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    As soon as the elevator doors closed behind her, kailyn knew she’d made a mistake.


    Music blared in a mind-numbing, ear-deafening pulse from the penthouse suite stereo. Clutching her beaded purse, she placed her hands over both of her ears. A Latin beat, coupled with a heavy, chest-pounding, thumping bass, jangled her nerve endings.


    Where was Dex?


    Scanning the crowded party, she wrinkled her nose at the pungent odor permeating the room. An aroma once smelled—as any college student could testify—never forgotten. Bodies writhed and gyrated.


    Kailyn’s lip curled, the lyrics penetrating her consciousness. Gangsta rap.


    Spanish gangsta rap.


    Couples lounged on the couches, twined into each other. She pursed her lips at the faint lines of a chalk-white powder on a coffee table.


    Dex had warned her to wait in the car. But she’d refused. No way she wanted to hang out in a deserted parking garage once night fell.


    He said he’d be gone only a few minutes. Told her his biggest client wanted him to do a meet-and-greet with an out-of-town business associate. Promised they’d be on their way to the charity ball soon.


    She crossed her arms, hugging herself. This was so not the charity ball. She tapped her foot on the hardwood floor. Dex better get a move on or her grandmother would have a cow.


    Let Golden Boy explain their way out of this one.


    It came to her attention that, of all the occupants in the room, she was the only blonde. Probably the only native English speaker, too.


    The only woman whose décolletage wasn’t cut to her navel and whose hemline wasn’t hiked to her thighs. Self-conscious, she smoothed a hand across the ice-blue floor-length Vera Wang she wore. She didn’t belong here.


    Her skin prickled the way it does when you feel someone staring. Someone across the sunken living area. Against the glass-enclosed walls overlooking the twinkling lights of downtown Charlotte, she locked onto the penetrating glare of a thirty-something Latino man. His black hair scraped back from his sharply cut features, and a pencil-thin mustache and goatee framed full, sensual lips.


    Gold studs glittered in both his ears. He’d been dancing—her brow arched—a euphemistic word for what she’d never describe as dancing. The voluptuous Latina continued to bump and grind. He’d gone stock-still. His dark chocolate eyes narrowed.


    She lifted her chin, noting his skintight black pants, the gleam of gold chains against his well-muscled chest. And the smaller silver turquoise cross in the hollow of his throat. His white silk shirt hung open all the way to his—


    Her feelings must have shown on her face for he moved around the woman, dodging the other revelers with the grace of a jaguar. Her mouth went dry. Out of her peripheral vision, she noted three other men from the corners of the room advancing.


    With a flick of his hand, he motioned the other men away. But he kept coming, his face unreadable. Her chest hammered. She reminded herself this was America, not Colombia. She was an American citizen. She had every right to—


    ***


    “You don’t belong here.”


    The blonde stiffened. She stared for a moment at the cross he wore about his neck. He fought the urge to touch it for reassurance. She cut her eyes at him, the look she gave him derisive.


    He folded his arms across his chest. “Go back to where you belong, chica.”


    She squared her shoulders. “I belong where I say I belong.”


    Defiance sparked from her iris-blue eyes. He scowled. “Not here, you don’t.”


    Her nostrils flared. “I’m waiting for my date, Dex Pritchard.”


    The tension between his shoulder blades eased. He’d spotted her as soon as the elevator doors parted. One look at her designer dress and smooth, flaxen chignon, and he’d strode over thinking to provide a lifeline to an innocent who’d wandered into the wrong place at the wrong time.


    His bad.


    Not an innocent. Not if she kept company with a weasel like Pritchard. Still, the situation was sensitive. Time she got a move on. Perhaps a new tactic was called for.


    He broadened his chest and bared his teeth. “Ah.” He allowed his shoulders to rise and fall. “Perhaps if I upped your hourly rate.”


    The woman’s eyes widened. Her lips parted, her mouth opening into a round O.


    In a reflex move he admired for its swiftness, she raised her hand. He caught it in a hard vise inches before she could make contact with his face. She twisted, yanking her hand free.


    He loomed over her. “Such passion, señorita. Bueno. I think you and I, we could work out some arrangement.”


    She took a step backward against the closed elevator doors. With deliberation, he positioned one hand on the space to the right of her head. Trapped—for the first time, fear shone from her eyes.


    “Get away from me,” she hissed. She pushed at him, her palm cool against his bare chest. Strained with all the consequence of a gnat attempting to shift a burro.


    Silently, he applauded her courage, her spunk. While he bewailed her stupidity.


    He allowed his lips to curve. He leaned into her, her short gasps of breath fluttering against his cheek. “Let me introduce you to Latino-style love. I promise, once you’ve—”


    “Can I never leave you unchained for a moment around the women, mi amigo?”


    He closed his eyes at the sound of Esteban’s smooth tones. He’d hoped to get the woman out of here before his boss emerged from the conference room at the rear of the suite.


    “Get your hands off her.” The Anglo lawyer, Pritchard, fair and blond like her, shoved his shoulder. To as much avail as the woman.


    He planted his left hand on the other side of her head. “Maybe now she’s had time to consider the advantages of—”


    “Call him off, Esteban,” growled Pritchard.


    “You should have never brought the cordera here.” Esteban’s voice if anything grew colder.


    Pritchard, not as dumb as he looked, managed to catch its glacial chilliness, too. “I—I told her to wait in the car. When I received your urgent text, I came right over.”


    At Pritchard’s words, the woman bristled. Leave it to Pritchard to hang himself by throwing his date under the proverbial bus.


    He gave her a slow, menacing smile.


    If this woman was half as intelligent as he read in her eyes, she’d realize Pritchard was no friend. In fact, though she didn’t know it, he was her only friend in this room. Her only chance.


