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When Julia witnesses her friend’s murder and is betrayed by one of the marshals meant to protect her, she seeks out Justin Harbor, an old friend of the other marshal, who died protecting her. He’s reluctant to have her at his ranch, but he’ll do his best to keep her safe from the mobster searching for her—and from his personal demons. She’s determined to get closer to the stubborn ex-soldier and breaks through his walls, but he still maintains an emotional distance between them. When time runs out, and she’s taken, he’ll do anything and risk everything to get her back.
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Chapter One
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Julia brushed past Shanae, jumping in surprise, and almost dropping the tray of drinks and empty glasses in her hand when her coworker screeched and shot away. “You sure are jumpy tonight.” She sidled past the beautiful woman, wishing for about the millionth time that she had a figure like Shanae—or any of the other dancers who worked at G-Strings. “Is everything okay?”

Shanae bit her full lower lip, seeming to be on the verge of sharing something before blinking. “Everything’s fine.”

She shook her head at her friend’s continued stubbornness as she set the tray on the bar to load the last of the glasses that had been left behind by the patrons Tony had escorted out at closing time one hour before. “If you need to talk about something, I’m here.”

Shanae gave her a shaky grin as she smoothed a hand down the dark skin of her stomach. The skimpy dancer’s costume she still wore revealed the firm tautness of her muscular body. “Nah, I’d better not.”

“Even if it’s about Raze, I promise I won’t say anything to piss you off. Or I’ll try not to.” Just saying Raze’s name sent a slight shudder through her, and she couldn’t figure out what Shanae saw in the balding, chubby, Italian man who frequented the strip club. 

He’d been a regular before meeting Shanae, and he continued to come several times a week and ogle the other girls, though he was ostensibly in a relationship with Shanae. Julia tried not to be cynical, but she imagined the wads of cash Raze Marconi flashed around had a bit of something to do with Shanae’s willingness to overlook his odious nature. Not that she could blame her friend for wanting security, but she wasn’t at a point of desperation in her own life where she would ever consider such an arrangement, especially with someone like Raze Marconi.

Shanae let out a little gasp as she turned to face Julia under the auspices of slamming down some empty glasses onto the tray. Julia thought about admonishing her to be more careful of the glassware, but since Shanae had offered to help clean up out of the goodness of her heart, not because it was in her job description, and because she really didn’t care about the glassware in the bar, she held in the reproach. 

“Seriously, what’s wrong? You’re usually a little sensitive about him, but I’ve been trying to rein in any comments since you asked me to.” Shanae had made it clear that Raze was a topic that was off-limits, and Julia was trying to respect that despite her disapproval of the relationship. The less she heard about Marconi, the better.

“I’m done with him. That should make you happy. Only problem is, I’m not sure he’s done with me.” As she said that, her gaze drifted to the door, and she bit her lip in a sign of worry.

“You think he’s going to stalk you or something, or not let you end the relationship?”

Shanae shrugged. “It ain’t that. I don’t know how he’d feel about me breaking up with him, but as soon as he realizes what I did, he ain’t going to come after me because of me ending the relationship.”

A chill went through Julia at the words, and she eyed her friend with concern as she turned away from the tray of glasses and the nightly clean-up. Her attention remained focused solely on Shanae. “What did you do? More importantly, why are you afraid of him?”

There was almost a look of pity in Shanae’s eyes. “You don’t know who he is. Bless you for your naïveté, but you’re about the only one around here who ain’t got a clue.”

“A clue about what?”

“Raze is in the mafia. He’s like third in line for the don or some shit. I don’t know. Alls I know is after I figured out what he’s doing, I was done with him. But if he finds out...” She trailed off with a shake of her head, sending long strands of dark hair flying between the two of them. “I gotta get out of here.”

Reflexively, Julia glanced at the clock. “Your shift ended forty-five minutes ago, and all the other dancers are gone. You don’t have to hang around helping me out with clean-up.”

Shanae shrugged. “I don’t mind helping with that, but I ain’t talking about leaving the club. I need to get out of the city. I gotta figure out what to do with it.”

“With what?”

Once again, Shanae seemed poised on the cusp of confession, or at least conversation, but she abruptly shook her head and turned away. She pretended to busy herself with straightening bottles of alcohol, and Julia let her. It wasn’t as though she could badger her friend into telling her the secrets she was hiding.

They worked in silence for the next twenty minutes, until everything was done. “I just have to close up the till, so you could head out if you’d like, Shanae.”

“I’ll wait for you. I was kinda hoping...”

“Hoping what?”

“Could I crash on your couch tonight? I’m getting out of town tomorrow, but I gotta get to the bank to get most of my money. I have some squirreled away on me, but it ain’t enough to get far away.”

