later, his men seized our shipment of meth headed
to Texas. They killed three of our men that time.”


“Millions
of dollars lost, Father,” Antonio said. “Hector must be stopped.”


Hector “El
Oso” Alcado led the Torero Cartel in the neighboring state of Coahuila de
Zaragoza. He earned his nickname, El Oso, or “bear”, due to his large size and
surly manner. Known for his impatience and erratic behavior, he inspired fear
more than respect.


“That’s
four shipments stolen in the last month. Two meth and two cocaine. We’ve lost
sixteen men.” Antonio’s voice rose with each word.


Leaning
back in his leather chair, Armando steepled his fingers under his chin. “The
men are of no concern to me. The shipments are.”


Diego and
Antonio decided silence would be best until their father had time to make a
decision. He never took long ordering reprisals against those who attacked the Nuevo
León Cartel.


“Do you
have a current location for his family?”


Diego shot
Antonio an uneasy glance. If he was correct, their father was considering going
after Hector’s wife, children, or both. Whether kidnapping or eliminating,
those actions would trigger a war claiming many lives and disrupting shipments
for weeks or months.


“Yes,
Father,” Diego said.


Across the
room, hands clasped behind his back, one of the bodyguards, Ernesto Ramirez, stayed
silent. The undercover DEA agent had already activated the recorder in what
appeared to be a standard smartwatch. Each bodyguard wore one, but only his had
a recorder which transmitted data to the divisional office in Dallas.


“Where are
they?”


“At their
home in Saltillo,” Antonio answered.


“A foolish
move to keep his family less than sixty miles from us after stealing our
merchandise.” Armando leaned forward, his gaze narrowing on Antonio. “Go on.”


“There are
at least ten guards inside and out. The house is more a fortress than a home.
If you are considering taking someone, they always alter their schedule. The
women sometimes shop on Tuesday. Other weeks, Thursday or Friday. Never on
Monday.”


“The women
have lunch at either Casa Dorado or Tour de France Bistro,” Diego said. “They
always eat at two o’clock and leave at four.”


Armando’s
face remained a mask. “Then it should be no problem for us.”


“What
would you have us do, Father?” Diego asked.


Armando
lifted his gaze to Ernesto, motioning him to leave. Giving a curt nod, he
stepped into the hall, not letting his disappointment show. He’d been so close
to obtaining one more incriminating bit of information needed to bring Armando
and his sons down. It was a long shot, but he hovered only inches beyond the
door, hoping the recorder would pick up some of their conversation. Even a few
words might help them figure out Armando’s plan. One Ernesto feared meant the abduction
or death of the women.


It wasn’t
that he didn’t understand Armando’s need for retaliation. Ernesto expected it.
What he hadn’t expected was him going after the family and not Hector. The
knowledge didn’t sit well with him. His family may benefit from El Oso’s chosen
profession, but that didn’t mean they should be pawns in Armando’s desire to
exact revenge.


The door
opened moments later. He stepped aside to let Diego and Antonio walk past.
Several feet down the hall, Diego stopped and turned to face him.


“You’ll be
with me today, Ernesto.” He didn’t wait for a response, knowing the bodyguard
would follow.


Taking
long strides, it took only a few steps to catch up to the Quintero brothers. A
small smile tipped the corners of his mouth. As controlled as Diego seemed,
Ernesto found it easier to gain scraps of information from him than his father.
He hoped it would be the same this time.
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Liberty Lake


Julia and Tori
finished their meeting with the inspector, satisfied with the short list of
items he recommended the seller correct. They’d hire someone to fix the rest
after escrow closed on the two properties.


Julia
checked the time, a grin tugging at her mouth. “How about lunch before I stop
by the clinic to complete the rest of the partnership documents?”


“Sounds
great. Maybe you can drop me off at the hotel after lunch so I can start checking
job openings at local vet offices.”


“No
problem.” 


Julia
drove down the center of town, both of them looking for a place to eat.


“What about
St. Jean’s Bistro?” Tori asked, continuing to glance around.


“Sounds
good to me.” Circling the block, Julia found a spot in front of the restaurant.


Tori
looked up, admiring the architecture that had to be close to a hundred years
old. The entire town appealed to her. It reminded her of the small communities
she’d seen on TV. The ones with perfect families and white picket fences.


Finding a
table near the front window, they didn’t waste time reading the menu and
selecting what they wanted, including a couple craft beers. Resting her elbows
on the table, Julia’s gaze moved to the people walking along the sidewalk. Picking
up her water glass, she took a large swallow.


“Have you
heard from Nate since you saw him at that ranch?”


Tori’s
question surprised her so much she slapped a hand over her mouth, choking on
the water. Coughing a couple more times, Julia lifted her napkin, dabbing at
her mouth.


“Why would
I have any reason to speak with Nate?”


Tori hid
her amusement at what she considered a ridiculous question. “As badly as he
hurt you, we both know you never gave him a chance to explain. Maybe there was
a reason it all happened the way it did.”


“Whose
side are you on?”


She felt a
prick of remorse at bringing it up. “Always yours, Julia. I’m just saying he may
have had an explanation for his actions. Even you’ve said the same several
times over the years.”


“Yeah,
after at least one too many glasses of wine.” The words came out, but Julia knew
it wasn’t the truth.


Over the
years, she’d often thought of how she’d snubbed Nate when leaving the DEA
offices and Agent Delphine’s interrogation. He’d been standing across the street,
hands in his pockets, his expression pained. When he’d seen her, Nate had held
up a hand. Stopping, she’d stared at him with a combination of hurt and anger,
then stepped into the waiting taxi. They hadn’t spoken again until seeing each
other at Freedom Meadow.


Since
then, she couldn’t get Nate out of her head, but she refused to let her sister
know. “Look, Tori, Nate and I are over. Have been for six years. I’m sure he’s
moved on, the same as me.”


They
quieted when the waitress brought their food. Picking up a french fry, Julia
popped it into her mouth, ready for a change of topic. Lifting her sandwich, she
made the mistake of looking out the large front window and froze.


Nate and
another man crossed the street, heading straight for St. Jean’s. As they
approached, her chest seized, lungs refusing to take a breath. Grabbing the
beer, she took several gulps, setting the glass down as they entered the
bistro.


Lowering
her gaze, she sent up a quick prayer that he wouldn’t spot her. Either God
hadn’t heard or she’d uttered the words too late because an instant later, she
felt Nate’s presence inches away.


Noting
Julia’s decision not to make eye contact, he shifted his gaze. “Hello, Tori.”


Setting
down her sandwich, she glanced at Julia, then stood. Holding out her hand, she
eyed the cuts each man wore, seeing patches and what she supposed were their
road names. A puzzled expression crossed her face, but she didn’t voice her questions.


“It’s been
a long time, Nate.”


Not
letting Julia’s presence less than a foot away affect him, he clasped her hand.
“Yes, it has. This is Moses, a friend of mine. Moses, Victoria Quintero.”


“It’s a
pleasure, ma’am.”


“Same
here, Moses.” At five-foot-five, she had to look way up to meet his gaze. Sitting
down, Tori continued to study his cut, doing her best to ignore the way the
handsome, broad-shouldered man affected her. 


Shifting,
Tracker stared down at Julia, waiting for her to lift her head. When she did, a
tentative smile appeared on his face.


“So you
decided to accept the job at the clinic.”


Julia’s
lips drew into a thin line. “Yes.” She wished Nate and Moses would find a table
and leave them alone.


“And we’ve
already found houses,” Victoria added. “We had the inspections today. This will
be my first real home since leaving Monterrey after high school.”


“I’m sure
you’ll like it here. Liberty Lake is a great town,” Moses said to Tori. “If you
ever need someone to show you the area, let me know.”


“Really?
That would be wonderful.” She ignored the sharp glare from her sister. “Julia
starts her new job next week, and I haven’t found anything yet, so I have some
free time.”


Pulling
out a pen, he grabbed a small flyer advertising Music on the Green and turned
it over. Jotting down his number, Moses handed it to her. “Call me whenever it’s
convenient and we’ll set something up.”


Staring
down at it, Tori had her first pang of unease. She didn’t know Moses and was certain
he was a member of a local motorcycle club. Even if he was Nate’s friend, that
didn’t lessen her discomfort.


“Wonderful,
Moses. I’ll give you a call.” It wasn’t a complete lie. She’d make up her mind
after talking with Julia and researching the MC. Maybe ask their realtor about
the club.


“I’ll look
forward to it.”


Tracker kept
his attention on Julia a moment longer, wishing he had the right to pull up a
chair and join them. But he didn’t. Not for a long time.


Pulling
out a business card, Tracker jotted down his number on the back. “This is the shop
number, my mobile on the back. Call me if you need anything.” He held it out to
Julia. When she just stared at him, he handed it to Tori.


Without
another word, both men left, making their way around the tables toward an empty
spot in the back.


“That went
better than expected.” Moses grabbed a menu, ignoring the curious stares of other
diners. “I’d guess Victoria’s going to call one of us. Of course, I prefer it
be me.”


Tracker
flashed another look toward the front of the restaurant, seeing the women leaning
forward in conversation. “Yeah.”


Setting
the menu down, Moses settled an arm over the back of the chair next to him.
“Are you going to tell me what’s going on between you and Julia?”


“No.”


Chuckling,
Moses didn’t take offense. “Don’t you think it would be useful if I had some
idea of your story?”


His
teammate was right. If they were to make this work, sharing information was
critical. “We used to be close when I was stationed in Coronado. I was going to
ask her to marry me, but shit happened.”


The grin
left Moses’s face. “Sorry, man.”


“It was my
fault, not Julia’s. We’d been seeing each other about a year when I was ordered
to join a task force digging up information on the Quintero family.” Continuing
to watch the front, he gave a disgruntled snort. “The DEA found out I was close
to one of the daughters. I told them she wasn’t part of it, but hell, you know
how those bullshit agencies roll.”


“She found
out.” It wasn’t a question.


Tracker
nodded. “Yeah. I hadn’t seen her again until she showed up at Freedom Meadow a
few weeks ago.”


“Damn,
Tracker. Now they’ve drawn you back in.”


Leaning
back in his chair, Tracker stared up at the ceiling. “Yeah. Different day, same
fuckin’ story.”








Chapter Six


“I know you’re unhappy with me, Julia, but I see no reason to be
rude to Nate or Moses.”


“Nate
isn’t the same as when we were together, Tori. Isn’t it obvious? He’s a member
of a local outlaw motorcycle gang. So is his friend. We know nothing about the
Eternal Brethren.”


Sitting
down in the living room of their hotel suite, Tori’s irritation showed. “That’s
not exactly true. You told me your friends, Tessa and Cara, are married to
members of the Eternal Brethren. And you met several of them at the ranch. Did
you get the impression they were dangerous?”


Lowering herself
into a chair, Julia rubbed a spot between her eyes. “No. It doesn’t mean much.”


“Do you
really believe Nate has changed enough to join an outlaw club?” Tori reached
into her pocket, pulling out the card Nate gave her. “He works at a motorcycle
repair and customization shop. He’s a mechanic, Julia.” Reaching out, she
handed the card to her sister, who stared at it, making no comment. “The man I
knew was a decorated Navy SEAL, and as much as I don’t like what he did to you,
he was part of a task force investigating drug shipments into the U.S. Try not
to think of how it all ended and remember the man you knew.”


Snuggling
deeper into the chair, Julia felt her stomach clench, nausea roiling. The same
had happened many times the first couple years after she left Nate standing on
the sidewalk. Over time, thoughts of him had reduced to a dull ache.


Running
into him at the ranch had brought back the sting of what he’d done. Thoughts of
him now were as powerful and unwelcome as when everything had fallen apart.


“The man I
thought I knew was honorable and on the right side of the law. I’m not
so certain that’s the case now. Don’t you understand? Being his friend is no
longer an option for me. Still having feelings for him isn’t the same as being
able to trust him again.”


Expelling
a breath, Tori thrummed her fingers on the armrest, regret coursing through her.
“I’m sorry, Julia. Although you haven’t spoken of Nate in a long time, I know
how much you loved him.”


Swallowing
a sharp ball of pain, she couldn’t manage even a small smile. Seeing him today
had been another shock to her orderly life.


She was
slow to embrace the slightest change, while Nate had always been spontaneous,
able to switch plans in seconds. They’d both thrived on structure, but each
handled it in different ways.


He’d been
an adrenaline junkie, while she’d balked at anything outside her comfort zone.
It had taken him weeks to convince Julia to take a short ride on his Harley.
He’d gone slow, doing nothing to scare her. Afterward, they’d gone on many rides.
She’d even considered buying her own bike. Nate had overruled her, saying he felt
much better with her riding behind him, her arms tight around his waist.


“My
feelings toward Nate shouldn’t stop you from calling Moses. Maybe you’ll be
able to learn about the MC.” Julia sent her a piercing look. “Whatever you do,
don’t ride on the back of his bike.”


Tori’s
lips twitched. “Why is that?”


“I’m
afraid you’ll like it too much.”
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Eternal Brethren Clubhouse


Wrath bent
over the map, pointing to a spot at least an hour away. Ghost, Rock, Wrangler,
Tracker, Moses, Gunner, and Raider stood around the table, their intense
expressions giving nothing away. They’d received another order from Grayson,
this one alleged to be triple verified. Not one of the men in the room believed
it.


Someone on
Grayson’s team in Coronado, the DEA, or with the FBI was sabotaging their
missions. Neither the admiral nor FBI Director had been able to identify anyone
who would betray them. The SECNAV had been brought in, but the same as the others,
came up with nothing. Nobody was giving up, but missions couldn’t be halted
because of their suspicions.


The one
exception with the intel provided in this assignment was it came from an
undercover DEA agent positioned inside the Night Devils. Every bit of
information he’d ever provided was accurate.


Wrath
glanced behind him at a knock on the door. “Come.”


Ichabod
“Iggy” Jones, a SEAL of average height with a thick neck and muscled arms,
walked in, followed by Brian “Boomer” Reyes, who was taller with an olive
complexion. Their gazes moved around the table, settling on Wrath.


“About
time you two got here.” Wrath introduced their newest Eternal Brethren members.
Most of the guys had met or heard about them at some point in their SEAL
career. Nobody reacted as he reacquainted everyone.


“Iggy and
Boomer, this is your first mission.” Wrath’s finger stabbed at the map. “You’ll
be executing with the rest of the men here. There’s a shipment moving up from
Mexico and into Arizona. The Night Devils are working with the Nuevo León
Cartel to transport fentanyl to one of their buyers in Nevada.”


“Means of
transport?” Ghost asked.


“They plan
to cross into the U.S. through the tiny border station at Sasabe.”


“That’s
east of the reservation, right, Prez?” Rock asked.


“Correct.
It’s west of the Nogales border crossing. According to Grayson, Quintero has
men posted at Sasabe. At least one is a border agent.”


“Damn
traitors,” Tracker muttered.


“Amen,”
Moses said, which was echoed by a couple others.


“The Night
Devils will be waiting with three vans a couple miles north of Sasabe. The
cartel will transport the fentanyl over the border, then divide the drugs
between the three vehicles. Each will be taking a different route north.”
Lifting his head, Wrath glanced around the table. “Your job is follow but not
intercept.”


Raider
grabbed a chair, turned it around and sat down, resting his arms on the back.
“I’m glad to go on this long road trip, Prez, but don’t you want me or Wrangler
to stay in the comm center on this mission?”


“I requested
another communications operator. She should be arriving any minute.”


“Hell,
Wrath. Tell us it’s not Glory.” Wrangler followed Raider’s lead, grabbing a
chair and sitting down. “She may be great with intel and analysis, but the
woman is toxic. Besides, Cara will skin you alive if she knows Glory is
anywhere near you.”


Several of
the men chuckled, then sobered at Wrath’s incredulous expression. Years before,
Wrath had thought himself in love with Gloria Levitt, and he thought she loved
him. What he learned was she cared more for her career than him. The future
he’d envisioned crumbled with a few razor-sharp words from her. A couple years
ago, he’d met Cara and fallen in love. They were expecting their first child.


“Glory is
hell and gone from here, and I don’t know or care where. Our addition is from
the East Coast, but has served overseas with other SEAL teams, coordinating
their missions. She knows how we operate and comes with a strong recommendation
from Grayson.”


“Does that
mean Raider and I are off duty in the dungeon?” Wrangler cocked a brow at
Raider.


“What it
means is both of you have more opportunities to participate in direct action
missions and scheduled training. In fact, as soon as this mission is over, Raider
and a few others will be heading to White Eagle Training Center.”


Stiffening,
Raider shook his head. “I already did my time there with Ghost and Rock, Prez.”


“We can
take this offline if you want, but let me remind you of the injury you incurred
at the center. You’re a week away from completing the course.” Wrath lifted a
brow, his features daring Raider to argue.


“No
problem, Prez. Whatever’s needed.”


“Good,
because you’ll be there for two more weeks.” He ignored Raider’s groan. “All right,
gentlemen. Your job is to track the shipments, monitor the buyers at the final
drop point. The Night Devils have mixed up their routes so often that usual
methods aren’t working.”


Ghost
stared down at the map. “What about our contact? He’s on most of the runs.”


“Burn has
been on the last few, leaving him behind. We have to be ready for either one to
show up.”


“What
contact?” Iggy asked.


“I’ll catch
you and Boomer up on what’s been going on another time.” Even as he said the
words, Wrath knew it would be a while before he and the rest of the Posse trusted
the new guys with information on the undercover DEA agent. “You’ll be split
into teams of three men using three vehicles to follow the vans. Since there’ll
be separate routes, such a small number shouldn’t garner any attention.”


Tracker
looked up from the map, crossing his arms. “To confirm, we’ll be on a no
engagement run.”


“Affirmative,”
Wrath said. “Intelligence only. If they make you, back off and return here.
When they reach their destination, keep a good distance away, observe and take
photos. Our targets are the buyers, not the Night Devils. Ghost, Rock, and
Tracker will lead the three teams.”


“If they fire
on us?” Tracker asked.


“Do not
engage unless there’s imminent danger to your lives. As you men know, our vehicles
have bulletproof glass and reinforced frames. Under no circumstances are they
to identify you.”


Tracker nodded,
Wrath’s meaning clear. They’d use false IDs, eliminating anything which could
lead the Devils or the buyers back to the Brethren.


Wrath looked
at each man. “Questions?”


When no
one responded, he checked his watch. “Wheels up at 1700 hours. You’re dismissed.”


To his
surprise, no one lingered. Most times, Ghost, Rock, or Wrangler waited until
the others left to ask their questions. Usually a question sensitive enough Wrath
wouldn’t respond in front of the others. Not this time.


Tracker
understood. The same as Wrath, those three had found good women to go home to,
share their lives. Before any of them left the clubhouse on a mission, they’d
be found on their phones, letting the women know they’d be heading out and
would call when they could. 


Such
messages couldn’t be helped. They felt lucky their women understood enough
about their work not to ask questions. It didn’t mean much when they all knew
every assignment included danger, the possibility the men wouldn’t return.


Wrath sat
behind his desk, staring down at the current roster. When the Brethren started,
the club was made up of SEALs, Delta Force, Air Force Pararescuers or PJs, and members
of Marine Force Recon.


Over the last
couple years, all but the SEALs had transferred out, wishing to return to their
regular units. Wrath understood why and took full responsibility. They were
warriors, men used to frequent direct action missions. All were the elite of
their military branches, decorated fighters, and dedicated to protecting their
country.


One of
them, Deke Caldwell, had left the service, hooking up with Sully Sullivan and
Kell Kirkland at White Eagle Security. Wrath wished he’d gotten to know the man
better.


His gaze
moved down the list, a hand rubbing unconsciously over his stubbled jaw. Along
with their departure, most of the non-combatant support staff had turned over,
all the women leaving. Not because of issues with their post or members of the
Brethren.


They were
ready for a change of duty station and the opportunity to gain more skills. For
no particular reason, certainly not because Wrath requested it, the
replacements were all men. Well, that would soon change.


He lifted
his head at a sharp knock. “Come.”


When the door
opened, a woman walked in, ramrod straight, her features impassive. Lifting her
hand in a salute, she drew back her shoulders. “Petty Officer Second Class
Penelope Lane reporting for duty, sir.”


Wrath’s lips
twitched at the stark formality. Returning her salute, he motioned to a chair.
“Sit down Petty Officer Lane.”


Opening
her file, he scanned the contents. “You’re from Louisiana.”


“New
Orleans, sir.”


“Joined
the Navy after a couple years in college.” He looked up, a brow lifting.


“I found
it boring, sir.”


Looking
back down to hide a grin, he continued reading. “No family?”


Her rigid
form didn’t waver, although he saw a slight flash of pain cross her face. “Yes,
sir. Died in a fire while I was at college. I enlisted a few months later.”


Expression
somber, he continued reviewing the file. “You have an excellent record. You’re
a Cryptologic Technician.”


“That’s a
pleasant way of saying I’m an expert hacker.”


“Explain.”


Clearing
her throat, her lips drew into a slim line. “It’s the best career path they could
identify for someone with my skills. I speak several languages, can build computer
and communication systems, and decode and analyze messages. But what I do best
is hack, sir. I understand you have another excellent hacker on the team.”


“And you know
that how, Petty Officer Lane?”


For the
first time, she shifted under his hard gaze. “I hacked your system…sir.”








Chapter Seven


Tracker stretched out as best as possible in the passenger seat of
the truck, watching the miles flash past. Raider drove while Moses took up the
entire back seat, already snoring. Reaching behind him, Tracker slapped his
teammate’s thigh.


Mumbling a
low curse, Moses shook his head, glaring at him. “Can’t a guy catch a few z’s?”


“Not if we
can’t do the same, airhead.” Tracker kept his gaze locked on the road ahead,
watching for their rendezvous point.


Scrubbing
a hand down his face, Moses blew out a slow breath. “Haven’t been called an
airhead since BUD/S. Brings back real fond memories.”


“Told you
he was a strange one, Tracker. Between his Bible reading, praying, and loving
BUD/S, I’m not sure he should be a part of the Posse.”


“Shut it,
Raider.” Moses sat up, his long legs barely fitting the tight quarters. “I’ve
got skills you can only dream about.” Team medic, sniper, weapons specialist,
and one of the best cooks in the MC, it would be hard to refute the claim.


“Did you
guys see the slip of a girl who showed up to help out the comm team?”


“She’s not
a girl, idiot. She’s a Petty Officer Second Class.” Tracker crossed his arms, casting
an irritated look at Raider.


“Petty
Officer or not, she’s no bigger than my thumb.”


Moses
clasped a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t you know size doesn’t count when it
comes to being a Cryptologic Tech.”


“Rock said
she speaks several languages and is a top-rated CTR.” Tracker smirked, knowing
it would grate on Raider. “Her specialty is hacking.”


“You’re
shitting me,” Raider ground out.


“Nope.
Just a warning. She’s no lightweight. You’d do best to remember that since
you’ll be working alongside her.” Tracker’s lips twitched, but he turned away
before Raider could see.


“I don’t
want to ruin your fun, but we’re five minutes from rendezvous, gentlemen,”
Moses said.


The mood
sobered, each going on high alert. They passed a van, knowing Rock, Wrangler,
and Boomer were inside. Ahead of them, Ghost, Gunner, and Iggy were in the new
truck, the one they’d driven to the warehouse on the bogus mission. They
adjusted their earpieces, going rigid at a woman’s voice.


“Red Team,
you’re to continue past Blue Team. Green Team will stay behind. Repeat.
Continue past Blue Team. Repeat. Red, you are in the lead position.”


“Sonofabitch,”
Raider bit out. They were the Red Team, Ghost and his men the Blue Team, while
Rock led the Green Team. For this mission, Wrath’s command center was Big Bird,
the name Rock’s son, Travis, had called him on one of the trips to Freedom
Meadow.


“Seems the
Petty Officer has already taken a seat in your dungeon.”


Raider
shot an agitated glance at Tracker before returning his attention to the road
ahead.


“She’s got
a nice voice,” Moses said.


“Stuff
it.” Raider glared at him in the mirror, reaching up to touch his earpiece. “Target
ahead, Big Bird.” Several chuckles came through the comm units before going
silent.


“Roger
that, Red.” It wasn’t Wrath who responded, but Petty Officer Lane.


Something
about sharing his dungeon with a woman chafed Raider. He didn’t mind any of the
Posse visiting, but a woman…


Hell no.


“Target
vehicles located,” Tracker said through the comm. “Red Team in position.”


“Roger that,
Red. Green and Blue, report.” Lane’s voice was crisp, clear, and in control.


“Blue in
position,” Ghost responded.


“Green in
position,” Rock said.


“Red Team,
confirm number of hostile vehicles.”


“Confirm
three identical black vans, Big Bird. All parked in a vacant lot half a mile
from the border. Two suspected tangos in the front of each. Cannot confirm
tangos in the back. Assume to be the Devils.”


“Roger
that, Red.”


Tracker
looked at Raider. “Can you get us a little closer? I want to read the plates.”


Inching forward,
Raider moved deeper into the shadows. “That’s it. Any closer and we’ll be in
their line of sight.”


Holding
his night vision binoculars steady, Tracker leaned as far forward as possible. A
large white truck with the Mexican flag painted on the front and sides waited
in line at the border crossing. The identification exactly as Grayson provided.


“Transport
with merchandise crossing the border, Big Bird.”


Several
minutes passed before the truck pulled into the same vacant lot as where the
Devils’ vans waited.


“Truck has
arrived at rendezvous point.”


Again, it
wasn’t Wrath who responded. “Roger that, Red. Continue surveillance.”


Tracker
watched as the men exited, all hurrying to the back of the truck to begin the
transfer of fentanyl when a sound drew his attention.


Back
stiffening, Tracker cocked his head to the side, lifting a hand to touch his
ear. Rolling down the window a couple inches, he closed his eyes, concentrating
on a low rumble in the distance.


He
adjusted the earpiece. “We have company, Big Bird. Repeat. Visitors rapidly
approaching.”


A minute
passed, the familiar sound of motorcycles getting closer. Grabbing his night
vision binoculars, Moses exited the truck, leaving the door open to scan the area.


Shutting off
his comm unit, Tracker got out, looking across the truck’s hood. “What the
fuck, Moses. Get your butt back in here.”


Ignoring
him, Moses continued his surveillance. “Maybe Burn ordered more men as backup.”


Looking
into the distance behind them, Tracker’s gaze landed on a group of lights
approaching at high speed. “Get in the truck, Moses. Now.”


At the
urgency in Tracker’s voice, he jumped into the truck, turning to look out the
back window. “I count over a dozen headlights.”


They flew
past all three Brethren vehicles, the last two bikes drawing back.


“Sonofabitch,”
Raider bit out.


“Demons
Blood. What the hell are they doing here?” Moses asked, already guessing the
answer.


Tracker
touched his earpiece. “Big Bird. The Blood have arrived. Repeat. The Blood are
surrounding the vans.”


This time,
Wrath responded. “Do not leave your cover. No engagement. Repeat. No engagement.”


The words
had just come over the comm when members of Demons Blood dismounted their
bikes, pulled weapons, and began to fire.


“Big Bird,
Blood are firing on the Devils.”


Again,
Wrath’s voice came through the comm. “Roger that, Red. Do not approach. Stay
back and observe.”


The rapid tat,
tat, tat of M16s filled the air as the Blood continued their assault on the
vans.


“From our
position, the Devils are not returning fire.”


“Roger
that, Red. Hold your positions.”


As quickly
as it began, the attack ended as a non-descript sedan pulled into the lot.
Stowing their weapons, the Blood surveyed the area. Several moved the fentanyl
from the vans back into the truck, while two men from the sedan climbed out and
jumped into the driver and passenger seats. The transfer didn’t take long.


Leaving
the old model sedan behind, the truck pulled onto the road. The remaining Blood
mounted their bikes and followed.


“Red to
Big Bird. Demons Blood are leaving with the merchandise in the original truck.
Orders?”


A moment
passed before Wrath responded. “Red and Green Teams, follow the truck. Blue Team,
you’re to check casualties and report.”


Ghost,
Rock, and Tracker all responded in the affirmative, following Wrath’s orders.
Raider turned the truck around, the same as Rock did with his van. Glancing
behind, Tracker watched as Ghost’s team approached the carnage less than a mile
from the border.
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Exiting
the large, black SUV, Ghost, Gunner, and Iggy pulled their guns. Waiting for a
nod from Ghost, they searched the bodies for any sign of life, careful not to
touch anything. 


“Ghost,
you need to get over here.”


He and
Iggy responded to Gunner’s shout, hurrying toward him.


Bending
down, Gunner checked for any signs of life. Getting a pulse, he pulled back the
man’s cut, studying the entry point before rolling him over, discovering where
the bullet exited. Joining him, Ghost stared down.


“Is he
alive?”


“Yes. A
through and through. He needs medical attention right away.” Gunner laid him
down.


“Sonofabitch,”
Ghost blew out.


“Yeah. We
need to get him into the truck before someone calls 911.”


Iggy
joined them, looking at the body. “What’s the problem?”


“We’ve got
a live one,” Gunner said.


“Leave
him. He’ll either make it or he won’t. Let’s go before the law arrives.” Iggy
turned to leave, stalling at Ghost’s words.


“Jif is
one of us, and we take care of our own.”
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Ghost sat
in the emergency room of the closest hospital. They’d removed Jif’s cut, along
with his holster and Ka-bar knife, stashing them in the SUV before Gunner and
Iggy headed back to Liberty Lake.


Ghost had
left his own cut behind, unwilling to take a chance the medical staff would
remember him when the police arrived. And after the carnage near the border,
the police or sheriff’s deputies would show up.


Wrath was
on his way south. Once stable, Ghost knew he’d make arrangements to transport
the undercover DEA agent to the best facility available. The Eternal Brethren’s
VP had seen plenty of bullet wounds and was ninety percent certain Jif’s
wouldn’t be fatal.


“Are you a
relative of Mr. Robertson?”


Standing,
Ghost didn’t flinch. Since Jif had no ID on him, it was an easy matter to use
Ghost’s surname. “He’s my brother.” The lie slid easily off his tongue.


“The good
news is he’s in stable condition. No injury to internal organs. The bullet went
straight through the muscle tissue on his side. He’s a lucky man.”


“What’s
the bad news, Doc?”


Before the
doctor could reply, Wrath came through the front doors, heading straight toward
the two men, stopping next to Ghost.


“How is
he?”


“And you
are?”


“A good
friend, Doctor. Will he be all right?”


Ghost
answered before the doctor could open his mouth. “He’s stable with no real damage,
except to the muscles on one side.”


“Excellent.
When can he be transported to a hospital closer to home?” 


Wrath’s
question surprised the doctor. He looked at Ghost, who nodded for him to
answer.


“As I was
about to tell his brother, the sheriff’s department has been called and should
arrive soon. It’s standard procedure with a gunshot wound.”


“Yeah, I
know that, Doctor,” Wrath said. “The thing is, standard procedure doesn’t apply
in this case.”


Features
going rigid, the doctor glared at Wrath, then Ghost. “I beg your pardon, but
there are no circumstances I’m aware of which preclude an interview by the
sheriff’s department.”


As if to
punctuate Wrath’s argument, the front doors opened. Two men in khakis and polo
shirts entered, followed by two sheriff’s deputies. Relief washed through Wrath
and Ghost at the arrival of the DEA agents.


One deputy
stepped forward, casting a confused glance at Ghost and Wrath before focusing
on the doctor. “You have a patient with a gunshot wound.”


“I do. If
you’ll follow me.”


“Hold on.”
One of the agents pulled out a card along with a piece of paper, handing both
to the deputy. “We’ll be taking it from here, gentlemen.”


Scanning
the paper and the card, the deputy shook his head. “I can’t let you take him
without notifying the sheriff.”


Unfazed,
the agent grinned. “Go right ahead. I guarantee it won’t change the outcome. Is
he stable enough to travel, Doctor?”


“Yes.
But—”


The agent
turned his attention to his partner. “Tell them to come and get the patient.”


The doctor’s
face reddened. “You can’t just—”


“I’m sorry,
but I’m afraid we can. Now, if you’ll be so kind as to direct the EMTs to the
patient, we’ll be out of your way as fast as possible.” Facing the deputy, he
crossed his arms, waiting for him to end his call. “Well?”


Shaking
his head, the deputy slipped the card and documents into a shirt pocket. “He’s
all yours.”








Chapter Eight


Liberty Lake


“We’re so pleased to have you with us, Doctor Stanifer. It’s taken a
long time to find someone who fits our group. Your office is down the hall.”
The tall, handsome doctor glanced over his shoulder. “You’re next to me.”