    Esteban snorted. “What? You couldn’t have dropped her off at home first? You brought her into our business? Estúpido.”


    With more credit than he’d initially awarded her, the bimbo kept her mouth shut. A shapely, elegant bimbo. High-class. Nothing but the best for the Pritchards of the world.


    “She won’t be a problem, I promise.”


    He broke eye contact with the woman, throwing a glance over his shoulder at the near-groveling Anglo. He despised those overprivileged, former frat boy, trust-fund types.


    Esteban lifted one eyebrow, stretching the muscles of his face into the semblance of a grin. A caricature of the blending of his Aztec and conquistador heritage. “I will hold you to that.” He clapped a manicured hand on Pritchard’s shoulder.


    The Anglo jumped.


    Esteban focused his laserlike attention his way. “Let her go, Rafael.”


    He made an exaggerated sigh, the air trickling out from his lips. The woman turned her face away. “If you say so, mi patrón. I thought she might be part of the entertainment . . .” he licked his lips, “. . . package you provide for your associates.” His body pressed hers against the elevator. She trembled.


    Esteban laughed, the sound guttural. “Later, my friend, I promise. After our business is concluded. One day, I will introduce you to the keeper of my flocks.”


    The sound of Esteban’s laughter frissoned across Rafe’s spine, recalling to his mind his grandmother’s tales of the evil chindi.


    “Rafe . . .” The Latina he’d left on the dance floor called his name.


    One of his names.


    Esteban chuckled. “I think, hermano, you need my help not at all with the chicas.”


    Time to save this particular chica.


    He tilted his head, his lips touching the strands of silken hair at her diamond-studded ear. “Run, don’t walk, querida.” She flinched. “And don’t ever show your face here again.”


    To make his point, he raked his hand down the side of the woman’s sequined dress. She shrank further against the elevator. His hand trailing down, she tensed, expecting him to touch her in a more invasive location, but instead he pressed the elevator button. The doors opened.


    Knees buckling, she fell in backward. Sidestepping him, Pritchard caught her arm. Pritchard glared at him, placing a protective arm around the blonde’s shoulders.


    He blew them both a kiss. The doors closed, shuttering them from his view. And he let out an inaudible sigh of relief before turning to face Esteban.


    But Esteban lounged halfway across the room in intimate conversation with one of the organization’s female groupies. Esteban assumed—rightly—his orders would be obeyed and hadn’t bothered to stick around to see them carried out.


    Esteban’s arrogance and overweening pride would make his job a lot easier in the long run. Be the drug lord’s downfall.


    Dismissing the Anglos from his mind, he wrapped his persona once more around himself, a second skin. Like her, he didn’t belong here, either.


    Or he hadn’t when he’d first begun this operation. The longer he remained in this slime hole, the more he worried how much like them he’d become. But this kind of thinking would get him killed. Banishing his doubts, he hardened his heart from the unpleasantness of what he’d have to do to accomplish his mission.


    Striding toward the woman he’d temporarily abandoned, he fingered the silver turquoise cross resting among the clanking gold chains. He had his duty to perform. And whatever it took . . . He grimaced before painting the expected leer on his face.


    Whatever it took to get the job done, he’d do.


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    2


    


    Three months later


    



    I’ve got a surprise for you, mi amiga.”


    Amused, Kailyn glanced at her enthusiastic friend. She lounged against the deck chair, sipping her iced tea. “What now?”


    She arched her eyebrows at Gaby. “Don’t tell me you’ve ditched my color swatches and gone your own way?”


    Gabriela Carmelita Flores Mendoza tossed her sun-streaked mane over a bare shoulder. She spread her coral-painted nails across the surface of the iron-scrolled table at the poolside cabana. “You’ve found me out.”


    Her dark brown eyes twinkled. “I’ve rejected your advice and chosen to paint the master suite—”


    “Let me guess . . .” Kailyn adjusted the brim of her white hat to keep the afternoon sun out of her eyes.


    Stalling while she formulated an answer sure to entertain her friend, Kailyn’s eyes darted around the perimeter of the Flores’s ten-thousand-square-foot mansion. Several months into their budding friendship, Gaby asked Kailyn to redecorate the Flores home. One exquisite room at a time, though the house needed no makeover.


    But fledgling interior designers couldn’t afford to be choosy. Not in this economy. And what were friends for, Gaby reminded, if they couldn’t throw business a friend’s way every now and again?


    “Black.”


    Gaby choked on a swallow of water.


    “You’ve chosen, against my advice, to paint the master cavern you call a bedroom black.”


    Gaby’s lips twitched. “You’ve uncovered my secret.”


    Kailyn’s eyes widened.


    Gaby fell over the side of her chair at the expression on Kailyn’s face. “Got you. So gullible. So naive. So . . .”


    Kailyn made a move as if to scoot back her chair. “If I’d known I was only coming over here to be insulted . . .”


    Gaby patted her arm. Her coral lips widened, revealing perfect white teeth glowing against the brown of her natural skin tone. “I love you just the way you are, Kailyn.”


    She squirmed, unsettled by Gaby’s praise. “No, I think you were right the first time. All my life I’ve rushed headlong into situations where—”


    “Where ángeles fear to tread?” Gaby crossed her legs at the ankle, brushing out a crinkle in her apricot-colored swimsuit.


    Kailyn’s lips quirked at the way her friend mixed her English with Español. Not that she understood much Spanish. Her grandmother had insisted she study French.


    Which had proven to be so useful. Like a lot of things her grandmother had insisted she learn.


    Not.


    “Actually, I was kidding. You have impeccable taste as always. But I do have a gift for you—wait,” Gaby countered at Kailyn’s motion of protest.


    “You don’t have to keep buying me gifts. Your friendship means the world to me.”


