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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Life couldn’t get any better.

      Tupua “Dwayne” Lameko sauntered toward his boss’s office, whistling contentedly. Last night had been just what he needed. He was relaxed, sexually sated, and full of good humor. Anticipation fizzed through him. Jillian Larsen, cofounder of Adams-Larsen Inc. and Associates—or ALIAS, as the employees liked to call it—had called him in early this morning, and he was hoping for an exciting new assignment.

      He was anxious for heart-pumping action.

      Maybe something with physical protection where he got to use his body. But whatever he did, he’d be in the field and away from—

      “Oh.” He stopped, nearly stumbled.

      Behind the receptionist’s desk outside Jillian’s office sat Maria Torres. The woman he needed to get some distance from.

      For some bizarre reason, she turned him into a bumbling, unconfident rube. “Uh, you’re here early.” Smooth, Lameko.

      Maria flushed and ducked her head.

      Dwayne took a step back, trying not to crowd her. She’d been through enough and he sure as hell didn’t want to scare the poor woman.

      Her silky ebony hair shone in the low office light. Her fingers tightened on the folder she held in front of her like a shield.

      Dammit. He had scared her. “Jill here?”

      “Go on in.” Her soft tones were barely audible even though there was an expectant hush in the office. “She’s waiting for you.”

      Dwayne hustled into Jill’s office and let out a stressed sigh. Why did that woman, who should be the least threatening woman on the planet, rattle him?

      Before he closed the door, he shot a final glance at Maria. Her head was bent while she stared at her desktop.

      The vulnerable nape of her neck was scattered with fine hairs—appearing soft, but certainly not weak. She had kicked major ass. Every time he came face to face with her deep burled mahogany eyes, rounded cheeks, lush plump lips, and full-figured curves, his immediate, completely inappropriate, thought was she would be a lusty armful.

      And that’s why he was going to hell.

      Because he was inconveniently, ill-advisedly, out-of-his-freaking-mind, attracted to her.

      Her overblown figure and slumberous eyes tripped his trigger in a major way. But what really did it for him?

      Her spirit, her sheer bolos, to triumph over insurmountable odds, to move across the country to live in a city where she knew one person, Jill, was the cherry on top of her gorgeous forbidden sundae.

      Lately he’d taken to one-night stands—a fact his mama was not happy about—just to try and fuck away his attraction to the off-limits Maria Torres.

      She’d begun to come out of her shell, and her personality was as attractive as her physicality. Except when he was around. Then she was skittish, on the shy side, and definitely uncomfortable. He hated that she was afraid of him.

      So even though he was crazy attracted to her, there was no way in hell anything was happening between them. He’d been cordial ever since she’d come to work at the office. But he knew he scared her and that was not acceptable.

      “Dwayne,” Jill said brusquely.

      He blinked, came back to awareness.

      “Good to see you.” Jillian Larsen was Maria Torres’s polar opposite. Slender, platinum blonde, fair skin and slate-gray eyes, always clad in neutral tailored suits that were subtly sexy. She and her friend Marsh Adams had teamed up to start Adams-Larsen, a private witness protection firm. Every day Dwayne was thankful for this job, where he was making a difference.

      “Morning.” He nodded.

      “We have a situation.”
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        * * *

      

      Maria Torres blew out an annoyed breath.

      Dwayne—the player—Lameko always seemed one step away from bolting whenever he came into her sphere. As if she were the spider rather than the fly caught in his sexual web.

      Ha.

      She wanted him. Bad. But she had no idea how to go about getting him. The guy who had no compunction about picking up a woman for the night—assuming the office rumors were true—would not even come close to her. He seemed to go out of his way to flee from her.

      Her shoulders slumped.

      Maybe that in and of itself was telling. He didn’t want the damaged freak.

      Her friends in California would say, “Go after him, girl.”

      She’d escaped a morally bankrupt politician who had held her hostage in solitary confinement for more than eight years, but some days she wondered if she’d used up all her bravado planning and executing her escape from her prison.

      She was afraid.

      She didn’t want to be afraid, but she couldn’t seem to stop.

      Her default was either scared or angry, except around Dwayne, when she became inept at forming words. Her heart banged against her ribcage and crowded her throat until she could only mumble in his presence.

