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CHAPTER ONE
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Damian Garza dragged the barrel of his gun across the tops of the hangers holding her clothes. A chink in the metal snagged a red silk blouse, and he smiled at the blemish on the soft fabric. Desire washed over him as he imagined the marks he planned to carve into her flesh—a branding he’d perfected on several women over the past year.

He wandered to her dresser, where the faint scent of her sandalwood perfume lingered in the air. Rays from the midday sun bled through the sheer curtains, bathing the bedroom in a warm glow. Damian caressed her various baubles, hooking the chain of a silver star pendant with his little finger, admiring the encrusted diamonds glimmering in the sunlight. Smiling, he eased the necklace into his pants pocket.

Glancing at family pictures lining the wall, he meandered down the staircase toward the family room, where a bottle of Patrón beckoned him. Damian poured a splash into a crystal tumbler and took a sip. He savored the tequila, the familiar smoky taste filling his mouth. Glass halfway to his lips again; his attention shifted to the sound of the front door opening and closing.

“Good, she is early.” Blood coursed through his loins in anticipation of his sweet release when he finally taught her a long overdue lesson.

He tossed back his drink, choking on the fiery liquid as Ally Marsh appeared in the family room doorway.

“What are you doing here?” Damian growled at his stepdaughter.

“Duh, I live here.” She flipped her light brown hair off her shoulder.

Her impertinence shot a bolt of anger through him. Damian stormed across the room; his lips curved into a sneer as Ally’s brown eyes grew round with fear. His massive hand encircled her frail neck, silencing the shriek blossoming on her lips.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Clara Garza pounded the steering wheel when her call to Ally went straight to voicemail for the third time. “Why doesn’t she answer?”

She replayed the message her fifteen-year-old daughter had left over an hour ago, biting her cheek as Ally’s carefree voice flowed through the Bluetooth. “Hey, Mom. I walked home to get my iPod—Jen’s baking cookies for our road trip. I’ll call you when I get back to her house. Love you. Bye.”

“Damn it, Ally.” Ally had been Clara’s first call after the detectives left her office. Clara told her they should take a road trip up the coast for a girls’ weekend and asked Ally to stay put until she got there in a couple of hours. Her spine stung as if on fire, tendrils of heat fanning out and leaving a trail of perspiration running down her back. “I should’ve warned her about her stepfather.”

Clara had missed her daughter’s call while closing her accounts for Angels of Angeles and emptying a safe deposit box at the bank next to her office. She’d been stuck in Los Angeles afternoon traffic for an hour, plenty of time for Ally to walk the round-trip mile between houses.

“Where the hell is she?” Clara shouted as she flipped the visor down against the bright October sun, a slip of paper floating toward her. She let the note drift onto the passenger seat, where it landed face up. Clara dropped her phone into her lap at the sight of Ally’s handwriting and scooped up the small missive with one hand: Have a radiant day, Mom. Love, Ally.

Clara’s eyes grew misty at the dragonfly Ally had drawn into the tail of the y in her name. She folded the slip of paper and stuffed it into the back pocket of her jeans, then picked up her phone, wishing she had Jen’s cell number. When the family’s answering machine picked up, Clara blasted the horn at the endless red lights strung out before her.

God, had it only been two hours since the detectives knocked on her office door looking for her husband? The surreal conversation ran through her mind as she clicked on her blinker and inched her BMW into the next lane of crawling traffic.

“Mrs. Garza?” the tall, handsome man had asked.

“Yes.” Clara’s gaze shifted to the woman standing at his side. Her visitors both wore suits, the only difference being the woman’s lack of a necktie.

“Detective Wilson,” the man said, flashing a badge. “This is my partner, Detective Hunt.”

Clara’s pulse rate spiked. “What can I do for you, Detectives?”

“We need to ask you some questions about your husband,” Detective Wilson said. “May we come in?”

Clara stepped aside and closed the door. “Please have a seat.” She motioned to the leather armchairs in front of her desk.

Detective Hunt pulled a black notepad and pen from her dark blue blazer as they sat down. Clara thought she noticed a hint of pity in the detective’s brown eyes.

Clara’s shoulder muscles tightened, and she resisted the urge to tilt her head from side to side to relieve the tension. “What’s this about?”

“Do you know where your husband is?” Detective Wilson asked. His tone, like his posture, was all business.

“No. Why?” The shocking discoveries she’d recently made jumped into her thoughts. Could they be investigating Damian’s strip club businesses or one of his family’s other illegal activities? Did they know what she now knew—that Damian had been laundering money through her charitable organization, Angels of Angeles?

