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In memory of my nephew, Marine Corps Major Luke Gaines Parker. Luke died in his small plane on his way to Michigan to honor a fallen fellow Marine with a flyover during services.

Because of distance—his mother, my sister Stephanie Parker McKean, never lived near to my growing family—my children and I came to know Luke best as a young adult, then a loving father and husband who inspired us all.

Almost two years after his death, Luke’s mother and wife still receive words of tribute, encouragement, and love from all over the world, including correspondence from Luke’s friends in Afghanistan and Iraq. A young woman in the army drove up from Georgia to Alabama to meet Stephanie—she said she owed Luke a great deal for helping her when she had difficult times in her work. He accomplished so much and made such an impact on so many that I am truly touched—and more than a little overwhelmed.

Rest in peace, Luke. And because your faith and love of family defined you even throughout your career—God bless you, and all those you loved.
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Chapter One

On the banks of the Rio Grande, Laredo, Texas

The river, black and barely visible, slid silently past. Trees pressed close to the bank, leaving only a narrow strip along the water’s edge, and AJ Owens set one foot in front of the other cautiously. She was unafraid of the water, but not eager to be found out, whether by one of the law enforcement agencies screening the river for illegal activity, or by any of the criminal agents plying their trade alongside the fabled Rio Grande. Unconsciously she tightened her hold on the worn leather reins in her hands. Slight rustling in the brush startled her, making her stiffen and stifle a gasp. Alongside her, the chestnut Thoroughbred balked, throwing his head up in alarm. His snort echoed through the still night, sending some unseen smaller animal scurrying off into deeper cover.

“Sssh,” she breathed, laying a hand against the horse’s face. “Steady, Goof.” The gelding’s nostrils flared and his head swiveled, dark eyes searching for cause to flee. After a moment, though, the big horse sighed heavily and dropped his head, allowing AJ to ease him forward along the riverbank.

His hooves thudded softly on the damp ground, echoing the dull pounding of her heart. Quietly they walked, shapes moving in the darkness, screened against tall reeds and stunted brush. Where the river curved slightly, its bank jutting out into the placid waters, AJ stopped, again laying a comforting hand against the horse’s head and stroking him gently.

The river was narrow here, although squinting, she could hardly make out the opposite shore, cloaked in darkness. Due to the severe south Texas drought gripping the area, it was shallow, too. Not a scenic spot along the river, by any means. But she knew what lay on the other side—whose land rose up from the river into the dry, cactus-studded Tamaulipas countryside.

Again the horse’s head came up nervously and its huge body tensed as he, too, peered across the water. Far off, a coyote yipped, and dogs, closer by, barked.

A breeze stirred the undergrowth behind her, carrying with it a sound, low and plaintive, like the moan of someone in distress. Someone stricken by grief, or overcome by an agony beyond imagination. Unbidden, the legends of childhood rushed back: La Llorona. The spirit of a humble woman, whose husband had abandoned her. A distraught young mother had drowned her three children in these dark waters, only to realize at daybreak what she had done. Now the ghostly figure of this woman strolled the riverbanks, wailing, calling endlessly into the night wind for her children.

AJ shivered. It was lunacy, being here, and she knew it. The legend of La Llorona, the wailing woman, was fantasy. Real threats, concealed in the shadows just yards away, might surround her now. Drug and alien smugglers, rabid coyotes—these were the real dangers. But there was no other alternative, no way out. She tightened her grip on the reins, keeping the horse still as he struck a hoof impatiently against the ground. If worse came to worst, she’d jump on him and ride out of harm’s way. But hopefully that particular race would wait. Racing a horse headlong over rough footing in the dark could wait. Giving him a final, calming stroke, she turned to lead him away from the riverbank.

• • •

Laredo, Texas

Chance Landin stood in a corner of the large, crowded room, aware that the shadows partially concealed him. As long as he remained still, he doubted anyone would notice him. That provided the perfect opportunity to scan the revelers: dancing, drinking too much, swirling in a tide of evening clothes and jewels around the party’s host, clamoring for his attention. He frowned and drained the drink he held in one quick gulp. Affairs like this were evidence of just how ugly his job could be.

