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The Doctor's Guardian by Marie Ferrarella
He first saw Dr Nika Pulaski hyperventilating in a trapped elevator. Ever the rescuer, Detective Cole Baker felt an instant protectiveness...and sizzling want. But he couldn't trust her as she was the prime suspect in a rash of hospital deaths.
Nika Pulaski outlasted her colleagues at the hospital and spent every minute caring for others. But patients were dying. And with every tear she shed, Cole couldn't mask his own emotions for this potentially dangerous woman.
Tempted By His Target by Jill Sorenson
Wanted for murder, Isabel Sanborn fled to Oaxaca. Now she owes her life to Brandon Knox, a passing tourist who saved her from a hit man. Except Brandon is no accidental hero he's an undercover U.S. Marshall assigned to bring Isabel to justice. But wanting to protect her, he joins her on the run...with criminals and corrupt police in pursuit!
As danger nears, sexual tension sizzles. Soon Brandon...
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Dear Reader,

Here we are revisiting that excellent New York City hospital, Patience Memorial, and its evergrowing

Doctors Pulaski. It’s Veronika’s turn to find love amid the prescription pads. Nika first meets Detective Cole Baker when he rescues her from a trapped elevator. But his motives are not as noble, since she is Cole Baker’s ailing grandmother’s physician.

Their paths cross again when Cole is sent to investigate allegations that an Angel of Death is “helping” senior-citizen patients breathe their last breath. As fate would have it, the first suspect he needs to clear is Nika. What he doesn’t count on is that the soft-spoken, blue-eyed geriatrics specialist finds a chink in the armor he has around his soul and burrows her way in, making him realise that isolating himself is not the best way to go through life.

I hope that you find this latest installment of The Doctors Pulaski enjoyable. If you do and have missed any of the other stories, there are six other books awaiting your reading pleasure.

As ever, I thank you for reading and, from the bottom of my heart, I wish you someone to love who loves you back.

Love,

Marie Ferrarella






DEDICATION

To Kathleen Creighton, with deepest sympathies. The heart recovers, even when we don’t want it to.







Chapter 1

She didn’t have time for this.

Doctor—she adored the sound of that—Veronika Pulaski, “Nika” to her family and friends, was one of those people who’d been born making lists. Tons of lists. Different lists that were applicable to nearly every aspect of her incredibly fast-paced life. Long lists that helped keep her on track.

Nowhere, not even remotely, on today’s extra long list was the entry: get stuck in the hospital elevator this morning.

Yet here she was.

Stuck.

And getting more frustrated by the minute.

There hadn’t been anyone riding up with her when the elevator car—which was definitely in need of renovations—had come to an abrupt, teeth-jarring halt in between floors. Consequently, there was no one to talk to, no one to help take her mind off the predicament, at least for a few minutes. There wasn’t even annoyingly distracting piped-in music that her cousins had told her there once had been.

Nothing but the ticking of the clock in her head as it waved goodbye to the minutes that were tumbling away one by one. Minutes that she was supposed to be spending in the Geriatrics Unit.

This was actually supposed to be her day off. Her first day off in a little more than two incredibly busy, exhausting weeks. But she had opted to come in. No good deed went unpunished, she thought as she stood there, willing the elevator back to life. It remained frozen in place.

So much for a career in telekinesis.

The hospital’s Pediatric and Geriatric Units were desperately short staffed. They were that way not because the missing staff members were sick, but because they could potentially be sick.

The problem was a new strain of flu that was currently making the rounds, a particularly resilient strain that had already taken quite a toll on the population since its appearance on the scene nearly a month ago, cutting down far more people than was usual in these cases. The vaccine that had been created to prevent it had only met with marginal success. And, as usual, the very young and the very old were particularly susceptible to the illness.

The fear was that any of the staff who hadn’t contracted the flu yet might be on the verge of coming down with it, or could be, at the very least, unwitting carriers. As a result, only those staff members who had already had the flu—dubbed the Doomsday Flu by some supremely  insensitive, brain-dead media reporter because of the number of deaths associated with it in a short period of time—were allowed to work in either Pediatrics or Geriatrics.

As luck would have it, she was one of them.

Nika had come down with a rip-roaring case of the flu before any statistics had even been available about the disease. When it had suddenly caused her knees to buckle and her head to spin, sending her falling into her bed, Nika had been miserable, but she really hadn’t thought anything about it. This, to her, was all part of being a doctor who dealt with an entire range of patients every day.

As it turned out, she’d contracted it from one of the patients in the Geriatric Unit. That patient had passed away a little more than twenty-four hours after being admitted into Patience Memorial. But Nika, incredibly healthy and in better than ordinary physical condition, was back on her feet five days after she became ill and back at work in seven.

Her return had almost been hailed with rose petals scattered in her path. Doctor Jorgensen, the head of the Geriatrics Unit, was that happy and that relieved to see her.

“You have no idea how shorthanded we are,” the tall, gaunt specialist told her.

Nika might not have had an inkling then, but she quickly became educated by the end of the first grueling day. The unit was extremely short staffed across the board, and that meant doctors, nurses and even orderlies were in limited supply. Those who were there were stretched almost beyond their endurance level.

Trial by fire, Nika had thought at the time. And that was fine with her. She didn’t mind working hard. Practicing medicine—helping patients, especially senior patients—was what it was all about to her.

What she minded terribly was being stuck in an elevator when she had patients waiting for her. She absolutely hated wasting time and that was what she was being forced to do.

She’d reported an emergency on the dedicated line and pressed the alarm the second it became clear that the elevator wasn’t experiencing a momentary hiccup or temporary glitch in its system but a paralyzing malfunction. One that, left unchecked, could go on indefinitely.

She and her mounting claustrophobia didn’t have “indefinitely.”

Besides, the shrilled alarm was really beginning to get on her nerves. How long could a person go on listening to that kind of loud noise and not go deaf—or slightly crazy? She had no desire to be a test case.

Nika gave it all of almost five minutes and then, with a frustrated, edgy sigh, she picked up the dedicated line and waited for someone to come on the other end of the phone again.

When she heard the line being picked up, she didn’t even wait for them to say anything. Instead, she jumped right in.

“Hello, this is Dr. Veronika Pulaski again. How much longer is it going to be before someone fixes the elevator?” she asked.

“Three minutes less than when you asked the last time,” the weary voice on the other end of the call told her. A little more sympathy was evident as the man went on. “Look, I understand your frustration, but the maintenance guy’s out sick with the flu—”

Nika rolled her eyes. Someone else down with the flu. She was really beginning to hate that word. “And there’s no one else around to fix this? The hospital’s got eight elevators—you can’t tell me that there’s only one maintenance guy.”

She heard another huge sigh. “Yes, I can, Doctor. Cutbacks,” the man explained before she could challenge him on the information. “We’re trying to get someone from the elevator company to come out but it might be a while.”

Terrific. “Define ‘a while,’“ Nika requested through clenched teeth.

“Not quick,” was all the weary voice on the other end of the line said.

Superterrific. “Could you at least shut down the alarm?” Nika asked. “I’m going deaf down here.”

“That,” the man told her, brightening a little, “I can do.” Even as he said it, the alarm suddenly stopped blaring. The sound, though, continued to echo in Nika’s head like a phantom bell ringer who had come to life and now refused to die.

“Thank you!” Realizing that she was still shouting to be heard over an alarm that was no longer actually sounding, Nika lowered her voice and repeated, “Thank you.”

“Yeah, don’t mention it. I’ll ring you when the guy gets here,” the man promised. “Please,” Nika underscored.

But she was talking to a dead line. Annoyed, frustrated, she replaced the receiver in the small, silver space where it ordinarily resided. She left the little cubbyhole door open.

Because there was nothing else she could do, Nika leaned against the elevator wall and slid down onto the floor, resigned to wait for the appearance of the elusive elevator repair man.

Or Armageddon, whichever came first.

“You’re going to be okay, G,” Detective Cole Baker told the woman who was sitting up in the hospital bed, her small hand holding on to his.

Or maybe he was holding on to hers. At this point, he really couldn’t have said with any certainty just who was reassuring whom. What he did know was that being here, in the hospital, with his eighty-four-year-old grandmother made him incredibly and uncomfortably restless.

Cole was accustomed to being around the woman in a completely different setting. One that was filled with energy and action. He was used to seeing his almost athletically trim grandmother bustling about her two-story home, the home she’d taken him into when one tragedy after another had left him homeless, wounded and orphaned.

Ericka Baker had been sixty-seven at the time, a feisty, vital widow preparing to move into a condo with her then-boyfriend, Howie. After a lifetime of hard work, she’d been planning on enjoying herself for a change.

However, the second she’d heard what had happened to him, his grandmother terminated the sale of her house and opened her home and her arms to Cole. Never once in all the seventeen years that followed had she made him feel that he was the reason her boyfriend had left, or that he was a burden.

She’d made him feel, instead, like a prize she’d been awarded in the second half of her life. The second half of her life because Ericka Baker fully expected to live way past a hundred. She’d told him that more than once.

To that end, his grandmother religiously went to yoga classes and watched everything that went into her mouth, referring to it as “fuel” rather than “food.”

Despite her own eating habits, she’d periodically made him cookies. Other times she had the occasional pizza delivered for his enjoyment. She’d encouraged him to be his own person, find his own path.

Throughout what was left of his childhood and then adolescence, Ericka Baker had been an outstanding, dynamic creature—the one constant in his life. The one person he knew he could always come to with anything if he needed to.

She’d wanted him to become a lawyer, like his grandfather had been. But when he joined the police force, there’d been no one prouder or more supportive than his grandmother. He had the feeling, deep down, that his grandmother would have been just as supportive of him if he’d decided to be a beekeeper or a musician. She was supportive of him, the person, not some ongoing plan. For that very reason, he’d allowed himself to love her even while he successfully shut out the rest of the world.

Oh, he functioned and interacted and was the best possible policeman and then police detective that he could be. But he let no one into his inner sanctum. No one had access past the barriers he’d erected long ago. He didn’t want to care about anyone, except for his grandmother.

Cole had lost his father to a roadside bomb in a foreign country, his only brother to a car-versus-bicycle hit-and-run accident, and his mother to a bullet she’d put in her own head—after shooting one at him. Her attempt at a murder/suicide had just missed its mark, but not the lesson that came with it.

All that, especially the last, had forever changed him.

When Cole grew older, he began to understand that his mother’s grief was just too great for her to handle and that she’d shot at him because she hadn’t wanted him to be left behind to face the world on his own.

But the bullet she’d fired at him had bypassed all his vital organs and he had lived, even as she had died. Lived, once he had come out of his coma, with an incredible emptiness and a lack of desire to continue living in this cruel existence that had deprived him of everyone he loved.

That was when he discovered that his grandmother—his father’s mother—had entered his life. She’d flown in from New York to be by his bedside, which was where she’d remained, keeping vigil, until he came out of his coma, both the literal one and then the self-imposed, emotional one that followed.

She’d embraced him, wept over him and then informed him that they would both move on. She made sure that he knew that there was no other option left to him.

In a strange sort of way, his grandmother gave him life. Again. And while he kept the rest of the world at arm’s length, he would have literally given up that life that she’d restored for him years ago in an instant for her without being asked.

It pained Cole to see his grandmother like this. To see her looking so fragile, so pale and all but fading against the white sheets. Lying there, Ericka Baker seemed somehow smaller, even though she wasn’t exactly a large woman by any standard of measurement other than an emotional one.

But G, as she’d instructed him to call her—she hated being referred to as Grandmother, saying it made her feel old—had, in the last few years, developed a heart condition: atrial fibrillation. He’d found out about it quite by accident. In the neighborhood, he’d stopped by for a surprise visit and found her medication on the kitchen counter. She’d forgotten to put it away. Added to that, there were times when she just seemed to drift away, sometimes even right in the middle of a conversation with him.

It wasn’t because she was preoccupied, the way he’d first hoped. She just seemed to be mentally “away.” After conferring with her primary care physician he finally had to admit to himself she was developing Alzheimer’s. Alzheimer’s, that dreaded disease that ultimately robbed a person of their identity, while the family lost a loved one years before death put in the ultimate claim for them.

But this morning, thank God, the woman’s blue eyes weren’t vacant, they were vividly alive, taking in everything. His grandmother was here, with him, and not overly happy about the location she found herself in. Hospitals, she’d always maintained, were for sick people and she never thought of herself as falling into that category.

“Of course I’m going to be all right, Coleman,” she declared firmly. She knew she had no choice—she needed to have this procedure done to finally put an end to those heart palpitations that she’d been putting up with, the ones that had become all but disabling. “We just need to get this damn thing over with,” she added. “Where’s that doctor they said was coming? The one they promised was going to be here—” she paused to look at the clock on the wall, its numbers purposely oversized to accommodate the patients on this part of the floor “—ten minutes ago?”

It was getting late and he needed to get going. But not before he had a few words with the doctor who, for the most part, would be taking care of his grandmother. G was far too precious a human being for him to leave her welfare in the hands of an unknown stranger.

“I’ll go find out what’s keeping him,” Cole volunteered.

But Ericka’s fingers, still strong, tightened around his hand, keeping him in place. “You’re going to be late for work,” Ericka insisted.

She didn’t like being the cause of that. She’d already told him more than once that she was perfectly capable of getting to the hospital by herself and handling her own admission, but he wouldn’t hear of it. He insisted on coming with her.

Cole was such a good boy, she thought, but she couldn’t be selfish with him. He had a life that went beyond her and she needed him to remember that, just in case …

Well, just in case, she told herself, letting the thought go unfinished.

Cole looked at his grandmother. His mouth curved in an affectionate smile.

“Work’ll keep, G. I took a few personal hours off and I’m not leaving until I get to talk to this doctor, who doesn’t seem to have any sense of time,” he said, ending in a somewhat irritated note.

Cole glanced over his shoulder at the door that wasn’t opening to admit anyone. Nothing got to him more than those who thought their time was more valuable than the people they dealt with.

“I’ll be right back,” he promised, taking his grandmother’s hand off his own and gently laying it down on top of her bedclothes.

Striding toward the nurses’ station in the middle of the floor, Cole found only one harried-looking nurse manning the area.

As he approached, one of the phones started ringing. He swallowed a curse as the woman picked up the receiver before he got to her.

“Geriatrics Unit. This is Estelle,” she said in a somewhat hoarse voice.

Masking an exasperated sigh, Cole tried to look patient as he stood on the other side of the desk and waited for the woman to be finished. Judging by the put-upon, distressed look on her face, this was not a personal call. The dialogue bore out his assumption.

“Yes, as soon as I can. Really. No. If you could just send me someone to help out over here, I—hello? Hello?”

With a deep sigh, she hung up the phone, looking even worse for wear.

The second the nurse removed the receiver from her ear, Cole stepped up to lay claim to her attention. “Excuse me, my grandmother’s in room 412. We’ve been waiting for the last two hours for some mythical doctor to materialize. Just how much longer is she supposed to wait for this doctor?” he asked with as much restraint as he could muster.

“Who’s your grandmother?” the woman asked, her voice strained.

“Ericka Baker. She’s in room 412,” he repeated, struggling to rein in his impatience. “I’m Detective Cole Baker with the NYPD and I want to talk to whoever they’ve assigned to her case before I leave,” he told her gruffly. “I don’t think that’s too much to ask. Now where the hell is he?”

The nurse, he noticed as he grew progressively more irritated, looked uncomfortable. Why? Was she about to snow him, saying something about how busy this missing doctor was or something equally as unacceptable?

“Stuck,” the nurse responded.

“Stuck where? In some paper-pushing meeting?” he asked contemptuously. He was ready either to demand another doctor or ask where the meeting was so that he could go there and speak with this so-called “really excellent physician” as his grandmother’s doctor had called this person. And then carry the man back if need be.

“No, in an elevator,” Estelle corrected. “Maintenance just called to tell me that she had set off an alarm because she was stuck in an elevator.”

So that was what all the noise earlier had been about. Why wasn’t anyone doing anything about it? “Get her unstuck.”

Estelle shook her head. “Not that simple. They just told me that they can’t get a repairman here for at least another hour. Maybe more.” The answer, she could see, was not the one he wanted. “Between the flu and cutbacks, it’s like the whole world is shorthanded,” she explained, obviously far from happy about the state of affairs herself.

Another hour spent waiting was unacceptable. Especially the “maybe more” part. There had to be something that could be done. It took him less than a minute to think about it. Cole was accustomed to taking matters into his own hands. G had raised him that way. “Where’s the elevator now?” he asked. “They said it’s stuck between the third and fourth floor.” “Show me which one it is,” he instructed. There was no room for argument.

Estelle looked at the police detective uncertainly. Then, compelled by the no-nonsense expression on his face, she rose to her feet. She didn’t have to be told that this was not a man people said no to. “This way.”

It surprised Nika how fast the temperature could rise within the enclosed elevator car. She’d already taken off her lab coat and unbuttoned her blouse as far as she could and still remain decent for the repairman when—and if—he showed up.

She was grateful that she wasn’t overly claustrophobic, but this little incident could definitely send her in that direction. Growing increasingly restless, Nika raised her eyes to the ceiling. In between the two waning fluorescent lights there was what looked to be a trapdoor. Was it a way out?

Not that it did her any good, she thought darkly. She had nothing to stand on in order to access it. Not even if she stood up on her toes. At her tallest, she measured five foot six, the ceiling was at least a good foot and a half above her, if not more.

Nika continued looking up at the trapdoor. That had to be what it was. What other use could it have? If she jumped up, she thought, rising to her feet, she just might be able to push it open—provided the door wasn’t bolted down.

Of course it was bolted down, she silently argued, mocking herself. Why wouldn’t it be?

But then, she’d just seen a memo that said the elevators were scheduled to be renovated in another month. The rest of the hospital had already gone through a makeover, but the elevators had been left out of the last two updates. Consequently, they were all incredibly old-fashioned. Maybe the bolts or screws or whatever it was that held that section of the ceiling in place were weak, ready to break.

At the very least, even if she couldn’t get out, if she jarred the trapdoor open she’d be able to get some air into the stifling elevator car.

The promise of that was all the motivation she needed.

Bracing herself, Nika jumped up, her hand outstretched above her head. Missing contact, she jumped again. And then a third time, managing to stretch her fingers up a little farther each time.

On her fourth jump, she screamed. Half in triumph and half in stunned amazement.

The section she was trying to move moved all right. All the way off.

The next second, there was a man hanging upside down in the immobilized elevator car. His dark brown hair flowed away from a chiseled, hard-looking face. It was the kind of expression that inspired instant obedience. Oddly enough, she wasn’t afraid.

“Give me your hand,” he ordered gruffly.

The words, Come with me if you want to live, echoed mockingly in her brain.

This was no time to recall movie trivia, Nika upbraided herself. And yet, there it was.

Because this definitely felt like a scene out of some old action movie.







Chapter 2

Nika snapped out of her semi-dazed state a moment later. “What?” she cried.

She was fairly certain that an elevator repairman would have been trying to do something with the cable’s mechanisms in a far more stable, accessible place, rather than lowering himself into the stalled elevator car like a frustrated trapeze artist trying to make a dramatic comeback.

Blood rushed to Cole’s head. This was not exactly an ideal position to be in and definitely not something he would have chosen to do if there was any other way to go. But according to the nurse he’d talked to on his grandmother’s floor, the company that handled maintaining the elevators wouldn’t have a repairman out for at least another hour. That was completely unacceptable to him. He needed to speed things along and this was the only way open to him: rescuing the trapped doctor.

Stretching his hand out toward the stunned blonde looking up at him, his legs securely wrapped around the cable, which was most likely permanently staining his gray slacks with grease, Cole could only reach down so far. She would have to make up the difference. “I said, give me your hand.”

He had to be kidding, right? “Who are you?”

“The tooth fairy,” Cole growled.

He was in no mood for twenty questions. He wasn’t sure just how much longer he could hang down like this. Each second that passed by made it that much harder. The hastily conceived plan was to pull her up out of the elevator car and get her to stand on top of it. From there, he was fairly sure he could get her out to the fourth floor. Fortunately, the elevator had gotten stuck closer to the fourth floor, rather than right in between the two floors. Every little inch helped.

“Now give me your damn hand,” he demanded. “Unless you want to stay inside this box until that mythical repairman turns up.”

He had a very persuasive argument. There was no way she wanted to stay here a moment longer.

“No!” Nika cried.

She stretched first both hands up, and then leaned into stretching just one. That got her a tiny bit closer, but she still couldn’t reach him. Standing on her toes didn’t help. It was a matter of “almost, but not quite.”

Frustration raked over her, making her thin blouse stick to her skin as perspiration slipped over her. Dropping her hands to her sides, she looked up at him.

“How …?”

He anticipated her question. Extending his hands down as far as he could, he ordered, “Jump up! I’ll grab your arms.”

Another question occurred to her but Nika bit it back. There was no point in showering him with queries. Anxious to leave her confinement, she would have been willing to jump up and grab hold of the devil himself if he’d just get her out of here. Even with him hanging upside down, she could tell that this handsome, although unsmiling and gruff, man wasn’t the devil.

At least, not exactly.

Whatever else this man might be as he went about his life, right now, at this moment, this Flying Wallenda wannabe was the answer to her prayers.

Nika squared her shoulders. “Ready?” she asked him, bracing herself.

There was more than a shade of impatience in his stony face. Nika could recognize it even upside down. “Lady—”

“You’re ready,” she pronounced. Blowing out a breath, she gave it her all and sprang up as high as she could, her hands reaching up for the sky.

It amazed her that he caught both of her hands on the first attempt. It also amazed her that her shoulders weren’t pulled out of their sockets. The jolt had her biting down on her lower lip to keep from yelling out in pain.

Holding on to her hands tightly, the knight in tarnished armor raised her up. She could see his forearms straining. They were bulging and looked rock hard as he pulled her to him. He was still hanging upside down, but he raised her up to him until they were all but face-to-face.

He was breathing heavily.

As for her breath, it had gotten completely stuck in her lungs as she found her lips less than an inch away from his mouth.

Was that a heart palpitation? Or just adrenaline rushing through her? For simplicity’s sake, she decided to go with the latter.

“You’re not moving,” she managed to point out. If it wasn’t for the way his forearms were straining, it would seem as if they were frozen in midair.

“I’m not a contortionist,” he retorted. She could feel his forearms working, could feel a tremor begin to rumble through the taut, hard muscles. “Climb up!” he urged her.

“Climb up what?” she cried in complete confusion.

Was she an airhead? Had he just gone through contortions to rescue someone who was just as likely to harm his grandmother as help her?

“Me,” he snapped, “damn it. Climb up me.”

She hadn’t the slightest idea how to do that from this position. “You’re kidding.”

“If I were given to kidding,” he told her tersely, “which I’m not, this wouldn’t be the time for me to do it. Now, get moving,” he ordered sharply, “or we’re both going to fall into the elevator and one of us is going to land headfirst.”

That would be him. Not exactly the best way for this to end. Oh God. She could feel herself weakening.

Not now, Nika. Not now.

“Right.”

Taking a breath, she released his hand and immediately grabbed hold of his torso, holding on tight.

One hand free, Cole reinforced his hold on her other hand, using both of his.

“Keep going!” he shouted at her.

She was just trying to catch her breath. “Give me a minute,” she snapped at him. Her heart really pounded now.

He felt his grasp slipping on her. “We don’t have a minute.” “Oh God.”

Her heart hammering in her chest, Nika scrambled up her rescuer’s body, acutely aware of its hardness and all the contours she brushed against—both his and hers—in her effort to get out of this dark, confining space.

And then she was out. Out of the car and on top of it, where the cables, the grease and an entire array of uncountable dead insects all came together. Nika huddled on top of the car, pulling her body as far into herself as she could.

Just above her head were the parted elevator doors—and light!

“Move over,” Cole shouted up to her. “I want to come up.”