    Gaby’s face softened. “Right back at you, my friend. I don’t know how I would’ve survived these months . . .” Her gaze flickered.


    They’d been riding bikes next to each other at the gym for a week, same time every morning, before they’d acknowledged the other’s presence. But their friendship hadn’t blossomed until Kailyn inadvertently followed Gaby into the women’s restroom and discovered the Latina leaning against a stall door, sobbing over a soiled tampon in her hand.


    “My hopes and dreams died then.” Gaby’s lips trembled. “I realized the doctors were correct. I’d never conceive without medical intervention.”


    Gaby’s hands fisted in her lap. “And I knew my husband would never agree to invasive procedures calling into question his very manhood.”


    Kailyn dropped her eyes and traced the condensation down the stem of her glass. She’d never met Gaby’s husband. But she long ago realized all was not well in the Flores marriage.


    She’d also come to the belated realization that Gaby only invited her over when Señor Flores was out of town on another business trip. Her childless friend had been lonely, hence their unlikely friendship when Kailyn offered a tissue and a shoulder to cry upon in the restroom. An unlikely, but mutually satisfying friendship between a pampered, sheltered Southern belle—Kailyn was self-aware if nothing else—and a vivacious, sheltered, convent-educated Latina.


    Gaby cleared her throat. “You’ve given me so much more than sympathy. Your kindness . . . Hope of heaven . . .”


    Kailyn shuffled her flip-flops on the concrete, truly uncomfortable now. “I didn’t—”


    Gaby seized her arm. “Oh yes, you did. More than you know.”


    “You don’t have to shower me with extravagant gifts from Prada and Gucci just because my grandmother cut me off after I ditched Dex.”


    Gaby’s mouth twisted. “You were right to dump that sleaze bucket.”


    Kailyn nodded. “You and I are in complete agreement there, but Grandmother didn’t agree.” She bit her lip at the memory of society maven Carole Eudailey’s exact words about Kailyn’s choice of friends.


    In her grandmother’s tunneled worldview, Latinas answered doors and scrubbed kitchen floors.


    Gaby scraped her chair back. “You did far more for me. You brought me back to my faith. Come.”


    She followed Gaby around the pool toward the house. Gaby threw open the glass door on the tiled veranda. “Come see.”


    “What now? I really don’t need any more Bobbi Brown makeup.”


    “Better, mi hermana en Cristo.”


    Sister in Christ.


    Kailyn sighed, resigned to her fate. It was a tough job to be the constant recipient of Gaby’s thousand-dollar shopping sprees. But, hey, someone had to do it.


    Gaby strolled into the Mexican-tiled kitchen. A kitchen she never used. A furious barking greeted their entrance.


    Kailyn’s eyes rounded. “What the—?” She swung her gaze to her grinning, loca friend. “What have you done?”


    “Voilà!” Gaby swept her arm across the length of the makeshift pen corralling the ugl—One look at Gaby’s adoring pet-lover face and Kailyn amended—most unusual-looking dog she’d ever laid eyes on.


    Kailyn narrowed her eyes. “You said your husband hated dogs.”


    Gaby cocked her head. “He does. But this is for you. To greet you when you return to your condo after a long day placating impossible clients like myself.” She bowed her chin to her chest. “This, I do for you, my friend. To warm your heart. A small token of all you’ve done for me.”


    Kailyn planted her hands on her hips. “My heart’s less than warmed. I work long hours, Gab. What would I do with a pet?”


    Gaby’s eyes found hers. “You don’t like dogs?”


    “I—I didn’t say that.”


    Gaby’s chin jabbed at the air between them. “You tell me your grandmother did not allow pets after you came to live with her. How your parents had promised you a dog but after your mother’s death . . .” She raised her shoulders and let them drop in the classic Latino gesture of she’d-done-what-she-could.


    “Besides,” she stabbed her index finger in Kailyn’s direction. “You tell me to find something to expend my energy upon and so I volunteer at the animal shelter like you say.”


    Kailyn winced. Somehow she already knew how this would end.


    “You tell me to lavish the love I have inside on those who need it most.”


    Kailyn had been thinking the senior center, not the SPCA.


    “You say I should find the least of these and make their lives better.”


    Kailyn lifted her eyes to the ceiling.


    “Nobody wanted this dog, Kailyn.”


    “For obvious reasons,” Kailyn smirked, taking a long look at the powder-puff-sized mongrel. His hairless body suggested a strong resemblance to an oversized rat.


    “This dog was going to be executed, if no one took him home.”


    Her lips jerked at Gaby’s dramatic turn of phrase.


    Gaby laid her hand over her heart as if preparing to recite the Pledge of Allegiance. “I rescue this dog from the path of destruction. I see beneath the . . .” She stumbled, searching for the right words.


    “Splotchy gray skin?”


    Gaby sniffed.


    “Thinning patches of white fur on his head and paws?” Kailyn frowned. “He’s not mangy, is he?”


    “I see beyond the abuse he’s suffered. I see the loyal friend he’ll become. I see the special brand of courage he’s utilized to survive to this point. I see this dog and I give hope. Just like you give to me.”


    At the word abuse, Kailyn studied the dog more closely. “He’s been abused?”


    Her heart constricted. As no doubt Gaby planned.


    She hated being so predictable. A sucker for a lost cause.


    Triumph glittered in Gaby’s eyes. “And so I gift him to you.”


    Kailyn leaned over the pen. “Yeah, you gift him to me.”


    The dog, all five pounds of him, snarled in her direction.


    “A real friendly gift, I see.” Kailyn let loose an explosive breath.


    The dog jumped half his height into the air.


    “No loud noises. You scare our new friend, Kailyn.” Gaby sank to her knees on the terra-cotta floor, allowing the dog to see her hand. The growling stopped. The mutt allowed Gaby to place one finger on his head.