A woman in a transparent gown was laughing up at Mike Towers, all willingness and no reluctance. The oil man could take her into any room in this too-big house and do whatever he wanted to her. Chance breathed in deeply, let the air out slowly. The easiness of women wanting money amazed him. And disgusted him. He supposed his boss was as much to blame as anyone; the widower took what he wanted. According to his sources, the man always had. Chance stopped his head mid-shake and stretched it back instead, trying to relax his cramped neck muscles. Being a glorified bodyguard was hardly the career he’d expected, but since he’d accepted it, he’d better quit worrying about the morals—or lack of them—among this international crowd of movers and shakers.

Apparently the middle-aged woman hadn’t caught Mike’s fancy; he nodded dismissively at her and turned away. Lights glinted in his silver hair, and Chance watched the bright blue eyes, not yet faded by age or excess, sweep the crowd for more enjoyable pursuits. A couple hurried over to claim Mike’s attention. Chance recognized them from numerous other gatherings. The man was in oil, his wife from one of the legendary South Texas ranching families. The Cantus owned sizable portions of Webb and LaSalle counties, and rumor was that the oldest Cantu son was being groomed for a gubernatorial campaign—backed by Mike Towers and his millions.

He didn’t watch their conversation, instead looking around the room for problems. There were no apparent threats to his boss from these well-dressed, well-known invitees. Urbane men in tailored suits and polished boots and women in body-skimming evening gowns. No reason to expect an attack from any of them.

Still, he continued to watch the room, aware that the most recent threat on his boss’s life had been received just days ago. The unsigned letter had been mailed from San Antonio, little more than two hours away. So Chance watched, in spite of the scarce chance of an attack occurring, and straightened abruptly when he saw another woman approach Mike Towers.

He hadn’t seen her before. She was tall and slender, her body barely covered in a dark green sheath that displayed long, well-turned legs to perfection. Silver heels glinted as she walked. Everything she wore—or didn’t—called attention to her well-tended body. She approached Mike with a slight half-smile, her hand brushing long, loose strands of hair away from her face. Her hair was an entrancing color, somewhere between the darkest shades of blonde and lightest shades of brunette. He doubted the color was natural; in fact, he suspected little about her or anyone else here was particularly natural.

Mike grinned at the newcomer and leaned close as they talked, and Chance could see right away where this was headed. The lady in the transparent black dress hadn’t caught his boss’s fancy, but this tall, elegant woman had him drooling. Setting his drink down on the glass-topped table in the corner, Chance headed toward the two. Danger didn’t always come from disgruntled employees or from male business rivals who had suffered a loss at his boss’s hands. Women could do plenty of damage. Mike should have learned that from his last wife, for God’s sake. Hell, even without him having money, Chance’s own ex had drummed that lesson home.

Mike nodded briefly as he approached, placing a hand on the woman’s arm as he turned to Chance. Was it Chance’s imagination or did the intimate gesture make the woman flinch?

“Chance, I lost track of you.” The older man dropped his hand from the woman’s arm and Chance knew he didn’t imagine the relief in the dark green eyes she cast in his direction.

“This is AJ,” he went on. “AJ, Chance Landin, my assistant.”

She held out a slender hand. “AJ Owens,” she announced.

He smiled politely and took her hand briefly. “I’m also Mr. Towers’s head of security.” He wasn’t sure why he tossed that in. The green eyes assessed him before she turned a bright smile on his boss.

“Head of security, Mr. Towers? In Laredo, for heaven’s sake?” The question indicated a knowledge of Laredo, but the accent wasn’t local. She shrugged, moving smooth, bare shoulders, her breasts all but exposed under her clingy dress, making him forget her quick, clipped speech altogether.

Mike chuckled, reaching out to clasp her hand. Again, the quick, almost imperceptible distaste.

“You obviously haven’t kept up with your hometown, my dear,” he chided. He turned to Chance. “She hasn’t been here in years, you know. Doesn’t know how it’s changed. AJ’s been in—” He stopped, clearly not remembering.