Julia
didn’t know how to respond. Something about Doctor Frasier Bolton set her teeth
on edge. She’d felt the same during the interview process. In truth, she’d
almost turned down their offer because the man made her so uncomfortable. Now
she’d have an office next to his.


“Great,”
she murmured, following behind.


Frasier
opened a door. “Pardon? Did you say something?”


“Just
admiring the offices, Doctor.”


“Yes, they
are beautiful, aren’t they? I did most of the design myself. I’ve always had an
excellent sense of space and color. My office is right there.” He gestured to
the next door down, then to the inside of her office. “I selected your
furniture myself.”


Stopping
just inside, Julia sucked in a breath, fighting the urge to gag. The room came
right out of a 1950s television show. Hardwood chairs with thick pads in reds
and greens which complemented the abstract pattern in the curtains. She hadn’t
seen actual fabric curtains in an office since, well…never. Slapping a hand
over her mouth, Julia stifled a laugh. It wouldn’t do to piss off the man who’d
championed her employment.


Slim lamps
with broad, light cream shades sat atop tables of the same wood as the chairs. The
room was in exact symmetry. Nothing out of place. The items on the left of the
room balanced the furniture on the right. Julia expected Ozzie and Harriet to
jump out of the walls at any moment.


Clearing
her throat, she squared her shoulders to face him. “You’ve gone to so much
work, Doctor Bolton.”


“Frasier.”


“What?”


“My first
name is Frasier. I’d appreciate it if you used it when we’re in private.” He
scanned the room with a satisfied grin. “Yes, it did take a good deal of time
to get everything just right for you.”


Julia’s
hand rested on the back cushion of one chair. The stiff fabric did nothing to
soothe her misgivings, and she doubted it would be something any of her
patients would want to experience. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate the time
period. She loved 1950s kitchens and diners. They always seemed welcoming and
truly were a blast from the past. At least from her parents’ and grandparents’
past.


My
birth parents. The thought had her throat
tightening. If only…


Thrusting
the spasm of pain aside, Julia checked the time. “Don’t we have a meeting in
five minutes?”


“I almost
forgot. We’re meeting the other doctors in the break room. The nurses will join
us after we’ve had a chance to discuss a few pressing issues.” Frasier moved
into the hall. “If you’ll follow me.”


Escaping
the too close presence of the senior doctor, she inhaled a deep breath
as they walked down the hall, turning a corner. It was a large facility. Six
pediatricians, ten nurses, which included physician assistants, eight people handling
administration and billing, and an office manager. The clinic was just a little
smaller in size and number of staff than the one she’d left in San Diego.


Julia’s
initial plan had been to join a group of no more than four doctors. She’d hoped
for a less hectic atmosphere and more time with each patient. From what Frasier
had shown her, she may not have chosen as wisely as she’d first thought. Still,
it was in Liberty Lake, a town she could grow to love. Assuming she didn’t
continue to run into Nate.


“Here we
are.” He motioned for her to move past him. “For those who haven’t met her,
this is Doctor Juliana Stanifer.” Light applause and broad smiles had her
blushing. “She’s from Coronado and is friends with Doctor Tessa Walker. We
should feel fortunate Tessa didn’t have an opening at her clinic or Julia might
never have considered us.” The slight amount of sarcasm made her cringe.


Arrogant,
condescending, and a snob, she thought, waiting for
him to finish the introduction.


“I believe
each of you has a folder with her education, residency, and experience. She—”


An older
woman held up her hand, her features flashing with irritation. “Enough,
Frasier. Let Juliana sit down so we can all introduce ourselves.”


Seeing an
empty seat next to the female doctor, she headed toward it and sat down. “I’m
quite glad to be here. And please, call me Julia.”


Clearing
her throat, the woman next to Julia peeked over the frame of her glasses. “I’m
Verona Height. My late husband and I started this clinic over thirty years ago.
It has expanded to the monstrosity you see now.” She shot a wicked glare at
Frasier. “I certainly hope you don’t feel you must see forty patients a day.”


“Verona…”
Frasier’s voice rose in warning.


Waving a
dismissive hand, she slid her attention back to Julia. “This place can do fine
if we see twenty or twenty-five. But we’ll discuss this at our business meeting
at the end of the week. For now, everyone should introduce themselves and share
a little about their backgrounds.” She raised a brow, her gaze narrowing on the
others. “That’s a little bit, people.”


Biting her
lower lip, Julia found herself liking Verona. Certainly more than Frasier. Listening
as the doctors made their introductions, she couldn’t help noticing the
stiffness in Frasier’s shoulders, irritation clear in his features. Ignoring
him, she focused on the others, fascinated at their backgrounds. Only one other,
a younger female doctor who shot Frasier admiring glances, made warning bells
go off in Julia’s head.


When they
were finished, she took a few minutes to share her background and answer
questions. They shared a little more about the challenges facing their practice
and thoughts about the future before Frasier ushered the nurses inside. 


An hour
after entering the room, Julia walked out, ready for a quick lunch before seeing
her first patient of the day.


“Is there
a specific nurse assigned to me?” She followed Frasier back toward their
offices, again noting the size of the building and several unoccupied offices.


“You’ll
share a PA with me. The nurses rotate, depending on who’s in the office and
number of patients. Contrary to what Verona said, we are upping our load to at
least forty patients per day.”


Stopping,
Julia stared at his back before he noticed she’d fallen behind. When he turned,
it was to see her arms crossed, features as neutral as possible given the news.


“What is
it?”


“Dr. Bolton,
I made myself quite clear when I interviewed for this position. I’ve been
seeing forty to forty-five patients a day for two years. One reason I selected
this job was the assurance I’d see no more than thirty-five per day. Those
parameters have not changed. So, it seems we have a problem.”


Face
ashen, Frasier held out his hands, palms out. “Julia, you must understand. We
plan for this clinic to become the most profitable in the area. To do that, we
must push the limits beyond our comfort zone. In my research, I found forty to
be a comfortable number. We’ve acquiesced to Verona’s demand she see no more
than twenty-five. After all, she is older and founded the clinic. The rest of
us have agreed to the new number.”


A brief
image of her stock savings accounts flashed through her mind. Julia knew she
never had to work again. That wasn’t the issue, however. The issue was Frasier
had lied to her about the caseload.


“I see.
Then I must tender my resignation effective immediately. I’ll prepare it in
writing before leaving.” Extending her hand, she allowed herself a deep breath
to shove the anger down a notch. “It was a pleasure learning about the clinic,
but given the change, I’m afraid I wouldn’t be a good fit.”


“Nonsense.”
Verona marched toward them, her frosty gaze pinning Frasier. “The doctors here
have made no such agreement and you know it. You’re one of only two who believe
it a good idea. Including Julia, four of us do not agree, and I will not have
you gushing such hogwash to our new doctor.” She turned her attention to Julia.
“Forget what he said. Frasier didn’t like being on the losing end of the
proposal, which was destined for failure from the start. You will be assigned a
maximum of twenty-five patients a day, with the exception of seeing up to
thirty when one of the doctors is out due to illness, injury, or vacation.”


“But,
Verona, you know we need more to continue to grow.” Frasier’s voice had changed
to a pathetic whine.


“You are welcome
to see more patients,” Verona replied. “In fact, I think it’s quite unselfish
of you to do that knowing your split will not change.” Ignoring how he
sputtered, she shifted to look at Julia. “Have you plans for lunch?”


“Why, no.”


“Well, you
do now.”
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Eternal Brethren Clubhouse


Wrath
slammed a file on the conference table before taking a seat at one end. The men
who’d been assigned to observe and report stared at him, their expressions
impassive.


“As you
know, Jif took a bullet last night when Demons Blood attacked the Night Devils.
Grayson and Jif’s boss transported him to a secure military hospital. He’ll mend,
but his cover is blown. My guess is Burn will order men to find and eliminate
him.”


Raider
rested his arms on the table, leaning forward. “That could take a helluva long
time, Prez. Grayson and Jif’s boss will make certain he ghosts after leaving
the hospital.”


“What
about him joining us?” Gunner asked. “Rumor has it he’s an ex-SEAL.”


Rock shook
his head. “That would put him right in the sights of the Devils. If they spot
him, he’s as good as dead.”


“What about
New Orleans?”


Wrath shot
a look at Ghost, a slight grin appearing. “It’s under consideration.”


The
eastern chapter of Eternal Brethren was started a couple years after Wrath and
his crew had shown so much success. Based outside New Orleans, the missions
were somewhat different, but they performed the same undercover role as those
based in Liberty Lake. It might be the perfect place for Jif.


“Rock, Tracker,
and their teams followed the truck and Demons Blood to a meet not far from
Flagstaff.” Wrath nodded at Rock.


“We
weren’t able to get as close as we wanted. We were able to identify
Pacho, their vice president, and Snake, the sergeant-at-arms. Drago wasn’t with
them. About an hour passed before a car approached from the east and joined
them.” Rock tapped a few keys on the laptop before him, projecting an image on
the wall. “Four men emerged from the car. At first, we didn’t recognize any of
them. As you can see, they’re all wearing dark shirts, jeans, and caps pulled
low on their foreheads.” He looked at Tracker.


“They
spoke with Pacho and Snake for a few minutes before one of them walked back to
the car to retrieve an envelope. When he handed it to Pacho, we were able to
get a good look at the man.” Tracker reached over Rock to hit a key. Another image
appeared. “It took us a minute to recognize him.”


“Sonofabitch.”
Ghost bit out the word, recognizing the man who’d almost killed him, Dani, and
Raider. “Is that who I think it is?”


Tracker
leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “If you’re thinking Abdul-Bari
Zahir, you’d be right.”


“Do you
recognize the man next to him?” Gunner asked.


Jaw
clenching, Tracker’s nostrils flared. “Antonio Quintero.”








Chapter Nine


“How did you hear about this place?” Picking up her wine glass,
Julia looked around the rustic décor of the large steakhouse. “It’s really
quite nice.”


Cara
pursed her lips, her gaze slipping to Tessa, Dani, and Becca before landing on
Julia. “Do you remember us telling you about Robbie’s, the bar the Eternal
Brethren named after a fallen friend?”


The wine
glass stilled as it touched her lips. “Yes. I believe you said they own the
bar.”


“They do. Robbie’s
last name was Hawthorn. The club decided to open a more upscale eatery using
his last name. Hence, we have Hawthorn’s.”


Tori
lifted her head from studying the menu. “Do you mean the club owns both?”


“I believe
this is the fifteenth business they own in or around Liberty Lake.” Setting the
menu aside, Ghost’s wife, Dani, took a sip of her scotch on the rocks. “The
boys are dedicated to making each business successful.”


Wrangler’s
fiancée, Becca, rolled the stem of her glass between her thumb and forefinger
as her gaze wandered over the restaurant. “Each of the members has a job at one
of the businesses, Julia. Wrath is basically the CEO over them all. Ghost,
Rock, Wrangler, Tracker, Moses, and a couple others function as managers. They
have regular meetings. During one of them, somebody mentioned the idea of opening
Hawthorn’s.”


Tori’s eyes
widened a fraction. “Moses and Tracker manage a couple of them?”


“They do.”
Cara stopped long enough for the waiter to take their orders before continuing.
“Moses manages three mini-storage locations.”


“Big
ones,” Tessa added. “Two have about five hundred units each, and the third has
about three hundred.”


Tori
leaned forward, fascinated. “Are they profitable?”


“Very.”
Leaning back, Tessa waited as the waiter refilled their wine glasses, topping
off Cara’s iced tea. “They were barely breaking even when Wrath asked Moses to
take over. All the men are excellent at business.”


Julia
listened, captivated by the turn in the conversation. She knew little about the
Brethren except what she’d learned from the four wives, and the fact they were
an outlaw motorcycle gang. Her attention turned to her sister in time to see
her give an almost indiscernible wink before Tori asked another question.


“And what
does Tracker manage?”


Before
anyone could answer, a striking man in an impeccable suit walked toward them.
Julia almost choked on the wine when she recognized him. He flashed a
devastating smile at each of them, lingering a little longer on her.


“Good
evening, ladies. I hope you’re being treated well.”


Cara
returned his smile. “Hello, Tracker. We’re being treated very well. You’ve done
an excellent job with this.”


Placing a
hand on the back of Julia’s chair, he glanced down at her before answering. “We
were able to hire some of the best people from the valley. So many of them want
to leave the congestion of the bigger cities. We offered them the opportunity.”


“Ghost
told me you’re going to hire interns from the college. I think that’s a
wonderful idea.”


“Whatever
we can do, Tessa. It’s easy to let them have a chance to decide if the
restaurant industry is what they want.” He removed his hand from the chair,
letting it brush Julia’s shoulder. “I’m interviewing a couple tomorrow.”


Dani
glanced between Tori and Julia. “Tracker also manages two other bars the club
owns. I might be working in one of them for a while.”


“What?” Becca
lifted a brow. “But you work for your father.”


“And I
will continue working for him once we open the new headquarters for White Eagle
Security in Liberty Lake.”


Tessa
stared at her, stunned at the news. “I can see we have a lot to talk about
tonight.”


“I’ll
leave you ladies to your dinner and conversation. Let me know if you need
anything.” Tapping the back of Julia’s chair, Tracker glanced down at her once
more before walking away.


[image: Description: C:\Users\Renee Laptop\Pictures\Shirleen - Scene Break images\Devoted scene break.jpg]


Julia
stared at the ceiling, the same as she’d done since slipping under the covers
hours before. Seeing Nate, learning more about his work within the Eternal
Brethren, had stunned her. Being so close, his hand brushing her shoulder, had
made it hard to breathe. After all this time, and to her utter frustration, he
still had the ability to make her body heat with just a look.


When he’d
left their table, she’d felt the loss of his closeness as deeply as she had six
years before. Julia no longer tried to fool herself about the man she’d loved
more than her own life. He’d been the one, and no matter how many other
men had passed through her life, Nate was the only one her body and heart
craved.


Tossing
off the covers, she slipped into a robe, careful not to wake Tori in the other
bed. Plodding into the small living room of their hotel suite, Julia stared at
the kitchen. Maybe eating something would help her sleep.


A short
search yielded nothing except a bag of corn chips from the deli across the
street, bottles of water, and a wrapped pickle. They’d run out of milk and
cereal the day before and hadn’t replenished them.


Scanning
the counter, she spotted a box of mixed tea bags. Selecting one saying it
induced relaxation and sleep, she placed it into a cup with water and heated it
in the microwave.


Thirty minutes
passed as she drank the tea, feeling no more sleepy than when she’d left the
bed. The reason wasn’t a mystery. All she could think about was Nate.


For six
years she’d played back their time together over and over. Nothing in his actions
or words revealed him as a man who’d seen her as anything other than an assignment.
It had always been the opposite.


Tori had
urged her many times to seek Nate out, give him a chance to explain. Her sister
enumerated her reasons, the biggest one being it would bring Julia closure.
She’d ignored the advice. 


When
they’d returned to their room after dinner at Hawthorn’s, Tori had started in
on Julia again. She’d insisted there was more to them coming to Liberty Lake
than Tessa learning of an opening at the pediatric clinic. Nate being here, the
way they kept running into each other was more than coincidence. It was fate.


Julia had
been given a second chance to learn the truth. Tori had left her with a last
parting shot before going to bed. 


“You’ll
regret it the rest of your life if you don’t take this chance.” 


Tori was
right. Julia would regret not taking the opportunity to clear the air.
The chance to finally put the past behind her and move forward.


Looking
up, she saw the clock on the kitchen counter flashing four o’clock. Too early
to call Nate, but not too early to start planning. And to put up the protective
walls that would get her through what she intended to do.
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Tracker
poured over the data from their latest mission. The Demons Blood assault on the
Night Devils and theft of the merchandise. Antonio Quintero appearing at the
rendezvous point with Abdul-Bari Zahir. At first, they’d seemed an odd paring.
The more Tracker considered it, the more certain he was of the reasons.


The
fentanyl brought over the border would yield hundreds of thousands of dollars
in the U.S. The perfect way to fund both a terrorist cell and a drug cartel. He
guessed Drago and his men were given a cut. Ten percent would be a huge benefit
to the Demons Blood and their desire to destroy the Night Devils.


Drago
hated Burn and his tactics. Although not as ruthless as the club’s previous local
president, Poison, Burn’s vision of expanding the club included more subtle
methods of getting what he wanted. 


The
biggest unknown to Tracker was who the Devils had partnered with to transport
the drugs across the border. He’d assumed it was the Nuevo León Cartel, but
Antonio’s appearance blasted that theory to bits.


They
needed access to Jif. But Grayson and his contact in the DEA had the agent
locked down. Tracker guessed Jif had been transported to the Air Force base in Southern
Arizona. They didn’t have a hospital, but there was a clinic which provided
post-surgery care, internal medicine, and physical therapy. It was a secure
location, safe from the long reach of either the Devils or the Nuevo León Cartel.


Even
without speaking with Jif, the pieces began to slide together. Enough to
warrant contact with Agent Delphine.


Reaching
toward the secure phone provided for task force use, his hand stilled when his
personal phone rang. Since so few had the number, he didn’t bother to check the
ID.


“Tracker.”
He waited a moment for a response. “Yo. Is anybody there?” He was about to end
the call when he heard a soft, hesitant voice.


“Is this
Nate?”


Sitting up
straight, his eyes flashed as he gripped the phone tighter. “Julia?”


“Yes. I
know it’s early. Probably too early.” She paused a moment, rethinking her
decision. “I’m sorry to bother you.”


“Julia, do
not hang up. Please.”


It was the
please which stopped her from ending the call. Placing a hand to her
stomach to relieve the butterflies, she tried to focus on the reason for contacting
him.


“Julia?
Are you still there?”


Sucking in
a slow breath, she nodded, then realized he couldn’t see her. “Yes, I’m here.”


He lowered
his voice to a calming cadence. “Good. Now, tell me why you called. It’s okay
if you’re checking to see if I’m alive. I am, so you still have a chance to
shoot me.”


Despite
herself, she chuckled at the reference to something she had thought about the
first year after their split. “The thought had crossed my mind a few times.”


“Not
surprising after what I did.”


Closing
her eyes, Julia swallowed the large ball of fear and regret clogging her
throat. “That’s just it. I don’t know exactly what you did or why.”


“Have you
decided you want to know both?”


After a
long pause, he heard her long exhale. “I’m not certain. I mean, whatever you
say won’t change the course of either of our lives.”


Leaning
forward, he rested an elbow on the desk, the hand holding the phone shaking the
tiniest amount. “Are you so sure?”


Julia
considered the question, already knowing they could never go back. “Yes. All I
want is the truth about what happened. Beyond that, I neither expect nor want
anything from you, Nate.”


He could
live with that. For now. “All right. Where and when would you like to meet?”


“It’s
Friday, so I have to be at work in a couple hours. Lunch is iffy, so how about
dinner someplace quiet and private?”


“Sounds
good. Do you still like Italian food?”


Her chest
squeezed at the question. It had been years, yet he still remembered. “Yes.”


“Rosario’s
is at the south end of town on the main highway. They have great food and are located
in an old house with lots of private alcoves.”


Her heart
beat so fast she was sure Nate could hear it. “Sounds perfect.”


“How about
seven tonight?”


“Seven is
fine. And, Nate?”


“Yeah?”


“Thanks.”


Before he
could respond, she ended the call, leaving him feeling a little adrift. After
six years, it seemed ridiculous. He’d had other women during that time,
traveled all over the world, and been selected for an elite team of undercover
SEALs. His life was fine. Perfect even.


“What a
crock of shit,” Tracker muttered to himself. He’d missed Julia every minute of
every hour since she’d learned of his deception.


If talking
to her about what happened would give her some peace, he’d do it, even if it
meant they’d never again be more than distant friends. It was a huge step
forward from her hating him.


Shaking
off the sense of melancholy, he stared back down at the papers before him. The
mission, cartel, terrorist cell, and Agent Delphine.


Julia’s
call had sent him into a tailspin. Now he had to refocus on what he needed to
accomplish in the hours before their meeting at Rosario’s.


Setting
down his own phone to grab the secure one, he called Jaeger Delphine.


“What do
you need, Tracker?”


“We can do
this over the phone, but a meeting might be best.”


“Where are
you?”


“At home.
I can meet you partway between here and your location in the valley.”


After a
slight pause, the DEA agent responded by rattling off an address. “Ten o’clock
this morning.”


“See you
then.” Tracker slid the phone into a pocket.


Now all he
had to do was tick off the hours before seeing Julia. It was going to be a long
day.








Chapter Ten


Tracker pulled his motorcycle off the highway and onto a narrow,
paved street six miles from Liberty Lake. The address Jaeger gave him was at
the end and down a long, dirt drive. He parked in front of an older,
nondescript stucco house.


Dismounting,
he looked around, spotting a light gray sedan he assumed belonged to Jaeger at
the side of the house. Pocketing his keys, he reached under his cut, confirming
the Glock at his back.


Taking the
few steps to the front door, Tracker knocked, again scanning the area around him.
A moment later, the door opened, Jaeger motioning him inside.


“Water or
soda?”


“Water
would be great.” 


Tracker
took a seat at the table where Jaeger had left an open file. Drawing it to him,
he reviewed the documents, eyes widening at the name at the top of one page.


Torero
Cartel. Hector “El Oso” Alcado.


Tracker had
heard little of Alcado or the cartel in years, assuming they’d been taken out by
a rival organization.


Jaeger set
two bottles of water down. “Wrath provided a summary and images of the mission.”
He tapped one of the pictures. “Antonio Quintero and Zahir being together is a
bad sign, but not a surprise.”


“If
they’re working in a partnership, who transported the fentanyl to the border?”


Jaeger
tapped another image. “We believe it was Hector Alcado. El Oso.”


“The Torero
Cartel,” Tracker said.


“Correct. Over
the years, they’ve grown by absorbing smaller organizations and expanding
north. Hector has been able to avoid confrontations with Los Zetas or the Nuevo
León Cartel. I don’t expect that to last much longer.”


“The theft
of his merchandise will require reprisals.”


“We can’t
let that happen.”


Tracker’s
head snapped up, eyes locked on Jaeger. “What do you mean?”


“Armando
Quintero is our target. Once his organization is taken out, it will be easy to
remove Hector. We’ve had eyes on his home in Saltillo for a long time. His
security isn’t in the same league as Quintero’s.”


“So the
Blood attacking the Devils and stealing the shipment worked in our favor.”


“Yes and
no. We now know Zahir is in deep with Quintero. Funding is the most critical
factor for all terrorists, and their leaders will do whatever is needed for
cash flow.”


Tracker
looked at each photo in the file, setting each aside to refocus on the image of
Antonio and Zahir. “Trusting Quintero is a bad idea.”


“Of course
it is. The best outcome would be for them to take each other out.” Jaeger
smirked.


“Won’t
happen.”


“I know.
We are the ones who must dismantle Armando’s organization. Put him in jail, at
the very least.” Shoving his chair back from the table, Jaeger crossed his arms.
“You are key to making that happen.”


Warning
bells went off in Tracker’s head. “What do you mean?”


“It’s
critical you renew your friendship with Juliana Quintero.” Jaeger held up his
hand when Tracker opened his mouth to protest. “She and her sister have been in
contact with their father several times a week since moving to Liberty Lake. He
paid cash for both of their houses and plans a visit in two weeks. Juliana
needs to be prepped and ready to get the information we need during that
visit.”


Knocking
the chair over as he jumped up, Tracker rested his hands on the table, leaning forward.
Anger building, he kept his voice low and menacing.


“Julia
will not be used that way again.” Straightening, he paced several feet
away, whirling around at Jaeger’s next words.


“I can put
another agent on it.”


“You do
that and you’ll never see another Christmas.”


“Is that a
threat?”


“No, Agent
Delphine. It’s my promise to you.” Stalking forward, he stopped a couple of
feet from Jaeger. “I will handle this my way. No interference from you or
anyone else on the task force. And God help any man who gets in my way.”
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By the
time Tracker entered the clubhouse, he’d calmed down enough to face the
expected reprimand from Wrath. By now, Delphine would’ve informed everyone on
the task force that he’d been threatened.


“Weak
sonofabitch,” Tracker muttered, slamming the back entrance open, heading
straight to Wrath’s office. Knocking, he heard the familiar “Come” and
walked inside.


“Sit.”
Wrath pointed to a chair as he continued to scan a document in front of him. A
few minutes later, he set it aside, clasping his hands together on top of his
desk. “I received a call from Agent Delphine.”


“Knew you
would.”


Wrath’s
lips twitched, but his face remained impassive. “He says you threatened him.”


“I did.”


“Explain
yourself.”


“He’s
insisting I use Julia to get information on her father. I refused. Delphine
told me he’d put another man on her.”


Wrath’s
lips twitched again. “So you threatened him.”


“I simply
told him if he did that, he wouldn’t live to see another Christmas.”


Rubbing
fingers across his brow, Wrath gave a sharp shake of his head. “I’m assuming
you have an alternative plan.”


Sitting
back in the chair, Tracker stretched out his legs and crossed his arms over his
broad chest. “I do.”


“Would you
care to share it with me?”


“Sure, but
I don’t have all the details worked out yet. A brief summary is I tell her the
truth this time and solicit her help.”


“An
original concept.”


“Exactly.
It will probably shock the hell out of her.”


“It did me.”
Wrath chuckled, warming to the subject. “How do you plan to speak with her when
she wants nothing to do with you?”


“I’m
already working on it. She and I are meeting tonight to talk about what
happened in Coronado. If she’s willing to hear the truth, it might give me the
opening I need.”


Steepling
his fingers under his chin, Wrath considered Tracker’s approach. “And if she’s
not ready?”


“I’ll
consider tonight a start. Her father is due to arrive in two weeks to visit his
daughters.”


“You have
two weeks to get Julia on our side and agree to help.” Sitting back in the
chair, Wrath waved a hand toward the door. “Dismissed. And I’d appreciate it if
you wouldn’t threaten Delphine again.”


Promising
nothing, Tracker stood, walking to the door, then turning. “By the way, I plan
to marry Julia.”


“I never
doubted it.”
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Nogales, Arizona


Hector
Alcado sat behind a cheap metal desk in a rented office near the center of the
border town. Two bodyguards stood behind him, backs ramrod straight, hands clasped
behind their backs.


Across
from him were the people responsible for the theft of their latest shipment
into the United States. Burn, president of the Night Devils, and Mario, the
club’s vice president. El Oso hadn’t yet decided if either would leave this
place alive.


Setting
down the cigar he’d been holding between his teeth, El Oso gripped the edge of
the desk with both hands. He’d never been a man to hide his emotions, and today
was no different. He focused his attention on Burn.


“I want
you to tell me how hundreds of thousands of dollars of merchandise was stolen
less than a mile from the border.” Alcado lifted his hands, slamming them on
the top of the desk, his voice rising. “You assured me there would be plenty of
men and weapons to stop any threat.”


Burn didn’t
flinch at the show of anger. He’d lost several men during the attack and another
had vanished.


Discovering
who’d been alerted to the shipment and stolen the truck was his priority. The
fate of Jif close behind it. No matter where they found him, Jif was a dead
man. In Burn’s mind, his sergeant-at-arms had been part of the group who’d attacked
and stolen the fentanyl. A traitor.


“Someone
leaked the details.”


“Who?”
Hector demanded.


“I don’t
know. But I intend to find out and take care of the problem. Unless, of course,
the leak came from inside the Torero organization.”


Hector’s
face flushed. “You’re accusing my men of betraying me?”


“I’m
ruling nothing out. You are a smart man, El Oso. You would do the same.”


The assertion
didn’t pacify the cartel leader. “I would use any method necessary to
find the traitor. What are you doing?”


Burn’s features
hardened. He wasn’t ready to share the fact he knew the traitor came from
within the Night Devils. Their partnership with the Torero Cartel had taken too
long to establish. The potential rewards to the club too great. Showing
weakness or a lack of control could mean disaster for the Devils.


“All the
men sent to move the merchandise were killed. There were no witnesses. Once we
learn who attacked us, we will eliminate them.”


“That will
take too long. We have another shipment scheduled next week. Perhaps it would
be best to handle this one without your help.” Hector’s comment was meant to
illicit a reaction from Burn. It did.


“We will
be able to escort the merchandise, El Oso.”


Hector
studied Burn for several minutes, features hard and inflexible. He rarely
granted second chances, but he needed another source of transport once his
products entered the United States. Burn and his Night Devils were much like
many men he knew. Ruthless, greedy, with an unquenchable thirst for power. Men
such as them could be manipulated, then discarded when their usefulness ended.


“I want
assurances it will be delivered as we’ve agreed.”


“You have
them,” Burn answered.


Lips
twisting into a feral grin, Hector lifted a brow. “Consider carefully, my
friend. The consequences for failing me a second time will not be pleasant.”


It didn’t
take much for Burn to translate the message. Hector would use all available
resources to hunt down and eliminate every member of the Night Devils. And
their deaths wouldn’t be fast.


“There
will be no more problems.”


Rising,
Hector walked around the desk, extending his hand. “All right. I will give you
one last chance.”
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Liberty Lake


“Wow. You
look great.” Tori popped another corn chip into her mouth, brows scrunching. “Do
you have a date?”


“No!” Julia
grasped her phone off the table. “I’m meeting someone, but it’s not a
date.”


“Are you
going to tell me who you’re meeting?”


Julia
ignored the question, grabbing a bottle of water from the refrigerator. “What
are your plans for tonight?”


“It’s like
that, is it?” In a flash of understanding, Tori’s jaw dropped. “You’re meeting
Nate.”


“I won’t
be out late.” She turned toward the door, stopping when Tori rushed around her
to block her exit.


“Are you
meeting Nate?”


Resigned,
Julia slipped the car keys from her purse, expelling a slow breath. “All right.
Yes, I’m meeting Nate.”


“Excellent.”


“It’s not what
you think, Tori.”


“I’m not
thinking anything except I’m relieved you’re finally going to talk. And please
tell me he’s taking you to dinner and not just for drinks. You’re going to need
sustenance to wade through all the baggage between the two of you.”


A soft
chuckle burst from Julia’s lips. “I do believe he plans to feed me. If not,
I’ll insist on buying him dinner.”


Reaching
out, Tori clasped her sister’s hand. “All I ask is you listen and ask all the
questions you’ve buried for six years. He deserves to be heard, and you need
those questions answered.”


“I don’t
know that he deserves anything, but I’m willing to listen.” Squeezing
lightly, Julia let go of Tori’s hand. “We will be living in the same town,
seeing each other through mutual friends. It will be easier if we clear the
air.”


“Uh-huh.”


Julia
poked a finger at her. “Don’t even think about it. I assure you, there’s no
chance, ever, that Nate and I will try a second time. No chance at all.”


Moving
past her, Julia left the suite, closing the door behind her. But not before
hearing Tori’s soft chuckle.








Chapter Eleven


Julia felt tremors of anxiety work their way through her body, her breathing
shallow. She’d been sitting in her car outside Rosario’s for fifteen minutes,
thinking that would be plenty of time to calm herself before going inside.


Talking to
herself the entire drive from the hotel hadn’t seemed to help. She felt as
nervous as the first time he’d invited her to dinner years ago. Then, he’d
picked her up at home, opening doors and pulling out her chair, making a strong
impression. So much so, Julia hadn’t hesitated to accept a second date. A third
followed, and within a few short weeks, they’d become inseparable.


Nate had
been her soulmate. Or so she’d thought during their year-long relationship.
He’d told her he loved her so often she’d lost count, believing it wouldn’t be
long before he proposed. Instead, it had all been a lie, leaving her devastated
and confused. And angry.


Julia had
dated a few times, never finding anyone who compared to Nate. To fill her time,
she’d worked longer hours, volunteered her services at a low-income clinic, and
spent much of her free time with Tori. They’d always been close, but after
Nate’s defection, her sister had become her protector.


Which was
why she found it strange Tori encouraged her to speak with Nate. And if she
wasn’t mistaken, her sister wouldn’t have protested at all if they somehow found
their second chance.


Julia knew
he was no longer in her future. She could forgive him, but she’d never trust
him again.


A light tap
on her window startled her before she glanced over to see Nate outside. Shoving
away thoughts of their past and lack of future, she got out, ignoring the arm
he offered. They walked in silence for a few seconds before she spoke.


“Thank you
for agreeing to meet me tonight. I’ll try not to take up too much of your time.”


Stopping,
he faced her. “You could never take up too much of my time, Julia.”


Stiffening,
she gave a derisive snort.


“You don’t
believe me?”


“I don’t
want to sound rude, but there’s little I would believe from you. It’s a little
chilly.” A complete lie. “Is it all right if we go inside?”