      And since that attraction was a dead end, she needed to focus on her life and what she was going to do next. The problem was…she had no idea. But it was time to consider her future.

      When he closed the door to Jill’s office, she relaxed.

      The front doorbell buzzed.

      Maria peered at the security monitor, wondering who was here this early. Probably the client Jill and Dwayne were waiting for. She depressed the intercom button. “Hello.”

      The girl at the door jumped about a foot in the air, then twisted her head back and forth, searching for a hidden enemy, her terror plain to see.

      “Camera up and to your right.”

      The stick-thin girl in a luxurious wool coat wrapped her arms around her waist protectively. She peered at the camera from underneath the matching knit cap that hid most of her face, revealing thick long eyelashes that glimmered with tears. She seemed to shake off her fear and pressed the intercom button. “I’m here to see Jillian Larsen.”

      “Name?”

      “I’d rather not say.” She glanced around furtively.

      “Are we expecting you?”

      “Sort of.”

      “One moment.”

      Fear rolled off the woman. Nausea swirled in the pit of Maria’s stomach. Her first impulse was to let her inside but she followed protocol and confirmed with Jill that the woman-girl scared of her own shadow did, in fact, have an appointment. Maria hustled down the stairs and opened the front door.

      The girl threw herself inside the restored old brownstone and slammed her back against the closed door. One hand over her heart, she closed her eyes, the thick fan of her caramel lashes dark against her bleached white cheeks, her chest heaving. “Sorry, sorry.”

      It wasn’t Maria’s place to judge, so she put away her concern and the glimmer of anxiety that transmitted from the woman and into her. The girl was stunning—gorgeous smooth cream skin, perfectly shaped eyebrows, hair a multitude of shades from auburn to caramel to a honey blond, and aristocratic cheekbones dusted pink. Her lips were a glossy cotton-candy pink that matched the bits of color in her bouclé wool coat.

      The girl with no name was so shiny and perfect that she didn’t seem real. Except for the fear.

      The girl shook off her insecurity and regained her composure before Maria’s eyes. Her shoulders relaxed, her chin elevated, and her mouth curved into a plastic, impersonal smile. “Well now that I’m inside—Elizabeth Vandenbeek—but call me Bitsy.”

      Bitsy?

      She extended her elegant, bony fingers and Maria clasped her hand with reluctance.

      Maria was…solid. Not fat, but not ultrathin like this woman, and her pudgy fingers felt large in the woman’s grasp.

      But if she’d been a delicate flower, she’d have never made it out of her prison. So, yeah. There was that.

      Maria pulled her hand away, still uncomfortable with being touched.

      “You seem familiar.” Bitsy squinted at Maria as if trying to place her.

      Hopefully she didn’t follow politics or the crime pages.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met.” Which of course they hadn’t, because for all her progress, Maria mostly went from the office to her studio apartment, and back again. The irrational panicky fear that hit her at odd times restricted her movements as easily as if she were tethered by an actual ball and chain. Maria turned to lead her to the office upstairs. “Jillian’s office is this way.”

      Bitsy followed Maria up the grand staircase to Jill’s office. Her boss was her savior, her role model, and her confidante all in one.

      Maria headed to the closed door, but after she knocked, Bitsy gasped.

      “What’s wrong?” Maria whirled, her fight-or-flight response kicking into high gear. She put the girl behind her and searched for the threat.

      “It’s you.”

      She was what was wrong? Maria didn’t follow.

      “I mean, you’re her.”

      All the fight went out of her. Oh, that. She guessed it was too much to hope that Bitsy didn’t follow the news. Even though she’d tried to stay out of the limelight, some pictures of her had made it into the media during the trial.

      “Everyone was talking about you. About how brave you are.” The girl grabbed Maria, her clasp surprisingly strong for such delicate bones. “Were you terrified?”

      Maria’s hands went clammy, shook. She didn’t want to annoy the client, but she hated to be touched without warning.

      Her stomach revolted but she clamped down and smiled tightly.

      She didn’t talk about what happened to her.

      She’d been offered a lot of money to tell the world about her ordeal. About the sheer terror of her abduction and then her horrified disbelief when they’d taken away the other girls and left her to rot in that underground cell.

