

[image: Cover for Aiden]



[image: Aiden]



Books in This Series:

Kerrick, Book 1

Griffin, Book 2

Jax, Book 3

Beau, Book 4

Asher, Book 5

Ryker, Book 6

Miles, Book 7

Nico, Book 8

Keane, Book 9

Lennox, Book 10

Gavin, Book 11

Shane, Book 12

Diesel, Book 13

Jerricho, Book 14

Killian, Book 15

Hatch, Book 16

Corbin, Book 17

Aiden, Book 18

The Mavericks, Books 1–2

The Mavericks, Books 3–4

The Mavericks, Books 5–6

The Mavericks, Books 7–8

The Mavericks, Books 9–10

The Mavericks, Books 11–12


About This Book


What happens when the very men—trained to make the hard decisions—come up against the rules and regulations that hold them back from doing what needs to be done? They either stay and work within the constraints given to them or they walk away. Only now, for a select few, they have another option:

The Mavericks. A covert black ops team that steps up and break all the rules … but gets the job done.

Welcome to a new military romance series by USA Today best-selling author Dale Mayer. A series where you meet new friends and just might get to meet old ones too in this raw and compelling look at the men who keep us safe every day from the darkness where they operate—and live—in the shadows … until someone special helps them step into the light.

Aiden has high hopes for his own mission, but Las Vegas and a woman accused of killing her own husband wasn’t it. Then he finds out it’s a special request from a man he’s long respected and that the woman in question was his cousin. Even more confusing is the series of other murders that, according to the local law enforcement, are linked to her as well.

Toby’s life has been one long nightmare, and, just when a light shines in to save her, and she hopes she will survive this after all, the cops decide she’s the one who murdered her husband. Hardly … but, if she’d had the guts and the lack of concern for spending the rest of her life in jail for getting justice, then she’d have done it.

But, as it was, if they can’t figure out who and what is going on, she’ll be spending her life in prison regardless. And that would be a shame, considering she’d just met Aiden, one of the most interesting men to cross her path. Now if only he’d been here years ago, before her world went off the rails …

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!


Prologue
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Aiden Bronte walked into his bedroom and stretched. The last few days had been calm, relaxing, and he’d even spent some time with family. Hearing the phone ring, he looked to see who it was. “Hey, Mom.”

“How are you doing? Wanted to tell you that your dad and I decided to take a cruise next month.”

“Good,” he said, and then he frowned. “Isn’t that like short notice?”

“I think that’s why your father wants to do it. There was an incredible deal, and he wants to go.”

“Sounds good. Besides, I don’t know where I’ll be next month anyway.”

“Ah, so that means you can’t come with us then.”

“Well, I don’t know that I can or I can’t, but I would say it’s probably a no.”

“Right.”

But she didn’t appear to be concerned; in fact, she appeared to be more than excited.

“If there’s a chance to see you over the next couple days, it would be nice.”

“I’m kinda on call, Mom. We’ll see.” Their call was over soon, and he got up and had a quick shower. When he came out, he’d missed a call. He immediately dialed, and, when Corbin answered the phone, Aiden asked, “Hey, you guys surviving?”

“More than surviving.” Corbin yawned. “Playing house is great. You should try it.”

“Even though she’s got a baby coming?”

“Absolutely. You know me. I never really figured I would have a family at all. So this is just fine.”

“Good. So why the call? What’s going on?”

“What’s going on is you’re shipping out.”

“I am?”

“You are. You ready?”

“Hell, yes. Do I get anybody partnered with me?”

“Well, you do, but, in this case, I’m not so sure how that’ll work. Do you remember Mountain? Mountain Bear Rode?”

Mountain was one of those huge monster-size guys. “Of course. Who doesn’t?”

“He’s supposed to be coming on board with the Mavericks too.”

“Really? I thought the Mavericks were getting their budget slashed. Also I thought Mountain was heading back up north. Canada or someplace?”

“I think something’s afoot with the Mavericks. I’m not exactly sure what’s going on.”

“Interesting,” Aiden said, with a quick frown. “That’s fine, as long as I fulfill my obligation, then I’m free and clear, right?”

“You are, indeed. And believe me. I’ve got Nellie here trying to get me out of it too.”