Tracker’s
hope sank a little at her words. Maybe this hadn’t been the breakthrough he’d
envisioned. “Of course.”


They
covered the distance to the front door in silence, the tension so thick it felt
like a living thing. Opening the door, he stepped aside so she could enter
before him. He’d called ahead, requesting a table in one of the alcoves with a
window facing the parking area. The one the hostess escorted them to would be
perfect for the quiet conversation he anticipated while still being able to
keep watch on their cars. Tracker didn’t trust Delphine not to try to plant
trackers on them.


“What do
you suggest?” Julia asked as she perused the menu.


“I’ve been
here once and the meatball lasagna was excellent.”


Lowering
the menu, she took a sip of water. “Seems your dating life has slowed considerably
if you’ve only been here once.” Julia winced, recognizing the snark in her
voice.


“I
wouldn’t have come then, except Ghost invited me for Dani’s birthday. There
were about thirty people. Even her dad came over from Pine Glen to celebrate.”
He waited for her to meet his gaze. “I haven’t been on a date in years,
Julia.”


Feeling
her face flush, she pursed her lips. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me.”


Placing
their orders, Tracker picked up his glass of wine, taking a sip before
responding. “There hasn’t been another woman in my life since you. The few
women I’ve been with have lasted one night. I never even knew their last
names.”


She held
up a hand. “Please. Don’t go on.”


“Are you
telling me you haven’t been with anyone since we split?”


Julia
thought back on the few dates she’d had. “I’ve gone on a few dates. One that
turned into a couple months. Nothing serious.”


“Then it
seems we’ve experienced the same problems moving on.”


Taking a
long swallow of wine, Julia set down her glass, determined to get their conversation
moving in the direction she’d first planned.


“It
doesn’t matter, Nate. One day, each of us will meet someone and that will truly
be the end of our shared past. If you don’t mind, I’d like to discuss the
reason for this meeting.”


“You’re
right. So, do you have questions, or would you like me to go through how it all
came about?”


“I’d
prefer you go first. I’ll ask questions later.”


“First of
all, what you and I had was real. Very real, Julia.”


She closed
her eyes, giving a curt nod.


“We’d been
together about ten months before my commanding officer said I’d been tapped for
a short-term, multi-agency task force. It wasn’t a choice I made. It was an
order. The agent in charge and the man who interrogated you, Jaeger Delphine,
said all they needed from me was some information. They were looking into the
activities of your father and brothers, Julia. Our relationship wasn’t a secret.
Neither was the fact I’d met your family several times, spent days at their
home in Monterrey.”


“What
specifically were they looking for?”


His jaw
clenched. This was the point where they could either move forward or everything
would fall apart. “Anything they could find about the Nuevo León Cartel.”


Eyes widening,
her mouth dropped open before she closed it. “The Nuevo León Cartel…” She’d
heard of it through her own research after Nate left.


“They knew
you and Tori were Armando’s adopted daughters and might have information they
could use to bring the cartel down.”


Back
rigid, her face reddened in anger. “And you agreed to spy on me, dig up dirt on
my family and turn it over.”


“No,” Tracker
ground out. “I refused, telling them in all the months we’d been together, I’d
never heard or seen anything that would be of use to them. When I stood to walk
out, Delphine told me if I refused to cooperate, my career in the Navy would be
over.”


“So you agreed.”


“No. I
told them if the Quinteros were involved in illegal activities, you knew
nothing about it. Hell, you didn’t even use their name, preferring to use your
birth parents’ last name. I explained you traveled to Monterrey twice a year
before meeting me. Afterward, we made four trips for birthdays, Christmas. Not
once did I suspect them of being involved in anything illegal.”


Julia sat
back, waiting until the waitress had delivered their meals and left. “I’m
assuming they didn’t believe you.”


“It wasn’t
that so much as they believed you would have information they could use. I was
ordered to discover it.”


Picking up
her fork out of a need for something to do rather than hunger, she set it back
down. “You searched my place. Did as you were ordered.” Just looking at the
food caused a wave of nausea.


“No,
Julia. I didn’t. They’d already searched your home, coming up with nothing.”


She almost
lurched out of her chair before Nate placed a hand on her arm to keep her
seated. “They searched my house?”


“Before I
was ever assigned to the task force.”


“Isn’t
that illegal?”


Draining
the wine in his glass, he poured more. “According to my CO, they had probable
cause and found a judge willing to accept what they showed her. For my part, I
was supposed to listen, observe, and report back anything useful. As I first
told them, I never had anything to report.”


Julia stared
at him, trying to reconcile her interrogation with what Nate was telling her. “Then
why did they interrogate me?”


“I believe
it had more to do with Delphine’s need to discover anything to support his
belief you had knowledge of cartel activities. He’d promised to leave you alone
after a couple months if I had nothing to report. When the time came, he ignored
our agreement and brought you in.” Tracker lifted a weary gaze to Julia. “It
was never supposed to happen.”


Reaching
over, he brushed away a lone tear rolling down her face. 


“They
betrayed you,” she whispered, chest heaving.


“Yes.” Placing
a finger under her chin, he lifted her face to meet his gaze. “I loved you,
Julia. Still do. I’ve waited a long time to give you the truth.”


“Why
didn’t you come to me afterward?”


“Because for
months, you refused the calls, emails, and texts I sent. Then you changed your
number and email. I could’ve dug deep enough to find them, but you’d made your
position clear. You never wanted to see or hear from me again.”


He was right.
She’d spurned every attempt he’d made to explain. The pain had been too new,
too raw for her to think clearly. By the time she’d been ready to hear his
explanation, he’d been reassigned, rented out his condo, and left Coronado.


When she
didn’t respond, he retrieved a small box from his pocket, setting it on the
table between them. “I had this with me the night everything turned to shit.”
Opening it, he turned it to face her.


Breath
catching, she fought the moisture burning in her eyes. “I didn’t know.”


“Why would
you? If I’d known what Delphine planned, you and I never would’ve been on the
beach path.” He stared down at the box, regret pounding in his chest. “I
would’ve done anything for you, Jules.”


Her heart
squeezed at the use of his pet name for her. No one else had ever called her
Jules. Not before or after.


Staring at
the beautiful diamond ring, her heart pounded a painful rhythm at all they’d
lost because of one agent’s overzealous attempt to extract information that
never existed. She didn’t know what to say, how to go forward from what she’d
learned.


She needed
time to process everything, heal the persistent ache of six long years. She had
to decide if what he told her was the truth. Most of all, she had to decide if
she could ever trust him again. 


“I know
there’s little we can do about the years apart, Jules. All I ask is time to
make it right. More than ever, I want a future with you. Want what was taken
away from us. Unless you no longer have feelings for me.”


Julia
didn’t know how to respond. She still loved him, but wouldn’t allow herself to
admit it. Not until she’d had time to consider what Nate had said about her adopted
family.


She’d
never suspected them of illegal activities. The men had always been discreet
about their business dealings, never divulging anything to the women.


Until now,
Julia hadn’t surmised their lack of openness signaled a need to hide their actions.


“What type
of activities, Nate?”


Brows
pinching together, he leaned forward. “What?”


“What was
my family accused of doing?”


Reaching
over, he placed a hand over hers, relieved when she didn’t jerk away. “I’ve
given you a lot to think about tonight. Perhaps we should talk about it another
time.”


She slid
her hand from beneath his, squaring her shoulders. “No. I want to know what
they thought my family was involved in.”


“Jules—”


“I want to
know, Nate. And I want to know tonight.”


Sitting
back, he glanced around. The restaurant was full, and although most were
engaged in their own conversations, he couldn’t take the chance of being
overheard.


“All right.
But not here.” Signaling the waitress, he paid, pocketing the box. Taking
Julia’s hand, he led the way to their cars. “You’ll be riding with me.”


“I can
take my own car.”


“No, you
can’t.”


Tugging her
hand free, she faced him, her stubborn streak on display. “And why is that?”


“Because
your car is probably bugged.”








Chapter Twelve


Northern Phoenix


“Is she still there?” Jaeger Delphine leaned over the shoulder of an
agent who’d been monitoring Julia’s travels. The GPS unit had been placed under
her car not long after she’d arrived in Liberty Lake. The same week the DEA had
rented an office on the edge of town. A location only Jaeger, his boss, and the
agent beside him knew existed.


“It shows
she’s still at the restaurant. Has been for two hours.” The agent looked over
his shoulder. “Seems they have a lot to talk about.”


“Which
means Tracker’s laying the groundwork for getting us more information.”


“Maybe.”


Pulling
out a chair, Jaeger sat down, continuing to watch the screen. “It’s his job. If
he does anything to disrupt the investigation, he’ll go to jail.”


“I still
don’t understand why you have a member of an outlaw motorcycle gang involved.”


“He wasn’t
always in the gang. Tracker was a decorated SEAL who went sideways after losing
Julia. He’ll do anything for a chance to get her back.” Jaeger had no authority
to explain the true nature of the Eternal Brethren or the real identities of
the members.


It had
taken months and several requests before Jaeger had finally been invited to
join the task force. After signing numerous documents threatening prison, the
powers above him explained about the Eternal Brethren and their mission. He’d
been stunned to discover Nate Kincaid was one of them.


“How late
is the restaurant open?” Jaeger asked.


“Another
hour. I expect she’ll be leaving soon.”


“Did you
set up a geofence?”


“Yes. We’re
tracking her across the entire state, just in case she gets it in her head to
travel back to San Diego.”


“Or meet
her father in Southern Arizona,” Jaeger muttered.


“Correct.”


Rising,
Jaeger took one last look at the screen. “Let me know when she’s on the move.”
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Taking a
winding road through the National Forest, Tracker hoped he was doing the right
thing. If he didn’t handle it just right, what he planned could get him court
martialed. A horrible ending to a career he’d been proud to own.


“Where are
we going?” These were the first words out of Julia’s mouth since they’d left
Rosario’s.


“To a
lake. It’s closed this time of night, but I know a way inside. If it’s too cold,
we can stay in the truck.”


“Why would
someone bug my car?”


“To keep
track of you.” He glanced over at her quick intake of breath. “I’ll explain
more once we get to the lake.”


Taking a
narrow dirt road, he drove about a hundred yards before parking. “Do you want
to walk to the lake or talk here?”


“I want
answers, Nate.”


“Then here
it is.” 


Shifting to
face her, he once again considered what to say. In a hidden sheath under his
seat were photos, dates, names. At some point, he’d share what he could.


“What do
you know about your adoptive family?”


“What any
child would know about the family who raised them. I was three and Tori was one
when our parents died. We were loved, provided everything we needed, including excellent
educations. Father bought my house in Coronado and purchased the houses Tori
and I bought here in Liberty Lake. We were always treated as family, even by
his two older daughters and sons.”


“What did
Armando do during the day?”


She stared
into her lap. “Went to work. He’d leave right after breakfast. Sometimes he’d
return for lunch. Unless he had a business meeting, he was home every night for
dinner. When they were old enough, Diego and Antonio would sometimes go with
him. That stopped when they left for college.” Raising her head, she cast him a
wary glance. “I don’t understand why anyone would think Father and my brothers
are anything except legitimate businessmen.”


“What I’m
going to say will be hard to hear, and it absolutely cannot go beyond this
truck. For your safety, you must never disclose what I’m going to tell you to
anyone. Not even Tori. Know that I wouldn’t be telling you any of this if I
thought it wasn’t important.”


Tracker
watched Julia take several calming breaths, preparing herself for what he was
about to say. After a long moment, she gave him a brief nod. “I’m ready.”


He wanted
to reach out, hold her hand, but knew she wouldn’t accept his comfort. “Armando
Quintero and your birth father, Barclay Stanifer, met while attending Harvard
School of Law. During their last two years, they shared an apartment, becoming
best friends. A few years after graduation, Armando offered Barclay a job with
Grupo Quintero. Even though Armando had a law degree, he didn’t practice. Barclay
had been handling corporate law since graduating. He became Armando’s legal
counsel and confidante. Nothing was decided until the two of them studied deals
from every angle.”


“I already
know all this, Nate. I’d been asking about my birth parents for several years. On
my twelfth birthday, Father decided I was old enough to know about the plane
crash, their shared pasts, and how my birth father worked for him.”


He lowered
his voice, slowing his pace. “And you always assumed the business deals they
discussed were legitimate.”


Blanching,
she licked her lips. “Yes. Are you saying they weren’t?”


“Not all
of them, Jules. They were building one of the most lucrative cartels in Mexico.”


“How do
you know? Do you have any proof?” Anger tinged her words. Although she’d done
her own research on her family, hearing their suspected crimes from someone
else felt more real.


Reluctantly,
he reached under the seat, opening the seal to extract a file. Setting it on
his lap, he cast her a sorrowful look. Julia watched him a moment before holding
out her hand, which he ignored.


“This isn’t
anything you should see. I’ll tell you what’s in it.”


“No. I
want to know everything, including seeing whatever’s in the file.”


Shredding
fingers through his hair, Tracker met her determined gaze. “Are you certain you
want to see what I have, Jules? It isn’t pretty. Once seen, you won’t be able
to forget any of it.” When she hesitated, he tried once more. “Let me tell you
what’s in it. You don’t need to put yourself through the rest.”


“I know
you mean well, Nate, and I do appreciate it. Still, I want to go through it
myself.”


“All
right, but we’re going to sit together, without the console
between us. Let’s get into the back and I’ll turn on the lights.”


Once
settled, Tracker set the file across their laps, placing an arm around her
shoulders, surprised when she didn’t move away. “Promise you’ll wait for me to
explain before turning over any of the documents or photographs. Agreed?”


Touching
the file with her fingertips, she withdrew them, as if burned. “Yes.”


“Anytime
you want me to stop, say the word.”


Meeting
his eyes, she nodded. “All right.”


Placing a
flat palm on the closed file, Tracker expelled a resigned breath. “The Quintero
family has been under surveillance for years. Armando and Barclay began slowly,
trafficking in cocaine and marijuana. By the time your birth parents died, the Nuevo
León Cartel had established a network, bringing illegal drugs worth tens of
thousands of dollars across the border every month. The number grew to millions
when they began to diversify.”


“What do
you mean ‘diversify’?”


Opening
the file, he pulled out a series of images. “These are surveillance pictures.
This particular shipment was intercepted a few years ago. The pictures show
illegal drugs being brought into the U.S. This one contains methamphetamine and
powdered cocaine.” He held it up. “More often, it’s one drug, not a mix.”


“How do
you know this came from my father?”


“The
truck’s driver and co-driver. The DEA brought in a master interrogator who
spoke Spanish. It took a while, but they admitted to working for Quintero. They
were killed before they could go to trial.” 


Hearing
her sharp intake of breath, he set the photo down, tightening his arm around
her shoulders. “You don’t need to do this.”


“No. I want
to get this over with.”


“Stubborn
as ever.” 


Opening
the file once more, he retrieved another photograph. “This shipment was
intercepted at the border crossing in El Paso, Texas. Meth only. Under
interrogation, the driver confessed to working for Quintero. He was killed
while in custody.”


He waited
for Julia to comment or ask him to stop. She did neither.


“This one
was taken recently.” Tracker held up the next photo, handing it to her. “Take a
good look and tell me what you see.”


Doing as
he said, she positioned it toward the light. For a moment, she recognized nothing,
then gasped, a hand flying to cover her mouth. Studying it closer, she gave it
back.


“It’s
Antonio.”


“Yes. The
man beside him is a known terrorist. It’s best you know nothing more about him.
They were at the rendezvous point to receive the merchandise.”


Swallowing,
her voice faltered. “Wha…what was the merchandise?”


“Fentanyl.”


“I don’t
understand, Nate. Why would Antonio be there with a terrorist?”


Setting
the file aside, he pulled her close. “Diego and Antonio are as involved as your
father, Jules. We don’t know their motivation for associating with a suspected terrorist,
but we have our suspicions.” Kissing her brow, he waited, allowing her time to
absorb what she’d seen and heard.


Tracker
was glad he’d left the other photographs in his safe. Showing images of Armando
and Diego watching a shipment of women being herded into trucks would achieve
nothing.


Besides,
they proved nothing. Neither directed the operation, and their position fifty
yards away made it appear they could be innocent observers who’d come across an
illegal action. Those pictures would do nothing but hurt Julia further.


“There is
other proof, but not enough to arrest Armando or your brothers. That is why
Agent Delphine recruited me back in Coronado, and has now approached me again.”


At first,
his words didn’t register. When they did, she drew back, a look of betrayal
clear on her face. Before she could speak, he placed a finger over her mouth.


“It’s not
at all what you think, Jules.”


“Then what
is it, Nate? Because this sounds exactly like what you were assigned to do six
years ago.” She tried to get out, but he held her firmly against him.


“I’ve
explained my part and Delphine’s decision to break his word to me. This time,
I’ve made it clear to him you would not be used. I’ve also spoken with Wrath,
who’s aware of what’s going on.” He wouldn’t reveal his commander’s role in the
task force.


Crossing
her arms, she shifted to face him. “Exactly what is your idea, and how
do I fit into it?”


“Jules—”


“No. Just
spit it out.”


“Not until
I know you’re listening and not making judgments without understanding my
reasons.”


Glancing
out the window, she reminded herself of how Nate had hurt her. Best intentions
aside, the result had been catastrophic. She’d all but closed down, not allowing
herself to trust another man and few women. The move to Liberty Lake had been
to start fresh, meet people who knew nothing of what happened in Coronado.


Reaching
over, Nate grasped her chin, turning her to look at him. “Don’t close up on me,
Jules.”


Lowering
her gaze, she couldn’t meet the intensity in his eyes. Dropping his hold, he was
pleased she didn’t turn away.


“I realize
this means nothing to you, but everything I did six years ago and what I’m
doing now is meant to protect you. It’s always been about keeping you out of
the claws of both the DEA and your father’s activities.”


“I still
don’t understand why they’d jeopardize everything to run drugs across the
border.”


“It isn’t
hard to figure out. Power and money are incredible motivators.”


“I’m sorry,
but Father always had those through Grupo Quintero.”


“Not as
much as he wanted, Jules. Your father has a huge ego, which drives him to seek
ever increasing amounts of money and power.”


She fell
silent for a long time, trying to wrap her mind around what Nate had told her. Even
though much of it matched the research she’d done, it would take a while to
accept. What if he was wrong? From what he’d showed her, the likelihood was
slim. But what if…


“What is
it you want from me this time, Nate?”


“Nothing,
Jules.”


Choking
out a laugh, she glared at him. “Of course you want something. We wouldn’t be here
otherwise.”


“Oh, we’d
still be here, Jules. It wouldn’t have mattered if Delphine brought me back in
to help investigate your family. Knowing you are now in Liberty Lake, I never
would’ve been able to stay away from you.”


Staring
down at her lap, Julia said nothing for a couple minutes. “You may be right.
Still, it doesn’t explain what you want from me now.”


An
exasperated breath escaped before he could stop it. “Your father is expected to
visit soon. I want you to let him know we’re back together. That we’re a couple
again. I’ll do the rest.”


Eyes wide,
her mouth gaped open. “But we’re not.”


“Are you
certain?” 


Sliding
his hand behind her neck, he leaned down, covering her mouth with his. He
expected her to shove him away, get out of the truck. Neither happened.


To her own
surprise, Julia didn’t resist. Instead, she slid her hands to his shoulders,
opening her mouth when his tongue traced her full lips. The kiss deepened until
she became lost in it, a slow burn creeping through her body. As much as she hated
herself for giving in to her escalating need, he would always be the man she
wanted.


After what
he’d shown her, the things she’d learned over the years, she should stop this
before it went further. But for years, she’d yearned for this, dreamed of having
him back in her life. 


Tightening
her grasp on his shoulders, she moaned when he lifted his head, resting his
forehead against hers. 


“I’ve
missed you, Jules.”


Breathing
heavily, she tried to control the intense pounding in her chest. She couldn’t
think, separate what she should do from what her body demanded.


“I want to
make love to you, but not here. When we make love, it will be in a bed and
we’ll both be ready. Not in the back of my truck after you’ve learned of your
family’s deception.”


Jules
wouldn’t tell him how much she still wanted him. She wasn’t ready to trust him
with her body or her heart. But there was one question she needed to have
answered before seeing him again or agreeing to anything. 


“I need to
ask you something, Nate.”


“Anything,
sweetheart.”


“Why does
a member of an outlaw motorcycle gang care what my family does? Don’t you,
Wrath, Rock, and the others do the same? Earn your money through illegal activities,
I mean.”


“No,
Jules, we don’t. We run various legal businesses, participate in
charities, and have weekend runs. There’s more, but I can’t tell you anything
else. You’ll just have to trust me.”


And therein
lay the biggest problem of all.








Chapter Thirteen


Monterrey, Mexico


“We’ve achieved a measure of revenge, Father. A few more stolen
shipments and we can forget about Hector Alcado.” Antonio’s cocky, arrogant
nature hid the fact he had a quick mind. The same as his older brother, Diego,
he’d been born to lead. Unlike his brother, Antonio showed little remorse for any
action bringing the family more money and power.


“Excellent.”
Armando paced behind his desk, hands clasped behind his back. “He’s become a major
threat to our operations.”


“Why don’t
you let me handle El Oso, Father? He doesn’t have to be a problem any longer.”


“I will
let you deal with him, Antonio, but not yet. Watching him bleed money will
provide me with much pleasure until then.” Stopping in front of a large window
to the massive back yard, he studied the beautiful rose garden his wife tended
for hours at a time. The thought of Marguerita calmed him, bringing a smile to
his lips.


When
younger, he’d had a series of mistresses. He’d loved his wife, but one woman
had never satisfied him. Armando thought of Diego and his one mistress, the
love of his son’s life. Armando had been the one to force his oldest son and
the woman apart so he could wed someone more suitable. It had been a mistake.
One Armando regretted more than anything. It was the only thing Marguerita and
he had ever quarreled about.


Diego
spent almost every night in Carmen’s arms, leaving his wife alone. The nights
he didn’t were because of a job out of town. Armando couldn’t remember the last
time Diego had stayed in the family home.


The result
was a son who obeyed him, fulfilled his duty in the business, but had never
provided his parents with grandchildren. At least not by his wife. Instead, he
and Carmen had two beautiful sons. Armando and Marguerita had never been
allowed to meet them.


A knock on
the door preceded his oldest son entering the office, his bodyguard, Ernesto
Rivera, behind him. Nodding at his brother, Diego took a seat. Leaning back, he
crossed his arms.


“I’ve taken
care of the problem for you, Father. They will never do business with us again.
Or anyone else.” Diego turned to look at Antonio. “Father said your business in
Arizona went well.”


“It did.
We were just discussing Alcado and his short future.”


Diego
switched his attention to Armando. “What was decided?”


“A slow
bleed rather than a quick end.”


Diego
didn’t have to wonder at his father’s response. He understood the meaning. “I
see. Well, it will take longer, but will no doubt provide a firm,
unquestionable statement to those who consider challenging us. And we won’t
start a war by focusing on his family.” He had no interest in taking out their vengeance
on innocent women and children. “What about Zahir?”


His father
lifted a brow. “He’s a means to an end, Diego.”


“Zahir will
betray us. It may take months, but the man cannot be trusted. And his plans do
not match ours.” Diego’s voice began to rise as his hostility toward the
terrorist gripped him. “He intends to destroy massive numbers of Americans. The
same people who purchase millions of dollars of our merchandise every year. And
don’t forget Juliana and Victoria.”


Armando’s
features turned to stone. “What do you mean?”


“They live
in the States. What if he decides to target them? He’s not stupid, Father.
Zahir knows all about us, including the names of our sisters and where they
live.”


Stilling,
Armando refused to argue with his son. He’d been uncomfortable partnering with
a man who held life in so little esteem. Especially the lives of those he
considered infidels. Antonio had been the one to provide sound reasons to do
business with Zahir. They no longer held the same logic.


“We’ve done
what was agreed. Nothing more has been decided.”


“But,
Father—”


Armando
held up a hand, halting whatever else Antonio meant to say. “Enough about
Zahir. We will talk of him no longer today.”


Standing,
Diego straightened his coat. “I will leave you to your business, Father.”


“Not yet.”
He waited until his son’s attention was again focused on him and Antonio had left
them alone. Picking up an envelope from his desk, he handed it to Diego. “We
leave in two days to visit Juliana and Victoria. I expect you to clear your
schedule and accompany me.”
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Liberty Lake


Several
days had passed since the night of Julia’s talk with Tracker. He’d driven her
back to her car, then followed her to the hotel. She knew he’d been worried
about her—what she’d learned about her family and how she’d process it over the
next days and weeks.


Julia
always considered herself a calm, controlled woman. Those qualities were requisites
for being a good doctor, and she was an excellent pediatrician. The only time
she’d felt her life spiraling out of control, as if a black hole had opened to
swallow her, had been when Nate betrayed her. It had taken a long time to recover,
although she’d never quite moved on.


What she’d
learned after dinner at Rosario’s had rocked her. An unexpected double punch to
her gut. First, Julia learned she’d been wrong about Nate’s involvement in
Delphine’s duplicity in Coronado. Six years of pain because she’d never
returned his calls. If she had, their lives would’ve been different. They’d
still be together. Possibly married.


The second
punch had been as damaging. Julia still couldn’t quite accept her father and
brothers were criminals, dealing in illegal drugs and who knew what else. The
family who’d provided her and Tori with a loving home, everything two girls could
ever want, weren’t as they appeared. At least that was what Nate wanted her to
believe. Did she trust the family who’d nurtured her for over twenty-five
years, or the man who’d so deeply hurt her, no matter how unintentional? She
didn’t know and didn’t want to choose between the two.


Placing a
hand on her stomach, she forced herself to take several reassuring breaths
before turning back to the work in front of her. Julia emptied the last packing
box, unwrapping the dishes before setting them on shelves. Between signing the
final escrow documents and work, it had taken three days to move out of the
storage unit and into her new house. Since Tori had been interviewing for jobs
and finalizing her own purchase, there’d been little time to help each other.


When Nate,
Moses, and a few of their friends showed up that morning, Julia and Tori
welcomed their help. The men accomplished in two hours what would’ve taken them
four times as long.


“What
else?”


She looked
over her shoulder to where Nate stood in the doorway. “You and your friends
have done enough. There’s no way I’ll be able to repay your kindness.”


Stepping
closer, he slipped an arm around her waist, tugging her to him. “Don’t you know
repayment isn’t necessary?” Looking at her solemn features, he noticed lines of
stress he hadn’t seen the night at Rosario’s. It bothered him to know he’d been
the one to cause them.


Brushing
strands of hair from her face, he leaned down to press his lips against hers.
Hearing her moan, he deepened the kiss, tightening his arms around her. They
had yet to make love. She needed time and he’d give it to her, no matter how
hard it was for him.


Wishing he
could lift her into his arms and carry her to the new bed, he hesitated,
raising his head and stepping away at the sound of laughter. A moment later,
Moses, Raider, and Banner joined them in the kitchen.


Leaning
closer, he lowered his voice. “We aren’t finished with this, Jules.”


“Everything
is inside and your new furniture for the office assembled.” Moses grabbed a
glass from the counter and filled it with water, gulping it down. “We’re going
to head over to Tori’s. You two okay here?”


“We’re
good. Do you need me there?”


“Nah. We got
this handled, Tracker. You stay here in case Julia finds something we missed.”


“When
you’re finished at Tori’s, I’d like to buy everyone lunch. If you have time,
that is,” Julia said.


“Sounds
great,” Moses replied for the group. He looked at Tracker. “I’ll call when
we’re finished.” The three didn’t wait for a reply before heading out.


When certain
they were gone, he placed an arm over her shoulders. “You’ve gotten a lot done
in here, sweetheart. All but your office is together and ready to use. What else
do you need?”


Julia
could guess what he wanted her to say and it had nothing to do with her new house.
The new bed? Yeah, that was where his mind had gone.


She struggled
with what to do about Nate Kincaid. Deep love and longing didn’t make up for
the trust Julia didn’t know if she could ever reclaim.


She
believed what he’d told her about Delphine. How he’d double-crossed Nate. From
the moment the agent had approached her, she’d felt warning bells, and not
because she had anything to hide. There was something off with the man, something
sinister and uncaring. A man who’d do whatever it took to get what he wanted,
even if it meant shredding friendships and alliances.


According
to Nate, the agent was back at it, doing all he could to put her family in
prison. The thought brought back a whole other list of questions, such as why
was Nate on the team? He’d left the Navy, hadn’t he?


In her
logical, orderly mind, she couldn’t reconcile a decorated SEAL crossing the
line to such an extreme degree. She had little knowledge of the outlaw MC
world. Most of it came from documentaries on cable TV and the occasional online
article about another altercation between two clubs. She recalled seeing
footage of a fight between the Hells Angels and Mongols at a casino in Laughlin.
It had been explosive and brutal.


Nate
snapped his fingers in front of her face. “Julia? Are you with me?”


Blinking,
she shook her head. “Sorry. I was just thinking about everything I need to
accomplish before going to the clinic tomorrow.”


Tracker
studied her face, sighing at what he saw. “You’re a terrible liar, Jules. What’s
bothering you?”


Leaning
against the kitchen counter, she stared down at her tennis shoes. She’d
forgotten how well he’d always been able to read her. It was both impressive
and frustrating.


Taking her
hand, he led her into the living room, motioning her to take a seat on the sofa.
Nate sat down on the coffee table in front of her.


“You’ve
been through a lot in the last week. Learning about your father and brothers,
me asking you to accept what happened in Coronado, moving into your home.”


“That was
the easy part.”


“I’m
sure,” he chuckled. “Tell me what bothers you the most, Jules. Getting it out
might help.”


Lowering
her face into her hands, she fought the conflicting emotions ripping through
her. She wanted to reach out, ask him to hold her, help her feel less alone and
vulnerable. What Nate told her couldn’t be shared with Tori or anyone else.


Flying to
Monterrey to confront her father would achieve nothing. He’d profess his
innocence, provide excuses, and dismiss her questions. Underneath, he’d boil
with rage at his daughter for confronting him with her doubts. He’d see it as
disloyalty to the family, placing her in an untenable position.


Dropping
her hands, she leaned against the back of the sofa. “I’m trying to reconcile
the man who raised me with the one you’ve presented. Yes, there are damaging
pictures. Still, it’s hard to see him as the leader of a large, criminal
organization, not the loving man who raised Tori and me.” Pressing her palms
against her eyes, she groaned. “I don’t know what to believe.”


Standing,
he leaned down, lifting her into his arms before sitting on the sofa and
placing her on his lap. Saying nothing, he rubbed his broad, calloused hand along
her back, soothing her. She’d held it together well.


Another
woman might’ve raged at him, been in complete denial as she accused him of
lying. Julia had been calm on the outside while quaking on the inside. She
tended to bury her emotions inside, not allowing herself to lose control.


“Ask me
anything, Jules. I’ll answer what I can, but I won’t lie to you.”


“I don’t
know where to start.”


“Start
anywhere. The questions don’t have to be in any kind of order. Just bust them
out.”


Tracker could
feel the warm breath of her chuckle, the way her fingers clenched his t-shirt. “As
long as you don’t mind me jumping around.”


“I don’t.”


“All
right. I want to know about the Eternal Brethren. Whatever you can tell me.”


He’d
expected it, already spoken with Wrath, who’d contacted Grayson. There were
limits, but he could give her something.


“Under no
circumstances can you speak to anyone about what I’m going to tell you. Not
even Tori. Understand, it may not be as much as you want, but I’ll provide what
I can.”


He waited
for her nod before beginning. “First, we aren’t what you and most everyone else
believes. Not one of the members has a criminal record. Each one of us believes
in neutralizing the bad guys and protecting the country. We train as hard as in
Coronado for the same purposes. There’s a man sitting behind a desk who is the
true leader.”


“There’s
still a chain of command.” It wasn’t a question.


“Understand,
Jules, even outlaw gangs have a chain of command. With us, it’s the same as
before we arrived in Liberty Lake.” He placed a finger under her chin, lifting
her face to brush his mouth across hers. “Little has changed. Except now I wear
a cut.”








Chapter Fourteen


Julia hadn’t been sure about having lunch with the group. Not after
what Nate had told her, which triggered more questions than answers. She was
smart, intuitive, able to sort through a lot of bullshit to get to the real answers.
It had been her last question before leaving the house which confirmed her
suspicions. It had been asked in a conversational manner, and she hadn’t expected
him to answer.


“So,
what’s your rank?”


Stopping
next to his truck, studying her, he weighed the peril of being honest. “O-3.”


The answer
had been a huge risk for him. A great relief to her. 


A
lieutenant, she thought. “You’ve moved up.”