“Of course, you can stay, but I’d like you to tell me what’s going on.”

“I can’t. It ain’t safe, Julia. You shouldn’t—”

A sound of raised voices, one of them identifiably Tony’s, interrupted what she was going to say. A second later, three gunshots followed.

“Fuck, he’s found me,” said Shanae. “I knew I should’ve called in sick and just hit the road today.”

“He shot Tony.” Julia was sure of it as she said the words, only vaguely aware of Shanae speaking to her. She seemed to have developed a case of tunnel vision, and the world around her blurred. Her friend’s voice seemed to be coming from a far distance, and she couldn’t make out the words. 

However, a sharp sting against her cheek whirled her back into focus, and she stared in surprise when she realized Shanae had slapped her. She understood why, since Julia had been on the verge of a panic attack. “We have to hide and call the police.”

“Use the silent alarm, Julia.” Shanae looked terrified, but her brain was still clearly working faster than Julia’s.

With a shake of her head at her own lack of logic, she stretched under the bar and pressed the button that triggered the police to come investigate. “Now we have to hide.”

There was an eerie calm about Shanae, and she stood with her back away from Julia, facing the entrance to the club. “I’m going to stall him if I can. I need you to get in my purse and take out the flash drive. It looks like a classic car. I gave it to him for his birthday, and then I borrowed it to transfer my school work for my encryption class. Fuckin’ ironic, huh? There’s a lot more than homework on there, and you have to keep it safe. Don’t tell nobody you have it. I’ll get it back from you if I can.”

“What’s on it?”

Shanae turned and glared at her. “Get your ass moving. Find the flash drive and hide.”

Julia was reluctant to leave Shanae to face Raze, but she couldn’t deny her friend’s urgency, and it was suddenly contagious. She spun on her heel and raced to the back room, heading straight to Shanae’s cubicle against the wall. The dancers shared a row of vanity tables, along with three large racks of costumes, but each had their own assigned personal space. Though Julia wasn’t a dancer, her space was also alongside the others.

She pulled out the beige Coach bag, briefly remembering when Shanae had brought it in a few weeks ago, showing off her gift from Raze—or her newest pimp daddy, as one of the other dancers had said in a cattily way. She flipped it open and reached inside, relieved to find the flash drive at the top. She took it out and shoved the purse back into the cubicle out of habit before turning to look for a place to hide.

She wriggled into a space behind some shelves, which was fairly well obscured by one of the racks costumes, as she moved more fully to cover herself. It wasn’t a very good hiding place, but was all she could do at the moment.

It wasn’t a second too soon either, because almost as quickly as she had settled, two strangers she’d never seen before entered the back room. She didn’t know anything about them but judging from the way the suits stretched over their bulk, along with the discreet bulges under their left arms that suggested they carried pistols, she assumed they were some hired muscle of Raze’s, if he was genuinely a mafia don.

She held her breath as they approached, certain they would somehow immediately find her hiding space. Instead, they turned their attention to the cubicles, rifling haphazardly through the belongings stacked there, including spilling Julia’s purse on the floor. One of the goons kicked it to the side, sending it sliding toward her, and she almost reached out to pull it to safety before realizing what a stupid move that would be. She stifled the impulse and placed her hands over her mouth, trying to keep in any sound of fear as she pressed her hand against her lips while the other clung to the car-shaped flash drive.

One of the two dark-haired men picked up Shanae’s purse and dumped it on the floor. He sorted through the things quickly with his foot before tossing aside the bag and shaking his head at the other one. “It isn’t in there.”

“We should tell the boss.”

“Yo, Mr. Marconi, flash drive isn’t in her cubicle,” shouted the first one.

The other goon rubbed his ear. “I could’ve done that. I meant go talk to him. You didn’t have to shout at him. You know how he hates that.”

Before the other goon could offer a retort, Raze was suddenly in the doorway, dragging Shanae behind him.

Seeing her friend’s fear increased Julia’s own, and she tightened her hands even more around her mouth to keep from crying out. She felt powerless sitting there, hiding in her cubbyhole, as Shanae faced the three angry, armed men.

“I told you I don’t know what you’re talking about, Raze. Why are you treating me like this?” Shanae said the words in a convincing way, complete with her own dose of attitude, but her trembling lips and rapidly blinking eyes gave her away. Even Julia could see that from her obstructed view provided by a gap between two costumes hanging on the hangers.

Marconi shook her violently. “I know you took it. It was on my computer desk when I left this morning, waiting for Enzo to deliver it to the relevant party. It was gone when I got back, and you and the guys are the only ones who have access to that area of the house. It sure as fuck wasn’t my old maid, who worked for my father and wiped my ass when I was a baby.”