“Sorry,” she apologized. Still crouching, she tried to make herself even smaller as, attempting to move as little as possible, she shifted away from the opening. To keep from being overwhelmed by this whole ordeal, Nika forced herself not to look down. “Now what?” she asked.

He took a moment to draw in a few breaths. His hand just above her huddled body, her scowling rescuer held on to the cable. He gave her the impression that he could just swing himself off his perch like some modern-day Tarzan whenever the whim hit him.

“Isn’t it obvious?” he asked her.

“It would be,” she allowed magnanimously. “If my brain worked.”

Fingers lightly encircling the cable, her rescuer rose to his feet, as sure-footed as if he’d been born mid-leap between skyscrapers. How could he do that? she marveled. How could he seem so casual, standing on top of the elevator car? Had he grown up on the side of a mountain?

“Now I get you up to the fourth floor,” he answered glibly.

When she didn’t rise on her own to stand beside him, Cole took her hand and began to tug her up to her feet. When he felt her resistance, he looked down at her expectantly.

“Look, you’ve got to stand up,” he told her gruffly. “I can’t just hurl you out the door like you were some kind of discus.”

“Right.” Nika exhaled, rising shakily to her feet. Her hand was tightly wrapped around his as if he was her lifeline.

It suddenly occurred to him that there might be more at play here than he’d thought. “Are you afraid of heights?”

“I wasn’t when I first got on,” Nika answered honestly. “But now I’m not so sure.”

She was still holding on to his hand as he shifted her around so that they were both facing the parted doors on the next floor. Before she could ask him what he was doing, he’d released her hand and placed both of his on either side of her waist.

“Look up,” he instructed. When she did, he said, “There’s your way out.”

All she could think was, So near and yet so far. Short of him hurling her like that discus he’d mentioned, she couldn’t see how she was going to get out. “Yes, if I was a foot taller.”

His hands tightened around her waist. Something swirled around in her stomach in response. Panic?

“Don’t worry, you will be,” he promised. “Okay, on the count of three.”

“What on the count of three?” She had an uneasy feeling she wasn’t going to like this.

“You jump. I thrust and push.”

“You what?” she demanded, twisting around so that she could look at him. He couldn’t be saying what she thought he was saying.

But apparently he was already counting, albeit quietly, and “three” was on the tip of his tongue. It emerged half a split second later as he shoved her upward with a mighty thrust.

Stunned and caught off guard, Nika hadn’t jumped to give her body the momentum it needed. But the man who had come to her rescue still managed to get her up to the point that she could get her arms and the upper part of her torso out between the parted doors.

Leaning her whole body into it and snaking forward, she managed to keep from sliding back down. She’d gained a hold. Not stopping to celebrate the feat, she pushed and, using her elbows in a back and forth momentum, she scrambled out a little farther.

That was when a passing orderly she was marginally familiar with saw her. Gerald Mayfield came running over to offer his help. Taking both her hands as gently as possible, he succeeded in getting her up to her feet.

The next moment, the man who’d gotten her out in the first place was using his arms to vault himself off the roof of the same elevator car.

She swung around to look at him. There was a half-amused smile on his lips.

“Was it good for you?” he asked. “It was good for me.”

“Getting out was wonderful for me,” she answered, focusing only on the literal interpretation of his question. Nika stopped to take a deep breath before saying anything else. “Who are you?” she asked again, repeating what she’d asked him when he’d burst upside down into the elevator car.

“Are you all right, Doctor Pulaski?” Gerald asked, concerned. He seemed oblivious to the fact that he was interrupting her.

“Yes, thank you, I am.” Nika started to brush herself off with the flat of her hand, resigned to the fact that it was futile. “And thanks to you,” she added, turning to look at the man who had gone out of his way to extricate her from the elevator.

“Before you think I’m just some random do-gooder,” he told her, brushing aside her thanks, “I want you to know that I had an ulterior motive for getting you out of there.”

He caught her completely by surprise with that one. Just what kind of an ulterior motive was he talking about? She did her best to seem both game and ever-so-slightly on her guard.

He saw a ray of uncertain suspicion enter her eyes. Good. He didn’t think much of people who were too naive to be suspicious. Better safe than sorry.

“You were on your way to see Ericka Baker when the elevator died on you, right?”

She eyed him quizzically. “How would you know something like that?”

Was this a new doctor on the staff whom she hadn’t met yet? At this point, she had a nodding acquaintance with most of the physicians at Patience Memorial, but a few might have slipped her attention. Although, looking at this one—especially right side up—she couldn’t see how that was possible.

“Did the chief of staff send you to the Geriatric Unit?” she asked.

God knew she could use the help, and it wasn’t because she didn’t know what she was doing. She’d worked summers while attending both undergraduate school and medical school and each position she took involved working with seniors, both veterans and private citizens, in various different hospitals. She had a very soft spot in her heart for the elderly, but there were only so many bedsides she could be at during the course of a single day. Nika was completely overwhelmed by the amount of work there was, and right now there were only two physicians in the unit to shoulder that work.

“No.” Busy trying to remove several grease spots from his slacks with his handkerchief, Cole raised his head in time to see the look of disappointment on her face. “Ericka Baker’s my grandmother.”

Giving his slacks one more pass with the handkerchief, he frowned, gave up and shoved the oil-smudged item back into his pocket again.

“Oh.” She focused on the bright side. He might not be here to help her with the patient load, but he’d come to her aid nonetheless. “I guess it’s lucky for me that you’re so interested in her welfare.”

He nodded his head, dismissing what sounded like the beginning of a thank-you speech.

“So—” He gave her a quick once-over. “Do you need some time to pull yourself together?”

Except for a few smudges here and there, she certainly didn’t look as if she needed to pull herself together, he thought. But he’d learned a long time ago that he couldn’t go by appearances when it came to women. They had their own set of unique rules.

She slipped on the lab coat that she’d tied around her waist earlier, hoping she looked presentable. “No, I’m fine,” she assured him. “As long as your grandmother doesn’t scare easily.”

To his recollection, he’d never even seen his grandmother worried, much less scared. “She has nerves of steel.”

Nika laughed shortly. He found the sound had a nice, soothing ring to it.

“That puts your grandmother one up on me,” Nika told him. She glanced down at her hands. There were streaks across the top of each of them. “I just need to wash my hands and I’ll be ready to go.” The orderly retreated back to what he was doing when he’d stopped to help, and Nika paused for a moment as she got a good look at her rescuer’s slacks. She felt instantly guilty. “Oh, your pants.”

Cole looked down at them himself, checking to see if they had somehow gotten worse in the last minute. Sadly, the grease stains on each leg were just as vivid.

“Guess the crease isn’t as sharp as it could be,” he cracked.

“I was looking at the grease,” Nika said before she realized he was being sarcastic. Getting them cleaned was her responsibility, she thought. “Give them to me.”

“My pants?” he questioned, looking at her in surprise. Just what kind of a doctor was going to be treating his grandmother?

“Oh, I don’t mean now,” she explained quickly. Not quickly enough, she gathered, judging by his expression. “I mean, the next time you come back here to see your grandmother. I’ll send them to the cleaners—or you can send them to the cleaners and just give me the bill.”

He waved away her words. He could pay for his own dry cleaning. Or just toss the slacks away if it came down to that. The only thing this woman owed him was taking care of his grandmother.

“That’s all right.”

“No, it’s not,” she insisted firmly. He stopped walking for a moment and looked at her. She couldn’t tell if he was impressed or annoyed. Either way, she pressed on. “You wouldn’t have gotten that way if you hadn’t come to my rescue. I believe in paying my debts, Mr. Baker.”

“That’s detective,” he corrected her.

She’s resumed walking and now it was her turn to stop first. “Mr. Detective?” she questioned, her brow furrowing.

“Detective Baker.” Who the hell called anyone “Mr.” Detective? He scrutinized her closely. Had she hit her head when the elevator had initially come to a stop? “You sure you’re all right?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” She was slightly embarrassed. “I’m just a little out of sync, that’s all. It’s not every day I get to climb up a man’s torso to get out of an elevator car and into an elevator shaft,” she told him in her own defense. “I’ll be at the top of my game in a couple of minutes,” she promised.

His eyes narrowed as he focused on her. “And just exactly what does this ‘game’ involve?” Cole asked.

She really was having trouble putting her thoughts into words this morning. Getting trapped in the elevator didn’t have anything to do with it. Pulling double shifts, however, did. Someday, she would catch up on her rest and sleep for a week.

“Poor choice of words,” she acknowledged. “The only ‘game’ in town, as far as I’m concerned, is making sure that your grandmother leaves the hospital healthier than when she came in.” I might as well make use of this man being here, Nika thought as they turned a corner down the corridor. “Can you tell me briefly what her complaints are?”

She peered at his face as she asked the question and was rewarded to see the corners of his mouth curve ever so slightly.

The word “complaint” triggered memories of the last conversation he’d had with his grandmother before he discovered her neglected medication. “You mean other than the fact that they brought Becky Warren back from the dead?”

Nika stopped abruptly just shy of Ericka Baker’s single care unit and stared at him. “Excuse me?”

“Becky Warren,” he repeated. “The town ‘harlot,’ to quote my grandmother.” And then he filled her in on the joke. “My grandmother watches Living the Good Life faithfully,” he said, naming his grandmother’s favorite soap opera. “Has for the last fifteen years. It’s her only weakness—or vice. That and dark chocolate with coconut,” he added. “Otherwise, she’s a trouper who doesn’t complain. I wouldn’t have known about her heart condition if I hadn’t been there for one of her ‘episodes.’“ He vividly remembered fearing the worst as he saw his grandmother clutch her chest, the side of her neck throbbing wildly. “Scared the hell out of me,” he said as he pushed open the door to his grandmother’s room. “I got her to go see Dr. Goodfellow.”

Nika nodded as she walked into Ericka’s room. “Good choice. He’s one of the top cardiologists in the state,” she informed him.

At the sound of their voices, the woman in the hospital bed turned her head toward them. The look on her finely lined face was affectionate disapproval as sharp, sapphire-blue eyes swept over the dirt and grease on Cole’s clothes.

She shook her head. “Have you been making mud pies again, Coleman?” she asked.







Chapter 3

The question his grandmother asked hung in the air, unanswered.

It scraped against Cole’s heart.

G wasn’t teasing him the way she occasionally did, and she wasn’t being witty. She was serious. He’d seen that look enter her eyes several times before. The look that silently announced that she had temporarily slipped away from him and was now off into the past. A past when she had been all things to him, including both mother and father.

Cole slanted a glance at the physician at his side, wondering if anything in his grandmother’s behavior had tipped her off that the woman wasn’t quite lucid.

But since this doctor he’d brought to his grandmother’s bedside didn’t know G, from all appearances, she seemed to be taking the remark at face value as a sign of affection between his grandmother and him.

Good.

Walking over to the older woman’s bedside, Cole leaned over and kissed the weathered yet incredibly soft cheek.

“Not this time, G,” he said quietly in response to her question. When he took a step back, he saw that she’d returned to her old self and he breathed a silent sigh of relief.

“Coleman, how did you manage to get so dirty?” Ericka wanted to know, clearly surprised by his less than neat appearance.

“Rescuing me,” Nika told her, stepping forward.

Instead of picking up the elderly woman’s chart, or accessing Ericka Baker’s records on the portable computer just outside the woman’s room, Nika preferred to go straight to the source and meet her patients first, then look at their records. It helped her form a relationship with the patient, however briefly it might last, and that, she’d always felt, held her in good stead. It also made the patients feel that she viewed them as people first and patients second.

But before Nika could introduce herself, the woman in the bed gave her a quick, albeit penetrating, once-over, Ericka’s very blue eyes sweeping over her.

“And you are?” Ericka asked.

“Dr. Veronika Pulaski,” Nika told her, putting her hand out to the woman.

She found herself on the receiving end of a handshake that was both firm and confident. No matter what the notes on the chart claimed, this was no “little old lady.” This was a force to be reckoned with, Nika thought with a warm smile.

“Dr. Goodfellow asked me to run some tests on you to make sure that the procedure he intends to perform to get your atrial fibrillation under control won’t do you more harm than good.”

Ericka made a small, dismissive sound, accompanying it with a wave of her hand. “He’s just afraid of a lawsuit.”

“No,” Nika contradicted, her smile still warm as she continued focusing on the small woman, “he’s afraid of putting you through something that won’t result in you getting better. He is an excellent cardiovascular surgeon,” she told Ericka. “Patience Memorial wouldn’t give him operating privileges here if he wasn’t.”

“We’ll see,” was all Ericka was willing to concede. She shifted her eyes toward her grandson. “Coleman, you said you had some questions to ask this very young lady,” she reminded him.

Nika picked up on the woman’s inflection. “I’m not as young as I look, Mrs. Baker,” she assured her.

Ericka blew out another breath. “You couldn’t be,” she retorted. “And don’t go dismissing that particular attribute so lightly,” she warned. “Someday, when you’re an old lady like me, looking younger than your years will be something you’ll treasure, not disclaim. Mark my words,” she underscored with a look meant to pin Nika against the wall.

“You’re not an old lady, G,” Cole rebutted affectionately, taking her hand in both of his. “You’re just a little older than I am.”

“This is why I keep him around,” Ericka confided to her new doctor. “He’s very good for my ego. Even if he lies really badly,” she added with a laugh. “Now, ask her what you want to ask her, then go before they realize they can do without you at the precinct.” Her thin lips pulled into a frown as she reviewed his attire again. “And maybe you’d better stop at your place to change,” Ericka added with a shake of her head. “What exactly did you rescue Dr. Pulaski from?” she asked, curious. “A garbage dump?”

When the detective didn’t look as if he would answer right away, Nika was more than happy to fill his grandmother in.

“The elevator I was on got stuck between floors and the repairman wasn’t going to be able to get here for a few hours.” She looked across her patient’s bed at the detective. “Your grandson very kindly shimmied down the elevator cables to get me out of there.”

Ericka nodded, as if there was no other course her grandson could have taken. “He is a good boy,” the elderly woman said proudly, giving his hand a squeeze.

Detective Cole Baker hadn’t been a boy in a very long time, Nika caught herself thinking. What she first saw coming to her rescue, his legs wrapped around the cables as easily as if he was climbing down a rope in gym class, was without question all man.

She noted that he appeared somewhat embarrassed by his grandmother’s simple declaration, even though he was trying not to show it. She decided one good rescue deserved another and came to his—verbally.

“So, what are these questions you want to ask?” Nika prompted.

He seemed surprised at her directness. Did she intend to discuss his grandmother’s case in front of her? “You don’t want to go somewhere private to talk?”

“Why? This is about your grandmother.” Nika nodded at the woman who was listening intently to every word. “She has a right to hear whatever’s said.”

Ericka’s thin lips spread even thinner in a pleased, wide smile.

“I like this girl, Coleman.” She looked at the young woman. “Most doctors treat patients as if their minds had already evaporated. That’s especially true if those patients are my age.”

“I think you have every right to know and understand what’s going on,” Nika told her simply. She knew she would want that in the woman’s place. “Dr. Goodfellow wants me to carry out a series of lab tests, and run an EEG to make sure that you’re strong enough to go through this procedure. By the way, when you do have the ablation procedure,” she continued as if passing the tests was a foregone conclusion, “you will have to remain awake.”

Cole eyed her sharply. “They’re not going to put her out?”

“No, but they will numb the area so that you won’t feel any pain,” she reassured both the patient and her grandson quickly. “They just want to know if something out of the ordinary happens. The best way is to keep you conscious and responsive,” she told Ericka. “You’ll be able to help guide them by saying if you can still feel certain things when they test different areas on your body.”

This was all news to the older woman. “Well, if I’m going to help, then I shouldn’t have to pay them the whole charge—” Ericka declared.

“G,” Cole’s tone cautioned his grandmother not to say something that could be construed argumentative.

“You won’t be paying anything,” Nika pointed out, opening the woman’s chart. “You have Medicare and a supplementary secondary carrier. They’re the ones who’ll take care of the bill.”

“Yes, well, it’s the principle of the thing that matters,” Ericka said, her voice trailing off slightly as she seemed to lose momentum.

“How long will it take?” Cole asked, turning his attention to her.

“The surgery?” Nika repeated, guessing what his question referred to. “Most ablations usually run about—”

“No, the tests,” he interrupted before she could finish. “How long before you know if she can have the surgery? The last attack she had was pretty bad. It lasted over two hours.”

“Tattletale,” Ericka accused with an annoyed pout.

Their roles, it occurred to Cole, had somehow gotten reversed and now he was the parent and she the child. He wasn’t used to this.

Nika glanced toward the woman in the bed. A hundred fifty years ago, Ericka Baker would have been viewed as the perfect prototype for a robust, determined pioneer woman. Pioneer women didn’t have time to be sick. It got in their way and annoyed them.

“She doesn’t like the way those palpitations have been restricting her activities.” It was an educated guess on Nika’s part.

He shook his head. “Not a hell of a whole lot, no. Would you?” he challenged.

“No, I wouldn’t,” she said honestly. “We should have everything back tomorrow, noon.”

“That long?”

Gauging the duration was all in the eyes of the beholder. Nika laughed. “There was a time when a simple appendectomy kept a patient in the hospital for two weeks,” she told him. “In comparison, this is pretty fast and streamlined.”

She could see that her answer didn’t satisfy him. Hard man to please, she thought. But he wasn’t her concern. His grandmother was. “I’ll call in a favor and we’ll bump you up to the head of the line,” she promised Ericka. “It’s the least I can do, seeing as how your grandson rescued me.”

Ericka nodded again, somewhat placated. “Sounds only fair,” she agreed, glancing toward Cole.

Time for him to go, Nika thought, even though there was something about his presence that was oddly unsettling and yet exciting at the same time. Neither had a place within the framework of her duties.

“And now, Detective, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to make yourself scarce,” she told him.

Not that he planned on staying any longer—the meeting was swiftly breathing down his neck—but having this snippet of a doctor push him out of the room like this raised red flags for him.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because I’m going to have to examine your grandmother now,” she told him patiently, “and I think it would be more comfortable for her if you respectfully waited just outside the door.”

He looked at his grandmother and then quickly looked away. It was hard to say if he was more embarrassed for himself, or for the older woman.

“Oh, yeah, well—” Heat rose up along his neck, causing it to turn an unnatural shade of reddish-pink. He was already at the door, turning the doorknob. “I’ll come by after my shift, G.” He tossed the words over his shoulder, along with one last quick glance.

“Unless some pretty girl nabs you,” Ericka qualified, raising her voice to be heard.

He paused, shaking his head. The woman was always trying to get him to pair up with someone. “Not likely,” he told her. “See you tonight,” he added quickly, stepping outside the room.

And then he turned around to see if his grandmother’s doctor was behind him. She was.

“Doctor, here’s my card.” He thrust the small, white card with its dramatic black lettering at her. “Call me if something goes wrong.” It wasn’t a request but an order. “You can reach me at the last number on the bottom anytime.” He tapped it with his forefinger. “Anytime, night or day,” he emphasized.

Nika slipped out of the room for a moment, easing the door closed behind her. It touched her that he was so concerned. Looking at him, at his chiseled features and the hard set of his mouth, she would have said that he didn’t particularly care deeply about anyone—including himself. There was nothing soft about him, nothing vulnerable to indicate intense concern on any level.

Just went to show that you definitely couldn’t judge a book by its cover, she told herself. Not even after the first few pages were glimpsed.

Her hand closed over the card he’d offered her and she tucked it into her pocket.

“I won’t have to use it,” she assured him kindly. “Your grandmother strikes me as a woman who can more than meet any kind of curve that life has to throw at her and come out smiling.”

“She used to be,” he acknowledged and a strain of sadness, which he couldn’t quite cover, echoed in his voice. “But that was before she got this old.”

Nika had known her patient for a total of less than five minutes so far, but some things she could just instinctively sense from the very beginning.

“I wouldn’t let your grandmother hear you say that if I were you,” Nika advised. “Otherwise, you’re going to have to be sleeping with one eye open for the rest of your life.”

It wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to sleep lightly, he thought, thinking back to some of the undercover cases he’d worked. But he saw no reason to say anything about that to this woman. This wasn’t about him, it was about his grandmother. About keeping her well and thriving the way she always had been.

“Keep the card anyway,” he told her. “Just in case. It’ll make both of us feel better.”

“Us?” she questioned uncertainly.

“My grandmother and me.”

“Oh. Of course.” What was she thinking? Why in heaven’s name would the man be making a reference to the two of them as “us”? Of course he was referring to himself and his grandmother.

That stretch in the elevator addled you more than you’re willing to admit, Nika, she upbraided herself. Get a grip.

Nika rallied, pushing on, as the detective, satisfied that he’d made himself clear, started to leave. “And don’t forget to give me your bill,” she called after him.

He didn’t bother turning around or answering her. He just kept walking.

“Um, Nika, I don’t know if anyone’s explained this to you, but eventually, we’re supposed to be charging them for our services, not the other way around,” an amused female voice said behind her.

Turning around, Nika saw that she’d guessed right. Her older sister—older only by eleven months—stood behind her. It was amazing, though, how much Alyx sounded like Sasha, her oldest cousin and the very first Dr. Pulaski to come to this hospital.

“Alyx, what are you doing here?” Nika asked. And even as she formed the words, the answer came to her and her whole countenance lit up. “Did they send you here to help me?” She tried to recall if Alyx had mentioned anything about having the flu. She couldn’t remember.

“No, I snuck up here as soon as I heard. I wanted to make sure you were okay.” Alyx’s eyes washed over her quickly, taking inventory of every limb.

“Heard? Heard what?”

“Someone in the E.R. told me that there was a resident stuck in an elevator in between floors,” Alyx told her.

Nika looked at her, a little surprised. “And you immediately thought of me?” she questioned, then pointed out the obvious before her sister could answer. “Alyx, I’m not the only resident that this hospital has.”

Alyx raised her slender shoulders. “What can I tell you? Some of Mama’s paranoia rubbed off on me.” She looked down at a particularly dark streak of dirt on her sister’s lab coat. It was all the evidence that was needed. “It was you, wasn’t it?”

“Busted.” Nika laughed. She was already moving away. “But I don’t have time to talk about it right now. I have a patient to get back to.” One of many, she added silently. Nika nodded toward Ericka’s door. “I’ll tell you all about it tonight, I promise. Call me when you’re free. If you’re free,” she qualified, thinking of the very handsome policeman her sister had introduced her to when she’d arrived. The policeman who had arrested Alyx’s heart and placed it behind bars for all eternity. Alyx was going to be the first of them to get married, Nikka thought, with a little mistiness tugging at her soul.

“And you’ll start by explaining what you’re offering that somber-looking hunk money for?” Alyx asked, still standing where she was.

“A clean breast of everything,” Nika promised, crossing her heart with her forefinger.

Not knowing the whole story immediately, she could see, was all but killing her older sister. Alyx had always been insatiable when it came to her curiosity. She always had to know everything about everything.

“It’s not nearly as exciting as you think,” was the only crumb she had time to toss her sister before she hurried back into Ericka Baker’s room.

“About time you came back,” Ericka said, her eyes narrowing as she looked at her doctor. “I thought maybe you decided to run off with my grandson.”

Nika flashed a smile at the woman as she took her stethoscope out of her pocket. “Sorry to disappoint you, no running off.”

“I’m not the one who’s disappointed,” Ericka informed her with conviction.

“Oh? And just who would be the one who’s disappointed?” Nika asked, humoring the woman.

Ericka didn’t answer her. Instead, the elderly woman merely watched her intently, her message silently conveyed.

And then, sitting up straighter, Ericka announced, “Let’s get this show on the road already,” and began to unbutton the top of her nightgown—she’d brought her own, no doubt refusing to be caught dead in the one that the hospital issued.