Tracker
hadn’t commented, just opened the door for her to slide inside. They’d ridden
to the restaurant in silence, but there’d been a great deal going on inside
Julia’s head. The pieces had finally begun to make sense.


Thirty
minutes into lunch, Julia was glad she came along. After all, she was the host.
But she’d been wavering until he’d answered her question about rank.


Tori
shared her excitement about a job offer at a veterinary clinic a few miles from
her new house. It had been a top choice of the three places where she interviewed,
and the salary was close to twice the amount she’d earned in San Diego.


In contrast,
Julia had been quiet as they ate, saying no more than a couple dozen words.


Listening
to the banter between Nate, Moses, Raider, and Banner kept her and Tori
laughing. They had an easy comraderie as if they’d been friends for years. The
first three had been. It surprised her to learn Banner hadn’t joined the
Brethren until recently.


Anyone
could see how much they trusted each other, would have each other’s backs under
any circumstances. 


Taking the
last bite of her burger, a slam of understanding rocked her. She hadn’t expected
it to come this soon. Maybe hadn’t expected it at all. After today, it
shouldn’t have shaken her so much.


Julia trusted
him. The pain of the past had fallen away, leaving an odd sense of
comprehension. She trusted and loved him. The knowledge frightened and
excited her.


At one
point, she’d shot a look at Tori, only to see a knowing grin on her face. Julia
had never been able to hide anything from her sister. And she’d tried many
times.


Not long
before they’d left, Nate had reached under the table, placing his hand on her thigh.
Instant warmth flowed through her, a need she hadn’t felt in years rising quickly.


Tracker’s
teammates left for the clubhouse, but not before Moses secured a promise from Tori
to take her on a tour of the area the following Saturday. 


Tracker
dropped Tori off at her place before heading to Julia’s. Getting out, he jogged
around the truck to her side and opened the door, waiting as she slid off the
seat. Standing on the sidewalk, she looked up at him.


“Would you
like to come inside?”


Brushing
the back of his hand down her cheek, he shook his head. “You’re exhausted. I’ll
walk you to the door, then head back to the clubhouse.”


Reaching
the front door, he took the keys from her. When he pushed the door open, motioning
her to enter, she stopped.


“Please
stay for a while, Nate.” Reaching out, she threaded her fingers through his.


Her words
and actions were the opposite of what he expected. “If I come inside, I won’t
be staying for just a while. Are you sure that’s what you want, Jules?”


“Yes.”


Drawing
her inside, he closed the door, wrapping his arms around her. The feel of Julia
against him brought back incredible memories of when they’d been together. He
wanted nothing more than to stay, make slow love to her for hours before
falling asleep together, her arm draped across his chest.


Kissing
the top of her head, he pulled her closer. “Me staying would be a bad idea for
many reasons, sweetheart.”


“Name
one,” she murmured against his shirt.


Chuckling,
he stroked her hair. “For one, you don’t trust me.” Feeling her stiffen, he
bent down, nibbling at her ear before feathering kisses along her jaw. “When
you’re one hundred percent certain of me, I’ll stay, but not before.”


Heart
pounding in her chest, Julia wrapped her arms around his waist. “I don’t want
to be alone tonight, Nate.” Slipping her hands under his t-shirt, she splayed them
across the knotted muscles of his back. “And you’re wrong. I do trust you. I’ll
understand if you’re not ready.”


Sonofabitch. What could he say to that? He loved this woman more than his own
life, understood her better than he did himself.


“Do you
even know what you’re asking of me, Jules?”


Pulling
back, she searched his chocolate brown eyes. “Yes. I’m asking you to make love
to me.”


Rising
onto her toes, she kissed his chin, letting her lips drift down his neck to the
slight hollow, sucking lightly.


Clenching
his jaw, Tracker closed his eyes. Opening them, he bent down, brushing her
mouth with his. “You’ve got to be certain you’ll have no regrets. I need to
know you’re ready with both your mind and your heart.”


She
considered his words, letting out a relieved sigh. “I am.” Pulling away, she
grabbed his hand and tugged him down the hall. 


He was so
screwed.
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“He’s
inside her house.”


“Tracker’s
been with her most of the day,” Jaeger responded through his earpiece. He sat
in his car a few houses from Tori’s, wanting to be the one outside Julia’s home.


The
debacle in Coronado still haunted Delphine and held a prominent place in his
file, making his superiors jumpy about having him too close to Armando’s
daughter. Few people knew of the retaliation ordered by the leader of the Nuevo
León Cartel after he heard of what happened with his daughter. He’d seen it as
a personal affront, a sign of disrespect. No one cared about Armando’s personal
feelings. They did care about how he’d reacted.


Two DEA
agents had disappeared within a week. One body was found off the highway between
Tijuana and Rosarito Beach in Baja, California. The other man turned up several
weeks later on the U.S. side of the border crossing at Otay Mesa, disoriented
and dehydrated with one eye missing. Delphine’s career had taken a major hit because
of bringing Juliana in for questioning.


It had
been a hard sell to get his superiors to approve the current mission which, once
again, included her in an attempt to snare Armando. No one believed Julia knew
anything about the cartel or her father’s part in it. She was the link for
Tracker to get close to Armando.


This time,
she’d know what was happening, hold a part in it without being under suspicion
by the DEA.


“I’m
guessing he’s going to be in the house a long time,” the agent said.


“Overnight,”
Jaeger added. “Might as well get comfortable and prepare for a long night.”
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Tracker
looked out the glass door in Julia’s bedroom to the yard in back, hands shoved
in his pockets to hide the moisture on his palms. Heart hammering, chest squeezing,
he felt like a teenager on his first date. Or at least his first experience
with someone of the opposite sex.


But he was
nowhere close to being a teenager, and it certainly wasn’t his first time. There’d
been women before and a few after Julia, yet not one had ever touched his heart
the way she had. Not one he’d wanted to marry. Only Julia.


He’d
removed his boots not long after she disappeared into the bathroom. Tempted to
pull the t-shirt over his head, Tracker had waited, deciding it better to gauge
her mood after she returned to the bedroom.


The sound
of the door opening had him turning around, his mouth going dry at the sight.
Wearing no makeup, her hair had been brushed until it shined. Her feet were
bare, the same as her legs, at least to her thighs. What drew his attention,
and surprised the hell out of him, was what she wore. The t-shirt he’d given her
not long after they’d started seeing each other draped over her soft curves. After
what happened, he’d thought it would’ve been the first thing she trashed. It hung
halfway down her thighs. She was breathtaking, more gorgeous than the first
time she’d slipped it on.


“You kept
it.”


Her hands
slid over the worn, cotton fabric, looking down on it with affection. “I tried to
throw it out more than once. Each time, I retrieved it.” Raising her head, her
mouth twisted into a self-deprecating grin. “Getting rid of it felt too final.”


Walking
toward her, he stopped a foot away, hands clenched at his sides. The t-shirt
was a string he hadn’t expected her to pull. It had always meant something to
both of them. More than flowers, candy, or jewelry.


“I guess
letting it go meant we were over. The forever kind of over.” Shaking her head
slowly, she kept her gaze locked on his. “As ridiculous as it sounds, I could
never get myself to take the final step of cutting you from my heart.” When he
didn’t speak, she went on. “I’ve never worn it for anyone else.”


Heart
beating painfully, jaw clenching to keep himself under control, he reached out,
taking her hand. “You’re killing me, Jules.”


Chuckling,
she grabbed his other hand, tugging him forward so his chest touched hers. “We can’t
have that,” she whispered.


Touching
her lips with his, his voice came out on a rasp. “We certainly can’t.”


Then his
arms banded around her, the kiss intensifying, his tongue plunging inside to
taste her. She met each thrust with one of her own, moaning as their tongues
tangled.


Gasping
when he slid a hand under her shirt to massage one breast, then the other, she
arched into him, waves of heat already flashing through her. Wanting, needing
to feel his skin, her hands grasped the edge of his shirt, yanking it up.
Breaking the kiss, he waited as she whipped it over his head and tossed it aside
before claiming her mouth again.


Her hands
explored him, thumbs flicking over his nipples, eliciting a deep, unrestrained
groan. She loved the way he responded, letting her know what he liked. It had
always been this way between them.


He pulled
his hands from under her shirt to grip the hem, removing it in one fluid
motion. Leaning back, his breath caught. Her breasts were more perfect than he
remembered, round and firm with puckered nipples which begged for his mouth.


Bending
her over his arm, he took one taut bud between his teeth, nipping lightly
before his tongue swept across it. He drew the soft globe into his mouth, both
of them moaning when he lazily made love to one breast before shifting to the
other.


Holding
her steady with one hand, the other shoved her panties down her legs, fingers
delving into the damp folds. As he began stroking, he felt her kick the panties
aside, giving him better access. He pumped his fingers in and out, massaging
her clit, increasing the speed when she moaned into his ear.


“Nate, I’m—”


She didn’t
get the rest out before her body tensed, a cry slipping through her lips as she
found release. He held her against his chest, capturing her mouth as she began
to come down. Before she could catch a solid breath, he swept her into his
arms, taking the few steps to the bed. Placing her in the middle, he removed
his pants, tossing his briefs on top of them.


Coming up
over her, he kissed her again before settling his hard length between the
juncture of her thighs. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she bit his bottom
lip before soothing the spot with her tongue.


“God, babe…”
It was all he said before levering himself up, using his knees to spread her
thighs. Reaching down, he positioned himself at her entrance, meeting and
holding her gaze as he pressed inside. “You’re so tight,” he ground out, jaw
clamped shut in concentration.


“Nate…”
Her hands grasped his shoulders, digging into his skin as he slowly moved
inside her. She met each thrust, her body vibrating, breath coming in gasps.


Legs
wrapped around his hips, pleasure ripped through her, muscles tightening as her
thighs quivered. He was hot and thick, and she was close. Very, very close.


Thrusting
deeply, he began pounding into her, his breaths turning into guttural pants of
pleasure. Feeling her coming climax, she called out his name, her muscles
tightening around him. A moment later, a husky growl burst from him, his body
going rigid as he found his own release.








Chapter Fifteen


Tracker’s hand moved up and down Julia’s back in lazy motions, her
breath coming in soft puffs against his chest. It was close to sunrise, yet he
had no plans to leave for several more hours. Since waking, he’d spent the time
watching her, afraid what happened in the last twelve hours was a dream. 


They’d
made love a second time. This one longer and slower, before falling asleep,
then waking with voracious appetites.


After placing
an order for pizza, they’d talked about not using a condom. He’d begun to
apologize, but her fingers against his mouth stopped him.


“I’m on
the pill. So unless you…” Her voice had trailed off, letting him figure out the
rest. He explained it had been several months since his last encounter with a
woman and he’d been checked not long afterward. “Good, because I don’t want
anything between us, Nate.” He knew she meant more than just a condom.


After the
pizza arrived, they ate a few slices before making love on her new sofa, which
both thought appropriate since they’d done the same to the sofa in her house in
Coronado years before.


When
they’d made it back to bed, he’d kept her up for hours, exploring every inch of
the body he already knew by heart. Sated and spent, both had fallen asleep.


A noise outside
had woken him an hour earlier. Grabbing his SIG 9mm, he slipped from the bed,
making a full sweep of the house and back yard. Finding nothing, he’d slid back
into bed, but hadn’t been able to sleep. Which was fine.


He’d spent
the time thinking through what they’d do when Armando arrived, how to muzzle
Delphine, and searching for ways to stay occupied instead of waking Julia for
another heated round of lovemaking.


Draped across
his chest, moonlight framing her, she looked like a goddess. A beautiful, desirable
siren…and she belonged to him. At least she would as soon as he could build the
courage to ask her. But it wouldn’t be today or this week.


Stroking
her hair, he allowed himself to relax enough to enjoy the feel of her naked
body against his. He’d dreamed of this, even sent a prayer to the man upstairs,
never believing she’d return to his life.


The sound
of his phone had him muttering an oath. At least he’d had the good sense to put
it on the nightstand when they’d returned to the bedroom. Doing his best not to
disturb Julia, he reached over and grabbed it, seeing Wrath’s name.


“Yo,” he
whispered.


“Where are
you?”


“In bed.
Why?”


“Alone?”


Well,
hell. He hadn’t planned to share her being back in
his life. “No.”


“It had
better be Julia.” Wrath’s voice held a hint of amusement, causing Tracker to
relax a little.


He looked
down at the sleeping form, warmth spreading through him. “Yeah, it’s Jules. Why
the call?”


“A heads-up
for your ears only. Grayson got word Armando and Diego Quintero flew out of
Monterrey an hour ago. The flight plan shows them arriving at Dove Valley
Airport at ten o’clock.”


“They’re a
day earlier than Jules expects.” Tracker glanced down at her. “She’s not going
to be happy. They expect her at the office this morning.”


“Don’t
tell her or Quintero will wonder how she learned of his early arrival. It’s a
normal day for both of you. Just be prepared and keep her with you when she’s
not at the clinic.”


“Jules isn’t
going to like me tagging along.”


“No doubt,
but I know you can find a way to convince her it’s important. I’ll alert Moses
and Ghost. They’ll shadow the two of you.”


“Thanks,
Wrath.”


“One more
thing.”


“Yeah?”


“Delphine and
another agent are watching Julia and Tori. Two cars. Delphine is on Tori.”


Irritation
rushed through Tracker at the change in plans. “The sonofabitch agreed not to
put additional surveillance on them. At least not until I’ve had a chance to try
getting information from Armando.”


“And
Diego. Did Julia know he was coming?”


“She only
mentioned her father.” Tracker paused a moment, remembering what happened
during the rescue of Wrangler’s son, Jamie. “Diego might be a problem.”


“Because
he thought he recognized you in Nogales?”


“Yeah.”


“Play
dumb. You didn’t acknowledge his comment and he didn’t get a good look at you.
He’s guessing.”


Tracker
thought back on that night, recalling Diego’s words.


“We
will meet again, Nate Kincaid.”


The
comment had stunned him, but he made no reply. He’d been wearing full combat gear,
his head and face covered. Even his mother wouldn’t have recognized him.


But Diego
had recognized his voice. Or thought he had.


“No
worries about playing dumb, Prez. It doesn’t matter what Diego thinks he knows.
He won’t be able to place me in Nogales.”


“Good
enough. I want regular updates after the Quinteros arrive.”


“Affirmative.”


“Now, get
back to your woman.” Wrath ended the call before Tracker could reply.


“I plan
to,” he whispered to himself, setting down the phone before smoothing his hand
down the silken skin of her back.


Hearing
her breath quicken, he continued his ministrations, gently rolling her onto her
back. Cupping a breast, he flicked his thumb over the already tightening nub.
Bending his head, he took it into his mouth, suckling as his hand cupped her
mound.


“Nate…”
His name came off her lips in a low moan, her arms wrapping around his neck.


Slipping
fingers into her already swollen folds, he groaned at the wetness. Sucking in a
taut nipple, he laved her with his tongue while thrusting his fingers in and
out until she trembled with need.


“Open your
legs for me, sweetheart.”


She didn’t
hesitate. Positioning himself above her, he drove inside, filling her until she
arched against him. He started slow, pumping in and out with measured strokes,
until her moans and whimpers of pleasure ripped away his tiny thread of
control.


He drove
deeper, pounding into her. Wrapping her legs around him, she met each of his
powerful thrusts with one of her own, their mutual heat scorching and consuming
her. Hearing his deep growl of pleasure, she let go, rushing to release a few
short moments before he roared out his own.
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Tracker
sat next to her, each finishing a bowl of cereal before Julia had to leave for
the clinic. He debated going against Wrath’s orders not to alert her to the
early arrival of Armando and Diego. In the end, he withheld the information.


“What are
your plans today?” She absently stood, rinsing her bowl and spoon before placing
them into the dishwasher. Julia was relaxed, calm, showing no regret about
their lovemaking.


He watched
her, expecting some level of remorse once the passion disappeared and she was
faced with what they’d done yesterday. And last night. And this morning.


Instead, she
acted as if all the years apart didn’t exist, falling into the comfortable
companionship which had come so easily to them at one time.


“I’m
heading to the restaurant. I’ve got some interviews scheduled for an assistant
manager.”


“You’ve done
a wonderful job at Hawthorn’s. You should be proud of all your hard work.”


“It is
going better than expected. We’re pretty much booked for the next two weeks.
When does your father arrive?”


Turning
around to rest against the counter, she swept her gaze over the somewhat
disheveled kitchen and eating area. “Tomorrow. He’s taken a room at a hotel
downtown.”


“Why not
stay here?” Joining her, he rinsed his own bowl and spoon.


“Good
question. I offered, but he’d already made reservations.” Shrugging, she reached
up, kissing his lips before turning toward the bedroom.


Such a
simple action, yet his heart squeezed at what it signified. Following her,
Tracker straightened the bed, for no other reason than he needed something to
do while she finished getting ready. He had no intention of leaving before her.


Emerging
from the bathroom, her fingers slipped when trying to clasp a necklace. Moving
behind her, he took both ends, securing the chain. Then he took a good look at
it.


“You still
wear this?” He’d given her the gold cross with one solitary diamond a few weeks
before he’d planned to propose. 


Touching
the cross with her fingers, she moved away. “I’ve worn it every day. Kind of
strange, I know. I suppose it was a little like the t-shirt. If I continued
wearing it, maybe you and I being apart wouldn’t hurt so much.”


He stepped
next to her, settling his hands on her shoulders. “Did it work?”


“No.”


“I’m
sorry, Jules.”


Brows
scrunching, she tilted her head to the side. “For what?”


“Not going
to your house, not forcing you to listen to me. When you didn’t return my
calls, I shouldn’t have given up on the chance there might’ve been a way to
work it out.”


Lightly
stroking his cheek with unsteady fingers, Julia kissed him again. “I probably
wouldn’t have listened. Maybe even called the police. It took a long time to consider
there may have been reasons for what you did. By then, you’d changed your phone
number and been reassigned. No one would tell me where.”


“You
asked?” The disclosure stunned him. None of his teammates ever mentioned Julia
trying to find him.


She recalled
those miserable weeks when she’d tried to locate him. “Yes. I asked a couple
wives. When they didn’t give me anything, I contacted Fuse. He said he was
sorry but couldn’t give me your new number. He even refused to pass along my
message to you.” 


“Sonofabitch,”
he ground out under his breath. He and Fuse had been on the same SEAL team in
Coronado. Now they were both Eternal Brethren. Not once had he ever mentioned
Julia trying to find him. After he followed Julia to the clinic, Tracker and Fuse
would be having a quick conversation.


“Please
don’t worry about the past, Nate. It won’t do either of us any good to keep
dredging up the mistakes we made.” Brushing her lips against his, she picked up
her purse and keys. “I’d better get going.”


“I’m right
behind you, babe.”


“What do
you mean?”


He
hesitated a moment before deciding it best to be as honest as he could. “Can’t
I follow my woman to work?”


Lifting a
brow, she studied him. “Your woman, huh?”


A goofy
grin split his face. “Sounds good. Kind of rolls off the tongue.”


Shaking
her head, she chuckled. “All right. But you’d better hurry or your woman
is going to leave you in the dust.”
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Waiting
until Julia locked her car and waved before entering the clinic, Tracker
backtracked to her house, spotting the agent with one quick scan of the street.
Slowing his truck, he studied the car, confirmed only one person inside.
Stopping next to the driver’s window, he made a circle motion with his hand. A
moment later, the man rolled down the window.


“You know
who I am?”


“Yeah.
You’re the man sleeping with the Quintero woman. I’ll never understand why
someone as beautiful and smart as Doc Stanifer would want to be seen with a
lowlife.”


Tracker
showed no reaction, relieved to know Delphine hadn’t blown his cover. He
respected those who worked for the DEA, putting in long hours and risking their
lives for moderate pay. Still, there were always a few boneheads like this one.


He’d like
to dump Delphine into the same scrapyard, but the man was a damn good agent. No
matter he couldn’t be trusted.


“Then you
know I’ve got this.”


The agent
lifted one shoulder. “Orders.”


“Get new
ones.” 


Before the
man could respond, he took off, turning onto Tori’s street. Delphine’s car sat
two houses away from hers. Pulling up behind the agent, he jumped from his
truck.


“What the
fuck are you doing here, Delphine?” 


The
agent’s expression was as bland as always. No tells. No anything. He wondered
how the man would do at poker.


“Orders.”
His words were as bland as his features.


“Bullshit.
You were ordered not to show your hand before or while Quintero is in town. If
I can make you, there’s no chance he or Diego won’t.”


Mouth
twisting into a sneer, Delphine snorted. “They won’t be looking for me or
anyone else. They’re here to visit Julia.”


Leaning an
arm on the roof of Jaeger’s car, Tracker bent down. “Are you willing to bet
your career on another bad assumption? This reminds me of another time you
ignored common sense and busted out on your own. What do they call that?” He
snapped his fingers. “Oh yeah. Déjà vu.”


A flicker
of anger flashed on the agent’s otherwise serene face. “You’re out of line.”


“Less than
you, Delphine. Do I have to ask Wrath to pass this by Grayson, or will you go peacefully
into the morning light and continue the op as we all agreed?”


Tracker
saw the instant Jaeger accepted the warning as real. The agent didn’t need any comments
except exemplary work in his file.


“You sure
as hell better not screw this up, Tracker. If you do, I’ll make certain every
hammer available will come down on your head.”


“And call
off your buddy watching Julia’s place. I made him in less than a second.”


Glaring as
he gave an abrupt nod, Delphine drove away.








Chapter Sixteen


Night Devils Clubhouse


“I swear I don’t know where Jif is, Burn.” The prospect hung from
chains attached to the ceiling in the basement of the clubhouse, blood dripping
from wounds on his back and chest. “Thought he was dead.”


Burn paced
forward, getting in the prospect’s face. “You and Jif were tight. Too tight for
you not to know what happened to the fucker.” He nodded at Mario, who landed
another blow on the already mutilated back.


An
agonized shriek of pain pierced the cement block enclosure. No one outside of
the basement prison would hear his pleas for mercy. Sucking in a breath, body
trembling from the brutal beating, he prayed for blissful unconsciousness to take
him.


“Our
informant swears he was taken to a hospital near Sasabe. Not long afterward, he
disappeared.” Burn’s arms rose in a grand gesture. “Whoosh. As if he’d never
been there at all. Where did they take him?”


“Fuck,
Burn.” He choked, trying to clear his throat of the rising bile. “I was here at
the clubhouse with most of the crew. How the hell would I know if he was taken
to a hospital or not?”


“I’m told
you know everything about Jif.”


Opening
his unswollen eye, he shot a vile look at Mario. “Let me guess. Mario is the
one who tagged me as a traitor. You’d do better to look at the men closest to
you than a prospect who’s allowed to do little and know nothing.”


When Mario
lifted the whip again, Burn waved him off. The kid wasn’t saying anything Burn
hadn’t already suspected. Mario was many things, including a stone-cold killer
who enjoyed inflicting pain and flexing his muscles. Inside, the man was a
coward from the scar on his face to the black heart in his chest.


“Get out,
Mario.”


“Give me
more time and I’ll get him to confess, Prez.”


Burn
crossed his arms, his features set in stone. “Get out and shut the door behind
you. I’ll let you know if your services are needed again.”


Tossing
the whip aside, Mario spat at the prospect before skulking past Burn, slamming
the door behind him.


Grabbing a
bucket of water, Burn splashed part of it over the kid’s face and chest before
setting it aside to pull a flask from a pocket. Holding it out, he allowed the
prospect a few swallows before capping it.


“Tell me
about Mario.”


Choking,
he shook the water off his face. “Mario?”


“Smart
prospects see a lot, hear things. You’ve been around almost a year. What’s your
opinion of Mario?”


Taking several
breaths, he glanced away from Burn before meeting his hard gaze. “He’s a motherfucking
liar, Prez. Hates you and Jif enough to talk about him being a better
president.”


“You heard
him say this?”


“Mario can’t
keep his mouth shut when he’s drunk. Says a lot of shit that should never be
spoken about outside of your office.”


Walking to
the corner, Burn tripped the simple mechanism keeping the prospect hanging from
the ceiling. Letting him drop to the floor, he released the ties on his wrists.
Pointing to the bucket, he walked to the door.


“Get
yourself some water.”


The kid
lifted his head, every move triggering waves of pain. “You’re letting me out of
here?”


“Not yet.
I’ll be back tomorrow and we’ll talk again.”
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Eternal Brethren Clubhouse


Wrath
stared out the back window of his office to the warehouse in the back, waiting
for the arranged phone call from Admiral Grayson. It was early morning, the
time both men preferred to discuss business.


The club
had recently remodeled the indoor shooting range, cavernous garage, and arsenal
after an explosion ripped a section of the building apart.


Impatient,
he opened a drawer, withdrawing a file. The label read Jif. He expected
the call from Grayson to include an update on the injured DEA agent’s condition.


While undercover
with the Night Devils, he’d provided invaluable information about upcoming runs,
changes in routes, disruptions within the inner sanctum of the club. He’d been
the one to relay the deep dislike and arguments between Burn and his VP, Mario.
As the sergeant-at-arms, Jif had held a significant position in the Devils, gaining
Burn’s trust and unwavering resentment from Mario.


At the
ring of his secure phone, he confirmed the door to the office was closed before
hitting the button. 


“McCord?”


Wrath
straightened at the admiral’s voice. “Yes, sir.”


“Are you
alone?”


“Yes,
sir.”


“Then we’ll
get right to business. First, Agent Burke is recovering from his wounds.”


“Am I to
assume you’re referring to Jif, Admiral?”


“Affirmative.
His name is Graeme Burke. He’ll never be able to return to undercover work with
the Devils. My contact at the DEA is considering a transfer to a branch in
Texas. Desk duty. As you’d expect, Burke has requested to go back undercover.”


“Not possible
out here, Admiral.”


“Did you
know he’s an ex-SEAL?”


Wrath had
heard the rumor. Until now, there’d been no confirmation. “I suspected.”


“He was
injured on the way back from a training mission about seven years ago. The helo
went down, killing two, plus the pilot and co-pilot. The rest were injured
enough to require they transfer to training posts or accept a medical
discharge. Burke took the medical and went to work for the DEA. He’s considered
an exemplary agent.” 


“He’d be
miserable behind a desk.”


“Agreed.”


Wrath ignored
the rap on his door. “What are you suggesting?”


“He’s
well-trained with deep knowledge of gangs and terrorist activities. His Naval
career was as stellar as his position within the DEA.”


“Yes, sir.
He is an excellent agent.” Wrath waited.


“What are
your thoughts on him joining Stoney?”


If he
hadn’t already been wondering the same, Wrath might’ve been surprised. “He’s
with the DEA. How would he make the jump?”


“Resign
his position with the DEA and re-up in the Navy. He’d keep his previous service
time and add his years with the DEA. Plus, Burke is from New Orleans. Attended
Tulane. NROTC.”


“Have you
spoken with Stoney?”


“Not yet. I
want your input on Burke.”


“He was
able to move quickly up the ranks in the Devils. Burn trusted him or he wouldn’t
have chosen him as his sergeant-at-arms. You’ve got his SEAL record. But it’s
not up to me, Admiral. The decision is yours and Stoney’s.”


“Good
enough.”


Wrath
prepared for Grayson to end the call.


“We may
have another problem, Commander.”


He would’ve
chuckled, but held it in. “That’s why we’re here, Admiral.”


“There’s a
second DEA agent inside the Devils.”


The
knowledge surprised him. “And your DEA contact just let you know?”


“Affirmative.
About a year ago, Jif brought him in as a prospect. The agent missed his daily
check-in to headquarters last night. I’m sending you his information and image.”


“What does
this mean for us?”


“We’ve
been asked to do recon on the clubhouse. No engagement. Observe and report any
sighting of Agent Jason Ortiz.”


“Roger,
Admiral. I’ll work with Ghost and Rock to plan a mission for late today.”


“Send me
the details.”


“Affirmative,
sir.”


“How’s Cara?”


As they
always did, Wrath’s features softened at the mention of his wife. “A couple
months to go. Still working and doing well. Thanks for asking, sir.”


“Keep me
posted, Commander.” Grayson ended the call as Wrath responded.


“Yes,
sir…”


Rubbing
his stubbled jaw, Wrath studied the image of Ortiz on his computer screen. It
showed a smiling, clean-shaven young man. A common practice, taking a photograph
after receiving your first formal assignment.


“Where are
you, Ortiz?” 


Shoving
from the desk, he walked to the front, scanning the large room before hearing
what sounded like a fight behind the building.


Rushing
outside, he stopped at the sight before him. Tracker and Fuse traded punches,
both already showing the effects of solid blows to the face.


“Ghost, Rock,
break this up.”


Neither
man had any intention of giving up the fight. It took Ghost and Wrangler to
secure Tracker while Rock and Moses dragged Fuse away.


“What the
fuck, Tracker?” Fuse swiped blood from his nose.


“Six
years, you sonofabitch!”


Confusion
clouded Fuse’s features.


Rage ruled
his voice. “Six fuckin’ years ago you refused to pass Julia’s information to
me. Who the fuck do you think you are, taking that choice from me?”


Paling,
Fuse shot a look at Wrath.


“It wasn’t
his call, Tracker. The decision was mine.”


The look
in Tracker’s eyes said it all. The realization his commanding officer had
betrayed him. Shirking out of Ghost and Wrangler’s restraining grips, he took
several steps toward Wrath.


“Why?”
Then he shook his head. “Never mind. I don’t care what your bullshit reason is.
I’m out of here.” Not waiting for a reply, he stalked to his truck.


“Stop
where you are, Lieutenant.”


Wrath’s
command had no effect. Climbing into the driver’s seat, he fired up the truck,
sending dirt and gravel spraying on his way to the gate. When they didn’t open
at his approach, he leaned out the open window.


“Open the
damn gates.”


The two men
positioned as guards shot a look behind him to where Wrath and several others
stood.


“Let him
go.”


Tracker
didn’t acknowledge Wrath’s order. Waiting just long enough for his truck to fit
through the opening, he roared away, not sparing a glance behind him.
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Sitting at
the head of the conference table, Wrath shoved all thoughts of his decision six
years ago from his mind. All his attention had to be focused on the current
mission.


The three
men he planned to send on the recon mission stared at him. No one asked about
what they’d heard outside, although he could see the questions in their gazes.
His two closest friends and youngest brother seldom judged his decisions. This
time, he could see the doubt in their expressions.


“I’ll set
things right with Tracker.”


They didn’t
respond, spearing him with the uncertainty in their eyes.


Ghost rested
his arms on the table. “What do you have for us, Prez?”


“Grayson
ordered a recon mission.”


The three cast
curious glances at each other. “Takes all of us to do a little recon?” Rock
asked.


“There’s another
undercover DEA agent within the Devils.”


“Why the
hell didn’t we already know this?” Wrangler asked.


“Because
Grayson’s contact just notified him. They haven’t heard from the agent in over
thirty hours. He missed his normal check-in last night.” Wrath saw the interest
and determination on their faces. “Finish whatever you’re doing. Go time is
1600 hours. And gentlemen, the reason for this mission doesn’t leave this
room.”








Chapter Seventeen


Jason Ortiz alternated between running a few steps, then dropping to
all fours, crawling for several yards, choking up blood, before pushing to his
feet. Bent over at the waist, he repeated the sequence, the same as he’d done since
escaping the basement prison late the previous night.


The open
wounds on his back stretched with each movement. He didn’t know how deep the
injuries were, probably not very, but the pain was like nothing he’d ever felt.


Jason
needed medical treatment before the inflamed cuts festered. He’d made it a
couple miles from the clubhouse, fortunate the structure had been built within
the circle of manzanita, Palo Verde, and ironwood trees. The landscape
continued for several hundred yards in all directions, dense patches of native
trees concealing the building while hiding his escape route.


For the
first hour, he’d used a short limb covered in leaves to obscure his prints in
the dirt.


A couple
hours after sunup, he’d heard the roar of motorcycles. They’d discovered him
missing. He’d flattened himself on the dirt, wincing in pain as tiny cactus plants
pierced his skin. His shirt had been shredded, soaked in blood from Mario’s
whip and knife. Useless for protecting his ravaged back.


If there’d
been more passable trails leaving the clubhouse, they might’ve found him. Jason
had made certain to stick to the center of the broad expanse between the dirt
roads, areas too rough for bikes and cars. He had no explanation for why Burn
hadn’t used a truck or SUV to search for him.


Again, he
heard the roar of an engine. This one louder, more robust than the motorcycles.
Risking discovery, Jason rose enough to see over the shrubs. Burn’s black truck
bounced up and down as it traversed the uneven landscape. It headed directly
toward him.


