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Can they catch a thief by being a thief? 

Her teenage sister has run away and it's her fault. And on her watch. Desperate to find her sister and keep it quiet, Shyla gets pulled into something much bigger… a heist. That of stealing her mom's newly acquired million-dollar jewelry.

Damien is a good guy running from an awful past. Meeting by accident but seeming to have a similar focus, can they work together to plan a heist, catch a crook, save her family and expose a secret buried decades deep? An impossible crime with only one possible outcome.

Can Shyla and Damien work together to plan a heist, catch a crook, and save her family? An impossible crime with only one possible outcome.

But there is more at stake than family secrets. Emerald was the first of eight foster girls. The jewels she once thought were fake are not. They are worth millions and they are resurfacing thirty-five years later. Someone is playing a dangerous game to shut those up who know about the buried secrets. 

Fostered Identity is book one in The Twisted Deception Suspense Thriller Series—a web of secrets, lies, and family deceptions spanning five gripping novels. Each book stands alone but weaves into a larger mystery that unfolds through all five.

Read the series in order:
Fostered Identity – Shadowed Footsteps – Exploited Innocence – Lost Tears – Last Betrayal


By the end, every secret is revealed—but the road there is full of twists, betrayals, and shocking truths.



“…There were more twists and turns than a spiral staircase. I was drawn in from the first page..” AvidReader Blog

"Shadowed Footsteps is a fast-paced book with intricately woven plots and subplots…" P Salser

"Intriguing, suspenseful, mysterious and yes thriller!  WOW!…" Marie H
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Chapter 1





Emerald reached under her pillow and pulled out the necklace and earrings. They weren’t supposed to be there, but she couldn’t help herself. Soon she’d be eighteen and she’d be leaving. Although she was fairly certain that wasn’t supposed to be the plan. 

She just needed a last night with them, with the jewelry. They were so beautiful and sparkly. Not something she’d ever expected to have in her life.

She’d tried to follow the rules and not touch them. At least, outside of her allotted time caring for them. But the urge had been too much. She’d only borrowed them. Not stolen them. And she always returned them. She wasn’t harming them. She just wore them once in a while. Okay, maybe a few times a week. So far, she hadn’t been caught but she’d always been smart enough to return them by morning. And not tell anyone what she was doing.

She held the beautiful jewelry in her hand. They were heavy. Her bed was the safest place for them. The one rule she and her foster sisters seemed to abide by was that each other’s beds were off limits. As were their real names. She wasn’t sure who came up with it, but none of them used their real names. She was known as Emerald.

Closing her hand tight around the jewels, she grabbed the small flashlight, also hidden under her pillow. She slowly climbed out of the narrow single bed and tiptoed to the door. She had to return them. Getting caught was not something she wanted to experience. Mrs. Stephanos had a temper. She yelled. A lot. And sometimes she threw things. She never hit, though. At least, not that Emerald had seen. There were some whisperings. All Emerald had for punishment, when she hadn’t done her chores properly, was to have privileges taken away. And more hard work. But the threat of physical abuse was always there.

Emerald waited a moment to ensure that her two foster sisters in the room with her hadn’t awakened. Their breathing was quiet, peaceful. She carefully opened the door and peeked out. There were no lights on. It was very dark. She turned on her small flashlight. The scraping of the tree branch on the back side of the house was the only sound. It was so constant, she ignored it. She waited an extra moment. Sometimes Mrs. S liked to lurk in the hallway, as though waiting for one of them to leave.

Leaving wasn’t an option. At least, not one that was discussed. The way Mrs. S talked, this was a lifetime thing. She seemed to think the girls were going to stay and run the place. Forever. It wasn’t perfect but there was at least a hint of safety. Something she, and she had to assume her foster sisters, hadn’t experienced in a while. If ever.

Breathing out slowly, she made her way down the stairs, avoiding the squeaks on the sixth and ninth steps and the chipped board on the last one. The moon shone through the skylight, changing the pitch blackness to a dark grey. She turned off her little flashlight. Shapes were visible, but it was having made this trek many times that kept her nimble on her feet and not slamming into anything she shouldn’t have.

Night was her favorite time. Everyone else was asleep and there was nothing but silence. She craved the quiet, the alone time, night gave her.

Once at the bottom of the stairs, she turned left into the sitting room. The door was closed, as always, but she reached for the knob and slowly turned it. It was a room she wasn’t supposed to be in. And during the daytime, she never was. It was Mrs. Stephanos’s private room, off limits to the girls.

Closing the door quietly behind her, she counted to ten and then turned on the glass menagerie lamp at the end of the ornate couch. They weren’t cheap items, which is why Emerald had to guess the girls were forbidden from being in there.