“Not so fast, Mrs. Baker,” Nika cautioned, placing her hand over her patient’s to stop the older woman from disrobing. “There’s a little matter of a history and physical to get out of the way first.”

Ericka seemed somewhat annoyed and very impatient. “Nothing’s changed since I saw my doctor two days ago,” the woman told her.

“That might be true,” Nika agreed, humoring her, “but I need to acquaint myself with you and I’ve never taken down your history before.”

Very slowly, a smile of approval slipped over the older woman’s lips. “Believe in crossing your t’s and dotting your i’s, do you?”

“Every time,” Nika told her.

“Not a bad quality, I guess.” She didn’t quite succeed in sounding indifferent. Ericka eyed the physician’s left hand. “You married?”

She thought of her mother, who had been crusading for each of her daughters to get married since Alyx turned twenty. She was desperate to be a grandmother—and have more grandchildren than Uncle Josef and Aunt Magda. “No, I’m not.”

“Planning to be?” Mrs. Baker prodded, watching her carefully as she answered.

“Someday, yes.” But that someday was a long way in the future, Nika added silently. She wanted to get a practice going, wanted to do things that really mattered first. If marriage was in the cards for her, it would happen. But there was enough time to worry about that later.

Ericka cocked her head, still looking at her closely, her expression saying that she was confident she could detect a lie if she heard one. “So there’s no one important in your life right now?”

“You, Mrs. Baker,” Nika told her warmly as she prepared to take the woman’s blood pressure. “You’re important in my life.”

Ericka frowned. “Is that your hokey way of telling me that you’re dedicated?”

“You might say that,” Nika allowed with a laugh. “It’s also a ‘hokey’ way of saying that I care about my patients. Every one of them. And since you’re one of my patients …”

Ericka nodded her head, holding up her hand to keep her doctor from continuing. “I get it. You care about me. Well, if you do, it’s nice to know. Now,” the old woman instructed as she braced herself and raised her chin, “do your worst.”

“What I plan to do, Mrs. Baker,” Nika told her gently, “is my very best.”

Ericka’s head bobbed curtly. “I’ll let you know if you succeed.”

Nika pressed her lips together. She’d come to learn that patients didn’t like it when you laughed at what they said, unless they were intentionally trying to be funny. “I’m counting on it,” she told the woman.







Chapter 4

Nika frowned as she appraised the upper and lower numbers on the blood pressure gauge in her hand. They weren’t what she wanted them to be, especially since the woman in the bed was on blood pressure medication.

“It’s a little high,” she told Ericka as she deflated the cuff. Pausing to make a quick notation of the reading on the woman’s chart, Nika swiftly unwrapped the cuff from the thin arm.

Ericka waved away the note of concern. “Of course it’s high. My new doctor kept me waiting. I got aggravated.”

Nika looked at her. She knew the woman knew better than that. “That wouldn’t have caused your blood pressure to elevate like that unless you were waiting for me in a yard full of pit bulls.” She tucked the cuff away. “I’d like to see that come down a little bit before we finally whisk you off for surgery.”

Ericka made a noise that sounded very much like a snort. “You forfeited the ‘whisking’ part by making me take all these tests you’re talking about first.”

Nika placed a placating hand on top of one of the woman’s blue-veined hands and said gently, “Mrs. Baker, the object here is to make you well, not to see how fast we can get you in and out of the hospital. We don’t take chances with our patients’ lives here.”

Ericka looked at her for a long moment, as if assessing the genuineness of the statement. And then her sharper features melted into a softer expression as she smiled.

“Call me G,” she urged.

Nika cocked her head. She’d heard the detective refer to the woman that way. Was it her middle initial, or the first letter of some kind of nickname?

“G?” Nika repeated, an unspoken question in her voice.

The platinum-blond head nodded. “That’s what I told Coleman to call me when he first came to live with me. I hated the way Grandmother sounded. Still do. Makes me think of some old, bent-over woman, shuffling around in sensible shoes, her white hair pulled back in a bun at the nape of her neck.” Finished with her description, Ericka shivered.

“No worries,” Nika told her with a laugh. “That certainly doesn’t begin to describe you. I thought the computer made a mistake when I looked down at your chart earlier. If ever a woman didn’t look anywhere close to eighty-four, it’s you.”

Ericka positively beamed. “You know, you just might have become my new best friend after all,” the older woman told her.

“I’ll settle for being the doctor who makes you feel well enough to go home, Mrs.—G.” About to use the woman’s last name, Nika corrected herself at the last moment.

“Fair enough,” Ericka declared. “Continue,” she urged, indicating that she was ready to endure the rest of the physical.

Nika suppressed her smile and did as she was “bidden.”

She had just finished the feisty woman’s exam and was carefully entering the last of her notes on the chart when the sound jolted her. Piercing the late morning air, the alarm sounded a great deal like an air raid siren used in one of those old movies depicting Europe during World War II.

Except that this wasn’t an air raid. And rather than warning of a possible multitude of deaths, this had to do with only one possible demise. But even one was one too many.

She didn’t want to have another on the books if she could help it.

Nika instantly abandoned the chart, setting it down on a side counter.

“What is that awful noise?” Ericka asked as she put her hands over her ears and tried to press out the sound.

“I’ll put down you have good hearing when I get back,” Nika promised, trying to divert the woman’s curiosity from the reason that the alarm was going off. She didn’t want the woman frightened—and she definitely didn’t want her to start wondering if perhaps that alarm would ever go off for her.

“What’s going on?” Ericka demanded, shouting in order to be heard.

“It’s a code blue,” was all Nika said before she ran out into the hall—making sure she closed the door to Ericka’s room behind her.

The sound that signaled the very real possibility of someone’s life ebbing away filled the hallway, making it momentarily impossible for her to ascertain from which direction the alarm was coming. The next moment, Nika had her answer. Alerted by the monitor at the nurses’ station, the two responding nurses and an orderly were all running toward one room.

A quick scrutiny told Nika that so far, no doctor was coming to the patient’s aid. They were still incredibly shorthanded.

“Crash cart,” she yelled out to the other three. “We’re going to need a crash cart.”

The orderly, Gerald Mayfield, a powerful-looking man who was almost as wide as he was tall and had helped get her out of the elevator earlier, fell back to fetch the lifesaving device.

She knew who the room belonged to a second before she entered. John Kelly. She’d paused to talk to the man this morning just before she’d gone down to the cafeteria. And subsequently gotten stuck in the elevator on her way back, she thought ruefully. Maybe if she’d taken the stairs, she would have gotten back sooner and somehow could have prevented this.

God knew how, she thought now, looking at the painfully thin man whose heart had abruptly stopped beating.

The monitor attached to him, tracking his vital signs, had nothing to show for its efforts but very thin, straight lines. They were accompanied by an eerie, flat note that mournfully announced the end of a life.

“There’s no pulse, Doctor,” Katie O’Connor, one of the two nurses who’d made it to the patient’s room first, told her. The nurse’s long fingers were still pressed against the elderly man’s throat, as if that would somehow make his vital signs magically reappear once again.

But they didn’t. The straight lines on the monitor continued going nowhere.

It couldn’t end this quickly, Nika silently argued in her head.

“He was just talking to me,” she said out loud, addressing her words to Katie. “Telling me how much he was looking forward to going back to the nursing home because he’d figured out a chess move that would confound his roommate. He was positively gleeful about it. He didn’t sound or behave like a man who was about to die,” she added, saying the words more to herself than to the other two women.

Katie, who’d been a nurse more years than she’d willingly admit, looked at her with sympathy. “Can’t always tell by the way they look, Doctor.”

She knew that. And yet …

Behind her, Gerald was coming in, pushing the crash cart before him.

“Charge ‘em,” Nika ordered, grabbing the defibrillator paddles. She held them up while Gerald quickly covered both surfaces with a gel. Rubbing them together, Nika called out, “Clear!” before applying both paddles to Kelly’s chest.

His body convulsed in response, clearing the mattress in some places, but ultimately the former police sergeant didn’t awaken from what appeared to be his now permanent sleep.

Nika didn’t want to let him go.

“C’mon, Mr. Kelly, you’ve got a chess game to finish, remember? You wanted to show Don that he couldn’t just come in and be the center of attention, remember? Don’t wimp out on me now,” she pleaded. Glancing over her shoulder, she looked at the nurse who was now at the controls of the defibrillator. “Again!” The next moment, with the amps raised, Nika cried “Clear!” and tried to revive the man again.

With the same results.

Twice more she made the retired police sergeant’s body go through its macabre, lifeless dance and had the exact same results each time.

Holding the paddles, she saw the two nurses and the orderly looking at her, waiting. Silently telling her to do what she knew she had to do.

Call it.

She released the sigh that was rattling around in her chest. “Time of death—eleven twenty-three,” Nika pronounced quietly and then returned the paddles to the cart.

“You did everything you could do, Doctor,” Katie told her sympathetically. “It was just his time to go,” the grandmother of five added softly.

“Besides,” the other nurse, Jenna, chimed in, “where he’s going is a lot better than where he would have gone if you’d brought him back from the brink,” she assured Nika with the confidence of the very young who never doubted themselves. “Have you seen that nursing home he was living in?” Jenna, all of twentysomething, shivered to make her point. “If that’s the way I’m going to end up, shoot me now.”

“Hey, a little respect for the dead,” Gerald chided sharply. Jenna frowned and fell into a brooding silence as she slowly stripped the deceased man of the various tubes and wires that had been connected to him. Gerald spared Nika a compassionate look. “Death’s all part of it, Dr. Pulaski,” he told her philosophically. “You shouldn’t take it so hard.”

The orderly was right. After all, what did she expect, Nika asked herself. She was working in the Geriatrics Unit, for heaven’s sake. These were old people. A lot of them had overtaxed their immune systems and were susceptible to so many different things, things that could fell them without a moment’s notice.

That was why they were running understaffed in this unit, because of the threat of someone unwittingly bringing in the flu. They couldn’t control the visitors who came in—although, sadly, a lot of these patients had no one to visit them—but they could at least control the staff’s interactions with the patients.

Nika nodded in response to what the orderly said. She forced herself to focus on the steps she had to take next, not on what had just happened.

“I guess it just seems like a lot of these old people have been dying lately,” she murmured. And death was not something she would ever get used to.

“That’s because they have,” Katie told her. She went about tidying the man up so that he had a little dignity left, even in death. “They’re old people,” she emphasized, just as Nika had in her mind. “It goes with the territory and is to be expected. It’s a lot harder to handle when you lose a patient in the pediatrics ward,” she pointed out. “At least these people have had relatively full lives.”

Nika nodded, then squared her shoulders, silently telling herself to get over it, to straighten up and fly right. She’d do none of her remaining patients any good if she allowed herself to break down and cry.

“You’re right,” she told Katie.

The woman grinned broadly. “Of course I’m right. It’s in my contract,” Katie told her with a wink. “Go help your living patients. There’s nothing more you can do for Mr. Kelly. We’ll do what needs to be done for him now,” the nurse assured her, taking charge.

“I should notify the next of kin,” Nika said, more to herself than to Katie. The very idea filled her with a sense of dread. This was the ultimate in bad news, no matter how prepared a loved one might think that they were.

“There isn’t any,” Jenna told her, practically chirping out the information. “Nobody to notify. Except for maybe the nursing home,” she added as an afterthought. “They’ll want to know so that they can get his room ready for someone else.”

That sounded so cold. So detached. Business as usual, nothing more. Damn, she hated this part of her world.

Out loud, Nika said nothing. She looked at the two nurses and the orderly. They were all doing their part, unfazed, preparing the old man for his last exit. Would she ever get to that state? Would she get to the point where death rolled right off her back, and it didn’t feel as if the specter had taken a large chunk out of her heart when she lost a patient?

As if reading her mind, Katie leaned in as she moved past her. “You let it get to you, you’re no help to the rest of them—the ones who still need you to make a difference in their lives. Remember that.”

Nika nodded and whispered, “Thank you,” before she left the room.

It took her a few minutes to get the tears under control.

“You look terrible,” Sasha declared, almost walking into her cousin. She was on her way in and Nika appeared to be on her way out. “Who died?” she asked.

Nika paused and followed her cousin back inside for a second. “Mr. Kelly,” she told Sasha quietly.

Sasha’s eyes widened with surprise—and distress. “Oh God, Nika, I’m sorry. It was just an expression. I didn’t realize someone had actually died,” she apologized, chagrined. “Was he a patient of yours?”

“Right now, they’re all patients of mine on that floor. The Geriatrics Unit,” she said in case Sasha wasn’t aware of where her rotation had taken her. Something had been gnawing at her since she’d put it into words earlier. “Since I’ve come to work in the unit, it feels like a lot more people have died.”

There was nothing but sympathy on Sasha’s face. “And that means you’re what, the angel of death? Things happen, honey. Old people do die. What do you mean by ‘more,’ exactly?”

“More than the average expected number,” Nika answered. She saw the skeptical look on her cousin’s face. “I minored in math,” she explained.

“Good to know. Next time I’m in a jam, I’ll bring my checkbook to you. I can’t count higher than ten without taking off my shoes.” She slipped a comforting arm around her cousin’s shoulders despite the fact that Nika was several inches taller than she was. “Honey, again, they’re old people. They’re in the hospital, which means they’re sick. A lot of them are worn out. The odds are against them and those odds get worse every day.” She saw that Nika wasn’t completely at ease. “Look, if you’re really worried that something isn’t quite right, why don’t you run this past Dad? Or Tony?” Sasha suggested, referring to her husband, who was a detective in the homicide division of the NYPD. She reached into her pocket to take out her cell. “I could call Tony for you—”

Nika put her hand over her cousin’s phone. Gently, she pushed it back into the pocket it had come from. “That’s okay, maybe I’m just being overly sensitive.”

“FYI, patients think that’s a good quality in a doctor,” Sasha told her. She was about to say something more, but her pager went off. She angled the device that was clipped onto her belt. “After five false alarms, it looks like Mrs. Davis’s water finally broke. Thank God!” she declared happily. “Gotta run, Nika.” And yet, she still paused long enough to give her cousin’s face another once-over. “You’ll be all right?” she asked, concerned.

“I’ll be fine.” She waved Sasha on. “Go, do what you do best. Bring another little taxpayer into the world,” she urged with a smile.

The moment her cousin was out of sight, the smile on Nika’s face vanished, replaced by a weary expression. She wasn’t being overly sensitive. That was just an excuse she’d given Sasha. And she also didn’t believe that the way she was feeling was the product of an overactive imagination. Older patients on her floor were expiring at a rate that she was definitely uncomfortable about.

Okay, it wasn’t in droves, but still …

Granted, there had been more admissions to the unit of late than there used to be. She’d checked into that via a comparison between last year’s admissions at this time and now. More people meant that the number of patients dying increased. But so had the percentages and that part was odd.

She’s lost five patients in two months. Okay, so three of them were diagnosed with terminal diseases and death was an almost merciful release—but getting cured would have been even better.

Was it just a coincidence, or was there something else going on? Something that she was missing?

She hadn’t a clue, but her gut warned her of some kind of pattern. Still, she didn’t want to mention her suspicion to her family. She didn’t know them all that well yet and the last thing she wanted was for them to think that she was the kind of person who went around seeing ghosts when there weren’t any or stirring up trouble as she went along. She wasn’t a rabble-rouser, just a concerned doctor.

What she needed was an impartial outsider who, by the way, was also acquainted with police procedure and could figure out if something not quite aboveboard was going on.

Frustrated, she shoved her hands into her pockets, pensively reviewing her options. Her fingers came in contact with card stock.

Nika realized what it was before she had a chance to pull it out all the way and look at it.

Cole Baker’s business card.

Detective Cole Baker’s business card, she amended, her mind going from zero to sixty-five in just under a racing heartbeat. She had no idea if he’d be open to looking into this for her, but there was nothing to be lost by asking him. He couldn’t hold that against her, she reasoned as his frowning, disapproving face rose up in her mind’s eye. She was just being a concerned citizen, that was all.

She lost no time in dialing his cell phone number.

The line went active on the second ring. The detective surprised her with his prompt response. She could hear street noise in the background. They all but drowned him out.

“This is Baker.”

Did he ever sound anything but impatient, she wondered. “Detective Baker, this is Dr. Pulaski calling—”

Impatience turned to gruffness instantly. “What’s happened to my grandmother?” he demanded.

A voice in her head told her her meddling was an all-round bad idea. If she had concerns, there were proper channels to go through. She could—and should—go to the hospital administrator and talk to Ella about what was on her mind. She owed the woman that, rather than going over her head and calling in the police. What if she was completely off the mark? She didn’t want to embarrass the hospital, and that would be exactly what she’d be doing—not to mention committing medical suicide with her career.

“Nothing happened to your grandmother,” she assured him.

“Then why are you calling?” he asked. It was obvious he didn’t believe her.

The level of background noise increased, making it hard for her to hear. But she pressed on. She had to give him some kind of reason for calling, otherwise he would think that his grandmother’s fate was in the hands of a lunatic. “Do you have any idea if she’s always had high blood pressure?”

“I didn’t know it was high at all,” he confessed. Damn it, why hadn’t his grandmother told him? Why were all the surprises attached to her case bad? “Why, is that a problem?”

“It might be,” she acknowledged, treading cautiously. She didn’t want to alarm him. “I’ll confess that I’d like to see it significantly lower before we go ahead with the procedure.”

“What about her other tests?” he asked. “What do they say?”

She’d forgotten about them. “Nothing yet. We haven’t gotten back any of the results. They should be in first thing in the morning,” she promised him, then, because she had a feeling he was expecting it, she added, “I’ll be in touch with you the minute they turn up. Thanks for the information,” she told him and then, with that, she terminated the call.

With a deep sigh, she put her cell phone back on vibrate and pocketed it. She debated the wisdom of her next move for approximately two minutes, decided that she couldn’t live with herself if she said nothing and her instincts ultimately turned out to be right—that something more than natural progression caused these people to die.

Squaring her shoulders, she forgot about taking a late lunch and went to talk to the person she should have discussed this with in the first place, the hospital administrator.

While her office was being renovated, the administrator had temporarily relocated to the second floor. Nika took the stairs.







Chapter 5

“And your contention is what exactly?” Ella Silverman asked, looking at Nika over the top of her reading glasses. They had slipped down again and the woman had left them there, temporarily suspending the ongoing battle with gravity that required her to push them up the bridge of her nose every few minutes.

As quickly and succinctly as she could, Nika had told the tall, imposing, frowning hospital administrator that she was uneasy about the number of recent deaths in the Geriatrics Unit. The moment the words had left her mouth, she could have sworn that Ella Silverman had instantly looked like someone who’d gone on the defensive.

Nika chose her words carefully as she repeated her concern.

“Just that the patients in the Geratrics Unit are dying at almost twice the national average for their age group.”

The woman’s back literally went up. Ella narrowed her eyes. “And you know this how?”

Nika wasn’t about to back off now. “Research.”

“I see.” Ella tossed her head. Since her shoe-polish-black hair was frozen in place with a third of a can of hair spray, not a single hair moved out of place. Despite the administrator’s caricaturelike appearance, Nika knew through word of mouth that the woman was actually very good at her job, but she was a bit overly chauvinistic when it came to protecting the hospital’s reputation.

“Are you insinuating that the patients are dying because the quality of the care they are receiving here is poor? Or are you saying that the hospital is in some way failing to provide as clean and germfree an environment for these patients as possible?” She held up her hand before Nika could begin to answer, warning her. “And before you answer, I would think very carefully about the next words I say if I were you.”

“No, no,” Nika denied the two suggestions Ella had offered with enthusiasm. “I’m not saying it’s either of those reasons.”

Ella sighed, exasperation echoing in the sound. “So exactly what is it that you are saying, Dr. Pulaski? That the hospital is having some kind of run of bad luck, having these people come here to be treated in our Geriatrics Unit only to die?” the woman asked sharply. She pretended to frame a public service announcement. “‘People, keep your parents and beloved Uncle Oscar out of Patience Memorial if you don’t want them to die on you.’ Is that what you’re implying, Dr. Pulaski?” she asked, leaning over her desk and somehow managing to fill the space around Nika with her presence.

Maybe she should have gone to her uncle after all, Nika thought. At least Uncle Josef listened and let her finish when she spoke. He didn’t immediately go on the defensive the way Ms. Silverman was obviously doing.

“No, ma’am, I’m not implying that the hospital is at fault in any way.” And she really wasn’t. She supposed that her intention in coming here was to use the hospital administrator as a sounding board. She’d had better ideas, she now thought ruefully.

“Then what are you saying?” the woman demanded irritably.

Nika tried to salvage the situation by falling back on a technical question. “Have any of these last few deaths been looked into?” She could see by the woman’s expression that she wasn’t making herself clear. “Have any of them had an autopsy performed?”

“An autopsy?” Ella cried. “No. None of their deaths were suspicious,” she retorted, enunciating each word slowly and carefully as if in doing so, she’d crush the argument. “There was no reason for an autopsy,” she said with finality, “not to mention that there’s no money to conduct one on a whim.”

Nika pressed her lips together. “This last patient who just died this morning, Mr. Kelly, they said he had no family. If no one steps forward to claim his body, maybe you could authorize—”

Ella’s glare was frosty and she succeeded in freezing what Nika was about to say in midsentence. “There’s no money for anything ‘extra.’ In case you don’t know this, the hospital’s budget is stretched to the very limit as it is.” Like a queen who’d grown tired of the conversation, Ella straightened, indicating that the audience was over. “Now, unless you have some hard and fast evidence to present—”

“Not without an autopsy,” Nika pointed out, still hoping that the hospital administrator would change her mind.

The exact opposite happened. Ella took that as a sign that the discussion was terminated. “Well, there you have it, then,” she announced with a wave of her hand. “The subject is closed, Doctor. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do. Real work,” she underscored, looking back at the report she’d been reading before Nika had asked to speak with her.

“Sorry to have bothered you,” Nika muttered, withdrawing.

“No bother,” the woman replied without looking up. “My door is always open,” she added, repeating her very worn public mantra.

In contrast to your mind, Nika thought as she left the room.

Well, she’d tried, she told herself. And maybe Ms. Silverman was ultimately right. Maybe there was nothing more to it than a perverse kind of misfortune, an anomaly that just happened to have shown up at this hospital instead of another one.

Why didn’t that make her feel any better about the situation?

Nika went away troubled, vowing to pay more close attention to as many details as she could. And most likely to give up sleep for the next few months, she thought wearily.

“How is she doing?”

The voice, deep and resonant, seemed to come out of nowhere. And succeeded in scaring the hell out of her because Nika was so caught up in what she was reading in one of the reports she’d managed to get off the computer at the nurses’ station. The report was a history and physical of one of the deceased patients. An elderly woman with leukemia. A condition that had mysteriously and miraculously gone into remission. Just before she died.

Stifling a scream, Nika swung around to look behind her.

“Hey, sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you like that,” Cole apologized.

On his way to see his grandmother, he’d spotted the young doctor standing off to the side, reading. He’d decided to stop and ask about the tests that had been taken earlier today. He figured it was too soon for answers, but the way technology was moving forward these days, he took a shot at it. He hadn’t expected Nika Pulaski to almost jump out of her skin.

“Is everything all right?” he asked. “You seem a little jumpy.”

It was unclear to Nika if the tall, dark and brooding police detective was asking after her well-being, or if his question ultimately worked its way back to his grandmother’s condition.

She decided that he had to be wondering about the old woman, so she focused on that, even as she told herself she would have to get her nerves under control.

Nika pressed the papers she had against her chest so that he couldn’t see the name that was on top. It never hurt to be cautious, even it if wasn’t ordinarily in her nature, she told herself.

“Your grandmother hasn’t had any episodes since you left, if that’s what you’re referring to. And if all the tests come back with the right readings, then we’re a go for surgery tomorrow afternoon at four.”

