
  
    
  


  “If you’re looking for nonstop action and heart-pounding excitement, then Angel Falls is just the read you’ve been looking to find. Connie Mann deftly weaves danger and suspense into a story that left me sitting on the edge of my seat, flipping the pages.”


  —Debbie Macomber, #1 NYT Bestselling Author


  “Dark, intense, and breathlessly paced, Connie Mann’s edgy novel, Angel Falls, is exciting, romantic suspense that kept me guessing. With tight writing and fast-paced action, Connie does a fantastic job of grabbing the reader from the first page and never turning loose until the last. Angel Falls is not your usual Christian suspense. Filled with intrigue, murder, and sensuality, and set in Brazil’s steamy underbelly, Connie’s debut is riveting.


  —Linda Goodnight, author of A Prairie Collection, A Snowglobe Christmas, and Rancher’s Refuge


  “Angel Falls is a powerful read from the beginning with a hero and heroine who emotionally grip you and won’t let go. The chemistry between Regina and Brooks along with the suspense keeps you riveted to the story.”


  —Margaret Daley, author of The Men of the Texas Rangers series


  “Contemporary and edgy, Angel Falls grabs you on the very first page and doesn’t let you go until the very last word. With characters so real and sympathetic, readers will empathize with their dilemmas and root for them to overcome every obstacle. With a tightly weaved plot, loaded with twists and turns that only add to the suspense, Angel Falls is a highly recommended, exciting, riveting read.”


  —Diane Burke, author of Silent Witness, Bounty Hunter Guardian, and Double Identity


  “Angel Falls is a stark tale of damaged characters and ruthless action set in Porto Alegre, Brazil. But as in our own lives, the most rewarding things come through struggle. As author Connie Mann builds her gripping story, she also grabs the hearts of readers. Their reward is nothing less than a beautiful expanse of forgiveness and redemption.”


  —Kay Strom, author of Grace in Africa trilogy and Blessings in India trilogy


  “Thanks to the excellent research, Angel Falls catches the exotic flavor of the Brazilian countryside and the real life dangers of the big cities. The author brings together two damaged souls, thrust together to save the life of a child, who find love and redemption while trying to survive the murderous attempts of an unseen foe. As the tension rises, we see Regina and Brooks learn the healing power of love and the renewal of their faith in God and humanity. The description of Iguaçu Falls makes the reader ready to pack a bag to see them in person.”


  —Martha Powers, author of Conspiracy of Silence and Death Angel


  “Connie Mann takes her readers on the heart-stopping journey of a woman who puts her life on the line for an orphaned baby boy and her heart in the hands of the man who came to save them. It was a remarkable story I won’t soon forget.”


  —Sharon Sala, author of ’Til Death, book 3 of the Rebel Ridge trilogy


  “Angel Falls is a well-written debut romance/thriller with many twists and turns. I enjoyed the wonderful visit through Brazil. Highly recommended.”


  —Linda Hall, author of Black Ice
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  For Harry,

  who shows me daily what it means to love

  and be loved.

  I love you.

  Today. Tomorrow. Always.
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  Porto Alegre, Southern Brazil, Present Day


  REGINA DA SILVA TIED THE LACES ON HER CRACKED LEATHER BOOTS AND yanked the hand-knitted wool stockings Olga made her last Christmas up past her knees. Outside, an icy wind fought to get in through the wooden shutters guarding House of Angels orphanage. She straightened the layers of skirts swirling around her ankles, knowing she’d give away all but one before the night ended.


  She didn’t want to go out tonight, and that made her feel small and selfish. And guilty. So she hefted the wicker basket filled with meat pastries and opened the door—before she changed her mind. On nights like tonight, she didn’t know which she hated most—the cold or the memories.


  “You are still going out tonight, Regina?” Irene demanded quietly, her voice heavy with accusation. And disappointment.


  “Just this one night, Regina, stay home. We’ll talk. Laugh, maybe even shed a few tears. Minha amiga, even Jesus took time off for his friends.”


  Regina swallowed hard and glanced over her shoulder at the sagging sofa, where Irene sat with her feet curled under her, cuddling her three-month-old son. The pleading tone almost demolished the fence guarding Regina’s mouth.


  A gust of wind snatched the door from her grasp and slammed it against the wall, the crash a call to arms. “If I don’t go, who will?” Regina asked. She didn’t add, “since you don’t go anymore,” but it echoed in the room nonetheless. Regina tried to keep the hurt out of her voice. She still couldn’t believe Irene and little Eduardo were moving to the United States in the morning and leaving her behind. She was thrilled for Irene. She was furious, too, and mad at herself for feeling that way. But she couldn’t find words for any of it. So she simply pointed to the basket and said, “Olga has the meat pastries ready and Jorge packed extra blankets.” Regina pulled on a pair of handmade mittens, carefully pulling together the hole in one thumb.


  Irene sent her a piercing, sad-eyed look. “You can’t save them all, you know.”


  At the familiar argument, Regina met her gaze, eyes hot, and repeated what she always said in response. “Maybe not. But I can save some.”


  Irene sighed. “I’ll pick you up in the morning, then. Be safe, my friend.”


