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      Anna Lewis—not her real name …

      No, that’s not true.

      It is her name, now. The US Marshals Service had it changed. Made it official.

      She has a brand-new identity.

      She’s in the Witness Protection Program. She should be safe. She should be able to go about her new life without worry.

      Except a single (very bad) picture ended up on social media that wasn’t supposed to. And someone saw it.

      Someone who had promised to do very bad things to her if he ever caught up with her again.

      Luckily, US Marshals agent Diego Mendez steps in to protect her. He’s overbearing, demanding, and far too good-looking.

      But at least he’s going to keep her safe.

      Right?

      

      Trigger warning: references to human trafficking
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      There is not a lot of information out there about the Witness Protection Program (or the Witness Security Program, as it is officially called), with good reason. How else could they boast that no witness who followed protocol has ever been harmed or killed while in the program?

      As a result of this lack of public information, I took a few liberties and made a few assumptions while writing this book, since it’s fiction and meant to be entertainment.

      Still, apologies to any US Marshals Service representatives if I did not portray some aspect of your job correctly. Despite the liberties I took, I believe I wrote you all in a very positive light, and I hope you enjoy the story anyway!

      ~ Tami

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Blend in.”

      That’s what the representative from the Witness Protection Program told Jess—no, her name was Anna Lewis now.

      “If your neighbors plant flowers, you plant flowers. If your neighbors decorate for Christmas, you decorate for Christmas. Pay attention to what they’re wearing and dress the same way. Go to the grocery store during peak hours, just like everyone else. When you buy new cars, go with white, silver, or black. No red. No yellow. No custom paint jobs. The point is to not stand out, not bring attention to yourself.”

      The advice was easy to follow. Anna was a big fan of not dying and not living in fear every moment of every day. That was why she’d agreed to testify, agreed to join the Witness Protection Program.

      So she could feel safe. And if feeling safe also meant blending in, well, the program made it pretty easy on her, to be honest.

      They’d set her up in a suburban community outside of Detroit. A neighborhood of two-story colonial houses that all looked alike. Everybody had a two-car garage. Everybody had a maple tree in the front yard. There were lots of kids of all ages, and of course she’d said yes the first time one of the local teenagers walked up to her door and offered to mow the lawn for a small weekly fee. Bonus: he also shoveled her driveway in the winter.

      Anna had never experienced winter until the US Marshals Service moved her to Detroit, so, yeah, shoveling snow was not a task she was familiar with nor one she had any inclination learn.

      The program set her up with a new job, too. She’d always wondered how people were hired for certain jobs when they clearly had no clue what they were doing. Like, had they lied on their resumés, thinking they’d never get caught?

      Now she knew.

      Because working in the industry she’d actually chosen for herself was too dangerous, even if she was two thousand miles away from her former life.

      She used to be a real estate agent—a damn good one, too.

      Which was how she’d ended up almost making her most lucrative sale ever to a dangerous crime lord. And then she’d seen something she shouldn’t have. And then she’d ended up on that crime lord’s radar.

      Because she’d also ended up on the US Marshals Service’s radar.

      And she’d eventually ended up here, in Suburbia, USA, working as a lab tech. Until three years ago, all she’d known about that industry was the nurse at the doctor’s office drew her blood and sent it somewhere to be tested.

      Now she was the one doing the testing. Okay, not really, because her BA degree in anthropology was definitely not appropriate for determining whether people had an STD or just a bladder infection. Instead, she did all the setup, the prep work, basically everything but the final determination.

      She’d hated it at first because she had no clue what she was doing and she’d never been a fan of being in situations where she wasn’t totally in control—and all that time spent being scared out of her mind and wondering if she’d still be alive the next day had definitely felt like she had no control over a damn thing in her life.

      As it turned out, that feeling was entirely accurate.

      The abrupt doorbell ring crashing through the silence jolted her, and Anna darted a glance over her shoulder, which was probably the first time she’d done so in almost a year.

      Shaking her head, she took her wineglass with her as she strode through the living room to see who was at the front door. She’d gotten home from work only a short time ago, so she hadn’t yet changed out of her scrubs. Pouring a glass of a really excellent Napa Valley red blend—yes, there was one thing she hadn’t given up from her previous life—had taken precedence.

      Besides, scrubs were barely a step up from pajamas, so it wasn’t like she was uncomfortable. Unlike in her former life when she wore sky-high heels and tight skirts and pushup bras because looking sexy and glamorous generally got her halfway to the sale before she even shook her client’s hand.

      She opened the door to a cluster of neighbors crowded onto her front lawn. There’d been a dusting of snow last night, and it hadn’t warmed up enough to melt it, so her lawn, with its smattering of bright, tasteful Christmas decorations, had looked like a postcard.

      Until these people ruined it.

      “Uh, can I help you?” Most of them she knew via waving as she drove by their houses. The two standing on her front porch were members of the HOA board.

      The perky Black woman who was the president of the HOA smiled widely. She had spiral curls piled on top of her head and wore an outfit Anna secretly coveted because it was exactly something she would have bought for herself in her past life.

      The HOA president’s name was Michelle, and she’d shown up on Anna’s doorstep mere hours after the senior inspector from the Witness Protection Program had driven away.

      Michelle ran her household, an Etsy store, and the HOA with equal efficiency. Anna had liked her immediately.

      Michelle was also nosy and liked to post everything online, and when Anna learned this about her new neighbor, she’d casually backed off, had not pursued what could have become her first real friendship in this new life. Social media had a scary reach these days, and the senior inspector had told her in no uncertain terms to stay the hell away from any online presence.

      For the rest of her life.

      “Congratulations, Anna!” Michelle lifted a corrugated plastic lawn sign to eye level. Most Improved Decorations, it read, written in alternating red and green vinyl letters, with holly leaves in the corners.

      “Er, thanks.”

      During her childhood, she’d never experienced a Christmas worth celebrating. When she became an adult, she still held a great deal of resentment and had refused to buy into any attempts at improving her attitude toward the holiday season.

      Now she lived in a neighborhood where Christmas was more than just a holiday. The chance to decorate their lawns, to show off for one another was an experience some of her neighbors lived for all year long.

      And they’d all apparently taken their inspiration from that old movie, Deck the Halls.

      She didn’t understand it, and she sure as hell didn’t like it. Her first year in her new home, she’d grudgingly wrapped white lights around her front porch railing and put a wreath on her door and figured she was good.

      Her house hadn’t fit in. In fact, it stood out, like, well, she was in the Witness Protection Program and wanted the bad guys to notice her.

      Year two, she added a cute little light-up train to her front yard and put a small fake tree on a plant stand in the window.

      Still not good enough.

      This year, her competitive nature had kicked in, and she’d decided that not only was she going to fit it, she was going to have one of the nicest, most tastefully decorated houses on the block.