“Four,” Cole repeated skeptically. Seemed like a bad time of day to him. He would have wanted the surgeon to operate on his grandmother first thing in the morning. “Won’t the doctor be tired by then? Less sharp?”

“Dr. Goodfellow won’t operate if he feels something might impede the best possible outcome for the patient. And that works both ways.”

“Both ways?” he questioned. What was she talking about?

Nika nodded. “I was told that he once stopped a surgery two minutes before it was about to begin because the patient had changed his mind and didn’t want the procedure done. Goodfellow didn’t try to talk him into it, or just chalk it up to the patient having cold feet. He stopped everything dead. Your grandmother is in very good hands,” she assured the detective.

“Maybe,” he allowed and then he asked, “Will you be assisting?”

Nika smiled proudly. The doctor had asked her to assist just this morning. “As a matter of fact, yes. Mostly, I’ll just be standing there and observing,” she confessed, knowing how these things went, “but if you’d like to request someone with more years of experience, I could let the woman who schedules Dr. Goodfellow’s surgeries know and—”

“That won’t be necessary,” Cole said, cutting her short. He had a feeling that the doctor could go on talking indefinitely if she was unchecked. “I think you’re qualified enough to stand and watch,” he told her. “As long as they don’t give you anything sharp to work with while you’re being jumpy.” It was meant as a joke, but he saw that the mild attempt at humor didn’t seem to register with her. He looked at her more closely. There was a somberness in her eyes he didn’t know what to make of. “You sure nothing’s wrong?” he asked.

Nika wasn’t sure what made her confess. Ordinarily, she kept her own counsel when there was no one she felt comfortable talking to. But her brief, unfruitful meeting with Ms. Silverman had left a really bad taste in her mouth and, before she was actually aware of what she was doing, she found herself sharing what had sent her to the hospital administrator’s office in the first place.

“One of my patients died today.”

He immediately related the occurrence to his grandmother being there.

“Because of a surgery?” he asked. Was she trying to subtly tell him something, or was he just worrying because life and his job had made him paranoid?

“No. Mr. Kelly died in his room in the Geriatrics Unit. I’m not sure why. I was just talking to him this morning. His discharge papers were being prepared and he was set to be transported back to the nursing home later today.” She blew out a deep breath, thinking how ironic life could be. Here one moment, gone in the next blink of an eye. “Instead, he’s in the morgue now, waiting to be claimed by someone or wind up being buried in the city’s version of a potter’s field.” The man had seemed so vital, so eager to get back and beat his friend at chess. “I can’t believe he died just like that.”

“What did he die of?” Cole asked.

“Unofficially?” Nika nodded. “His heart stopped.” That was what was being written down on the death certificate.

“That’ll do it every time,” Cole commented. From all indications, this doctor had nothing new to share with him. That meant he should be on his way to go see his grandmother. Instead, he lingered a moment or two longer and shared an observation he’d made.

“That wasn’t just lip service you were giving me earlier, was it?” He watched her eyebrows draw together in a silent query. “You really do care about these patients.”

Well, at this stage of the game, she certainly wasn’t in it for the money. For the pleasure of pulling double shifts and turning into almost a zombie, as a resident she was getting somewhere in the neighborhood of forty thousand dollars a year. To be honest, she wasn’t altogether sure just what the exact sum was. But that didn’t matter because that wasn’t why she was doing it.

“Of course I care,” she told him with feeling. “I wouldn’t be in this if I didn’t care—although Mama had other ideas,” she recalled with a touch of fondness. She knew—or believed she knew—all of her mother’s flaws and she still loved the woman, still accepted, for the most part, the way her mother was.

In the long run, though they’d had their clashes, she was grateful to her mother. It couldn’t have been easy, raising four daughters all alone, even if she did have Aunt Zofia around for moral support.

“Mama?” he questioned. Who called their mother Mama these days? He assumed she was referring to a grandmother. His own hadn’t liked the title, which is how he’d come up with calling her G.

“My mother,” Nika answered, not seeing where the mystery was.

Okay, so maybe this doctor was the old-fashioned type. It was rare, but there was nothing wrong with that, he thought. In a way, he kind of found it intriguing. “Your mother wanted you to be a doctor?”

Wanted was a very weak word in this case. Demanded was more like it, but she let that go. What she did say was, “She wanted all of us to be doctors.”

“All of you,” he repeated, waiting.

The silent question was obvious, Nika thought. The detective wanted the term all defined.

“My sisters and me. There’re four of us,” she added before he could raise a quizzical brow again.

Four. Four doctors, no less. He had to admit that was impressive. Cole thought of what the average higher education cost these days, and just how much he’d had to scrape together in order to earn an undergraduate degree in criminology.

“Your mother certainly had lofty ambitions for you and your sisters.”

It wasn’t exactly as noble as it might sound, she thought. “Actually, I’d say she was probably more driven by a sense of competition than ambition.”

He was silent for a moment as he tried to make sense out of what she’d just said, then shook his head. “I don’t think I understand,” he told her. “As a matter of fact, I know I don’t understand.”

“It’s very simple, really. My aunt and uncle have five daughters. They all became doctors. After my father died, my mother carried around a lot of resentment toward my uncle and, well …” Her voice trailed off for a moment and then she shrugged. “Well, you get the picture.”

It wasn’t hard to fill in the blanks. Most families were far from ideal. His own mother was a perfect example of that. “Yeah, I do. Sometimes parents don’t always think clearly.”

As he said it, Nika had the impression that Cole wasn’t talking about her mother any longer. Curious, she forced herself to table the questions that immediately arose in her mind. Something about the detective reminded her of a knight in tarnished armor and warned her not to ask too many questions—unless she wanted to get rebuffed. She had the feeling that Cole Baker wasn’t the type who shared his thoughts, his feelings, or his past easily with others.

She could feel him withdrawing even as he still remained standing there. His next words bore out her impression.

“Well, I’d better go see my grandmother before she puts out an APB—an all points bulletin,” Cole elaborated.

“I know what APB means,” she told him with a smile, then added, “I get to watch crime dramas on TV sometimes.” He started to turn away. “Before you go,” she interjected.

Stopping, Cole looked at her over his shoulder. “Yes?”

“There’s something else.” The moment she said the sentence, she saw his face become rigid. He was on his guard again.

Any tiny headway she might have made with the man instantly vanished. He was a man who didn’t trust easily, she thought. A man who always expected the worst. What had happened in his life to make him that way? she couldn’t help wondering. Whatever it was had crushed him—but not completely. Because if it had, he wouldn’t have rescued her, no matter what the excuse. He would have stood on the sidelines and let someone else do it, telling himself it was none of his concern.

“Yes?” he asked warily.

“I have to tell you that I’m still a little concerned about your grandmother’s blood pressure. Luckily, the procedure Dr. Goodfellow is ultimately going to perform requires only a local anesthetic—”

“You already said that,” he reminded her, a note of impatience breaking through. It was, she thought, as if he was waiting for some sort of bombshell to drop. But there was no bombshell. She’d told him what her concern was.

“My point is that a local isn’t as hard on a person’s body as a general anesthetic is,” she explained. “If the surgery your grandmother was having done needed a general anesthetic, I’d advise holding off on performing it until such time as we get her blood pressure under control.”

“Is her blood pressure really that bad?” he asked.

“It’s not astronomical. I’ve heard of patients who had elevated readings double what your grandmother has and they went on to live long lives. However, blood pressure can spike both when a person is being put under and being brought out of anesthesia, and that’s when a stroke can happen. Or worse. It’s best to have her blood pressure within acceptable parameters just to stay on the safe side. I don’t like taking any kind of chances with my patients, unless there are no other options.”

Offhand, he would have said that she sounded sincere. He wondered if it was an act. There was a time when he would have bet everything he had in the world that his mother loved him—and she’d tried to kill him just before she’d turned the gun on herself.

“I’ll keep that in mind. Anything else?” he asked.

Nika pressed her lips together. She found herself fighting an urge. She really wanted to share her uneasiness about the recent deaths with someone, and who better than a near stranger—even if he was as sexy as all hell?

But in this case, if she shared this burden she was struggling with, the information—if it actually was that—would only add to his uneasiness about his grandmother’s condition. She definitely didn’t want to do that. There were enough things to worry about during the normal course of a procedure without adding this to his stress level.

So she pulled back her lips into a bright smile and shook her head. “No, there’s nothing else.”

“I’ll see you later,” he said, turning away. He started to go down the corridor that would ultimately lead him to his grandmother’s room.

Dazzling smile not withstanding, Cole couldn’t shake the feeling that the perky young doctor was lying to him. But that could just be his imagination. Or, more aptly described, his paranoia. He’d been tense ever since he’d walked in on his grandmother when she was in the throes of one of those “episodes,” as she’d referred to the massive palpitations that weakened and all but disabled her. Just like that, the woman he’d always thought of as a pillar of strength threatened to become a mere pile of rubble.

Even now, he couldn’t shake the image of her, pale and sweaty, lying on the sofa and almost unable to move. It forced him to see her in a different light. Ericka Baker was a fragile woman. One who wasn’t always going to be in his world.

The thought haunted him.

Served him right for breaking his own rules and growing attached. He’d upbraided himself more than once, but it did no good. The time for taking to the hills had long passed.

The sense of dread anticipation had brought with it was exactly why he was never going to allow himself to grow attached to anyone ever again. Because he knew the ultimate outcome of that attachment.

It was better just to continue to harden his heart and remain alone.

Turning the corner, Cole entered the second room on the right.

His grandmother was sitting up in bed. For a brief moment, she lit up when she saw him. Then, just as quickly, she resumed her role as the somber matriarch of their very small family unit.

“I was beginning to think you’d changed your mind about coming to see me,” she pouted.

“How could I?” he asked, brushing his lips against her cheek. “It’s the highlight of my day.”

“Then you’re having a very dull day,” she informed him, sitting back against her pillows. She looked at both his hands, which were empty. Her pout intensified.

She asked anyway. “Did you bring me anything decent to eat?”

Instead of answering her, Cole unbuttoned his jacket. Holding the left side open, he extracted a carefully wrapped item from his inner pocket and placed it on the table in front of her.

“Baklava,” he announced. “As you requested.”

“You really are a joy to me in my old age,” Ericka declared, gleefully unwrapping the confection. Taking her first small, dainty bite, she closed her eyes and savored the honeyed confection. For all intents and purposes, she looked as if she was in ecstasy.

Cole pulled over a chair and made himself comfortable, content just to sit and silently watch his grandmother consume, with unabashed pleasure, the dessert he’d smuggled in for her.

He lived in the moment and refused to allow in any thoughts about tomorrow.







Chapter 6

“Don’t you ever take a day off?”

Dr. Darel Goodfellow asked the question as he glanced over his shoulder to see who was entering the darkened room. His back was to the door as he reviewed the three x-rays that were currently resting against the screen and backlit to enable better close scrutiny.

Nika flushed. She’d wanted to slip into the small room unobtrusively, but the sliver of light that entered with her made that impossible. She had to admit that she was surprised that the cardiologist was even remotely aware of all the time she’d been putting in. Since she’d come in yesterday on her day off, she was scheduled not to come in today. Heaven knew she needed a day off, but since things were still up in the air as far as Ericka Baker’s surgery went, she wanted to be here, rather than in the apartment worrying about the woman.

She wondered if her presence here annoyed Goodfellow and if she was somehow overstepping her parameters. Her enthusiasm had made her guilty of that more than once.

“I’m sorry, Dr. Goodfellow,” she apologized. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

The cardiologist sighed, shaking his head as he looked at the X-rays. “You’re not what’s disturbing me, Dr. Pulaski.”

She didn’t like the sound of that.

“Are those Mrs. Baker’s X-rays?” She asked the question as a matter of decorum. She knew they were. She’d asked Dr. Allen, the radiologist, if he’d read them yet and was told that they were already with Dr. Goodfellow, who was in the process of studying them in the small, windowless room set aside just for that purpose.

“Yes.” Indicating the lineup with a nod of his head, Goodfellow asked, “See anything there that might concern you?”

Her first thought was that he was referring to some anomaly that had to do with Mrs. Baker’s heart. After all, that was why the woman was here in the first place. But as she looked at the X-rays, Nika was struck by the appearance of something else.

Her eyes widened as she drew closer for a better look. Her heart began to race. Not good.

“Is that …?” Her voice trailed off for a moment as the magnitude of what she was looking at sank in. She raised her eyes to meet Dr. Goodfellow’s. “There’s a mass in her right breast.”

“Yes,” the doctor acknowledged very quietly, “there is.”

“Is it benign?” she asked hopefully, despite the fact that she knew there was no way to tell without a biopsy.

“That is the million-dollar question,” Goodfellow replied solemnly. “We’re going to have to do a biopsy in order to find out.”

She thought of the heart surgery the woman was supposed to have tomorrow. “What about her ablation?”

He shook his head. “That’s going to have to be put on hold. Doing a biopsy of the mass takes precedence over the ablation,” he informed her.

There was still another matter to take into consideration. Something that interfered with either procedure. “What about Mrs. Baker’s elevated blood pressure?”

“That is a complication,” the doctor agreed. “But since the mass is rather a large one, I really don’t think we have the luxury of sending her home and waiting until the reading is on a more even keel. We need to keep her here and monitor her,” he said, thinking out loud. He looked at the center X-ray. “This really doesn’t look promising.”

Nika always focused on the hopeful aspects, no matter how small. It was what had seen her through more than one unnerving situation. Mentally, she crossed her fingers, hoping that she could get Mrs. Baker to see things that way.

It wasn’t going to be easy.

Nika glanced toward the surgeon. “She doesn’t know about this yet, does she?”

“I didn’t know until just a few minutes ago when Jake got the films and brought them to me,” he said, referring to the radiologist.

Nika slowly felt the doctor out. Some doctors didn’t like including residents in their sessions. “If it’s all right with you, doctor, I’d like to be there when you break the news to her.”

Darel Goodfellow looked at her in surprise. “Why would you want to do that?” he asked her. “Most of the doctors I know go out of their way not to be the one to give a patient what might be tantamount to a death sentence.”

Nika fought against the premature assumption. “We don’t know for certain that it’s malignant yet, Dr. Goodfellow.”

After a beat, the doctor inclined his head, as if remembering. He smiled indulgently. “Oh yes, I’ve almost forgotten what it was like, being new on the job and full of optimism. By all means,” he agreed, “you can come along with me when I tell her. You might do her more good than you think.”

Nika didn’t bother correcting the doctor, but she knew exactly what the power of positive thinking could do for a patient. It was the difference between being resigned to die and finding the will to fight.

“Am I going to die?” Ericka Baker asked.

The stoically voiced question broke the eerie silence that immediately ensued after Dr. Goodfellow had informed her of the new complication the X-rays had uncovered. The woman’s already ashen complexion seemed to grow just a shade grayer.

“No,” Nika answered as the cardiologist searched for the right words that neither asserted nor denied the woman’s fears. She faced Mrs. Baker, deliberately avoiding any sort of eye contact with Dr. Goodfellow. She knew she was going out on a limb, but the woman needed to hear these words. “You’re not going to die, you’re going to fight,” she told the noticeably frightened woman. “And just because there’s a mass, doesn’t automatically mean it’s malignant. There’s a very good chance that it’s benign.”

Ericka wanted reassurance, but she was not a fool—she never had been. “I want to hear him say that,” she retorted, jerking a thumb at Dr. Goodfellow.

This time Nika made eye contact with the other doctor, silently requesting that the man pick his words carefully and kindly.

“Dr. Pulaski is correct,” he finally said. “Until we perform the biopsy, we won’t know what we’re dealing with. And,” he allowed since the woman was obviously waiting for a word of encouragement, “there’s a good chance that it’s nothing.”

“A lot of ruckus for ‘nothing,’ if you ask me,” his patient commented with disgust.

Nika took the woman’s thin hand in hers and gave it a gentle squeeze. “You’re right, but it’s just better to be safe than sorry, Mrs. Baker.”

Leaving her hand in Nika’s, Ericka looked at her cardiologist. “Could she be any more clichéd?” she asked him.

Dr. Goodfellow laughed quietly, clearly amused by the question. “Give her time, Mrs. Baker. She probably will be,” he predicted.

Ericka squared her bony shoulders, resigned to what was ahead of her. “So, when do we do it?” she asked, looking from Goodfellow to Nika. “When do we cut into me?”

“I’d like the opportunity to get your blood pressure down a little more first,” he told her. “I’m going to authorize keeping you here for observation for a few days while I put you on this blood pressure medication.” The cardiologist quickly scribbled the name and dosage instructions on the prescription pad he took out of his breast pocket. Tearing off the sheet, he tucked the pad back into his pocket. “I’ll drop it off at the hospital pharmacy for you. We’ll see if that doesn’t solve the problem.”

“The first problem,” Mrs. Baker emphasized. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at the cardiologist. “And if it doesn’t?”

“Then we’ll try something else until we find something that works. There’re lots of different medications out there,” he assured her.

“And meanwhile,” she countered grimly, “the cancer’s spreading.”

“If it’s cancer,” Nika interjected. “Remember, we don’t know that it is,” she insisted firmly.

But Nika’s newest patient looked far from ready to hang on to the life preserver that was being tossed her way.

“Where did you find her, anyway?” she asked Dr. Goodfellow with visible annoyance. “On a cheerleading squad?”

“Might do you a little good to buy into that cheer, Ericka,” the doctor pointed out gently. “The mind’s a powerful weapon. Don’t underestimate it.”

“So maybe I’ll just wish away the cancer,” Ericka proposed sarcastically. It was obvious that she wasn’t just angry about this news—she was tired of being under siege.

“There’s no proof it’s cancer yet,” Nika quietly pointed out again.

Ericka sighed deeply and rolled her eyes, but even so, Nika thought she detected a glimmer of hope—and gratitude. She was getting through to the woman, she thought, relieved.

The doctor looked at his watch. “I’ve got to be going, Mrs. Baker. I’ll be by tonight to see how you’re doing,” he promised.

And with that, he left the room.

Mrs. Baker’s eyes shifted to Nika, who was still in the room and gave every indication that she was not about to go anywhere just yet.

“Don’t you have to be somewhere else, too?” the woman asked impatiently.

Nika drew the chair closer to Mrs. Baker’s bed and sat down. “Actually, no.”

Mrs. Baker eyed her suspiciously, clearly not buying what was just said. “They let everyone else in the old bones unit go home?”

“No, everyone in the Geriatrics Unit who was here yesterday is still here today,” Nika replied patiently. “I’m off today.”

Mrs. Baker looked at her as if she thought the young resident had lost her mind. “Then what the hell are you doing here, breathing in all this stale air?”

“I wanted to find out what your test results were,” Nika told her simply.

Mrs. Baker shifted in her bed, moving her thin frame closer to where Nika was sitting. “Why?”

Nika answered her as if it was really self-evident. “Because you’re my patient and I’m interested.”

Mrs. Baker was silent for a moment as her sharp blue eyes scrutinized her. “How old are you, girl?”

“Thirty.” She expected the woman to challenge her, wanting to know how she could be a resident at that age, and Nika was prepared to tell her all about her accelerated course of studies.

But that wasn’t what the woman latched on to. “Thirty? And this is the best you can do with your day off?” she shook her head in disbelief and disgust. “Girl, you’ve got to learn how to live a little.”

Nika leaned forward and patted her. “Well, once we get you all better, Mrs. Baker, you can teach me,” she told the woman with a gentle smile.

Again the blue eyes seemed to delve right into her as Mrs Baker leaned forward. “You’re that sure I’m going to get better?”

“I’m that sure,” Nika told her.

Please, God, make me right.

Nika was a firm believer in the good effects of positive thinking, but it didn’t always come through a hundred percent of the time.

Ericka sighed and settled back in her bed. “Okay, but if you’re wrong, I’m coming back to haunt you.”

Nika laughed, delighted by the small display of humor. “It’s a deal.”

Nika remained in Mrs. Baker’s room, talking and doing her best to divert her, until the woman drifted off to sleep. Slipping out, Nika eased the door closed, then turned around and found herself smack up against Cole, who was about to walk in.

Because the door was at her back, Nika had nowhere to retreat to and, for a moment, the hard contours of the detective’s body hit against and registered with every part of hers. Reviving very vivid memories of her rescue the other day and summoning a distant, faint ache that pulsed through her body.

For a split second, her breath disappeared. When it returned, she had just enough to blurt out, “Oh, I’m sorry.”

Sorrow and regret were the very last emotions that occurred to him. Given a choice, he would have remained exactly where he was, allowing the fleeting, pleasing contact to penetrate further into his consciousness. But for the sake of decorum and because the contact had snaked through to a place he distinctly wanted to remain dormant, he stepped back.

“My fault,” he apologized a little stiffly. “I got an early start today,” he heard himself explaining, which annoyed him because he made it a point never to have to explain himself. “So I thought I’d look in on my grandmother during my lunch break.” He studied Nika closely, as if waiting to be lied to. “How is she?”

“She’s sleeping right now,” Nika told him, looking at the door.

He’d been a cop long enough to know an evasive answer when he heard one. His green eyes narrowed a little, still watching her intently. “And how is she when she’s not sleeping?”

Nika had wanted to be there for Ericka Baker when the doctor had informed the woman about the mass that had shown up on her X-ray. But breaking that information to Mrs. Baker’s only living relative was somehow a great deal harder. Harder than she’d imagined.

Still, she couldn’t bring herself to just palm him off on Dr. Goodfellow. After all, the man had rescued her. That meant that she owed Detective Baker something more than just giving him the runaround.

Mentally crossing her fingers, hoping for the best, she said, “They found a mass in your grandmother’s right breast.”

His voice took on a deadly edge. “What kind of mass?”

She took a deep breath. “Hopefully, the benign kind.”

He refused to allow himself to dwell on the possibilities if she was wrong. “So what’s being done about this ‘mass’?” he demanded.

As succinctly as possible, Nika explained what the cardiologist proposed to do—and then went on to tell him why it wasn’t being done immediately and hoped that he would understand.

“How long is he going to wait?” Cole’s voice was cold, as emotionless as his expression.

About to answer, she quickly stepped to one side as the orderly moved by with a bucket and mop. The stocky man was heading to another room and flashed a sheepish smile at her by way of an apology. He’d all but crashed the bucket into her.

“Not too long,” she assured the detective. “Dr. Goodfellow thinks the medicine he’s prescribed for her should take care of the problem in a day or so. It’s pretty new on the market but it’s had some stunning results—”

He dealt in facts. He needed to have facts in front of him to be prepared. “What happens if my grandmother doesn’t respond? If her blood pressure stays high? Then what?”

Something told her that even though he’d asked, he really didn’t want to hear the answer to that question. Because then he would have to face the possibility. “Why don’t we wait and see first? My father used to say there was no point in buying trouble since you could get it for free, anyway.”

He looked at her as if she’d just lapsed into a strange language. “What?”

“It loses a little in the translation,” she admitted with a laugh. Since he continued to look unenlightened, she explained, “It’s an old Polish saying.”

Her last name was stitched over the breast pocket of her lab coat. He’d forgotten it. Reading it now, Cole nodded. “Right.”

Digging into her pocket, she came up with one card, slightly bent. She held it out to him. “If you have any more questions about your grandmother’s condition, or just want to talk, that’s my cell number,” she told him. She smiled up at him, still holding out the card. “Two ears, no waiting.”

With an absent nod, he took the card and pocketed it. “Thanks.”

The single word hung in the air as Cole went into his grandmother’s room and shut the door behind him.

It was time, she thought, for her to get going. After all, she wasn’t really supposed to be here today and since it was her day off, she should try to catch up on a few things she’d been letting go lately. Who knew, the way things were going, when her next day off was going to be?

But before she left, she had one more place to go. She wanted to pay a quick visit to the hospital’s morgue to see if anyone had claimed the late Sergeant Kelly’s remains.