“Yeah, especially now that you’ve got a family on the way,” he said in a teasing note.

“You’re absolutely right, but Mountain has a different issue altogether, and he needs us. I’m not sure what that deal is, but he’s coming on board to help you first, and you’ll be helping him out too. I just don’t have all the details.”

“Where am I going?” He quickly dressed, while he was talking on the phone.

“You’re leaving in twenty minutes. Mountain will be there, with wheels.”

“And where are we going?”

“Vegas.”

“Vegas? What’s in Vegas?” He was stunned at that location. He’d only been stateside for a few days as it was.

“A series of loan sharks involved in gambling and supposedly an innocent victim in it all.”

“Yeah, in Vegas is there such a thing?”

“It looks like somebody is laundering money.”

“Hardly our deal either.” He frowned. “This sounds bizarre for us.”

“Just like my mission, sometimes strange things happen.”

“Fine. What’s going on?”

“The innocent victim is our card dealer, Toby. She’s been charged with murder, released on bail. I am told that she’s at home in isolation.”

“And we care, why?”

“Well, for one, this is not so much a paid job as it’s something to do with Mountain. Hopefully he’ll tell you more when he picks you up.”

“Is it personal?”

“Very, but also something else.” Corbin sounded frustrated, which was unusual and unnerving.

“Okay,” Aiden said slowly, “that’s just confusing.”

“I know. Sorry. I’m not trying to be cryptic, but I’m just not getting very much in the way of intel either.”

“Hey, that’s not how we’re supposed to work.”

“I know. Believe me. Yet it has to do with Mountain.”

“Fine. So I’m supposed to go to Vegas and to help solve a crime and to free somebody who is supposedly up for attempted murder charges?”

“No, not just attempted murder but first-degree murder.”

“Who did she supposedly kill?”

“Her husband.”

“Well, shit, that alone makes her a good suspect.”

“I know, right? Everybody loves to take out their ex. But, according to her, she had nothing to do with it.”

“You could have sent me anywhere in the world, and you send me to Vegas? You are going soft.”

“I know. Sorry, bro. Not only that but it’s not an op that we normally deal with. But, hey, lots of the cases lately have been pretty off the wall.”

“If you say so,” he snapped. “This is just a BS case.”

“Maybe, but it’s Mountain’s case.”

“But it’s not supposed to be a Mountain case.”

“I know. That’s what’s weird about it. Anyway he’s picking you up in a few minutes. See if you can get more info out of him.”

“Yeah, you can bet I will. And thanks.”

“Once we’re done with this case, I’d like to see you settle close to us.”

“Why would you want that?”

“So you can start a family, and so we can stay friends.”

“Ha, ha. Nobody is in my life. You know that.”

“True. But I also know nobody was in my life when I did my last op too.”

“No way. Somebody charged with murder doesn’t sound like my kind of partner.”

“Well, that’s one of many.”

“What do you mean, one of many?”

“I think they’re looking to pin four murders on her.”

“Jesus Christ. Why?”

“Because they’re all guys she’s dealt cards for. They were at her table, winning big. Yet, when they were found dead, no winnings were on them.”

“So where’s the money then?”

“Believe me. That’s something that everyone would like to know. So add it to your list. Find out where the money went.”

“Great,” he muttered. “I’m out.”

And, with that, he grabbed his travel bag he’d had ready since he got back to his place and locked the front door. He walked down to the curb. He hadn’t even dropped his bag, when Mountain drove up in a military jeep. Aiden took one look, smiled, threw his bag in the back, and laughed. “The only reason you got a jeep is because you can have the roof off and not hit your head.”

Mountain looked at him, and something in his icy gaze warmed slightly. He gave a clipped nod and said, “Nice to see your sense of humor is still there.”

“Well, mine is. Where’s yours?”

“Frozen,” he snapped, “but I’ll give you the details on the drive.”

“You better,” he said, settling into the passenger seat, “because I’m a little confused what kind of a deal this is.”

“In a way you got the lucky job, as you might not even have to assist on the next one,” he said, “because I’ve got something going on in the background that’s big. It’s deep. It’s dark, and I need big-time help. Only no one believes we’ve got a problem, … yet.”