Detective Wilson stared at Clara as if he could read her mind. “We’ve been investigating Mr. Garza for several months now and believe he’s the Brentwood serial rapist.”

The word rapist slammed into Clara like a sledgehammer to the gut, and she gagged back bile as she bolted for the bathroom. After ridding herself of coffee and toast, she splashed cold water on her face and rinsed out her mouth. On the heels of what she’d learned a week ago, Clara knew Damian had disdain for women. But could a rapist be lurking beneath his Prince Charming façade? The implication horrified her.

“Mrs. Garza?” Detective Hunt’s voice echoed through the bathroom door.

Clara stepped back into her office and glared at the two detectives, who now stood facing her. Her mind had already accepted their accusations, but her heart struggled to believe the loving, caring man she’d married two years ago could be such a monster.

“I–I ...” Clara fought back tears. “Do you have any proof?”

“Believe me, Mrs. Garza,” Detective Wilson said. “Your husband is a brutal rapist.”

Detective Hunt offered her a business card. “If you need help finding a shelter, or if there’s anything else I can do, please let me know.”

Clara’s hand shook as she took the card. “Wh–what happens next?”

“We have an arrest warrant for your husband,” Detective Wilson said, following his partner to the door. “Hopefully, he’ll be in jail by the end of the day, which will give you the weekend to find a secure place for you and your daughter.”

Blaring horns dissolved the memory as traffic rolled to a stop again. To avoid rear-ending the car in front of her, Clara cut the steering wheel hard to the right. Tires chirping, she stomped on the accelerator and raced down the shoulder of the freeway. She honked at a frantically waving construction worker and narrowly missed an impact with a dump truck as she swerved around an asphalt paving crew. The oily fumes followed her as she sped down the exit.

When she’d unearthed the disturbing information about the Garza family, Clara had rented a condo for her and Ally. Now, with the horrible accusation about her husband ringing in her ears, she prayed it wasn’t too late to take her daughter and run as far away as possible.

She hooked a right onto a palm tree-lined street in her quiet neighborhood. A hint of sweet honeysuckle blew through her open window as she passed the local park. Clara grasped her phone from her lap, dialed Detective Hunt’s number, and was soon instructed to leave a message at the beep.

“Jesus, doesn’t anyone answer the damn phone anymore?” She swallowed to clear her dry throat and spoke at the beep. “Detective Hunt, it’s Clara Garza. My daughter, Ally, isn’t where she’s supposed to be.” Clara hesitated; the detective had said to call anytime. “Can you meet me at the house? I–I’m worried.”

She ended the call, her thumb hovering over the nine key. What would she tell a nine-one-one operator—that her teenage daughter hadn’t called her back? She couldn’t prove Ally was in any danger. “Get a grip, Clara.”

Soon, she and Ally would be on their way to Astoria, Oregon, where her closest friend, Devyn Corey, lived. Damian didn’t know about Devyn, and she didn’t think he would look for them in the sleepy coastal town. She’d almost told the detectives about the damning evidence she’d uncovered about Damian and his family. Still, she had decided she might need to use her knowledge as leverage against her husband.

A whisper of dread snaked through her gut. Damian would be furious once he knew Clara had uncovered all the family secrets. Sweat coated the back of her neck. She lifted her hair, wiping perspiration from her skin, as questions raced through her mind. What if he already knew? What if his family’s corrupt influence kept him out of jail? What if he’d already planned his revenge?

Clara punched the gas and swerved around a minivan in front of her, sending her phone sailing off the passenger seat. She roared into the driveway two blocks later, rammed the car into park, and leaped from behind the wheel. She ran toward the house and threw open the unlocked front door. Her sweat-soaked cotton shirt clung to her like a body wrap designed to hold in fear.

Ally’s piercing screams catapulted Clara past the elegant staircase and toward the back of the house. A vase shattered on the floor as she cut the hallway's corner and collided with a table. Her daughter’s bedroom door stood ajar, and Clara stormed into the room.

“Noooo!” The word tore from her throat as she rushed toward the bed. “It’s Mom, Ally ... I’m here.” Clara gathered her daughter’s limp body in her arms. “Hang on, baby. I’ve called for help.”

She lay Ally down on the bed, her shock morphing into anger as she faced Damian. “You bastard! I’m going to kill—”

Clara didn’t see the gun until the muzzle flashed. As the blast banged off the bedroom walls and her ears buzzed from the concussion of the gunshot, she stumbled backward and stared down at the dark stain spreading over her chest. Spots danced before her, blurring Damian’s eyes, casting them in an evil red glow.