      Clearly, she’d hit pay dirt.

      “Come on,” Michelle said, looping her arm through Anna’s and leading her off the porch and down the little brick path that cut through her front lawn to the sidewalk. Luckily, Anna had slid her feet into her favorite sheepskin-lined slippers, although she wasn’t wearing a coat, and it was freaking cold out here.

      Michelle stabbed the wire legs on the sign into the ground next to the fake lighted lamppost with the big red bow on it.

      When Anna had finally given in to decorating to this neighborhood’s standards—scratch that, better than—she’d analyzed each of her neighbors’ displays and determined that she was definitely not getting on the Deck the Halls train.

      She used to be a highly successful real estate agent, for God’s sake. She’d staged million-dollar homes and sold them for more than the asking price. She ought to be able to tastefully decorate her front lawn, even if it was for a holiday she didn’t really believe in.

      She’d opted for a classic Christmas display—lots of white lights and greenery and red and gold touches. Gawdier and far more colorful displays were most common in this neighborhood, but Anna wasn’t the only one with more subtle, elegant taste, so she knew she’d finally figured out how to fit in without compromising her own personal tastes.

      “Okay, come here,” Michelle said, waving her over.

      Anna stepped gingerly onto the snowy terrain, holding her wineglass aloof so it wouldn’t get bumped by the clusters of neighbors standing around looking only mildly interested in what she and Michelle were doing.

      Anna wished she’d slipped into her boots, but honestly, she hadn’t expected Michelle to show up this evening and drag her down to the front lawn. It was a Monday night. Weren’t these people just getting home from work themselves?

      Michelle flung her arm around Anna’s shoulders and pointed. “Now, look over there.”

      Anna glanced up and a camera light flashed. Curling her wineglass into her chest, she blinked rapidly. What the hell?

      “No,” Michelle chided whoever was behind that camera. “Without the flash. The display will look better in the pictures.”

      Anna’s brain was finally catching up with what was going on. She wasn’t part of the neighborhood’s Facebook group—no social media presence allowed—but she did receive the newsletter that was slipped between the storm door and front door once a month, and the last one had mentioned a Christmas decorating contest. She’d dismissed it, assuming one had to sign up to be considered, and she wasn’t interested anyway.

      She was supposed to fit in, not stand out.

      “Okay, don’t move,” Michelle said.

      “Wait, no⁠—”

      “Got it,” the camera guy announced, waving his phone triumphantly. “Looks great.”

      “Excellent,” Michelle said, releasing her hold around Anna’s shoulder and brushing her hands together. “What’s the next one on the list?”

      “Most inflatables,” someone announced.

      “Let’s go.” Michelle marched down the sidewalk, leading her posse away. She paused at Anna’s driveway. “Congratulations!”

      And then they were gone, hurrying to the corner and hanging a right. Anna was pretty sure she knew which house was going to win Most Inflatables. It was near the entrance and impossible to miss.

      Which was hardly relevant at the moment. More importantly, Anna had neglected to ask:

      What did Michelle plan to do with those pictures?
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      “Welcome back, Diego,” his boss, Arthur Roman, who insisted everyone call him Archie, greeted him with his usual cheerfulness. “How’s the family?”

      Diego Mendez had a big family. Both sets of grandparents were still around. Lots of aunts and uncles. Cousins. His parents. A brother and three sisters. Three of the five siblings had settled down and were married. Two had kids. His brother’s longtime girlfriend had just announced she was pregnant.

      For whatever reason, they had a lot of December birthdays in the family, and for as long as he could remember, they always got together the second weekend of December for a big celebration. It was his grandmother’s way of keeping those birthdays separate from the big holiday.

      Diego had learned years ago to take an extra day off after that weekend, just to recover and decompress.

      He loved them, but his family was a lot. Plus, he had to go back in a week and do it all over again for Christmas.

      “Good,” he responded to Archie. “Carlos’s girlfriend is having a baby. And I have a feeling Elena is either trying or it’s too soon to announce, because she didn’t drink a drop of tequila, and you know how my sister puts the stuff back, normally.”

      “Especially when she’s celebrating her own birthday,” Archie agreed with a chuckle. But then he sobered. “I have a new assignment for you. Come on into my office.”

      Diego followed him into the cramped space hardly large enough to be considered a closet.

      At least it had a window, not that the view of the top of the building next door and the alley in between was terribly interesting.

      Archie unlocked his laptop screen and turned the computer so that both he and Diego could see the grainy, low rez picture of a sharply dressed, grinning Black woman with her arm around the shoulders of a white woman wearing scrubs, clutching a wineglass to her chest and staring at the photographer with a deer-in-headlights look.

      Archie tapped the screen and the picture shrank to show Diego that it was part of a post in a private Facebook group. “Congratulations, Anna!” the post read. “Can’t wait to see what you come up with next year!”

      Archie pointed at the white woman. “That’s Anna. She’s in the Witness Security Program.”

      “Ah.” Diego nodded. His division. Most people outside of the US Marshals Service called it the Witness Protection Program.

      “Looks like she isn’t following guidelines,” Diego said. Staying off social media was one of the most important rules for those in the program to follow. Following that rule undoubtedly saved countless lives. Breaking it…

      “Yeah,” Archie said with a grimace. “Based on the look on her face and the fact that she is not tagged in the post—and, in fact, does not have an active Facebook profile—I wonder if she was even aware this was going to happen. I took a look at her file. She’s been in for three years. Model student, so to speak. Has done everything by the book. Until this.”

      “Makes sense. People take pictures all the time and post them on their socials without asking the subject’s permission.”

      Archie dropped into his chair, pulled the laptop around to face him, and began typing. “She testified in LA three years ago. High-profile case. Sent Haidar Yousef to prison for life.”

      Diego whistled. “I remember that. Human trafficking. Taking him down was supposed to have put a serious dent in that industry.”

      But it hadn’t, not as much as they’d hoped. Because Haidar’s brother, they now suspected, was far more involved in the family business than they’d originally believed.

      Archie nodded, gave him a quick overview of how Anna had ended up in the program.

      “And now she’s living in this boring neighborhood I assume is somewhere here in the Detroit suburbs,” Diego guessed.

      “Yep. And everything’s been fine, until this picture was added to the HOA’s Facebook group on December 11.”

      He turned the laptop to face Diego again. “The Facebook group is private, but at some point, one of the 242 members took a screenshot and added it to a video montage that was uploaded to TikTok on December 12. The TikTok account belongs to a high school girl who lives next door to Anna. For some reason only the social media gods can explain, that video went viral.”

      Archie tapped the screen again, bringing up the video. Diego watched a thirty-second slideshow of houses, their exteriors decked out for the holidays. It was colorful, the background music a catchy Christmas tune, but otherwise, yeah, Diego couldn’t imagine why it had nearly ten million views.