“Philadelphia,” AJ supplied easily. “The City of Brotherly Love.” The words came out in a sultry breath and she smiled at Mike. “But I’m from here, originally.” The fool looked smitten. She wasn’t the buxom, petite type he usually went for. Truth be told, he supposed Mike didn’t have a “type.” Anything with skirts and a smile seemed to work since he’d lost his wife. Even before that, according to rumor.

Pain stabbed through Chance’s head, indicating the onset of one of his cursed headaches. He’d taken this job because it provided him the best chance he had to prove Mike, not his uncle, butchered horses for insurance money, but there was little pleasure in it. Some nights were worse than others, and this one looked bad. He’d seen a lot, but when these parties descended into cat fights and orgies and self-important men trying to impress each other—nothing he’d seen struck him as so base and degrading to the people involved. And with Mike’s attention clearly centered on AJ—he wondered if she knew and really wanted to be part of it all.

“Laredo used to be safe,” Mike went on, his tone self-important. “Still is, I guess, for folks with no money. But in my position …” He shrugged. “I have to be careful now. It’s worse across, of course, even though things have calmed down a little.”

“Oh, do you have business across, too?” Ah, a local. To Laredoans, Nuevo Laredo, Mexico, was just “across.”

“Much of what I do is there,” Mike explained, never hesitant to brag. “My place—my real place—is there. Actually, I have quite a bit of real estate there. My house in Colonia Longoria, the ranch, and of course, my forwarding agency and warehouse.”

“Colonia Longoria?” Again, a hint of huskiness in her voice. “I remember seeing those houses when I was little. Mansions, really.”

Mike basked in the admiration, as if he were responsible for the wealth accumulated from his profitable first wife. He had inherited the holdings years ago, although the titles were all in his stepson’s name, circumventing Mexican red tape over border properties. Chance fought off a frown and felt the tightness return to the base of his neck. He reached up to massage the bunched muscles, and saw AJ Owens cast him a quick glance.

“Nice to meet you, AJ,” he lied, giving her a quick nod. “So, now that you’re here in Laredo, where are you working?”

She sighed and looked away for a moment before giving him a tight smile. “I’m not working. Yet.” Although he had asked, she directed her answer at Mike. Not surprisingly. “I’m looking for a job. I’m staying in this horrendous little room in a motel with weekly rates, but I may not be able to stay in Laredo and get reconnected the way I had hoped.”

“Well, gosh darn,” Mike drawled. “We can’t have that, can we? Look, AJ, most of these nice folks are taking the party across tomorrow. I’m gonna show ’em my place, the ones who haven’t seen it, have ’em stay overnight and enjoy themselves with a little Mexican hospitality. Now if you don’t have any plans, and you’re livin’ in a rat’s nest—come on over.”

AJ blinked and drew in a breath. “Well—if you’re sure.” She shrugged and placed a hand on Mike’s arm. “I don’t want to be in the way.”

“Hmmph. Woman who looks like you is never in the way. It’s all settled, AJ. Come stay long as you need to, meet some folks—who knows? Might be useful to us both. I have a reputation of helping out my friends, right, Chance?”

Chance nodded curtly and addressed himself to Mike. “I’m going to take a stroll around now, check on where the dogs are and that the stables are secure.”

AJ looked back up at him, her expression one of clear interest. “Stables?” she repeated, and Chance nodded but waited for Mike to answer.

“Sure don’t know much about me, do you, girl?” The businessman seemed to find her lack of information amusing, as he chuckled again, too loudly. “Why, I’m breeding Thoroughbreds and quarter horses that can beat the best bloodstock in the country—or will in a year or two. Like horses, do you, AJ?” he asked, looking her over with undisguised interest.

“Yes,” she answered, without the breathy tease she’d used moments ago. “I’ve been around Thoroughbreds all my life. Had to give them up in Philly, though.” She gave both men a small smile. Chance wondered how such a slight twitch of her skillfully painted lips could be so attractive. Women he met on the job rarely attracted him, partly because they were usually after Mike. More than one had expressed interest in him after being turned down by his boss, but he’d had little interest in accepting their invitations. So why had his whole body responded to a tiny half smile?