  Regina kissed her friend on both cheeks, did the same for Eduardo, and then headed out before she caved in to Irene’s pleading. The wind hacked through the slums, and Regina hunched farther into her threadbare coat, determined to ignore everything but the task at hand. Especially the memories.


  She shifted her grasp on the heavy basket and kept her eyes fixed on the barrel of burning trash ahead. Automatically avoiding open sewers and billowing newspapers, she followed the dancing flames like a ship to a lighthouse. Odd that both lights warned of danger, yet promised safety.


  Regina tightened her scarf and snorted. Here on the streets, safety was an illusion, a wish unfulfilled. How many nights had she and Irene spent just like these street children, huddled around a barrel, protecting their right to be there by clutching a switchblade in a shaking fist? They would probably be dead if not for Noah Anderson, who had done exactly what Regina would do tonight. What she and Irene had done together for years.


  But everything had changed. Irene planned to take Eduardo to Florida and leave Regina to run the orphanage alone. Her throat tightened, so she stepped up her pace, shoving self-pity roughly away. She had a job to do tonight. The children were cold and hungry and she could help—at least a little. Keep them safe, God, please.


  Regina knew the exact moment the children caught the scent of meat pastry, for suddenly a swarm of children surrounded her, shouting, “Senhorita Anjo, um pastel, um pastel.”


  Regina smiled warmly, though she still couldn’t get used to being called Miss Angel, even after four years as codirector of House of Angels.


  The crowd surged, pressing close, but Regina’s willowy height worked to her advantage. “Hello, children. Fernando, Stephan, back up and let the little ones closer.” Regina gently pulled the smaller children toward her, trying not to think about just how young they really were. Could Christiane be more than five? Already her beautiful brown eyes held dull acceptance, the understanding that life would never get any better than this—that hopes and dreams were for other, richer children.


  Suddenly, the skin on the back of Regina’s neck prickled, and she stopped dead on the cracked sidewalk. Someone was watching her. Again. She hugged one of the children as she scanned the street, but saw nothing out of place, no one who didn’t belong. Yet there was someone there, someone with evil in mind. Every street child knew what that meant. If you were smart, you ran and hid.


  Even fifteen years later, Regina’s flight instincts screamed just that. But she wouldn’t. Couldn’t. The children needed her. She fingered her switchblade and looked back, relieved to see old Jorge in the beat-up orphanage van, lumbering slowly up the cobbled street behind her. The groundskeeper had packed an extra box of blankets, in case the thermometer dropped sharply tonight. And he carried his own knife—just in case. Jorge clambered down from the van and opened the back doors.


  “Go get a blanket, children. Fernando, where is the one I gave you yesterday?”


  The instant the words left her mouth, Regina wanted to call them back. The twelve-year-old hung his head in shame and shrugged, telling her without words that someone had taken it from him and he hadn’t been able to stop him. “Go get another. It is all right,” she said gently, trying to spare his pride.


  “Thank you, Senhorita Angel,” he said, but instead of heading toward the line forming behind the van, he disappeared into the shadows.


  Regina tried to call him back, but snapped her attention to the basket when one of the newer boys tried to make off with two pastries. “One,” she said firmly, holding his thin wrist until he let go.


  Within moments, the meat pastries were gone, the blankets dispersed, and she’d sent at least ten children to the van for a ride to the orphanage. If she could have fit more pallets into the dining hall, Regina would have scooped up more children. And still, the crowd grew bigger than it had been before.


  “Senhorita Angel,” a voice shouted.


  Turning around, Regina saw Fernando running toward her. Panting, he skidded to a stop. “You must come, now. Please.”


  Regina didn’t hesitate. Before she reached the van, Jorge had started the engine and handed her medical bag through the window. He motioned her forward and prepared to follow.


  “Let’s go,” she said, and smiled when Fernando grabbed her bag before galloping off. She couldn’t be sure if this was his attempt at gallantry, or a way to make sure she kept up with his punishing pace. As she ran down narrow alleys and grim little streets, Regina prepared to put the nurse’s training she’d received in the United States to instant use. She prayed it would be enough. Too often, though, what little she could offer came years too late.
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  Outside Rio de Janeiro, Brazil


  Smoke hung like a heavy blanket in the back alley bar, a place years away from the rich, touristy sections of Rio de Janeiro. The heavy pall obscured individual features, but couldn’t disguise that the clientele was poor, rough, and ready for a fight. Chickens pecked at the trash littering the dirt floor, while sweaty locals sat at rickety tables, laughing, arguing, and sucking down alcohol. It helped kill time before the fighting started.


  Nathaniel Brooks Anderson had been in enough such places over the years to know the drill. One wrong word and you became the opening ceremony. The knife sheath tucked between his shoulder blades was as necessary as a pair of watertight boots if he wanted to survive in a place like this.


  He leaned closer to the bartender and tried again. “Out of town where?” He kept his voice low, but spit each word from between clenched teeth.


  Palms up, the swarthy barkeep shrugged helplessly. “He no say, Senhor. He just leave.”


  “When?” Stronger men had quailed under that look.


  The man looked away and hitched his pants over his sagging belly. “Don’t know. A month, maybe more.” Another shrug.