      “On December 15,” Archie continued, “Haidar’s brother, Saif, visited him in prison. To catch you up to speed, Saif avoided going to prison along with his brother because proof of Saif’s ties to the human trafficking ring were circumstantial at best. In truth, they were practically nonexistent.”

      “Sounds like you believe the timing of the prison visit and the TikTok video are not a coincidence,” Diego said.

      “That is exactly what I believe. Especially when I add that, on December 16, Saif, using a fake name, chartered a private plane, and he and a contingency of his men flew into Detroit. He is currently staying at the Townsend Hotel in Birmingham.”

      Birmingham was a high-end Detroit suburb. Probably not where the US Marshals Service had relocated a prime witness, but someone like Saif no doubt stayed only in fancy hotels when he traveled. And if one looked at a map, Birmingham was centrally located within the Detroit suburbs. Easy access to most areas, once he determined where their witness was tucked away.

      “We have people watching him.” Archie was back to typing on the laptop. “I just emailed everything from the file to you. Read up, then go home and pack. You’re moving in with Anna Lewis to protect her until we can get her a new identity and a new place to hide her.”

      “Yes, sir.” Diego started to leave, but Archie called out to him.

      “I’m going to take my time arranging for the ID and new life.” He blinked steadily. “If we can catch Saif in the act of attempting to cause harm to one of our protected witnesses, we can put him away for a really long time.”

      Diego nodded his understanding and left his boss’s office, stopping at his own desk to collect his laptop and coat. Sounded like he wasn’t going to be heading into the office for the immediate future.

      Probably not until after Christmas.
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      A truck was parked in front of Anna’s house when she arrived home from work on Tuesday.

      Not unusual.

      The neighbor girl had friends over all the time, and their vehicles were often parked up and down the street.

      Except there weren’t any cars in the neighbor’s driveway nor in front of their house.

      Still, that alone wasn’t anything to worry about. Unless it was snowing, people parked on the street in this neighborhood all the time. Maybe it was because the driveways were relatively short and they didn’t want to block the sidewalk.

      This was just another normal Tuesday and nothing out of the ordinary was going to happen to her. She guided her vehicle into the garage and climbed out of the driver’s seat.

      She was about to head down the driveway to collect her empty trashcan and recycling bin when she abruptly stopped and watched the guy who presumably had been in the truck walking toward her, dragging said containers behind him.

      “Where do they go?” he asked when he was about halfway up the drive.

      She stared at him. His thick, wavy dark hair and his deeply tanned skin tone indicated he was Mexican or South American heritage. Maybe Spanish.

      His attractive features and the fit body his unzipped jacket and well-worn jeans hinted at were probably why she couldn’t seem to formulate a response.

      Or maybe it was the fact that he was a stranger and she was in the Witness Protection Program and her life had been very much in danger three years ago. So yes, even though this was a safe neighborhood, two thousand miles away from that courthouse where she’d implicated Haidar Yousef and sent him to prison for life, she had a healthy fear of strangers.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Yeah, you can tell me where to put your trashcans.”

      O-okay, not quite what she expected. “Um, you can leave them right there.”

      “Your trashcans do not go in the middle of your driveway. In fact, I’m betting they go in that trashcan-sized empty space in your garage.”

      She crossed her arms. Shit. Her purse was in her car, and her pepper spray was in her purse. So was her phone. Hopefully, one of her neighbors was watching and would call the police before this guy murdered her.

      Hell, the annoying teenage influencer wannabe next door was probably videoing them right now. At least there would be proof of who killed her.

      The guy reached into his jacket, and she held her breath, even though she ought to try to run. But if he pulled out a gun, he’d just shoot her in the back.

      She was really good at worst-case scenarios, wasn’t she?

      He slipped what she instantly recognized as a US Marshals badge out of an inner pocket, and she had to lock her knees to ensure she stayed upright because, yeah, maybe for a minute there, she’d suspected Haidar had found her and sent a hitman to take her out. He’d promised as much—snarled it at her—as he was being carted out of the courthouse after her testimony.

      What his brother had promised had been so much worse.

      “Thanks for scaring the shit out of me,” she said, carding a hand through her streaked blond hair. “And yes, the trashcans go exactly where you think they go.”

      He walked past her without saying anything, depositing the containers in their customary spot. Returning to where she still stood in the driveway, he said, “I’m going to get my bags out of my truck, and then we need to talk.”

      “That doesn’t sound ominous at all.”

      “I like your sarcastic tone,” he replied, and she blatantly watched his muscular legs eat up the short distance, deliberately casting her gaze to the side when he came back carrying a small black duffle and a computer bag.

      She didn’t move.

      “I’d rather talk inside,” he said. “It’s cold as fuck out here.”

      Sighing—shit, this could not be good—Anna snagged her purse from her car and led him inside through the garage door. She kicked off her boots at the door, pleased that he did the same without requiring instruction.

      “Do I have to offer you something to drink?” she asked.

      “Let’s talk first, then we’ll work out the rest.”

      “Can I at least know your name?” She assumed he already knew hers.

      “Diego Mendez, senior inspector from the US Marshals Services, Eastern District of Michigan.”

      “Nice to meet you, Diego.”

      His lips lifted on one side. “Nice to meet you, too, Anna.”

      She waved at the two barstools tucked under the island. “Have a seat.”

      He dropped his duffle near the door and carried his computer bag over to the island. He pulled out a laptop and plugged in what looked like an external drive.

      “Do you need the Wi-Fi password?” she asked, trying to be polite even though his lack of communication was already getting on her nerves. She should be used to it; the last senior inspector she’d dealt with had been the same way. Apparently, in order to qualify to be a US Marshal, one had to be a person of few words.

      “Nope,” he replied, tapping on the external drive. “Secure network.” He waved her over. “Come here.”

      She wanted to ignore his command, but more than that, she wanted to know why the hell he was here and what it had to do with her personal safety. Because his visit couldn’t be about anything else.

      So she walked around the island and stood behind him.

      A scent hit her nose, something woodsy with a hint of cinnamon. His aftershave, maybe. Whatever it was, it was distracting as hell. To the point where she wanted to bury her face against his neck and breathe him in.

      Wow. That came out of nowhere. Maybe she needed to dip her toes back into the dating pool if she was having this visceral of a reaction to a US Marshals representative.

      She eased half a step away from him, but then had to move close again when he pointed at the computer screen. He’d opened Facebook and clicked on the HOA’s Facebook group, which was private, but the US Marshals Service probably had ways to check out pretty much everything on the internet, private or not.

      He scrolled through the group until he found the post about the stupid Christmas lights.

      Damn it, Michelle had posted that picture.