The soft glow was perfect. Taking the necklace and earrings out of her hand, she laid them carefully on the coffee table. The diamonds and emeralds sparkled, even in the muted light. It was hard to believe they were just baubles. She carefully lifted the double strand necklace and put it around her neck. It was heavy and hung down to mid-chest and didn’t lay flat like she was sure it was supposed to. It was a bit big on her. She picked up the earrings and clipped one on each ear. Even though they pulled her down with weight, she stood tall and regal. Well, as tall and regal as a seventeen-year-old, five-foot-five teenager could.

Keeping her chin high and walking with grace, like she’d seen Queen Elizabeth do on TV once a long time ago, she strode across the room to the window. With her left hand, she pulled back the heavy drape and looked at her reflection in the window. With her right hand, she pulled up her long, straggly, dark hair and held it behind her head in a bun.

Turning her head from side to side, she admired not only the beauty of the set she had on but the twinkle they gave off in the soft light. She could just imagine if she wore them in a big hall with tons of lights. They’d blind everyone.

Her life was going to be so different. She was going to have things like this in her life. Her hand touched the necklace and imagined it was real. That it had been given to her by her boyfriend. Not that she had one, but one day Tommy would notice her. He would if he knew she had something like this. He was the cute deliveryman and the only man she’d seen in the four-plus years she’d been there. Once per week, he’d stop by and leave their groceries at the end of the driveway. No one was ever allowed to drive up that driveway, except Mrs. S.

Sighing, her shoulders sagged. Her life wasn’t even close to this. She tried to shut out the memory of her mom dropping her off at the hospital, leaving her with a small cloth bag, with one set of clothes in it, saying she was just going to get some groceries. But was never seen again.

It was just as well, Emerald knew that her life was way better now. Her mom had often left her alone to fend for herself. At five, she knew how to use the stove. Not well and she had burned a few things, but she knew how to turn it on, how to put bread in a pan to toast it. Sometimes she forgot to shut it off. That final time had started a small stove fire. If her mom hadn’t come in... but that’s when something changed. And it wasn’t long after that, she’d found herself in the system.

Six foster homes in the first year would have destroyed anyone. It was tough for a shy girl who’d never had much of anything to do with others and had never been to school or taught how to read and write to come out of her shell. In fact, in many ways, it hardened her and sent that young girl into hiding.

It wasn’t until she was thirteen and Mrs. Stephanos took her in that she finally felt like she had a safe place. And clothes to call her own. And the chance to dream of something more. But all of that came with hard work.

It didn’t come cheap or free but at least she never felt like she was going to be moved again. But then maybe she should have been.

The necklace and earrings had been dangled in front of her when she’d first arrived. It was just something Mrs. S did. Or at least that was Emerald’s take on it. Each time a new girl came into the house, Mrs. S seemed to watch until she knew what they liked and then she’d kind of offer this extravagant-looking piece of jewelry, which she said was fake. Each girl was then responsible for making sure that the piece of jewelry was always perfect—shiny, clean, locked up. But not to touch it. At least not in the beginning.

Emerald hadn’t been able to do that. She had no idea if the other girls were like her, always sneaking their piece of jewelry out of The Can. That’s what she called the large railway-looking car box in the backyard, half buried in the hill behind the house, The Can. It’s where the jewelry was kept. And who knew what else. Emerald was only ever let into one small area inside. The Can was divided into at least eight rooms. Each piece of jewelry had its own room. The girls were to go into the room with their jewelry, check on it, clean it if need be but never remove it. Emerald had tried to leave it there, but she couldn’t. At times, she would sneak it out. Like that night.

Sometimes she just needed to be with it.

The jewelry had been the trinket dangled before her. In fact, she got to try them on when she’d first arrived. But then they’d been removed and she hadn’t been allowed to touch them. For a long time.

Mrs. S would taunt her by wearing the jewelry around her, but not letting her touch them. Mrs. S would sometimes wear them while watching Emerald do her chores. Or sometimes Mrs. S would wear them while supervising the girls as they ate their supper. But there had been no more wearing it for Emerald. At least, not that Mrs. S knew.

It always made Emerald kind of sick the way Mrs. S dangled them in front of her. It was crazy. But Mrs. S had done the same thing to all of the other girls—letting them wear the piece of jewelry but only that once, then they were treated like it was too good for them.

Caring for the jewelry was only for when they had some free time. It was like their prize. That snippet of time they got to do something, away from everyone. They got some alone time. Which was almost never. They were self-sustaining. They grew their own plants. Raised their own animals. They made everything. They fixed everything. They never went to town. Everything was always delivered—the groceries they couldn’t grow, the jars for canning, the bags for freezing, the animals when butchered, the material for clothes, and whatever items they needed to fix anything that got broken or wore out on the house.

Mrs. Stephanos had said she was shaping them to be smart, capable young women. Women who would go after what they wanted. But not to covet those things that men or partners liked to give as gifts. They were to be admired not owned.

Emerald had never understood what Mrs. S was trying to teach them, but she’d loved the necklace and earrings.  They were truly the only beautiful thing that she felt was hers. It hadn’t mattered that Mrs. S told her they were only hers to look after. They didn’t belong to her. And they were fake. To Emerald, they were the most precious things anyone had even let her touch. And she wasn’t about to give them up.