“Good enough,” Aiden said. “You know me. I’m always there for the rescue.”


Chapter 1
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Aiden rode in the jeep to the airport, where Mountain put his vehicle into long-term parking. As they walked up to the boarding area with their bags over their shoulders, Aiden asked in a low tone, “When will you tell me what this is all about?”

Mountain gave him a hard look. “You know as much as I do.”

He snorted at that. “Like hell. Apparently you have some connection, so that this is your case.” Aiden hated the fact that the tone of his voice noted this case was supposed to be his.

At that, Mountain shook his head. “No, it’s not my case. It’s your case. I am, however, connected to the case.”

“In what way?”

“Toby is my cousin,” he stated.

Aiden came to a dead stop and looked at him. “Seriously?”

“Yeah.” Mountain kept walking; Aiden quickly caught up. “I told my father that I would check into it, but he and his brother weren’t happy about that. To them she’s ruining their name. But they also don’t want me involved. They’d rather cut her loose to drown. That’s not my style.”

“I gather you don’t get along?”

“Not enough. Not in a while. And our fathers haven’t gotten along in a long time. I’m not sure they even know what I do.”

“And what about Toby?”

“We used to be close,” Mountain admitted. “I don’t even know why she’s still up in Vegas or what kind of trouble she’s in. She’s a math genius, which has gotten her in trouble before.”

“Well, that would be a good reason to end up in Vegas,” Aiden noted, “as long as she’s not card counting. … I still don’t understand what this has to do with anything else.”

Mountain didn’t say anything for a long moment. They caught their flight at the last minute, entering the plane before the door closed behind them. Finding their seats, they sat down, thankful that it was a short flight.

Aiden looked over at Mountain. “You’ve got some other gig going on?”

“Let’s just say that I’ve tapped into something that could be pretty big and pretty ugly.”

“Tell me more.” Aiden turned in his seat to face his buddy. “Is this known by anybody else?”

“Nope. I’m pretty sure whatever I say will just blow the lid off something, an international joint operation, but I have to get some support for a mission to confirm. It’s bigger than me.”

“And you don’t want to go to your boss?”

“Well, right now,” Mountain replied, his lips twitching, “I don’t really have one.”

“What about the Mavericks?”

“Potentially the Mavericks will have my back on this, but I can’t be sure. It’s one of the reasons I’m doing this job.”

“You know, Corbin told me something about it, but he didn’t really give me any details.”

“No. Not a whole lot of details to give.” At that, Mountain settled into his seat and closed his eyes. “I’m catching five.”

If there was ever an immediate shutdown, that was it. Aiden leaned back, ready for this flight to be over with. Pulling up his cell phone, he quickly sent Corbin a message, confirming they were on the flight. He got a thumbs-up as a reply. He smiled at that, wondering just what his own life would look like after this op. It’s the kind of work he’d been doing for a very long time. However, watching Corbin and his new partner and her very burgeoning belly—who thankfully survived her ordeal in great shape—Aiden had started to wonder about his own future.

He’d often thought that there wouldn’t be one. He’d always gone on missions with the idea, if he were the one who didn’t make it back, it would be okay because he was the one who didn’t have anybody waiting for him. Now, all of a sudden, he kept thinking it would be a hell of a nice thing if he did have somebody waiting for him—something else Corbin had changed for Aiden. And yet that wasn’t necessarily a good thing, particularly when nobody was in his orbit.

He looked over at Mountain, who was starting to stir. Aiden waited until his buddy appeared to be cognizant, but then he hopped up and went to the washroom at the back of the plane. When he returned, Aiden said, “So, tell me more about your cousin.”

“She’s smart, too damn smart.”

At that, Aiden frowned. “Is there such a thing?”

“Yeah, there is,” Mountain confirmed. “She should have been off in university, but her parents wouldn’t pay for her to go. And then, by the time she was old enough and mature enough to tell them to flip off, she no longer knew what she wanted to do. She keeps trying to get rid of her no-good on-and-off-again boyfriend from high school, where that whole scenario sucked from day one. She hooked up with him a couple years ago, where he promptly dumped her and took off with her best friend.”

“Nice guy,” Aiden quipped, “but a story I’d heard many times before, same song, different singers.”