      About how her hope had slowly withered and died, just like the crops in the fields after the harvest. The crushing sense of loss in her heart when she finally accepted that no one was coming for her.

      But it was private, personal. However that didn’t stop the media and the public from speculating about her.

      Bitsy gripped Maria’s arm tightly. “You know how scary this is.”

      Maria wanted to rip the girl’s fingers from her arm. Instead she gently removed the girl’s hand. “I’ll let Jillian know you’re here.”

      Curiosity sparked as she wondered what this naïve young girl was doing at Adams-Larsen. But that didn’t matter. Bitsy Vandenbeek had nothing to do with her.

      The girl reached for her again. Maria shoved Bitsy into the occupied office, for once so rattled that she didn’t have time to stutter around Dwayne.

      “Bitsy Vandenbeek to see you.” Then Maria shut the door.

      She sank into the chair behind her receptionist desk. Would the unrelenting fear, the aversion to physical contact, and the rage that seemed to explode with no warning ever go away?

      Now that the girl was in Jill’s office and she was done dealing with Ms. Vandenbeek, Maria could breathe.

      The intercom buzzed. “Maria. We’re going to need you.”
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      Dwayne had caught Maria’s rattled gaze before she shut the door.

      The instinct to soothe her burned like a fire in his heart. He even took a step toward the exit before he stopped. What the hell was that about?

      Jillian snagged his attention and introduced him to Bitsy Vandenbeek.

      “Hello.” He spared their guest a quick glance before craning his neck and waiting for Maria to come back, so he could confirm she was okay.

      “Have a seat.” Jill gestured to the casual grouping of wing chairs and settee, even though Bitsy looked like she belonged in the lineup for a debutante ball and would be more at home in the formal office section with the massive partner’s desk and chairs. Some days he couldn’t believe he knew what a freaking debutante ball was. That was how much his life had changed since he’d ventured beyond his family-centric Samoan community and embraced the world of law enforcement and saving people.

      The office door opened, and Maria came in with a notebook and pen.

      Dwayne searched Maria’s features, but she’d perfected that blank face and blocked her thoughts and emotions from him. From everyone. He’d seen it happen before, but today he wanted to smash through that barricade and ask what was wrong.

      She was already afraid of him. No reason to make it worse, so he let it go.

      She clutched the steno pad in white fingers, her head bent, hiding from the rest of the room.

      Dwayne sank into the seat next to Jill while Maria tried to blend into the wallpaper.

      Bitsy perched on the edge of the robin’s-egg blue settee, looking for all the world like she was one step away from bolting. Her hands fluttered reminding him of the hummingbirds that stuck their noses into his mother’s flowers to soak up all the nectar. She didn’t sit still, her movements filled with agitation.

      “Tell us about your problem.”

      Bitsy proceeded to describe in concise detail why she needed ALIAS’s services. And holy shit, did she.

      Her stepfather, the powerful, well-connected CEO of a pharmaceutical company, had his mistress killed. The woman’s death was ruled a random act of violence, but Bitsy overheard her stepfather confirming the details of her “random” death.

      Her stepfather was old money, a member of the “less government is better, in order preserve his own fortune” kind of guy. Van Pharmaceuticals was under fire for raising the price of several lifesaving drugs. But they used a powerful spin firm to convince the public that the price increases were needed to keep making the necessary drugs.

      His girlfriend had been the main lobbyist for Van Pharmaceuticals when she was killed in a mugging while running in Rock Creek Park. The smear in the press had been easy to accomplish. She should never have been running alone in the park in a pair of small spandex shorts and revealing sports bra.

      While her murder was unsolved, the general consensus had been to warn women about running alone and place the blame square on the woman for not following safety precautions.

      Except Bitsy had heard her stepfather talking with his head of security, Louis Gerber. Based on her recitation of the convo, her stepfather had conspired to kill his girlfriend before she exposed the illegal contributions and bribes her K Street lobbying firm had paid to senators in order to shut down the senate investigation into the drug company corruption. They hadn’t succeeded and the hearing on the prescription drug price increases was due to start next week.

      Dwayne perked up.