  Brooks reached across the bar and pulled the man forward by his grimy T-shirt, ignoring the stench of rotting teeth. “Think, my friend. Think hard.”


  The poor sot’s eyes bulged. “I cannot say, Senhor. Please. I don’t know.”


  With a snap of his wrist, Brooks released him, the half-healed muscles in his arm screaming a protest. Besides, this guy knew squat. “So who would know?” he barked.


  More shrugging. More apologies. More freaking nothing.


  Brooks stormed out the door, the look on his face clearing a path before him. For two weeks now, he’d been getting the same story. After all these years working this part of the world, he couldn’t find a single one of his contacts and no one knew where they were or how to get in touch with them. The implications gnawed a hole in his gut. He needed answers, fast. But his chances of finding them lessened with every passing minute.


  “He told them to say that.”


  Brooks turned to see the dark-haired young waitress leaning up against the outside wall of the bar, smoking a cigarette.


  “Who told them?”


  “The man you’re looking for.” She stepped closer, her lush figure barely concealed by a white peasant blouse and colorful skirt. She shivered and wrapped her hands around her bare arms.


  “Why?” Brooks kept his eyes trained on her face, ignoring the way the dim light spilled from the door and highlighted her curves. No distractions. He needed answers.


  Dark curls bobbed as she stepped closer. “What’s the information worth to you?” she asked, running a trembling finger over his beard-stubbled chin.


  Brooks grasped her wrist, his hold firm but painless. “No games.”


  Frightened dark eyes clashed with his. “You need information. I need money.” She looked away. “And maybe we both need a little comfort on a cold night.”


  She couldn’t be more than eighteen years old and was obviously scared to death. But of what? Brooks carefully scanned the alley behind him. Too many places to hide for his comfort. More than one unwary tourist had been gutted like a fish after trusting the wrong person.


  But he couldn’t ignore his first lead since he had arrived back in Brazil a few weeks ago. Uncle Sam didn’t know—or wouldn’t say—what went so desperately wrong on Brooks’s last mission, so if he wanted answers, he’d have to get them himself. This girl’s motives weren’t his concern.


  Now his dark eyes catalogued the street ahead in one sharp glance. He’d bet his knife the guy who’d just appeared in the next doorway had sent her. Brooks took her arm in a casual grip. “Friend of yours?” he whispered, turning her in the opposite direction.


  Her eyes widened before she looked away. She’d be a wash at poker. “My brother,” she admitted quietly.


  “Am I supposed to end up dead or just beaten and robbed?” he asked mildly, steering her deftly around a corner.


  Her eyes were like saucers in her thin face. “Please, Senhor. We need money.”


  Brooks looked over his shoulder and then led her down another narrow alley. “You’ll get it. After I get what I want.”


  The ground at their feet suddenly exploded and the girl nearly jumped out of her skin. That idiot almost shot his own sister. Brooks tightened his grip on the girl and picked up the pace. Desperate people were always the most dangerous.
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  Regina and Fernando were both breathing hard when the boy stopped beside a dumpster, crouched down, and crawled behind it. Regina’s vision wavered momentarily as a feeling of déjà vu almost knocked her off her feet. She might have fallen backward through a hole in time. The endless night, the bitter cold, the stench. Even the alley looked eerily familiar. Her stomach pitched and rolled, and she had to force air into her lungs.


  “Come Senhorita, please,” Fernando said, tugging her sleeve.


  Focus on the present, she reminded herself sternly as she crawled between the dumpster and the rotting fence. She flipped on her heavy-duty flashlight and shone it around the small space. At first, all she saw were several of the orphanage blankets. But then she saw a small face, a young girl, barely in her teens, curled on her side. The girl let out a soft moan, cradling her middle, tears streaming down her battered face. When the flashlight beam landed on her torn clothes and the bloodstained blankets, bile surged into Regina’s throat.


  Dear God no, not another one. Regina clamped her back teeth against the fury and pain screaming for release. That made three girls just this week. Prostitution, even rape, were common in the slums, but not this kind of battering. Someone was prowling the favelas and using these girls to vent a frightening rage.


  She wanted to wrap this child in her arms and whisper comforting words, but she didn’t have time. Emotions would be dealt with later. Right now her medical skills were critical.


  Seeing the terror in Fernando’s eyes, Regina sent him a reassuring smile, quickly traded her woolen mittens for surgical gloves, and went to work. “Hold the light, just so,” she instructed the boy. “What’s her name?”


  “Leticia,” Fernando said, and then added in a whisper, “She’s my sister.”


  Bending over her patient, Regina summoned her most confident smile while she silently begged God to give her wisdom and help her save this child. “Hello, Leticia. I’m Regina, and I’m going to help you.”


  “Senhorita Angel,” the girl whispered, blood trickling from her split lip.


  Regina winked, though she wanted to cry. “At your service.” She ran her hands quickly over the young girl, assessing the damage. This girl needed stitches and she needed them now.


  “Fernando, go get water from the van!” Her voice snapped with authority, moving him from where he stood rooted in horror. This would give him something to do, a way to help.


  Regina pulled out her supplies, fighting the urge to grab the girl and run while she still could, just as she had on the street earlier. But Leticia’s desperate brown eyes kept her firmly in place, blocking out everything but the next step she needed to take, the next instruction she needed to give.