Emerald was the first of eight foster girls. They all reminded her of when she’d first arrived, shellshocked and hard. But slowly, like her, they had started to believe. It had taken two years, but she’d finally felt like she wasn’t going to be moved again. This had become her home.

The light glinted off the large diamond and the large emerald teardrops that hung down from the necklace. She pressed her hands to her chest as though framing the gorgeous jewelry and imagined that she deserved these. And that she could have them one day. Her mind immediately told her that would never happen for her.

She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. Looking defiantly at her reflection, she whispered, “Why not me?”

There was a creak on the floor outside the room. Stepping carefully across the floor, she shut off the light and scurried back to scrunch down at the far end of the sofa behind the heavy drape. Making herself as tiny as she could, something she’d learned to do many times in the past. There were voices. Loud whispers. Harsh. They came closer. Both were men. Men were never allowed on the property. Who were they? Should she scream?

“We’ll steal...”

“She’ll never... get rich...”

She only heard snippets of the conversation but knew she couldn’t stay there. There was a secret door to this room, not something she was supposed to know, but it had come in very handy on many occasions. Staying low, she made her way along the wall, staying behind the curtain. Reaching up, she felt around until she found the indent in the wall. She slid her fingers into it and pulled on the lever. The door swung outward. It entered a narrow hallway.

“In here.”

Scurrying through, she pulled the door closed just as she heard the one to the room opening. Knowing she had to be quiet, she stood still. Her body shook with fear. She squeezed her eyes closed as hard as she could. There was scrambling and more talk, but she couldn’t make out what they were doing or what was being said.

This wasn’t the first time this had happened. She didn’t know who it was or what they were doing or why there were men in the house, but she also wasn’t going to be the one to tell. Men were never allowed in the house. She took in a shaky breath and focused her thoughts on a song that she thought her mom used to sing to her. At least, that was what she told herself.

My little baby. So beautiful and bright. My little baby. My true delight. My little baby...

It was more a sensation than a sound. She blinked open her eyes. It was still darkish and dingy in the hallway, although now it had more of a grey hue to it. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling and were visible thanks to the sunlight peeking in through the cracks near the top of the poorly built wall.

Her head snapped up. The night before came back in a flash. At some point, she’d sat down. And fallen asleep. She stood up. The weight of the necklace and earrings drug her down. She gasped as she slapped her hand to her chest. If she got caught...

Were those men gone?

She reached for the door. It was the quickest and still the safest way for her to make it back to her room. Carefully listening, she slowly opened the door and slipped through, still hiding behind the curtain. Peeking around the edge, the room was empty. It looked the same, but something was different. Frowning, she didn’t stop to wonder what was wrong and she didn’t have time to figure out what it was.

Quickly yanking off the earrings and undoing the necklace clasp, she tucked them into the hem of the curtain. It was one of her many secret hiding places. She’d get them later and put them back. The others might steal them if they saw them. And Mrs. S might be mad enough to send her to jail if she found them missing.

That couldn’t happen.

Tiptoeing, she quietly left the room and ran up the stairs, avoiding the hole in the first one and the center of steps six and nine, and made her way back to her room. The other girls were gone already. Getting dressed, she raced downstairs and snuck out the backdoor. She was often outside early in the morning, so no one would question it. But as she arrived in the garden, her favorite place, Mrs. Stephanos and all the other girls were there. Mrs. Stephanos wasn’t a tall woman, maybe five-foot-six, but when she got mad, she looked like King Kong. And today she looked ready to beat her chest. Or that of someone else.

Shaking, Emerald stopped, not sure whether to run or explain.

“About time you got here. Get in line.”

She slowly walked over to the other girls whose eyes were trained on Mrs. S. No one blinked. Standing at attention, she waited for the punishment to start.

She made a promise that when she got the chance, she was running and never turning back.
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Chapter 2







“Shyla?”

“Hannah? What are you doing calling so late?” The clock on her bedside stand said midnight. Shyla flipped on her bedside lamp as she propped herself up on her forearm. Thankfully, she’d just crawled into bed and hadn’t fallen asleep yet.

“How was your thing?” Her voice was sullen, uninterested.

Shyla smiled. Her thing was work. “Good. Boring. Why are you calling?”

“You have to make her stop.” Her voice broke.

“I take it you mean Mom.”

“After you dropped us off the other day, she went into this long lecture about what I can and can’t do. She gets home tonight and tells me I should be sleeping, not playing games. She acts like I’m dying.” Her voice went quiet. “I’m not, am I?”

“No! You are not dying, Hannah. Mom is just a little scared.”

“I don’t care. She’s ruining my life.”

“Oh? Why?”

“She won’t let me go to the dance at the end of the month. Said it’s too much.”