      When he’d worked for the FBI, he’d been in the white-collar crime division. That must be why Jill tagged him for this meeting.

      Dwayne observed while Jillian asked the questions. “Why don’t you go to the authorities?”

      Bitsy twisted her fingers together. “No one will believe me.”

      It would be a hard sell, and skeptics might believe Bitsy invented the whole thing.

      Dwayne split his attention between the bird and Maria, noting her micro reactions to the girl’s tale. She held her body stiff, scratching notes on the pad intermittently, like she wasn’t writing down anything pertinent. But she was listening, absorbing.

      Jill placed her hand on Bitsy’s wrist. The girl had refused to take her coat off. By now she must be baking as the heating system had dispelled the early morning chill from the old brownstone and the office was toasty.

      “What about leaking the information to journalists?” Dwayne pressed.

      His sister, Samaria, would salivate for a scoop like that. She’d been freelancing while looking for a full-time job with a news outlet. Bitsy should have contacts through her job as a columnist for the Post.

      “I didn’t want to put my mother through the strain of having to deal with the press.”

      “Bitsy.” Jill had adopted her soothing voice to calm the girl down. “Why did you come to Adams-Larsen?”

      Publicly they were a public relations firm.

      Privately, they were a whole lot more. As a private witness protection firm, they helped people in danger disappear and relocate in safety. But few people knew that. Because, yeah, their client list was exclusive—not that they didn’t take clients who didn’t have money, but the criteria for choosing who they helped was specific—and extremely private.

      They did have an actual PR department that dealt with high end clients, mostly politicians and wealthy socialites wanting to clean up their image.

      But that office was in another facility out in Alexandria.

      Tears trembled on the edge of her eyelashes, then spilled down her pale white cheeks. “I heard some rumors about your firm and I did some investigating.”

      Dwayne glanced at Jill. She gave a slight shake of her head. They worked mainly on referrals. Their billing was done through several shell companies so that even if someone saw the transactions, it would take a talented computer specialist to track down ALIAS’s involvement in the disappearance of high-profile individuals.

      They’d set it up this way to protect the identity of their clients. And to protect Adams-Larsen from discovery. They’d developed several enemies, even if those enemies had no idea who was behind the disappearance of the people they sought.

      Bitsy sniffed. Took a deep breath. With trembling fingers, she wiped away her tears.

      The transformation took less than a second, but she went from a mess to composed with a blink. There was more to this girl than first appeared.

      Which meant Dwayne needed to do a gut check. This girl had upset Maria. Maria Torres had enough upset in her life she didn’t need any more.

      What had Bitsy said to Maria?

      Bitsy continued, “I’m rather proficient at computer things.”

      Rather proficient? There was a huge difference between proficiency and the level of computer expertise needed to crack their uber-protected systems. This girl was full of shit. Dwayne waited for Jill to misdirect her.

      “Okay,” Jill said.

      Okay?

      Screw that. Bitsy needed to come clean with them. Dwayne crossed his arms, his delts and biceps flexing in annoyance. The girl didn’t notice, but for a hot second, Maria’s gaze flickered to him and the look in her eyes shocked him. Yearning. Arousal. On anyone else, he’d call it straight-up lust. The hot lick of repressed longing hit him in the solar plexus. Maria was attracted to him?

      But then Maria ducked her head again, and Bitsy was clarifying so Dwayne needed to pay attention.

      “And I may have overheard a rumor about Adams-Larsen.”

      Jill tilted her head, almost like she was listening to the girl for evidence of a lie. Dwayne was done. Her language was vague and misleading. He glanced at the tactical watch on his right wrist. “Can we cut to the point?” Sometimes Jillian was too nice.

      “My stepfather is friends with Judge Adams.” She stared defiantly at them. “And I sometimes overhear things I shouldn’t.”

      Dwayne tightened his lips. Judge Robert “Call Me Bobby” Adams was a pain in their ass. His son—Jillian’s partner Marsh—was one of the founders and the guy couldn’t seem to keep his mouth shut.

      “Have you considered testifying against your stepfather?” Jillian asked carefully.

      She scoffed. “I’m the spoiled brat of his current wife. Pretty arm candy without much brain power.” Her bird hands clenched the hem of her expensive coat.