    “What in the world would I do with a dog?” She hunkered beside Gaby. “Especially a dog who needs so much attention and retraining.”


    “Love,” Gaby corrected, making cooing noises.


    “It’s not a baby,” and Kailyn regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth.


    Pain slashed Gaby’s face.


    “I’m sorry. Forgive my thoughtless words.”


    Gaby gave her a sad smile. “No, you are correct. And upon reflection, I believe as always mi Dios knew best in preventing me from bringing an innocent bebé into my situation. I bring the dog home only because Esteban’s out of town. It must go home with you or back to the death chamber.” She sighed. “At least for now.”


    Esteban? An uneasy feeling niggled at the edges of her consciousness. Where had she . . . ?


    Gaby placed her hands upon her thighs. “I will teach you everything I know about how to approach wounded creatures.”


    “Wait. You said the word abused before. Like you, Gaby?”


    Gaby’s mouth hardened. “Not what you think, mi hermana. But abuse comes in all shapes and degrees.” She glanced out the window overlooking the side lawn. “I’m finally doing what I should’ve done the first time I suspected. After seeing you display such courage in throwing off everything you’ve ever known to do what is right, you’ve given me the courage—el Cristo has given me the courage—to face what must be faced.”


    “I don’t under—”


    “There are more gifts.” With the grace of a ballerina, Gaby rose in one fluid motion. She snagged a turquoise leather tote off the kitchen island.


    A doggy carrier? A five-hundred-dollar, fashion, doggy-accessorized carrier?


    Kailyn settled onto her haunches. “More?”


    Gaby plucked items from the bag. “Deluxe grooming tools.” She laid the brush and comb on the granite countertop. “Gourmet dog treats.” Those ended up beside the first items. “A collar worthy of a prince.” Gaby laughed. “Even a dog deserves bling.”


    Kailyn groaned at the sight of the ruby-encrusted dog collar. No way she’d ever appear in public with a canine bedecked in such a thing.


    Gaby continued with the canine essentials tour, ignoring Kailyn’s weakening protests.


    “Exactly what kind of dog is this, Gab?” She tilted her head. “Strains of Chihuahua mixed with a touch of pit bull mixed with Chinese crested?”


    “A dog,” Gaby set her jaw. “Who needs love and attention.”


    “So love me, love my dog, is that it, Gab?” She leveled her gaze at Gaby’s oh-so-innocent features. “Just be aware, you’re pushing the limits of my tolerance, friend.”


    “A temporary arrangement, I promise.” Gaby nodded. “Until I can,” she tensed, “make more permanent arrangements.”


    Kailyn sighed. “Temporary? You promise?”


    Gaby clapped her hands together.


    As if the outcome had ever been in doubt.


    “What’s the dog’s name?”


    Gaby smiled, a sweet smile. “I sense someone else will name my little darling.”


    “Darling?” Kailyn took another long gander at the wiggling mass of canine mush. “Huh. Some darling.” She snorted.


    Gaby fastened the collar around the dog’s scrawny neck. “I’ll teach you everything you need to know.”


    And for the next hour, Gaby was true to her word. Everything she’d learned from her work at the shelter about dealing with abused animals. At the sound of an engine, Gaby frowned. Glancing out the window, she stuffed the dog’s accessories into the oversized purse.


    “He still likes you better than me,” Kailyn complained. Car doors slammed outside. “I don’t see how in the world—”


    “Mi esposo’s supposed to be in Miami this week.” Gaby craned her neck as a trio of men exited the black SUV parked in the driveway.


    “Here,” Gaby scooped the dog from the pen and deposited him inside the super-sized tote. “Why don’t you take him upstairs, retrieve those color swatches in the bedroom, and apply more sunscreen to your lily-white Anglo skin? You’re blinding the neighbors.”


    She thrust the purse—and the dog—at Kailyn.


    “Is this your—?”


    “He probably forgot something.” Gaby swallowed. “He never stays at home for long during a workday. I’ll see what he needs and—”


    “I’d like to meet—”


    “No.” Gaby prodded her toward the hallway. “Best you stay upstairs. He doesn’t like strangers in the house. He doesn’t know about our friendship, and I think it’s best to keep it this way.”


    “What’s going on, Gaby?”


    Kailyn strained around her friend, watching the three men. Clad in black business suits with dark polarized sunglasses concealing their features, they entered through the side gate and emerged into the privacy fenced–enclosed backyard.


    “Go,” Gaby hissed, hustling her to the stairs. “Please, my friend. Do this for me. They can’t find you. Whatever happens, whatever you overhear, do not, I beg you, leave the house. I’d hoped to be away before . . .”


    Gaby’s voice caught and smothered a sob. “But everything now depends on . . .” She squeezed Kailyn’s arm. “Promise me you’ll always take care of my dog.”


    “What’s going on? You’re scaring me.”


    “Promise me, for the love of Dios.”


    “I promise, but I don’t—”


    Gaby pushed her backward.


    Kailyn stumbled up the staircase. The dog poked out his head, snarling and revealing yellowed fang teeth.


    “Gaby . . .”


    But Gaby turned her back, squaring her shoulders and lifting her chin when someone bellowed her name.


    Kailyn paused at the top of the landing overlooking the cathedral ceiling entryway. Goosebumps scurried up her bare arms. She’d left her wallet and keys in her bag at the cabana. She wished she’d brought her wrap inside. She promised herself as soon as Gaby’s husband left, she’d gather her things and leave.


    Hurrying into the master suite, she spotted the fabric swatch board where she’d left it on a bedside table. At the sound of angry voices, she sidled over to the Palladian window overlooking the pool. She stuck the swatches inside the bag.


    The dog’s jaws snapped.