“Could I go?” AJ asked, and Mike and Chance exchanged startled glances.

“Uh—go where?” Mike rubbed a hand over his chin. “You mean, go to the stables?”

The smile she shot Mike this time was sexy, an open appeal to the man to do her bidding. “I’d really like to see your horses, Mike. Memories of what I haven’t had lately, I guess.”

Not “Mr. Towers” anymore, Chance noticed grimly.

“You’re not really dressed for stable duty,” he told her, and Mike nodded.

“Chance is right, my dear. Perhaps another day—”

“I just want to look, not muck stalls,” she protested, a frown touching her lips. Then she shrugged again. “But of course, if it’s not possible—”

“Hellfire, girl, I didn’t say it wasn’t possible!” Mike waved a hand at Chance. “Look, get Chance here to show you the horses. I can’t leave my guests, but you go ahead.”

AJ smiled at Mike, then cast a glance at Chance. “I’m not sure Mr. Landin wants me to go,” she murmured. Mike laughed.

“Mr. Landin wants to do anything he’s told to,” he assured her, then winked at Chance. “Right?”

Chance lifted a shoulder. “You’re the boss,” he said. “We’ll be back in a few minutes.” He gestured toward the door. “This way, AJ.”

• • •

Walking beside Chance Landin—or a few steps behind, since her heels made keeping up with his long strides difficult on the uneven flagstone walk—AJ could feel his unspoken resentment at being forced to show her around the Towers stable. She glanced speculatively at the broad expanse of his back as he hurried. No matter what Chance thought of her, and she had noticed his gaze sweep over her scantily clad body more than once, he was the head of security for Mike Towers. By definition, then, he was the enemy. She should never have noticed the tiny sparks of flame in his dark brown eyes when they’d been introduced, or the way his light brown hair glinted in the lights from the chandelier. Her lips quirked slightly. Well, so she’d noticed him noticing her. He should have known better, when she’d clearly been coming on to his boss.

She couldn’t quite suppress a shudder of revulsion. The brief dress, the artful makeup, and the provocative behavior were not really Alejandra Joanna Owens. She normally had nothing but scorn for these so-called feminine wiles. You didn’t need those on a racetrack. Strength and intelligence were all you needed there. But experience was a hard teacher, and she knew exactly what men like Mike Towers wanted. So she showed a little bare skin and turned perfectly innocent words into soft little sounds of sexual interest. And the man responded just as she knew he would. The bastard, she thought bitterly. The lying, cheating bastard. But she had known how easy it would be to get him. To get her sister’s widower.

Another, stronger shudder shook her.

“Cold?” Chance glanced over his shoulder at just the wrong time. With the security lights glaring harshly down, he obviously hadn’t missed the shiver. She didn’t miss his sarcasm. Even at this late hour, the temperature was above ninety, so she understood his thinly veiled taunt.

She forced a smile and shook her head. Her hair flopped heavily against her neck and she wished she’d put it up. Her whole body burned, more from Landin’s scornful glance than from the June heat. “I’m just excited,” she retorted sweetly and saw the muscles in his jaw clench. Unlike Mike Towers, Chance Landin seemed more or less immune to provocation. He might have looked, but his attitude said clearly that he wasn’t buying.

And that was fine. Staying out of Mike Towers’s bed while getting what she wanted would be tricky enough. She knew enough about the man to know that he promised and cajoled, then took what he wanted if he couldn’t get it any other way. He’d destroyed her sister Gina’s life, so he couldn’t hurt AJ more than he already had. But other men could, if she let them. Chance clearly thought she’d stepped off a street corner into his boss’s glitzy world. His disgust with her was evident and handy. Looking to the future, she would have to deal with him on a professional level, finding ways to slip under and through whatever security arrangements he oversaw. But she wouldn’t have to worry about him wanting her.

They reached the door and Chance paused, this time facing her as he talked.