  With Jorge stationed out by the van to give what protection he could and Fernando holding the flashlight, Regina murmured encouragement. “Stay with me, Leticia. That’s it. It’s going to be okay.”


  Blood. Dear God. Too much blood. Help me, Father. Regina mopped and probed and kept up a stream of encouraging words, but Leticia’s strength ebbed, and she drifted in and out of consciousness. Working against the clock, Regina stitched delicate tissues and bandaged deep wounds. If only she could convince Dr. Perez to come out here with her more often. But thankfully, he’d stop by House of Angels in the morning before he went to his office.


  A long time later, when the bleeding finally slowed and Leticia started to come around, Regina released a slow, triumphant sigh. The streets would not claim another victim.


  She whistled for Jorge and the old man came running. Together, the three of them bundled Leticia into the back of the van for the short ride to the orphanage.


  Fernando immediately clambered in beside his sister and Regina followed, signaling Jorge with a quick rap on the ceiling. Regina glanced at the sleeping children huddled inside the van, then leaned forward and took Fernando’s thin hand between her own, desperate to ease the guilt she saw in his face. “You did the right thing. This isn’t your fault.”


  He wouldn’t say anything, so Regina raised his chin so he’d have to meet her eyes. “You were very brave tonight. And a big help. Leticia is going to be okay.”


  Again the shrug and the averted eyes. Regina sighed at his response, but she understood too well. If you expected nothing, you weren’t disappointed.


  A few minutes later, the three of them were carrying Leticia through the orphanage’s back door on a makeshift stretcher when Irene’s battered Toyota screeched to a halt behind the van. Regina couldn’t help an automatic smile at the hundreds of bumper stickers plastered over every square inch of the old heap. She figured they were the only things holding the ancient rust bucket together.


  Irene leaped from the car and helped maneuver the stretcher into the infirmary. “I’ve been looking all over for you, my friend. Let’s go.”


  Torn, Regina looked from Irene to Leticia’s bruised face. Jorge met her gaze. “You go. Olga and I will take good care of the little one. Irene’s plane will not wait.”


  Regina nodded and turned toward the door, but Irene stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “Ah, that might not be the fashion statement you want to make.”


  Regina looked down, noticing the blood on her clothes and hands. “Right.” After a quick scrub of her hands, a change of clothes, and a silent prayer for Leticia, Regina climbed into Irene’s car, carefully gathering Eduardo onto her lap.


  “I hear our newest little angel is going to be okay, thanks to you,” Irene said, launching the car into traffic without a single look over her shoulder.


  At the sound of a horn, Regina braced her feet against the rusted floorboards and wished again for a car seat for Eduardo. But Irene wanted no part of that American obsession. At least not until she got to the United States. Regina tightened her seat belt and her grip on the boy. “It was touch and go for a while, but I think she’ll be okay, thank God.” And Regina would be back at the orphanage soon, just to make sure. Rubbing her neck to loosen tight muscles, she looked at her watch, then at her friend.


  “You’re early.”


  In another hour, the sun would break across the horizon, though traffic was picking up rapidly.


  Irene grinned impishly. “I figured we’d have time for breakfast on the way to the airport.”


  Regina tried to smile, but it fell flat. She’d been dreading this moment. “I hate good-byes.”


  “Me, too. But it won’t really be good-bye. We’ll stay in touch, just like always.” Irene cut across three lanes of traffic and roared into the parking lot behind a little café. “No sad stuff.”


  They kept up the steady banter of old friends, carefully avoiding anything that might lead to tears. But halfway through breakfast, Irene, a smile on her face and a bite of roll halfway to her mouth, suddenly looked past Regina and froze, her face turning white. Head averted, she reached for her napkin.


  “What’s the matter?” Regina asked, swiveling around to see what had caused such a reaction.


  “Nothing. Keep eating.”


  But Regina noticed Irene’s trembling hands. Alarmed, she gave the café another careful once over, seeing nothing but the usual assortment of diners, none paying them the slightest bit of attention.


  She leaned down so she could see Irene’s face. “Tell me what’s going on.”


  “Nothing. Look, I’m just a little jumpy, with the move and everything.”


  Regina didn’t buy it. The silence lengthened unnaturally, but she simply waited.


  Finally, Irene burst out, “I want your promise, Regina, your solemn oath, that if something ever happens to me, you’ll take care of Eduardo. Make sure he has a good home with loving parents.”


  A chill slithered down Regina’s spine, raising gooseflesh on her arms. “Of course. That goes without saying. But why are you asking me this now?”


  Irene fiddled with Eduardo’s bib and Regina’s anxiety inched up another notch. “Irene. What’s wrong?”


  Irene’s head snapped up then, her look fierce. “There’s nothing wrong, okay. This is about being a mother. About covering all the bases, just in case.”


  Regina judged the truth in her friend’s eyes and then slowly nodded. “You have my promise, but what about Eduardo’s father? Shouldn’t you be having this conversation with him?”


  “No.”


  Regina waited, but Irene kept silent on the subject, as always. Regina scanned the café again. Was one of these men Eduardo’s father? “Irene—”


  “And one more thing—” Irene interrupted, a bit desperately. She met Regina’s gaze squarely. “Don’t ever fall for a spineless, cheating piece of trash like I did.”