      She’d asked the woman not to—begged, even—but hadn’t been able to come up with an excuse to satisfy the president of the HOA, who wanted her little online Christmas display to be as perfect as she could make it. Hell, Anna wasn’t even sure admitting she was a witness in the program would have deterred Michelle.

      And now the freaking US Marshals Service had seen it? Seriously? She hadn’t done a damn thing outside of their guidelines, and three years later, they were still watching every step she made?

      Diego clicked on the picture; it took up the entire screen. Anna winced. Good Lord, what a horrible picture.

      She’d worked an eleven-hour shift that day, courtesy of a screwup of her own making that she’d had to rectify. She was still in her scrubs, still tense from the debacle at work. Oh, and she’d barely paused long enough to throw on a coat of mascara before rushing out the door that morning because she’d accidentally turned off her alarm.

      Not to mention, whoever had been behind that phone had terrible photography skills. She looked washed out, like a sickly woman on the verge of death. The guy hadn’t even given her a chance to smile. Or put down her damn wineglass.

      “That wasn’t my fault,” she said, pointing at the screen. “First of all, I’d never deliberately post such a hideous picture of myself. And second of all, I’m a big fan of living, and if following your rules is the way to do it, I’m all in. You can check my track record. I know how to do as I’m told.”

      “Yeah, we’ve already come to the same conclusion,” Diego drawled. “But there’s a problem.”

      “Seriously? One infraction and you’re kicking me out of the system? You guys are something else.”

      He frowned. “We aren’t kicking you out of the system. That isn’t even a thing. We promised to protect you, and the only way to effectively do that is to keep you in the system.”

      “Oh.” Her shoulders dropped. “Well, then, what’s the problem?”

      “Do you know a Kristen Bellamy?”

      “The Bellamys live next door. Kristen is the daughter.” Little Miss Popularity.

      Diego opened TikTok on his laptop. Anna had once had a TikTok account, back before she’d gone into the program. She’d used it quite successfully to advertise her skills as a real estate agent.

      She hadn’t dared to download the app to the new phone the US Marshals Service had provided her when she’d been plucked out of her former life.

      He typed Kristen’s name into the search bar, then added “Christmas decorations montage.”

      A video popped onto the screen. Anna watched a quick slideshow of festive, decorated houses. “Hey,” she exclaimed. “That’s my house!”

      Oh shit. That was her house. In a TikTok video that had garnered—“Oh my God, how many views does that video have?”

      Her stomach started to ache before he even uttered, “Nine point seven million.”

      “Jesus,” she whispered. “That’s almost double what it takes to go viral.” Kristen didn’t need to aspire to be an influencer. She probably had companies begging her to advertise their products, courtesy of this single video. Which, by the way, wasn’t even all that noteworthy.

      “I see you know your social media,” Diego noted, his tone slightly accusatory.

      “Back before some asshole crime lord stole my life away, I used social media as part of my job. And every video I ever made was a hundred times better than that crap. Nine million views. Jesus.”

      “We believe one of those views is that asshole crime lord.”

      Anna gasped, then lunged for the island countertop, clinging to it to make sure she didn’t go down when her knees gave out. Suddenly, the darkness outside those sliding glass doors not ten feet away was more ominous than she ever thought possible.

      “I need to get out of here,” she whispered in a strangled voice.

      “He left quite an impression on you.”

      Clearing her throat, she pushed back at the fear. For all his lack of communication skills, surely this representative from the US Marshals Service would not be so nonchalant if Saif or Haidar were skulking in her backyard.

      Shuddering, she said, “Yeah, you could say that.” She glanced around as she tried to work out her next step. “What do I do now?”

      She was dimly aware of Diego shaking his head. “You hold tight until we arrange for a new identity, a new location.”

      New identity. New location. Just when she’d finally felt comfortable in this new life, she had to start over.

      Again.

      And none of this was her fault. That was the real kicker. She hadn’t ever been involved in any sort of crime ring or dated a crime lord; she didn’t have a propensity to be attracted to bad boys, thus bringing on bad things of her own accord.

      She’d been the real estate agent who happened to have listed the home he wanted to buy. She hadn’t even known his real name when he first contacted her. He’d told her he was an agent for movie stars. It hadn’t occurred to her to question him. Why would it have? They were in LA and he was looking at a ten- million-dollar mansion in the hills.

      That sale would have been the biggest of her career. With the connections he surely had, she’d soon be the most sought-after real estate agent in the area.

      Until that fateful day when he’d asked for a third showing, after the paperwork was already being drawn up. He wanted to look at the expansive lower level one more time.

      The seller had been using it as a home gym. A wide-open space, lots of windows, natural light. Mirrors on the opposite wall to brighten it even more. Or to stare at oneself while they worked out.

      Haidar was carrying around a manila folder, and he placed it on the counter on the wet bar—which was a smoothie bar, according to the seller—before wandering over to look out the nearest window, seemingly lost in thought.

      Anna assumed he was picturing how he planned to redecorate or maybe repurpose the space. He was bodybuilder fit, so she imagined he planned to keep the in-home gym. Unless he was one of those types who liked to work out in front of other people. If he was an agent to the stars, that may very well be the case.

      How would he repurpose the space?

      His phone rang. He slipped it out of his pocket, glanced at the screen. His brow furrowed, he excused himself, answering the call as he hurried up the stairs.

      The manila folder was still parked on the counter.

      She shouldn’t have peeked. If she hadn’t, her life likely would not have changed, other than the balance in her bank account would have had a couple of additional zeros at the end.

      It really wasn’t any of her business what her clients intended to do with the properties they bought.

      Damn her curiosity.

      He didn’t immediately come back, so she’d sidled over and flipped open the folder. It contained floor plans for this house. Except the wide-open lower level was chopped into rows of what looked like tiny bedrooms. Or cells.

      It had been such an odd thought, but that’s what they looked like. The blueprints even indicated that all the windows on that level be covered with drywall. All that natural light, gone.

      Like a prison.

      He was even keeping the locker room-type bathroom and shower facilities currently on that level.

      It was a really weird repurposing of the space, and she’d taken the picture of it only so she and her fellow agents could giggle about it while drinking cocktails during happy hour.

      That had been her only intention. To laugh at her client behind his back.

      But when the minutes ticked by and he still hadn’t returned and she was already cutting it close for her next appointment, Anna went upstairs to see if she could hurry him along.

      At the top of the stairs, she heard the deep timbre of his voice, although she couldn’t make out the words. She followed the sound until the words became clear.

      “…trust this new buyer. Then again, I don’t trust anybody.”

      Haidar chuckled.

      “Yes, most of them are totally subservient at this point. Ready to go.”

      He paused.

      “She’s going to be a problem. We need her broken before he arrives to inspect the goods.”