      Jill pursed her lips, eyed the girl.

      “No one will believe me. He’ll say I made the whole thing up to try and extort money from him. He scares me,” Bitsy finished softly.

      Frustration boiled in his gut. He could not get a solid read on this girl.

      “So what is it you want us to do for you?”

      “Work your magic.” Her crystalline emerald-green eyes sparkled. “Make me disappear.” As if what they did was a parlor trick and they could wave their hands and get rid of her. Her conspiratorial smile invited them in as if they were all privy to a special secret.

      Was Jill seriously falling for this? If it were up to him, he’d kick this girl to the curb. Tell her she was full of shit, and not to let the door hit her in the ass.

      But Jill said, “We could help you step back for a few weeks while you decide what you want to do. We’ve got a…house we use on occasion for a client who needs to wait until the heat from their public relations issue dies down.”

      “A few weeks?” Bitsy said doubtfully.

      Jill’s gray stare was hard as the granite countertop in the ALIAS kitchen. “You would have to cut all ties to your current life while you figure out what you plan to do, and sign a nondisclosure based on the location of the house.”

      It was almost like Jill was suggesting a test run. This wasn’t how they usually handled potential clients. First and foremost, they did a significant amount of background checks and pre-work before they met with a client. The client had already been vetted and cleared before they discussed safe houses and details. Bitsy Vandenbeek was like a freaking walk-in.

      ALIAS didn’t do walk-ins.

      Not to mention this girl was seriously connected. She was likely on the register of Who’s Who in society. She might not have paparazzi following her around, like they did with his sister Teuila who was a famous model. But he’d bet his signed Super Bowl football that when her picture got snapped, she was identified by name on Page Six of the New York Post.

      Most of their clients were unknown beyond their limited news cycles and geographic area. But this girl was high profile on steroids.

      “You understand what I’m telling you here, Bitsy?” Jill tapped a French-manicured fingernail against her mouth. “You won’t be able to contact your mother, or your friends, or boyfriend.”

      With every word out of Jill’s mouth, Maria had tensed, her body wound tighter. Dwayne wasn’t sure why he was here since it was clear Jill had already made up her mind. Almost as if she knew Bitsy was coming.

      Bitsy laughed. “Believe me, that isn’t a hardship.”

      Maria jerked.

      “I doubt Jason Carlisle Peterson III will miss me,” she tossed off flippantly.

      This girl was blowing off the hard part of a relocation, even if it was temporary, like it was a fly buzzing around her face, annoying but inconsequential. With every blasé remark, Maria’s head bent lower.

      They hadn’t even agreed to take her on as a client. Yet.

      This was temporary.

      Dwayne kept his face blank but he planned on having a WTF? conversation with his boss as soon as Bitsy bolted.

      His instincts were buzzing. When he’d worked for the FBI, he’d learned to trust his intuition, and his bullshit detector was off the charts.

      “It’s going to be difficult.” Jill strode to her overlarge desk and sat behind it like a queen claiming her throne. “Especially for someone in your position who is so active.”

      Maria jammed her left hand into her pocket, her knuckles balled into a fist beneath her tailored chestnut wool pants. Her mouth, bare and pale, tightened.

      “I can handle it.” The frightened waif who’d entered the office had transformed into the confident society girl now that she’d gotten what she wanted.

      Maria had practically stopped breathing. Her chest was still beneath the copper-penny-colored turtleneck sweater that covered her spectacular breasts. He wanted to protect Maria from Bitsy’s thoughtlessness.

      Jill didn’t say a word, just studied Bitsy.

      Bitsy reached into her ridiculously large leather tote bag with buckles and a shiny gold tag that likely cost more than Dwayne made in a month. She pulled out a wallet with a logo he’d seen in the Vogue magazines his sister, La’ei, constantly pored through. As if she sensed Jill’s reluctance, Maria’s frustration, and Dwayne’s skepticism, she waved her wallet. “I can pay you.”

      “That’s not the issue,” Jill said.

      “I know!” Bitsy whipped around in her seat so quickly, her brown-caramel-blond hair flew out in an arc. She clapped her hands together. “Maria can help me.”