  Oh, but you got a precious baby out of the deal, Regina’s heart cried, a family of your own. She knew Irene wasn’t proud of having a baby outside of marriage, but they’d both been completely awed that Irene had been able to conceive at all, given the childhood they’d had. Before Regina could put her conflicting thoughts into words, Eduardo let out an unhappy yowl.


  His volume steadily increased after they got back into the car. “Got any more ideas on how to calm him down?” Regina shouted above the baby’s indignant screams.


  “He’s dry, you said?” Irene shouted back. She pounded on the horn, gesturing wildly at the driver ahead of them.


  “Yes. And he’s not hungry, so I don’t know what to do.” Regina jiggled Eduardo against her shoulder but that only seemed to make him more annoyed.


  Irene suddenly swerved sharply to the right and Regina gripped the dashboard to keep from dropping him. “Maybe some juice would help,” Irene said. “He likes that.”


  Regina stopped her friend before she could hop out of the car. “Let me go. Maybe a change of scenery will help.” She hoisted Eduardo onto her shoulder and ran across the street to the tiny mercado.


  She quickly scanned the aisles, then beelined toward the cold drink coolers along the back wall. People stared at the screeching child, but she barely noticed. She snapped a bottle off the shelf, unscrewed the lid and replaced it with a nipple she’d stashed in her pocket. Two seconds after she shoved it between the boy’s lips, blessed quiet permeated the store. Regina let out a sigh of relief and headed for the checkout.


  “Cute little boy,” the elderly clerk replied.


  “Sim,” Regina agreed. “But you should have heard him a few minutes—”


  A deafening roar drowned out the rest of her words. The building shook as though a great hand had plucked it off the ground and then tossed it back down. Cans tumbled from shelves, people screamed. Regina lost her footing and went down on her back, Eduardo clutched against her chest. Too stunned to move, she lay still for several seconds. Or maybe minutes, she had no idea.


  “Are you okay, Senhorita?” the old man asked, crouched beside her, covering his nose with his sleeve against the boiling dust.


  Regina blinked the grit from her eyes and tried to focus. “What happened?”


  “I don’t know,” he said, helping her to her feet.


  As soon as she stood up, Regina ran her hands over the baby, who looked back at her with wide, unblinking eyes. He didn’t seem to be any the worse for wear, though the shattered juice bottle mingled with the rest of the debris on the floor. But he wasn’t screeching, which Regina took as a good sign.


  She turned in a slow circle, trying to get her bearings. The store looked like the aftermath of the tornado she’d witnessed during her high school years in Orlando. One glance out the shop’s missing front window and she stumbled toward the door. “Irene!” she screamed.


  Once outside she stopped, stunned. It looked like the whole street was on fire. Black smoke belched into the air and heat from a wall of flames seared her skin. Her heart thundered in her chest. Where was Irene?


  “Irene!” she called again, shielding her face with her arm, trying to see beyond the crush. People milled about, crying, shouting, pointing at something across the street.


  The thick smoke shifted for just a moment. “Dear God, no! Irene!”


  The flames came from Irene’s little car. Roaring tongues of fire engulfed it completely, shooting out the windows, arcing twenty feet in the air.


  Regina tightened her grip on Eduardo and tried to get closer, her only thought to help her friend. She hadn’t taken two steps when strong arms grabbed her from behind, holding her back.


  “Let me go!” She tried to break their hold, but couldn’t.


  “Go back. There’s nothing you can do!” a voice shouted in her ear.


  Regina increased her struggles. “I have to help her. Irene!”


  Another pair of hands forcibly turned her away from the sight. “You can’t help. She’s in God’s hands now.”


  Regina’s eyes widened in shock, not comprehending. Then she looked back at the car and reality hit her full force. She sagged as understanding sucked all the strength from her legs. If not for those supporting her, she would have crumpled to the ground. “Noooo!”


  Her teeth began to chatter, and everything took on an odd sheen of unreality. The baby clutched in her arms became the only real thing in her world.


  “I’m okay,” she finally managed, and the men slowly let her go. She heard sirens in the distance, but the shouts and chaos all around her seemed strangely muted.


  Dimly, as though the sound came from far away, she realized Eduardo had started shrieking at the top of his lungs. Automatically, she shifted his position and began crooning to him. She had to think, but her brain jumbled images and impressions; every coherent thought slithered just out of reach.


  Stunned, in shock, she stood in the middle of the crowd, an isolated figure in the sea of turmoil. She looked into Eduardo’s sweet, angry face, and her thoughts suddenly focused with razor sharpness: Eduardo. She had to look out for Eduardo.


  She raised her head to look around and froze as a shiver passed over her skin. Someone was watching her. Just like last night. Was it the same person?


  Instinctively, Regina pulled her coat around Eduardo, hiding him from view. Irene would accuse her of an overactive imagination, but Regina knew better. Until three days ago, it had been years since she’d been the object of covert scrutiny, but it was a chilling sensation you never forgot. Maybe a street child watched her, too scared to approach, but Regina wasn’t taking any chances.