She was trying to pull off a pout, but it didn’t look convincing. “Well, maybe one of your goons took it, but I didn’t.” She tried to tug her arm free, but ended up teetering on her high heels that she hadn’t bothered to change after her last set had ended.

“Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not. I didn’t—”

Julia let out a small gasp, but it was quiet enough that no one seemed to hear and look in her direction. What had prompted the reaction was the violent way Marconi had suddenly turned on Shanae, hands clamped around her throat. He was strangling as hard as he could, and her friend’s eyes were bugging out as her fingers dug at the beefy hands wrapped around her throat. Her long acrylic nails made deep furrows in Marconi’s hands, leaving blood dripping down his skin, but it clearly wasn’t enough to free her.

“You don’t ever lie to me. I’ll find the fucking thing without you. You probably sold it to someone, didn’t you, you greedy cunt?” Marconi hurled the accusations, but he didn’t give her a chance to respond. He simply kept tightening his hands until Shanae’s dark skin had taken on a grey cast, and her eyes looked like they were about to pop out of her skull. When he eventually let go, her body fell to the floor, and he kicked her aside as though she was a piece of garbage. 

“She must’ve hid it somewhere. If it’s not here at work, it has to be at her apartment. That’s where we’re headed next. We’ll tear it apart, then her car. Then we’ll start on the list of her friends. I want that flash drive back before it falls into the wrong hands.” He paused to look down at Shanae, his disdain obvious. “You mess with the bull, and you get the horns. You thought you could blackmail me? Get a good payoff and disappear? Guess you were wrong, you whore.” He kicked her body again before walking out, his goons following in his wake.

Julia remained where she was, frozen in fear, for several moments longer. She was afraid to move, just in case they were observing for any other occupants. She didn’t think the thought had occurred to them though. They hadn’t really bothered to search anywhere besides Shanae’s cubicle. Apparently, they had assumed Shanae and Tony were the only ones left. She was never more grateful in her life to be unable to afford a car that would have betrayed the presence of a third employee in the building.

She still couldn’t force herself to move away from her hiding place, but she did stretch far enough to reach her purse where one of the goons had conveniently kicked it, grabbing hold of the strap and dragging it toward her. She fumbled for her cell phone and called nine-one-one, barely managing to form a coherent sentence when the operator answered, wondering if the woman on the other end of the line got much of what she was saying as she tried to relay there had been a murder, and she wasn’t certain the murderers were gone yet. She was reassured that she had pressed the silent alarm, so police would be coming whether or not the dispatcher understood her.

***
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“IT’S NOT THE RITZ, but it’ll do, I hope.” Marshal Hart gave her a kind smile when he said the words as he led her into the safe house.

Julia nodded, incapable of really looking to see her surroundings. It appeared to be a bland and nondescript apartment, but it didn’t matter. If she was safe, that was the all she cared about. “I’m sure it’s fine, Marshal Hart.”

“It’s probably a step up for someone like you,” said Marshal Morris Franks as he brought up the rear, closing the door behind himself and engaging the locks. “This must be like a four-star hotel.”

She glared at him, resenting his attitude. Ever since he’d stepped foot onto the crime scene, answering the call from a local police officer who had seen the wisdom of involving the U.S. Marshals to protect the witness to a crime committed by a known mobster, he’d had that kind of attitude. It was clear he looked down on Shanae, the club, and Julia. “I happen to have a nice little apartment.”

“Oh, really?” He pretended to be surprised, though it was obvious he was just being a jerk. “I guess dancing pays pretty well then if you have enough for an apartment after drugs and alcohol.”

She put her hands on her hips, her glare deepening. “I don’t have a drug or alcohol problem, and I’m not a dancer. But if I were, there’d be no shame in that. It’s a paycheck. You get a paycheck for doing your job, no matter how shittily you do it. Dancers work for tips, so they actually have to be good at their job. Same with bartenders.”

He scowled at her. “You sure have a superiority complex for a glorified whore.”

“That’s enough,” said Marshal Hart in a firm voice, though it sizzled with anger. “You won’t speak to any of our witnesses that way, at least not while I’m here, Franks. It doesn’t matter what profession Miss Dennings undertakes, and it doesn’t matter that Ms. Hammersmith was an exotic dancer. All that matters is this woman witnessed a violent crime, and she might be able to help us finally bring down Marconi. I don’t care what your own prejudiced beliefs are, but you will speak civilly to her and keep a respectful manner around our witness. Are we clear?”

Franks’s lips curled upward in disgust, and his tone was far more sarcastic than subservient. “Yes, sir.” He didn’t bother to look at either one of them again as he moved away, muttering something about checking the security.