Shyla got why her mom was scared. Hannah had a heart murmur. Or had one. The doctor had said, though he was fairly certain she’d grown out of it. She just needed to pay attention to what her body was telling her—if she was feeling sluggish, tired, fatigued, or noticed a change in her heart’s rhythm. He also suggested she could go ahead and do what she wanted but be aware. What that meant to her mom and what that meant to Hannah were two different things. Shyla could also relate to how Hannah was feeling. She’d have gone crazy if her mom had hovered over her like that.

“Let me talk to her.”

There was silence for a moment, before she said, “If you knew something about me, you’d tell me, right?”

Shyla’s mind quickly clicked into gear as she thought about the things she knew about Hannah. Things Hannah didn’t know. “What are you talking about?”

“I just... uh... wanted to know, like if you knew my heart was bad, you’d tell me.”

She blew her breath out slowly as she tried to think how to answer that. “As far as I know, your heart is good. Why? Are you having problems?”

“No. No. Not with that.”

“Oh? Then what?”

“Nothing.” Her voice was sullen. There was a moment of silence. “Mom’s fifty-two, isn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“Not many women have babies in their thirties, right? And not sixteen years after their other babies?”

Shyla felt her heart crushing. “Not many have their kids that far apart. But it happens.”

“I haven’t had any problems in years. But she won’t give me any freedom. I cut my fingers slicing onions and she freaks. She keeps telling me I have to be careful. I’m either with her or Sam all the time. Or I have to call her when I’m out of her sight. It’s not fair. I don’t have a life.”

Shyla nodded but wasn’t going to agree out loud with her. “I know it seems that way. I’ll talk to her.”

“I’m so mad, Shy.” Hannah started to cry. “She doesn’t have any right.”

Shyla consoled her sister as best she could over the phone.

At one point, she was sure that Hannah said, “She’s lying to me.” But she was ranting, and Shyla didn’t want to interrupt. She wasn’t sure she’d get a straight answer anyway.

Her sister was starting to figure things out.

It resolved one thing for her, Hannah needed to hear the truth. There was only one person who could do that. Their mom needed to tell her everything. Not just about the heart murmur that Hannah had as a child, but about how she came to be. The secret that her mom had sworn them all to.

Shyla dropped back onto her pillow. How was she going to get her mom to tell Hannah the truth?
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Chapter 3





“I beat you.” Shyla laughed as she let herself into their mom’s house, closing the door on Kal, her brother. It didn’t take long, though, for him to rip it open and come flying in after her. She dodged sideways as he leapt at her, wrapping his arms around her. Tickling her was his favorite way to get back at her. Laughing, she dropped down under his arm and raced into the kitchen. 

Her mom’s head snapped up, her eyes round. She was sitting at the kitchen table with a package in front of her. One that looked like she’d just opened it. “What are you doing here?”

She seemed surprised. Her hand immediately went to close the case, but Shyla was too fast.

“We wanted to welcome you home. What is that?” Shyla said, as she reached past her mom to open the box in front of her. “Wow.” Inside the velvet box was a beautiful set of necklace and earrings. The diamonds and emeralds sparkled in the late-afternoon light.

“Where did you get this? It’s gorgeous.”

“Shyla finished work and, since I needed a break, we thought we’d come and say hi,” Kal said at the same time.

“It’s nothing—”

“Are you going to wear this to your gala this weekend? It’s in downtown Victoria, right?” Shyla picked up the necklace, evading her mom’s hands. It was heavy.

“Have a secret admirer we don’t know about?” Kal leaned across the table.

“Put them back, Shyla.” Her voice was firm and bridged no argument.

Shyla frowned but carefully set the stunning necklace back in its case. Her mom immediately closed it, stuffed it into the packing box, and placed the stuffing on top. Her mom avoided looking at either of them for a moment before her gaze slid from one child to the other.

“They aren’t real. So, don’t get your hopes up. They’re just baubles.” Her head bowed, the box clenched tightly in her hands. Her hands shook slightly.

“Good thing they’re fake. Victoria doesn’t have a lot of crime, but it still happens. Did you hear that the Bensons had their house broken into? Or I should say someone tried to. I don’t think anything was stolen. The security was too good. Two Rottweilers.” Kal chuckled. “Big surprise for the idiots who chose that place.”

Shyla chuckled before sobering. “Mrs. Carson had some jewelry stolen last week. I think there have been a few others as well. The media is saying the police have no clue as to who’s behind it.”

“These are worthless. No one will be stealing them. So that’s enough.” Her tone was sharp. “Besides, more bicycles and motorbikes are stolen than jewelry.”

Shyla exchanged a look with her brother that was loaded with questions. What is going on? She’s grouchy, unlike usual. Where did she get them?

“Sit down. Both of you.”

Kal sat down across the table. Shyla took the seat at the end.

“I got these from a... relative.”

“What relative? I didn’t know we had any,” Shyla said. “I mean aside from Dad’s side who we have nothing to do with.” She ignored Kal’s sharp head shake that she not go there.