    “Hey,” she yelped, barely removing her fingers in time from the proximity of the dog’s teeth. “Watch it.”


    “What have you done, Gabriela?” the man raged. From this bird’s-eye angle, her depth perception was skewed, but she judged him to be a few inches above her own height of 5’6” from how he towered over his more petite wife.


    “I’ve done nothing, Esteban, mi esposo.” Gaby’s voice had taken on a soothing tone, like one attempting to placate a fractious child. Her hand reached to cup her husband’s chin.


    He slapped her hand away.


    Kailyn jolted.


    She’d had about enough of this. She’d not stand by and allow anyone to be abused. Not a dog, much less her friend.


    Kailyn considered rushing to Gaby’s rescue until . . . Gaby’s husband pushed his glasses onto his head, and she recognized him as the same frightening Esteban from the hotel several months ago.


    “Where is it, Gabriela? I’ll have none of your games.”


    “Games? I don’t know—”


    He smacked Gaby so hard her head whipped around. The dog, his eyes bugged to the glass, growled. The two men grabbed Gaby by her forearms to keep her from hitting the ground.


    Kailyn’s eyes darted around the room, spotting a cell phone. She dialed 911.


    A woman’s voice answered. “State your emergency.”


    “I’d like to report a case of domestic violence in progress right now. Hurry. I’m afraid for my friend’s life.”


    A woman’s voice on the other end sharpened. “Please tell me your name and your location.”


    “I don’t know the physical address from memory. I’ve only been here a few times and after typing it into my GPS, I forgot it. Somewhere on Marietta Lane. But I know you can trace this call and the location from the phone. I’m looking out the second-story window, watching this play out in front of my eyes. The other two men have grabbed hold of her—”


    “You said this was a case of domestic violence. There are three men? Do you see any weapons? Are they armed?”


    “No. Yes. No. Maybe.”


    Her hand shook. “They’re wearing suits in this heat. I can’t tell underneath the bulk. Please,” she whispered. “Hurry, they’re hurting her.”


    “Miss? Miss?”


    “Kailyn,” she murmured. “Kailyn Eudailey.”


    “Ms. Eudailey, I’ve dispatched two units to your location. Please stay on the line. Don’t hang up.”


    “Oh, God, help us.” Kailyn clutched the phone to her ear. “Hurry, hurry,” she begged.


    Going berserk, the dog launched himself against the glass pane.


    “Hush.” She stuffed the dog farther into the recesses of the purse, terrified the men would hear.


    “You will tell me, Gabriela,” Esteban Flores shouted. “One way or the other, you will tell me.”


    Kailyn tuned out the dispatcher and directed her attention once more to the scene below.


    Gaby struggled against the men’s hands, holding her like fetters. “I don’t know—”


    “Two things, mi esposa,” Flores growled.


    He held up two fingers. “Two things I’ve required from you from the beginning. To beget me a son and to give me your undying loyalty. Both of which you’ve failed miserably to do thus far.”


    Lunging against the men restraining her, Gaby spat in his face.


    But instead of the explosive reaction she’d expected from Flores, an icy calm settled over his features. Which somehow managed to terrify Kailyn more than his temper.


    He flicked his fingers at his men. They released Gaby. She staggered.


    “I think a reminder of the punishment for disloyalty is due your way.” He unbuttoned the top of his white dress shirt and loosened his silk tie. He shrugged out of his jacket, tossing it to one of his goons.


    Unhurried, methodical, he rolled first one sleeve to his elbow and then the other. The expression on his face reminded Kailyn of a snake she’d once seen in the woodpile as it cornered a mouse.


    Kailyn shivered.


    “I will tell you nothing.”


    “Oh, yes, you will, Gabriela. Or see me in hell first.”


    Gaby’s laugh rang out over the sultry southern summer air.


    His face darkened.


    Gaby lifted her eyes to the Carolina blue sky. “One place I can assure you, gracias a Dios, I will never be.”


    Something so evil, so sudden, leaped across the man’s countenance, twisting and misshaping his face. Even from a distance Kailyn recoiled, dropping the phone.


    Kailyn scrambled, fumbling to retrieve the phone from where it had scudded across the Persian carpet. She accidentally punched the power button OFF, severing her connection with Dispatch. She moaned.


    “Oh, God. Oh, God.” Stupid, so stupid. Why had God made her so clumsy and stupid?


    By the time she resumed her watchful position by the window, Flores had grabbed Gaby around the neck. His face convulsed with fury, he dragged her kicking and screaming toward the pool. He shrieked words Kailyn surmised as obscenities in his native Spanish tongue.


    Before she had time to think, to react, Flores hurled her friend into the shallow end and plunged after her, the water to his chest. He shoved Gaby face first into the turquoise water and held her down. Gaby’s arms flailed, her desperate jabs never making contact with his body.


    Kailyn screamed and pounded on the window with her fist. No one glanced up.


    Some instinct caused Kailyn to hold the expensive phone to the window and without consciously meaning to, she snapped a photo. And then another. And another.


    Gaby went still.


    Kailyn couldn’t take her finger off the button. She kept pressing, the camera phone clicking and whirring and warming up for yet one more. A sudden beam of light from the descending sun caught the plastic frame of the phone display. The beam sharpened and fragmented, bouncing off the polarized glasses of the men. Momentarily blinding Gaby’s psycho husband—


    All three jerked up at the same moment. Flores, his hand still cramming his dead wife’s head into the water. As one, they shunted toward the house. The water streamed off Flores’s ruined business attire as he mounted the pool steps.


    Kailyn shrank back. But too late, they’d seen her. Her eyes ping-ponged, seeking a place to hide.


    And then, the blessed sound of sirens.


    The men froze, exchanging glances. Flores scowled. He motioned for the men to follow him. They disappeared through a gate at the rear of the property.