Making her way through the basement, as she drew near the morgue, she was utterly surprised to catch sight of her uncle.

“Uncle Josef!” she called. When he stopped walking, she quickened her pace to catch up to him. “What are you doing here? Are you lost? You couldn’t be here for the food,” she teased since the cafeteria was also located in the basement. “Aunt Magda would never forgive you.”

“No, I have come here for a more sad reason than eating,” he told her. “I come to see if what I am hearing is true.” He paused for a moment before saying heavily,

“It is.”

“What’s wrong?” Instantly, she thought of her cousins—and in the next moment, her sisters. Had he come here, looking for her to tell her something? “Has it something to do with the family?” she asked him, almost afraid of the answer because of the expression on his face.

“Yes,” he answered. Then, seeing the concern on her face, he added, “But only mine.”

“Is it Sasha?” she asked, then, in the next breath, she went through the list of her other cousins’ names. “Natalya? Tanya? Kady? Marja?”

He shook his head, his slightly longish gray hair moving back and forth. “No, no, not that family. My blue family.”

She stared at him, confused. It took her a moment to understand, only after she remembered that her uncle was a retired police sergeant who’d served proudly with the NYPD.

Her mind leaped to the only conclusion she could. “You’re here about Sergeant Kelly?”

The look on her uncle’s face told her she’d guessed right before he ever said a word. “Yes, I am here because of him. I am hearing he had nobody. That he is being to lie inside of a drawer of metal. That is not being right,” he said with feeling.

It was a small, small world after all. “You were a friend of his?”

“He was teaching me,” Josef told her. For a moment, he was back in the past, when his girls were small and he made his living by risking his life every day on the street. “He was my boss. If I am not knowing him, I would not be being here now, talking to you. He was saving my life when I was a rockie,” he told her.

“A rookie?” she suggested tactfully.

It was clear that he was frustrated as well as saddened. The former came from having lost touch with the late sergeant after the man had retired from the force. But there was always something to do, jobs to juggle. He was proud of the fact that he had helped all five of his girls through medical school, but it had been at the cost of more than one former friendship.

“Yes, that word. Rookie. I am forgetting the words, but not the feelings. He was being a good man, John was. Good mens should not be being forgotten.”

And that was when Nika suddenly realized what her uncle was doing here. “You’re claiming his body?” she asked.

Josef nodded his head solemnly. “I am doing what is needing to be done.”

“Can I chip in?” she asked. When he looked at her, a slight puzzled expression on his face, she rephrased her question. “Can I give you money toward Sergeant Kelly’s funeral?”

His first inclination was to refuse. There was pride involved and the knowledge that funds were tight for her at this stage, but Josef knew that there were some things that a person needed to do. It was a matter of conscience. This he understood.

“That would be being very nice of you,” he told her with a grateful smile.







Chapter 7

Nika accompanied her uncle when he went to view the former police sergeant’s body. She stood to one side, a silent support for Josef as he paid his last respects to a fellow brother in arms.

“I am sorry we losted touch, my friend. I am hoping you are happy now,” he murmured.

As she watched Josef, a thought suddenly occurred to her. And as it did, she felt excitement bubbling up inside of her. So much so that it was a struggle not to say anything while they were in this room, which demanded near silence as well as respect.

Because of her regard for her uncle, Nika let him have his moment and held her tongue until he was ready to leave the hospital morgue.

“Thank you,” Josef said to the attendant who’d initially allowed them into the room. “Someone from the funeral place will be coming for him.”

Once outside, Nika found herself searching for a way to broach the subject without stomping all over her uncle’s grief. It was obvious that he regretted losing touch with the man and she didn’t want to intrude on that. At the same time, she really needed to in order to ask him to agree to what she proposed.

How would he feel about her asking him to give his permission to carve up his dead friend so that she could lay her own suspicions to rest? Suspicions that no one else seemed to have?

Walking away from the morgue, Josef abruptly stopped and turned toward her. His eyes were kind as he studied her face. “What is it you are fighting with yourself about, Nika?”

His question caught her completely off guard. She stared at him, stunned. “Excuse me?”

“Something is being on your mind.” It wasn’t a question. “What is it?”

Mind reading was not a known family trait. To say Nika was flabbergasted was an understatement. “How did you—”

Josef laughed softly, as if the answer was obvious. “I am having five daughters and your aunt Magda. When a woman, she is not talking and it is not because she is sleeping, something is troubling her.” His kind eyes delved into hers. “So what is it?”

Okay, here went nothing.

She took a breath and then started. Nika watched her uncle’s face carefully as she asked, “Uncle Josef, since you’re claiming the sergeant’s body, would you request an autopsy?”

Rather than annoyed or upset by the request, her uncle looked confused. “Why would I want to be doing that?”

She knew how strange this had to sound to him. “Because I really need to know what your friend died from.”

“I was told it was heart attack,” he said, then asked, “It was not heart attack?”

She had to be honest. “I’m not sure.” Glancing around to make sure they weren’t going to be overheard, she explained her thinking: that there seemed to be just too many deaths occurring in the ward lately. That, although the sergeant’s health could ultimately be regarded as poor, he was being sent back to the nursing home because there was really nothing more to be done for him here at the hospital. This was as good as things were going to be for the former police sergeant.

“So, he was not being healthy,” Josef concluded.

She knew what he meant. That the hospital, unable to do anything further for the man, was sending Sergeant Kelly to the nursing home to await death. “No, he wasn’t. But it wasn’t his heart that was the problem. He had prostate cancer—”

“Your gut, it is talking to you?” Josef surmised knowingly.

She smiled at his phraseology. There was something endearing about it, now that she’d gotten the hang of unraveling its mysteries. “Yes, it is.”

Josef nodded, as if accepting the explanation. “Then this is being enough for me,” he told her. “You will be having your autopsy, Nika.”

Relieved, happy to finally be either confirming her suspicions or laying them to rest, she threw her arms around her uncle’s neck and brushed a quick kiss against his cheek.

“Thank you, Uncle Josef!” Slipping her arms from his neck, she said, “I’ll get the paperwork started.”

It was all just probably her imagination, she reasoned, but until she knew for certain, she wasn’t going to be able to have any peace.

And if it wasn’t just her imagination, she needed to stop whoever or whatever it was that was causing this senseless elimination of senior citizens at their most vulnerable.

Two mornings later, Nika had just begun making her rounds when Shelley, one of the nurses on duty that day, poked her head into the room she was in, simultaneously knocking on the doorjamb to get her attention.

“Dr. Pulaski, Mrs. Silverman just called the nurse’s station. She says she wants to see you in her office—her temp office,” the heavyset woman added to eliminate any confusion.

All this and heaven, too, Nika thought. But she nodded, saying, “All right, I’ll be there as soon as I finish my rounds.” Focusing back on her patient, she removed the blood pressure cuff off the man’s rail thin arm. Instead of high blood pressure, which was what she was accustomed to running into, this patient’s blood pressure was low. So low that there was a risk of the man having hypotension.

Shelley was still in the doorway. The nurse looked somewhat uncomfortable as she relayed the rest of the message. “She said to come now.”

Nika pressed her lips together. Why did she feel as if her chain was being yanked by the administrator? Was the woman still upset because of what she’d said the other day? “Did she say why?”

Shelley laughed shortly. “Since when does Mrs. Silverman explain herself?”

Nika hadn’t been at the hospital long enough to form a solid opinion based on experience. Just one, again, based on gut feelings.

“From the tone of your voice, never, I’m guessing.” And then Nika smiled despite herself. She was beginning to sound like her uncle, bless him.

Momentarily banishing thoughts of the administrator, she looked at the patient in the bed and smiled. “You’re doing fine, Mr. Peters. You’ll be going home today.”

“Home,” the man repeated, shaking his bald head. “Wish I could go home.”

Despite the order to put in an appearance, Nika lingered with the patient a moment longer. “Why can’t you go home?”

The words just poured out as if he’d been damming them up too long. “Because my damn greedy kids sold it out from under me. They said it was for ‘the best.’ That I couldn’t take care of it anymore and that I was better off in a place with people my own age.” He snorted with disgust. “Who the hell wants to live with old fossils?” he demanded angrily.

Nika laid a comforting hand on his shoulder, aching for the man. He had to feel as if he’d been cast aside, thrown on a heap and regarded as useless. It wasn’t fair.

“I like people your age,” she told him kindly. “They have all this knowledge and experience that makes them interesting.”

He snorted again, as if what she was saying was just so much make believe. “Maybe, but the only ones I ever seem to meet just want to talk about their last trip to the … bathroom—” the momentary pause gave Nika the impression that Joshua Peters had just cleaned up his language for her sake “—and what happened while they were there.”

She had an alternative suggestion for him. “Did you ever think of finding yourself a roommate? The two of you could rent a place together. Kind of like two college students.”

Thin shoulders rose and fell helplessly. “I wouldn’t know how to get started.” But it was obvious that he liked the idea. His eyes lit up. “Would you help me,

Doctor?”

Nika grinned. “I thought you’d never ask,” she told him, accompanying her words with a wink. “I’ll get back to you before you leave today. Don’t worry, we’ll find a way to get you back on your own again,” she promised.

For the first time since she’d seen him admitted a week ago, Joshua Peters grinned and, while the expression didn’t transform him to a kid again, it gave her a glimpse of what he must have been like half a century ago when he was in his twenties.

Nika left the room heartened, even though she had a feeling she was going down to be interrogated.

Ella Silverman looked far from happy to see her when Nika walked into the woman’s commandeered office. Nika could have sworn she actually saw the icicles forming as the administrator looked her way. “When I said I wanted to see you, Dr. Pulaski, I didn’t mean at your leisure.”

“Sorry, Mrs. Silverman, I was in the middle of a patient’s examination and I couldn’t just leave the poor man hanging.” Nika dropped into the empty chair before the administrator’s desk. That was when she became aware that there was another person in the office with them.

Detective Baker.

What was he doing here? Was he registering a complaint for some reason? She couldn’t even begin to form a guess.

So she addressed the administrator instead. “What can I do for you, Mrs. Silverman?”

The other woman looked as if she was in no mood for banter or sarcasm.

“You can cooperate with Detective Baker and answer his questions,” she said curtly.

“I wasn’t aware that I wasn’t cooperating with Detective Baker.” She looked at him, wondering why he hadn’t come to her instead of taking whatever it was that was bothering him up with the administrator. He didn’t strike her as the kind of person who went over people’s heads. “Do you have some kind of complaint about the way your grandmother’s being treated?”

“This isn’t about his grandmother,” Ms. Silverman informed her coldly before Cole had a chance to say anything.

Okay, she was now officially confused. Nika looked from the detective to the woman behind the oak desk. “Then what is this about?”

Mrs. Silverman’s eyes all but disappeared as she narrowed them. “Do you remember our conversation the other day?”

She remembered being cut down royally. “Vividly,” Nika replied.

Mrs. Silverman struggled to maintain her composure. “Well, it seems that one of your unit’s deceased, a Philip Mayer, had two children who weren’t all that happy with their father dying so suddenly, so they had a private autopsy performed on him.”

Every fiber in her body was now alert. “And?” Nika asked, holding her breath.

Ella Silverman’s indignation at being put in such a position was barely contained. “And his death was not from natural causes.”

Yes!

“It wasn’t?” Nika tried to keep the excitement from her voice.

“No,” Mrs. Silverman practically spat out the word. “The medical examiner discovered a small puncture mark in Mr. Mayer’s neck. The M.E. said that it appeared someone had injected air into a major artery.” She looked pointedly at Nika. “I’m assuming I don’t have to explain the consequences of that to you.”

Nika ignored the woman’s sarcasm. “Then it was a homicide.” She refrained from saying, “I told you so,” although it wasn’t easy. But her gut was right, she thought. Someone was playing Russian roulette with the patients in the Geriatrics Unit.

“It would appear that way.” Each word out of the administrator’s mouth came grudgingly. The only publicity she wanted for the hospital was of the positive variety. This promised to be the exact opposite, a nightmare in the making. “Detective Baker is going to ask you some questions.”

“I’ll do anything I can to help,” Nika promised as she shifted in her chair in order to face Cole.

“Quite possibly you’ve already ‘helped’ too much,” Mrs. Silverman informed her angrily.

For a second, Nika didn’t understand what the woman was talking about.

And then it hit her. The woman thought she had something to do with the deaths. How? And for God’s sake, why?

“Wait a minute,” Nika cried. “Am I under suspicion?” How could the administrator even think such a thing? “I was the one who brought the unusual number of deaths to your attention, remember?”

The small eyes narrowed. “Exactly. They say that the first one on the scene of a crime usually turns out to be the murderer.” The woman’s brown eyes shifted toward the detective who had been sent from Homicide to investigate the allegations. “Am I right, Detective Baker?”

There was no emotion in his voice as Cole replied, “If this were a crime novel, yes.” He rose from his chair. “I’d like to talk to the doctor in private, please.”

“Anything to make this go away as quickly as possible, Detective,” the administrator said with forced cheerfulness. “You can use my office,” she told him, rising. And then she scowled at Nika again. “I have to speak to our lawyers. The Mayers are threatening a major lawsuit.”

Silence hung in the air until Ella Silverman had left the room and shut the door behind her. The second she did, Nika started talking.

“I don’t know what she might have said to you, but I was the one who brought it to her attention because I was uneasy about the number of people who had recently died in the unit. It didn’t seem right. Especially the last one, Sergeant Kelly. He was set to leave the hospital on the day he died.”

The moment the last words left her mouth, Nika realized something. Stunned, she looked at Cole sharply. “Come to think of it, several of the patients died on the day they were supposed to leave. But I am not the one responsible for their deaths. I took an oath and it didn’t involve killing patients if I couldn’t cure them.” Her voice filled with passion. “I’m a doctor, for God sakes. My job is to make them better and to keep trying until I finally succeed.”

“Are you finished?” Cole asked quietly after a beat.

Nika did her best to try to get a grip on her feelings. “For now,” she replied stiffly.

“Good,” he replied. “Because I don’t see you doing it, either.”

Bracing herself for what she felt was the inevitable round two, she was pulled up short. Nika blinked. “You don’t?”

“No.”

He studied her for a long moment. The stare was known to cause people with guilty consciences to start confessing. His grandmother’s attending physician, he noted, merely returned his gaze.

The only thing she was guilty of, he concluded, was invading his imagination and raising his body temperature every time he thought of that trim, supple body climbing over his.

“Should I?” he asked mildly.

“No!” Realizing she was all but shouting, Nika lowered her voice. “I mean, the thought is so ridiculous I don’t see why it even has to be addressed—”

“It has to be addressed,” he informed her, his tone still without any emotion, “because everyone is supposed to be a suspect until they’re cleared. But don’t worry—I already asked around. You were with my grandmother when Sergeant Kelly suffered his so-called heart attack. So unless you can do it by remote control, that pretty much puts you in the clear. Besides, I’ve seen you with my grandmother. You’re not the killing type. Anyone who’d go out of their way to catch a spider in order to set it free wouldn’t kill another human being.”

Their eyes met. She knew that he hadn’t been there when she’d removed the spider from his grandmother’s room. Mrs. Baker’s alarmed cry had brought her hurrying into the woman’s room, only to discover that there was a spider crawling across the blanket at the foot of her bed.

Mrs. Baker had expressed surprise when, instead of killing the spider, she’d opened the window and allowed the “intruder” to glide out on a breeze. She’d obviously relayed the incident to him.

Nika breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“Just following the evidence,” he told her simply. “But someone apparently did kill Mr. Mayer, and by your own admission you seem to believe that he’s not the only one. Who else do you think was killed—and why?”

“I can get a printout of the deaths that have taken place in the last twelve months in the Geriatrics Unit and give it to you. As to why—” Nika raised and lowered her shoulders, the motion echoing the helpless feeling she had when it came to an explanation or a motive. “I have no idea.”

“Well, the list’s a start.” And maybe she was wrong. He’d rather believe that than think that there was a homicidal maniac running around loose in the hospital, especially since G was here. “I’m also going to want a list of anyone who’s died while in the hospital in the last year.”

Her eyes widened. “You think it’s gone beyond just the Geriatrics Unit?”

“Maybe, maybe not. The second list can be our control group until proven otherwise.” He took a breath, then asked a question that was far more personal. “By the way, how is my grandmother doing?”

She knew he’d been to see the woman last night, so what he was asking for was an update as of this morning. Something she wasn’t able to give him yet. “I was just about to check on her this morning when I was summoned down here.”

“Well then, let’s get you back to your floor,” he suggested.

She was all for that. “Oh, I think you should know,” she began as they walked to the elevator, “my uncle claimed Sergeant Kelly’s body and he agreed to request an autopsy.”

“What’s your uncle’s connection to Kelly?” Cole asked.

“My uncle said Kelly trained him when he came on the force. The man doesn’t seem to have anyone. So many of the people in the Geriatrics Unit don’t,” she added. “It’s really very sad. You live your whole life working, thinking you’re making a difference, and in the end, it’s like nobody noticed.”

They reached the elevator bank. Cole looked at her for a long moment. “That’s pretty pessimistic for you.”

So he had been paying attention, she thought, a smile springing to her lips. “Just an observation. Anyway, I told Uncle Josef what I suspected. Until now, there’ve been no autopsies. The bodies were either claimed by family and buried, or the city stepped in and had them cremated. Mrs. Silverman wouldn’t allow me to voice my suspicions and try to get someone to give us permission to exhume a body.

“When my uncle came to claim Kelly’s remains, I thought it was a chance to find out if anything was actually going on, or if all this was just a horrible set of coincidences. I was hoping for the latter, but I couldn’t just go on not knowing. I have an obligation to protect my patients from any harm.” She paused, waiting for him to say something.

Cole had begun to wonder if she was ever coming up for air. “Have you always been such a crusader?” The elevator arrived and they got on. Reaching past her to push the button, he realized that she’d become rigid.

Probably remembering the other day, he thought. He debated reassuring her that the odds of having the elevator get stuck again so soon in the same building were incredibly small, but he decided to let it go. She was smart enough to figure it out for herself. The woman, he noted almost against his will, was pretty much a total package: brains and looks. That didn’t happen very often.

“Actually,” she was saying, “my mother always thought of me as a rebel.”

“Really?” He couldn’t readily envision her in that role. She was far too much of a do-gooder. “And what is it you rebelled against?”

Nika smiled. “My mother.”

Her unexpected answer made him laugh.

Nika found herself warming to the sound. There was something deep and rich in his laughter and if she hadn’t known better, she would have said it wrapped itself around her.

“Sounds pretty normal to me,” he told her. And normal, he added silently, was to be envied. “So tell me more about your suspicions.”

The doors opened on the first floor and several people came in. Nika and Cole moved to the back of the car, but they were still crowded, pushed up against one another. She could feel her body tingling in response. She stole a side glance, wondering if he felt anything as well. Probably not.

“What do you want to know?”

He felt her drawing in a breath. Felt her body move against his and realized it was making more of an impression on him than it should have. What was it about this woman that kept getting to him? “For starters, when did you start having these suspicions?”

“Just with the last death,” she confessed.

Why was she having this trouble concentrating? They were in an elevator, for God sakes. With a whole bunch of other people. Why did her skin insist on tingling like this? She forced herself to concentrate on her answer to his question.

“It didn’t feel right to me. Then I remembered that we’d just lost someone a little more than two weeks ago. And there was a death the first day I came to work in this unit. I remember how hopeless it left me feeling until I snapped out of it. So I started going through the files of all the people who’d recently died in the unit. I kept going back, hoping what I saw as a trend was actually just a fluke. But it wasn’t. And the number was a lot higher than the national average.”

The elevator doors opened on two and, while one person got off, three others got on. Nika was forced to move even closer into Cole. It didn’t go unnoticed by either of them.

Their eyes met and held and, for a moment, everything else faded away.

Cole forced his mind back on the topic. “The dead people had a lot going against them,” he told her in a low voice as he pointed out the obvious. “They were old, they were sick, otherwise they wouldn’t have been here, and there are more deaths among old people than in any other age bracket.”

“I know all that,” she insisted. “But I had this gut feeling—”

“A gut feeling,” he repeated. By now, he was whispering the words into her ear because there were too many people around.

“Yes.” She said the word defiantly, waiting for him to make fun of it and her. Instead, she was aware of him nodding his head. And acutely aware of the way his breath touched the side of her face. She could feel her stomach muscles contracting.

“I’ve always had the utmost respect for gut feelings,” he told her.

Nika struggled to keep the sound of his voice from completely blotting out everything else.

Had to be the effect of riding in a crowded elevator, she silently insisted.

Or hoped.







Chapter 8

Taking the long, slender hand in both of his, Cole stood on one side of his grandmother’s hospital bed and asked, “How are you today, G?”

Though it was muted, it was difficult to miss the affection in his voice. Difficult, too, to miss the disappointment that washed over his features when he realized that his grandmother was looking at him blankly, as if she was trying to place who he was.

And then the fog must have lifted from her brain, because in the next moment Ericka Baker smiled at her grandson, however fleetingly.

It took longer for the detective’s features to relax. His grandmother’s dance with dementia, however temporary those moments were, was hitting him hard, even though he said nothing.

These two were people, Nika guessed, who were part of a world where affection wasn’t demonstrated, it was simply a given. And understood.

“Restless,” his grandmother replied to his question. “How else would I be, sitting around and waiting?” The older woman looked at Nika. “How much longer do I have to stay here?”

“You’re going to make me feel that you don’t like my company, Mrs. Baker,” Nika said as she secured the blood pressure cuff on the woman’s arm. Assured it was fastened, she began to inflate it.

“I have a life to get back to,” Ericka responded sharply. She looked pointedly at her grandson, obviously seeking an ally. “And I’ve got canasta games waiting to be played. God knows the maid probably stripped the entire house and sold everything by now.”

“You have a maid?” Nika watched as the arrow on the gauge kept rising. “I’m impressed.”

“It’s a housecleaning service,” Cole told her. “Matilda comes by every two weeks to clean. She’s been doing that for the last ten years,” he said, trying to make his grandmother admit that the woman was incredibly trustworthy.

“She has nothing to clean,” Mrs. Baker told her proudly. “I keep a spotless house. You’re wasting your money, Coleman.”

This was an old argument. “I wouldn’t be if you let her do her job and stop trying to outdo her, G,” he replied patiently.

Ericka raised her chin. She was nothing if not a woman of old-fashioned values. “A woman who can’t clean her own house doesn’t deserve one.”

“You really should let Matilda do her job,” Nika advised, deflating the cuff again. “It’ll make your grandson feel as if he’s finally able to help you, for a change. You know, paying you back for all the times you were there for him.”

Ericka Baker looked from her attending physician to her grandson. Had there been no noise, Nika was fairly certain she would have been able to hear the wheels turning in the woman’s head. And grinding to an abrupt halt.

Her eyebrows touched as she narrowed her eyes. “You’ve been telling her about us, boy?”

“I’m your attending physician, Mrs. Baker,” Nika reminded her before Cole had a chance to say anything. “I ask questions, he answers. It’s all confidential,” she assured the woman. “Meant strictly for patient history.”

Ericka tossed her head. “I’m the patient. Talk to me about my history,” she instructed.

Nika shook her head with a laugh. “You are a pistol, Mrs. Baker.”

“And she doesn’t shoot blanks,” Cole warned with just a hint of a smile. He noticed that his grandmother seemed to preen at the warning.

Despite the conversation, his grandmother didn’t lose sight of what was really important to her. “So? How is it?” the older woman wanted to know. “My blood pressure. Is it low enough for you yet?”

Nika replaced the cuff where it belonged. “Not yet, but we’re getting closer.”

Ericka scowled. “How much are they paying you to keep my body in this bed?” she wanted to know.

Nika bit her lower lip to keep from laughing. She knew Ericka would take offense. “Not nearly enough, trust me. And if you’re curious, your blood pressure is 146 over 95.”