Then darkness.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Dread. The feeling consumed her.

Why? Clara struggled to remember. What was so dreadful? Why didn’t she want to open her eyes?

Pain. Someone had hurt her. She forced her eyes open, mouthing a protest that died on a thick tongue.

“She’s awake.”

Devyn? The image of her dear college friend faded as Clara’s subconscious dragged her back to oblivion, away from the dreadful thing that awaited her.
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“God, I’m thirsty,” Clara croaked as she licked dry, cracked lips.

“You’re awake.” Devyn hovered over her. “How do you feel?”

“Like someone stuck a knife in my chest ...”

The full weight of the anxiety that had suspended her in unconsciousness lifted. Images raced through her mind. Ally. Damian. Gun.

“Ally, pl–please tell me—tell me she’s okay.” She begged as she mentally prayed. Please, she can’t be dead. Please, God. Please let it all be a nightmare.

Devyn’s ashen face and tears answered Clara’s pleading.

“No. No. No.”

“Clara, I–I’m so ... so—”

“Noooo!” The word rode out on an agonizing wail. Clara cringed as pain ripped through her chest. The dreadful thing had been Ally’s death. She closed her eyes, wishing she hadn’t clawed her way to consciousness. She didn’t want to live without her daughter.

“No. It’s a mistake. I need to protect Ally.”

“Do you want something for the pain?” Devyn asked.

Clara shook her head. “I’ve got to get out of here.” She sat up, her gaze bouncing from the monitors next to the bed to the whiteboard with her name across the top to the flowers sitting on a window ledge. The scent of cloves drifted from a bouquet of white carnations.

“It’s only been a couple of days. You need to rest.”

Clara fumbled with the IV snaking from her arm. “I have to take care of Ally.”

“Clara quit ...” Devyn held Clara’s hands. “Nurse!”

A nurse rushed in and pushed a button on the wall, then attempted to pin Clara’s shoulders to the bed. “Mrs. Garza, you’re going to pull your stitches open.”

“Let go of me.” Clara’s vision narrowed, and a twinge of nausea fluttered in her stomach when she tried to climb from the bed. “Ally needs me.”

“Clara, listen to me.” Tears streamed down Devyn’s cheeks. “Ally’s in a better place.”

“What? No, no.” Clara struggled against the nurse, who pulled her back onto the pillows. “She’s been hu–hurt. I should be with her.”

A second nurse appeared, holding a hypodermic needle.

“Don’t drug me,” Clara pleaded as the nurse swabbed the IV port with an antiseptic wipe. “Pl–please don’t ... Ally needs me.”

Ignoring Clara’s pleas, the nurse slid the needle into a connector and pushed the plunger. Within seconds, Clara felt herself calming and drifting, drifting back to nothingness.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

[image: ]




[image: ]

Jackson Brady frowned at the picture of Damian Garza, then tossed the LA Times onto the passenger seat as the light turned green. He eased the battered Scout through the intersection and made a left-hand turn. Visiting Clara wasn’t a good idea, but he couldn’t help himself. He needed to know she was physically okay. He knew she’d never be the same mentally.

“Damn it!” He beat the dashboard. “I should’ve acted sooner.”

Brady suspected Garza was responsible for two other women’s deaths. While the murders hadn’t been directly linked to Garza, Brady felt it was only a matter of time before the psychopath took someone’s life. And though his sister had died by her own hand after the rape, Brady held Damian Garza responsible for Iris’s death.

“He has to be stopped.”

Brady braked for traffic and ran a hand over his three-day stubble. He hadn’t slept well since Ally’s murder, his sleepless nights filled with what he imagined to be the girl’s horrific last moments and Clara’s terror as she faced the barrel of Damian’s gun. Familiar with the emotional baggage of guilt, Brady attributed his sudden need to protect Clara to his failure to save Iris. But he couldn’t explain the persistent memory flashes of a Shakespearean quote his schoolteacher mother had taught him long ago: Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind, and therefore is winged Cupid painted blind.

His first glimpses of Clara, as he dug into her background while learning all he could about Damian, had stirred feelings he chose to ignore at the time. Still, the more he discovered about her charitable organization, Angels of Angeles, and the difference she made in the lives of at-risk kids, the more he was drawn to her kindness—and beauty.

Just protect her ... nothing more, he told himself.

Brady turned into the hospital garage. Waiting for the entry ticket to print, he sipped the last of his cold coffee. He took the slip from the machine, pulled past the mechanical arm, and found a parking spot. Sliding on black horn-rimmed glasses and loosening his tie, Brady angled his six-foot frame from the Scout, coughing when the exhaust fumes from a departing car engulfed him.