      Maria’s head jerked up, her gorgeous stippled eyes widening and her plump lips rounding in an O.

      Hell to the no.

      Dwayne surged to his feet and his chest expanded as he got ready to blast this insensitive witch. “What?”

      Bitsy shrank back against the settee. But he didn’t care.

      He hated everything about this situation. Especially Bitsy with her flippant attitude and her blatant disregard for Maria’s feelings. As if Maria didn’t matter except in relation to how she could be of use to her.

      His protective inclinations surged, the need to defend, to shelter her instinctive, yet, unwanted.
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        * * *

      

      “Maria can be my mentor,” Bitsy said gleefully.

      Her, in the field? Not locked in the office or her safe apartment.

      Maria’s first impulse was to head for the door. Her heart thudded with a combination of fear and…excitement?

      “Maria isn’t field certified,” Dwayne ground out. His normal smiling countenance had morphed into a frown, his black eyebrows meeting between his eyes, the laugh lines around his dark eyes crinkling in displeasure.

      She’d never seen him unhappy or upset. He was the most even-tempered, easygoing person in the office. Nothing rattled him. He had a carefree smile and a laugh for everyone.

      “Dwayne makes a good point,” Jill said.

      Maria should speak up, turn down Bitsy’s request. Her in the field was ludicrous. It was insanity. But even as she opened her mouth to say no, a restless energy filled her.

      She wasn’t sure what was next. While she appreciated the receptionist job, it was a stopgap until she figured out what to do with her life. Maybe it was time to take some risks.

      She was more than the scared woman who had taken far too long to escape her prison.

      But she’d done it. She’d rescued herself.

      “She knows what it’s like. She can help me adjust.” Bitsy’s words were nearly a whine.

      Her circumstance was the opposite of Bitsy Vandenbeek’s. She hadn’t had a choice about forsaking her life. Her family, her friends had slowly disappeared from her reality as her hope of being rescued had faded. But if she’d had access to a phone, to a computer, she would have contacted them right away. She would have used those tools to escape and return to her life.

      The fact that Bitsy could so flippantly speak about leaving everything behind hurt. Even if it was just temporary. Maria wanted to challenge her, to tell Bitsy she had no idea what it was like to lose everything. But the words balled in her throat, her muscles swelling with regret and loss, trapped by her own limitations and inability to speak up.

      Deep in her soul Maria knew Bitsy didn’t understand but the rage that overwhelmed her at random triggers bubbled, fizzing through her bloodstream, filling her mind with a pure incandescent fury.

      Maria kept her head. She couldn’t turn that anger on a client. So, she blasted Dwayne—who clearly didn’t think she could handle this—with a resting bitch face stare.

      Dwayne blinked but didn’t back down. Figures the one time he spoke in anger was to believe she couldn’t do something.

      But he was wrong. She could do this.

      No one in the room spoke.

      Bitsy slumped, sighed. Tears poured from her eyes. “I just want to escape. I’m terrified he’s going to kill me too,” she whispered. “I don’t want to die.”

      Her muttered statement was the most honest she’d been since she arrived.

      “I’ll consider your request.” Jill patted her on the shoulder.

      What? Did Jill mean that Maria would go with Bitsy? Or did she mean Bitsy’s request for relocation?

      Maria shifted away from the sheer desperation bleeding from Bitsy. As if the girl’s insecurity and anxiety could ooze from her and slither into Maria. She couldn’t afford to be infected by Bitsy’s overblown emotions.

      “Please,” Bitsy begged.

      Jill clasped the girl’s hand between her own. “We’ll help you figure out what to do next.”

      Bitsy radiated giddy relief.

      “In the meantime, you can’t tell anyone about this visit. And you can’t breathe a word about going away.”

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      “Do you have a place you could stay that is away from your stepfather, at least for the next forty-eight hours? And can you misdirect your friends and family about where you’re going?”

      “He’s supposed to be out of town for a few days. As far as being gone, I can say I’m going to New York for spa days.” Bitsy bounced on the blue settee. “I do that regularly so it won’t be suspicious.”

      “What about work?”

      “I send my columns for the Post in remotely so it’s not a problem.”

      She treated her upcoming relocation like a grand adventure. This girl was in for a rude awakening.