“No. It is not from one of your dad’s siblings. I haven’t heard from any of them since the funeral.” The tone in her voice left no room for questions. There was definitely no love lost between their dad’s family and their mom. They hadn’t liked her at all. They’d felt she was a gold digger. Shyla hadn’t heard anything so ridiculous, ever. First off, their dad didn’t have much money, but he’d made a good wage as an accountant. When their dad got sick thirteen years before and died suddenly, his family blamed Sally, their mom.

“Then—”

“I think that’s enough questions.”

“How was your trip? You got back last night, right?” Shyla couldn’t take her eyes off of the box. Was there a connection between it and her mom’s mystery trip?

“Yes. Good.” The hardness in her tone said that was all they were getting on that subject.

Kal frowned at Shyla. “Where did you go? It seemed to come up suddenly.”

“It did.”

“Sam must be glad you’re back. I’m sure Hannah gave him a hard time.”

“She was good. Sam did fine.”

End of that conversation, too. Since when had their mom been so uncommunicative? Shyla couldn’t remember a time that she’d been this abrupt and this unwilling to talk.

“Where’s Hannah?”

“School just got out. Which, as a teacher, you know. She’s on her way home.”

Shyla caught the questioning look Kal gave her. She did a tiny head shake. Even though her original plan had been to steer the conversation to Hannah, her mom’s mood told her that was a bad idea. “You’re going to wear that jewelry to the gala on Saturday night, right? They’d look gorgeous with your dress, the one with the white bodice and greeny-blue skirt. Oh, and then next month, you could wear them to your awards night for Volunteer and Change Maker of the year.”

“I hadn’t planned—”

“Mom. You always told us to use the things we are given, not to put them away for that one day. Well, you have that one day, actually two, so you don’t have an excuse.” Shyla got up and hugged her mom. Her body was rock hard with tension. Shyla leaned back. “Mom?”

Her mom attempted a smile before touching her hand. “I’m okay. And you’re right, I should wear them.” She got up holding the container tight against her ribs.

“Give me a moment and I’ll make some coffee.” She quickly left the room.

Shyla waited until she was out of earshot. “Those don’t look fake.”

“I agree. And who is this mystery relative?”

“And since when does Mom keep secrets?” As soon as she said it, she knew of one that her mom had sworn them to secrecy with. Were there more?

A few moments later, their mom came back into the room. Kal stood up. “I have to go. I’m meeting some friends for supper.”

“Ooh. Is Melanie going to be there?” Shyla smirked at her brother.

“None of your business.” As he turned to leave, he looked at Shyla and tipped his head in their mom’s direction. She mouthed, ‘thanks a lot.’

After he left, Shyla sipped her coffee, unsure how to break the air of awkwardness. “So, are you going to ask Sam to the big gig?”

Her mom chuckled. “Big gig. I like that. I don’t know.”

Shyla rolled her eyes. “Ask him. He’ll be flattered.”

“I doubt that. He hates those kinds of things.”

Oh? Had she asked him before? They’d been neighbors and friends for years. But lately they’d been dating. Or at least finally letting her kids know they were an item.

Brrrriiinnngggg. Her mom got up to answer the landline phone. “Hello?... oh no!... I’ll be right there.”

She hung up and hustled past Shyla. “We have to go to the hospital. Hannah’s been hurt—”

“Her heart?”

“No. I don’t think so. Let’s go.” She was already at the door, opening it before Shyla caught up.

Ten minutes later, they pulled into the hospital’s parking lot. Once inside, they stopped at the admitting desk.

“Hannah Morrison.”

The nurse asked for Hannah’s medical information and then gave them directions as to where to find her.

Her mom went flying into the room. Hannah, who had just turned thirteen the week prior, was sitting up on the bed, with a big gauze bandage on her shin. “What happened?”

“We were playing Frisbee and I fell into a tree.”

“You need to be more careful.”

Shyla chuckled and hugged her sister. “Most people fall out of trees. Leave it to you to do it backward.”

Hannah laughed but sobered up under their mom’s hard look. “I’m fine. I just got a little cut.”

“It could have been worse.”

“But it wasn’t. I’m fine.”

“Has the doctor been to see you? Did he check your heart?”

Hannah looked imploringly at Shyla.

“Mom, why don’t you go see if we can take her home? She looks fine to me.” Shyla made a face. “Well, except there might be a few screws loose.”

“Ha! Not as many as you.”

Shyla looked at her seriously once their mom left. “Kiddo, you truly okay?”

Hannah nodded. “Mom needs to chill. Was she this overprotective of you? Or Kal?”

Shyla didn’t want to answer that. No, her mom hadn’t been even close to this hovering that she did with Hannah. Shyla got it, though. Hannah had a few heart scares when she was young, and their mom was petrified of losing her.

“It might be because of us that you’re getting the royal treatment. We gave her a few scares in our time. She’s just looking out for you.”