He knew from his recent reconnaissance that the police hadn’t posted a guard at Clara’s door, but two detectives hovered nearby, waiting for an opportunity to speak with her. He hoped his ambulance-chasing lawyer disguise would shield him from their attention as well as that of the two Garza henchmen who’d staked out Clara’s room.

Brady shrugged into his rumpled suit jacket, snatched up his battered briefcase, and headed for the elevators.
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CHAPTER FIVE 
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Clara swatted at the hand on her forehead. “Go away.” Her words pushed past dry lips. “Let me sleep.”

“I’m sorry, Clara.”

“Wh–what?” She opened her eyes as she tried to place the husky male voice. “Who ...?”

“A friend.” The man’s whisper tickled her ear.

Clara blinked, attempting to bring his face into focus in the dim light. “I d–don’t ...” She inched away. “I don’t know you.” Gooseflesh erupted along her skin as she reached for the nurses’ call box.

“Don’t be afraid.” He took her trembling hand in his before she could push the button. “I needed to see you and tell you that Damian will pay for what he did.” He gently squeezed her hand, saying, “Trust me.”

Then he was gone.

Clara scanned the blurred shapes in her hospital room. Listened to the muted sounds outside her partially opened door. Inhaled the spicy, woody aroma that lingered by her bedside.

She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. She hadn’t dreamed him; her visitor had been real. Drifting back to sleep, Clara remembered his whispered promise.

Trust me.

[image: ]

Clara brushed her hair and studied her skeletal appearance in the small mirror of the portable table. Had it only been four days since she’d been shot? Since Ally’s death? Since her life had horrifically changed forever.

She frowned at her gaunt reflection and slapped the mirror shut. Her pulse ratcheted up a notch as she recalled her conversation with Devyn, who’d reluctantly told her what had happened after Damian killed Ally.

“Your neighbor heard a gunshot and called nine-one-one,” Devyn had said, holding Clara’s hand. “Let’s talk about this when you’re stronger.”

“No.” Clara’s lip quivered. “I want to know.”

Devyn blew out a breath. “Paramedics rushed you to the hospital.”

“And Ally?”

“The medical examiner completed the rape kit, and she’s now at the funeral home.” Devyn swiped at a tear. “Damian fled, and the house is a crime scene.”

Hysteria had bloomed at the back of Clara’s brain, and she’d been sedated when her whimpering turned into a manic wail.

Now, as the familiar sensation of guilt consumed her, sparks of light flashed before her eyes, and her cheeks warmed. The cacophony of the hospital blared in her ears, and her chest felt heavy as she gingerly turned onto her side. “I should’ve died instead of Ally,” she whispered into her pillow.

Clara heard the door creak open.

“Hey, are you okay?” Devyn touched Clara’s back.

Clara nodded and turned over, a stab of pain stealing her breath. Devyn wore capris and a peach-colored T-shirt that made her brown eyes appear darker. She held a vase of yellow chrysanthemums, their musky scent wafting over Clara.

Devyn had rushed to Clara’s side upon hearing the news of Ally’s murder, and Clara found herself comforted by the ministrations of her college roommate. Five years ago, Clara had been the supportive friend when Devyn’s husband, Kevin, had died in a boating accident. At the time, both women were in their early thirties and found themselves sharing the unfortunate experience of losing a loved one since Clara’s parents had died in a car crash during her first year in college. She knew Devyn would find herself overwhelmed with grief as Clara had when her parents died. Clara also knew the adage, time heals all wounds, wasn’t true. The smell of gardenias, her mom’s favorite flower, or the play-by-play of a football game, her dad’s favorite sport, still brought tears to Clara’s eyes. Clara knew all too well what waited for her as she faced a future without Ally.

“I’m just tired,” Clara said. “Think I’ll get some sleep.”

Devyn glanced at the door. “Oh. Um ...”

Clara cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

“The police are on their way up.” Devyn fingered long strands of brown hair away from her face. “They’ve been waiting to speak with you, and Dr. Samuels finally gave them the green light. I can send them away.”

“It’s okay.” Clara winced as she pushed herself up in the bed. “I might as well get this over with.”

Devyn nodded, set the vase of flowers down, and handed Clara the envelope.

Clara waved it off. “You read it.”

Devyn slid the note card free. “It says, ‘Have hope.’ It’s not signed, just like the card with the sunflowers.”

Clara glanced across the room at the bouquet of sunflowers as the first anonymous message echoed in her mind: Get well.