“If you know Thoroughbreds, you know they tend to be hot-blooded and easily riled,” he warned. “Disturbing them this late isn’t a good idea, so I hope this visit down memory lane will be quick. And quiet.”

She nodded briskly. “Sure. Like I told Mike, I’m not going to muck stalls.” She slipped past him into the wide, air-conditioned corridor of the barn. The smell of horses and hay surrounded her, more familiar and comfortable than the expensive perfumes that had eddied around her in sweet, nauseating waves up at the house. Quietly she walked down the row of stalls, pausing to peer into the shadows.

Brass nameplates outside each stall identified the pedigreed royalty inside. Most of the horses were dozing, one or two lying in the straw, the others standing in the backs of their stalls.

The name she was looking for didn’t hang from any of the stalls. She hadn’t expected to find it, but she had hoped.

“Rose Slew,” she murmured, running a finger over the cool brass. “Is she really a Slew mare?”

He shrugged. “I’m head of security, not the trainer.”

Fighting her disappointment, AJ nodded. “Sorry. Silly question.”

He leaned on the half open door and peered into the stall. The mare nickered and came over, blowing softly on his arm, and he smiled and reached out to scratch the base of her ear.

“Friends?” AJ asked pointedly and he grinned wryly.

“So maybe I have a passing interest in these guys,” he admitted, relenting. “Yeah, Mike’s really high on her. She goes back to Slew.”

AJ didn’t say anything, lost for a moment in memories. Way, way back, the famous Thoroughbred Seattle Slew had won the Kentucky Derby, Preakness, and the Belmont Stakes. The Triple Crown. As adolescents, helping their mother with the tiny racing stable she had taken over when her husband died, Gina and she had dreamed of having horses like the immortal Slew. Incredibly, they had come close. So close.

Ruthlessly shoving away the pain, she, too, patted the bay mare, then turned and looked around the corridor. “Nice mares. But does he send them all out for servicing? I thought he probably had stallions, too.” Her heart picked up its pace as he considered her question. Pushing him didn’t seem wise, but she needed him to show her the stallions. Keeping her face expressionless was an effort, when she wanted to plead. Or demand. After a long sigh and a deliberate glance at his watch, he again waved her toward a door.

Outside the door, more flagstone wound its way across a vast expanse of yard to a duplicate of the first barn, pristine and white under the bright lights. Paddocks, neatly railed in white, took the place of the barbed-wire fences more commonly found on south Texas ranches. Elaborate and expensive, the facilities here were like the best of those in Kentucky or near Ocala, Florida. High upkeep, but she doubted that Mike Towers knew or cared about the time spent keeping those fences up. It didn’t matter. Excitement simmered through her as Chance pushed the door open enough to usher her through. She was going to see the stallions.

The stallion barn was designed to give its residents space. There were only four stalls, and each one was separated from the neighboring stall by a short corridor, wide enough to keep restless and territorial stallions away from each other.

The first stall held a magnificent buckskin quarter horse, unbothered by the nighttime intrusion into the stable. Calm and disinterested in their presence, he stayed where he was, even when AJ coaxed him to come closer.

The occupant of the next box raised a ruckus. Hooves clattered on wood even before they approached and AJ stayed well back when a dark, almost black head thrust out, warning them away with gusty bursts of air.

“They tell me this one’s bad news,” Chance offered, although AJ had already figured that much out. “But some of his colts have done really well, so he’s in great demand.”

AJ nodded. She’d heard the name. Incendido, Spanish for “on fire.” One of his colts had won the Kentucky Derby a year ago, driving his value as a sire up. He hadn’t been much of a racehorse himself, retiring after never winning a race as a two-year-old. It happened. Besides, she didn’t care about him.

The next stall was empty. Bold Attempt. She looked at the plate and moved on to the last stall, glancing at the name on the door.

Rebelde Dorado. Golden Rebel. Her heart pounded, and as she stepped up to the door, breathing hurt. The stall was empty. For several long seconds, she couldn’t force herself to turn around. When she did, looking at Chance Landin was hard.

