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Chapter 1: A New Venture
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The coffee in Taylor’s mug had turned lukewarm, but he hadn’t noticed. He stood at the edge of the dock below his Tahoe cabin, watching the lake, the kind of stillness in the water that only came with winter’s grip. The snowline had crept lower over the past week, the early March air crisp, scented with pine and the faintest trace of wood smoke from his own and the many neighbor’s chimneys.

Ted, his ever-loyal Labrador, sat beside him, ears twitching at the sounds of the morning. The dog let out a low, thoughtful huff, the kind that seemed to say, It’s quiet. Too quiet.

Taylor understood the feeling.

It had been six months since the last real excitement—one that had ended in a firefight inside a California Wine Country winery building, illicit fentanyl tablets spilling across the floor while MI6, the CIA, and half the local law enforcement wrapped up a cartel operation that had been years in the making. It had been the kind of job that left bruises, both physical and otherwise, and for a while, Taylor had been content to let them heal.

But now? Now the quiet was getting to him.

He turned when he heard the frozen gravel of the driveway crunch under tires. The Range Rover was new, but as the driver stepped out, she was immediately recognized. Annabelle Carter stepped out onto the frozen ground. The former NOPD detective's auburn hair pulled back in a ponytail, a leather jacket zipped up tight against the morning chill. She wasn’t dressed for a social visit.

Ted ran up the path to her, his tail wagging vigorously.

"Hey, Ted. You look better than your cohort, there," she said, bending to give him a quick neck rub. Taylor sighed.

“What brings you up here to the civilized world, Carter? I was just starting to enjoy the peace and quiet,” he said, taking a slow sip of the forgotten, now barely lukewarm coffee.

She smirked. “And yet you look like a man who doesn’t know what to do with himself.”

“Maybe I like having nothing to do.”

Carter stepped closer, Ted pacing along with her, stopping at the edge of the dock, beside him. “Yeah? You always fidget when you’re restless. That’s why I came up here.” She glanced out at the water. “I’ve got a proposition for you.”

Taylor turned to face her. “Should I be worried?” 

“Depends.” She grinned. “Ever thought about going into business for yourself, or...with a partner?” His brow furrowed. “What kind of business?”

“The kind where we help people,” Carter said. “Not your standard executive security gig. I mean real work. Cold cases. Missing persons. Unsolvable mysteries. You and I both know that there are cases that law enforcement, intelligence, or private investigators just let die in the dark. I think that kind of thing might be fun to chase down.”

Taylor studied her for a long moment. “Detective work was your thing. You think I’m interested in playing private Dick?”

She leaned against the wooden railing of the dock, crossing her arms. “I think you’re interested in doing something that matters. While you may be an old salt - a sailor to the core - you also seem to have a natural gift for rooting out the truth in complex situations. I think you like having puzzles to solve and stuff that might keep Kat involved in the background research. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be standing out here in the morning, staring at the lake like it holds all the answers.”

He huffed out a dry chuckle. She wasn’t wrong. As much as he loved his Tahoe cabin, the quiet of the mountains and staying close to his family, he was born for more active endeavors. That's the reason that after a drunk driver orphaned him at 19, he joined the merchant marine service and spent the next 15 years plying the commercial ocean lanes, all over the world, rising to a position of First Officer and having captained vessels, in emergencies, before retiring from the service. Since then, his eye for detail, his logical mind and a steadfast determination to right wrongs that he came across had brought him into the company of characters from the world's intelligence agencies, who had recruited him and his background, more than once, to stop a myriad of international crime syndicates activities. Having his wife, Katherine (Kat) and her tech savvy, as a former Silicon Valley entrepreneur, to back him up, not to mention her father's resources and connections from a career with the NSA.

“And besides,” Carter added, “it’s not just about helping people. Some of these cases could pay pretty well and lead to things very interesting to former associates...... of ours”

Taylor sighed again, shaking his head. “The money is not all that important to me. We're doing alright, on our own. You already have something lined up, don’t you?”

Carter’s grin widened. “Maybe. I ran into an old friend of yours and he gave me the idea.”

___________________________________________________________________________

Two weeks later, they sat in a booth at a quiet, upscale restaurant in Washington, D.C.— one of those places where the tables were just far enough apart that conversations wouldn’t be overheard. The kind of place where their former associates liked to conduct business, outside of official channels.

Mr. Green, an old CIA contact, arrived precisely on time. He was the same as ever—gray suit, sharp eyes, and the kind of presence that made people nervous without knowing why. He slid into the booth across from them without a greeting, just a simple nod.

“Never thought I’d be seeing you two again,” Green said.

“Considering what went down last time we shared company, we hoped not,” Taylor replied.

Green’s lips twitched in amusement. “I heard you’re in business. Carter’s idea, I assume?”

She shrugged. “Gotta keep busy.” 

“Good.” Green slid a slim folder across the table. “Because I have something that fits your skill set. A Cold War-era double agent, presumed dead for nearly thirty years, has resurfaced.”

Carter arched a brow. “And that should be our problem because...?”

“Because his return has set off a series of assassinations,” Green said, his expression unreadable. “Three former intelligence operatives have been executed in the last two months. All of them connected to a covert operation buried so deep that nobody still at Langley even remembers it. Since he and the operation he was connected with is, and as far as the service is concerned, was never connected with the Company, we have to use private contractors to chase down this skell."

Taylor exhaled slowly, flipping open the file. A black-and-white photograph stared back at him—an old surveillance image of a man in his early thirties, thick glasses, a European cut suit, and a sharp gaze. The name beneath the picture read: Emil Varga.
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