  Casually, she scanned the milling crowd, looking for any telltale sign—a quickly averted face, a too-interested look—but nobody seemed to be paying her the slightest bit of attention. Which didn’t mean a thing. She’d come a long way from the scrawny street child she’d been, but only a fool ignored her instincts when they were screaming to be heard. And they were shrieking at top volume. She had to get away—now.


  Head down, she melted into the crowd and made her way quickly, carefully, back to the one safe place in her world: the House of Angels.
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  The man watched the flames and smiled. He’d gotten some beautiful shots of the explosion. As soon as he got home, he’d send the photos winging their way through cyberspace, thanks to his new computer and the helpful sales clerks’ demonstrations on both e-mail and the digital camera. In case anyone didn’t want to take him seriously, these pictures should convince them he meant exactly what he said. Though he did wish he could see his nemesis’s face when he opened his e-mail. Since that wasn’t possible, he would content himself with the fact that the man would know. And would tremble in fear.


  When Regina suddenly scanned the crowd as though she sensed his presence, he slid the camera into the pocket of his cashmere coat and fought the urge to go to her. He carefully tucked his hands inside his coat. He wanted to reassure her, tell her he meant her no harm. Actually, he wanted to hold her close, but he knew she wouldn’t allow it. At least not yet. He knew of her aversion to men, her well-deserved fear of being violated. He would help her through it, until she welcomed his touch.


  When she wiped at her tears, a spurt of irritation shot through him, but he fought it back. She didn’t understand. She had no reason for tears. Irene got what she deserved. The guilty had to die. But the time to explain had not yet come. The street children called her Senhorita Angel, and now she had her own guardian angel: him.


  As she turned away, a sudden noise stopped him in his tracks. He looked back and anger surged through his veins. She had the child wrapped in her coat! The baby hadn’t been in the car.


  Breathing heavily, he followed her, his mind working furiously. They couldn’t start their life together until he’d completed his revenge.


  He would have to rearrange his plans, change the order he’d decided upon. He didn’t like it, but for Regina and their future, he would.


  He nodded and headed for home. The time had come for the guilty to pay.


  The child was the next bill due.
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  BUT WHY DID SHE HAVE TO GO TO HEAVEN NOW, TIA REGINA?” ELENA asked, her sweet voice thick with tears.


  Regina settled the six-year-old on her lap and brushed a hand over Elena’s dark hair, wincing at the pain in her raw palms. For the second time in an hour, she tried to answer the unanswerable question. God, help me explain what I don’t understand myself. “I don’t know, angel. I know sometimes things happen that don’t make sense to us.”


  “Like when my parents died in the bus crash?”


  Regina’s heart ached. So many of the children had known far too much anguish for their meager years. “Yes, angel. Like that. Sometimes we don’t understand, but we must believe that God knows what’s best.”


  Elena’s eyes filled. “How can it be best that someone hurt Tia Irene? On purpose.”


  Oh, dear Lord. Regina took Elena’s chin in her hand. “Where did you hear that?”


  Elena ducked her head between Regina’s neck and shoulder, her words muffled. “Me and Christiane wanted to know what the policeman said. We listened outside the window. He said a bomb went off.” She sat up and looked at Regina with frightened eyes. “Is someone going to hurt us, too?”


  Anger coiled hot and furious in Regina’s heart. Whoever set the explosion had also stolen the first bit of security most of these children had ever known. She looked directly into the girl’s dark eyes. “You listen to me, Elena, and you listen close. No one, and I mean no one, is going to hurt any of our angels. Jorge, Olga, and I will make sure of it.”


  Dark eyes studied her intently. “Promise?”


  “I promise,” Regina said, meaning every word.


  “My heart hurts,” Elena whispered.


  “I know, angel. Mine, too.”


  Small arms wound around her neck, hampering her breathing. “I love you, Tia Regina.”


  “I love you, too, Elena.”


  “Your hair smells like smoke.”


  Regina smiled. “Yes, I know. Now, off to bed with you. I’ll be in soon to hear your prayers—especially the one about eavesdropping on conversations.” She set the child on her feet and gave her bottom an encouraging swat to shoo her on her way.


  By the time all thirty children were safely tucked into their bunks, faces scrubbed, prayers said, hugs and kisses given and received, Regina was falling-down tired. She could barely put one foot in front of the other.


  Satisfied that Eduardo slept—at least for now—Regina headed for the shower, desperate to clear her thoughts. She needed to think. To feel clean. To wash away the pain. She grabbed a brush and soap and started scrubbing every inch of her skin, trying to remove the dirt. And the horror. First, little Leticia had been severely beaten and horribly raped. Now Irene was dead. Murdered. Dear God.


  Regina stood under the hot spray and shook like a leaf in a windstorm, even as she scrubbed and scrubbed, trying to comprehend, to make sense of it all. Why would someone want Irene dead?


  Two minutes later, she’d used up all the hot water and an icy spray pelted her bruised flesh, but Regina didn’t notice. She braced her hands on the tiled wall and let the sound of the water drown out her sobs. A pain unlike anything she’d ever felt tore at her insides. Arms wrapped around her middle, her legs gave out and she slid down the wall to the cold tile floor. Oh, Irene.