“I know. I wish there weren’t so many years between us.”

“Me too.” Hannah had come into their lives when Shyla was seventeen and Kal was sixteen. She was a surprise in more ways than one.

“Where were you playing Frisbee at?”

Hannah looked down and picked at the edge of the gauze. She shrugged. “The park.”

“I thought it was closed due to a cave-in from the last huge rainfall?”

Hannah got all huffy. “I’m not lying.”

Shyla frowned. Hannah wasn’t telling the truth. But why?

Their mom came back looking flustered. “We can go.”

Hannah jumped off the bed and bound out of the room.

“Slow down.”

But Hannah was gone, heading out of the hospital.

Shyla put her hand on her mom’s arm. “You can’t keep freaking out every time she does something.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“When are you going to tell her?”

“Let’s go before she walks home.” Her mom walked faster down the hallway.

Shyla trailed behind, feeling like she’d failed. Failed Hannah, who wanted answers, and failed her mom, because she didn’t know how to get her to tell Hannah.

The thing that made her feel queasy, though, was Hannah going to tell her what she’d really been doing?
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Chapter 4







“Damien?”

“Jordan, is that you? Where are you?”

“Just listen. Please.” He was breathing and wheezing like he’d been running. At one time, he’d been an amazing runner and could run miles before he’d be out of breath. Those days were long gone.

Guilt, shame, regret, frustration, and anger rushed to the surface, bringing forth tons of memories. Bad memories. Damien pushed away the thoughts of who his brother could have been, if life hadn’t kicked him down.

He bit his lip as he tried to be patient. His brother hated pressure and would hang up if he didn’t give him his moment. Since he’d made the call, Damien knew it was serious. He couldn’t remember the last time his brother had phoned him. Not true. The other two times were a while ago and had been bad news. He braced himself.

“I’m into something bad. I didn’t do it. No matter what you hear. I didn’t. I won’t. He wants to get into jewelry, now. But... I’m trying to make things right.” He sucked in a long breath. “He’s coming for me. Stay away from him, Damien. Dammit! I did—”

The phone went dead.

“What? Jordan?” Damien yanked the phone away from his ear to look at the screen to confirm what he suspected. His brother had hung up. He quickly dialed him again. Jordan. Pick up. Jordan!

It just rang and rang before abruptly ending. Damien tried four more times before giving up. There was no message saying, ‘Hey, you’ve reached Jordan, leave a message.’ In his world, that could get him killed.

What the hell was his brother into now? Damien could feel acid build in his gut.

His brother was his protector. Had been his protector. Without his brother, he wouldn’t be alive. He knew that for a fact. Unfortunately, he couldn’t say the same for Jordan. Damien had tried to be there for him, but his brother had chosen a different path...

Damien squeezed the bridge of his nose. That wasn’t true, a different path had been chosen for him. And if it wasn’t for Jordan, Damien might have followed him down that path. One that would have gotten him killed. How Jordan had survived... he didn’t even want to think about. Jordan was the only family that mattered.

He hadn’t done it. Jewelry. Stay away from him.

The conversation was unsettling.

Jordan’s past ran through Damien’s mind like a freight train. Drugs... gambling... theft... jail... In fact, he’d been to prison a few times. And each time he swore it was the last. But it never was. This last year had been different, though. Or at least that’s what Damien had thought. He thought he’d finally done something good for his brother, gotten him on the right track. Gotten him off the drugs and self-destructive path he was on.

It had been a full year. But now it sounded like he’d gone off the rails. Big time.

Damien would never forget what his brother had done for him. But he tried to keep it in perspective. It had almost destroyed him a few times. Jordan’s life was not his fault.

Damien’s cell phone rang. He scrambled to answer it, fumbling it in his hand, almost dropping it. He stabbed the answer button.

“Hello?”

“I’m in Vancouver. Stay away from me. From him. Please.”

“What?”

No response.

“Jordan? Jordie?” He yanked his phone away from his ear and looked at it. The call had ended. Damien was tempted to call him back but knew it was pointless. His brother wouldn’t answer. And if he was running from someone, he wouldn’t appreciate the noise the phone might make. That was if he didn’t have it on silent. And if it was on silent, then he wouldn’t hear it.

Vancouver. Like that was a little town where he could easily find him. Just a couple million or so people in Greater Vancouver. How hard could it be to find one person, one who didn’t want to be found? Damien lived there and never saw his brother unless he wanted to be found. There were a few places he could check but, as far as he knew, Jordie hadn’t been near any of them in a long time.

Was he still in the area?

It spoke volumes as to the luck he was probably going to have finding Jordie. And since his brother didn’t want to be found…

Blowing out his breath forcefully, Damien opened the browser on his phone.

What are you into, Jordan? Do I want to know?