Frantically
searching for a hiding spot, his tired legs struggled to cover the ground
toward a copse of low manzanita and lush ironwood. Reaching the potential
hiding place, he dropped to his stomach, clawing his way into the center of the
mass. Dead center stood a tall saguaro cactus. It would be almost
impossible to change positions without impaling himself.


Jason
waited as the truck closed the distance. Heart pounding against his ribs, he
forced himself to stay still, refusing to yield to the pain of the rocks
digging into the skin of his chest and stomach.


Sweat trickled
down his face, the salty liquid burning his eyes. Ignoring the sting, Jason listened
to the sound of the approaching truck. He guessed the distance fifty yards…thirty…twenty…ten.
Then they were upon him. The vehicle slowed, Mario shouting above the rumbling
engine.


There
wasn’t a chance the sadistic VP would miss him. Steeling himself, Jason held
his breath. Another shout from Mario preceded him gunning the engine. A moment
later, the truck moved on, Jason’s relief palpable.


Waiting to
see if Mario returned, he didn’t move. Not even an inch. 


[image: Description: C:\Users\Renee Laptop\Pictures\Shirleen - Scene Break images\Devoted scene break.jpg]


It took
Tracker the distance between the clubhouse and his home for his temper to slow.
The realization Wrath had been the one to order his contact information be kept
from Julia cut deep. He respected and trusted his commander. At least he had.


Tossing
his clothes aside, he took a quick shower, needing to calm his anger before
calling Julia. Under normal conditions, he’d keep Wrath’s part in their years
of separation to himself. For many reasons, he couldn’t do that this time. She
deserved to know why Fuse had rebuffed her request.


Towel
wrapped around his hips, he shaved, trimming his mustache and goatee enough to
appear presentable to her family. Running a comb through his hair, he stared at
his phone, realizing he hadn’t checked messages since leaving Julia’s that morning.


Picking up
the phone, Tracker winced. Two messages from Julia.


After
three rings, she answered. “My father and Diego are here.”


“I’m on my
way.”


He heard
her exhale. “Thank you.”


“Jules?”


“Yeah?”


“Remember.
I love you.”


“Right
back at you, Nate.”


In less
than five minutes, he headed to her place. Tracker hadn’t liked the strained,
almost desperate quality in her voice. Did she fear her father? Anyone would if
they knew about all the crimes he’d committed.


Increasing
his speed, he took a couple shortcuts, desperate to reach Julia before she said
something which caused suspicion. Between heated rounds of lovemaking the night
before, they’d talked about their roles. She’d agreed to say nothing indicating
any knowledge of the cartel. He hoped she’d keep her promise.


Parking in
front of her house, he couldn’t miss the rented Lamborghini in her drive. After
a quick scan to confirm the lack of DEA surveillance, he headed for the door. Not
bothering to knock, he strode inside, stopping at the sound of his name.


“It’s my
life, Father. Including Nate in it isn’t your decision.”


“After
what he did to you? You forget, querida, we were the ones to watch the pain he
caused, the way you threw yourself into work. It took years for you to consider
dating anyone else.”


“Those
days are in the past, Father. I’m sorry if you and Diego don’t approve.”


Stepping
into view, Tracker looked at the three, his temper rising. Julia’s features
revealed the amount of stress her family had already caused. Opening his arms,
she walked into them.


“I’m glad
you were able to come.” She reached up, kissing his chin. “You remember my
father and brother.”


Dropping
his arms from around her, Tracker held out his hand to each. Armando accepted,
while Diego took a few seconds longer than usual to grasp it. He didn’t miss
the way her oldest brother studied him, no doubt thinking about their brief
encounter in Nogales. An encounter Tracker had no intention of acknowledging.


“It’s good
to see you both again.”


“What are
your intentions, Nathan?”


Tracker
had always appreciated Armando’s ability to cut right to the essentials. In
this case, his daughter.


“Father!”


Tracker
settled an arm over her shoulders. “It’s all right, Jules.” Kissing her temple,
he turned toward Armando. “I love her, sir.”


“You said
the same before.”


“My
feelings for her have never changed. Because of an unfortunate set of
circumstances, we’ve been apart much too long due to misunderstandings,
interference from people we trusted, and my transfer to another team.”


“Tell me,
Juliana. How did you and Nathan find each other again?”


“We saw each
other at a ranch south of here, Father. At least once a month, the owners
invite foster children from the valley to take riding and grooming lessons.
Nate volunteers to instruct. I went with the woman who notified me of the
opening at the clinic. Her husband also volunteers.” Glancing up, she smiled at
Nate. “All the people who volunteer grew up on ranches.”


“Ah, yes.
I forgot about Nathan’s childhood. If I recall correctly, your father was the
foreman on a ranch in New Mexico and your mother was the cook.”


“Yes,
sir.”


“He was
white and she was Latina.”


Tracker
worked to keep his expression neutral. “My father died from an accident on the
ranch, but my mother is very much alive. She lives with my younger brother and his
wife.”


“Near
Albuquerque, I believe,” Diego said, showing an unusual interest in his family.


“Not any
longer.” Dropping his arm from her shoulders, he walked to the refrigerator,
having no intention of letting the Quinteros learn the location of his family.
“Would anyone care for something to drink?” He opened the door to peer inside. “Water,
soda, juice, beer, or wine.”


When her
father and brother didn’t respond, both continuing to glower at Nate, Julia
answered. “I’ll have cranberry juice. Diego, Father, what would you like to
drink?”


Her
question pulled Armando’s attention away from Nate. “Do you have coffee?”


“Of
course. Diego?”


He didn’t
take his eyes off Nate. “A beer.”


Grabbing
one for himself and Diego, he handed a bottle to Julia’s brother before pouring
her juice into a glass. “Here you are, sweetheart.” Nate hid a grin at the way
Diego winced at the endearment. He received the opposite reaction from Julia.


A broad
smile preceded her going up on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. Taking a swallow,
she set the glass down to retrieve her father’s coffee. 


“You are
no longer in the Navy?” Diego’s question didn’t surprise him.


“No. Not
for a few years.” The lie slid easily from his lips.


“How do you
make a living these days?”


When Julia
opened her mouth, Nate held up a hand, stopping her. “I own a restaurant and a
couple bars. In fact, I’d like to invite all of you to Hawthorn’s for dinner.”


“Oh, that
would be lovely. Father, I’ve eaten there and it’s wonderful.”


A doubtful
expression appeared on Armando’s face before he hid it. “A gracious invitation,
Nathan. Thank you.”


Slipping
his arm around her waist, Nate drew her against his side. “Would eight o’clock
tonight be convenient?”


“That
would be fine.” Armando sipped his coffee. “If you’ll provide the address, we
will meet you there.”


“They’re
staying at a small hotel downtown,” Julia explained. “If it would be more
convenient, I can meet you there.”


“Not a chance,
sweetheart. I’ll pick you up.” Leaning down, he whispered against her ear. “Plan
on seeing me at six.”


Knowing
his meaning, a flash of heat warmed her face as a slow smile curved her lips.
They’d made love many times over the last thirty-six hours and still had years
of love to recapture.


The newfound
joy in her life almost made Julia forget what she’d learned about her family.
What Nate planned to accomplish during their visit, and her part in it,
should’ve caused some sense of regret. She didn’t want to analyze why it didn’t.


After the
interrogation by Agent Delphine six years ago, she’d spent weeks coming to
terms with what his questions implied about her family. Denial had consumed
her. Between intense doubt and the loss of Nate, her appetite had become non-existent
and sleep came only with the assistance of OTC drugs.


After a
couple months of internal grieving, Julia had been sitting in her kitchen,
sipping coffee, staring at the laptop on the counter. Until then, she’d avoided
doing what she believed might provide some answers. It had taken several hours
of searching and cross-checking before she closed the computer, heart heavy.


What she
discovered sickened and confused her. Her family had been accused of running
one of the most vicious cartels in Mexico. The crimes they were suspected of
committing were heinous, indicating a pattern of merciless terror in order to
grow their illegal businesses. And she’d never once suspected.


Using her
birth parents’ last name had shielded her from talk of the cartel. No one
suspected Dr. Juliana Stanifer had any connection to the Quintero family of
Monterrey, Mexico. Growing up, she’d never spent much time watching TV or
listening to the news, carrying the habit into adulthood. Then medical school
and residency had taken all her time.


The last
years seemed surreal. There’d been days she refused to believe the accusations,
her heart denying what news reports called hard facts. Other times, her
continued research forced her to accept the possibility of their guilt. As a
doctor, a woman who lived by solid proof, what she’d discovered was damning.
The ache in her chest never left, growing with each passing day.


The
results had inspired her to start the futile attempt to locate Nate. They’d
also been the reason Julia hadn’t been shocked when Nate showed her the file a
couple nights before. She had already accepted much of what he’d presented.


Noting the
way her father and brother watched her, she finished the juice, shaking off the
ache in her heart about the alleged Quintero crimes. Unproven crimes, no matter
the mass of circumstantial evidence.


“Do you
have plans for the rest of the day, Father?”


“Diego and
I are meeting an associate this afternoon.”


Her throat
tightened at what might be the reason for the meeting, hoping it had nothing to
do with what the DEA suspected. “I didn’t know you conducted business in
Liberty Lake.”


“I have
alliances with numerous people all over the world, querida. This is one of
many. Will you be returning to the clinic today?”


“Since you
and Diego have plans, yes, I will.”


“Do you
need directions to your meeting, Armando?” Tracker placed his hand on the small
of Julia’s back. He’d noticed her tense when learning of her father’s meeting,
imagining the questions racing through her mind.


“Thank
you, Nathan, but no. Diego has already identified the location.” He glanced at
his son. “We should be leaving now.”


Diego
forced his attention away from Nate. “Yes, Father. Julia, we will see you at
the restaurant at eight.”


“And
Nate,” she added, irritated at her brother’s undisguised dismissal of him. “He is
our host, after all.”


A muscle
ticked in Diego’s jaw. Julia could almost see his internal struggle. He’d hated
what happened between her and Nate, been there for her in the months afterward.


She
believed his behavior today had much more to do with Nate’s role in the
investigation into the Quintero family than a past where she’d been hurt.


The
realization provided her no comfort and an abundance of new questions.








Chapter Eighteen


Driving three non-descript vehicles, Ghost, Rock, and Wrangler
canvassed separate sections of land. Dressed in street clothes common for many
locals, anybody spotting the three wouldn’t spare them more than a few seconds
before forgetting their existence.


They’d searched
for almost two hours, finding no trace of Jason Ortiz. The agent had missed
another check-in with headquarters. Two missed in the same number of days.


Deciding
Ortiz would head toward the closest town, they confined their search to the
area west of the Night Devils clubhouse. Driving close to the side of the road,
each stopped every few minutes to search on foot. There’d been nothing to
indicate the agent had ventured this way. No shreds of clothing, tracks, or obvious
signs of blood.


In
hindsight, they should’ve contacted Ethan about using the blood-detection dog
he’d purchased from a police department in Southern California. The coonhound
had an excellent record, but was tagged for retirement. The animal had been a
great acquisition for Ethan, even if he had to buy it using personal funds.


Wrangler checked
the time, noting the darkening sky. There’d been a long discussion about
searching during the day or holding off until night. Advantages and
disadvantages existed for each. Concern over the agent’s fate had been the deciding
factor. If he were still alive, they needed to find him without delay.


Again, he
glanced around. There’d be no natural light in another couple hours, forcing
them to use their night vision goggles or return tomorrow. The second wasn’t an
option.


Wrangler
grabbed the secure, tactical, handheld radio with SATCOM capability. Each
member of the Brethren had been provided with one. He liked nothing better than
new toys, and this one was a beauty.


“Wrangler
to Ghost and Rock. Come in.”


Both
answered immediately.


“You boys
find anything?”


Ghost was
the first to respond. “Negative, Wrangler.”


“Same here,”
Rock responded. “It may be time to break out our NVGs and contact Wrath about using
Ethan’s dog.”


“Roger
that,” Ghost replied. “Rendezvous at the Boltville Junction in fifteen minutes.”


“Affirmative,”
Rock and Wrangler responded at once.


The Night
Devils bought land and built their clubhouse two miles northwest of what locals
called Boltville Junction. At one time, the area contained a gas station,
grocery, three diners, a five-and-dime, an auto repair shop, two bars, motel,
museum, and school. It had become a favorite destination of civilian motorcycle
groups out for a weekend ride.


The
arrival of the Devils brought a lot of changes. Ethan and his deputies had been
called to break up skirmishes between peaceful tourists and the Devils much too
often. One afternoon, a husband and wife had been run off the road, their
Harley careening down a steep drop-off. The husband lived. The wife didn’t.
Tourist traffic had dropped significantly afterward.


Within a
few years, the legitimate clubs stopped coming and almost every business had
been forced to close down. Abandoned buildings riddled the roads. A miserable
ending to what had been a thriving community.


Wrangler
pulled into what had once been the train station. The building stood at the
intersection of two county highways. A T-bone shape with the station at the top
of the T. It gave them a good view straight down the main highway. Moments
later, Rock and Ghost joined him.


Slipping his
secure SAT phone from his back pocket, Ghost called Wrath. “We need the
coonhound.” Ready to end the call a minute later, he stilled, as did Rock and
Wrangler.


“Did you
hear that?”


“Yeah,
Ghost.” Rock took a slow look around, hardly breathing as he waited for the
noise to sound again. 


“Hold up calling
Ethan, Wrath. I’ll have to get back to you.” Pocketing the phone, Ghost stood
rigidly still.


They
didn’t have to wait long before a low, strangled groan broke through the calm, late
afternoon air. Drawing their weapons, focused on finding the source, Ghost
moved around the station in one direction while Rock and Wrangler took the
other. Slow and methodical, they crept along well-worn paths without a sound,
as if they wore leather moccasins instead of sturdy boots.


A suppressed
moan sounded again, drawing them to the back of the station. Hidden between a
grouping of broken water barrels, an almost naked form hovered against the station’s
back wall, arms covering his head.


Crouching
next to him, Ghost studied the welts on the man’s back, torn flesh on his feet.
Touching a finger to the pulse point on his neck, he placed a hand on his
forehead. “He’s alive but unconscious. And burning up.”


“I’ll get
the medic kit.” Wrangler hurried to his car, returning a moment later with the
thick case packed with blood pressure cuff, stethoscope, sutures, antiseptics,
bandages, safety pins, and antibiotics. Moses, the team medic, had prepared a
modified version of what he carried for each team member. 


“We need to
clean his wounds and get antibiotics down him.” Ghost slipped into gloves and
got to work. After fifteen minutes, Ortiz hadn’t regained consciousness. “He
needs a doctor. Rock, help me get him into Wrangler’s car. You two go with
Ortiz. I’ll follow. We can send a couple men back later to get the last car.”


Rock
crawled into the back seat with Ortiz. “Sonsofbitches really fucked him up.
I’ve gotta wonder what the hell happened for Burn to order this type of
beating.”


Pulling
onto the highway, Wrangler watched Ghost climb into his car, the SAT phone to
his ear. No doubt updating Wrath.


“Burn
doesn’t need a reason. Fucker’s as vile as Poison.”


“Yeah.”
Rock remembered when Burn had gone after Tessa and Travis. Over the years, he’d
faced down terrorists, insurgents, his own death, but nothing ever approached
the terror he felt over Tessa’s safety. The stark fear had never truly left him.
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Six men
stared at each other around the circular table, weapons left at the door.
Armando and Diego Quintero had arrived early to make certain the private home
on the outskirts of Liberty Lake had been secured.


Not
desiring any unwanted attention, this was one of a handful of trips where
bodyguards had been left behind. As far as Armando knew, they had few enemies
in this part of Arizona. Four sat close by, all here for the same reason.


Burn and
Mario were greedy, vicious men with simple minds. They ran the Night Devils
with little regard for a future longer than a year. 


Abdul-Bari
Zahir and his companion, Kamal Durrani Rasul, were the opposite. As venomous as
the Devils, their minds were clear and complicated, the plans they made focused
on the future of their cause. Of the two sets of men, the latter were by far
the more dangerous.


“We are
agreed?” Diego rested his clasped hands on the tabletop in a show of deference.


“I don’t
like it.” Burn’s gruff voice broke across the small space, catching everyone’s
attention. “We’re doing the dangerous work but getting the same split. We
deserve a bigger piece.”


Diego
spoke as if to a petulant child. “The split was agreed on before today’s
meeting. We came here in good faith to work on details, not revisit the division
of funds.”


“The deal
isn’t done until we all agree.” Burn leaned forward for emphasis. “And the
Devils don’t agree with the split.”


No one
spoke for several long moments, their eyes giving away nothing.


His serene
expression belying the churning sensation in his gut, Abdul-Bari Zahir’s
obsidian eyes pierced the others around the table. “Perhaps the Devils are not
the right partner for this deal.”


Armando
watched deep red creep up Burn’s face, sweat forming on his brow. He was a
dangerous amateur, unworthy of respect.


“Perhaps.
Although the arrangement is quite lucrative, I have no interest in changing the
agreement.” Armando placed his hands on the arms of the chair, intending to
stand.


“Wait.”
Burn’s forceful voice was neither pleading nor placating. “We aren’t finished
here.”


“I believe
we are.” Armando switched his attention to Zahir. “Apologies, my friend. We
shall talk soon.”


Burn’s hand
slapping the table had the men turning toward him. “You will regret walking
away from us.”


Impatience
mixed with anger had Armando shifting, grim features glaring at the man who
dared argue with him. He was Armando Fonseca Quintero, president of Grupo Quintero,
leader of the Nuevo León Cartel. No man disputed his decisions, especially one
of such inferior status.


“Do not
consider threatening me.”


A smirk
played across Burn’s face. “It isn’t a threat, Armando. It’s my promise to you
and Zahir.”


Standing, the
leader of the New Mexico terrorist cell motioned for Kamal Durrani Rasul to do
the same. “Mr. Quintero is right. We are at an impasse. Perhaps when you’ve had
time to reconsider the benefits of working with us, Mr. Burn, you’ll have a different
decision about the terms we’ve already agreed to. In the meantime, my associate
and I have other business to complete.”


“As do my
son and I.” Armando kept a wary gaze on Burn and Mario. He wouldn’t be surprised
if either man tried something stupid.


Although
they’d all made a show of placing weapons by the door, he didn’t believe the
others weren’t still armed. He and Diego had pistols tucked into ankle holsters,
knives strapped to their calves. The Quinteros trusted few outside their
family.


Approaching
the door, the four stopped, turning at Burn’s strained voice.


“It would
be dishonorable to back out of the agreement at this late date.”


“Does that
mean you no longer wish to change the terms?” Armando asked.


“Yes.”


He narrowed
his gaze on Burn. “It seems we have business to conduct, gentlemen.”
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Capturing
her mouth in a sweltering kiss, Tracker slid into her moist folds, groaning at
the way the muscles tightened around him. His actions were slow, deliberate, and
achingly tender.


“Nate…”
Julia whispered against his lips.


His hand snaked
between them, touching her already sensitive nub. “Hmmm…”


She arched
against him, breasts abrading the silken hairs of his chest. Stretched out under
him, she gasped at the sensations consuming her. His tongue invading her mouth,
finger and thumb gently rolling her aching clit, the way he drove in and out,
pace increasing with every beat of their hearts.


His mouth
trailed damp kisses down her neck to capture a peaked breast, his thrusts
increasing to a frantic tempo. Gasping, she arched beneath him, finding release
in a passionate moan of pleasure.


Sucking
her nipple hard, hammering in and out, he threw his head back, roaring out his
own release before collapsing and rolling her onto his chest.


Long
minutes later, her fingers brushing the soft hairs of his goatee, she nipped at
his ear. Broad fingers gripped her hip, the other hand rubbing slow circles on
her back.


“Careful
with those lush lips, darlin’. I’m ready for another go, but we’re going to be
late meeting your father.”


Sitting up,
Julia flashed a look at the clock on her nightstand. “My gosh. We only have
thirty minutes to get there.” Rolling off him, she stood, ignoring his soft
chuckles as she ran into the bathroom.


Untangling
himself from the sheets, Tracker rose slowly, stretching his arms over his
head. It would’ve been an easy matter to stay in bed, but he had a job to do
and Julia was part of it.


No matter how
much his body still ached for her, dinner with the Quinteros couldn’t be put
off.








Chapter Nineteen


Armando’s critical gaze moved over the inside of Hawthorn’s Steak House,
his features giving away nothing. In contrast, Diego appeared bored, sipping a
glass of wine as he scanned the menu.


“You’ve
done well for yourself, Nathan.” Armando’s generous compliment didn’t match his
severe expression.


Tracker
smiled, studying the two Quintero men. Something had changed since they’d left Julia’s
house to attend their meeting. His gut told him whatever they were involved in
would impact his life, as well as Julia’s and many others.


He’d yet
to get a report from Agent Delphine. While Julia and Tracker kept Armando and
Diego busy inside her home, Jaeger had placed a tiny GPS unit under their car.


The plan
had been simple. Follow the Quinteros and observe. But Tracker knew Delphine well
enough to understand the agent wouldn’t be content to sit a block away,
wondering about the topic of the meeting. He would’ve gotten closer. 


A short text
had hit Tracker’s phone as he pulled into the lot at Hawthorn’s, leaving more
questions than answers. He learned the Quinteros had met with Burn, Mario,
Zahir, and Rasul. Nothing more. A meeting between six men who’d cut off your
head on a whim.


They led
organizations dealing in prescription and illegal drugs, human trafficking,
money laundering, and extortion. The DEA and FBI had been looking for ways to
bring down all three organizations for years. Information the agents and
sources such as the Brethren discovered was never enough.


One
bureaucrat after another squashed their work, asking for more…always more.
Wrath and Grayson had discussed and argued about it many times.


“Thank
you, Armando. It’s taken me a long time to accomplish what you see here.”


He knew how
the Quinteros, who employed thousands of people, ran millions of dollars in
illegal products, and lived in fortified fortresses, saw him. Insignificant and
unworthy of Julia. Tracker would admit the second was true. He’d never be good
enough for her. Believing the first would be a definite mistake.


“Tori, Dylan.
I was afraid you weren’t going to be able to join us.” Julia stood, hugging her
sister and smiling at Moses. Her sister had told her his given name after the
two had spent a day touring Liberty Lake on his bike.


“Good
evening, Father.” Tori walked into his waiting arms, then hugged Diego. “I
apologize for not being able to join you at Julia’s earlier. The interview
couldn’t be rescheduled.”


“How did
it go?” Julia asked as the two sat down.


“Very
well. They offered me a position at the same salary as the other clinic. The difference
is this one focuses on large animals. A majority of local ranchers use them.”


“And?”
Julia prompted.


A broad
smile broke across Tori’s face. “I accepted. My first day is next Monday.”


“Excellent
news, Victoria.” Armando’s comment was aimed at his daughter even as his gaze
remained fixed on Moses.


“I’m
sorry, Father. I forgot my manners. This is Dylan Wright. Dylan, my father,
Armando Quintero.”


Standing, Moses
walked around the table, clasping the older man’s hand. “Sir.”


“And this
is my brother, Diego,” Tori said.


The two
exchanged stark expressions. “Diego.” Moses extended his hand, waiting a couple
beats before her brother accepted it. 


“Victoria
has never mentioned you, Mr. Wright,” Armando said as Moses returned to his
chair.


“We just
started seeing each other, Mr. Quintero.”


The
conversation slowed while the waitress took their orders and refilled wine
glasses. When she left, Diego leaned back in his chair, focusing all his
attention on Tracker.


“How long
have you been out of the Navy?”


Shrugging,
Tracker rolled the stem of his wine glass between his fingers. “Several years.”


“Tired of
protecting your country?”


“Not at
all. I’d put in my time and found the need to move on.”


Brow
lifting, Diego hid the brief flash of curiosity. “I find it hard to believe a
man such as you could fit into a quiet role as a restaurateur. After traveling
around the world to take out terrorists and rescue hostages, it is quite a
change.” Setting down his glass, Diego leaned toward Tracker. “I believe there
is much more to why you are no longer a SEAL, Nathan Kincaid. A private
mercenary group perhaps?” A self-deprecating grin appeared before he chuckled.
“Then again, Father has always accused me of having an overactive imagination.”


The
atmosphere around the table chilled, Moses and Tracker passing silent messages between
themselves.


“Stop it,
Diego.” Julia’s low, fierce voice surprised everyone. No one more than herself.


She never
showed her temper, hiding behind a serene façade. A pretense she’d perfected
through all the years living with the controlling Quintero men, fighting for a
place in medical school then a pediatric residency, and learning to live
without Nate. 


Her entire
life had been viewed through a screen of forced calm and faked tranquility. She
now sat at a table with a family who might not be what they seemed. Between her
own research and Nate’s files, she’d been trying to deal with the possibility her
entire life may have been a lie.


The
frustration building over years of doubt began to surface. But Julia knew it
had to be contained in order to discover the truth about her adopted family.


“We are
Nate’s guests. If you have unresolved issues with him, please settle them
later. I would very much like to enjoy the little amount of time we have before
you leave for home.”


Her voice
and words said much more, leaving no doubt Diego had to be the one to bend
because Nate was back in her life.


A buzzing
sound in Tracker’s pocket indicated a call. Pulling it from his pocket, he
checked the ID, then excused himself. She watched him walk around the corner
toward his office in the back, wondering at the urgency of the call. Suspecting
it had something to do with her family. Hoping it didn’t.


“Tell us
about your new job, Juliana.”


Her
father’s voice brought her attention back to those around the table. She
noticed Dylan focused on where Nate disappeared, seemingly curious about the call,
the same as her.


“The job
is fine, Father.”


“Only fine?”


Flashing a
glance toward Nate’s office, she nodded. “It’s wonderful. The doctors have been
quite welcoming, and the patient load is much better than in San Diego. I have
time to meet friends for dinner, such as tonight.” She smiled at Tori, knowing
her sister understood.


It was
then Julia spotted Dylan’s hand covering Tori’s. Suppressing the surprise, she
shifted her attention back to her father. “Nate and I were talking about
planning a visit to Monterrey as soon as I can get time off.”


The joy
she expected on her father’s face didn’t come. “We will discuss a visit another
time, querida.” His gaze locked on Nate approaching from the back.


“Apologies.
It was a call I had to take.” Sending a private look at Moses, he sat down,
taking a swallow of wine. “How long do you and Diego plan to be in Liberty
Lake?”


“A week.
Perhaps more.”


“Then you
have time for Julia and me to show you around.” Taking Julia’s hand under the
table, he squeezed lightly.


“Thank you
for your hospitality, Nathan, but it will be difficult for us. We have much
planned during this trip. Perhaps another time,” Armando said, his features
impassive, the same as they’d been most of the evening.


His
evasive answers made Julia uncomfortable. Her father always welcomed visits
from his daughters, always making time for them. He and Diego had traveled all
this way to see her and Tori’s new homes. At least that was what she’d thought.
Once again, a seed of doubt developed, swelling with each evasive answer. Her
blood chilled. This wasn’t the father who’d raised her.


The
remainder of the evening continued with soft conversation and praises for their
meals, ending with dessert and coffee. Thick, rich coffee, the kind her father
preferred. Through it all, Diego said little, spending the time studying Nate and
Dylan with a critical expression. Julia found herself wondering what passed through
her brother’s mind.


Could he
be capable of doing what she’d read about in the news articles? Had she always
been so blind to his true nature? To her father’s and Antonio’s?


Stomach
clenching at too many questions without answers, she hadn’t noticed everyone
standing until Nate’s hand squeezed her shoulder.


“Are you
ready to leave, Jules?”


“Yes.”
Rising, she kissed his cheek, placing a hand on his arm. “Thank you for a
wonderful evening.”


Making
certain the others were out of earshot, he leaned down. “I’ll take you home,
then I have to meet up with Moses. But plan on me returning as soon as I get
business out of the way.” Brushing a kiss across her lips, he took her elbow,
guiding them outside.


Before she
had time to say goodbye to anyone, Julia saw her father and Diego drive out of
the parking lot. Dylan and Tori stood next to his truck, staring after them,
the same as her and Nate.


“Get in
the truck, Jules. I need to talk with Moses.” He jogged away, not seeing her
confused expression as she watched the disappearing rear lights of her father’s
car.


Julia
couldn’t recall a time her father had so abruptly dismissed her. No goodbye, no
request to see her tomorrow. Nothing to indicate if she’d be seeing them again
before he and Diego left for Monterrey. Then there was his dismissal about her
and Nate flying to Mexico to visit the family. Cold and distant, as if
distancing her from his life.


Until now,
she’d never mentioned her suspicions about their family to Tori. Whenever they
discussed their adopted parents, it never went too deep. Birthdays, holidays,
vacations, and fashion, all favorite topics of their mother and two older sisters.
When visiting Monterrey, Julia and Tori spent most of their time being
chauffeured to high-end boutiques and restaurants, pretending to enjoy the time
with the other three women.


The
pretense had gone on for years, ever since they’d been old enough to be
included in the long shopping trips. They weren’t close to their older sisters,
but they did love them. The same with their adoptive mother, although the
majority of her love went to the two oldest. The girls who were hers by birth.


Before she
realized how far she’d walked, Julia stood next to Nate. Tori sat in the
passenger seat of the truck, reading the texts on her cell phone. Placing a hand
on Nate’s arm, she captured his attention. When he broke from his conversation
with Moses, he looked down at her.


“It’s time
to include Tori in on what you’ve told me, Nate.”


“No.”
Moses crossed his arms, glancing over his shoulder at Tori, then back at Julia.
“She doesn’t need to know. Not yet.” 


Nate
settled an arm over her shoulders. “He’s right, Julia. There’s no need to draw
her into this.”


Stepping
away, she placed fisted hands on her hips, facing off against them. “She’s my
sister. My family. Tori deserves to know as much as me about the possibility
of our family’s involvement in illegal activities. She’s smart and strong, and may
even already suspect something.”


At Dylan’s
raised brow, she dropped her arms. “Tori has always kept abreast of what’s
happening through social media and news reports. Much more than me. Once I
started doing my own research, it was a shock to see how often my father’s and
brothers’ names were associated with cartel activity.”


“You never
discussed any of this with Tori?” Nate asked.


“No, and
she never mentioned it to me. We, well…we don’t talk about the family much
beyond upcoming visits. Since graduating from high school, we’ve both been
involved in getting degrees and establishing our careers.” She sent an imploring
look at Nate. “It’s important Tori know now, and not be blindsided with it if
the allegations are ever proven.”


“You know
they will be, Jules.”


“So you
say, Nate. I’m still not certain what you’ve shown me is more than a wishful
DEA trying to go after my family.” She drew in a breath, looking around Dylan
to see Tori still studying her phone. “It’s time she knew what might happen.”


Tracker
didn’t like it. Neither did Moses. Both for different reasons.


For
Tracker, the more people who knew, the bigger chance Armando and Diego would
learn of the continued investigation, and his part in it. Moses had another,
more personal reason. Over the short time he’d known Tori, they’d become
friends and formed a bond, one he wanted to explore further. Once she learned
of his original reason for being in her life, he doubted she’d want anything
more to do with him. Tori might not even give him a chance to explain.


“If you’re
certain, Jules.”


Body
relaxing, she expelled a relieved breath. “I am.”


“All
right. Meet us at Tori’s house, Moses. This might go better if she’s in her own
place.”


Moses shot
an uncomfortable look between them. “Are you sure this is for the best,
Tracker?”


“No, but
it’s what we’re going to do.”








Chapter Twenty


“You’re always welcome here.” Tori shoved the front door open. “It’s
just that Dylan told me he and Nate have a meeting they must attend.”


“We still
have the meeting, but this is important, Tori.” Moses closed the door behind
them, following the others into the living room.


“Does
anyone want coffee, a beer, or…”


When they
shook their heads, Julia touched her sister’s arm. “Sit down, Tori. We have to
talk.”


Gaze moving
swiftly over them, she looked back at Julia. “About what?”


“We’ll
explain everything once you sit down.” Placing a hand on the small of her back,
Moses guided her to a spot on the sofa. He took a seat beside her, threading
his fingers through hers. 


“This
won’t be easy to hear,” Tracker began. “It’s about your family.”


The
muscles in her throat worked, but she said nothing, hand tightening on Dylan’s.


“How much
do you know about your adopted family?”


“As much
as Julia. Father told us about our birth parents. The men met in college,
became close friends. Sometime after graduating, Barclay Stanifer, our birth
father, went to work at Grupo Quintero. Our parents died in a plane crash when
I was one and Julia was three.” She shifted to look at her sister. “What’s this
about?”


“There’s a
chance the Quinteros aren’t who we thought.”


“A
chance?” Tori asked.


“Yes, but
I can’t tell you how much of one. All I’m asking is you listen to what Nate has
to say.”