    She wriggled under the massive mahogany desk in the corner, dragging the tote and the whimpering dog in after her. With her knees bunched to her chin, her teeth chattered. Still in her swimsuit, she hugged the tote and the dog to her chest as shock set in while she waited for the police to find her.
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    For the record, Miss Eudailey, state your full name and relate the events of last Wednesday.” The federal prosecuting attorney positioned the mike toward her.


    Had she ever been this tired in her life?


    Kailyn contemplated laying her head upon the table separating her from the various law enforcement officials arrayed against her on the other side.


    Yeah, arrayed against her.


    Expecting rescue, she’d been treated like a criminal ever since the homicide detective had hauled her butt out from underneath the desk. Only her insistent pleas for them to check the photos on the cell prevented the police from Mirandizing her.


    The dog became vicious when the officers attempted to remove the tote bag from her shoulder. When she threatened to tape her mouth shut before she’d help them if they didn’t leave the dog alone, they backed off, and allowed her for now to keep Gaby’s last gift to her.


    She closed her eyes. Her laughing, bubbly friend couldn’t be dead. But it wasn’t a dream. More like a nightmare.


    A nightmare her mind replayed every time she tried to sleep. She should’ve stopped Flores from hurting Gaby. Instead, she froze and took stupid pictures.


    “If you’d attempted to come to her rescue, you’d be dead now, too.”


    The older of the two deputy U. S. marshals stared at her, his mouth set in a grim line, and she realized she’d spoken her guilt out loud.


    So for the hundredth time—for the record—she restated her name and how the tragic events unfolded.


    One of the agents snorted. DEA, FBI, or U.S. Marshal’s Service. She forgot which. The men in black seemed to be cut from the same mold, blurring and blending in her mind.


    “And you still maintain you had no idea you’d befriended the wife of one of the most notorious Mexican Mafia drug lords in the southeastern United States?”


    She bit her lip. “We met at the gym, I told you. We had coffee twice a week. She attended church with me.”


    Her eyes filled with tears at the memory of Gaby’s last words. She swallowed past the lump blocking her throat.


    “Miss Eudailey?”


    The kind tones of the older marshal penetrated the haze she’d sunk into these last few days. The gray-haired man in his late fifties opened a manila folder on the tabletop. He withdrew several color photos and fanned them out in front of her. “Esteban Enrique Flores.”


    He pointed to a picture of Gaby’s husband. And murderer. “An American citizen like your friend, Gabriela. Federal agencies have been trying to nail him for drug trafficking for years. But he’s a slippery one. The bastard son of a Mafia cartel boss.”


    Steve Matthews—she recalled his name—threw his colleagues a glance. “Esteban has spent a lifetime trying to measure up to his more legitimate half-brothers and their contributions, so to speak, to their father’s drug empire. With an MBA from an American university—where we surmise he met Gabriela Mendoza, whose family appears to have no prior drug connection—Esteban runs the American arm of the family business much like your grandmother runs her corporation.”


    Kailyn winced. She’d not seen Carole Eudailey since the police took her into protective custody. Nothing infuriated her grandmother more than adverse media coverage.


    Just as well. The FBI offered her a new life in exchange for her agreeing to testify against Esteban Flores. They couldn’t nail him on trafficking, but with the help of the photos, she’d nail his hide to the wall for the murder of her friend.


    A new life didn’t sound so bad. Nothing about her old one evoked the least bit of regret in leaving any of it behind.


    Matthews assessed her. “Are you sure this is what you want to do, Miss Eudailey?”


    Assistant U.S. Attorney Rogers made a noise of protest.


    Matthews frowned. “She’s got to be sure about what she’s agreeing to do, if you’re going to have a solid case this time. How many other witnesses have bailed on you when it came time to testify against this sociopath?”


    The other marshal, Whitten, shoved photos across the table of Gaby’s death throes in the pool.


    She flinched.


    “You’ll be in danger from his organization for the rest of your life.” Whitten jabbed his finger at the figure of Flores. “His tentacles are far-reaching. He’ll never give up the search for you to exact revenge while he draws breath.”


    His brow wrinkling, Matthews shot Whitten a look. “Long as she follows the rules, Miss Eudailey will be safe. New ID, new location, new Social, new job.” He gave her an apologetic look.


    She shrugged. “No great loss to the design world, Inspector.”


    A major she’d settled on when it became glaringly obvious during her five-year college plan she wasn’t good at anything else. Good at anything which represented the proper image her grandmother expected her to portray, before she yielded to a lifelong pursuit of tennis, Kodak-worthy progeny, and being someone’s arm candy.


    Matthews withdrew documents from another folder. “The Marshal’s Service has never lost a witness in its entire history yet, Rogers.”


    Whitten crossed his arms over his barrel chest. “Lost none who played by the rules.”


    Matthews handed the pen over to her. “You remember what I told you, don’t you, Kailyn?”


    She nodded and extended her index finger. “One—never return to any location in your former life.” She ticked off another finger. “Two—never contact any person from your former life.” She held up a third finger. “Three—never tell anyone about your past.”


    The marshal smiled. “Excellent. I’m sure after a period of adjustment, you will thrive in your new identity.”


    For perhaps the last time in her life, she scrawled the signature of her real name on the dotted line. She tossed the pen onto the paper and thrust them at Matthews. Signed her life away toward, hopefully, a better one.


    The sympathy and unexpected compassion in his steady hazel eyes almost undid her.


    “You’re doing an incredibly brave, self-sacrificing thing, Kailyn.”


    Reaching for the turquoise tote beside her chair, she scooped the dog into her lap. She stroked the dog’s almost hairless back. Partners in adversity, they’d arrived at a mutual tolerance of each other.