“Trust me,” Clara murmured.

“What?” Devyn asked.

“That’s what my visitor said. ‘Trust me.’” Clara reached for the note. As before, she didn’t recognize the handwriting. She handed it back to Devyn and met her questioning stare. “I know you think I imagined him, but he was real.”

“It was the middle of the night; you were heavily medicated, and no one saw—”

A knock on the door ended Devyn’s speculation, and the two women turned their attention to the detectives entering Clara’s room. One wore a rumpled department store suit, his badge hanging from a lanyard around his neck. The taller detective cut a more dapper figure in a dark suit that fit him as if it were tailor-made.

“Mrs. Garza,” the tall detective said, showing his badge, “I’m Detective Hale. This is my partner, Detective Miller. We want to offer our condolences.”

“Thank you.” Clara swallowed to clear the lump in her throat and reached for a cup of water. “Please call me Clara.” She took a sip.

Detective Hale smiled. “Do you feel like answering a few questions?”

As much as I ever will, Clara thought, simultaneously nodding and shrugging her shoulders, a sliver of pain cutting across her chest.

“Detective Hunt, who rode in the ambulance with you, stated in her report that you kept asking her to stop Damian.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t remember talking to her.” She smoothed a wrinkle from the white bedspread.

“Understood.” Hale’s kind eyes met Clara’s.

“Have you arrested him?” Hope echoed in her tone.

“No, we—” Detective Hale began.

“What?” Clara sat upright, the movement causing a firestorm in her chest. “Why not?” She thumbed the button on the morphine dispenser. “He raped and murdered my daughter!”

“Clara ...” Devyn touched her hand, worry etched on her face.

“I’m fine.” Clara inhaled, exhaled.

“Maybe now’s not the best time,” Devyn said.

Detective Miller stepped closer to Clara’s bed. “Look, you’re the only person who can put Mr. Garza at the crime scene. We need to get your statement before we can obtain an arrest warrant.”

“Can you tell us what happened?” Hale asked.

Clara nodded, then looked down and fingered a button on her bathrobe. “I ...” Her lip quivered. “I came home and found ... Ally.” Tears trickled down her cheeks. “He ki–killed her.” Clara swiped away her tears. “Then he shot me.” She touched the bandage covering her wound.

Detective Hale looked up from his notebook, and Clara met his concerned gaze. “So, you didn’t see Mr. Garza kill your daughter?”

Clara pounded the bed. “For Christ’s sake, he was standing over her body!” Her voice cracked as she pushed the button on the morphine pump. “And he smiled at me when he pulled the trigger.”

Detective Miller said, “But you didn’t actually witness—”

Hale glared at Miller, stopping him mid-sentence. “Now that you’ve positively identified your husband as the person who shot you, we’ll arrest him as soon as possible.”

Clara melted into her pillow as the morphine entered her bloodstream.

“I think we need to wrap this up,” Devyn told the detectives.

Clara focused a bleary-eyed stare on Detective Hale. “What can I do?” Besides wishing Damian dead, she thought to herself.

“Let us do our job.” Hale nodded at Clara, then Devyn, before striding from the room.

Miller shoved his notepad into his jacket pocket, nodded, and exited behind his partner.

Devyn patted her hand before following the detectives into the hall.

Clara glanced out the hospital window at the late afternoon sunshine, and her eyelids fluttered as the morphine coursed through her body.

“If the detectives can’t stop Damian, I might know someone who can,” she whispered into her pillow. “Trust me.”
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“What the hell were you thinking?” Ricardo Garza yelled at his son. A thread of spittle hung from the corner of his mouth.

Damian fought the urge to shrug his shoulders; instead, he looked down and shook his head. “I do not know, Father. That bitch pushed me too far, and I—”

“And you thought killing ...”

“Clara knows too much, and her daughter was—” Damian shouted.

Ricardo held up his hand. “I don’t want to hear your excuses.” He pounded his massive desk with a fist. “I believe a solution to our problems would be to turn you into the police myself!”

“Enough dramatics, Ricardo,” Valencia Garza said to her husband. “You know you are not going to sacrifice Damian. No matter what he does.”

Damian bristled at his mother’s disgusted tone. He could feel her eyes on him, but he refused to meet what would surely be a condescending gaze. His father might feel a need to blame Damian for his misdeeds, but Damian knew what fueled his desire to punish women. It stemmed from his hatred for the woman who pretended to be his mother.

Damian had planned to punish Clara for sticking her nose into his private business affairs, stealing money from him, and talking to the police.