“I know,” he agreed. “Then the bad penny turned up again, and, thing is, they got married, and I don’t know why.”

“Oh, ouch.”

“Yeah. That’s where she got pretty stupid.”

“You just said she was too smart for her own good.”

“I asked her why the hell she was marrying the loser guy, and she told me that she didn’t have any choice.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure. And they only got married a couple weeks ago, and now he’s dead.”

“Okay. So hang on. She married the louse two weeks ago, and now he’s dead, and she’s charged with his murder?”

Mountain nodded. “Right. It all happened so fast that I’m not even sure what the details are, and she hasn’t been talking to me at all.”

“And yet you mentioned you were close.”

“Close as kids and yet not close enough lately apparently.” He growled. “I also told her that I could solve this, and she just gave me a flat stare and told me not to bother.”

“Meaning that she feels guilty and deserves whatever is coming her way?”

“Well, I hadn’t considered it in quite that way,” Mountain replied, “but I guess that’s always one option.”

“Do you really believe she didn’t kill him?”

“She says she didn’t, and I believe her.”

“Okay. Then she feels trapped by something.”

“Toby should never have married him, so I’m not exactly sure what the deal is there.”

“Right. I’ll ask this,” Aiden began, “and you won’t like it.”

At that, Mountain’s jaw twitched. “What else is new?”

“Is there a child involved?”

He looked at him. “That’s not exactly what I thought you would ask.”

“No, but a lot of women would do a lot of things to protect a child.”

“Blackmailed into marrying this guy to protect a child? That doesn’t make much sense.”

“None of this makes any sense,” Aiden agreed, “but it will. You know that we just have to get all the answers, and she apparently isn’t helping out.”

“As far as I know, there’s no child,” Mountain replied.

Aiden continued with his questions. “Could it be that you just don’t know about it yet? Is it likely to be, and none of her family would know about it? Have they not visited her in a long time?”

“No. No one is close. Emotionally, that is. Her parents live in Vegas, but they are worthless. When Toby last got rid of this bad boy, she told me that she had known better than to go back to him and that she wouldn’t do it again. She was making plans for a future. Vegas was not it, but it was a means to the end to get the money to go to college. She wanted to be a scientist.”

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-eight,” Mountain replied. “And she knew that was a late start for college, but she refused to believe that it was too late.”

“Of course not. So you feel she was pressured into marrying him.”

“Yes. At least, I want to believe that,” he added, “because I don’t want to believe she went back of her own volition.”

“Which you know happens more often than not.”

“Yeah, I get that, but that wasn’t normal for her.”

Aiden paused. “So what was the reason for going back-and-forth?”

“She did tell me that his sister had something to do with her going back to him the last time or the time before that.”

“What did the guy’s sister have to do with it?”

“She has a mental disability, and the boyfriend was responsible for her.”

Aiden frowned. “This bad boy never outgrew his responsibility for somebody who is mentally challenged?” There was no hiding his surprise.

Mountain shrugged. “Apparently he loves his sister.”

“And why would that have anything to do with Toby staying with him?”

“I’m not sure. I do know that she really loved the sister too.”

“That’s a hell of a reason for staying in some crazy guy’s orbit unless …” He stopped, looked over at Mountain. “With the sister having mental limitations, that brings in the ‘child’ feature I mentioned earlier, doesn’t it? Is Toby the kind to protect?”

“Absolutely.” Mountain nodded. “And then something happened, and I’m not sure what.”

“Okay. According to Corbin, the cops are looking at charging Toby with four other potential murder charges.”

“And I don’t get that at all.” Mountain stared ahead. The seat belt light came on, and he added, “We’re getting out of here soon.”

“I still need more of the story.”

“You’ll get it, but from her.”

“Will she talk to you?”

“That’s the hope,” he muttered. “However, at this point in time, I’m not sure I know her at all.”

“And yet you promised you could help fix it.”

“Yeah. And the two fathers wouldn’t take me up on my offer to help her.”

“So, lots of family issues are involved.”

“Yep.”

“What about your parents?”