  The sound of someone pounding on the bathroom door finally penetrated her consciousness. “Regina, is everything all right?” the housekeeper called.


  Regina tried to respond, but no sound came out. She hauled herself up by the towel bar and managed to shut the water off after three tries. Struggling into her ratty bathrobe, she eased the door open a crack. “I’m okay,” she croaked.


  Worry darkened Olga’s lined face. “I’ll fix you something to soothe your throat, child.”


  A short while later, Regina sat in the old rocker in Irene’s room, a sleeping Eduardo cradled in her arms. Her eyes kept drifting shut, and she worried she’d let the poor thing roll right out of her arms onto the cold floor.


  When the phone rang, Regina’s eyes snapped open, and she tightened her grip on Eduardo. “No more children tonight, God, please,” she muttered, though as soon as the thought formed, she rejected it. If a child needed her, she would find the strength to do what needed to be done. “Casa de Anjos,” she greeted hoarsely.


  Silence answered her.


  “Hello? Who’s there?” She kept her voice casual, non-threatening. Street children often called for help and then changed their minds. “It’s all right. Tell me who you are.”


  “I saw you crying on television tonight,” a raspy voice said.


  Chills raced down her spine. The voice wasn’t human. It was disembodied, mechanical. Regina held the phone slightly away from her ear, as though the evil could reach through the telephone line. “Who is this?” she asked again, only this time she couldn’t help the edge that crept into her voice.


  “Irene didn’t deserve your tears.”


  Her heart hammered against her ribs and her hands shook. “Please tell me who you are.”


  “The guilty must pay,” the voice said again, and Regina heard the click as the caller hung up.


  She slowly replaced the receiver and buried her face against Eduardo’s sweet-smelling neck, trying to combat the memory of that dark, evil voice and its terrifying implications. Had she just spoken to Irene’s killer?


  Olga elbowed her way into the room. “I’m sorry I didn’t get the phone, but my hands were full.” She set the tray down and then turned, eyes widening. “What is it? Who called? Another orphan?”


  Regina tried to steady her breathing. “I don’t know.”


  “Then who?” Olga marched over and scooped Eduardo out of Regina’s arms, in full mother-hen mode. “Why do you look so frightened?”


  Regina didn’t want to scare the older woman any more than necessary, so she asked a question instead. “How much of what the police said earlier did you hear?”


  Olga looked away and shuffled her feet.


  “It’s all right. It’s important that you and Jorge know what’s going on.” The elderly couple bore as much responsibility for the orphanage as she and Irene.


  “I know the policeman said Irene was murdered, but that idiot is loco if he thinks you had anything to do with it.” She raised her eyes heavenward briefly. “I don’t understand God at times like this, but I know something is very wrong. First Irene, and now you sit here—pale as a ghost—after a midnight phone call.”


  Regina took a deep fortifying breath. “I intend to find out what happened to Irene.”


  Olga gasped and muttered a quick prayer. “That is dangerous, Regina. Let the police handle it.”


  “And do what? Sit here and do nothing in the meantime? I can’t do that. And I don’t trust the police.”


  “Not do nothing. Take care of the other children. Take care of Eduardo. That is what Irene would want.”


  Regina’s eyes filled and she had to swallow hard before she spoke. “Irene always took care of me. And today, when she really needed me, I wasn’t there for her.” She swiped her cheeks. “How can I sit by and do nothing to help?”


  Seeing the arguments forming on Olga’s lips, Regina asked, “Have you had any luck getting in touch with Noah or anyone at the Orlando office?”


  “No, and that is very strange.”


  Regina patted her hand. “Please keep trying.”


  [image: image]


  When the private line rang in his plush downtown Porto Alegre office, Francisco Lopez jumped guiltily and shoved the incriminating photo into his bottom desk drawer. He still couldn’t believe Irene had tried to cut him out of her life. How dare she? Didn’t she know how much he loved her?


  Francisco deliberately calmed himself before he answered. He’d been dreading this call, but had been expecting it. The man operated with the precision of a Swiss watch.


  He ran a hand through immaculately coiffed black hair, smoothed his silk tie, and wondered, for the thousandth time, how his life had gotten to this point.


  When the phone shrilled again, he picked up the receiver and barked a greeting. Never let anyone, from political opponent to blackmailer, see a single one of your weaknesses.


  “What do you want? I’ve already paid you.”


  “Yes, you’ve been very generous. But unfortunately, that was merely a down payment. Especially after today . . .”


  “What do you mean ‘after today’?” His volume belied the fear dancing in his belly. What did the man know?


  “Tsk, tsk,” the voice taunted. “Such a temper, especially for a man who wants Brazil to see him as the logical choice for president. Although what you did today in broad daylight seemed rather bold.”


  Francisco’s palms began to sweat. Had the man seen him leaving the café? “What are you talking about?”


  “Turn on the television, Colonel. I’ll be in touch concerning the cost for my silence.”


  Francisco fumbled with the television remote, but when he finally understood what the announcers were saying, it slid from nerveless fingers. He dropped his head in his hands as the knowledge pummeled him. His beloved Irene was dead, gone from his life forever. Grief sucked him under, but gradually, his political mind pulled him back up. This had not been a random accident. Bile rose in his throat. The monster blackmailing him had killed her—and somehow, he could make it look like Francisco did it.