Ericka tilted her head, weighing the numbers. “It’s been higher. Isn’t that low enough for you?” she demanded.

Nika knew the woman was trying to intimidate her. Sorry, Mrs. Baker, I cut my teeth on Ella Silverman. And Mama. “I’m afraid it has to be lower.” Her tone was firm.

Mrs. Baker frowned and looked up at her grandson. “You had to get me a stubborn doctor? You couldn’t pull a more easygoing one out of the elevator?” she asked.

Nika laughed at the question. “Luck of the draw, I’m afraid. I was the only one in the elevator at the time.” When she glanced in his direction, she saw that the detective was studying her. Their eyes met for the briefest of moments. Tiny shivers raced up and down her spine.

“I think she’s very good for you, G,” Cole told his grandmother, his voice low, patient. “She’s not afraid of you. That’s a plus.”

Ericka sighed and then waved him out. “Go, do your police work. Be a detective. I don’t need you here if you’re not going to back me up.”

He laughed and kissed Ericka’s forehead. Nika found that the sound seemed to burrow right into her. She was going to have to find a way to block that. She was far too old to be reacting like a teenage girl with her first major crush.

“See you later, G,” Cole promised.

“You bet you will,” she called after him. “They’ll probably shackle me to the bed next!”

Nika left the room with him, easing the door closed behind her. The sound of his grandmother’s voice followed them out.

“How much longer do you think it’ll be before she can have that biopsy?” he asked once they were outside in the corridor.

The blood pressure readings were going down, but not fast enough to suit any of them, Nika thought. She fully sympathized with their frustration. “At this rate, hopefully a week.”

The news didn’t please him. “That long? Will her insurance cover her staying here for that amount of time?”

“With the right reports filed and the extenuating circumstances spelled out, yes.” She knew how iffy the health insurance world was. Apparently, so did he. “If not, Patience Memorial has provisions for senior citizens and people who don’t have any health insurance to begin with.” She flashed him an encouraging smile. “Don’t worry, it’ll be taken care of,” she promised him. And then she remembered what they had talked about prior to going to Ericka’s room. “Meanwhile, I need to get you that list.”

At the moment, Cole had several cases pending. With his partner down and out with the flu—it had hit the man late yesterday, according to the phone call he’d gotten this morning—it felt as if his work had suddenly tripled on him rather than just doubled.

“You don’t have to get it this second,” he told her. “Why don’t I pick it up when I swing by to see my grandmother tonight?”

That sounded good to her. So did seeing him again. God, she really was acting like an adolescent, she thought, even as she nodded.

“It’s a date—” Nika stopped abruptly, realizing what she’d just said. “I mean …” Her voice trailed off as she hunted for a way to gracefully backtrack from the slip.

She kind of looked cute, flustered like that, he thought. Taking pity, he came to her rescue. “I know what you mean, Doctor,” he said, getting her off the hook. “Besides,” he added, “that isn’t an entirely bad idea.”

He wasn’t sure which of them was more surprised to hear that, her or him. The words had just slipped out.

Nika stared at him. Was the detective actually asking her out? Had she missed something just now? “It’s not?”

He liked the way her eyes widened when she was surprised. Liked, he found himself admitting, the whole package that comprised the young, eager doctor. After all, he wasn’t made of stone. Only his heart was. But he found he did just fine without involving it, in the scheme of things.

“No law says that there can’t be food around when you give me your input about the deceased patients,” he told her. “I’m assuming that the patients were your patients.”

“The last few were, yes. Before that I was just helping out on the floor whenever I had the chance.” She could see by the puzzled look on his face that she was going to have to explain that. “Initially, they had me working in the E.R. when I came here. They break everyone in on the E.R. The thinking behind that is that if you don’t run screaming into the night after a rotation in the E.R., you have at least some of what it takes to become a dedicated doctor.”

And she was dedicated, he noticed. It was evident in everything she did. It also meant that his grandmother was in good hands.

Glancing at his watch, he realized he had to be getting back. “All right, I’ll meet you here after six.” It occurred to him that he was making assumptions. “Will you be off by then?”

She nodded. “Barring an act of God, yes.”

“Let’s hope God’s busy with something else, then,” Cole commented just before he took his leave.

He didn’t realize he was smiling until he caught his reflection in a dormant monitor as he passed it. Cole pulled his features into a somber expression.

“Why Geriatrics?”

Cole tendered the question over a house salad and sesame-flecked breadsticks as he and his grandmother’s incredibly enthusiastic physician waited for their main course.

Mt. Vesuvius was a small restaurant that had been part of the neighborhood for the last three decades. It barely accommodated the fourteen tables that were vying for space on the sawdust-covered floor. But the aroma, comprised of a host of different herbs and spices, that filled the area was the stuff that dreams and expanding waistlines were made of.

“I like hearing stories,” she told him frankly.

Cole tried to make sense of her answer in the present context and couldn’t. “Excuse me?”

Nika broke off a piece of the breadstick and popped it into her mouth, then explained. “Old people are filled with experiences, with stories they’re dying to share with someone. Most of their families are too busy earning a living or trying to squeeze the last drop of life out of their existences. They don’t have the time to listen to them.”

“And you have time?” he questioned with only the smallest sliver of sarcasm. She was a doctor, one of the busiest, most demanding professions on the planet—outside of homicide detective. His guess was that time was not a commodity that she had in great supply.

“I can multitask very efficiently,” Nika said with a grin. “And most of the time, my ears aren’t doing anything except hanging around anyway. So I listen to them, and get just as much as I give—sometimes more. There’s a lot of untapped wisdom to be gotten from those old people,” she assured him.

He watched her polish off the rest of the breadstick. “I can see why my grandmother likes you.”

Nika was surprised by his comment. And pleased. “She told you that?”

“No, not in so many words,” he admitted. “But I know her. I can see it in her eyes, in the way she talks to you. In the way she talks about you. When I visit her, she doesn’t spend the entire time telling me everything you did wrong, which she would if she didn’t like you.”

Nika laughed. “Now you’re going to give me performance anxiety.”

He watched her for a long moment. So long that her stomach had time to tighten and then flutter restlessly not once, but twice. “I’m sure you perform very well,” he told her, his voice low.

After a beat, Nika realized that she had to tell herself to breathe.

She was relieved when she saw the waitress approaching with their orders. “Dinner’s here,” she told him needlessly.

They spent the next forty-five minutes discussing the list she’d given him and deliberately ignoring the electricity that had shown up and taken a seat at the table between them. The electricity that crackled sharply  and unexpectedly not once, but several times during the course of the meal and the dessert that followed.

The electricity, she thought, that would wind up tripping her up. If she was going to fall hard for somebody—and so far she hadn’t in all her thirty years—Cole Baker was the wrong man to pick. He was good to his grandmother and handy to have around when elevators died, but she had a feeling that he would neither want nor know what to do with a woman’s heart if it was offered to him.

“The odd thing was,” Nika continued as the busboy cleared away their plates, “I didn’t realize until I reviewed the names on the list that there were several patients who lived in either a nursing home or in an assisted living facility. They were the patients who either had no family or whose families felt that, by setting them up in these homes, their obligation to show up in their lives from time to time was rescinded.

“Those are the people, who don’t understand the meaning of the phrase, ‘the ties that bind,’“ she continued, unaware that her voice was swelling with passion. “They just want to appease their consciences.”

He looked down the list, which he had placed next to his plate. “What about the other names? Anything strike you as similar there as well?”

“Yes,” she said grimly. Something else had occurred to her after she’d printed the list up. “Every one of them had a disease that was not about to be cured.”

He made the natural assumption. “They were terminal, then?”

“They were terminal,” she echoed. “Some of them were in the late stages of cancer, of leukemia, of Parkinson’s disease. The sad thing is,” she continued, “for the most part, the cancer patients could have been cured if they’d only come in sooner. But for one reason or another, they had hoped that their symptoms would just go away and that they’d be all right again.”

She sighed. It was such a waste. “It doesn’t work like that. And, in this day and age, it seems a shame that these people don’t take advantage of all the advances that medicine has made.” She gave him an example. “One of the patients, a Mrs. Ida Jones, was too embarrassed to tell her doctor that she was having pains around her pelvic area.” Reaching over to the paper, she tapped the fourth line. “She’s the fourth name on the list.”

Cole looked down at the printout. She had included the addresses, as well as thumbnail descriptions of the initial complaint that the patients had come in with, and the presumed cause of death that had ultimately seen them out. At first glance, it all appeared perfectly acceptable to him.

But obviously it wasn’t. Not if one of Patience Memorial’s own attending physicians was suspicious that something more was going on than readily met the eye.

Cole scanned the names again. “You said that some of these patients had no families.”

“Right. Most of the ones who were brought in from the local nursing homes had no next of kin to contact,” she repeated. “When they died, the hospital notified the head administrator at the homes.” She hated how sad that sounded.

Since the records were all here, in the interest of time he decided to attempt a shortcut. “Do you think you can get me the names of the next of kin for the others?”

Mrs. Silverman would probably have her head—and her job—if she found out. But Silverman was not her concern. These former patients were.

“No problem,” she assured him. The man in Records owed her a favor. “I take it you want to talk to them.”

He nodded. While they’d been having dinner, one of the waiters had approached each table and lit the thick, chunky candles that were in the center. The candlelight seemed to love her. It took him a second to get his mind back on her question.

“I thought I’d see if there were any unusual life insurance policies involved.”

She hadn’t thought of that. That made it so callous. “You think this is about money?”

At this point, he didn’t know. He was casting out lines to see if he could get a nibble.

“Stranger things have happened,” he told her. “There was a case several years ago where two retired schoolteachers were taking out large insurance polices on homeless vagrants in the area. They’d get them to sign the papers in exchange for a hot meal and some clean clothes. After a certain amount of time had passed, they would run the poor sap down in their car and kill him in order to collect the money. They took turns,” he added, shaking his head.

Nika stared at him, numbed by the blatant horror of what he was telling her. “You’re kidding,” she whispered incredulously.

“That’s not the kind of headline that jokes are made about,” he told her.

It made him sick to his stomach to recall the case. The retired schoolteachers had been in their early seventies. Schoolteachers, for God sakes. They were the very  ones involved in helping to mold the nation’s children and their moral character.

“My point,” he continued, “is that maybe someone is taking out polices on these people, then killing them off so that they can collect.”

Put that way, she supposed that it did sound plausible. “The M.E. found a small puncture wound in Mr. Mayer’s neck,” she said, repeating what they both knew, then extrapolating on it. “If that’s the method of killing them off, and it is pretty simple and very effective—no muss, no fuss, not even any drugs to get and possibly leave a trail—then I’m guessing the same person would be paying a “visit” to all the other patients just before they died.”

“Sounds right.” He leaned forward, watching her. Watching the way light played off the soft contours of her face. “What are you driving at?”

“We have a number of surveillance cameras on the floor.” She hoped she wasn’t insulting him by pointing that out. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and the same face will keep popping up on the tapes—provided that hospital security hangs on to the tapes for more than a month at a time,” Nika qualified.

He looked at her, finding that he had to suppress a smile. Not exactly something he needed to do on a regular basis. He’d been thinking the same thing, but rather than mention that to her, he decided to allow the doctor to bask in the feeling that she was making headway in the case for him.

“I’m impressed,” he told her. “You think like a cop. Anyone in your family on the force?”

Directly, no, but she was now part of an extended family, so technically, the answer was yes. “Three of my cousins are married to law enforcement officers. My uncle used to be a police sergeant on the NYPD and now runs a security firm with another one of his sons-in-law. As a matter of fact, the hospital contracts his firm for extra help around the holidays, and whenever anyone of major importance comes to the hospital to have a procedure performed.”

A thought struck her. “Uncle Josef would probably be able to get those tapes for you a lot faster than if you went through regular channels.”

His “channels” usually involved tersely voiced orders issued to underlings, but for now, Cole kept that to himself. She was enjoying herself too much “helping.” Right now, it cost him nothing to allow her to go on thinking she was an asset.

“That would be very helpful,” he agreed. “You’re a very handy person to have around, Dr. Pulaski.”

That was way too formal for a man who was making her skin tingle on a regular basis. “You yanked me out of the jaws of a paralyzed elevator—I think you should call me by my first name.” She’d already told him once, but she had a feeling he’d probably forgotten it. “It’s Nika.”

“Nika?” he repeated, a little amused and bewildered by the name at the same time. “Is that your whole name?”

She shook her head. “It’s short for Veronika,” she told him. “But nobody calls me that.” They all found it much too formal and she was not that way, Nika added silently.

“Veronika.” He rolled the name over on his tongue, as if appraising it for taste and texture. “Then I’ll be the first,” he told her.

He probably would be, she thought, but she wasn’t thinking about her name. Instead, she was focused on the wave of anticipation that had suddenly risen up, riding the tide of adrenaline within her that absolutely refused to subside no matter how hard she tried to bank it down or smother it.

She’d never been this attracted to a man before. She had a feeling she was going to pay for that.







Chapter 9

When the waiter brought the check over and placed it on the table in front of Cole, Nika opened her purse and began rummaging through it.

Watching her for a moment, Cole asked, “What are you doing?”

“Looking for my wallet so I can pay my share of the bill,” she answered, sparing him a look just before she located her elusive wallet, which had sunk to the bottom of her purse, and took it out.

“You don’t have a share,” he replied. When she seemed confused, he said, “I used the D-word, remember?”

Nika’s confusion lingered for another couple of seconds before dissipating, and when it did, she was still a little surprised because she hadn’t really thought he’d meant it at the time.

“You said date,” she recalled.

He took out his own wallet. “It’s coming back to you,” he observed, nodding his head in approval. She had no idea if he was serious or pulling her leg. “Good. I was beginning to think that I imagined the whole conversation.”

She wasn’t comfortable with this. Did he think she was too poor to pay her own way? She was almost certain that this wasn’t really a date. “I’d still like to pay my half.”

Cole remained firm and shook his head. “Not going to break me,” he commented. “Besides, I don’t have staggering student loans to pay back.”

Was that why he was paying for dinner? Pity? He needed to be set straight. “Neither do I.”

A glimmer of surprise was evident in his eyes. “I thought all medical students came out of school with huge debts.”

Usually, they did. But she and her sisters were very lucky that way. “My mother had an older sister, Zofia, who was an actuary at one of the major insurance companies. She worked all of her life, and then died without enjoying any of her money. She left it to my mother, who used it to put all of us through school.” Wielding it like a weapon, she added silently, remembering her mother’s non-negotiable terms. They could only get their educations paid for if they agreed to become doctors. Luckily, that turned out to be exactly what they wanted, except for perhaps the baby, Henryka, who took a while to come around.

Cole wasn’t about to accept defeat. He had another card to play. “All right, then let me fall back on my male ego. You pay, it’ll be bruised.” He leaned in closer to her across the table. “If I called this a business dinner, would that make you feel less like you were compromising whatever ideals are keeping you from allowing me to pay for this?”

“It’s not that, it’s—business?” Nika abruptly asked, the homicide detective’s choice of words suddenly sinking in.

Cole nodded. “You can think of yourself as my informant.”

She had a feeling that she might have just met her match, as far as stubbornness went. Cole sounded as if he would go on arguing with her until she finally gave in. Better sooner than later. Besides, this was only a minor point. She just didn’t want him to feel he had to pay for her.

“All right,” she allowed with a smile of indulgence. “To save your ego.”

“Good,” he accepted her explanation. Rather than using a credit card, Cole placed several bills on the tab, more than covering the cost of their dinners as well as adding a healthy-size tip. “Ready?” he asked.

Picking up her purse, Nika slipped her wallet back into it and then echoed, “ready,” just as she began to rise to her feet.

She was caught off guard when Cole circled the table and came up behind her, drawing the chair away so that she didn’t have to push it back. Nika looked at him over her shoulder, an uncertain expression on her face.

He laughed when he caught a glimpse of it. “Don’t worry, I’m not about to trip you or do something strange.” He moved the chair back in as she stepped to one side. “Haven’t you ever had anyone treat you like a lady?”

The answer required no thought on her part. “Not recently.”

“Then you’ve been seeing the wrong kind of men,” he concluded.

“The only kind of men I’ve been seeing since I arrived in New York have either been bleeding, throwing up or are contagious.”

The woman was talking about work. Placing his hand to the small of her back, Cole guided her around the tables, now all filled, and toward the front door. As he walked past the receptionist’s tall, narrow desk, he nodded goodbye.

Nika caught the silent exchange and wondered how well he knew the woman—was he a regular customer, or was there something more to it—and why did that even matter? she asked herself in the next thought.

“Are you telling me you haven’t gone out socially since you got here?” he asked her.

She saw no reason to be cagey. After all, it wasn’t as if this was an actual date. He’d just been kidding when he’d said that.

“I’m telling you I haven’t gone out, period. Except to Uncle Josef’s a couple of times.” And even that had an obligation attached to it. “Turning up at my uncle and aunt’s table in Queens every so often is mandatory.” There was a note of fondness in her voice as she referred to the couple. “If I miss that, one or both of them come looking for me.”

He held the door open for her. “You don’t sound like you mind.”

She didn’t. None of them did even though a couple of her cousins pretended to grumble about it on occasion just for form’s sake. “It’s nice having family,” she told him. “A bigger family,” she amended. Nika walked right past his car, which was parked in a prime spot at the curb.

“Hey, where are you going?” he asked, calling her attention to the vehicle.

She stopped walking, but didn’t retrace her steps. She saw no reason for that. “To the bus stop. My sister Alyx has the car, because she’s got the third shift at the hospital,” she explained, citing why she wasn’t going back to the hospital to pick up the communal car they all shared.

“Where do you live?” he wanted to know. “I’ll take you home.”

That was going above and beyond the call of duty, she thought. Nobody should have to buck New York traffic if they didn’t have to.

“You don’t have to go out of your way. I’m used to taking buses and trains,” she told him. “Reminds me of home—Chicago,” she elaborated.

Cole shook his head. “Is everything an argument with you?” he asked.

She hadn’t meant it to sound like an argument. “No, I just didn’t want to be any trouble.”

“You’re more trouble when you argue,” he told her, beckoning her over. “Now, unless you live in Virginia, taking you to your apartment isn’t going to be out of my way.”

“No, it’s not as far away as Virginia,” she said, giving in. She did a quick mental review. “Actually, it’s only about a little more than a mile away. On a nice day, I walk.”

“So I take it you haven’t done much walking, then,” he quipped. Pointing his key at his vehicle, he pressed down on one of the indentations, releasing the security  system. The locks popped open, accompanied by a beep. “If we’re lucky, there’re about two decent days in New York City, weather-wise. One day comes in the spring and the other day comes in the fall.”

Nika opened the door on the passenger side. “You don’t like New York?” she asked, getting in.

“I love New York,” he contradicted, getting in on the driver’s side, then closing the door. “It’s the weather I hate. It’s always either too humid, too rainy, too cold, too something.” Cole glanced to see if she’d put on her seat belt. Satisfied that she had, Cole started up the car. “And your address?” he prodded.

She realized that she hadn’t given it to him and rattled it off. With a nod of his head, he backed out of the space.

And got all of about five feet before he queued his car into the slow drip of traffic. From what he could see, it appeared to be bumper-to-bumper. Probably was all the way from the restaurant to the building where she lived.

She made the same assessment. “I can get out and walk from here,” Nika volunteered cheerfully.

“I said I was taking you home, so I’m taking you home,” he told her. “Besides, I’m going to be stuck in this traffic whether you’re in the car or not, so you might as well keep me company.”

“If you put it that way—”

“I do.”

“Then, okay.” She studied his profile for a moment, her eyes drifting over the hard, rigid lines that comprised the planes and angles of the man’s face.

It was a noble face, she decided. Not soft, but noble. The kind of face a victim of a crime could trust. While it was evident that he wasn’t running the danger of having someone accuse him of being warmth personified, the detective did give off an aura of strength, of dedication and competence. That would be the kind of policeman she would want to turn to if she found herself ever needing one.

Cole could feel her eyes on him. Could feel her scrutinizing him as he was driving. Did he measure up? he wondered.

“What?” he finally asked. “Is there sauce on my face or something?” The next moment, since they were now at a complete standstill, Cole angled the rearview mirror so he could see his reflection for himself.

“No, I was just thinking. You’re not nearly as hard-nosed as you initially came off,” she told him. And before he could comment or deny her assessment, she added, “I’m glad.”

She sounded positively cheerful as she made the pronouncement. He hadn’t thought that women like her existed. “Why?”

“Because it makes you easier to talk to.” And then she got to the more important reason. “And because someone else might not have believed me when I said that I was innocent.”

He wasn’t about to take credit where none was due. “I already told you, you had an alibi for the time that Sergeant Kelly was killed. I’m not the kind of detective who ignores the facts just because they don’t fit in with my theory.”

“And,” she continued, “you took it upon yourself to look into my alibi—an alibi I didn’t even know I needed—before I ever said anything.”

He shrugged away her gratitude. “It’s called being a good detective.”

In her book, it was called more than that. He could have made her life miserable if he’d wanted to, putting the burden of proof on her shoulders. “All the same, I’m glad you’re on my side.”

“I don’t take sides,” he corrected her, “I follow the evidence.”

She refused to accept that. Nika shook her head. “Too late to be Mr. Gruff-and-Cold,” she informed him brightly. “I’ve seen your soft underbelly, Detective Baker, and I know who you are.”

He cleared his throat and looked straight ahead at the clogged streets before him. Compliments had always made him uncomfortable. Especially undeserved ones. He knew what he was and it didn’t involve being a saint, or a knight in shining armor. His armor had long since rusted.

“I suggest you stop getting into the pharmacy supply closet,” he told her matter-of-factly.

Nika nodded as if he’d said something serious. “I’ll put it on my ‘not to do’ list,” she promised.

He could hear the smile in her voice and, for some reason, although he was determined not to let it, it still managed to seep in under his skin and spill out to his very core.

“You don’t have to get out,” Nika told him when they were finally within view of her apartment building. She pointed out the structure on the right. At the same time, she got the feeling he wasn’t about to listen to her. “You’ll lose your spot in the flow of traffic,” she warned.

Cole angled the vehicle’s way out of the line of traffic and drove toward the building’s underground parking structure.

“That isn’t flow,” he said with a touch of disgust. “That doesn’t even qualify as a drip. Maybe it’ll get better when I get back.” Although he didn’t hold out too much hope.

“Back from where?” she asked.

Driving into the structure, Cole glanced up to see if there were any signs pointing out the way to guest parking. Finding them, he drove his car toward the designated area.

Several spaces were unoccupied. He took the first he came to. He’d never been one to see the point of jockeying for a position that amounted to being just a few feet closer to his destination. He liked walking. He liked leaving his car dent-free even more.

“Back from bringing you up to your door,” he told her as he slipped into the space.

She didn’t know whether to be amused or a little nervous. She realized that she was both. “You are taking the D-word seriously, aren’t you?” she asked, unbuckling her seat belt.

“I’m taking the city seriously,” he countered. Getting out, he rounded the trunk and was at her door in time to open it for her. “Single women shouldn’t be roaming around by themselves at night. Especially if they’re young and attractive.”

He said it so matter-of-factly, she almost missed the compliment. But it echoed back to her in her mind, causing her to smile.

Whether he realized it or not, he’d just told her he thought she was attractive. Nika grinned.

“Really not as gruff as you want people to think you are,” she repeated.

Hiking her purse strap onto her shoulder, she led the way to the elevator.

“Just carrying out the protect portion of my job description,” he told her. Reaching the elevator a step before she did, he pressed for the car.

This was above and beyond the call of duty, as far as she was concerned, but if he didn’t want any attention drawn to that, it was fine with her. “Whatever you say.”