“If you
think it’s important, then all right.” She squeezed Dylan’s hand, taking a
couple slow breaths to calm herself. “Whenever you’re ready, Nate.”
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Thirty
minutes later, Tori stood, excusing herself. Watching her walk down the hall,
Julia turned to Nate.


“She never
asked any questions. Showed no reaction at all to what you said or the images
in the files.”


“As if she
suspected what you were going to tell her, Tracker.” Moses’s gaze never left
the hall where she disappeared.


A moment
later, Tori returned holding an album. Sitting down, she glanced at Dylan before
opening and turning it around. Julia gasped at the photograph on the first
page. It showed her father, handcuffed, being led down a hall.


“I’ve been
collecting information for almost twelve years.” She sent an apologetic glance
at Julia. “Before you and Nate were together.”


Leaning
in, Moses, Tracker, and Julia studied the articles, images, and interviews.
Tori had compiled a history of the Quintero family since she’d been in high
school. When they reached the last page, she closed the book.


“What made
you decide to start collecting all this?” Tracker asked.


“A
conversation I heard between Father, Diego, and Antonio.” Tori rested her back
against the sofa. “I was fifteen. Mother had told me to get Father’s permission
for something I wanted to buy. She said he was in his office, but to knock
first. But the door wasn’t closed. I heard a heated discussion between our
father and brothers. Diego was arguing they needed more information about
something. Father and Antonio thought they had enough to make a decision. It
seemed to be just another conversation about Grupo Quintero.” She looked
between the men. “They were always talking business when the women weren’t around.
I’d turned to leave when Antonio said they had to eliminate someone before he
talked.”


Sitting
up, she rested her arms on her legs. “I stood there, frozen in place.” Tori
locked her gaze on Julia. “They were talking about murdering the man who’d been
doing some legal work for them. They were planning to kill someone, Julia.”


Shifting
to sit next to her, Julia put an arm around Tori’s shoulders. “Why didn’t you
ever tell me?”


“I hurried
away to find you. Mother said you were spending the night at a friend’s house.
I stayed in my room, trying to decide what to do.”


“You
should have told me.” Dropping her arm, Julia stayed next to her.


“No. It
was better you didn’t know. There was nothing either of us could’ve done. I
never considered approaching Father about it because he’d get angry and deny the
conversation took place.”


“So you
decided to start investigating the family on your own,” Moses said.


“Yes. The
Quinteros were always generous. We had our own laptops and printers. I knew to hide
my searches, at least enough so Father’s security team wouldn’t notice. They
never would’ve suspected me of checking into the family. I’d hoped my efforts
would turn up nothing. I mean, maybe I’d heard them wrong.”


“But you
weren’t wrong, were you, Tori?” Moses asked.


She shook
her head. “Most of what I found was from American news articles. Father had
been questioned several times about various crimes. He never went to trial.” A
derisive snort left her lips. “It seems people who were to testify disappeared.
Nothing could ever be proven.”


Reaching
over, Julia lifted the album from her sister’s lap and opened it. “You kept
searching all these years.”


“What I’d
learned made me uneasy, but I had to continue. I didn’t trust any of them to
tell me the truth, yet they were my family. The people who took us in, adopted
us when our parents died. It was a relief to leave for college.”


Silence
stretched between them before Moses put an arm around Tori and drew her close.
“It must have been difficult for you to learn about them.”


“I kept telling
myself it was all a lie. That Father and our brothers weren’t capable of the
illegal activities they were suspected of ordering. Over time, though, I
accepted there had to be at least some truth to all the stories. Plus, the conversation
I’d overheard kept rolling through my head. I can remember every word as if it
happened yesterday.”


Moving
away from his hold, Tori stood, taking the album from Julia’s outstretched hand
before looking between the men. “Are you working with Agent Delphine?”


“Yes,”
Tracker answered.


“I see.”
Letting out a slow breath, she turned toward her bedroom. “If you don’t mind,
I’m very tired. Please let yourselves out.”


Dylan jumped
up, following. “Tori, wait.”


Stopping
at the doorway to her bedroom, she turned, features drawn but not angry. “It’s
all right, D. I’ve already figured out whatever was between us has more to do
with my family than any real interest in me.” When he opened his mouth to
speak, she placed her hand against his chest. “Please, don’t make it worse by
denying it. You’ve been a wonderful companion the last couple weeks, and I
thank you for that.”


“Companion?”


“Don’t lie
by telling me it meant something to you.”


“Dammit,
Tori. We slept together. That’s a helluva lot more than companionship.”


Pursing
her lips, she shook her head. “Maybe, but right now, everything is muddled for
me.”


“There’s
something between us, Tori. I don’t intend to walk away until we’ve explored
it.”


“If you’d
been honest from the start, told me you were working with Nate to bring down my
family—”


“You
would’ve kicked me out,” he interrupted.


She patted
the album. “I would’ve offered to help. No matter what you think of my father,
I still hope to clear his name.” Turning away, she stepped inside her bedroom and
closed the door.
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“Julia’s
sleeping with a man who’s trying to bury us, Father. We have to get him away
from her.” Diego looked at the bourbon in his glass before tossing it back and
pouring another. “Nate Kincaid is not a restaurateur.”


“Of course
not.” Pouring himself another drink, Armando took a sip before returning to his
chair in the well-appointed hotel suite. “He is not with the DEA or FBI. Our
sources would’ve reported it to me if he were. My contact in Coronado says he
is no longer a SEAL.”


“What of Dylan
Wright? He means something to Victoria.”


“I’ve
already made a call. We will know more tomorrow.”


Diego
lowered himself into a chair next to Armando. “Both men are dangerous to our
plans.”


“They are
mere nuisances.”


Rolling
the glass between his fingers, he leaned forward, resting his arms on his legs.
“I am certain he was with the men who rescued the young boy in Nogales. I would
not have mistaken his voice.”


“What are
you saying, Diego?”


“Nate is
still in the Navy, or with a mercenary group. I believe the same is probably
true of Dylan Wright. We can’t afford to take chances at this point, Father.
The association with Burn and Zahir is tenuous.”


“They are
but a means to an end. The merchandise we will be moving is worth three times
what we make in one month. Once this is finished, Antonio will take care of
Zahir and Burn.”


Steepling
his fingers under his chin, Diego weighed his next words. “They are formidable
opponents. Zahir is but one small part of a much larger organization. If we go
after him, we must be prepared for retaliation. The same with Burn. He’s
president of the local group. The national president is rumored to be even more
vicious, showing no pity toward those who cross him.”


“Your
point?”


“They are
but the tail of the snake. Not the head. It would take a small army and significant
resources to bring either down.”


“We have
both, Diego.”


Frustration
whipped through him. It took considerable control to conceal his true thoughts
from his father. Diego understood the extent of their fortune, the people
employed in the intricate web of legal and illegal activities. All were
expendable, some more than others. Could they fund an elite army? Perhaps. The
better question was, should they?


“There may
be other ways to deal with both men without turning suspicions toward us,
Father.”


Armando’s
phone interrupted his reply. “What do you have for me?” His attention focused
on Diego as the contact explained what he’d discovered. Armando’s features
showed no reaction, nothing to indicate positive or more ominous news. Ending
the call, he set the phone aside.


“What did
you learn?” Diego asked.


Rising,
Armando paced across the room to the large window, looking at the park across
the street. Even at this hour, people walked along the winding paths, some with
a partner, a few alone, many with dogs. Watching normal people doing simple
activities often settled Armando and the turbulent thoughts which possessed him
from the time he woke each day until he fell asleep. It had always been this
way.


Years ago,
he’d soothed his body’s restless nature by spending time with a continual flow
of mistresses. All young, beautiful, and willing to do what he asked. The
therapeutic nature of their warm bodies pressed against his had ceased to work
years ago.


He now
preferred more solitary methods of appeasing what he could not control.
Watching ordinary people pursuing normal activities helped more than any number
of nubile beauties.


Armando
would often picture himself with the woman he once loved. The woman his father
had forbade him to marry, selecting another for his oldest son. Although he’d
grown to care deeply for Marguerita, he still felt the piercing pain in his
chest for the loss of his true love even all these years later.


It was all
too similar to what he’d done to his own oldest son. His relationship with Diego
had suffered because of it, falling into a tedious pattern of strained meetings
and a distance Armando regretted. Always respectful, their relationship no
longer held the warmth he’d so cherished.


“Father?”


Diego’s
voice tore his bleak thoughts away from the mistakes of his past to the
present. Turning from the window, Armando watched his son drum fingers on the
table next to him, waiting for news from the contact. Respectful, professional.
The same as every encounter between them.


“You were
right about Kincaid and Wright.”


Diego
straightened in the chair. “What do you mean?”


“The two
are not in the Navy or part of a mercenary team.” A derisive grin tugged at
Armando’s mouth. “They are members of a group which could prove much more useful
to us.” He paced away, picking up his glass to finish the last of the scotch. 


Diego
waited, knowing it would be a mistake to interrupt his father’s thoughts. A
minute passed, then another before Armando raised his head, lips curling.


“They
belong to the Eternal Brethren.”








Chapter Twenty-One


Eternal Brethren Clubhouse


“Agent Jason Ortiz is out of intensive care. He’s been moved to a
private room with twenty-four-hour guards. His information corroborates what
Jif already provided.”


Wrath glanced
around the table at the Posse. Each of the men who’d been a part of the
Brethren from the beginning. All men Wrath would trust with his life. Teammates
who wouldn’t like what he had to say.


“Both
assert there is going to be a huge shipment of stolen prescription drugs in the
next week.”


“How did
Jif and Ortiz obtain the intel, Prez?” Rock asked, surprised Wrath hadn’t apprised
them of this earlier.


“Jif got
his directly from Burn. Ortiz overheard Mario and another member talking.”


“I can get
eyes on the Night Devils, track their movements, and listen to the chatter,”
Raider said.


“We’ll
need everything you and Petty Officer Lane can find. Unfortunately, it’s not
that simple. There are two other groups involved in the transfer.”


“Do we
know the names of the other players?” Moses asked.


“One is
our good friend, Abdul-Bari Zahir. The other is the Nuevo León Cartel.”


Several men
around the table blew out low curses while others accepted the news with stoic
expressions. Tracker and Moses fell into the latter group.


“It’s not much
of a surprise, gentlemen,” Wrath said. “After the hijacked shipment at the
Sasabe border crossing, I knew it was just a matter of time before the three
groups associated for a bigger prize.”


Ghost
leaned forward, setting his muscled forearms on the table. “Do we know where the
shipment originates and the ultimate destination?”


“We
believe the ultimate destination is a warehouse on the Mexico side of Nogales.
However, that can change. In fact, I expect it to. We don’t know where the shipment
will originate or how soon it will occur. Besides it being a large shipment of
prescription drugs, we are in the dark.”


Wrangler
twirled a pen between his fingers, unfazed at the lack of confirmed intel. “And
that’s why Grayson wants us involved.” He glanced at Tracker. “Besides the fact
we might have an inside line to the Quinteros.”


Tracker
didn’t respond. So far, Armando and Diego hadn’t let anything slip. Which meant
he and Moses would have to use whatever methods available to obtain the
information the Brethren needed without involving Julia and Tori.


Wrath
walked to the concealed series of panels used for mission planning. Sliding one
back, he exposed a map of the western United States.


“Jif and
Ortiz estimate the retail value of the merchandise is between eighty and a
hundred million dollars. The amount of pallets to reach that number would fill
a full-sized big rig. Five warehouses have been identified as possible targets,
based on the types of drugs stored and retail price.” He turned to the map,
pointing to each of the warehouses. “Two in Northern Phoenix, and three
locations in California. Riverside, Ontario, and Otay Mesa. Each has
operational security systems and twenty-four-hour guards.”


“Pros and
cons of each?” Rock asked.


Sliding
the map back, he drew out another panel detailing each facility. “We assume the
warehouse will be entered at night. As you can see, each has strengths and
weaknesses. The analysts from Grayson’s office have narrowed it to three on the
list. Riverside and the two in Northern Phoenix.”


“Makes
sense. Otay is too close to the border. It would draw attention, even at
night,” Moses said.


“Affirmative,”
Wrath answered.


Ghost
rubbed his chin while studying the list. “Ontario is too far from the border.
Riverside offers better routes with less scrutiny.”


“Correct.
There are a few more reasons, but those cover the major negatives. We don’t
have enough manpower to cover all locations.”


“Why not
involve the DEA, or even the local police, Prez?” Fuse asked. He shot a look at
Tracker, noticing his teammate hadn’t said a word since entering the office.


Wrath
speared the men around the table with a hard gaze. “Locals don’t have the
manpower. Besides, Grayson doesn’t trust anyone outside our team. He believes
both the DEA and FBI have leaks. Meaning we’re on our own.”


Rock straightened,
massaging the back of his neck. “I don’t normally worry about numbers, but this
one will take twice the amount of men we have to cover all three locations.”


“Grayson is
aware of the issue. He already has Stoney and several of his men coming our
way. They should land by five in the morning.”


The room
fell silent. All knew about the Eternal Brethren chapter outside New Orleans.
Wrath, Ghost, and Rock had traveled there when Grayson established the second group.
They’d stayed a week, briefing Commander Joseph Stonewall “Stoney” Maguire and
two of his lieutenants on the operation in Liberty Lake. The Louisiana team had
a success rate to rival that of Arizona.


“If
needed, we’ll be able to monitor all three warehouses. Grayson’s people are tracking
shipments into all the warehouses, not just the three we’ve identified as the
most likely targets. There are only certain meds that are easy to resell at
huge profits. The locations that don’t hold these drugs in numbers high enough
to attract attention will be eliminated.”


Gunner continued
to study the list of warehouses, mentally summarizing his own pros and cons. “You
already have a mission plan for us, Prez?”


A tight
grin formed on Wrath’s face. “The plan is simple.”
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When the
meeting ended, Wrath had called out to Tracker to stay. He’d ignored his
president’s order. He had nothing to say to Wrath. It still burned the way his
commander, a man he’d always trusted, had kept Julia’s request quiet. Someday,
he’d have it out with Wrath man-to-man, not commander to subordinate. That day
wasn’t now and may not be anytime soon.


He loved
his work with the Eternal Brethren, but the role had soured after learning what
Fuse and Wrath had done. In his mind, it wasn’t a minor detail. It changed
lives, continued a cycle of pain and hurt that could’ve been settled years ago.
Trust was crucial in a group as tight as the Brethren. Once lost, rebuilding it
was almost impossible.


At least
he’d already started making plans for a future outside the Brethren. His tour ended
in a year. He’d planned to stay in another two. The opportunity to leave might
arrive sooner than he’d thought.


Letting
himself into Julia’s house, he shoved aside his internal struggle. Making his
way to the bedroom, Tracker slipped under the sheets, careful not to wake Julia,
who slept with her back to him. Tugging her against his chest, breathing in her
distinctive scent of vanilla and a soft hint of coconut, he let out a tired
sigh.


“Did your
meeting go well?” Her sleep-tinged voice caused him to grin. Tracker didn’t
know why he’d thought trying not to wake her was a good idea. She’d always been
a light sleeper.


“Well
enough.” He wouldn’t tell her of the expected mission Wrath would soon trigger.
“Did you speak with Tori after I left?”


Tracker
had wanted to ask Moses about her, but his friend had arrived moments before
the meeting started and wasn’t in the mood to talk. Then he’d dashed out of the
room the instant Wrath dismissed them.


Turning to
face him, she set her palm on his chest, the warmth seeping into her. “You
always feel so good.”


Chuckling,
he brushed his lips across hers before pulling back. “No changing the subject.
How is Tori doing?”


“About as
well as me.” Knowing this wouldn’t be a short conversation, she sat up, resting
her back against the headboard.


Doing the
same, he pulled the sheet over them, resting an arm across her shoulders.
Waiting, he brushed fingers over her bare shoulder, wanting to do much more,
needing to understand how the sisters were doing.


Tracker
had taken a risk when he told Julia about the continuing investigation into her
family. It had been a selfish act, meant to find a way to get her back into his
life as much as alerting her to what he’d be doing. Then, knowing either of the
women could turn against them at any time, they’d made the decision to include
Tori.


Not
because they wanted their help. The opposite. Keeping the sisters safe and
uninvolved had become a priority.


“Tori has
believed for a long time what she’s been compiling about our family is true. At
least a portion of it.” She moved a hand to cover one of his. “I wish she
would’ve told me what she overheard all those years ago.”


“Tori
chose not to, sweetheart. She didn’t want you to worry.”


“Yes, but
she had to deal with the knowledge alone for years.”


“Again,
her choice, babe.”


Julia
rubbed a thumb over the back of his hand. “We don’t want to believe what
everyone else does about our family. The more we learn, the harder it is to
ignore. It hurts, Nate.”


Pressing a
kiss to her forehead, he tightened his hold around her shoulders. “I don’t want
you or Tori involved in this, Jules. Promise me you won’t mention anything
you’ve learned to your father or brothers. It could place both of you in
danger.”


“You don’t
believe they’d hurt us, do you?”


Hesitating,
he thought of the violence the Quintero family had exacted on those who
betrayed them. “They will do whatever is needed to protect their interests.”


Julia
stiffened as the truth of his words settled in. She and Tori didn’t have any
proof of their guilt in the crimes they were suspected of committing. They had
exactly what everyone else did. News stories, crime and group discussion sites
on the internet, and what Tori had learned over the years through her own quiet
inquiries.


It hadn’t
been hard to get people to talk when they had no idea she was a part of the
Quintero family. Using their birth parents’ last name after graduating high
school had been a good decision for both.


Another
thought tugged at the corners of Julia’s mind. She’d been debating whether or
not to mention what Tori had shared over a cup of hot chocolate and several tissues
after Dylan and Nate had left. Her sister hadn’t asked her to keep it between
them, so Julia wouldn’t be betraying a confidence, and maybe she’d learn something
to ease Tori’s pain.


“Dylan and
Tori slept together.”


The blunt
comment surprised him, but he didn’t let it show. He’d known his friend long
enough to realize something ate at him. “I wondered.”


“Because
he sleeps with all the women he meets?” She made no attempt to hide the bitter
tone.


His short
bark of laughter jumbled her already tangled thoughts. Lifting her chin with a
finger, he raised her face to meet his gaze.


“Moses
never picks up women, Jules. He doesn’t do hook-ups.”


“Never?”


“Not since
I’ve known him.”


Brows
furrowed, she fought her confusion. “Neither does Tori. They knew each other
such a short period of time before...” She let the rest of her words trail off.
“It’s out of character for both of them.”


“It’s not
our problem, babe. They’ll either work it out or they won’t.”


She laid
her head against his shoulder. “I guess. It’s just hard to stay out of it when
Tori’s so upset. After years of speculating, learning you two are part of the
investigation made it real for her. Dylan’s role added to what she’s already
dealing with.”


“If it
makes you feel better, he isn’t going anywhere. They’ll have to figure out a
way to deal with each other until the investigation ends or Armando and Diego
leave.”


With all
they knew, he didn’t add that she and Tori would always have to be on alert. It
wouldn’t matter if their father and brothers were arrested or not. The fact
they’d visited Julia and Tori indicated a connection others could use against
them.


If Burn
and Zahir didn’t already know of them being Armando’s adopted daughters, it wouldn’t
take them long to connect the pieces.


Slipping
back under the covers, he tugged her down next to him, wrapping her in a
protective embrace. Hearing her tired sigh, he kissed the top of her head.


“I love
you, Jules.”


A deep,
leisurely yawn signaled the extent of her exhaustion. “I love you, too, Nate.”








Chapter Twenty-Two


“You know the problem we have with Quintero?” The muffled voice
vibrated through the phone line as the caller shot furtive glances over his
shoulder.


“Do you
know the fuckin’ time?” Burn slurred the words out.


“You won’t
care about the time when I tell you what I’ve learned.” Police Chief Chuck
Abernathy leaned against his car in the parking lot of the station, watching
the door for anyone leaving at this late hour. “Are you someplace you can
talk?”


“Hold on.”
A moment later, Burn growled into the phone. “Tell me.”


“Armando
doesn’t have just two sons and two daughters.”


“What the
fuck do I care how many he has?”


Abernathy
didn’t hide the sneer in his voice. “Because he has four daughters, Burn.
The youngest two live in Liberty Lake.”


“Are you
sure?”


“A hundred
percent. He and Diego visited them. They all went to dinner at Hawthorn’s. And
get this. They sat at a table with Tracker and Moses.”


“Sonofabitch.
He’s cutting a deal with the Brethren.”


“Could be.
I’ll need more time to find out. The important part is Quintero has a weakness and
they’re right here where we can get to them.”


“The deal
is going down in a couple days.”


“And you
want a bigger cut.” Abernathy wanted a bigger cut and saw the daughters as his
way to get it.


“What are
you suggesting?”


“Hell,
Burn. You should be able to figure it out.” He had no intention of discussing
details, not even on a secure phone line. A minute passed before Burn spoke.


“You tell
me where they live and I’ll take care of the rest.”


“Mario
can’t be a part of this. Taking the daughters would be the perfect opportunity
for him to turn on you, leak what’s going down to Quintero. You’ll be dead and
he’ll take over the Devils.”


Burn
didn’t respond to the warning. Mario was the cousin of the club’s national
president. It was Vulture who’d insisted Mario become the VP over Burn’s intense
objection.


“Then
you’ll be the one to handle this.”


“Hell no,”
Abernathy blurted. “I’m the police chief, not a fucking kidnapper.”


“Too late
for that now. Either you take care of the abduction or it will be your family who
suffers.”
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Tori took
the turn onto the main highway on her way to the vet clinic. She’d be an hour
early, but the added time would give her time to familiarize herself with the
facility, help her relax. Her excitement at starting her new position was tempered
by the anger directed at Moses.


Since
leaving her place after the discussion about her family, he hadn’t tried to speak
with her. Instead, he’d followed her while she completed errands, kept watch
outside her house, and spent the night inside the cramped quarters of his truck.


Before
leaving that morning, Tori had carried a cup of coffee to him. Neither spoke
when he accepted the cup, but she hadn’t missed the slight twitch of his lips.
He looked tired, the stubble on his chin and jaw giving him a slightly menacing
appearance. Her heart had thudded in her chest.


Tori had
never experienced such a strong connection to a man on both an intellectual and
sexual basis. Maybe that was why she’d broken her own rule of not sleeping with
a man until they’d known each other for a while. A couple weeks didn’t qualify
as a while, yet she’d fallen into bed with him with little hesitation.
Tori found herself wondering how she’d allowed it to happen.


Taking a
couple more turns, she looked in her rearview mirror. Moses followed two cars
behind. His large, silver truck was easy to spot. Julia had warned her Tracker
and Moses would be providing protection while their father and brother were in
town. The women thought it insane, believing their family posed no threat. Privately,
both welcomed the peace of mind their presence provided. Not from Armando or
Diego, but from their associates, men they truly did fear.


Checking
in the mirror once more, a slight grin tugged at the corner of her mouth. He
was less than fifty yards behind her. Activating the turn signal, she slowed to
navigate the approach to the entrance of the clinic. Momentarily taking her
attention from the road ahead, she didn’t see the van heading straight toward
her.


She
screamed when the impact shoved her car toward the culvert. It was less than an
eighteen inch drop, deep enough to cause her car to roll. Instead, it landed on
the passenger side, with Tori suspended at a slight angle with the airbag
pinning her in place.


Before she
could catch her breath, the car continuing to slide had her curling into a
ball, covering her head. The grating sound made her cringe, fear swamping her
already trembling body. Shouts, gunfire, more shouts, the squeal of tires, then
silence.


Body rigid
in terror, she forced herself to breathe and stay calm. Her head and neck hurt,
but as far as she could tell, no broken bones.


“Tori!”


Moses.


She tried
to turn her head at the sound of the door rattling, then curses when it wouldn’t
budge.


“Tori! Are
you all right?”


Unable to
turn her head, she opened her mouth to respond, but all that came out was a
weak yes.


“Hang in
there, sweetheart. I’ve called for help.”


Tori could
hear him talking to someone else. It was a voice she couldn’t place, although
it seemed familiar. Less than a minute later, sirens were followed by the sound
of boots on gravel.


“We’re
going to get you out of there, Tori. Can you hear me?”


Moses’s
question brought a wave of relief, but did nothing to loosen her voice enough
to respond. The airbag had become her prison, keeping her neck and head twisted
in a painful pose.


Closing
her eyes, she continued to take slow breaths at the sounds of people working
outside the car to free her. Hours seemed to pass before the straining of metal
against metal ended with the door being yanked open.


“Tori?”


She could
feel Moses’s breath close to her ear, then the release of pressure against her
head as he adjusted the power seat back as far as it would go and released the
seatbelt. Sucking in more air, she tried to swallow, finding her mouth and
throat dry.


Moses ran
a hand over her back, sides, and legs, checking for breaks. Finding none, he
leaned close again. “I’m going to lift you out, Tori.”


“I can’t
let you do that, sir.” A firefighter came to a stop beside him, but Moses
ignored the warning.


“I’m
Sheriff McCord. This man is a trained medic. He also knows the victim.”


Another minute
passed as those outside the car spoke, sometimes in heated voices, before she
felt strong arms slide under her legs and back. Careful to pull her out without
causing further injury, he settled Tori against his chest.


“Dylan…”
Her voice cracked, but at least she got the one word out.


“I’m here,
Tori. The paramedics need to check you out before taking you to the hospital.”


She wanted
to protest, tell him she had a job waiting for her. The throbbing of her head
and neck, pain pulsing through her legs, erased the thought. “My job…”


“I’ll talk
to the doctor for you. All you have to do is let the paramedics do their job.
I’ll meet you at the hospital.”


She felt
him settle her on a gurney before the warmth of his touch disappeared. “I’ll be
fine, Dylan.”


“I’ll be
there.”


“No.” This
time, her voice sounded stronger.


He let it
go. His job had changed since meeting Tori. He’d been tasked with getting close
enough to learn what he could about her father and brothers in order to protect
her. Somewhere in between, his job had become muddled. Moses had developed feelings
for her, a connection he hadn’t felt in a long time. Not since before he entered
the Navy. Now she no longer wanted anything to do with him.


Giving a
terse nod, he did as Tori wanted and turned his back on her. It didn’t mean he
wouldn’t do his job. Moses would continue to protect her while he hunted the
men who’d run her off the road.


“What
happened, Moses?”


Ethan’s
voice cut through his thoughts. He’d yet to go over the details with the
sheriff. Now wasn’t the time, but he knew Ethan wouldn’t let him leave before
going over the sequence of events several times. Glancing toward the ambulance,
his gaze locked on Tori before she looked away. Shaking his head, Moses shoved
aside the regret, but not the determination to find the men who’d attacked her.


“Her
name’s Victoria Stanifer Quintero.”


The last
name got Ethan’s attention. “Quintero, as in the Nuevo León Cartel?”


“Yeah.
She’s the adopted daughter of Armando Quintero, as is her older sister, Juliana.”


A few
minutes passed while he explained what he could about his and Tracker’s relationship
with the women. Moses knew Ethan would check with his oldest brother, Wrath.


“I was
following her to her job at the vet clinic down the road.” He nodded toward the
road where Tori had been headed before the crash. “The white van came right at
her. They tagged her enough to shove her off the road before jumping out of the
van. I saw two men, both wearing masks. That’s when I drew my weapon and
shouted for them to stop. When they responded by drawing their own guns, I
fired at the van and shouted again.”


“Not to
kill?” Ethan asked.


“I was
prepared to if necessary, but they got the message, jumped back into the van,
and tore off. The back plates were missing and I couldn’t see any identifying
information on the vehicle.”


“Nothing
to ID the men?”


“I wish.
When I find them…” Moses let his words trail off, unwilling to share his plans
with a lawman, no matter if he was Wrath’s brother.


“You’ll do
nothing, Moses. It’s my job to find the men who did this.” Ethan looked up and
down the road. Few people traveled this way unless heading toward the animal clinic
or a few other businesses tucked into the trees. “You’re fortunate it happened
a couple hundred yards into the county.”


“You’re
saying I should consider myself lucky not to have to deal with Chief
Abernathy?”


“Wouldn’t
you agree?” A grin quirked the corners of Ethan’s mouth.


Both
watched as the ambulance doors closed before making a U-turn for the drive to
the hospital.


“Absolutely.
What would make me feel a whole lot better is if you let me follow them.”


Ethan
studied him a moment, then nodded. “Go ahead. I know where to find you.”


Climbing
into his truck, Moses turned around to follow the ambulance, his mind going
through the possibilities of who would want to go after Tori. If her father
ever felt the need to silence her, it wouldn’t occur in such a public,
unprofessional manner. In truth, it would shock him if Armando caused harm to
either Julia or Tori.


The man
had obvious affection for both women. He’d adopted them at ages three and one,
treated them as part of the Quintero family, provided every possible advantage.
If their doubts about him ever became known, he’d be more likely to marry them
off, send them out of the country surrounded by armed bodyguards. All for their
own protection from his enemies, not to squelch their ability to voice their thoughts
to anyone of importance.


Pulling
out his phone, he called Tori’s boss before contacting Tracker, smiling when his
friend groused at his timing. Julia didn’t need to be at the pediatric clinic
for another hour, meaning he’d interrupted their early morning activities.


“Tori was
run off the road on her way to work. White van, two men wearing masks. She’s at
the hospital being checked over.”


“What the
hell,” Tracker rasped out, giving Moses his full attention. “Is she all right?”


“No broken
bones, but I’m sure they’ll take x-rays. She, uh…doesn’t want me around, but
I’m going there anyway.”


“Julia and
I will be right behind you.”


“Watch
out, Tracker. The van is unmarked, no plates, and the men are armed. It may be
random, but…”


“Yeah.
Random doesn’t work for me, man. It’s the attack we’ve been expecting.”


“I’d bet
my life this wasn’t Armando’s doing.”


“Agreed.
My vote goes to Burn and the Devils. They’ve learned of our connection to the
women and are coming after us through them.”


Moses
navigated a tight curve in the road. “Or they’ve learned they’re Quintero’s daughters
by adoption.”


“The worst
possible situation.”


Parking in
the hospital lot, Moses blew out a breath. “Armando’s daughters consorting with
one of Burn’s real enemies.”


Tracker
bit out a few choice expletives. “The Eternal Brethren.”








Chapter Twenty-Three


“Please do not let Father know what happened, Julia. All I want is
to finish up here and go to work.” Tori felt better than when Dylan had slid
her from the car. Her head and neck still throbbed, and she felt bruising on
her right side, but she didn’t want to miss her first day at work.


Hands on
hips, Julia stared at Tori. “Why don’t you want Father to know?”


She was
glad Nate had stayed in the waiting room. According to Julia, Dylan was with
him. “Come on. You know how he and Diego will be. They’ll order bodyguards and
make my life miserable. Yours, too.”


Julia had
to concede her sister’s point. “You’re right, but do you have to return to work
today?”


“Return? I
haven’t even been there yet.” Wincing, she touched a finger to her pulsing
temple.


“I’m
getting the doctor. She can decide if you should go to work or head home.”


“Julia…”


“I’m not
letting you do something stupid out of pride. I won’t tell Father if you’ll
promise to take the doctor’s advice.” Crossing her arms, Julia pinned Tori with
an unwavering look. It took a few moments before her sister gave a slow nod.


“How are
you feeling?” A female doctor entered the cubicle staring down at her iPad
before taking a solemn look at Tori. “Are you still in pain?”


“My head
and neck still hurt.”


“That’s to
be expected. I’ll write a prescription, or you can use over the counter pain
medications. I want you to go home, but you’ll need someone with you for
twenty-four hours. You have a slight concussion that needs to be monitored. Someone
must wake you every few hours.”


“Nate and
I will take you home and I’ll stay with you,” Julia said.


“No. I can
get a ride home. You’ve already missed too much work.”


Julia
spoke as if she hadn’t heard Tori. “We’ll talk about it on the way to your
house.”


Not
wanting to argue further, certain she wouldn’t change her sister’s mind, Tori
gave a clipped nod.


“You’re
both doctors, so I’m certain you realize the importance of following my
instructions.” The doctor handed Tori a document with what to expect. “I
recommend you make an appointment with your doctor within a few days. Do you
have any questions?”


“No. I’m good.”


“All
right.” The doctor looked between the two. “As long as you have a ride home,
you’re free to leave. Take this to the front desk.” Handing Tori another slip
of paper, she excused herself.


“Did you
say Dylan is waiting with Nate?”


Julia eyed
her, disbelief in her gaze. “Yeesss…” She dragged the word out, waiting for an
explanation. She knew Tori and Dylan had slept together, understood her sense
of betrayal at learning he was there at Wrath’s order.