  He paced his lavishly decorated office, searching for answers, a plan. There had to be a way to stop this man—without revealing his involvement with Irene. If his wife found out, she’d cut off his money, and with it, his chance for the presidency.


  But first, he had to find out about the boy. There were too many loose ends. He picked up the phone and dialed a familiar number. “Noah Anderson, please.”
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  Rio de Janeiro


  The images began again, and Brooks thrashed his head on the threadbare pillow, his entire body braced in an attempt to stop them. But their pull was as relentless as the sea. His fists gripped the sheet and sweat beaded his forehead as memories sucked him under.


  The sounds of the jungle were all around, the air thick. His camouflage clothes clung to his back; his boots slid on the slippery ground. He stopped, signaling the men behind him to hold up. The guard wasn’t where he’d been that morning.


  He pointed to Jones and Woody. In a crouch, they raced to the spot, silent despite heavy packs and the weapons cradled in competent hands. When they motioned that the guard was dead, icy dread settled in Brooks’s gut. Someone had beaten them here. A low cry pierced the air, and he and his men raced through the underbrush, praying they were not altogether too late.


  When they spotted the woman and child lying in the small clearing, Brooks whispered, “Cover me, Jax,” to his fellow Ranger and best friend. Brooks sprinted through the trees, eyes darting back and forth. Every instinct screamed that they’d been set up, but he could not walk away from the hostages he’d come to save.


  He dropped to his knees beside the woman and cursed the neat hole left in her forehead by her assassin. Her body was still warm, and she was fully clothed, so it didn’t appear she’d been raped. It wasn’t much to tell a husband, but it was something.


  Jaw clamped in fury, Brooks turned his attention to the nine-month-old boy. Hope flickered briefly, but vanished when Brooks saw the sucking chest wound, blood pumping out with every heartbeat. He ripped the plastic covering from a first aid dressing and placed it over the wound, knowing it wouldn’t help. Big blue eyes gazed solemnly at him, darkened by confusion and pain. One breath, then another, and the child slipped away.


  Brooks squeezed his eyes closed, cursing the tragedy of a mother and child lost to the whims of a drug lord. He gently closed the child’s eyes and did the same for his mother.


  Then he leapt up, icy determination in his eyes. They’d been set up. Betrayed. He intended to find out how. And why.


  When shots erupted, Brooks ran for cover, taking a hit to his right arm just as he reached the tree line. He tied off the wound, then returned his gun to the fight.


  Pain slashed with white-hot agony, but he gritted his teeth and kept firing. Whoever had ambushed them wasn’t going to win. Not as long as he could still lift his gun.


  Several yards to his right, Jones took a hit, hitting the ground with a nearly silent thud. Brooks crawled over to him, but Jones was already dead. Shaking with rage, Brooks fired again and again, but the shots kept coming. He looked down and saw blood dripping onto the ground. Relief that the pain had eased changed suddenly to desperation. He was losing consciousness. The spots before his eyes grew bigger, flooding his field of vision. He couldn’t give in. He had to protect his men.


  Another muffled groan and Brooks watched, helpless, as Woody went down. He, too, was dead. Cursing, Brooks leaned against a tree and tried to raise his gun. Once. Twice. Then he couldn’t even see it anymore, though he focused with everything he had. Slowly, the ground rushed up and swallowed him whole.


  In the next instant, Brooks saw himself walking in Arlington Cemetery, between rows of gleaming, condemning headstones. Each bore the name of one of his men, and like the talking trees in fairy tales, taunted him as he walked past. Your fault, your fault, they chanted. He wanted to run, but responsibility held him fast.


  Suddenly, two more voices joined the condemning chorus: Beatrice Simms and her little son, Richard. “It’s all your fault.”


  Brooks sank down against a tree, oblivious to the pain shooting down his arm. Because of his failure, four people were dead. He forced the condemning words out. “I don’t know what went wrong. I’m sorry, so sorry.”


  A hand slowly brushed his thigh, penetrating the dream. Brooks grabbed it and rolled over, pinning the owner securely under him, his left arm across her windpipe. He found himself looking into a terrified pair of brown eyes.


  He lifted his arm and scanned the room while panic clawed at his gut. Where was he? Familiar shapes clicked into focus and he released a pent-up breath. Night. Hotel. Brazil. Girl.


  On a mission, a lapse like this could leave a man dead.


  He rolled off the bed and studied the woman over his shoulder. After they evaded her pistol-toting brother, they’d gone to the hotel bar, and he’d ordered drinks. Money changed hands before she told Brooks that his long-time contact, Hector, had forbidden anyone to talk to him. Oh, and the man seemed terrified, but she didn’t know why.


  End of story. He exhaled sharply and rubbed the back of his neck. So how did they get from the bar to his bed?


  Eyes glued to his face, the woman leaped up and scuttled into the bathroom.


  He had his back to the room when she cautiously returned. He couldn’t meet her eyes. In one night, he’d become just like his father. Take what you want with no thought for the woman or the consequences. He only hoped he’d had enough sense to use protection.


  “Nothing happened, Senhor.”
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