      Jill reached into the filing cabinet drawer in her desk and pulled out an agreement. “Before we go any further, you need to sign a nondisclosure form. This is legally binding, and we will prosecute if you reveal the contents to anyone.”

      Maria had never signed a nondisclosure agreement and she had been a client of ALIAS before she’d been the receptionist. Jill had offered her a new life, relocation and a new identity if she’d wanted it but Maria had turned her down.

      She refused to let José Fernandez take anything else from her.

      He’d destroyed her life in the pursuit of power.

      So now, Maria, the kidnapped daughter of migrant workers from Mexico lived in Washington, DC and worked for the ultimate in power brokers. She wondered if José Fernandez pondered that irony from his jail cell.

      Jill handed Bitsy the nondisclosure agreement.

      Bitsy’s eyes widened. “Can I have my lawyer look it over?”

      “No,” Jill said patiently. “That would defeat the purpose of us protecting you. We take our client’s, and our own, privacy very seriously.”

      “Oh.” Bitsy laughed excitedly. “Good point.”

      She scanned the two-page document, making notations on the contract with sharp, concise strokes.

      “You seem very comfortable with the contract.” Dwayne’s comment was accusation rather than compliment.

      “I worked as a receptionist in a law firm for a couple summers.” She brushed aside his suspicion. “I used to read contracts during lulls in my day. I picked up some terms.”

      “Huh. My sister, Sefina, is a lawyer. Her days as an intern were intense and she had to study to pick up terms.”

      Dwayne seemed to be needling her. Finally she found someone he appeared to like less than Maria.

      “Excellent,” Jill jumped in. “Then you understand the ramifications of violating the agreement.”

      Bitsy made another scrawled notation on the contract. When she got to the end, she signed the binding document with a flourish.

      As part of her job duties, Maria had obtained her notary license, so she filled out her book, checked Bitsy’s ID, and noted her official name, Elizabeth Wilhelmina Stanhope Vandenbeek, on the line. No wonder Bitsy went by the nickname.

      Jill gestured to Maria to take notes. “Let’s get some information from you and then we’ll get started on hiding you temporarily.” She sent Dwayne a cautionary look and paced the antique carpet in her shiny patent leather pumps. “Do you have any reason to think that your stepfather suspects you know about his girlfriend?”

      Bitsy bit her lip. The shiny gloss had worn off, leaving her not quite as polished and put together as she had been when she’d entered. Maria’s inadequacy eased. Beneath her polish and glitz, perhaps Bitsy was more like her than she’d initially thought.

      Bitsy said, “I don’t think so.”

      Her response didn’t inspire confidence.

      “So with your stepfather out of town, we have a day or so to hammer out a plan,” Jill said. “If his schedule changes, you need to let me know right away.”

      “Of course.”

      “Dwayne, get started on logistics.”

      “Yes, boss.” Dwayne hadn’t so much as glanced at Maria, ignoring her. Kind of like he usually did. But this time his avoidance seemed as angry as his gritted teeth.

      “Bitsy, we’ll be in touch later today.”

      The girl smiled tremulously. “Thank you.”

      “Maria, alert the team. We’ll assemble in one hour.”

      Maria nodded. Whatever Jill decided about Maria’s participation, Bitsy’s relo was going to happen.

      “Maria, you stay. Dwayne escort Bitsy to her car.”

      The door closed behind Dwayne and Bitsy.

      Jill assessed Maria. She resisted the urge to fidget. “What do you want to do?”

      Jill was leaving it up to her? A fierce longing swelled inside her. She could do this. She could. “I want to do it.”

      “Bitsy certainly seems comfortable with you.” Jill tapped a finger on the blotter of her desk.

      Bitsy identified with Maria. Who knew why since their situations were nothing alike. But the brain was a weird place.

      “I can do it.” With every second Jill was silent the tension built inside Maria. Her earlier hesitation was gone. She could do this. Even more. She wanted to do it.

      “I have no reservations about your capability.” But it sounded like she had concerns about something else. Maria waited for Jill to expand on them.

      “Okay. You’re in.”

      Maria wanted to fist pump, but she kept her face reserved, knees together, fingers tight on the steno pad.

      Yes! She was in.
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