I knew this, she reminded herself, angry that she felt overwhelmed by disappointment and loss. I knew.

“Just the two stallions?” She made the question light, trying to sound interested as a horsewoman. Or a gold digger. Not as Rebel’s legitimate owner.

Landin shrugged. “I haven’t worked for Mike long. I think I heard that Bold Attempt had to be put down. He wasn’t here when I came.”

“That’s terrible,” AJ said softly, and meant it. “So I guess you don’t know about the other horse?” She peered again at the engraved plate, hoping she wasn’t overdoing it. “What’s the name? Rebelde Dorado?”

Chance lifted an eyebrow. “Pretty good Spanish, for a Philadelphia girl.”

“Not Philadelphia. I’m a Laredoan, remember? My mom’s maiden name was Rivera—Spanish was her first language. We’ve been away forever, that’s all.” She didn’t mention how long she’d been away, though, or that she’d studied Spanish in college to regain her fluency. She had to force herself to ask her next question. “So do you know what happened to this one?”

Just for a moment, she thought he didn’t know. Or wouldn’t answer. Was that suspicion flickering in his shadowed eyes? Then he glanced at the stall and turned to walk back toward the door they’d come in. She followed him.

“You’re awfully interested in Rebel,” he said.

“I saw him run.” That answer was honest and innocent enough at the same time. Rebel had owned the racing world, if only briefly. “I didn’t know who his owner was. But then, I don’t follow racing that closely anymore.” She smiled at Chance, a real smile, instead of the deliberately coquettish one she’d offered Towers. “He looked beautiful on television.”

Chance nodded. “Magnificent animal. I’ve only seen him a couple of times, though. Mike has him standing at his ranch in Nuevo Laredo this season.” He turned back toward the door, waving her ahead of him.

Almost halfway back to the house, a long, plaintive wail sliced through the night air. Unending, a cry of unbearable pain and grief that raised the hair on AJ’s arms. She shivered again, hard this time. Beside her, Chance tensed, looking around intently, and from somewhere nearby, large dogs barked threateningly.

“Probably a coyote,” Chance murmured, and in spite of his dislike for her, he laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. Warm and heavy, his hand evoked another shudder of an entirely different kind. Whether he realized the difference, she didn’t know, but he slowly removed his hand.

“I’ve heard coyotes,” AJ retorted, her head cocked, listening for any other faint sounds in the night around them. “Not recently, of course, but I don’t remember them sounding like that. Mountain lion, maybe—but not here. Not in Laredo.”

Chance shrugged. “Then?”

AJ looked up at him. “La Llorona?” she suggested, teasingly, although the wail could well have come from some poor, deranged soul. From a woman who’d bet everything on love and lost. Like Gina.

She expected him to laugh. Or scoff. Instead, he stared down at her, his face hard, dark, and emotionless.

“Maybe,” he said laconically. “There’s a world of hurt in the world.” For a long moment, he held her riveted there by the intensity of his gaze, his presence. Then he gave another shrug, and turned away from her. “Let’s get you back. The dogs are out and you’re not safe alone.”

“I’m not alone,” she said, although she had to hurry to keep up with him. “I’ve got you,” she added breathlessly, partly to annoy and partly because he walked too fast in his hurry to ditch her.

The glance he cast her menaced. Said clearly that he wasn’t amused. Or attracted. But he didn’t speak. Neither of them spoke until he pulled the side door open to let her back into the crowded ballroom.

“Good night, AJ,” he said politely, but his eyes were filled with distaste as, from across the room, Mike Towers waved at them. “I hope you enjoyed your tour.”

His dislike and lack of respect hurt, she realized. Silly, since she wanted him to dislike her. To stay away from her. She managed a final, flirty smile. “More than you can imagine,” she purred seductively. “I’ll tell your boss how good you were to me.”

Anger tightened his face and thinned his lips, but he said nothing, just turned and disappeared around the corner of the house. Mike Towers was coming toward her, all smile and swagger. Undoubtedly, he thought she’d be grateful to him for the midnight tour. She couldn’t let him know how repulsive she found him. Not yet.