The agent turned to her, and the kindness in his dark eyes was enough to bring tears to hers. “Thank you, Marshal Hart.”

“Call me Andre, and you’re welcome. I won’t let shit like that stand. I know a little something about discrimination myself, and I won’t have an underling treating anyone that way while they’re under my command.”

She gave a tremulous smile to the African American man, certain he must know a fair bit about discrimination. Abruptly, she realized the flash drive was still in her pocket, and she hadn’t had a chance to tell anyone about it. She had shoved it there without thinking when the local police had responded to the emergency call, needing both hands to get up since her legs had gone numb from staying hidden for so long. 

At first, she had been too traumatized to recall much of what had happened, and by the time the marshals had arrived, she had almost forgotten the flash drive. When she had remembered it once, Franks’s disdainful attitude had been off-putting, and she’d decided not to mention it. Now, she opened her mouth to tell Andre about it, but was interrupted by Franks’s return before she could do so.

“It’s all clear, so you can go to bed.” He phrased it more like an order than a suggestion.

If she’d been in the mood to be contrary, instead of bone-weary with exhaustion and the drop of adrenaline that left her barely standing on her feet, she would have taken a seat at the couch instead of turning to find the bathroom for a shower before going to sleep. She took a few steps before pausing to turn back to Andre. “I just realized I don’t have any clothes.”

“Must be a familiar state,” muttered Franks quietly.

She ignored him, as did Andre. He kept his gaze on her. “If you take the first bedroom, you’ll find an array of clothing for women. It should all be new. It’s nothing fancy, but we keep it stocked for witnesses in just this set of circumstances. The second bedroom is for male witnesses, and the kids’ room is also outfitted with supplies, in case we have families or children.”

“Where do you sleep?”

“We’ll take turns sharing the male witness’s room,” said Andre as he shot a glare at Franks, as though preemptively cutting off any kind of smartass remark. “One of us will always be awake and in the living room, or in your immediate vicinity.”

She smiled. “Who’s guarding me tonight?”

“That would be me, Ms. Dennings,” said Franks in a mocking voice.

That did nothing to inspire confidence. She reminded herself Andre was there, and even if he was sleeping, he was probably trained well enough that he would respond to any threat as it emerged. Ignoring Franks completely, she whispered a good night to Andre and turned to leave the room.

The bedroom was set up as he’d promised and included a bathroom that joined to what she assumed was the other witness room. She locked both doors before taking a quick shower and sliding on a pair of pajamas that were a couple of sizes too big but were serviceable enough. 

It was good they were big, because they were a little snug across her hips, but loose everywhere else. That was the story of her existence. Short and curvy, it sometimes made buying clothes difficult without trying everything on in the store. She wouldn’t have that luxury here, but she couldn’t care less at the moment. It didn’t even matter that the waist was falling down, and she had to pull the drawstrings as tightly as she could before knotting to keep them up. Nothing mattered besides finding a few brief hours of respite in sleep.
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Chapter Two
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They had taken her phone the first night, though she hadn’t realized it until she had gone through her purse the next morning in search of it. She had no way to communicate, and nothing to keep her occupied. It had been like this for three days, and she was going quietly stir crazy. They wouldn’t even let her step out into the backyard for a breath of fresh air. She understood why it wasn’t safe, but it was driving her mad.

Almost as crazy as the way Franks hovered around her, as though he was determined not to give her a moment of privacy with Andre. She’d like to think he was just being overzealous in his need to protect her, but since he’d made it pretty obvious he didn’t really care what happened to her, she couldn’t understand why he stayed so close all the time. 

She’d had no opportunity as of yet to tell Andre about the flash drive, and since she hadn’t mentioned it to the police when she had been in the throes of shock, no one knew of its existence. Since she had no way to access it to see what was on it, she had no idea what its true value was, but she knew Shanae had been willing to die for it. 

She remembered Raze’s assumption her friend had planned to use the data to blackmail him. While it wouldn’t have been entirely outside the scope of Shanae’s plans for the future in order to have a secure and steady source of income, she was also equally positive her friend wouldn’t have been willing to risk her life for something that she was going to turn around and use to make money from Marconi. If it were simple as that, she would have just handed over the flash drive that night at the club—or before then.

Either way, she couldn’t bring herself to believe Shanae had died to protect something with which she could blackmail Marconi. Recalling her friend’s haunted expression when she had mentioned the flash drive, she was certain it was something equally powerful and dangerous, especially from Marconi’s point-of-view. Whatever it was, it was still a secret and still unknown, and she couldn’t risk leaving it anywhere. She’d taken to stuffing it in her bra during the day or sleeping with the little lanyard snug around her thumb at night.
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