He had intended to rape her as a parting gift before she slunk away to the dreary Pacific Northwest. According to the investigator, he had following Clara; it looked like she planned to leave town, and Damian knew she’d have to come home at some point to pack. The investigator said his stepdaughter was staying with a friend, so Damian was surprised when Ally arrived at the house. Then, his surprise had quickly turned to rage at the young girl’s insolence. Initially, she had shown him respect. But lately, she’d become willful and insolent, traits he attributed to her mother’s suspicions of his extracurricular activities.

A warm flush traveled up Damian’s neck to his hairline. Killing Ally had been the first time he’d acted recklessly. The first time he’d attacked a child. The first time, he’d ended a life.

Well, he wasn’t to blame. Ally’s death was on her meddling mother’s head. A vision of Ally struggling and calling for Clara flashed in his mind. Damian blinked to clear tears from his eyes and focused on his attorney.

“If I may,” Alan Sanchez said. A year younger than Damian, the thirty-six-year-old attorney had earned Ricardo’s respect after years of managing the family’s legal issues with cool confidence. “With regard to the serial rape charges, the prosecution’s case is weak, which is why a judge released Damian on bond. However, bail won't be allowed when charges are brought for the crimes against Clara and Ally. It has taken four days, but the police finally obtained a statement from Clara yesterday. Her eyewitness account will be the cornerstone of the prosecution’s case.”

Valencia tapped her nails on a marble-topped end table and said, “Clara is the only witness.” Damian glanced in her direction as she crossed toned legs, leaned back into a burgundy leather armchair, and continued. “Can we discredit her with a background of drug or alcohol abuse?”

“That won’t work.” Damian glared at Valencia. She locked eyes with him, eyebrows slightly arched over her dark eyes. “No one will believe Clara has a substance abuse problem.”

“Damian, please,” Valencia said in a mock motherly tone. “Let your father and me decide the best defense for Alan to pursue.”

Damian gritted his teeth and forced a smile. “Fine, Mother. I will leave my freedom in your capable hands.” He stood and took a couple of steps across the brightly colored Persian rug toward the door of his father’s study.

“Sit your ass down!” Ricardo bellowed.

Damian shot a look at his father. Ricardo Garza was a powerfully built man in his sixties and expected people to do as told. His father sat taller in his chair, an attempt at intimidation that had worked when Damian was a boy. Now that he topped his father’s six-foot height by two inches, Damian no longer feared his father’s physical anger. However, he knew better than to challenge his authority, for fear of losing his protection. Damian sat and crossed his arms.

“Alan, do you know if they have any evidence?” Valencia asked.

Damian already knew the laundry list of proof the bumbling police would claim he’d left behind in his house.

“The police have the bullet recovered from Clara.” Alan adjusted his tie and directed his gaze at Valencia. “However, without the gun, placing the weapon in Damian’s hands will be difficult. Remarkably, the fingernail scrapings from Ally yielded little DNA. No fluids were found on her; however, the coroner did find a pubic hair containing a root on her body. I arranged for the recovered hair to be replaced with a tagless specimen. Without the follicle, the crime lab cannot test for DNA.”

“I trust the gun has been disposed of,” Ricardo said to Damian.

“Yes.” He met his father’s stare and cringed at the contempt reflected in his dark brown eyes.

“Which leaves Clara’s testimony,” Valencia said.

“Exactly,” Alan nodded, “and combined with the circumstantial evidence, her testimony gives the prosecution a strong case.”

“We need something on her,” Valencia said. “Surely, Damian, there must be something Alan can use against her.”

Damian smirked at Valencia and motioned for Alan to continue, then stood and walked to a credenza that doubled as a bar.

“Actually, there is.” Alan pulled a manila envelope from his briefcase. “Damian arranged surveillance of Clara.” He extracted several eight-by-ten photos and handed them to Valencia.

Damian poured a shot of tequila, tossed it back, and poured another before returning to his seat.

“The private detective took photos of Clara sitting in her car near some of Damian’s strip clubs,” Alan continued. “We can claim she hoped to catch Damian cheating—”

“In an attempt to void the prenuptial agreement,” Valencia cut in as she flipped through the photos, sending a wave of her flowery perfume through the air.

“Yes,” Alan said. “We can also lay the foundation for Damian’s alibi.”

Damian resisted the urge to hold up his shot glass in a toast and instead sipped the smoky liquid.

“Can you create an alibi quickly?” Ricardo asked Alan.

“Yes, but the cost will be high.” Leather groaned as Alan shifted in his chair and straightened his Armani suit jacket.