“What about them?” Mountain replied. “I have nothing to do with them either. My birth mother died giving life to me. My so-called dad remarried soon afterward, getting a housekeeper and cook and babysitter in the bargain. She hated me. I always reminded her of Dad’s first wife.”

Aiden stared at Mountain, surprised.

His buddy shrugged. “The family is messed up, and I mean all of the family.”

“So, Toby’s family too?”

“I would have thought she was the straightest of them all, … but now I’m not so sure.”

Aiden nodded. “Let’s go take a look around Vegas and see what we can find.”

As soon as they landed and walked outside, they headed over to the rental vehicles and picked up an SUV. Mountain looked at it and shook his head. “Couldn’t we get something with no top on it?”

“Like what?” Aiden asked.

“A jeep.”

“You know that won’t be easy. And they didn’t have any cheap jeeps available.”

“Great.”

Aiden watched as Mountain folded his huge frame into the passenger side. With his knees close to his chest, he shook his head and popped the seat as far back as possible, just so he could get his knees down.

“Shit!” he muttered.

“I can see why you don’t like to travel commercial for the same reason.”

“You saw the lack of leg room on the plane,” Mountain noted. “You saw me not move.”

“Right. I guess military transport is a lot easier.”

“And we should have done that,” he replied.

“You’re right. We will next time.”

“I booked it,” Mountain said. “Serves me right.”

Aiden didn’t say anything to that. “I’m hearing an awful lot of guilt in your voice.”

“I don’t even know if it’s guilt,” Mountain admitted. “Toby was the sweetest kid though. And I do feel like something blew up in her world.”

“Of course you do,” Aiden agreed, “but that doesn’t mean you could have stopped it.”

At that, Mountain shook his head and shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I was there to help her out either.”

Aiden wondered what to do with that. Of course it was the truth. It was hard to look at things that went wrong around you and to see that maybe you could have done something to help but didn’t. Too often everybody just kept busy in their own lives. Meanwhile things blew up, before you even had a chance to realize that something needed to be done.

Aiden followed Mountain’s directions until they got to the address they were looking for. Standing outside of the vehicle, Aiden looked up at the small home and asked, “Is it hers?”

“It’s one of her father’s rental properties,” Mountain explained.

“What does her father do?”

“He runs a casino. You’ll find almost everybody here is involved in the industry one way or another.”

“Is that how she got her job?”

“No.” Mountain shook his head. “She wouldn’t take a job from him.” And, with that, Mountain frowned and looked over at Aiden. “Come on. Let’s go hear the story from her firsthand.”

When Toby opened her front door, she stared at Aiden in confusion. Then her gaze landed on Mountain. Her face lit up, but then, almost as if it took a force of will, she wiped it clean and gave him a blank look. “Wow. What the hell brought you back?”

Mountain glared at her. “You knew I would come—as soon as you let me know you were in trouble.”

“Well, I didn’t let you know that I was in trouble, now did I?” she asked in an odd tone, as she walked back into her living room. “You might as well come in though, knowing you won’t leave anytime soon.”

At that, Aiden looked over at Mountain, who just shrugged. “She’s right. I’m not. We have a lot of shit to sort out first.”

Aiden stepped inside, not particularly liking the innuendos floating around him. As he walked in, he looked around the small living room, noting not a whole lot of furniture was here, as if she didn’t have a whole lot of money. He wondered if the cops had looked at any of that, considering how, if she had stolen money from any of these dead gamblers, she sure as hell wasn’t spending any of it. But then that wasn’t necessarily an issue because a lot of people waited until they moved and spent it then.

As he sat down in the living room, he looked over at her. “You obviously know Mountain. I’m Aiden.”

She looked at him and frowned. “I may have heard that name in the past.”

He shrugged. “Mountain and I’ve known each other for a long time.”

She nodded, cast a sideways glance at her cousin, and snapped, “At least he’s good at keeping up with some people.”

Aiden looked from Mountain to Toby and added, “Look. I don’t know what’s going on between the two of you, but I would like to be clear. Get past it, so it doesn’t interfere in our work.”

“Too late,” she stated immediately. “I’m Toby by the way.”

He nodded. “And I am here to help. Mountain is too.”

She shook her head, gazing at the two men. “This isn’t your doing.”

“I told you that you should’ve just asked for my help,” Mountain said.