She drew in a deep breath and tilted her chin up in determination. Towers had stolen her horse and her dreams. That was nothing. Gina had taken her life because of him. AJ had no proof, but she knew. And nothing would protect him from her plans for revenge. Not his money, not his power. And certainly not a man like Chance Landin, no matter how diligent he was as head of security.

Far off, so faint she might be imagining it, a high, keening wail echoed in her ears.

“A world of hurt,” Chance had said.

She had taken the words at face value then. But a sudden, strong awareness told her his words weren’t meant to comfort. He was warning her. No. More than that. Threatening her.


Chapter Two

Nuevo Laredo, Mexico

Butterflies were everywhere. Frail, tiny bodies drifted in waves and swirls around the car as it crept down the drive between narrow banks of bougainvillea, blazing in the early afternoon sunlight. The carefully planted bushes soared to impressive heights, a solid bank of fuchsia, hiding the manicured lawns behind them. At least, AJ supposed the lawns were as well kept as the bougainvillea, although on her right side, she knew that the vegetation must eventually dissolve into the tangle of bush and reed that banked the Rio Grande.

Rio Bravo. She corrected herself with a tiny, grim smile. Here on the Mexican side, the name changed from “big river” to “angry river.” Given her emotions and intentions, she suspected Rio Bravo was much more appropriate. She braked as a small, drab roadrunner scooted across the drive in front of her. The bird’s name in Spanish, paisano, meant country man, someone who shared the culture and heritage of the land. Unlike Mike Towers, though he had certainly taken advantage of his first wife’s money and real estate holdings.

The interminable road curved more sharply, and at last the bougainvillea walls gave way to great, green expanses, dotted with clumps of pampas grass and occasional plantings of roses. Glancing around, AJ couldn’t find any sign of the Dobermans Mike had warned her about.

She supposed that they were in kennels for the moment, since the businessman expected a large contingent of guests to arrive before the poolside dinner scheduled at nine. The drive turned again and the Towers mansion loomed ahead on the left, flaunting the man’s wealth and arrogance. Two stories of gleaming white soared into the blue summer sky. Grecian columns supported a broad balcony, and climbing roses spilled onto the porch and scaled elaborate trellises on each end of the wide veranda. A fountain spouted water into the air, creating a million dancing rainbows in the bright sunlight. Paradise. AJ exhaled. Had that been her sister’s first thought?

Reluctantly she eased the car over to the parking area, and looked around once more for the dogs. They were still not in evidence, and she unbuckled the seat belt and opened the door.

The Dobermans materialized out of thin air, or perhaps just from behind the rose bushes, a pack of huge, silent killers baring shiny white teeth at her, but mercifully, not attacking. She hesitated, unsure whether pulling her leg back into the car would provoke them into lunging at her.

“Capitan! Flaco! Back, boys! Back!”

AJ recognized the voice without turning from the dogs. Chance Landin appeared out of nowhere and called off his attack dogs. The Dobermans obeyed immediately, falling away from the car and disappearing around the corner of the house like shadows driven by a rising wind. With a small sigh of relief, AJ slid out of the car.

“Talk about being glad to see someone.” She smiled, ignoring the irritation that pulled his brows low and tightened his bronzed face. Even angry, he was a compelling man. Authoritative. And she couldn’t complain about that. A pack of killer guard dogs probably wouldn’t have much respect for some wuss.

Chance nodded curtly. “Hello, AJ. Mike mentioned you were coming. But I assumed you’d be here later. With the rest of the …” He fished for a word. “Crowd.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You don’t sound happy about your boss inviting a few friends over for some fun.”

He shrugged. “His place. But if he’s seriously worried about his safety, he shouldn’t invite strangers over.”

“Surely you’re not worried that someone like little ol’ me could hurt big ol’ Mike Towers?” she cooed, determined to manipulate his contempt and dislike to her advantage. The less he wanted to be around her, the easier her job would be.