Cole raised an eyebrow as he heard the amusement in her voice. He realized that she wasn’t buying into his story any more than he was. He’d been trying to tell himself that he was just bringing a potential witness home, nothing more. And that she wasn’t a woman who had somehow managed, in an unbelievably short amount of time, to work her way under his skin when he wasn’t looking. Moreover, she’d also managed to make him start wondering what it would be like to relate to another human being on some level other than as a cop working a case.

Dangerous ground, he warned himself.

None of the words, silent though they were, were making any sort of an impression on him.

This wasn’t good, he thought.

They got on the elevator and, for the moment, they had it to themselves. As soon as the doors closed, the inside of the car began to fill up with a scent that was vaguely familiar and teased his less than lucid memory banks, challenging them to recall what it was.

Vanilla? Lavender?

He couldn’t quite place the scent but he did know that it was familiar. And that he liked it. It stirred things on some semi-faraway region in his soul that hadn’t been functioning lately—or, more truthfully, hadn’t been functioning for a very, very long time.

The elevator, for once, turned out to be an express, taking them from the basement straight to her floor.

The doors slid open on five.

“This way,” Nika told him, getting off the elevator. She turned to the right immediately, taking him down a long, modernly decorated hallway.

Cole walked beside her until she stopped before 5E. The apartment next to hers, 5F, was still empty, she thought absently. Alyx had told her all about the murder that had taken place there before she’d arrived in the city.

She did her best not to think about it.

Apparently the superintendent was having trouble renting it out now. Nobody wanted to live in a place where someone had been killed. The supposed “vibrations,” coupled with vivid imaginations, were just too much to handle for the potential renters who’d come to look the apartment over so far. She had to admit she couldn’t say she blamed them.

“Well, this is it,” she told him, nodding toward the door as she turned around to face him. Without looking into the yawning abyss that was her purse, Nika began to rummage through it with her hand, searching for the familiar shape of her house keys. “You’ve brought me to my door, so you are now officially relieved of duty,” she teased.

He had to get going, Cole thought. Nika had already told him that she was going to see about filling in some of the information he’d requested earlier. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t put someone at the precinct to work on the project as well. There was a chance that the computer wizard he used would come up with more data than Nika had at her disposal. At the very least, one set of information could wind up augmenting the other. It only made sense.

What didn’t make sense was why he wasn’t moving away. He should be taking his leave and just going. Instead, he stood there, looking at her, thinking that he’d looked down into prettier faces, more symmetric faces, even—maybe—more animated faces.

So what was it about this one that kept pulling him in, as if he was nothing more than just some loose iron filing and she was this large, compelling and damn sexy magnet?

Move, damn it, Baker! Move! Get the hell out of here! Go!

And yet, he didn’t.

What he did do was place his hands on either side of her shoulders, anchoring her in place ever so lightly. And then, in the next heartbeat, he found himself lowering his face to hers.

Lowering his lips to hers.

And then, just like that, there was no more lowering, no more mental skirmishes with small, annoying inner voices telling him to get the hell out of there before he got in over his head.

He was already in over his head.

He knew that from the first second his mouth touched hers.

But it didn’t keep him from savoring the taste he’d discovered. Didn’t keep him, for one insanely head-spinning second, from losing himself in her.







Chapter 10

Time stretched out as one second fed on another. One taste begged for a second. And then a third.

Cole’s hands slipped from her shoulders and framed Nika’s face. He gathered her to him as he deepened a kiss that was already far too deep for him to safely tread water.

He was swimming for his life.

And coming perilously close to going down for the third time.

Damn, he hadn’t expected this. Hadn’t expected something so insignificant as a mere kiss to open up a door that released something wild and raw within him. Never in a million years would he have said that someone as innocent looking as this woman could have elicited this sort of a reaction from him.

And yet, she was.

Big-time.

Oh God, this was it. This was what she had resigned herself to believe didn’t exist in the world. She’d once prayed with every fiber of her being that something like this would find her, but as she grew older, Nika began to realize that things like this just didn’t happen. That the feel of lightning striking in your veins was the stuff that movies and books and dreams were made out of, but as far as reality went, well, it just didn’t happen. Reality promised to be a letdown, and she’d made her peace with that.

Until this moment, she’d been content to be the doctor, the daughter, the niece, the friend that she was to the various people in her life. What she hadn’t been—and it had been all right with her until just this moment—was a woman. A woman with a woman’s desires and needs. That part of her had somehow gotten buried, lost in the shuffle to be all those other things, and be them to the utmost of her ability. And consequently, she’d never been in love. Never made love.

But at this moment, all she wanted was to be a woman. To be with him.

To be a lover. His lover.

She wanted to follow this racing feeling that pulsated through her to its natural conclusion. Ached to follow it to its natural conclusion. She knew there’d be consequences, and ultimately, there’d be pain. Men like Cole Baker didn’t stay put, didn’t settle down.

But that was something she’d think about later. Right now, all that mattered was this untamed excitement she was feeling.

“Do you want to come inside for a minute?” she whispered against Cole’s mouth.

The next moment, she felt that mouth form a single word.

“Yes.”

Nika was still clutching the key to her apartment in her hand. Her heart pounding, she moved over only enough to be able to somehow insert the key into the lock and turn it. Grasping the doorknob, her mouth still very much sealed to Cole’s, Nika managed to twist it and get the door open.

Holding on to her tightly, Cole moved into her apartment, bringing her with him.

And then Cole’s cell phone began to ring.

The insistent sound shattered the moment into tiny little bits.

She heard Cole mutter an oath under his breath, draw away from her and yank the offending communication device out of his pocket. The second he put it to his ear, her cell began to ring, demanding her attention.

Nika’s heart sank as a premonition told her it wasn’t a coincidence. Still, she fervently hoped it was as she took her cell out of her purse.

Even as she did so, her eyes never left Cole’s face, taking in every nuance. She almost felt his expression as it hardened. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good.

Nika barely remembered mumbling, “Hello?” into her phone.

“Dr. Pulaski?” a husky, breathless voice asked. “It’s Gerald.”

An image of the imposing orderly flashed through her mind’s eye. The man who’d helped Cole get her out of the elevator shaft. Why was Gerald calling her? And who had given him her number? “This is Dr. Pulaski.

What’s wrong, Gerald?”

“This wasn’t my idea, Doctor,” his voice was apologetic. “Shelley, the evening nurse, asked me to call you. It’s Mr. Peters.”

Her breath backed up in her chest. She stopped looking at Cole and turned away, creating a semblance of privacy for herself. The bad feeling she had turned to a worse one.

“What about him?” she asked, her voice deadly still as she hoped against hope that she wasn’t going to hear what she was afraid of hearing.

The solemn voice on the other end said, “He died. His heart just gave out.”

It didn’t seem possible. There was no record of the man even having a heart condition, and nothing had shown up on any tests. Kidney stones were responsible for bringing him to the E.R. and those had successfully been broken up. He had the heart of a forty-year-old.

“But he was supposed to be leaving today,” Nika protested, as if that could somehow change the outcome. “He was all right when I saw him. I signed him out.”

She pressed her lips together, banking down the sudden wave of sadness that threatened to overwhelm her. She’d promised to stop by before leaving for the day to discuss her idea about finding him a housemate, but one of her other patients had suddenly had a seizure and had needed all of her attention. By the time he’d been stabilized, it was time for her to meet Cole.

Would she have been able to save the old man if she’d kept her promise to drop by his room before she left?

“Not anymore,” Gerald told her quietly. “I wouldn’t have bothered you, Doctor, but Nurse Shelley thought you’d want to know.”

Yes, she wanted to know. “She was right, Gerald,” Nika said numbly. “Thanks for calling.”

Feeling as if she was drugged and sleepwalking, she pressed the button that ended the call and dropped her cell into her purse without looking.

“There’s been another one,” Cole told her grimly, closing his cell phone.

“I know.” She struggled to bank down the lost feeling wafting through her.

What was going on? Was there someone deliberately killing old people? She’d been the one to call attention to this, but even so, it seemed so horribly improbable. Joshua Peters wouldn’t have hurt a fly—why do away with him? “I just got a call from the hospital. Joshua Peters died.”

He had another possible homicide on his hands. And in all likelihood, a serial killer. So why did he have this overwhelming urge to shut all that out and just get back to kissing her?

Cole forced himself to focus.

“I’ve got to go,” he told her. It was not without regret. But he was a cop, and death came before life in this case.

She pulled her door closed and locked it. “I’m coming with you.”

He wasn’t about to bring her to what was now a crime scene. Even though she was no stranger to death, this was his territory, not hers. “Veronika, I can’t—”

There was no way she was going to stay behind. “Mr. Peters was my patient,” she insisted. “He was fine this afternoon when I saw him. Not happy about being released, but fine.”

Her words stopped him in his tracks. “Why wasn’t he happy about being released?” He had no idea if this meant anything or not, but at this point, he needed all the input he could gather together. Somewhere in all the unsorted information he’d collected about the late patients was the reason this was happening. He just had to make sense of it.

“Take me with you and I’ll tell you,” Nika bargained. She saw the hesitation in his eyes. She had him on the ropes and he was wavering, she thought. “If you don’t take me, I’m still going to get there. It’ll just take me longer by bus.”

He knew she wasn’t bluffing. She was as good as gone. “You are one stubborn woman.”

“Never claimed not to be,” she replied. She wasn’t about to celebrate a victory yet. “That’s one of my outstanding features. Stubbornness is in the genes,” she told him.

He could believe it. Cole led the way back to the elevator. He repeated his question as they walked. “All right, tell me why Joshua Peters wasn’t happy about being released?”

Oh no, it wasn’t going to be that easy. “I’ll tell you when I’m in your car and you’re driving back toward the hospital.”

He pressed for the elevator and then glared at her incredulously. “Don’t trust me?”

“Ordinarily, I’d say yes, because that’s just the way I am. Trusting.” And, at times, that was a liability. She’d gotten hurt that way and definitely taken advantage of. But she refused to surrender her faith, her optimism. The day she did, the other side won. “But in this case,” she told him, “no. You’d leave me and tell me it’s for my own good. Meanwhile, you’d be hoping that I wouldn’t make good on my promise of taking the bus.”

The elevator arrived and Cole ushered her in before him, then pressed for the first floor and hoped they could get there without having to pick up any additional passengers.

“I know better,” he answered. “There’s no point in trying to abandon you. You’d walk if you had to, but you’d get there.”

She smiled as they rode down. “You are beginning to get to know me, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” he answered. “I am.”

And heaven only knew if that was a good thing or a bad one, he added silently. He had the uneasy feeling that this little bit of a woman could very well be his undoing, taking him to places he had vehemently vowed never to frequent again.

“Okay, now tell me,” Cole all but ordered as he drove out of the parking structure and onto the street again. Twilight was darkening the streets, ushering in a velvety night. His headlights illuminated the path before them a few feet at a time. It wasn’t foggy, but it definitely was unclear.

“He hated living in the nursing home, said his kids sold his house out from under him and took some of the money to set him up at the nursing home. He complained to me more than once that he hated living with old people because they were all obsessed with issuing periodic proclamations about their bodily functions. That and, according to him, they smelled of death.”

Not exactly a selling feature, he thought. “Peters said that?”

“More or less,” Nika answered. When he looked at her, waiting, she added, “I dressed it up a little, but I’m not exaggerating the way he felt about living in that nursing home. I told him that I would try to help him get his own place and share expenses with a housemate. I know several people who lived with elderly citizens, helping them out in exchange for a break in the rent. I also have had contact with some people who really want to get out of living in nursing homes, but they can’t afford their own place. I was sure that one of them would be open to this arrangement,” she said with a sad smile. “I wanted to help him regain his sense of freedom and dignity.”

Frustrated, angry, Nika blew out a breath and stared through the window at the world that was now enshrouded in darkness.

“And now he’s gone.” She snapped her fingers. “Just like that.”

Cole listened to her as his mind pulled in connections, searching for any kind of red flag, any kind of clue to send him off in a new direction.

“Who called you just now?” he asked as he eased his car around a corner.

“Gerald.” She glanced at Cole. “I think his last name is Mayfield. He’s an orderly on the floor tonight. Oh,” she recalled again, “he’s the one who helped you get me out of the elevator shaft.”

“He has your phone number?” Cole questioned. Was she friendly with the orderly? Or was there something more? And why did that seem to matter to him beyond just applying it to the case? If she was involved with the orderly, then she was lying about not being sure of the man’s last name, and Cole’s gut told him she didn’t lie. Even so, he pressed, “Isn’t that a little unusual?”

“It would be if he had my number, but he doesn’t. At least, I never gave it to him. That’s not to say it’s not available through the hospital intranet.” She mentally pushed the sadness she felt to one side and tried to think. “Gerald said that one of the nurses, Shelley Wallace,” she said, guessing his next question, “asked him to call me. Most likely, she got my cell number for him. I think they all know how attached I get to the patients in the unit.” She pressed her lips together, talking more to herself than to him. “I shouldn’t, but I do.”

Cole’s voice was stony. “Attachments are how people get hurt.”

His tone had her looking at him. She wanted to ask the detective if he was speaking from personal experience, but something warned her away from the subject. Right now, there were a lot of emotions dancing between them and not all of them had to do with the man they were going to the hospital to view one last time.

“Maybe I should move my grandmother,” he said, breaking the painful silence that was pulsating and growing between them.

“Move her?” Nika echoed in surprise. “Move her to where?”

“To another hospital.” He didn’t want to get so involved in this case that he overlooked the very obvious: that quite possibly his grandmother was in danger. “There’s obviously something going on at Patience Memorial and—”

She didn’t let him finish. “Don’t do anything rash,” Nika begged. “Dr. Goodfellow is an excellent surgeon and so’s Dr. Chase, the surgeon who’s scheduled to do her breast biopsy once her blood pressure is within the acceptable parameters.”

“That won’t do her any good if something happens to her before she can have the procedures done,” Cole pointed out.

Nika shifted in her seat. “Listen to me. Going to a good hospital and lining up the best surgeons is more important than a lot of people realize. Not every surgeon is worth the title and, as for the hospital, you want one that polices its own staff to make sure that mistakes are kept at a minimum. This hospital has an incredible track record for excellence. That’s not as easy to come by as it sounds.”

Still, he had his doubts. “Doesn’t do much good when there’s some kind of maniac running loose, eliminating old people at will.”

“Maybe it’s not at will,” Nika countered, reviewing the list she’d given him in her mind. “Maybe whoever’s doing this isn’t doing it just willy-nilly or for the money. Maybe—”

“Willy-nilly,” he repeated, sparing her a look that bordered on amusement. “Who says ‘willy-nilly’ these days?”

She frowned. Phraseology was not the point here. “Sorry, I’ve been too busy going to medical school to update my vocabulary,” she replied. “The point is I don’t think you should move your grandmother. I can talk to my uncle to see if he can somehow subtly up the security detail in the hospital. He knows the head of security here, and Uncle Josef can make sure that there’s someone watching out for your grandmother at all times,” she said.

She saw Cole’s hands tighten ever so slightly on the wheel. “I can watch out for my own grandmother.”

She knew all about pride. She’d lived with it most of her life. Her mother reeked of it. But there was a time when pride had to take a backseat to logic.

“Cole, you’re working a case. Solving that case will keep your grandmother safe. But meanwhile, you can’t work the case and be with your grandmother at the same time—unless you have some kind of secret ability you haven’t told me about.”

He had lots of secrets he hadn’t told her about, Cole thought. She hadn’t a clue how dark his soul really was. But the ability to be two places at once was not among his secrets.

When he made no comment about her argument, Nika pushed a little harder. “Cole, you have to let other people help if they can. Nobody’s an island.”

He was, he thought. But at the same moment, he thought of how he would feel if something happened to his grandmother. He was vulnerable when it came to the old woman’s well-being. That didn’t make him much of an island.

And then there was the matter of the woman in the passenger seat. Another possible breach in his walls. He’d almost made a grave mistake earlier. The call from the patrolman who’d been summoned to the hospital had wound up inadvertently saving him. He was going to have to get a tighter rein on himself. A tighter rein on emotions that threatened to break free.

“If you say so,” he muttered.

“I say so,” Nika responded with feeling.

Her heart ached for him and she couldn’t even put into words why.

Arriving at the hospital, Nika lost no time hurrying to the Geriatrics Unit. Her heart pounded all the way there.

Mr. Peters was still in his room. When she walked in, at first glance, the old man looked as if he was just sleeping. But Death had a way of removing a victim’s personality, of making their features sink in just enough to announce that he had been by, and had taken their soul.

Moved, Nika took the old man’s cold hand in hers, lacing her fingers through digits that were growing stiff.

Rigor was setting in, she noted, which meant that he hadn’t been dead all that long.

Could she have prevented it? If she’d come by, instead of making a note to get back to him when she could, would he be alive this moment?

“Oh, Mr. Peters, I am so very sorry,” she whispered to the man who could no longer hear. “Sorry I didn’t get you out of here when I talked to you today.”

Her mind continued to torture her. Had he died in that window of time when she should have been here, but was in the operating room instead? Right now, she didn’t know. All she knew was that she ached and felt horribly guilty.

As if reading her thoughts, Cole stepped closer to her until he was all but her shadow. “It’s not your fault,” he told her firmly.

“If I’d stayed, if I’d been in the room with him, whoever it was who did this wouldn’t have been able to get to him.”

“Maybe,” he agreed. “And maybe whoever’s doing this would have waited for you to leave and then come in to end Mr. Peters’s life.” An idea came to him. “Was he suffering?”

“Mr. Peters? Outside of regular aches and pains, I’d say that he was suffering emotionally more than physically.”

She’d piqued his interest. “How so?”

“He didn’t want to go back to the nursing home,” she repeated. “It made him feel as if he was useless, that he’d been thrown away by his family and society in general.” Maybe she’d call her mother tonight, Nika thought. Just to touch base and let the woman know that she was loved.

Nika looked around the man’s bed to double-check.

There were no IV drips. There never had been in his case. So death had to have been delivered to him via another method.

Very gently, as if he could still feel her fingers, she spread the lids of one of his eyes apart just enough to examine the white region. There was no redness, no sign of broken blood vessels, which would have indicated that he’d been smothered or deprived of oxygen in some other fashion.

“What are you doing?” Cole asked as she straightened up again and began to perform a quick examination of the victim’s skin.

“Looking for marks.”

She didn’t have to look long. There was a small, almost imperceptible hole in the old man’s right inner thigh. It was located directly at the site of a major artery.

It was, she concluded, that exact site that Death had entered and found Joshua Peters.







Chapter 11

“What’s all the commotion out there?” Ericka Baker asked the moment Nika and Cole walked into her room.

Since she was here, Nika had decided to look in on the woman right after she’d signed off on Joshua Peters. She was afraid that Cole’s grandmother might have heard about the latest death and grown apprehensive. Stress wasn’t going to help lower the woman’s blood pressure.

Ericka’s question made it obvious that no one had told the elderly woman anything.

“Just someone checking out of the hospital,” Nika replied evasively. Her eyes met Cole’s. She saw the all but imperceptible nod. He approved of her vague answer.

Ericka frowned. Her eyes darted suspiciously from her doctor to her grandson. “At this hour?”

“It just worked out that way,” Cole told her, relieved that the curtain to her room had been drawn all this time.

“Wish someone would take me home,” Ericka grumbled. Her frown deepened as she looked expectantly at her grandson. “The food’s terrible here and the service—” She sighed deeply before continuing. “Sometimes I have to wait five, maybe ten minutes before anyone shows up when I press that damn buzzer.” She nodded at the nurse’s call button.

Nika smiled at her. The nurses prided themselves on their quick response time at Patience Memorial. “That’s not waiting, that’s a blink of an eye.”

“Easy for you to say.” Ericka waved a blue-veined hand at her. “You’ve got time. For all I know, all I’ve got left is ‘a blink of an eye.’“

Nika patted Ericka’s bony shoulder lightly. “You’re going to live to see your great-grandchildren.”

Ericka’s eyes shifted over toward her grandson. “Not if I have to wait for him to make a move.” And then, just like that, the woman’s eyes lit up. It was like watching the birth of an idea, Nika thought. Ericka’s eyes shifted back to her. “Didn’t you say that you weren’t with anyone?”

A person with the IQ of a shoelace could see where this was going, but Nika played along. “Yes, I did.”

“How about my grandson?” Ericka propositioned boldly.

“G.” Cole didn’t raise his voice, but the warning note was nonetheless evident in his voice.

Ericka waved her hand at him, dismissing his unspoken protest. She continued staring at Nika pointedly. “Do you think he’s good-looking?” she asked.

Paraphrasing a line out of The Wizard of Oz, a movie both he and his late brother had watched countless times during their brief childhood, Cole intoned, “Pay no attention to the woman in the bed.”

He was doing a masterful job hiding his embarrassment, but Nika could sense it and couldn’t help being just the slightest bit amused by his dilemma. She’d been on the receiving end of this kind of a scene more than once, listening to her mother despair about her ever getting married. She liked seeing this human side to Cole and she knew exactly how he had to be feeling.

“Yes,” she replied, managing to keep a straight face, “I think he’s good-looking.”

Cole’s grandmother nodded, pleased. It was obvious to Nika that she had just passed some kind of test and progressed to the next level.

“You’re a not-bad-looking young woman,” Ericka continued. Her thin lips pulled back into a knowing smile. “You two would make very pretty babies.”

Okay, he’d been the dutiful grandson long enough. He was drawing the line before G offered the doctor five horses and a mule to take him off her hands.

“That’s enough, G,” he told her sternly.

“Well, you would,” Ericka protested, annoyed at the interruption. “And at my age, I deserve to see my great-grandchild before I kick the bucket. You’re not getting any younger, either, you know, Coleman,” she declared tersely.

Time to cut this short, Nika thought. “There’ll be no buckets kicked on my watch, young lady,” Nika informed Cole’s grandmother, then changed the subject. “I think that your blood pressure will be down sufficiently enough for Dr. Chase to operate on you in the next couple of days, and we can get back to addressing the reason why you’re here in the first place.” Finished, Nika offered the woman an encouraging smile.

“Yeah, to make you and the other doctors all fat and rich,” Ericka grumbled.

Cole looked at Nika and she could have sworn she saw an apology in his eyes. He came closer to his grandmother’s bed.

“G, were you always this sunny and happy and I just didn’t notice, or is this behavior something new?” he asked the woman.

“You try lying around in a hospital all day and see if you wind up being all smiles and happiness by the end of the day. Day? Hell, boy, you wouldn’t last until noon,” she pronounced with a quick, firm bob of her head.

“No,” he agreed. He’d never done waiting well. It was a given. “You’re right, I wouldn’t. You’re definitely a better man than I am, G.”

Ericka raised her chin, proud to have won that round. “And don’t you forget it,” she retorted, crossing her arms before her as if to seal the argument. “What are you doing here anyway?” she asked. Her eyes narrowed into suspicious slits. “Did she call you and tell you to come? Am I dying?” she demanded. Throwing back her shoulders like a young recruit, she told him, “If I’m dying, I have a right to know.”

Nika placed a calming hand on the woman’s wrist, drawing Ericka’s attention back to her. “Do you feel like you’re dying?”

The question took some of the wind out of Ericka’s sails. “No.”

“Then you’re not dying,” Nika assured her. “You’d be the first to know if you were. You know your body a lot better than anyone else does.”

Ericka blew out a breath, clearly annoyed. “They pay you for that kind of advice?” “Yes,” Nika deadpanned.

“Do they pay you well?” Ericka pressed, her sharp, hawklike eyes pinning her down.

Nika smiled. “No, not really.” She was earning a mere forty thousand a year for working herself to the bone on twenty minutes sleep a night. At least, it felt as if she was only getting twenty minutes’ sleep. Maybe it was thirty-five.

The answer pleased Ericka and she nodded her head. “I can understand why.”

“Be nice, G,” Cole instructed.