“He can
stay with me until you’re off work. After being run off the road, he’s not
going to go too far away. Dylan might as well be inside.”


“Are you
certain having him close won’t upset you?”


Tori slid
from the bed, holding onto the side when a wave of dizziness hit. Waiting for
the woozy feeling to lift, she tried to straighten, wincing at the sharp pain
in her back.


“You
should have your back and neck checked out soon, Tori. Do you want me to set up
an appointment with a local doctor? Tessa would be happy to refer someone.”


“That
would be great. First thing in the morning or last appointment in the afternoon
would be best.”


Julia
didn’t respond, choosing to ignore the request for now. Taking Tori’s arm, she
supported her as they left the emergency room. Spotting Nate and Dylan near the
front window, she leaned close.


“Are you
certain you want Dylan to stay with you?”


“Yes. I don’t
hate him, Julia.”


“I know
you don’t. What worries me is I’m afraid you believe yourself in love with
him.”


Gaze
straight forward, Tori saw the moment Dylan noticed her. Getting Nate’s attention,
the two men strode toward them. Leaning toward Julia, she lowered her voice.


“I do
love him. It’s just that he’ll never know it.”
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“How could
you screw up something as simple as taking the daughter?” Chief Abernathy
glanced around the shopping center parking lot, confirming no one watched him
speaking into his phone. Wearing gray slacks, a short-sleeved golf shirt, and
hat to obscure his identity, he’d driven his personal car to the lot, parking
it far away from the other shoppers. “You were supposed to grab her tonight
when she left work. Not in broad daylight.”


“We saw an
opportunity and took it.”


“And damn
near got yourselves killed.” Abernathy shot another look around, satisfied he
was alone. 


“There
were no CCTVs and the road was clear. We didn’t see the guy in the truck until
we’d already run her off the road. If he hadn’t come along, she’d be with Burn
now.”


“But he was
there. You’re certain he can’t ID you?” 


Abernathy
knew he’d have to start over. The men he’d brought up from the valley to kidnap
Quintero’s daughter had botched the job enough he couldn’t trust them to try
again. He’d pay the men and send them back home.


The police
chief wasn’t concerned about them turning against him. What he knew could put
both away for years. Over the years, he’d compiled files on at least two dozen
men he could use when the need arose. All he had to do was revisit his list and
make a couple calls. Within hours, he’d have replacements for the incompetents
who’d botched the job that morning.


“What do
you want us to do now, boss?”


Abernathy
bit back his frustration. “Nothing. The cash will be waiting for you where we
agreed. I want you to disappear and not contact me again. If I have use for
more of your services, I’ll get in touch with you.” He didn’t wait for a
response before ending the call.


At least
Burn didn’t know of the bungled attempt to take the youngest Quintero daughter.
He couldn’t handle another bout of the man’s temper, which flared more
frequently these days. Opening the car door, he reached under the driver’s
seat, pulling out a file. Running his gaze down one page, then another, his
attention landed on one particular name.


Big,
smart, with no moral impediments, he was the perfect person to take over where
the others had failed. Plus, the man had brothers. Between them, their criminal
records stretched for pages, and Abernathy knew there were crimes not included.
Acts he’d been sure no other lawman knew about. Those were documented and filed
where no one would ever find the damning evidence.


Lifting
his phone, the chief leaned against the car and made the call.
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Undercover
DEA agent Ernesto Ramirez departed the private jet, a hand shielding his eyes
from the early afternoon sun. Armando had summoned him and another of the Quintero
bodyguards, Jose Santos, the day before. The request surprised and pleased
Ernesto.


The
Quinteros had decided the trip to visit Julia and Tori would be quick, with no
need for additional protection. It made no sense to Ramirez. Armando, Diego,
and Antonio always took their bodyguards on any trip, no matter the
length.


Wishing he
knew what triggered the call for them to join the Quinteros, he walked through
the small terminal, spotting Diego. Santos saw him at the same time. Together,
they followed him outside. Stopping at the car, Diego turned to them, his gaze
locked on Santos.


“You will
drive. Ramirez will be in the passenger seat.”


“Do you
have any special orders for us, sir?” Ramirez asked, opening the rear door of
the Mercedes for Diego to get in next to Armando.


“Not yet.
Father and I will update you once we reach our destination.”


“Very
well.”


They drove
in silence for several minutes before Diego gave them directions to a house not
far from the quaint downtown area. Armando had told Julia and Tori they’d taken
rooms at a hotel downtown. A small lie which served their purposes.


The
Victorian house three blocks from the main square had two stories, six
bedrooms, a large kitchen, formal dining room, living room, and four baths. It
had been remodeled in the last year with new wood floors, area rugs, and tile
in the kitchen and baths. Much better than hotel rooms. The bonus had been
using aliases to book the house for two weeks online.


The
harried real estate agent who managed the property hadn’t asked for ID when
handing them the keys. He’d barely spared them a glance, apologizing for not
having time to show them the house before rushing out the door to meet with a
couple waiting in the parking lot. It all worked in their favor.


Navigating
the alley, Santos drove into the garage, leaving the garage door up. Getting
out, he checked outside before nodding to Ramirez, who closed the garage door.
Inside, both men made a sweep of the house before returning downstairs and
nodding their approval. A necessary precaution Armando and Diego expected.


The elder
Quintero addressed them. “We will be meeting with a business associate in an
hour.”


“Here,
sir?” Santos asked.


“No.” He
handed him a piece of paper with an address.


“I’ll
check the best routes, sir.”


“Afterward,
we will return here until dinner. Diego and I have reservations at Hawthorn’s.”


“Yes,
sir,” Ernesto said. “May I ask how many people you expect at the meeting?”


“Two others.”


“Anything
we should know about them?”


Armando
sent a meaningful look at his son, deciding how much to tell their bodyguards. “No.
You will treat them with respect but as a definite risk to us.”


“Of course.”
Ernesto didn’t like it, but he knew it was all they were going to get.


He wanted
names, details, anything he could pass along to his DEA superiors. After so
long undercover in the Quintero organization, he was ready to move on, get back
to his family. A fiancée he almost never saw and parents who worried about him.



“We will
leave in forty minutes,” Armando said.
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Julia finished
with another of her patients, checking the time every few minutes. Tori’s
injuries weighed on her, as did a conversation the night before with Nate.
Between the two, she didn’t know which bothered her more. Tori would recover.
What Wrath and Fuse had done to her and Nate would take longer to get over. At
least it would for Julia.


Nate
planned to have a discussion with Wrath and Fuse after her father and brother
had returned to Monterrey, or the Feds had the proof they needed to arrest them.
There was nothing they could do about the missing years, but both needed to
understand why Wrath had made the decision not to pass along Julia’s
information to Nate. She didn’t believe a good reason existed.


Walking
the child and his mother to the billing counter, she confirmed they would return
in a week for a follow-up. Noting she had no other patients, Julia returned to
her office, recording her notes. Nate would be waiting outside to follow her
home. The thought made her smile.


Shutting
down her laptop, she slid it into the case and grabbed her purse. Opening the
back door, she looked around, expecting to see his truck or motorcycle. They’d
agreed she wouldn’t walk to her car until he arrived.


It was a
clear evening, calm with a warm breeze. With Tori at home, Dylan watching out for
her, Julia didn’t want to stop at the store as originally planned. They’d order
out, probably for four, unless Tori decided to send Dylan home. Julia hoped
that didn’t happen. 


Waiting in
the doorway, she leaned against the wall, closing her eyes. It had been a difficult
few weeks. The stress of dealing with her family’s probable connection to
illegal drug deals hung heavy on her conscience.


Nate and Dylan
had flatly refused their help clearing the Quintero name or gathering evidence
of their guilt. They didn’t want to give Armando any reason to go after his own
adopted daughters. Julia and Tori refused to believe their family would turn on
them. No one was willing to test it.


The sound
of an approaching motorcycle had her closing the door behind her. Moving toward
her car, she spotted the black bike turn into the parking lot. Giving it a
cursory glance, she pressed the key fob before stopping in her tracks.


Turning
slowly, she stared at the bike and its rider, a wave of panic pressing in on
her. It wasn’t Nate, and the van following right behind it belonged to no one
she knew.


Whipping
around, she dropped her computer and grabbed the handle of her door, pulling it
open. Twisting to toss in her purse, she only made it partway before strong arms
wrapped around her waist, a hand covering her nose. The unmistakable, pungent smell
of chloroform assaulted her senses. 


Kicking,
trying to lash out, she felt her strength begin to fail, her mind closing down.
Her last coherent thought was of Nate.








Chapter Twenty-Four


Tracker cursed as he waited for the police to clear the road of a
two car accident. If he’d been riding his bike, he’d have already made a
U-turn, taking another route to the clinic. Instead, he was stuck in a stagnate
line of late afternoon traffic.


A call to
Julia had gone to voicemail. Punching Moses’s number, he got no answer. The
same with Tori’s number


“Sonofabitch,”
he bit out.


Trying
Julia again, getting her voicemail a second time, he left a brief message and
called Wrath. 


“Talk to
me.”


“Something’s
not right. I’m stuck in traffic on my way to the clinic and can’t reach Julia,
Moses, or Tori.”


“We’re on
it.” Wrath ended the call.


Slamming
his hands on the steering wheel, he wanted to pull the truck to the side and
run to the clinic. Instead, he called the main number.


“Doctor Stanifer,
please.”


A pleasant
female voice responded. “I believe she’s already left for the day.”


“Can you
make certain for me? I’ve been trying to call her cell and get voicemail.”


“Is this
Mr. Kincaid?”


“Yes.”


“Give me a
minute.”


Time
ticked by, his alarm rising with each passing minute.


“She isn’t
anywhere inside or outside, and her car is still in the lot.” Concern etched
the woman’s voice. “Her computer case is on the ground.”


He hung up
without responding, calling Wrath a second time. “Julia’s gone, but her car is
still in the clinic lot and her computer is on the ground.”


“Gunner is
on his way there. I’ll have him join Rock, Ghost, and Fargo, who are heading to
Julia’s and Tori’s places. How soon until they clear the accident?”


“No
fucking idea.”


“Sit
tight. I’ll be back in touch.”


Tracker
fought the alarm threading through him. He hadn’t felt this helpless in a long
time. Unable to contain himself any longer, he made a sharp right onto the
shoulder. Engaging the four-wheel drive, he gunned the truck up a series of low
hills, hearing both cheers and jeers from those sitting in line. He ignored
them, including the shrill of police whistles and blasts of electronic air
horns.


There
might be hell to pay later, but right now, he didn’t care. All he could think
about was Julia and who had taken her. Damning himself for not sticking closer,
he navigated narrow trails, tearing through a six-foot-wide length of wire
fencing to drop back down to the two-lane road.


Working
the gears, he moved through traffic at a frantic pace. Skidding, he turned onto
Tori’s street, slamming on the brakes in front of her house. Jumping out, he
ran to the front door, stopping when Wrath intercepted him.


“They got
to Moses.” When Tracker tried to move past, Wrath grasped his arm. “He’s alive,
but they beat him up pretty good. We’ve already called 911 and I’ve notified
Grayson.”


“Julia and
Tori?”


“No sign
of either. I’m certain Julia never got here.”


Tracker
already knew that, but hearing it confirmed shook him. “Who?”


“We don’t
know. I’ve got both Raider and Petty Officer Lane monitoring.”


At the
sound of sirens, they walked to the street, waving at the approaching ambulance.
Right behind was Ethan in his SUV, a deputy’s SUV following.


“Black
Stone Estates is in the county,” Wrath said. “No Abernathy.” The words had just
left his lips when the police chief’s cruiser turned onto the street.


“Sonofabitch.
That guy just can’t stay out of our way.” Tracker took a step toward the
cruiser when Wrath moved in front of him.


“Let Ethan
handle it.”


“Fine. I’m
going to check on Moses.” Tracker jogged back to the front door, stepping
inside as the EMTs worked to stabilize Moses’s injuries. The sight startled
him.


Both of
his friend’s eyes were swollen shut, bandages wrapped around his head to secure
his jaw, indicating it might be broken. One EMT secured what appeared to be a
broken leg, another stabilizing one of his arms. Attention riveted on his
teammate, he didn’t notice Rock come up next to him.


“We’re
going to find the fuckers who took the women and beat up Moses. They’re going
to be sorry they ever messed with what’s ours.”


Jaw
clenched, his chest squeezed in barely controlled anger when they loaded Moses
onto the gurney. When they moved past, Tracker placed a hand on his shoulder,
leaning down.


“We’re
going to get the people responsible, man.”


A slight
twitch of Moses’s left eye was the only response. Waiting until they were out
the door, he turned to Rock.


“What have
you found?”


“Not a
damn thing. They broke a few items, tore apart the bedroom, beat up Moses, and
took Tori. In and out. The others are asking the neighbors if they saw
anything.”


“Professionals?”
Tracker asked.


“My guess
is no. But they knew enough to not draw attention. Maybe they left some prints,
but it’s doubtful.”


“Rock,
Tracker, get out here.” 


Wrath’s
shout had them hurrying to join him and Ethan in front of the garage. Tracker
noticed Abernathy’s cruiser wasn’t anywhere in sight.


“I may
know who’s behind this,” Ethan said. “Right before I left the office, Deputy
Vela Bettencourt came to me with confidential information she got from her
husband.”


“Officer Geoff Bettencourt,” Wrath added.


Ethan
motioned for them to move farther away from the neighbors who congregated on
the sidewalk. “He’s been suspicious of his boss for a long time.”


“We’re all
suspicious of Abernathy,” Rock said. He’d witnessed the police chief meeting
Burn at his home during the time Tessa had been in danger.


“This time,
we may have something solid on him. Geoff was sitting in his car late one night
when Abernathy left the station. The chief didn’t notice him before he placed a
call to Burn.”


“He’s certain
it was Burn?” Tracker asked.


“Affirmative.
He also mentioned Quintero’s two adopted daughters. The Eternal Brethren were
also discussed. Near the end, he said something about not being a kidnapper.”


“That
asshole,” Rock muttered.


“Geoff
only heard one side of the conversation. He couldn’t come to me directly, so
decided to give the information to Vela. I was at a conference in the valley,
so she wasn’t able to get to me until just before I got Wrath’s call about
Julia being taken.”


“What are your
thoughts, Ethan?” Wrath asked.


“My gut
tells me Abernathy is working with his own brand of special informants.
If that’s true, he’ll know where they took the women.”


“We can’t
wait any longer to find them,” Tracker said, his body vibrating with the need
to find Julia and Tori.


Wrath
placed fisted hands on his hips and looked at his brother. “You don’t need to
hear what I’m going to say, Ethan. It would be best if you took off and let us devise
a plan.”


“I don’t
give a shit about what would be best. Abernathy has crossed a line here, the
same as he’s done in the past. This time, we have a chance to find the women
and take him down at the same time. I won’t be left out.”


“You may
not like our methods.”


Ethan
looked at Wrath, his mouth twisting into a knowing grin. “All the more reason
for me to be with you.”
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Julia and
Tori sat on a threadbare sofa in what they believed to be a small house not far
from town. Their abductors hadn’t restrained them with ropes or zip ties, or
used gags. Instead, they’d been told if they tried to escape, the men would go
after those they loved. A simple approach to keeping hostages under their
control.


Julia had
arrived at the house first. Tori not long afterward. She’d been sobbing,
falling into her sister’s arms. Once calm, she’d described what the men had
done to Dylan, and her fear they’d killed him.


Conversely,
the men hadn’t harmed them. Unlike Dylan, they’d been treated with care.


Two of the
four men sat in overstuffed chairs on either side of the sofa. They drank beer
while watching a sports channel, talking and joking as if they hadn’t kidnapped
two women and possibly killed someone. Both had bruising on their chins and
lacerations to their faces. She hoped Dylan had done the same, or worse, to the
other two.


Julia moved
to the edge of the sofa, lifting her chin in defiance. “What do you plan to do
with us?”


The
question had the two gaping at each other. Ignoring her, they returned their
attention to the TV.


“Excuse
me. I want to know why you took us.”


The bigger
of the two stood. “Our job was to snatch you and keep you here. We don’t know or
care why.”


“As long
as you get your money,” Julia said.


“That’s
true. You girls want something to eat? We’ve got bread and meat in the
kitchen.”


Jaw going
slack, she stared between the two. “You don’t know who ordered us kidnapped?”


“Our
oldest brother, Able, takes care of the details. We just do as he orders. Now,
do you want something to eat or not?”


She
glanced at Tori, then back at him. “You know our names, but I’m afraid we don’t
know yours.”


“I’m
Bert.” He pointed to his brother. “That’s Carl. Duncan’s the youngest. He’s
outside with Able.”


Julia’s
brows drew together, memorizing the names. “Able, Bert, Carl, and Duncan.”


“Our mom
had a thing about starting at the first letter of the alphabet and going from
there. So, do you want that food or not?”


“Uh, no,”
Julia said as Tori shook her head, then winced at the pain. “Do you have
anything for pain? My sister was in an accident this morning.”


“Yeah, we
heard all about that. Idiots should’ve been able to take one tiny girl like
her, but they botched it up. That’s why Able got the call. We don’t mess up.”
Pride infused Bert’s words. Pride Julia didn’t understand.


Handing
the remote to Carl, he left for the kitchen, returning a minute later with two
beers and a bottle of headache meds. Tapping out two tablets, Julia opened one
of the bottles of water they’d been given when they arrived. Handing the pills
and water to Tori, she sat back against the sofa, clasping her hands together.


Able, Bert,
Carl, and Duncan. 


She didn’t
remember Able or Duncan, but if they were the same size and bulk of Bert and
Carl, it didn’t surprise her they’d overtaken Dylan. Nate had once told her he
could take care of two, maybe three assailants. Defending against four men
would be a challenge. Julia suspected at least two of the brothers were trained
to some level.


Feeling
Tori’s hand on her arm, she looked at her sister, noting the bruising on the
right side of her face. “Are you all right?”


Tori
leaned close, lowering her voice to a whisper. “We need to get away from them.”


“How?”


“I don’t
know yet. We need to see the rest of the house. Even if just one of us escapes,
it would be better than both of us being held here.”


“Hey. No
talking.”


Tori startled
at Bert’s hard voice and moved away from her sister. Julia glared at him.


“Both of
us need to use the restroom.” Julia shoved herself up from the low sofa.


“You’ll
have to wait.”


“No, Bert,
we don’t. I’m certain there’s a bathroom. I’ll go first, then Tori, but you will
allow us to use it.”


Grousing,
Bert stood. “Follow me.”


The house
was smaller than Julia first expected. Two bedrooms and one bathroom, all off one
narrow hall. Shutting the door behind her, Julia flipped on the light, then
checked the medicine cabinet and under the sink.


Besides
basic cleaning supplies, she found nothing to help their escape. The room had
one old, double-hung window, which couldn’t be budged. Too much paint had
sealed the edges together. She’d need some kind of tool to loosen and lift the
window. Even then, it would probably scrape and squeal in resistance.


The sun
had already set, and she couldn’t see evidence of external lights. She also
didn’t hear dogs barking, car engines, or people talking. All three she’d
expect in a neighborhood with several houses. 


Using the
facility, Julia took one last glance around. Inside the combination tub and
shower was a discolored bar expanding to the ceiling. Attached were several small,
wire shelves. One held a used bottle of shampoo and well-worn bar of soap. The
others were empty.


Then she
spotted the shower curtain rod. Perhaps one or both poles could be used to
break the window and hold off the brothers long enough for at least one of them
to escape. 


Without
pondering it, Julia knew she’d be the one to run, and the thought twisted her
stomach.








Chapter Twenty-Five


Eternal Brethren Clubhouse


“You’re certain Abernathy is there.” Wrath had the call on speaker,
allowing everyone in the room to hear Fuse’s response.


“He’s here
all right. His wife is in the kitchen washing dishes. Abernathy’s in an easy
chair in the living room, reading the paper. Sonofabitch is acting like nothing
happened today.”


“What
else?” Wrath asked.


“One story
house at the end of a short cul-de-sac. There isn’t another house on the
street. His property backs up to a stream. Water’s low, so it can be crossed on
foot, truck, or SUV. Outside lights on each corner of the house. I can disable
them.”


“Do it,”
Wrath said.


“Besides
the two, I don’t see anyone else inside the home.”


“Ethan
said they’re empty nesters.”


“Hold on,
Prez. Abernathy’s getting up and heading toward the front door.” Fuse went
quiet for a moment. “He’s on the porch, looking around. There’s no way he could’ve
heard me, so something else must’ve spooked him. He’s going back inside.”


“Best
approach?” Ghost asked.


“Each side
and behind the house. On foot,” Fuse said. “Leave vehicles on main road before
turning onto his street.”


“The wife?”
Rock asked.


“An issue.
Either we lure Abernathy outside and get him away from the house, or we need
someone on her.”


Tracker
sat at the opposite end of the large, rectangular table from Wrath, fingers
drumming on top. If they didn’t come to a resolution soon, he’d take off on his
own. All the men had Abernathy’s address. The sweet part of its location? Less
than a mile outside the city limits. Ethan’s jurisdiction.


Tracker
raised his head to study the sheriff. Before leaving the service to become a
Kingston County deputy, Ethan was Special Forces. Not Delta Force. Still, no
one would want to mess with him. It would be worse than dumb. He’d been elected
sheriff after the existing one retired and endorsed Ethan for the position. The
youngest man to ever hold the job. So far, his approval ratings were strong.


“The
garage door is opening. Stand by.” Minutes passed before Fuse spoke. “Wife is
leaving.”


“This is
the opportunity we need, gentlemen. Ghost will lead Blue Team with Gunner, Raider,
and Fargo. You’ll approach from the back. Rock is lead for Red Team. Tracker
and Wrangler, you’ll be with him. Fuse will join you. You’ll approach from the
front. All black, full face paint. We can’t have him recognizing any of you.
Team Red will approach and snatch the chief. Team Blue will provide cover and
secure the area. Ethan and I will be in the van and approach after Abernathy
has been restrained.” Wrath looked at Ethan, who took over.


“Blindfold,
contain, gag, and bind him. You’ll load him into the black van. Do not talk to
him while making the move. I’ll locate his keys and drive his car from the
property. We rendezvous as planned. When Mrs. Abernathy returns, she’ll think
he’s been called back to work. Each of you will be given a handheld voice
changer.” Ethan held his up. “They’ve been preset, so don’t go playing with
them. Wrath and I will be doing the interrogating.”


“Then why
do we need them?” Tracker asked, body thrumming at the need to get going.


“You may
need to talk among yourselves, or ask Wrath or I something. From the moment we
snatch Abernathy until we return him to his house, you will communicate only
through the voice changer without using your names. No exceptions.”


Wrath
picked one up. “So get all your testing out of the way now or in the vehicles
to the chief’s house. Again, do not change any of the settings.”


Calling
for a time check, he nodded at Ghost and Rock. “Go time, gentlemen.”
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Chuck
Abernathy rose from the lounge chair to glance out the front window. Satisfied
his wife had left for her weekly Bible study class, he pulled out a drawer to
retrieve one of his private stash of cigars.


Once a
week, on her study night, he sat on his porch and enjoyed one of the Cuban
cigars he’d been given. A favor here, another there, and a box of them would
appear on his desk. It was illegal to buy or sell them in the U.S., but there
wasn’t a law about consuming them. He gifted someone a favor, and they gifted
him the cigars.


Taking it
outside, he sat in his favorite rocker and lit up. Resting his head against the
back, he closed his eyes and thought about the money he’d get from Burn after Quintero
agreed to the new terms and paid a modest ransom.


The Batten
brothers had executed the plan to perfection. Right now, the Quintero daughters
were probably fighting panic, ready to do anything to be returned to their
Eternal Brethren boyfriends. He and Burn wanted them more than ready. They
wanted their family to squirm, imagining what might be happening to their
beautiful daughters.


Abernathy had
thirty minutes before he needed to leave for a meeting with Able, the oldest
Batten. Drawing on the cigar, he blew out a slow stream of smoke, unaware of
the men moving up behind him. Before he could respond, a hood slipped over his head,
a needle pierced the skin of his neck, and a gag was stuffed into his mouth. A
moment later, his body went slack.


Rock spoke
through his voice changer, nodding at Tracker and Wrangler. “Bind his ankles
and wrists.”


As they
worked, Wrath drove up in the van. Ethan jumped out, not sparing Abernathy a
glance as he entered the house, locking the door behind him. A couple minutes
later, the garage door raised and he drove the chief’s car outside.


Loading
his inert body into the van took little time. Rock’s team climbed inside, joined
by Wrath and Ethan. Ghost’s team returned to the truck at the back of the
property, forging the shallow stream before following the van down the deserted
street. At the corner, the van went right, the truck left. The entire operation
from the time they set foot on the property until they entered the main road
took less than ten minutes.
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Julia
rubbed her hands down her slacks, anxious to put the plan she and Tori had
devised into action. She guessed the time to be nine o’clock, but it could be
later. It didn’t matter. They could do nothing until either Bert or Carl nodded
off. Maybe they’d get real lucky and one of them would leave.


She’d
risen from the sofa several times, stretching to keep her limbs loose and eyes
from closing from boredom. It was an odd combination, fear and monotony. If she
knew why they were being held, it might eliminate one.


Julia knew
it had something to do with their adopted family. Bert had mentioned Quintero
on one of his calls before taking it outside. Tori had also heard it. They’d
made brief eye contact before turning their attention back to the television.


She
wondered if the brothers would ask for ransom, or if there were other reasons
for the abduction. If so, Julia couldn’t imagine what. Allowing herself to believe
it may be because of her family’s possible involvement in illegal activities
was unthinkable. No matter what Nate, Dylan, and the others thought or the
evidence they had, Julia refused to admit they may be right. Doing so would
mean her entire life had been built on a series of lies.


“How deep
did the lies go?” She mumbled the question to herself, drawing Tori’s attention.


“What?”
Tori whispered.


Giving a
quick shake of her head, Julia watched as Bert stood to walk into the kitchen. He
stayed longer this time, emerging with two thick sandwiches. One for him, the
other for Carl.


For the
first time since arriving, Julia’s stomach growled. She and Tori had refused
all offers of food, concerned about what the brothers might add. It seemed ridiculous
now. If they’d wanted to harm them, there’d been numerous opportunities.


Bert
nodded behind him. “There’s plenty of bread and meat if you want to make
something for you and your sister. Don’t try to run because then we’d have to
hurt you.”


“The back
door is bolted shut,” Carl added.


Ignoring them,
Julia stood. “Would you like to help me, Tori?”


“Only one
of you,” Bert said.


Crossing
her arms, she glared at him. “You already said the back door is secured, so
there’s no point in us trying to run. It would be good for Tori to move around
a little.” It was a lie. Her sister needed to recover from the accident, not do
what Julia would be asking. She held out her hand. “Come on, Tori.”


Shrugging,
Bert sat down, biting into his late night snack. Less than a minute later, he
and Carl had already forgotten about the two women in the other room.


Putting a
finger to her lips, Julia shot a worried look toward the living room. Satisfied
the men were engrossed in yet another sports show, she set bread and meat on the
scratched, pitted laminate counter. Opening the refrigerator, she placed
mustard and a small jar of mayonnaise next to them, lowering her voice.


“You should
be the one to run, Tori.”


Eyes wide
in confusion, she shook her head, wincing at the foolish movement. “No, you go
or we leave together, but I’m not leaving you here alone.”


Spreading
condiments on the bread, she stacked a few slices of meat on two of the four
slices of bread. “You wouldn’t be able to hold them off if I ran.”


Tori
would’ve laughed if their situation wasn’t so dire. “And you can? When was the
last time you had to protect yourself from two burly kidnappers?” The look
Julia gave her almost made her grin. Almost. “I’ll ask to use the restroom.
While Bert is out of the room, you escape out that window.” She glanced at the
window over the sink. “It’s already open a crack.”


“Maybe
that’s because it will only open that far.” Finishing the sandwiches, Julia
walked to the sink, turning on the water to rinse off the knife she’d used.


While the
water ran, she leaned over the sink, using whatever leverage she had to raise
the double-hung window. It didn’t budge. Julia tried again, getting the same
result.


“You’ll
have to go out the bathroom window,” Tori whispered.


“What’s
taking you so long?” 


They
whipped around to see Bert standing in the doorway.


“Just
finishing.” Julia pretended to dry her hands on an already dirty towel, not
showing her disgust. She took the sandwich Tori held out, taking a tiny bite.
“Are there more bottles of water?”


“In the refrigerator,”
Bert said. “Grab a couple and get back out to the front. Able and Duncan will
be arriving soon and I want you where we can see you.”


Julia and
Tori exchanged glances, accepting any hope of escaping vanished with Bert’s
words. There still might be a chance Able and Duncan wouldn’t stay long, which
meant Julia could go ahead with her plan. Escape out the bathroom window and
run like hell.
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Wrath and
Ethan circled the bound police chief, whose body shook. They wore masks,
leaving the hood on Abernathy. It was black, thick, with no chance of him seeing
through it.


They’d let
him sweat for fifteen minutes, harsh lights trained on his face while they
stayed in the shadows. The rest of the team stayed hidden behind a wall of one-way
mirrors.


The room
had been constructed decades before in an area once used to house suspected war
criminals. Made of concrete blocks, the crumbling complex drew little attention,
except from the few who still remembered its existence. The number lessened
every year.


Wrath,
Ethan, and Wrangler had come across it while hiking with their father as boys.
It was on one of their infrequent guys-only weekends. Three teenagers and their
dad having a bonding experience. Those weekends had been some of the best times
of their lives.


When Ethan
left the Army to become a deputy, he’d driven out on one of his days off,
surprised to see it had never been leveled. After a thorough recon of the area,
he’d taken the stairs below ground, stunned at what he’d seen.


The
concrete block rooms still existed, as did the one-way mirrors. After a few
days of part-time research, he’d verified the land belonged to the county. It had
taken the previous sheriff some finagling and calling in a few favors, but
eventually, the land was placed under the jurisdiction of the county sheriff’s
department. A tall, electrical fence had been built around it, then everyone
had promptly forgotten all about it. Everyone except Ethan.


“What do
you want from me?” Abernathy’s voice held an edge, as if he fought to keep his
dignity and control.


“Nothing
except the truth,” Ethan said through the voice changer. It made his voice at
least an octave higher.


“About
what?”


“Why you
hired men to kidnap Juliana and Victoria Stanifer, and where you’re holding them.”








Chapter Twenty-Six


It hadn’t taken close to the amount of time Ethan and Wrath expected
to break Abernathy, and they didn’t have to apply physical intimidation. Not
that they would’ve gone through with bodily threats.


Ethan knew
the police chief well. He’d attained his office through political connections,
favors, and a few donors with deep pockets. His career as an officer had been
lackluster with average ratings and no citations for exemplary work. For some
reason, when anything major went down, Officer Abernathy was nowhere around.


Minutes after
the chief gave up the names of the kidnappers and location of the house, Ghost
and his team bundled him up, returning him to his house. Wrath, Ethan, and
Rock’s team piled into the van, formulating a plan. Fifteen minutes later, they
parked on a vacant patch of land a block away.


Wrath
turned to his men. “Tracker, Wrangler, you’re on recon. Confirm the women are
there and report back.”


Retrieving
their M4 carbines, they covered the distance in a short period, Tracker heading
for one front corner of the house, Wrangler the other.


Taking a
look through the corner of the front window, Tracker’s chest squeezed in a
combination of relief and anger. Julia and Tori sat on a dingy sofa, both
nibbling on sandwiches, their gazes moving between two men. He suspected they
were two of the Batten brothers.


Touching
his comm unit, he kept his voice low. “Julia and Tori are in the front room
with men assumed to be two of the Batten brothers.”


“Roger
that,” Wrath replied. “Wrangler, do you copy?”


“Affirmative.
The bedrooms on this side of the house are empty. One bathroom between the two.
Also empty. Moving to the back.”


“Headlights
approaching,” Wrath said. “Repeat. Vehicle approaching. Find cover.”


“Roger,” Tracker
and Wrangler responded, moving into the concealment of the trees surrounding the
house.


It didn’t
take long for the almost new dually truck to pull into the drive and stop. Two
men got out. Tall and broad, with thick shoulders and beefy arms. Men you’d
expect to see playing football, the same as the men inside the house. The four
Batten brothers.


When the
door slammed behind them, Tracker and Wrangler crouched low, M4s tucked into
their shoulders, rushing back to the sides of the house. Muffled, unintelligible
voices came from inside.


Peeking
through the bottom corner of the window again, Tracker saw Julia paging through
a tattered magazine, as if bored with the situation. Tori’s head rested against
the back of the sofa, eyes closed, hands clasped in her lap.