“By all means,” Valencia sniped, “spare no expense.”

Damian stiffened at the remark and gulped the last of the tequila. Valencia was the daughter of a real estate mogul who had fallen on hard times and wished to avoid filing for bankruptcy. Ricardo wanted her father’s properties, and the price of the land was a marriage of convenience. The arrangement greatly benefited Valencia, who spent Ricardo’s money with vulgar abandon.

“Valencia, please.” Ricardo shot a tired look at his wife before returning his attention to Alan. “Continue.”

Alan nodded. “We will create a paper trail, placing Damian in a few hotels with various women and having one of them serve as his alibi.”

“I am sure Damian knows plenty of tarts happy to oblige,” Valencia said.

Damian wanted to cross the room and snap her neck, an urge that both surprised and excited him, but the feeling dissipated when Alan spoke.

“The police have an arrest warrant for Damian,” Alan said. “We need to act fast because, as I said, it is unlikely a judge will allow bail considering the seriousness of the charges.” He leaned back in his chair.

“All right.” Ricardo nodded. “Get started and find a defense attorney to represent Damian. A woman with a formidable track record. You will be her co-counsel, but I do not want her to know about your fact manipulation.” He narrowed his eyes at Damian. “I want her to assume she is defending an innocent man.”

“Yes, sir.” Alan made a note on a legal pad. “I have already taken the liberty of hiring a divorce attorney, and he filed a petition on Damian’s behalf two days ago. I had hoped to catch Clara off guard and have her served while in the hospital, but he tells me the court is backlogged. He understands our need for expediency in this matter.”

“Excellent move, Alan.” Valencia smiled at the attorney. “Damian needs a speedy divorce in case this matter goes to trial, and he is convicted of murdering Clara’s daughter.” She inspected a gleaming, blood-red fingernail and continued, “I imagine a divorce judge would relish giving Clara all of Damian’s assets.”

Damian flexed a fist and shifted in his chair. He knew Valencia would enjoy nothing better than seeing him locked away for the rest of his life. If it weren’t for the ruinous scandal a guilty verdict would bring, Damian thought she’d volunteer to testify against him herself.

“Thank you, Alan. Please keep me updated.” Ricardo nodded at the attorney, then shifted his gaze to his wife.

Damian couldn’t help but look at his mother. She took a sip of her favorite chamomile tea and offered a prim smile before she spoke. “I think once this matter is behind us,” Valencia said, “it would be a good idea if Damian took an extended trip out of the country.” She set her teacup onto the saucer, and the ping of fine china hung in the air.

Damian watched as she dabbed her mouth with a lace napkin before folding her hands in her lap. Still beautiful at the age of sixty, she gave the impression that she was as fragile as her precious porcelain. Damian knew better. Valencia Garza was ruthless and calculating. Over the years, she had used her dark, seductive looks to her advantage, persuading many a man to do her bidding—or more specifically—her killing.

He hadn’t known growing up that the woman he called mother loathed the very sight of him. Damian couldn’t forget the day he discovered the family secret. His birth mother had been a Mexican beauty who’d stolen his father’s heart ... and Valencia had had her killed.
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Jackson Brady watched the foot traffic in front of Café A’ Latte from the bank lobby across the street. The lunch crowd hurried to and from their offices, talking on phones and jostling each other in their haste to navigate the busy sidewalk.

He checked his watch—another fifteen minutes. Brady scanned the bustling mob for Pedro Gomez, who most likely watched the same sidewalk from a different vantage point—no trust among thugs.

“Good afternoon,” the female employee said, her heels clicking against the marble floor as she approached. “Can I help you?”

Brady smiled and extended his hand. “Good afternoon. Thank you for offering, but I’m just waiting on my girlfriend for a lunch date.” He saw a flash of skepticism in the young woman’s eyes and widened his smile.

“Okay,” she said. “Enjoy your lunch.”

Brady waited for her to reach her desk, where she was drawn into a conversation with a customer, and then he exited. He rotated through the revolving glass doors and stepped into the warm fall air. The bank employee's distraction had caused him to lose track of the activity across the street, and a glance at the storefront revealed Pedro Gomez sitting at an outdoor table. He appeared to be alone, but Brady knew one or more of his goons wouldn’t be far away.

Brady crossed the boulevard with a throng of pedestrians and headed for the coffee shop. Gomez bent his head over a newspaper and looked up when Brady slid out a chair and sat down.

Gomez looked at his watch. “Right on time.” The Mexican, a short, squat man with dark curly hair, looked more like a Guido than a Pedro. His pinkie ring flashed in the sunlight when he pulled a manila envelope from under the newspaper. “You want a latte? They serve the best in the city.”