    She hugged the dog. “I’m doing the only thing I can do and still live with myself after what he did to—”


    Whitten scraped the office chair across the concrete floor. “Well, that’s that.”


    The dog quivered at the sound.


    Matthews offered his hand across the table to her. “Welcome, Kailyn Jones, to WITSEC, the federal witness protection program, and the first day of the rest of your new life.”


    



    ***


    One Month Later


    “I’d been out of the country a month before I received your SOS.”


    Steve, his adoptive father, clapped him on the back. “Guatemala or Mexico this time? Or can’t you tell me?”


    Aaron gave him a hug. “Both. I hear through the clique the Feds have Flores for murder one.” He stretched his legs in front of him. “For his wife. And you’ve drawn the protective service case for the eyewitness?”


    “Sort of.”


    Aaron wrapped his hands around the mug of joe. “What do you mean?”


    He perused Steve’s new Atlanta digs. His first visit since Steve requested a transfer from the Dallas office to escape the bittersweet memories after Nancy’s death. He understood how lonely Steve must have been minus his wife of thirty years. He missed her, too.


    “Out of the blue, Whitten received the case. He’s Kailyn’s official inspector, but he’s moved her already this last month. And now I have again.”


    Aaron took a long sip, enjoying the scalding burn down his throat. “Sounds like your star witness has been breaking some rules.”


    Steve shook his head. “I don’t think so. Kailyn swears to me she’s followed our protocols to the letter. Something else’s going on.”


    Aaron raised his eyebrows at the man who’d been the only father he’d ever known. “A leak? In the Marshal’s office?” He frowned. “Wait. You said this woman told you. But you’re not her inspector.”


    Steve sighed. “It doesn’t happen often, but there was the one situation in the Chicago office a few years ago where a marshal was convicted of corruption in an organized crime case. And yes, after her latest classified location was compromised, Kailyn called me, not Whitten.”


    “This Kailyn, how did she manage to contact you?” His eyes widened. “You didn’t give her your personal cell number, did you?”


    Steve bit the inside of his cheek.


    Aaron placed the mug on the Formica with a solid thunk. “Man, are you trying to end your career four years out from retirement?” His eyes darted. “Tell me you didn’t reveal the location of your personal space, too.”


    Steve shrugged. “I know it was unorthodox—”


    “Try totally against the rules.” Aaron leaned over the table. “Who is this chick? You’ve got to consider the criminal connections she’s got. How she could change her mind about testifying, leveraging her life to her hermanos with information on how to silence a United States deputy marshal permanently.”


    “She’s not a criminal.”


    Aaron made a face. “They’re all criminals who’ve tried everything else first to save their necks.”


    “Most of our protected witnesses are criminals, but not her. She happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, an innocent bystander.”


    “There’s no such thing as innocent.”


    “Son, I know after what you went through, your perspective is . . .”


    Aaron gave a barking laugh. “Warped?”


    Steve sighed, sadness written across his face.


    Aaron shifted in the chair. He hated when Steve gave him his hangdog look. Steve and Nancy had spent tons of money to give him the counseling he’d needed when they’d found him and brought him into their lives.


    “She’s not like that.”


    Aaron snorted. “They—women in particular—are all like that. Except for Nancy, of course.”


    “This one’s not.”


    Aaron cocked his eyebrow. “What makes this one so special?”


    “She’s a sister, a fellow believer. Good people as my pa would’ve said.”


    Aaron rolled his eyes. “Don’t start with the religious claptrap. I sat on the pew between you and Nancy for years. I’ve heard it all. But you know how I feel about any sort of crut—”


    He bit off his words as hurt flashed across Steve’s face. Sometimes, after spending months undercover with the lowest dregs of humanity, he forgot how to be with normal people.


    Aaron ran his hand over the bristly stubble of his chin-strap goatee. “I’m sorry. You know I don’t mean to insult you. I’ll grant that you and Nancy were never hypocrites. You live your religion.”


    “But you see my relationship with God as a crutch. Something for weaklings?”


    He hadn’t seen his father in four months and this is what his big mouth had done to derail what little time together they had? Time to make amends.


    “I don’t see it having any place in my life, Steve. It’s fine for you. But I don’t see much evidence of your God’s existence on the streets where I’ve lived. And if He does exist, I think maybe He’s got it in for me, anyways.”


    “Your Creator loves you more than you can imagine.”


    Aaron fought the urge to roll his eyes again. “Now you sound like my grandmother.”


    “You could learn a lot from her.”


    He held up his hand. “I didn’t belong there, either. Less,” he muttered, “than I belonged anywhere else.”


    “Aaron . . .”


    He cleared his throat. “Why did you signal me to contact you? What’s this witness problem got to do with me?”


    Steve gazed at him a long moment, but thank God—if Aaron had been willing to believe one existed—he dropped the touchy subject of religion. For now. Steve and Nancy had been as persistent as a chigger on the issue with him over the years.


    He briefed Aaron on the particulars of the case. “You didn’t compromise your cover to meet me here, did you?”


    “Nah, nobody knows my face in Atlanta. Your witness actually enabled me to switch my investigation from Flores’s American operation to the more international aspects of his father’s empire.”


    “You couldn’t connect Flores with the drug shipments on U.S. soil?”


    Aaron heaved a sigh. “What drug shipments? Like overnight, the shipments stopped. And you and I both know men like Flores and his crew don’t intend to go out of business.”


    “Maybe he’s trying to go legit?”


    Aaron shook his head. “No way. His father and half-brothers rule portions of Mexico and Guatemala like little fiefdoms. No way would they relinquish their power and control. They’ve sunk their money into something more profitable than drugs, something more low-profile we suspect, but what exactly we don’t know.”


    Steve grimaced. “Any leads?”