“That wouldn’t do me any good, would it? And I sure as hell don’t want the families involved.”

“Why don’t you want them involved?” Aiden asked.

She frowned at both men again, then addressed Aiden. “Has Mountain not given you the full details?”

At that, Aiden shook his head. “He’s been remarkably tight-lipped about it all, and it would be really nice to know what the hell is going on.”

The two relatives shared a look, and then her shoulders slumped. “I don’t even know what you’re here for,” she replied. “It’s not as if this is anything you can help with.”
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Toby stared at the two men. Her cousin just made her heart ache, bringing up so many hard feelings in so many ways. Yet she couldn’t remember what was the core of it. All of it paled now, given everything that had torn apart her world since then. Except that she was different, and so was he. She sagged into a chair and stared at the newcomer, Aiden. “I get that you’re probably one of those hero kind of guys who’s here to help rescue the damsel in distress,” she stated, “but sometimes no rescue can happen.”

“And sometimes you just need a little faith,” he argued calmly. “I have no intention of failing, regardless of what you may think.”

She stared at him for a moment. “I don’t even know what I think anymore,” she admitted softly. “And, if you think you can do anything to help, that would be lovely.”

“I need to know a few things,” Aiden began. “One, is anything between you and your cousin here that will stop you from helping us or will interfere in our work?”

She smiled. “The only thing between Mountain here and me that’s a problem,” she replied, “is the fact that he told me to walk away from my ex-boyfriend. So, when things changed, and I went back to my ex, I felt like I needed to stay away from Mountain. When you let people know your feelings in a rather strong manner, it’s a little hard to go back to them and ask for help.”

“No, it isn’t,” Mountain countered. “You just move on from the bastard.”

She nodded. “I didn’t kill him, you know?”

“I know you didn’t,” he agreed, looking at her. “I never thought you did.”

“You’re the only one who didn’t then.”

“What I don’t know is why you married him,” Mountain admitted. “I’ve never thought of you as being one of those abused women who couldn’t shake off her abuser.”

She stared at him with an anemic look for a very long time. “No, but I also cared about his sister. Then once the blackmail started—”

“Blackmail?” Aiden pounced.

“And everything I tell you will just make it seem very much like I did kill him,” she protested, turning to address Aiden.

“If we take that off the board,” Aiden suggested, “maybe it will help me understand what’s going on here. So, how about we just start with the truth?”

She sank deeper into her seat, marshaling her thoughts. “He had a sister, … has a sister.”

“Okay,” Aiden replied calmly. “What does she have to do with this?”

“She’s the only reason I went back to him,” she explained, “and only because he blackmailed me, saying that he’d leave her alone if I came back.”

“Leave her alone? How?”

“In every way possible,” she stated. “I don’t think he sexually abused her, but I know he mentally and emotionally abused her. Everything he ever did has her waking up in the middle of the night, screaming in terror. He was probably always this kind of an asshole, but I can’t be sure.”

“Hang on a minute,” Aiden said. “Let’s get back to the beginning of your relationship with this guy.”

“Fine. We were besties in high school, and I got very close with his sister, but then I decided to leave and go to a community college with some grant money—only he followed me there. I couldn’t stay because he was …” She stopped and frowned. “I guess the term is abusive.”

“What do you mean, you guess?” Mountain asked, almost growling.

Aiden immediately put up his hand and glared at Mountain.

Mountain subsided. “Did he hit you?”

“No, not …” She hesitated. “That would have been a clear-cut sign that I was in trouble. Still that doesn’t mean I would have listened to anybody or would have seen these early warning signals because, hey, I was young and stupid and knew everything, right? Isn’t that how the world works?”

At that, she glanced over apologetically at Mountain. “You were right. I mean, Moscow was an asshole. I didn’t understand how bad things had gotten, but I was trying to save Michelle,” she explained, “and I think the opposite has happened. He threatened to kill her if I didn’t marry him, and he said he would blame that murder on me too.”

“Whoa.” Aiden let out a deep breath. “Back up, back up.”

She nodded. “I managed to get away from him for a couple years. I don’t even know where he went during that time period. I think he went back East for a while. Michelle was in a special group home, and she seemed really happy. I saw her on a regular basis, even though I no longer had anything to do with him. She’s very sweet,” Toby explained, “and I don’t have any other family I care to have anything to do with.”