      Anna had quietly slipped back down to the lower level to wait for her client to finish his call. She canceled her next appointment. And then she tried to convince herself that what she’d overheard was a totally innocent one-sided conversation.

      Except those blueprints looked like prison cells.

      And he’d told her he planned to pay cash.

      For a ten-million-dollar mansion.

      She tried for two days to convince herself that what she’d seen, what she’d overheard had meant nothing.

      She’d finally gone to the police station, showed them the picture she’d taken of the blueprints, told them what she overheard. They’d promised to look into it and would contact her if they needed additional information.

      Two hours later, the representative from the US Marshals Service had knocked on her door.

      Anna blinked, her gaze focusing on Diego.

      Had her situation come full circle?
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      Diego watched as Anna Lewis had a mild panic attack, stark fear in her eyes.

      She was an interesting woman. He’d read up on her background. She’d had some hard knocks. No father in the picture, and Mom abandoned her when she was seven, courtesy of a heroin addiction she couldn’t shake.

      Still, Anna had come out on top. At first, anyway.

      She’d gone to California State University–Los Angeles, the cost covered through grants she’d received because she was a foster kid. Majored in anthropology and then started working as an admin in a real estate office. Six months later, she started selling houses and didn’t look back.

      She hit thirty last summer. And that picture that was about to change her life—again—really didn’t do her justice. Which Diego had already known because there were plenty of other pictures in her file.

      Still, that was a truly horrible picture. Like an extra kick to the balls that it had to be the one to catch up with her.

      Speaking strictly as a neutral party, he considered her good-looking. Not movie star sexy, but definitely attractive. Since there were also pictures in her file before they plucked her from her old life and dropped her into this nondescript one, he knew she could glam it up when she wanted to.

      Given her clean record and her outburst a moment ago, she probably hadn’t glammed it up since she’d taken on this new identity, unless it was in secret, alone in her home.

      Which was kind of a shame, but hey, if it came down to her life or looking like an actress, well, clearly, Anna Lewis had made the right choice.

      “New identity,” she repeated, her face now almost as ghostly as it was in that damning picture. “New life. Again. Is this going to happen every time someone posts a picture of me online? Because I don’t have any control over that. I asked Michelle not to. And look what happened.”

      “It’s only an issue if the person we’re hiding you from sees the picture,” Diego replied.

      “I’m going to strangle that little influencer wannabe,” Anna muttered. He assumed she was referring to the neighbor kid.

      “Probably not the wisest course of action,” he suggested. “But I can take her out of the group and set it up so she can’t ever join it again. If that helps.”

      “You know what? It doesn’t, but do it anyway, damn it.”

      He tried to fight the grin as he flicked his fingers over the keys, doing as she requested. Not that it would matter anymore to Anna, but at least he was saving another neighbor from unwittingly turning into a TikTok star.

      “So now what do we do?” she asked.

      “Are you hungry?”

      She stared at him like she didn’t quite understand the question.

      “Food,” he said. “Do you want some? I assume you just got home from work, which means it’s likely you haven’t eaten dinner yet.”

      “You’re offering to feed me?”

      “Not only that, I’m offering to cook. That is, if you don’t mind me dirtying up your kitchen. Otherwise, we can order takeout. I’ll go pick it up if you’re worried about having a delivery driver come to the house.”

      She continued to stare at him like he had a third eye, and he added, “I’m pretty good at making meals out of odds and ends.” Mostly because he was lazy when it came to grocery shopping, so he tended to put it off until his fridge truly was bare. Or the beer had run out.

      “This is so weird. The inspector who set me up here wasn’t nearly so…I don’t even know what you’re acting like right now. And anyway, my kitchen is reasonably stocked.”

      She sounded defensive, which was good, because he really did like to eat home-cooked meals, and if they were going to be roommates for the foreseeable future, he’d probably take a handful of turns as the chef in the house.

      “But I’d really rather you just tell me what I need to know and then go away. No offense,” she added.

      “No offense taken. And I will tell you what you need to know, but I can’t go away.”

      “What the hell does that mean? Are you moving in or something?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m doing.” He grinned, hoping that might make the bitter pill a little easier to swallow. No one liked their life turned upside down—for a second time—and in his experience, people who lived alone didn’t generally appreciate guests being thrust onto them without notice.

      She did that slow blink thing again. And then she twisted around, stalked around the island, and opened one of the cabinets.

      “So you’re making dinner?”

      She pulled out a glass and a bottle of wine. After filling the glass partway, she lifted it in a mock salute and said, “I’m drinking my dinner.”

      Okay, that was fair. Also a normal reaction to this sort of news. But he really was hungry, and it might be easier to have this conversation with full stomachs.

      Diego walked around the island, crowding her in her own kitchen. He got a whiff of berries that he was pretty sure wasn’t from the wine. He’d always had a soft spot for berries. Particularly raspberries.

      “What are you doing?” she asked after he tugged open the fridge to take stock of the contents.

      “Making dinner. I’ll tell you everything while we eat. Deal?”

      “This is ridiculous. The last senior inspector I dealt with didn’t act so mysterious.”

      Diego snorted. “This is mysterious to you? It’s really just me giving you time to digest everything, while also solving our mutual hunger problem. Because I’m pretty sure you really are hungry but you don’t want to admit it.”

      She didn’t come up with an immediate rebuttal, so he moved on to checking out her cupboards, making a mental list.

      “I see corn tortillas. Does that mean you like tacos?”

      “I’m not a savage.”

      He laughed. “I can work with that. Are you a traditional American taco kind of gal, or are you adventurous?”

      “It half sounds like you’re hitting on me.”

      He shrugged. His family would say she wasn’t his type. While the relationship always was, the women he dated were never casual, laidback. Even when they spent the night together, his girlfriend—or lay—at the time would scramble out of bed in the morning and lock herself in the bathroom until she was fully put together again.

      Yet, if he’d met Anna under different circumstances… He liked her sassiness, her confidence despite the dire situation. And she was good-looking.

      He’d totally hit on her.

      If the circumstances were different.

      “Adventurous,” she said with a clear challenge in her eyes. Which only solidified his opinion.

      “I can work with that too.” Grabbing his phone, he looked up the recipe he wanted to use. “You’re going to have to be my sous chef. Mostly because I don’t know where everything is in your kitchen.”

      “Fine,” she muttered, still grudgingly. “But first I’m going to change clothes.”

      “Fine,” he mocked, just to get a rise out of her.

      Her back stiffened, but she kept walking away. He grinned.

      Definitely wasn’t going to be a hardship to be her roommate for a while. He liked a challenge, and Anna Lewis had challenge written all over her pretty face.