The four
brothers stood in a circle, one of the men from the truck talking, using his
hands to illustrate whatever point he made. He continued talking, his voice
rising when another of the brothers interrupted him.


Making a
hand signal at Wrangler, Tracker flattened himself on the ground, edging his
way to the window’s midpoint. Rising as far as possible, he leaned against the
sill, hoping to hear what was being said. No luck, but he did notice two
windows on his side of the house, one open a crack.


Flattening
his body again, he scooted backward. At the edge of the house, he looked at
Wrangler, pointed to himself, then to the side of the house. Giving an affirmative
nod, Wrangler remained at his current position.


Crouching
below the open window, Tracker rose enough to peer inside and listened.


“If Abernathy
wasn’t at the meet spot, where is he, Able?”


“How the
hell should I know? We waited for almost two hours and he didn’t show, Bert.”


“What
about going to his house?”


“Sonofabitch
wouldn’t give me his address, Carl. Not that I thought he would. The man is paranoid.”


Tracker
studied each face, memorizing their names. Able, Bert, and Carl. That meant the
fourth one was Duncan, the youngest. Four men who’d taken a contract to kidnap
the woman he loved, along with the woman he guessed Moses loved. Beautiful,
smart women with big hearts who gave back through their professions.


His focus
moved to Julia and Tori. They appeared to be disinterested in the men’s
conversation. Anyone who knew them understood they heard and retained every
word. They now knew Police Chief Abernathy had hired the brothers to abduct
them.


Tracker
thought of the promise Ethan had extracted from the lawman. Within forty-eight
hours, Abernathy would resign his position for personal reasons. Within
a month, he and his wife would leave the state and never return. The agreement
had angered Tracker and several of his teammates who thought the man should
stand trial. They understood the reasons, though.


There were
too many holes Abernathy could exploit to get off, including that he’d been
coerced to confess. Forcing him to resign and leave the area achieved a great
deal without the possibility the man might walk away from any charges. As Tracker
thought about it further, it would also shield Julia and Tori from testifying.
God only knew what Armando would do when he learned his daughters had been
taken. The town didn’t need a war between a major drug cartel, a criminal
lawman, and an outlaw MC.


“Tracker,
Wrangler, more headlights coming toward you. Repeat. Find cover and wait for my
orders.”


“Roger,
Prez,” both men responded.


Bending at
the waist, Tracker ran across the open area to the shelter of the trees,
crouching down with his weapon ready. He saw three sets of headlights.


“Three
SUVs approaching your position. Stay back and observe. Repeat. Do not engage
unless the hostages are threatened.”


Licking
his lips, Tracker touched his earpiece. “Affirmative, Wrath.” He heard Wrangler
do the same.


“Do you
have an ID on them, Prez?” Tracker asked.


“Negative.
The rest of the team is getting into position.”


It wasn’t
until the vehicles pulled into the drive, blocking the other trucks, that they
realized what was happening. Four men climbed out of each SUV, all covered from
head to foot in black, each carrying a large handgun with silencer. From one,
two bound men wearing hoods were pulled from the back and thrown to the ground.
Abernathy and Burn. The police chief still wore the clothes from earlier in the
evening, and Burn had on his cut. Neither made a sound, indicating they’d been
gagged.


“Sonofabitch.
Who are these guys?” Tracker spoke through the comm unit. “They have silencers,
Wrath. I’ve got to get to the women.”


“Negative,
Tracker. Repeat. Do not approach.”


“But—”


“That’s an
order. Do not approach or engage except on my command.”


A heartbeat,
then two passed before Tracker responded. “Roger.”


Wrangler
waited a moment before talking into the radio. “I count twelve, plus Abernathy
and Burn, Prez. All carrying .45 or 9mm handguns with silencers. This doesn’t bode
well. Tracker’s right. We need to get the women out.”


“Ghost,
report.”


“In
position, Prez.”


“Rock?”


“In
position.”


Tracker
looked to his left and right, spotting Fuse and Rock. He assumed Ghost, Gunner,
Raider, and Fargo were spread out between them and Wrangler.


The teams
watched as they grabbed Abernathy and Burn by the arms, dragging them up the
small stoop. Kicking open the door, they shoved the bound men into the room,
then rushed in behind them.


The
instant they were all inside, Tracker rushed forward, ignoring Wrath’s command
to stop. Crouching below the window, he raised enough to look.


Tracker
touched his earpiece. “They’ve surrounded the brothers and put a protective
shield in front of the women.” Several seconds passed before he spoke again.
“One of the men is stepping behind Abernathy and Burn. He’s lifting his gun,
and…shit.” Two pops sounded. “Abernathy and Burn are dead, Prez.”


“Roger
that. Ghost and Rock, move your teams to surround the house. Stay out of sight
of the front door.”


Both
replied, giving orders to their men before rushing into position.


“The
shooter is speaking to the rest of his guys,” Tracker reported. “They’re
herding the brothers into the back. Does anyone have eyes on the bedrooms?”


“I’ve got
them,” Ghost answered. “They’ve split them into two rooms. Six tangos in one, five
in the other. They’re shoving the brothers to their knees.” Four more pops
sounded, four bodies slumping to the floor. “Christ Jesus. They’ve shot the
brothers.”


“Where’s
the twelfth man?” 


“Next to
Julia and Tori,” Tracker reported. Heart thumping in an erratic beat, he pulled
his SIG 9mm from its holster, using the opening under the window to aim at the
man staring down at the women. “Make a move, you sonofabitch. Just one move,”
he murmured through the radio, uncaring that the others heard.


“Hold your
position, Tracker.”


Breathing
in and out, his jaw clenched at Wrath’s order. His eyes grew wide, finger
freezing on the trigger when the man removed his mask.


“Clever
bastard,” Rock muttered over Tracker’s shoulder.


“Report.”


“It’s Quintero,
Prez,” Rock responded.


“Which
one?”


“Armando.”


A snort cracked
through the radio. “Affirmative, Rock. He is a real clever bastard,” Wrath said.


Julia and
Tori stared at their father, unable to move from their seated positions. When
Armando held out his arms, they reacted by rising, moving into them.


“The
others are returning.”


“Roger
that, Rock.”


“Diego,”
Tracker murmured when a second man removed his mask.


“Retreat
to cover. Repeat. Everyone retreat to cover.” Wrath’s words spurred them into
action. All but Tracker.


“This
includes you, man.” Rock’s hand clutched his shirt, dragging Tracker away from
the window and shoving him toward the trees. “They aren’t going to harm the
girls after they just rescued them.”


Falling to
his knees, Tracker breathed in and out. He’d been prepared to take out Armando
Quintero. A part of him wished he’d made the shot. Another, the one wanting to
protect Julia from more hurt, accepted why he hadn’t. Killing her father would
be something she might never forgive.


“They’re
loading the women into one of the SUVs,” Ghost reported through the comm.
“Coming your way, Prez.”


“Roger
that. Everyone stay in place. Wait for the others to pull out.”


“Oh yeah.
This is going to be good.”


Tracker
looked up at Fuse’s words. The remaining men grabbed cans of what appeared to
be accelerant from the backs of both SUVs. A couple went back into the house
while the others walked the perimeter, leaving a trail of the liquid accelerant
around the outside.


Meeting
back at the vehicle, all but one climbed inside. Turning the SUV around, they drove
twenty yards away and stopped. Picking up four sticks wrapped with material,
the last man soaked each one. Lighting one at a time, he tossed two at the
outside front corners. He threw the last two inside. After a satisfying burst
of fire, he turned and ran, jumping into the back seat before the SUV roared
away.








Chapter Twenty-Seven


Both teams watched, not interfering while the men dumped cans of
gasoline inside and around the perimeter of the wooden structure. Dry grass and
dead brush crowded the outside walls. Perfect for their purpose. Along with the
wooden floors and upholstered furniture of the interior, the fire wouldn’t take
long to fully engulf the small building.


As the
last man lit the makeshift torches, the teams moved farther away, giving themselves
at least fifty feet between them and the house.


Wrath’s
order came through the comm units. “Ghost and Rock, your teams are to hold
their positions. Do not engage. Be ready to move when the SUV leaves.”


“Roger,”
both responded, everyone waiting, watching as the torches landed on the
gasoline.


A few
seconds passed before the combination of fire and accelerant snapped, popped,
then crackled as the flames roared to life.


All the
men had seen fires in battle, many started by triggering an improvised explosive
device. An IED would be detonated, blowing the military truck or other target
off the road, often resulting in a fire. Few had seen an intentional fire set
with the use of accelerants.


The small
home didn’t have a chance. Neither did the bodies inside. A minute after the
flames began, all walls and the roof were consumed, the wind helping to grow
the fire.


“Status,”
Wrath asked, his voice rising to be heard over the harsh sounds of the blaze.


“We’re
clear, Prez.”


“Roger,
Ghost. Our work is done here. Return to transportation. We need to get out of
here before the first responders arrive.” 


Turning to
Ethan, Wrath shook his head. “What the hell happens now?”


“You mean
about Abernathy?”


“Yeah.”
Wrath watched his men load into the vehicles. Ghost sat in the driver’s seat of
the truck. He’d drive the van.


“Not my
problem any longer.”


Starting
the engine, Wrath pulled onto the narrow road, thankful the closest other
building was at least a quarter mile away. Following the truck to the main
highway, he shot a look at his brother, aware of the men in the back.


“This
happened in the county. Your jurisdiction.”


“It’s the
same process.” Ethan heard the approaching sirens, then saw the lights emerge
around a turn in the road. Two trucks flew by. “They’re here sooner than I
expected.” A few beats later, an ambulance followed.


Once past
them, Wrath shot him a glance. “The process?”


“The first
responders will do their jobs. I’ll be called when they discover bodies in the debris.
The bodies, or what’s left of them, will be taken to the morgue. If possible,
autopsies will be performed.”


Wrath snorted,
but didn’t comment. Ethan ignored him.


“My
deputies will take statements from anyone who might have seen something.
Certainly from the person who called in the fire. Eventually, the bodies will
be identified, families notified, memorials planned. The powers that be will
have a ceremony for the deceased police chief, the Night Devils will plan
revenge for the murder of Burn, and most will forget all four of the Batten
brothers.”


“What
about the Quinteros?”


“You
called it right. They’re clever bastards.” Ethan scrubbed a hand down his face.
“I wasn’t supposed to be here. You and your men weren’t supposed to be here.
Julia and Tori won’t testify against their father or brother, not after being
rescued by them. Quintero’s men will disappear. It’ll be written up as a gang
war of sorts, the police chief an innocent victim. No one will be arrested, the
file will be closed, and a new chief promoted or hired.”


Wrath
wondered about the status of the narcotics heist. With Burn gone, it would
throw the Devils into enough disarray to postpone the theft. Armando wouldn’t
risk his men, and Zahir’s resources wouldn’t be able to pull off something so complex
in such a short period of time.


He thought
of Stoney and his team from New Orleans. They’d already been deployed to the
drug warehouses in Northern Phoenix and Riverside. Small teams of three men
each, enough to observe and follow. Not enough men to detain. Stoney was with
one of those in Phoenix. Their services might no longer be needed, but only the
Quinteros and Zahir knew for sure. He had to contact Grayson.


They
looked at each other when Ethan’s phone rang. “Sheriff McCord.” He listened a
moment. “I’ll get there as soon as I can. Send Deputy Bettencourt. Let her know
I’ll join her at the scene.” Sliding his phone back into a pocket, his mouth
drew into a thin line.


“They
found the bodies already?”


Ethan
shook his head. “Not yet. It was a heads-up call. Whoever called said he’d seen
some activity on the road to the house. I’ll have Vela talk to him. Her husband
is the one who overheard Abernathy on the phone with Burn. She’s smart. It
won’t take her long to piece together at least some of what happened.”


“After the
bodies are discovered,” Wrath said.


“Right.”
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Julia and
Tori sat in the back seat of their father’s rented Mercedes, Diego between
them. Armando sat in the passenger seat, his bodyguard, Ernesto Ramirez, driving.
Behind them was another Mercedes, four men inside. The women didn’t know what
happened to the rest.


Hands
clasped in her lap to calm the shakes, Julia stared straight ahead. As a
doctor, she knew her body was dealing with shock, fear, and disbelief at what
she’d witnessed. Understanding on an intellectual level didn’t help her. She
knew Tori had to be going through the same series of emotions, trying to
reconcile what they’d witnessed. Accepting what their father and brother had
done.


Julia
thought of Nate, wondered if he’d tried to find them and if he already knew
about the killings. Turning her head to stare outside into the dark night, she
struggled with what to do.


She no
longer had to wonder about what their father and brother were capable of doing.
They were killers, showing not a bit of emotion at the deaths of six men. Julia
told herself they’d done what was needed to protect their family. Their father,
brothers, and their men had saved her and Tori from whatever the brothers
planned.


It would be
a long time until she’d be able to purge the screams of the four pleading for
their lives. No amount of begging would’ve saved them from their father’s
order. They’d done the unthinkable—kidnapping two of his daughters. Some part
of her understood his form of retribution.


What she
had a harder time accepting was the reason their father killed two men within
feet of them. They’d both been wearing jeans, one with tennis shoes on his
feet, the other with boots. Both their heads were covered and both grunted
incomprehensible sounds, as if their mouths were covered. She’d seen nothing to
indicate their identities before their father had stepped forward and fired.


After what
she and Tori witnessed, Julia no longer doubted if they were involved in
illegal activities. The actions at the house spoke of experience dealing in the
darker side of life. The fact they had a group of men willing to carry out
their orders indicated it wasn’t the first time retribution had been exacted.


Turning
her head, she glanced across Diego at Tori. Her head rested on their brother’s
shoulder, eyes closed. If she wasn’t asleep, Julia knew her sister would be
thinking about Dylan.


She suddenly
became aware of her complete exhaustion. Unable to hold her head up any longer,
Julia leaned over, resting her head against Diego’s other shoulder. He
responded by looping his other arm over her, stroking her arm in a show of comfort.


“It will
all work out, querida,” he whispered a moment before she drifted off.
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Tracker
paced around Julia’s house, cursing his inability to locate her or the Quinteros.
They weren’t at any of the four hotels downtown. Neither had ever checked in.
The news shouldn’t have surprised him, but it did.


“Would you
sit down? You’re making my head spin.” Rock sat on the sofa, fiddling with the
television remote while watching out the window for signs of headlights. Gunner
sat nearby, an arm slung over the back of the chair.


Crossing
his arms, Tracker glared at him. “What would you do if it were Tessa? Forget
it. I already know because I was there when all that bad shit went down.” He
felt like a shit for bringing it up. “Sorry, man. I’m just worried. Where the
hell are they?”


“Raider
and Penny Lane are working on it.” A slight grin curved Rock’s lips at
Tracker’s confused look. “Petty Officer Penelope Lane.”


“Right. Penny
Lane.” Tracker lifted a hand, massaging the back of his neck.


“Headlights
approaching.” Fuse’s voice came through the comm unit. He, Fargo, and Banner
sat in a truck across the street. “Two cars slowing in front of Julia’s. Driver
of first car is out, opening the back door. Bingo, gentlemen. It’s Julia.
Armando is out and opening the other door. Tori is getting out. We have three
men and the women. The second car has parked behind them. Four getting out.”


“Roger
that,” Rock responded.


Tracker
had already seen the cars and was moving toward the door.


Gunner got
there first. “Not yet, man. We all go out at once. The same time Fuse, Fargo,
and Banner come up from behind.”


Rock
joined them, moving past Tracker to open the door. “Let’s go, but take it slow.
We don’t know how the Quinteros will react. You first, buddy.”


Tracker
shot past him, his pace faster than Rock wanted. The instant she saw him, Julia
began walking faster, rushing into his open arms.


“Nate…”
She settled her head against his chest, body trembling as a deep sob escaped.


“Baby. I’m
so sorry.” He stroked her back with one hand, her hair with the other. “Are you
all right? Did they hurt you?”


Pulling
away, she lifted her gaze to meet his, tears pooling in her eyes. “I’m not
hurt.” She looked at her father and Diego standing several feet away, their men
circling behind them. “They…they…” Her chest heaved as another sob escaped.


“I know,
Jules. You don’t have to talk about it tonight.”


She swiped
a hand down her face, studying his. “You were there, weren’t you?”


“Yes,
sweetheart. If Armando hadn’t arrived, we would’ve gotten you out.”


“Did you
see what happened?”


Tightening
his arms around her, he leaned down to whisper into her ear. “Yes, I saw. How
about we get you inside.”


“I don’t know
what to think.”


“Don’t
think about anything right now, Jules. There’ll be time to talk it all through
tomorrow.” Shifting, he rested an arm over her shoulders, guiding her to the
house.


Behind
him, Rock spoke with someone. He suspected it was Armando or Diego. Entering the
house, he glanced over his shoulder, seeing Gunner with his arm around Tori,
following a few feet behind. He knew it wouldn’t be long before the Quinteros
joined them.


Right now,
all he could think about was Julia. Gunner would take care of getting Tori settled,
then he and Rock would plant themselves in the living room. Fuse, Fargo, and
Banner would return to the truck, staying until Wrath called them off.


He didn’t
care what the Quinteros did, but Tracker had no intention of leaving Julia’s
side anytime soon.








Chapter Twenty-Eight


Tracker sat in Wrath’s office, Fuse next to him. He hadn’t been
thrilled when the prez had called early that morning, ordering him to the
clubhouse.


Julia
hadn’t gotten to bed until close to two in the morning and hadn’t slept well.
Murmuring in her sleep, legs and arms flailing, the only way he’d been able to
calm her was to clasp his strong arms around her chest and stomach. He’d lost
count of the number of times he’d whispered how much he loved her, how everything
would be all right. Tracker would say it a million more times. Whatever it took
to help her get over what she’d seen.


At six
o’clock, Rock had knocked on the bedroom door, poking his head in enough to
announce Wrath’s order to report to the clubhouse. Rock would be heading home,
leaving Banner and Fargo inside the house to guard the women.


Brushing a
kiss across Julia’s forehead, he’d dressed then checked on Tori before leaving.
Gunner slept in a chair by the bed. If it weren’t for his interest in
Lieutenant Commander Sage Montero, a badass helo driver, Tracker would’ve
thought his teammate might rival Moses for Tori’s affection.


Sitting in
Wrath’s office, thrumming fingers on the arm of the chair, he spoke before his
commander could address the reason for the summons.


“How is Moses?”


Leaning forward,
Wrath rested well-muscled arms on the desk. “Doing as well as you’d expect
after being beaten by four men. He’s been transported to the VA hospital in San
Diego for additional tests and treatment. There’s a possibility he won’t be
back.”


The last stunned
Tracker and Fuse.


“His left
leg is broken in two places, as is his left ankle. His left eye is damaged and
spleen lacerated. Both wrists and at least two ribs are broken.” Wrath
swallowed the bile rising in his throat before slamming one fist on the desk.
“His knuckles are bruised, which means he tried to fight back.”


“How’d they
get inside?” Fuse asked.


“There’s
no sign of forced entry, which means he or Tori let someone in. Ethan’s going
to speak with her today. He’ll bring a deputy, probably Vela Bettencourt, with
him.”


“She’s
good,” Tracker muttered, still grappling with the news about Moses and the
possibility he wouldn’t return to the team. Standing, his arms hung loose at
his sides. “I’d like to request leave to visit him.”


“Denied.
You’re needed here.”


“Rock said
the Quinteros flew out last night. Burn is dead, and I got a message from
Delphine saying the task force has been suspended. Seems the potential theft of
narcotics is removed, at least for now.”


“Grayson
believes so,” Wrath said.


“All I’m
asking for is a couple days, Prez.”


“Sit down,
Tracker.”


Wanting to
get back to Julia, needing to be anywhere other than with the two men inside
the office, he lowered himself back into the chair. He’d been fighting conflicting
thoughts when it came to Wrath and Fuse, the two men who’d stepped between him
and Julia, keeping them apart.


“Moses is
in and out of consciousness. He doesn’t remember much about what happened. The
doctors are requesting no visitors, except family, for the next several days.
Even then, they might not let anyone but family near him.”


“Not even
Grayson?” Tracker asked.


“That’s my
understanding.” Wrath studied him as if making a decision. “We have to clear
the air about what happened six years ago.”


Tracker
didn’t respond.


“If we don’t,
it will hang between all three of us. Anything that impacts how you act on a
mission is a problem.”


Again,
Tracker didn’t respond.


“You’re
wrestling with a trust issue. I don’t blame you. The decision not to pass your information
to Julia was a mistake.”


Tracker’s
only response was a derisive snort before crossing his arms over his chest. So
far, he’d heard nothing to put his doubts about the two men behind him. A full
minute passed, Wrath saying nothing more.


“Are we done
here?”


“Can you
put the mistake I made behind you?” Wrath asked.


“Sure.”
Standing, Tracker moved to the door, then turned. “What would you think if the
situation were reversed? How long would it take to put it all behind you?”


Wrath
remained silent.


“That’s what
I thought.”


“The base
commander ordered it, Tracker.” Fuse stood, closing the distance between them
by a couple feet. “Wrath isn’t going to say it, but I am. The prez wanted to
pass on the information. The base commander denied the request.”


Incredulous,
Tracker turned his attention on Wrath. “Why would the base commander have any
say in such a trivial matter?”


Blowing
out a breath, an expression of disgust passed across Wrath’s face. “I was
ordered to pass any communication requests between you and Julia along to him.”


“But why?
Who cared whether Julia and I got back together?”


“I never got
an answer to the same question. Looking back, I should’ve pushed for more
information.”


“And
possibly lost your position as team leader.” Setting fisted hands on his hips,
Tracker stared at the floor a moment before lifting his gaze to both men. “It’s
over. I’d rather forget it ever happened.” Taking a step closer, he held out
his hand to Wrath.


Grasping
it, Wrath met his gaze. “We’re good?”


“Yeah.
We’re good.” He did the same with Fuse. “You’ll let me know when Moses can have
visitors?”


Wrath
nodded. “You’ll be the first.”
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“I’m fine,
Julia. It’s been two days and I need to get back to work.” Tori sat in her
sister’s living room after eating the dinner Tracker had brought from Hawthorn’s.
“I’ll go crazy if I don’t do something more than pace around my house or
yours.”


They’d
talked briefly about what happened a couple nights before, spending little time
on their father’s and brother’s involvement. It was still too fresh, too
difficult to address.


“Nate, I
want to know when I can visit Dylan.”


Tori’s
question caught him by surprise. She hadn’t mentioned him since the evening of
the beating and her abduction.


“I don’t
know. It could be weeks.”


“What have
you heard from Wrath?”


“Nothing,
except the doctors are only allowing family for now. He’ll let me know when
that changes.”


Rising,
she walked to the front window, staring outside. “It’s my fault.”


Julia
glanced at Nate, shaking her head. “How could it have been your fault?”


“I let one
of them inside.” Tori covered her face with both hands, shaking her head.


“You
recognized him?” Julia asked, walking to her.


“No. He
handed me a card and said you’d ordered electrical work. The card looked
legitimate, there was a van with the company name on the side, and he wore a
blue shirt with a logo.” She swiped away a single tear falling down her cheek.
“I’ll never forgive myself for what they did to Dylan.”


“What
happened when he came inside?” Nate asked, walking toward them.


Pressing a
finger to her temple, she closed her eyes for a moment. “It all happened so
fast. Dylan was in the kitchen, so I opened the door.” Tori looked at Nate. “He
yelled at me not to, but it was too late. The one who handed me the card was Carl.
He didn’t wait for me to step aside, just walked in at the same time Dylan
joined me. That’s when Carl swung, but Dylan ducked away. He landed a blow to
Carl’s jaw, then one to his stomach before two more raced inside. It was
awful.” Her voice broke on the last. “Then the oldest, Able, came in. He
grabbed me around the waist, then covered my face with a rag. I knew it was soaked
in chloroform, but it didn’t matter. The last I remember, they had Dylan on the
floor, kicking and punching him. When I came to, I was in the back of the van.”


Nate looked
behind him at the spot where they’d found Dylan. The blood had been cleaned up,
furniture put right, but he’d never forget the sight of his friend’s broken
body on the floor. He’d hoped to exact his own revenge on the four, but the
Quinteros did it for him.


“Julia’s
right, Tori. It wasn’t your fault or Dylan’s. He might’ve been able to take out
two or three. Four would’ve been pretty much impossible. Be thankful they
didn’t shoot or stab him. What they did was vicious, but he is going to
recover.”


He had no
intention of explaining the injuries or mentioning Dylan might never return to
the team.


“It’s only
a seven hour drive to San Diego. I’m going to drive out there Friday night and
return late Sunday.”


Julia clasped
her sister by the shoulders. “Did you hear what Nate said? They aren’t going to
let you see him.”


“Then I’ll
return every weekend until they allow me into his room.” Tori shot a determined
look at Nate. “Don’t even consider stopping me.”


Holding up
both hands, palms out, his features softened. “I hope they will let you see him.
Your presence might be just what he needs to recover.”


“Do you
think so?” The hope in her voice tugged at his heart.


“I truly do,
Tori.”
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Tracker
followed Tori to her house, checking out the inside before letting her enter.
Asking her once more to stay at Julia’s another night, she’d refused, ready to
be back in her own bed.


He drove
back to Julia’s, his thoughts on Moses and what he intended to do next. What
had been planned a week ago no longer seemed right. One of his closest friends
lay in a hospital, fighting for a life he might never return to. The thought
sickened him. 


Moses was
one of the good guys. Not that they all weren’t good in their own way.
Honest and loyal, they had each other’s backs and never gave up. Traits many
men didn’t possess. Moses, though, had always been the best of all of them.


Parking in
front of Julia’s, he turned off the engine, not budging from his spot. He’d
always believed life wasn’t meant to be easy. Hard work and a strong sense of
ethics defined a man. They defined Moses.


Even those
didn’t protect him from people who took the easy path. Men who didn’t respect
others, didn’t value life. Four brothers had changed Moses’s future forever.
The same as Jaeger Delphine had changed Tracker and Julia’s.


If you
didn’t carve out your own future, others would do it for you. Men like the
Battens, Abernathy, Burn. And they didn’t care what was important to you, only
to them.


Glancing
at the house, he saw Julia standing in the doorway, a look of concern etching
her beautiful features. After all they’d been through, he never wanted to see
her suffer again.


Climbing
out of the truck, he strolled toward her, the tension of the last couple weeks
easing at her tentative smile. Approaching, he held out his hand, taking hers
in a firm grasp.


“Is Tori
going to be all right?”


Tugging
her into his arms, he held tight, placing a soft kiss on her lips before
leaning away. “She’s going to be fine, sweetheart. The same as you, it will take
time to learn how to live with what you saw.” 


“How long,
Nate?” She rested her cheek against his chest.


“There’s no
way to know. Weeks, months, years. Everyone deals with traumatic events in
their own way. It will get easier, sweetheart, and I’ll be with you every step
of the way.”


She leaned
back, her somber blue eyes searching his face. “Will you?”


Her
question stunned him. Did Julia doubt what she meant to him? Hadn’t his love
been obvious?


Cupping
her face in his hands, he lowered his mouth to cover hers. Tracing his tongue
over her lush lips, he deepened the kiss, feeling her melt against him. A
minute, then two passed, their hands groping as they made love with intense
kisses and ragged moans.


He knew
they had to stop. There were things he needed to say. Answers he wanted to hear.


Raising
his head, he kissed her forehead, breathing deeply. “Let’s take this somewhere
else.”


Threading
his fingers through Julia’s, he led her inside. Instead of walking down the
hall to the bedroom, he headed toward the sofa.


“Sit down,
sweetheart.”


Her face
scrunched into a puzzled expression. “Don’t you want to…” She didn’t finish, sweeping
her arm toward the bedroom.


“Oh yeah.
We’re definitely doing that. There’s something we have to do first.”


Eyes wide with
curiosity, she sat down, scooting over to allow him room. Instead, he crouched
in front of her, taking her hands in his.


“Do you
love me, Jules?”


Her brows
drew together. “You know I do.”


“You’re
certain?”


A
tentative smile tilted the corners of her mouth. “Is this a test?”


“Of
sorts.” He squeezed her hands, encouraging a response.


This time,
she took a moment, studying his face, seeing how much her answer meant to him.
“I love you with everything in me, Nate. Being without you nearly broke me.
This is a second chance I never thought to have and never want to give up.”


Her answer
seemed to satisfy him as his shoulders relaxed. He brought her hands to his
lips, kissing each finger before resting their joined hands against his heart.


“I love
you, Jules. You’re the only woman I’ll ever want. I know you deserve better,
but I’m selfish and refuse to let you go.”


His words
lifted the tension tightening her chest. Before she could reply, he let go of
one hand, reaching into a pocket to retrieve a small, royal blue velvet pouch.
Her gaze flashed between the tiny bag and Nate, gasping when he opened it to
draw out a white gold band with a solitaire diamond.


When she
didn’t reach out to take it, he swallowed. “If you don’t like it—”


Julia’s
fingers against his lips stopped him. “Is there a question you want to ask me?”


A nervous
chuckle escaped his lips. “Maybe I should start again.”


She shook
her head, leaning close to kiss him. “Ask me, Nate.” She whispered the words,
her warm breath fanning his face.


“I want
you forever, Juliana. Will you marry me?”


She held
out her hand, an unshed tear glistening as he slipped the ring onto her finger.
“Always and forever, Nathan.”








Epilogue


Two months later…


Freedom Meadow Ranch


Tracker held Julia’s hand, watching as Wrangler and Becca exchanged their
vows. Following tradition, they’d wanted the wedding to take place at the
McCord family ranch. Wrath, Ethan, and Rock stood with Wrangler, while a very
pregnant Cara, Tessa, and Dani stood with Becca.


The bride
was also pregnant with their second child. Their son, Jamie, stood between
them, beaming up at his parents. Similar to Tracker and Julia, Wrangler and
Becca had taken a long, tortuous route to marriage, but for a different reason.


Tori sat
next to them, Gunner on her other side. They all knew his affections were with
another woman, as Tori’s were with Moses. Over the weeks, they’d become
friends, driving together several weekends to check on Moses and for Gunner to
see Sage Montero.


For Tori,
the visits had been bittersweet. His parents had explained his progress,
apologizing about his insistent request Tori not see him. They’d been
wonderful, letting her sit with them as the various doctors provided their
prognosis for different stages of his recovery.


After two
months, they still didn’t know if he’d recover enough to return to Liberty
Lake. Undeterred, Moses focused on healing, believing in his heart God hadn’t
meant this to be his last rodeo.


With each
trip, Tori had returned a little more disheartened. After two months of his
refusing to see her, she’d made the decision to stop going for a while. His
parents assured her his refusal was temporary. Tori wasn’t as certain.


Squeezing
her hand, Tracker leaned closer to Julia. “Are you ready for our wedding,
sweetheart?”


It had
been a running discussion. The Quinteros insisted the wedding take place at
their home in Monterrey. Julia and Tracker wanted to marry at Freedom Meadow.
They briefly considered running off to Vegas, a plan Tori firmly rejected.


“More than
you know,” she whispered back, standing to watch as Wrangler, Becca, and Jamie
turned to face those present. “They are such a beautiful couple.”


Tracker
stood next to her, wishing it had been them walking down the aisle to a new
life. “No more beautiful than you and me.”


Following
the others to where the reception would be held, he wrapped an arm around her
waist. Leaning down, he nibbled her ear, getting a surprised gasp for his
efforts.


Stopping,
Julia faced him, moving her arms up so they encircled his neck. “Let’s marry in
Monterrey and have a reception here at the ranch.”


Face
twisting into a scowl, he lifted it to the sky. “If it’s what you want, I’ll do
it.”


“And be
miserable the entire time.” Kissing him, she lowered her arms, taking his hand
in hers. “We’ll figure it out.”


She knew how
much he wanted Moses at their wedding, but wouldn’t ask his friend to travel to
Mexico. Julia found herself wondering how Tori would react if they decided to
have a ceremony in San Diego so Moses could attend. Maybe even in his hospital
room.


“Hey, you
two.”


They
looked ahead to see Rock and Tessa motioning them over to their table with
Ghost and Dani. Julia glanced around, spotting Tori and Gunner already seated
with a couple of his teammates and their dates.


“Too bad
Tori and Gunner can’t be a couple.”


Stopping,
Tracker looked down at her, stroking the back of his hand down her cheek.
“Don’t give up on Moses and Tori, darlin’. Look what we went through to find
each other again. My gut tells me it’s going to work out for them.”


Julia
prayed he was right. Right now, though, she had a wedding to plan.
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