“Including me,” Mountain added, with another growl.

She shook her head. “No, not you. However, if I didn’t do what you said immediately, then I wasn’t taking your advice, and I felt ostracized.”

He just stared at her and shook his head. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

“I know, but I took it that way.” She looked over at Aiden and continued her story. “Anyway, for a couple years, everything was fine. About four, maybe five years ago, he came back to town. He wanted to pick up where we left off, but where we left off was a bad place, and I didn’t want to get back into that scenario. Yet he realized that I was seeing his sister on a regular basis, and he used that against me. He told me that, if I wanted to continue to see her, I would have to play nice. I told him that I didn’t want anything to do with him, other than being friends, but that was it. So, if it came down to leaving his sister to get Moscow out of my life, then I would walk away from his sister.” Toby shook her head. “I hated to do it, but I didn’t know what else to do. He then turned around and told his sister that.”

“Wow. Nice guy.”

“No, not very much,” she countered. “At this point in time, that stalemate lasted for a while. I stayed away from Michelle, until his sister called me one day, asking for help. She said the cops wouldn’t help her, and she had nobody else who she could turn to.”

“And why didn’t you call the police?” Aiden asked.

“We don’t deal well with the police in our family,” she murmured. “My father runs a casino, and, I mean, I won’t say he does it illegally, but I won’t say that the law looks on him kindly either.”

“And so you think that, if you had phoned the police, you would have gotten the same kind of response that Michelle had gotten?”

“I think so, yes,” Toby agreed. “No, I don’t know that for sure. I also didn’t know if anybody would even believe Michelle because I wasn’t sure I even believed her because of her disability. Whenever she would describe what was going on, she often couldn’t get the words out. So I had to talk to Moscow. I finally ended up—over weeks of talking to him—realizing that he was threatening to take her away from the home where she was. I don’t know if it was due to costs or was just his mind games. Like I told you, he wasn’t a very nice guy. The bottom line? She felt like her life was in danger.”

“How?” Aiden asked.

“Again we’re dealing with somebody with a disability,” she repeated, “and that just adds to the problem here.”

[image: * * *]

Aiden nodded slowly. He didn’t have very much experience dealing with this particular health aspect. Yet he could imagine that would definitely lead to some extenuating circumstances, where life would become quite difficult, where they could perceive a threat when, maybe, there wasn’t one. He waited for Toby to continue. “And …”

She nodded. “So I talked to Moscow and asked him what was going on, and he said it was none of my business and to butt out. He had already contacted the home and had told them that I was to have no access to Michelle, in person or on the phone. However, Michelle contacted me again and again. It became a worry and then a nuisance.” She raised both palms. “And I’ll admit that I didn’t think very much of myself when I realized that Michelle really did have a legitimate problem, and I was pushing her off because I couldn’t deal,” she explained, “so that made me feel like I was a terrible person as well.”

“Of course,” Mountain agreed calmly, “and you didn’t have anybody you felt you could ask for help.”

“No,” she confirmed. “If you’d been around, I would have asked you, but it was pretty hard to even get a hold of you there for a while.”

At that, he winced and nodded. “It often still is,” he shared, “and part of the problem is, who did you talk to?”

“I tried to talk to my mother about it once, but she got quite angry that I was even involved in something like that and told me that it was a bad deal and that I should just step out of it.”

“Well, gee, what a surprise,” Mountain quipped. At Aiden’s look, Mountain explained to him, “Toby’s mom has a habit of not dealing with anything that’s unpleasant. If it will upset anybody, especially her, she won’t get involved.”

“Even if Michelle was being hurt?” Aiden asked.

Mountain shook his head. “Toby’s mom won’t have anything to do with it. Even if Toby herself were getting hurt. It won’t matter. Toby’s ma likes her grand conflict-free lifestyle. Everything else is a moot point.”

Aiden looked over at Toby for confirmation, and she nodded. “Hate to say that,” she noted, “but he’s right. My mother doesn’t like anything unpleasant. My father too. He works hard to keep all that conflict away from my mother.”
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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