Tapping the search bar, he typed in ‘car thefts in Vancouver.’ A few stolen cars. High-end, expensive cars. Something he knew Jordie had been charged with in the past. There were a few thefts mentioned for mid-priced cars that he knew sold well for parts. Some articles about some break and enters. No mention of jewelry or heirlooms, though. He heaved a sigh of relief. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as he imagined.

The other thought that he’d been trying to force away—where was their father? Most people thought he was dead but what Damien had long suspected, Jordan had confirmed. He was alive. Their father was alive.

Was he the HE, that Jordan meant was after him?

If it was their father. If he had done anything to harm Jordan... or get him in trouble... again...

Damien clenched his fist as he slammed it into his thigh. Fight or flight was always his go to when he thought of his old man. A lifetime of the man’s brutality had ingrained that so deeply that it was part of Damien’s makeup now. Even when he wanted to be logical, all he could think was that hopefully someone would kill his father and save them all from him.

He just prayed it wasn’t Jordan who would do it, though.

That burden was too much.
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Chapter 5







“I sold that latest piece,” Bill said the minute Dick answered the call.

Dick smiled. This was how their conversations always went, no preamble. They were very much alike that way. “I thought we agreed to wait. Maybe too close to selling the last one. Not only did you say we got screwed on it, but we also don’t want to draw attention to our activities.”

“We did. But the opportunity arose to start a bidding war.”

Dick chuckled. “I should never doubt you. You’re sure there is no way they can trace it back to you?”

“Yes. The dark web is amazing and the guy I’ve got is happy with what I pay him to keep me hidden.”

To Bill, the dark web meant no one would ever figure out who he was. He was a bit clueless as to how it really worked. The dark web had hackers looking for those they could sell out and, of course, the police were always trying to find the bad guys. Dick knew better than to trust it or to fully trust another person with his wealth and safety. Bill could do what he wanted as long as he didn’t drag Dick into it. “I’ll leave that to you then. I take it my cut is on its way?”

“You always were a greedy bastard.”

He smiled but didn’t respond. The money was probably already in his offshore account. He didn’t have to check to know that, but he did like to keep Bill accountable.

“Did you ever find who stole that clock?” It was an ugly thing, called The Magpie Treasure Nest Clock. Why Bill had wanted it in the first place had baffled him. He wasn’t sad to see it go, but it was brazen of someone to walk into his home and steal it. It meant someone had to have known that it was stolen in the first place. Or had taken it, believing it had value. Either way, it wasn’t something Bill could report as missing.

Bill growled. “No. If I ever catch the man stupid enough to steal it out from under us, I’ll kill him myself.”

Dick’s eyebrows flew upward. As far as he knew, it had been a while since Bill had gotten his hands that dirty. He’d been using others to take care of the less than desirable side of his very profitable business. He couldn’t afford to be discovered as the one to take people out. But he had on occasion. It was extremely risky and could end everything for him. Dick wasn’t stupid enough not to know that if Bill went down, the odds were that he would too. Bill would not keep his mouth shut if it would save his own butt.

Stealing was where Dick came in. He really should have stopped, but he loved the thrill of it. And he was good at it. Or had been. He lifted his left arm overhead but couldn’t quite straighten his arm. An injury from years before was now limiting his reach. Which he could probably work around, but his body just wasn’t agile enough. That was something that could get him caught, moving too slowly and too clumsily. Being quick and agile was imperative to a thief.

Which meant he had to resort to using other thieves. He had a few skilled people he used these days. Different men for different thefts. None of them knew about each other. And Bill didn’t want to know who they were, just that they could get the job done.

This last theft had been done by one of the men, Joe, who Dick was impressed with. He’d used him four or five times. He was good but he was a thief. Could Dick trust him?

The obvious answer was no. So, the more urgent question was, how long could he use this man? Or any of them? And to what lengths would he have to go to keep their mouths shut? Not that they’d ever met.

He chuckled to himself. In some ways, he was like Bill. Careful, but learning to use the systems that were already in place. He used an underground service to connect him with the thieves he used.

“Where’d you go last week?”

He always had to be on his toes. Bill trusted him to a point, but it seemed it was always a moving line. Lately, that line had been getting shoved much more forcefully in Dick’s direction.

“Out of town. Vacation.”

“Stealing stuff and not telling me?”

Dick laughed. “I got away for a few days. My real job is stressful, you know. It’s the normal thing to do—go on a vacation.”

Bill grunted. “See anything good?”

“Plenty. Niagara Falls is gorgeous this time of year. Want me to send you some pictures?” He kept the bite out of his tone but barely. Bill was starting to let his new position go to his head. Not only was he throwing his weight around in the public eye, but it also made Dick grateful that he didn’t work under him. But he did hear the complaints from some of those who did.

They’d worked together way too long for there to be that kind of power mongering. Bill always had placed himself just one rung above Dick and made sure he knew it. The man had been born with a silver, gold, and diamond spoon in his mouth. Dick was born with a dirt, sweat, and grime spoon in his. They couldn’t have been raised further apart on the money scale, yet fluke had brought them together.