He didn’t answer immediately, just closed the short distance between them. His body was taut, his obvious physical strength and height were intimidating. “Drop the act,” he said tersely.

She blinked at his unexpected response. “Act?”

“Yes, act. You don’t like Towers.” The smell of his spicy aftershave teased her, mingling with the too-sweet smell of some nearby gardenias. His eyes were dark brown daggers, spearing her, refusing to let her turn away. “All that come-on stuff, all that panting—”

“Panting?” AJ stared at him in outrage.

Chance smiled, and dimples teased his cheeks. “That’s better. I bet that high, squeaky voice is a lot more normal than the one you use on Mike Towers. And on me.”

The devil. If he read her that easily, she was in trouble. AJ turned to close the open car door, calculating how to deal with Towers’s head of security. Head of security, she reminded herself. The man who could bring it all down—if Towers didn’t. Turning back, she offered a half-shrug and a smile.

“Experience is a hard teacher,” she ventured truthfully. “Men don’t like their women to—what did you say? Squeak?”

Humor lightened his expression, but only briefly, as he thought over what she’d said. “Their women?” he probed. “As in … Towers’s women?”

She sighed. “None of your business, Mr. Landin. He very kindly invited me to stay—as long as I want to—while I figure out where my life’s going. I accepted. And just for the record, I don’t despise Mike Towers.”

“No?” He shook his head, moving away a little and looking around the elegantly kept lawns, then back at her. “Look, keeping Towers safe is my business. My job.” He paused. “I’m good at my job.” Again, a warning note couched in the matter-of-fact words.

“How much harm can I do?” AJ demanded, frustrated by his perceptiveness.

“Maybe none. Maybe a lot.” Chance frowned, hesitated, before adding, “His last wife did a bang-up job in the damage department. Redefined the word harmed.”

AJ had taken a tentative step toward the house, but his words froze her in her tracks. Gina? Gina had harmed Mike Towers? Her hands clenched momentarily, before she remembered how much was at stake here. He couldn’t know how upset, how outraged, she was. Opening her hands, she glanced over her shoulder at him. “How like a man to blame a woman,” she offered. “If there was harm, I doubt it was one-sided.” Then she managed a faint smile. “But Mike’s marriages are no concern of mine. At least, not any previous marriages.”

He didn’t answer, just waved a hand at the house. “Go on in,” he suggested, “before you get sunstroke. Mike had to run an errand, but the house staff will take good care of you.”

AJ shook her head slightly and frowned. “Look, Chance, let’s make a deal. I won’t coo at you—and you don’t patronize me, okay?”

He looked at her blankly. “Patronize? I—”

“I don’t need your protection from the sun and I don’t need a house staff to wait on me.”

“Prickly, aren’t you?” he asked, and she shrugged, but didn’t answer.

He was silent briefly, watching her before he matched her shrug with one of his own. “You did almost get torn to bits by the dogs,” he said, a little smugly. “You probably can’t fend for yourself nearly as well as you think you can.”

He left the car and walked toward her, a towering, menacing man. Not a spare inch of meat on him, but all breadth and muscle and height. He probably pumped iron, she thought. Beefed up for the job. Whatever, he was impressive—and the enemy’s right-hand man, she reminded herself for the thousandth time since they first met. He thought she couldn’t fend for herself? Satisfaction tugged her lips into a quick, secret smile. Let him think that until the day he found Rebel’s stall empty and she and the stallion long gone.

“Amused by the idea of guard dogs attacking?” he asked, with consternation.

“Not at all,” she assured him, her grin widening. “Just thinking.” She trailed her eyes slowly downward over his body. “And now, if you’ll excuse me?” She nodded at him as she turned back toward the house. “I’d hate to get sunstroke.”

• • •

Chance glanced at his watch. Eight thirty. He walked over to his window and glanced down into the huge patio behind the house, still almost empty. Not surprising, really; here, dinner at nine meant dinner at eleven or twelve. Traditions were to come late, eat late, stay late. Towers had invited quite a few of his friends. He often did, although his summer get-togethers weren’t as common as the ones he held every fall for his hunting buddies.
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