      She returned wearing a hoodie and pajama pants and had washed off her makeup. She was one of those women who were naturally beautiful without the enhancements. It was, admittedly, mildly disconcerting after seeing pictures of her life before the program and her life now. The woman could be comfortable, no matter the situation.

      This should be a good thing, given her circumstances.

      Shifting gears, he noted her wineglass was empty and distracted himself by refilling it.

      “None for you?” she asked as she pressed her lips to the rim and sipped.

      He cleared his throat. “Not yet. Let’s get through dinner first.”

      “Interesting answer. I figured you’d say no because you’re on the clock.”

      He was about to be on the clock twenty-four-seven.

      “Okay, here’s what I need.” He rattled off the various ingredients from his recipe.

      “Brussels sprouts? On tacos?”

      “You said you were adventurous.”

      “Oh, I am.”

      There was definitely an electric charge in the air.

      Which didn’t matter, because Anna Lewis was an assignment, and in the end, she’d be relocated to a new city with a new identity, her case reassigned to the US Marshals division closest to that new location.

      Unless Diego was willing to break protocol and check her file once in a while, when this case was closed, he’d never have anything to do with her ever again.
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      Homemade Brussels sprouts tacos. And they were delicious. Despite insisting she was adventurous, Anna had no idea tacos could be so versatile.

      And she knew damn well Diego was doing all of this to impress her. Okay, maybe not impress her, like he was interested in her, but to butter her up.

      Because whatever he was about to tell her, she wasn’t going to like it. She’d spent enough time with a mom who didn’t care, in foster homes that tolerated her at best. She knew the signs.

      “It’s really not that bad,” he said after devouring his second taco. “You already know the worst of it.”

      Yeah, that her life was in danger. Again. Over a stupid picture that was supposed to stay in a private Facebook group.

      And she’d looked so terrible, she was mildly surprised Haidar even recognized her. For God’s sake, when she’d known him, she’d always been dressed to the nines, hair perfect, lipstick perfect, everything perfect.

      She’d looked like an extra from a zombie movie in that photo.

      “It was the wineglass,” she said, recalling that she’d been holding one in that horrendous picture. Who the hell clutched a wineglass while taking a most improved Christmas decorations photo? “That’s how he knew it was me.”

      Diego took another generous bite of his taco and swallowed before saying, “Very possible. There are a whole lot of pictures of you in your previous life on the internet, and in a fair number of them, you’re holding a wineglass.”

      She nodded morosely. “It was my thing. Besides the fact that I enjoy good wine, I had made it a signature look. It was a deliberate marketing ploy.”

      She placed her glass on the counter and pushed it away.

      “Are you familiar with the brother? Saif?” Diego asked. Whether to distract her or to simply move forward with the conversation, she had no idea.

      Her mind instantly transported back to the day she’d made the decision to enter the Witness Protection Program. The US Marshals Service had been hounding her for weeks about testifying, about entering the program. They wanted her under their protection before the trial started, for her own safety, they said.

      She’d still considered not going in at all. She hadn’t wanted to give up her life. She’d worked so damn hard to get to where she was, and the thought of starting over again…

      She also didn’t get the severity of her own situation. Okay, yeah, the guy she’d inadvertently helped bust was a human trafficker. Yes, that was terrible. Horrible. She knew she’d likely assisted with saving countless lives. It was a good feeling.

      What she didn’t get was exactly how scary and dangerous people who kidnapped and sold other human beings were.

      First, there had been phone calls and text messages. Of course Haidar had her number; that was how she communicated with her clients. The phone calls were straight up threatening, but the texts were more cryptic, because those she could send over to the US Marshals Service to use as even more leverage against Haidar.

      After the US Marshals Service put a bug in her phone, the calls and texts stopped. She spent hours, days waiting for a call or text that never came. She’d just sit and stare at her phone screen. She didn’t want to receive those texts and calls, of course, yet their absence was just as unsettling.

      “I mean, he didn’t exactly introduce himself,” she said slowly. “But yeah, I met the brother.”

      Diego’s brows climbed up on his forehead. “That isn’t in your file.”

      Another reason she hasn’t wanted to be in the program at all. A whole bunch of complete strangers knew every little thing about her life. She didn’t even have to ask to know Diego was fully aware of where she came from, what she’d been through, even before Haidar inadvertently had changed everything.

      “I guess he’s sneakier than you all thought.” Which was disconcerting, now that she considered it. Diego probably believed he had eyes and ears on the guy right now, when in reality, Saif could be hiding in the backyard, watching them eat. Right. Now.

      She glanced at the darkened glass doors leading out to the patio.

      Diego stood, walked over, and flipped on the floodlight, bathing the yard in brightness.

      Nothing moved. Other than deer and rabbit tracks, the snow was undisturbed.

      He left the light on and returned to the counter. “We’re keeping tabs on him.”

      “You all were keeping tabs on him three years ago, too.”

      “And yet, he managed to get to you. And you didn’t report it.”

      “I didn’t report it because his visit was what convinced me to join the program. At the time, I figured that was all the reporting I needed to do.”

      “So what happened? I have to be honest, I figured if he got to you, he would have killed you.”

      Her hand shook as she snagged the wineglass and took a generous drink. “He chose a different route. He wanted me to refuse to testify. He said that was a smarter option than simply killing me outright before the trial began. And then he warned me that if I did testify, he’d find me and put me into their program.”

      Diego whistled. “He threatened to kidnap you and put you into the human trafficking ring we were in the process of breaking up?”

      “At the time, he was confident you wouldn’t succeed.” Saif had been very explicit in his details of what happened to women who were plucked out of their lives and groomed so they could be sold off to the sickos who thought it was okay to literally purchase other human beings.

      “After that conversation, you all providing me with a new life didn’t seem like such a terrible option.”

      “Well, I’m glad you made that decision. And trust me, I’m going to keep you safe. He isn’t going to get to you, Anna. You have my word.”

      “I appreciate that, but how is your word going to protect me? The guy is currently biding his time, probably constructing his plan right now.”

      “It’s not my word that’s going to protect you. It’s my brain. And my physical presence.”

      “Your…” She closed her eyes. He’d said it earlier. Told her he was moving in. It hadn’t fully registered at the time. She’d been too busy fretting over Haidar’s discovery of that stupid picture on Facebook.

      "How do you know he saw the picture?” she asked. She needed to hear the words, as dreadful as they would be.

      Diego did not beat around the bush. “Four days after that picture was posted, Saif visited his brother in prison. Not unusual by itself—he visits pretty much weekly, although usually on a different day of the week than this time. But the next day, Saif got on a plane and flew here, to Detroit.”

      She opened her eyes. Diego watched her steadily.

      “He knows where I am.”

      He shook his head. “He suspects you may be in the Detroit area based on that TikTok video. That’s all so far. Trust me. We are watching him.”