    “Intel from DEA agents in Central America said the Flores crime family was on the verge of switching enterprises. From my meetings with Esteban, he was reaching out to the Latino gangs,” he leaned forward. “Cliques, to bring them into the new operation. But then”—he locked his fingers behind his head—“word on the street is that, for the first time in his life, Flores lost his cool, murdered his wife, and the rest is history.”


    “But if Kailyn and her testimony were removed from the picture . . .”


    Aaron nodded. “Life for Flores would pretty much return to normal.”


    “Big stakes.”


    Aaron eyed him. “Big guns hired to make sure she never testifies and ensure anyone else who gets in their way doesn’t live to collect retirement checks.”


    Steve gave him a crooked half smile. “Which is where you come in. To keep me safe this time. I wondered if you could scout around the Flores operation, since you and he are such buddies, and give me a heads-up on how they keep locating my witness.”


    “I’ll try. But you still haven’t told me what the personal interest is in this woman. You got the hots for her or something?”


    Steve flushed. “Not at all. She’s a few years younger than you.”


    Aaron waved a hand. “Hey, man. The old man’s darling thing is a sweet deal, so I’ve heard.”


    “She’s not like that. It’s”—Steve pointed to himself—“not like that. You know Nancy is—” He swallowed. “She was the love of my life. But Kailyn’s alone and—”


    Aaron bolted upright. “Don’t tell me she’s another one of those lost lambs you’re so fond of rescuing? You should’ve never gone into law enforcement and instead followed Nancy into social work.”


    Steve stiffened. “She actually reminds me of you.”


    Aaron pursed his lips. “Don’t give me the whole ‘leave the ninety-nine and find the one lost lamb’ crap. You know better than to get emotionally involved with a witness. It’ll get you killed. It’s why I never—”


    “It’s also why you’re so alone.”


    Aaron clenched his jaw. “My choice, man. My choice.”


    Steve gave him a brittle smile. “As is everything in life, Son. One choice after the other. Will you help me keep Kailyn safe or not?”


    Like Steve was giving him a choice?


    He grabbed his knit cap off the table. “I’ll help you. Not for her sake, but to keep you safe, I’ll do whatever it takes.”


    Aaron paused at the door. “You’ve got her stashed somewhere?”


    Steve nodded. “I chose not to include Whitten in the loop this time.”


    “You don’t trust him.”


    “Kailyn doesn’t trust him. Her last job as a barista here in Atlanta, she spotted suspicious characters casing the coffee-house. And when they spotted her, she delayed them and got away. Called me from a pay phone.”


    Aaron tilted his head. “Dare I ask how this upstanding citizen managed to delay and avoid two of Flores’s thugs?”


    “She upended two scalding coffee carafes in their laps.”


    Aaron whistled. “Gutsy and resourceful. Stupid, too, considering she had to get mighty close to them.”


    “Which is why it worked. They didn’t expect her to walk right up to them in a crowded restaurant.”


    “I’ll be in touch when I’ve got something.”


    Steve laid a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t be too long about it. I suspect Kailyn’s running out of time.”
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    This Aaron person is someone you trust, Steve?” Kailyn paused, the knife in her hand poised over the lemon.


    He positioned his hand over his jacket pocket. “With my life.”


    She bent over the cutting board. “I don’t understand how Flores’s henchmen keep finding me.”


    He glanced out the window of the remote cabin rental in which he’d relocated her two hours ago. “I don’t either. We’ve checked for electronic bugs, tracking devices, the works.” The dog insinuated his head underneath Steve’s hand and licked his fingers.


    She considered the dog an excellent judge of human nature. The dog had hated Whitten from the get-go.


    Proof enough for her to use the cell number Steve had slipped into her hand when they left the courthouse a month ago. She’d not hesitated to dial it when she raced out of the coffeehouse.


    An inauspicious end to her barista career. She pondered where and what Steve would find for her to do next. Once they dodged the killers on her trail.


    Wasn’t like she was exactly overloaded with useful skills.


    “Perhaps I’d better relegate the dog to the bedroom till our meeting ends.”


    Kailyn placed several store-bought cookies on a plate as the dog yawned. “He looks ready for a nap.”


    Steve laughed, scooped up the dog, and deposited him in the bedroom. “He’s not the only one.” He closed the bedroom door with a firm click and refocused on the driveway.


    “You’re sure about this guy?” She flushed. “I know I’ve asked before.”


    He smiled. “Twelve times already today. But it’s okay. I’d be super-careful, too, if I’d survived what you’ve been through. He says he has intel on your situation.”


    She took a deep breath and perched the lemon slices on the rim of three tea glasses. She told herself to take a chill pill.


    His hazel eyes twinkled. “Three things I believe beyond a shadow of a doubt, Kailyn.”


    She allowed a small smile to leak out of the corners of her mouth, recognizing his imitation of her performance at the courthouse. “Okay, Deputy Marshal Steve Matthews, I’ll bite. What three things do you believe?”


    He flipped his fingers one at a time, counting. “I believe in God and His unfailing love for me.”


    She held the cutting board under the running water of the faucet. “Go on.”


    “Two, I believe in the Constitution upon which this great nation was founded.”


    She inserted the cutting board in the draining rack. “I’d expect no less from a U.S. marshal. And three?”


    At the sound of a motor, his attention swiveled to the window. He grinned. “My boy’s right on time. Three, I’d trust my life with him.” He flung open the plywood door and moved out onto the front porch.


    Kailyn frowned. “Your boy? I thought you said . . .” Her gaze latched onto the man emerging from a silver Chevy sedan. She recoiled and put a hand to her throat.


    Her eyes darted, searching for an avenue of escape. But the cabin had only one means of egress—the front door, where Steve and the hoodlum who’d almost molested her at the hotel party blocked her only way out.
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