“You’re right. None of my business where you go. Or when you go.” Bill didn’t sound happy about making that admission.

“Going to be at the gala?”

“Of course. It’s expected of me. And of you.”

“Right, and a great hunting ground. Or I guess I should say quality surveying ground.”

Bill snorted with laughter but abruptly halted. There was some background noise, but it was soon muffled.

Sure, that someone had either come into Bill’s office or he was being summoned, Dick decided their conversation was over anyway, so he hung up the payphone. There wasn’t much else to say. Besides, the two of them would see each other that night, although they wouldn’t talk or really acknowledge each other. That’s the way it was done when you were supposed to be acquaintances and somewhat rivals. The public thought they didn’t agree on much. Politically, that was probably true but neither one of them really cared enough to actually discuss that crap. And their real relationship was no one else’s business.

He smiled as he made his way slowly down the sidewalk. Although he looked like he was just an old man leaning heavily on a cane and oblivious to what was going on around him, he was very much aware that it was dusk. That the four men who had walked by while he’d been on the phone were in their early twenties and too busy bragging up their stunts to notice him. That the traffic was light, eight vehicles drove past. Only two had pulled into the gas station. That the young female runner, with her headphones plugged in, hadn’t even known he was there. It had gone as planned. As always. People always ignored an old man.

He paused for a moment. A few people were milling about, but it was the woman in shorts and a crop top who caught his attention. It was not something to ignore. Like all the others, she didn’t pay any attention to him. Shaking slightly, so his arms and hands looked like he had tremors, he made his way slowly and awkwardly down the sidewalk away from the gas station-convenience store.

Two blocks away, he climbed into his fifteen-year-old silver Oldsmobile and drove away. When he had reached the edge of town and the streetlights no longer lit up everything, he pulled over into an alcove in the trees. He yanked off his grey wig and mustache and removed his overcoat. Everything was tossed on the passenger seat with his cane. Driving another twenty minutes, he pulled down a long and what looked like an abandoned dirt road. Just around the first bend, he stopped at the large, dilapidated, black gate that looked like it was nothing more than show, the way it drunkenly angled down across the road. Stopping the car, he opened his window and moved aside some vines, so he could open a rusty box to a state-of-the-art keypad. He punched in his code. The gate swung open on well-oiled hinges, as silent as a whisper. If someone had tried to lift and move the gate, it wouldn’t budge. And if they made the mistake of trying to climb over it, well the volts at the top would zap them and send them tumbling backward.

Dick drove through, stopping for a few seconds until the gate had automatically closed behind him. Driving another two minutes, he pulled up in front of what intentionally looked like an old, decaying two-car garage. The wood siding was almost stripped bare, parts of it were black and looked like a simple touch would crumble it. Where there should have been windows, shards of glass stuck out. Boards had been nailed on the inside, preventing any view of the interior. The large garage doors had been sky blue at one time but were now a sickly grey-blue with dents and scrapes, leaving it look battered and bruised.

Lowering his window, Dick used his key to unlock the padlock and lifted the rusted-looking cover to punch in a code on the keypad. The door lifted like it was brand new, which it technically was even if it didn’t look like it. He put the cover back and locked it in place before he drove in, reaching out his window to push the button on the wall to close the door behind him.

An overhead light automatically came on, showing off the solid cement interior, with nothing rotting and no signs of windows. Without wasting any time, he climbed out, walked around the car, stripped off his shoes, shirt, and pants, and added them to the belongings on the passenger seat. Gathering it all together, he stuffed it all into the trunk.

The almost frigid air inside the sealed cement garage cooled him off instantly, raising goosebumps all over his body. But that didn’t speed him up. He took a moment to stretch. His joints and tendons cracked and snapped as he bent and twisted, relieving some of the kinks from spending a day sitting too long. It reminded him that he wasn’t truly all that far from being the old man he pretended to be. He was doing everything he could to keep from ending up like that. Although time stopped for no one. It seemed like he’d woken up one day with his damn youth gone and his body a constant ache. Being sixty-four wasn’t as fun or as sexy as people tried to make it out to be.

Walking to the other side of the garage, he reached into his sports car and pulled out the hanger that held his pressed pants and shirt. He put them on. Then he slipped on his leather shoes. Once dressed, he climbed into his shiny new BMW, hit the automatic button on the post to raise the other garage door and drove out. Reversing the entire process on the way out, he was soon on the open highway.

Time to get ready for the big gala that night.

A big grin split his face as he lowered the top of the car, letting the cool night air remind him how good his life was. And how few people knew about it. Really, there was only one other person who knew most of his truth. That thought sobered him as he drove. Although, he wasn’t sure if it was because it was only one other person or because one other person knew.







OEBPS/images/2cc6347a-de1b-46d1-808c-a6418e703025.png
®





OEBPS/images/628f6a0e-cce1-40dd-9ad2-cb2b664ac1b4.png