      He kept saying that, and yet, Anna knew Saif could be a ghost when he wanted to be.

      Suddenly, having Diego as a roommate didn’t seem like a terrible idea.

      “I suppose it’s not a bad thing that you’re a good cook,” she muttered, her eyes still closed.

      She could hear the grin in his voice as he said, “You liked it? I’m glad. That’s one of my signature dishes.”

      “Not the point.”

      He chuckled. “I know. Just trying to ease the tension.”

      “How is you moving in here better than moving me to a new location?”

      “If we do that, Saif will know we are aware that he is in Detroit. If he isn’t already 100 percent certain you are here, he will be at that point. If Saif believes we aren’t doing anything, he’s eventually going to make a move. And then we’ll be able to finally put him behind bars too.”

      “Oh my God, you’re going to use me as bait.” She shook her head. “Yeah, you guys operate way differently than the guys in LA. All they cared about was keeping me alive so I could testify.”

      “Different circumstances. Saif has managed to keep his nose clean, at least on paper or in any way that would give us enough leverage to arrest him. He has no ties to the business that we can find. He doesn’t even have a house or a car in his name. Not a phone. Nothing. He’s a ghost. We can’t arrest ghosts. But we can arrest some prick who tries to get to one of our protected witnesses.”

      God, she’d had the same thought about Saif. He was a ghost. And it was damned difficult to catch a ghost.

      Diego reached across the small space between them and placed his hand on her forearm. “Anna, look at me.”

      He squeezed, gently, and she finally glanced up.

      “We have never lost a protected witness. Not ever. This organization has been around since 1789. I’d say that’s a pretty impressive track record.”

      “The Witness Protection Program has only been around since 1971.” She’d done her research.

      “That’s still more than fifty years without losing a protected witness,” he shot back.

      He gave her arm another squeeze and released her so he could finish his taco. “And I have an impressive track record. That’s why I got assigned to protect you. Because the US Marshals Service believes I won’t let you down.”

      She slumped against the back of her barstool and crossed her arms. “That human trafficking ring is still operating, isn’t it?”

      Even with his mouth full of food, Anna caught Diego’s grimace. After swallowing and chasing it with water, he admitted, “All indications are that Haidar was the leader, and without him at the helm, their operation definitely took a hit.”

      “But?”

      He sighed. “But yes, they are still in the game. There is still movement. Women are still being snatched. Sold. Money is still being laundered. Your testimony did matter, Anna. Every dent we make matters.”

      “But there is still a program”—she made air quotes with her fingers—“Saif can put me into if he gets to me.”

      “He won’t get to you.”

      Anna stood and carried dishes to the sink. Cleaning up after dinner allowed her a little breathing room. Time to think. Diego seemed to sense that and let her do her routine without interruption.

      Not that any of it mattered. She had no choice. Just like the first time. She needed Diego. She could not protect herself without him, without the power of the US Marshals Service.

      She hated the feeling of having no choice. She grew up with a mother who didn’t care if she made it home from school each day—or if she even got up and went to school in the first place—and then moving into the foster system. She’d had to stay on her toes, always look out for herself first. No one was going to take care of her, not in the way kids from loving families could expect.

      And she’d done it. She’d not become a statistic.

      Until she sold a house to the wrong damn person.

      God, it rankled that this situation had occurred entirely by chance. And now she couldn’t take care of herself. Not without help.

      “I’m not good at this,” she warned, drying her hands before heading toward the living room.

      “Which part?” he asked, easily enough. No pressure. She supposed she could appreciate that. The senior inspector from LA had constantly pressured her. Like he’d been emulating every crime-based television show ever.

      “Letting someone else take care of me.”

      Diego nodded. “Fair enough. The fact that you recognize that, though, means you’re going to be smart about this.”

      She didn’t respond. Not to that statement, anyway. Instead, she shifted gears. It was getting late, and she had to work in the morning. Assuming that was still the plan.

      “How’s this going to play out? My routine, I mean,” she asked.

      “What about it, specifically?”

      “My job. My life.”

      “Like I said earlier, we want to keep your routine as normal as possible.”

      “My routine doesn’t involve having a guy living in my house. I haven’t—” She snapped her mouth shut.

      “You haven’t what?”

      This situation just got worse and worse, didn’t it? Now she had to admit to a complete stranger—one whom she was now forced to depend on for her safety—that she hadn’t had a date or so much as a one-night stand since she’d entered the program.

      She’d never been shy, she’d never had a problem talking to men, asking them out if she was interested enough. Until Haidar—well, really, until his brother showed up and managed to get close enough to whisper all the horrible things that would happen to her when he caught up to her.

      It was easier on her nerves to shy away from any in-person flirtations, and online dating obviously was off the table. She no longer had friends who could potentially hook her up with their friends.

      So, yeah, no dates. No overnight guests.

      She flapped her hand in the general direction of the staircase.

      “I have only one bed.”
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      She was nervous as hell, and it wasn’t entirely about Saif coming after her.

      Everything Diego knew about Anna Lewis was from her file and what he was gleaning from their current interaction. She was tough, which was unsurprising. And he suspected she was pissed that she’d ended up here, entirely out of her own control.

      It had been a fluke. Haidar hadn’t chosen that particular house because Anna—or Jessica Emmet, as her mother had named her at birth—was the real estate agent. Anna had gotten caught in his crosshairs because she just happened to be selling the house that fit his business needs.

      That could not possibly sit well for a person who had probably been taking care of herself since she was far too young to be doing so. Hell, she’d admitted as much.

      Diego liked that about her. She wasn’t a shrinking violet, despite the poor cards she just kept getting dealt.

      On the other hand, he hoped that didn’t mean she’d make dangerous decisions, although, honestly, her history in the program indicated that wouldn’t be a problem.

      For fuck’s sake, that picture of her going viral hadn’t even been within her control. He wished he could do something about that, allow her to carve her own path in life, but if she wanted to live—without becoming a sex slave—she didn’t have that luxury.

      Damn it. He wished she’d mentioned that bit about Saif threatening to abduct her when her senior inspector had started the process of moving her into the program. It would have been documented in her file, Diego would have read it, and when his boss had suggested he wait and let Saif get close enough to attempt to kill her before interfering, Diego would have answered with a resounding hell no.

      That threat was a game-changer. It meant Saif was willing to go to great lengths to get to her. It meant he was going to be even sneakier about it than they were currently anticipating.

      It meant killing Anna wasn’t revenge enough for putting his brother away for life.

      Diego needed to stop going ’round and ’round in his head and focus on the here and now. On keeping Anna from panicking.

      Pushing all those thoughts to the back of his mind for a minute, he strode into the living room and dropped onto the couch. Lying down, he crossed his ankles and folded his hands behind his head. “I’ll take the couch. It’s plenty comfortable.”