“No.” Brady shook his head. “What’s up?”

“All business.” Gomez smiled and slid the large envelope across the wrought-iron table. “We need you to dig up some dirt on Clara Garza and her friend Devyn Corey.”

One of the goons arrived and set a latte in front of Gomez, steam from the large mug barely visible in the sunshine. Gomez waved him off, and the brute retreated after a slitty-eyed glare at Brady.

Brady raised an eyebrow. “What type of dirt?”

“On Clara, we are looking for signs of infidelity.” Gomez blew on the steaming cup and took a sip. “Señora Garza wants to discredit the puta and keep her from getting any of her son’s money in a divorce.”

Brady’s jaw jumped at the slang word for whore, but his military training kicked in, and he held his tongue. Marines don’t show emotion. Besides, the only way to help Clara was to immerse himself deeper into the Garza inner circle, which meant taking on whatever task the family doled out.

“Damian had her followed.” Gomez tapped the envelope. “These are photos from his investigator.” The Mexican took another sip. He used his napkin to wipe foam from his upper lip. “Those idiotas,” he hooked a thumb over his shoulder indicating his thugs, “missed a man visiting Clara in the hospital. Could be her amante. ¿Sí?”

Brady’s stomach knotted, and he concentrated on keeping his face void of emotion. “Did they get a look at the guy?”

“Sí. But only from behind. Gringo, ugly coat.” Gomez snorted and narrowed his dark eyes at his henchmen, who looked like Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum. They sat in chairs dwarfed by their size, arms crossed, and a lack of intelligence reflected in their blank stares. “I need to know who this man is and if he is her lover.”

“And the Corey woman?” Brady picked up the envelope.

“Every detail you can find. Damian knows nothing about her except that Clara has been in touch with her recently.”

Brady stood. “How soon do you want my report?”

“You got two days.” Gomez slurped more coffee.

Brady nodded, ignored the henchmen, and walked away.

This should be easy, Brady thought to himself, since I already have files on Clara and Devyn ... and the gringo I’m looking for is me.
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Despite the hospital staff’s dogged efforts to restore her to health, Clara began running a fever. They pumped her full of stronger antibiotics, watched her around the clock, and methodically cleaned the smelly green ooze from her chest wound. Though Clara tolerated the treatments, she also welcomed the nausea and dizziness that had settled in. She was tired and heartbroken and hoped the infection ravaging her body meant the end was near.

The idea that Ally waited for her in heaven brought Clara comfort. Of course, she knew she’d need to earn her way to the gold-paved streets in the city of angels.

However, if she died, she would miss her nightly dreams of the nameless, faceless man who mopped sweat from her brow and held her hand. Clara began to prefer sleep, drug-induced or otherwise, to feel his comforting presence. Despite her deep slumber, she never managed to stay asleep past his parting words. “Trust me,” he’d say, and her eyes would fly open as if she expected him to be standing at her bedside.

A new nurse busied herself taking Clara’s blood pressure, and Dr. Samuels stood at the foot of the bed consulting her chart. He raised his dark blue eyes and looked at her. “We’ve scheduled you for surgery.”

Clara shook her head. “No. I don’t want another operation.”

“Mrs. Garza ...”

“Don’t call me that!” she snapped.

“She prefers Clara.” Devyn took Clara’s hand in hers. “Let’s hear what the doc has to say. Then you can make your decision.”

Clara cast a weary look at Devyn. She turned her attention back to the doctor, whose normally perfect brown hair was askew. Clara also noted dark circles under his eyes and wondered if he’d been up all night saving someone’s life.

“The bottom line is you need surgery. Now.” Dr. Samuels held Clara’s blurry stare. “You have necrosis—dead tissue—at the center of your wound. It needs to be removed. Then you’ll need reconstructive surgeries to avoid further complications and to rebuild the breast.”

“And if you don’t operate?” Clara picked lint from the bedcovers.

“Clara ...” Devyn squeezed her hand.

“You’ll become septic and die,” he said.

The word die echoed in Clara’s mind, and she closed her eyes. Just say no, and the torture will end, she thought to herself.

“She’ll have the surgery,” Devyn said.

“I’m sorry, but Mrs.,” Dr. Samuels’ jaw muscle jumped, “Clara needs to give her consent.”

Her daughter’s face loomed large behind her eyes. Ally needs me to live so I can find justice for her.

Clara blinked her eyes open. “Fine.” She patted Devyn’s hand. “Do whatever needs to be done.”
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