      And he’d slept in much worse places. Being a senior inspector for the US Marshals Service was not a glamorous job.

      “Fine. But how do I explain your presence? I have nosy neighbors.”

      “Ex-boyfriend. Feeling nostalgic, hoping we can reconcile for the holidays.” He waggled his brows and grinned.

      He would have gone with the sibling-who-needed-a-place-to-crash routine, except she was very white and he was very Puerto Rican and construing an adoption story seemed far more challenging than the ex-boyfriend bit. Besides, he was pretty sure it would not be a hardship to flirt with her whenever the neighbors could see them.

      “That is not going to work,” she said. “I am way too out of practice.”

      Ah, so that’s what she’d been alluding to when she mentioned that her routine didn’t involve a guy living in her house.

      “Good,” he said. “That will work in our favor. You’ve obviously been secretly pining for me all this time.” He gave her a saucy wink. Yep, no hardship to flirt with her. It was probably going to be fun, which was not a word he’d normally use to describe his assignments.

      She shook her head and headed up the stairs. He followed, not because of the prime view of her ass but because he wanted to scope out the house but hadn’t wanted to be too intrusive until she was ready to accept his ongoing presence.

      She opened the linen closet in the hall and handed him a pillow, sheets, and a blanket. “This probably will work,” she said. “You are exactly the kind of guy I was attracted to back in the day.”

      That bit of knowledge shouldn’t have made his heart speed up, but whatever. It didn’t mean anything.

      “How did he figure out to come to Detroit?” she asked, and it took Diego a couple of extra heartbeats to realize she was asking about Saif.

      “I mean, I still can’t believe he recognized me from that photo, but whatever. I don’t get how he figured out I’m here.” She pointed at the carpet.

      “He doesn’t know you’re here, in this house,” Diego reminded her. “What he knows is whatever he gleaned from Kristen Bellamy’s TikTok account.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Her profile description says, ‘currently living in Michigan, looking forward to moving somewhere tropical when I graduate.’ And there are location stamps on some of her videos, but only the city, not her address. I’m sure he has someone digging, trying to find more details about her, which they will find. But he doesn’t have your last name, and he doesn’t know if you even have a connection to Kristen or if she grabbed that photo randomly off the internet. So, unless he stakes out in front of her house, it’s going to take time for him to find you.”

      “Why fly more than halfway across the country if he isn’t sure I have a connection to Kristen?”

      “My gut tells me he’s still taking orders from his brother. While we don’t have a lot of intel on Saif, we do on Haidar, and sending Saif here to be in proximity to their one and only lead is very much something Haidar would do.”

      Anna glanced at the stairs. “The minute he camps out in front of Kristen’s house, he’ll know I live here.”

      “The minute he camps out in front of Kristen’s house, we’ll know he’s there. And I’ll take the necessary measures to protect you.”

      She didn’t look like she believed him. Which irked.

      He wanted to protect her, to keep her safe. But more than that, he wanted her to believe he would.

      That he could.

      Christ, did he have a savior complex or what? He swiped his hand over his face. “Look, Anna, you can trust me.”

      “I don’t exactly have a choice, do I?”

      “No, you really don’t.” Which also rankled. It would be nice if someone believed in him because they wanted to, for once. But that wasn’t part of the job, was it? And he didn’t need to care, because, in the end, he would do his job, she’d be shipped off to who knows where, provided with a new identity, and she’d get to start over, once again secure in the knowledge that the United States government had done what they’d promised.

      And Saif would get to spend the rest of his life in prison along with his brother.

      “I’m going to bed,” she said, flapping her hand at the hall, presumably indicating her bedroom.

      “Which one’s your bedroom?” he asked, truly for professional reasons. He needed to know where his subject was at all times. Where she’d be most vulnerable if Saif were to attack.

      She sighed and tromped across the open area at the top of the stairs to the only bedroom on that end of the house. He assumed the three doors to his right were two other bedrooms and a bathroom.

      He followed her, glancing at the interior of her personal space but making no move to enter. He could at least give her that much.

      Her bed rested against the far wall, under a rectangular window. Two other windows overlooking the backyard were carved into the adjacent wall. The paint was pale blue, and a large picture of a waterfall hung directly across from the bed, above a whitewashed wooden dresser that matched the bedside tables.

      A partially open door showed him an en suite bathroom.

      The room was clean: no dirty laundry piles, no clothes draped over furniture, although bits and pieces of jewelry were strewn across the top of the dresser.

      “Windows locked?” he asked after his cursory glance.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Is this bathroom back there the one I should use?” He nodded at the hall.

      “There’s a powder room downstairs, next to the door leading into the garage, but yes, this one up here is where you’ll shower.” She shimmied past him, returning to the linen closet to pull out a towel, hand towel, and washcloth. Placing them on the counter in the hall bathroom, she said, “There. Do you need shampoo? Toothpaste? I don’t have anything in here except soap.”

      “I’m good.” He hated that he was putting her out. “Go ahead, go to bed. I’ll figure out anything else I need.”

      She didn’t even look at him before hurrying to her bedroom and closing the door with a snap. He imagined she didn’t close it at all, normally. Why bother, when she lived alone?

      He lived alone as well. The difference between them was, he’d had various family members crash at his place for extended periods of times over the years.

      Within only a few months of buying his house, Elena had moved in for the summer. It was between her freshman and sophomore years in college, and she’d gotten a job at a restaurant five minutes from his home. Plus, he hadn’t charged her rent. It had been the perfect arrangement, since she’d been looking to spread her wings, get out from under Mom and Dad’s thumb.

      Her words.

      Carlos had moved in for a couple of weeks last fall while he and his live-in girlfriend were going through a rough patch. A handful of years ago, his oldest sister had sold her house and bought a new build, which hadn’t been ready when it was supposed to, so she and her entire family—including the dog—moved in until the construction was complete.

      Anna, by contrast, had been alone for pretty much her entire life.

      He was far better equipped, mentally, to deal with having other people in his space. Which meant it was up to him to help put her at ease as much as possible.

      Taking the bed linens downstairs, he dropped them onto the couch and then, quiet as a mouse, slipped back upstairs.

      There was a window in the bathroom, above the bathtub, one of those glass block types, with only a tiny section in the middle that could be opened for ventilation. No one was getting in through there.

      Checking out the bedroom facing the front of the house, he noted a nearly empty space with two windows, both covered with closed blinds. Plastic bins sat haphazardly on the carpet. He presumed this was where she stored her Christmas decorations.

      The windows were locked, the view out the first one mostly obscured by the maple tree in the front yard. He imagined the scenery was beautiful in the fall. The other window overlooked the side yard, the neighbor’s porch, and the front corner of their house.
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