Her head snapped around in order for her to look at him. “This is nice.”

“Right,” he agreed fondly. “I forgot.”

Nika and Cole remained in his grandmother’s room for another fifteen minutes. Though she struggled to remain awake, Ericka lost that battle and dropped off to sleep. The moment she did, they slipped out of her room like two teenagers bent on breaking curfew without getting caught.

When they were in the hallway, Cole struggled for a moment, searching for the words, before he apologized. “I’m sorry about my grandmother.”

The apology surprised her. If asked, Nika would have said that the man didn’t know how to apologize. She found that she liked these softer traits that she was being allowed to glimpse. It meant that the man had more than looks and brains going for him. She found his affection for his grandmother incredibly appealing.

As if he wasn’t already.

“Don’t be,” Nika told him. “I’ve put up with a lot worse, trust me. Your grandmother’s kind of cute in her own unique way.” She was aware of Cole looking at her. More than looking, he seemed to be studying her. Her skin began to tingle. This was becoming a habit. “What?”

He shook his head, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Nothing. Just trying to see if your nose was going to grow, that’s all.”

He didn’t believe her, she thought, amused.

“I really have connected with worse,” she assured him. “Your grandmother’s just frustrated. I can’t say I blame her. Most people hate being confined and restricted. She’s a feisty lady who likes calling her own shots. She can’t do that in the hospital. She feels as if she’s at the mercy of whoever’s on duty. That kind of thing makes her curt and abrupt.”

“And you like dealing with people like that?”

Nika never hesitated. “Yes.”

That didn’t make any sense to him. He wasn’t a people person to begin with, but if he were, all things being equal, these wouldn’t be the kind of people he would have chosen to be around. “Why?”

“For the most part, these people have worked all their lives, given of themselves and asked for little or nothing in return beyond a paycheck. That kind of sacrifice earns them the right to be treated with dignity and respect. They deserve to feel that their opinions still count, that they can have some kind of say when it comes to managing their own lives.”

Her smile broadened. “And, like I said, I like hearing stories and they like telling them. That makes it a win-win relationship.”

Not in his opinion, but it was obviously enough for her. There was a great deal more to this woman than met the eye at first. “Whatever you say.”

They weren’t all that different, she thought. “You feel a little like I do.”

“How do you figure that?”

“Because you worry about your grandmother,” she said simply. When he stared at her, a slight furrow forming between his eyes, she explained her reasoning. “You’re here for her, instead of just shrugging off the responsibility. You could easily just hide behind your work and tell her that you’re too busy to come by. But you don’t, because you care.”

There was a reason for that. “I owe her,” he emphasized.

Maybe that was the key to making him understand her position. “And maybe I feel like I’m taking the place of people who owe these people something.”

Cole laughed shortly and shook his head. “I won’t even pretend that I understand what you just said.” And then he nodded toward the elevator. “You ready to go home?”

She was more than ready at this point. “Yes.” She assumed from his question that he intended to take her to her apartment. “But don’t you have to go down to the precinct?”

“I can drop you off on the way,” he told her. “Besides, there’s not all that much I can do about Mr. Peters’s less than timely demise tonight. The crime scene unit has to process his room first. If I go to the precinct, all I’m going to wind up doing is staring at a bulletin board, trying to make sense out of all these pieces that still haven’t come together.”

She felt tired, but oddly restless at the same time. “I could help you,” she volunteered.

He laughed, shaking his head. “I can’t bring you down to the station. Captain doesn’t like civilians wandering around his squad room.”

“I wouldn’t be wandering, I’d be staring at the same bulletin board you were. Helping,” she repeated.

“I appreciate the offer,” he told her. He still wasn’t going to bring her to the precinct. “How about we compromise and you can give me your thoughts while I drive you back to your apartment?”

Did he think she was too tired to understand what he was doing? “That’s not a compromise, that’s you getting your way.”

Taking her arm, Cole moved Nika along a little faster toward the elevator. “I was hoping you wouldn’t notice.”

Laughing, she said, “You have to work on learning to be more subtle.”

“I’ll put it on my ‘to-do’ list.” He was also going to have to learn, Cole added silently, not to react to the sound of her laugh, which seemed to wrap itself around him like a warm embrace on a cold winter’s morning.

Though she knew that it was unreasonable, because Cole had a boatload of work waiting for him no matter what he said, Nika found herself hoping that he would bring her up to her door again.

And hoping for more than that.

She quietly held her breath as they drew near her apartment building. This time, she kept the suggestion that was on the tip of her tongue to herself, waiting to see what Cole was going to do. Waiting to see if he would just pull up to the building’s entrance and merely let her out, or if he would drive his car into the parking structure the way he had last time.

He passed the entrance and entered the parking garage.

Nika held her breath until he parked his car.

“I’d like to come up,” he told her quietly once he turned off the ignition. She realized that it was more a question than a statement. He was actually asking her if that was what she wanted as well.

Nika made her choice—as if she could say anything else. “I’d like that.”

Damn, what was he doing? Cole silently demanded, bewildered. Why was he putting himself into this kind of a position? It was like someone with a glass jaw leading with his chin in a boxing match. He was asking for trouble, for complications, for things he had no time for and didn’t want. Complications that inevitably aroused feelings.

And yet …

And yet, there was something about her, something that made him feel alive, that connected him to a world he’d long since walked away from.

He’d forgotten he could actually feel anything.

He’d voluntarily been on the outside for so long, he’d come to believe that was where he belonged. Being on the outside suited him. Allowed him to do his job with no interference. Until this latest development with his grandmother, he had just touched base with the woman on occasion, remembering her on days the greeting card companies declared were important. But beyond that, he lived and breathed in a rarified zone that allowed his heart to function, to beat and direct blood to all his vital organs. But feel? His heart wasn’t capable of doing that.

At least, it couldn’t before.

Now he wasn’t so sure.

And a large part of him resisted things changing, resisted finding out that his heart could do anything beyond beat.

But the temptation of Nika’s mouth drove his resolutions out of his head, propelling them into a zone that was packed away out of the light of day, a darkened no-man’s-land.

The hallways of her apartment building were carpeted, yet Cole could almost hear his own footsteps as he came closer and closer to his undoing, all the while guiding her to her door.

“I’d better go,” he heard himself saying as she took out her key.

No, please don’t go. To come so close only to still be so far away isn’t fair. Nika raised her eyes to his. “Ever have a feeling of déjà vu?”

He was having it right now. “Sometimes,” Cole allowed.

She was on her toes, her mouth suddenly closer than his resolve. “I’m having that feeling now,” she told him, her voice a whisper, her breath a temptation.

Self-preservation was a very finely honed instinct for a cop. His instincts told him that this was where he was supposed to turn around and walk away. It was called survival.

Nowhere in the self-preservation bylaws did it say anything about his diving out of an airplane headfirst without a parachute strapped on.

But that was exactly what he wound up doing when he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Not gently or slowly or with any sort of sense of exploration, the way he had last time. He kissed her hard, as if he was fully  prepared to stick his arm into the fire and deal with all the consequences that were coming.

He’d never been so unprepared in his life.

Cole swiftly saw that he had no control in this situation. There wasn’t a single shot he could call. Instead, there was this wild sense of abandonment washing over him. Not as in being abandoned, but in throwing his soul to the winds. All he wanted was to feel that wild rush in his veins that kissing her inexplicably unleashed. Nothing else mattered.

His head began to spin at an incredibly fast speed, promising more of the same.

Cole wasn’t sure just how they managed to get into her apartment. Didn’t know if she’d unlocked the door before this wild ride began, or if she’d practiced some kind of sleight of hand and unlocked the door while lost in the throes of this kiss, but suddenly, they were no longer outside but in.

The door closing registered in some faraway region of his brain that was still capable of collecting data. But just barely so. The preponderance of his brain was busy being enticed. Busy savoring the mounting passion that gave no sign of abating.

Ever.

Uncustomarily eager, Cole began undressing her and wound up all but ripping Nika’s clothes from her body as he struggled hard to contain his all but overpowering excitement.

He thought he heard something ripping and then realized that it was his own clothes that had sustained the damage. She was tugging and inadvertently tearing his clothes from him, whether intentionally or by accident didn’t matter. What mattered was that it was happening.

It was hard to think when her brain was wrapped in a fiery haze. Heaven help her, she’d never, ever felt this way and it wasn’t just because she’d never been with a man this way before. It was because she’d never felt the desire to be with a man this intensely. No one had ever lit a fire beneath her even remotely close to the way this man had, never made her want things the way Cole did, just by existing, by breathing and being near her.

She was a doctor and knew all about the logistics, the mechanics of how a man and woman came together, but what she had no knowledge of was that elusive, missing X-factor. No prior knowledge of that wildness that ran through the blood and ultimately led to this fascinating place where passion reigned supreme and nothing else mattered except achieving the ultimate connection, the ultimate bonding with the man her soul was calling out to.

Until the fateful day she’d gotten stuck in that elevator, she’d envied her sister and her cousins and her friends because that head-over-heels sensation had come into their lives but never once into hers.

And now it had, taking her prisoner.

Nikka thought that their coming together would be quick. That Cole would enter her and that the union would be sealed.

She hadn’t expected him to go out of his way to pleasure her. To heat a body that was already burning for him.

When she felt his mouth gliding along her skin, felt him lightly skim his lips along quivering sections of her body, she all but exploded as she desperately tried to hold off experiencing what she assumed was saved for the last moment.

But thirty years without any release made for a great deal of pressure building up and his mouth and hands were too clever at eliciting responses from her. Suddenly, just like that, she found herself on the receiving end of a climax. And then, to her astonishment, one climax flowered into another as he brought his lips to the side of her throat, to her belly, to her breasts, effectively reducing her to a cauldron of throbbing needs and wants.

Making her climax, only to have her renew the climb again.

She hadn’t realized that there was actual magic involved until she’d experienced it.

Hardly able to draw in a breath, Nika tightened her fingertips on his shoulders as she felt him enter her.

Her eyes were shut tight when she felt him hesitate. Instinctively knowing what he had to be thinking, Nika immediately raised her hips and her mouth at the same time, sealing her lips to his as she urged him on with her body.

Unable to resist, to do what he knew he should, Cole didn’t stop. He pushed in. He felt her quick intake of breath less than half a second before she began the dance that was theirs alone. The dance he unconsciously knew he would remember for the rest of his life.

He stopped processing sensations and just lost himself in her.







Chapter 12

The moment the euphoria that lovemaking had generated began to recede, guilt descended on Cole with the force of an anvil that had been dropped from the roof of a five-story building. He didn’t know what to say, or how to begin to apologize.

Didn’t know how to take back that which couldn’t be taken back.

Every apology began with a first word. He forced one out, not really knowing what was going to follow in its wake.

“Why?”

Nika knew what was coming. Saw it in his eyes and didn’t want the question, the assumption he was making, to be anywhere near the fireworks still settling down within her. She wanted to be able to savor what had happened between them for just a little longer.

But that wasn’t possible anymore.

She put her fingers to his lips to still them and shut away the words that Cole was so obviously struggling with.

“Because,” she answered, saying the universal word that had been known to quiet arguments across the board and was the tacitly understood explanation for everything, large or small, that required a myriad of words to put it to rest. Parents used it all the time when they were at a loss for exact explanations.

Because.

Cole gently took her hand away from his mouth, his eyes giving voice to the confusion and the guilt that were still square-dancing within him. He was having a great deal of trouble understanding what he’d just learned to be true.

“You never …?”

Nika merely smiled in response, preferring to move ahead. “I have now.”

“But not before?” he asked incredulously, still unable to finish his sentence out loud. How could a woman, especially a beautiful woman, come to this point in her life and still be a virgin? It just didn’t seem possible.

And yet, it was obviously true in this case.

“No,” she replied simply, wishing he would drop the subject and allow her to just bow away from it gracefully, to glory in this new threshold she’d crossed. She didn’t want to go into explanations.

But avoiding them would have been too easy, and she’d known from the moment she’d laid eyes on him that Detective Cole Baker was not an easy man. Not by any stretch of the imagination. Why should making love with him be any different?

“How is that possible?” he asked. What, had she been raised in some tower, like Rapunzel?

“No one’s given you the birds-and-bees talk?” she asked, the corners of her mouth curving, seeking refuge in humor for a moment. “I have this wonderful book I could recommend—”

He cut her short. This wasn’t a joke. Not to him. Her situation and what he’d done brought a vast responsibility in its wake.

“You know what I mean.” He struggled not to snap out the words. It wasn’t Veronika he was angry with, it was himself. “How do you get to be your age and not …?”

His voice trailed off again as he looked at her, completely stunned, completely floored as well as speechless.

“Choice,” Nika told him. Then, because she saw that the single word wasn’t enough, she added, “Because I didn’t feel that making love with someone was something you just did at the end of a date. I wanted someone I respected and admired to be the first man I slept with. And, just as importantly, I wanted the first man to be someone who could make the earth move for me just by his proximity. I kept hoping someone would come along who met those requirements. I wasn’t about to settle for anything less.”

The implied compliment stunned him. “And I meet those requirements for you?” he asked in disbelief.

She lifted one shoulder in a quick shrug, a silent tribute to the whimsy of a fate that saw fit to bring together unlikely duos, and throw into the mix electricity, like the kind she’d felt with him the first time her body had slid against his.

“Like it or not,” she acknowledged, “you do.”

“That first part, ‘like it or not,’“ he repeated, “are you referring to your reaction to the situation, or what you assume is my reaction to it?”

Okay, the man had just lost her. “Excuse me?”

Cole tried to rephrase his question. “Are you saying that you aren’t too happy about the turn of events, or that you’re thinking that perhaps I’m not happy about what just happened between us?”

Before answering, Nika took in a long breath and pulled down a multicolored throw she had slung over the back of the sofa. She wrapped it around herself like a woolly toga. She was suddenly feeling extremely exposed.

“I’m saying that you’re really overthinking things,” she told him glibly. “I’m also saying I have no regrets.”

“You might want to rethink that,” he warned her. “I’m not exactly a happy-go-lucky person.”

It was hard not to laugh and impossible not to grin. “I hadn’t noticed.”

She needed to know, he thought. To know how dark his soul was. The only way to tell her was straight out, no embellishments. She deserved that. So he began.

“My father was a soldier,” he said without preamble. “He was killed his second day overseas by a bomb that was strapped to a nine-year-old kid. Six months later, my younger brother, Steve, was knocked off his bicycle by a hit-and-run driver. The guy never even stopped. Steve died on the way to the hospital. Losing Steve was the final straw for my mother. It broke her and she never really came around. One day, not too long after that, I came home from school and she called me into the kitchen. When I walked in, she shot me, then turned the gun on herself. She died instantly.” Looking away, he struggled to keep the memory at arm’s length. “I guess she didn’t want to leave me behind.

“They tell me it was touch-and-go for me for a while. When I finally woke up, I was in the hospital and G was sitting there beside my bed. She looked drawn, like she hadn’t slept in days. The first thing she said to me was, ‘About time you pulled through.’“ A fond smile touched his lips. “I owe her a lot.”

Nika felt her heart twisting in her chest. “Oh God, Cole, I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything.” He hadn’t told her because he wanted sympathy. “I just wanted you to know who you’re getting mixed up with.”

“I already know that.” Her eyes held his. “You’re a survivor.”

“Yeah, well, surviving seems to be the thing to do.” He looked at her now. She wasn’t getting up. She was still here. He didn’t know if that was good or bad—for either of them. “About those regrets—”

Was he going to tell her that he regretted what happened between them after all? “Still don’t have them,” she told him. “If you do, I’m sorry, but I’m afraid there will be no refunds issued.”

His eyebrows drew together in a confused V. “What?”

She shrugged uncomfortably, dismissing her last words. “Feeble joke,” she admitted. “Sorry.”

Getting up off the sofa, she bent down to quickly retrieve her clothes. Holding them against her, she began heading toward the next room, toward the first private area where she could get dressed.

She nearly made it all the way out of the room before his words stopped her.

“I don’t regret making love with you,” Cole said, his voice low as he addressed his words to her back. “I just regret not knowing you were a virgin.”

Nika slowly turned around. “And if you’d known, then what? You wouldn’t have bothered?” What else could he mean by saying he’d wished he’d known? The man was obviously accustomed to experienced women, not one who behaved as if she’d just been transported to an incredible alternate universe.

“The word ‘bothered’ doesn’t belong in this sentence,” he informed her. “If I’d known that this was your first time, I would have tried to make it special,” he explained tersely.

“Make it special,” she echoed. It was her turn to be confused. “As opposed to what? Fantastic? Because that was what it was. Fantastic. Any more ‘special’ than that and I might not have survived the experience.”

“Fantastic?” he repeated.

She couldn’t read his expression in order to gauge his feelings. The man was probably a world-class poker player. Nika nodded. “That was the word.”

He was having trouble processing this. “You thought what we did was fantastic?”

The smile began in her eyes, filtering through to all parts of her. “Absolutely.”

Cole got up. Since she had taken the throw for herself, there was nothing for him to wrap around himself. Consequently, he crossed to her as naked as he’d been while they’d made love. Nika felt her blood heating instantly, even as she struggled to keep her eyes on his face.

She wasn’t entirely successful in her efforts.

“Any way I can talk you out of getting dressed?” he asked, taking her into his arms.

Nika let the throw slip away from her body and fall to the floor like a deep sigh. The bunched-up clothes joined it.

“You just did,” she told him, just before she sealed her lips to his.

This wasn’t going well. Twelve victims.

Twelve alleged victims, he silently corrected himself, had died in the Geriatrics Unit in the last eighteen months. Of those twelve, seven had had families, five hadn’t. The families, other than the one couple who’d recently requested an autopsy and seemed far more interested in the financial rewards of an out-of-court settlement in exchange for keeping the allegation out of the public eye, were opposed to exhuming their loved ones.

No exhumation, no evidence that murder, rather than natural causes, was responsible for the victims’ deaths.

He still had the late police sergeant, thanks to Nika’s uncle. And, of course, there was that last man who’d died just before he was to be released and sent back to the nursing home. That made three, he reminded himself. Three dead people who’d met their end the same way. An air bubble had been injected into a major artery, causing them to convulse and die. Approximating a heart attack.

Cole thought that taking these deaths and extrapolating the evidence to hypothesize that the others had met the same ending was just a natural progression. The defense attorney, however, might just see it as a huge coincidence and petition to have the matter thrown out of court. Especially if Cole didn’t come up with more evidence.

With two patients dying just in the last week, the pace was definitely picking up. He knew he was fighting the clock. He needed to find the killer before he—or she—struck again.

But right now he had no idea who to point a finger at. He had no viable suspects. And nothing to go on. Not without some kind of theory as to why these particular people had been picked and not any of the others.

Was this all the work of some maniac slipping into the hospital in order to take revenge for an imagined wrong that had been done to him or her? What kind of wrong? To whom? To the killer or someone he cared about?

Or was it someone on the staff doing away with these people?

That, he had to admit, was the more likely scenario, but if so, then who was it? And equally as important, why was he or she doing it? And what determined who the next victim was going to be?

Other than advanced age and being patients here on the fourth floor, the dead people had nothing uniformly in common. They weren’t all women or all men, weren’t from the same walk of life. Some were well off, others were poor. Some lived in nursing homes, some still lived in their own homes. Some were terminal, others weren’t.

So what was it that connected them, other than Patience Memorial?

Cole stared at the overloaded bulletin board on the wall some ten feet away.

He rubbed his hand across his forehead, willing a headache away.

He couldn’t come up with it, couldn’t come up with the key, the cipher, that would suddenly open up this case for him and get him moving in the right direction. He was frustrated as hell.

Cole rocked back in his antiquated chair. It emitted a pathetic squeak every time he leaned all the way back in it. Now was no exception. It set his teeth on edge. Almost as much as the case was doing.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to rock back in your chair like that unless you want to wind up landing on your head?”

Cole swung around toward the speaker, belatedly banking down the instant rays of warmth that burst through the unguarded moment at the sound of the soft voice.

Nika’s voice.

He half rose in his chair. When Nika dropped into the chair next to his desk, he sat back down again. “What are you doing here?”

“I have the day off,” she reminded him. She’d mentioned that to him this morning before he’d left her bed to go to work. Amazingly enough, since that first night, there’d been a reason for them to get together every evening after that, including last night.

It went without saying that she’d gone to the hospital anyway, even though she was free to do whatever she wanted. What she’d wanted was to catch up on a few things at the hospital and to look in on her patients. To assure herself that they were still alive, still breathing.

Her uncle and a couple of his handpicked men were patrolling the floor as well as planted in prominent spots to demonstrate a show of solidarity to the mysterious killer so that, hopefully, there wouldn’t be another casualty.

But she still worried. She couldn’t help it. It was a congenital thing, handed down from her mother, who had made worry an art form.

“Anyway,” Nika continued, “I came by to give you some good news.”

He could certainly use that. Cole sat up, alert. “Someone caught the killer?”

“A different kind of good news,” Nika amended, realizing her mistake. “You grandmother’s blood pressure has finally gone down sufficiently enough for Dr. Chase to do the biopsy. His office assistant scheduled it for first thing tomorrow morning.”

She was right. It was good news. But that also meant that the end results could bring bad news with it. If the mass wasn’t benign …

“What time is ‘first thing’?” he asked.

Chase’s office assistant had booked the O.R. for the first slot of the day. “Seven-thirty in the morning.”

He could be there before G was taken into the operating room. He knew she’d welcome the support, even if she wouldn’t say it.

“You assisting?” he asked.

Nika nodded. “Already promised your grandmother I would be.” She smiled, hoping to convey confidence to him so that he would feel more at ease about the surgery. “Can’t go back on my word.”

He knew she couldn’t, no matter how casually she tendered that word. She was that kind of a woman, that kind of a person. Bound by her word. Honorable. Dedicated. A straight arrow the likes of which he wouldn’t have believed actually existed if he hadn’t met her.

If he hadn’t watched her interact with his grandmother.

Cole laughed shortly, but the smile he offered to her was soft, kind. “I thought people like you went the way of the unicorn.”

The look she gave him transformed her into innocence personified. “That’s presupposing that unicorns don’t exist.”

He should have known that would be what she’d say. “Now you’re going to tell me they actually do exist? Have you ever seen one?” he challenged.

“Just because you haven’t seen one doesn’t mean they don’t exist,” she pointed out.

“Makes a pretty good argument to me,” he told her.

“I’ve never seen a native Samoan,” she countered. “Doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “That’s different, Veronika.”

Her eyes were wide as she asked, “How?”

She didn’t surrender easily, he’d give her that. “Plenty of other people have seen Samoans,” he pointed out.

Nika inclined her head, as if indulging him. “Or so they say.”

He laughed again, shaking his head. Amused. That was happening more often these days than he could remember it ever happening in years. She made him smile. “Is that the argument you use to prove that Santa Claus exists?”

“Who says he doesn’t?” she asked innocently.

Cole raised his hands in the universal sign of surrender. “I yield,” he declared. “You could get Satan to install air-conditioning in hell.”

It was her turn to laugh. And to appreciate how comfortable they’d become with one another in such an incredibly short amount of time. She wished she could take it as a sign of things to come, but there was a part of her that was her mother’s daughter. And her mother always expected the worst to happen.

“Now, there’s a worthy project,” she commented. “Too bad I’m too busy at the moment to tackle it.”

Damn it, here he was, the middle of the day and he found himself wanting her. Wanting her even more now than he had the first time. Or the second. It seemed that each time he made love with her just stoked the fire rather than diminished it.

The woman was clearly a witch, there was no other explanation, he thought.

“Speaking of busy—” he began.

Nika looked up into his eyes, all but paralyzing his breath in his lungs. “Yes?”

“Are you?” he asked. Then added the word “busy” in case she wasn’t following him.

Nika tossed her head, not quite able to carry off blasé, but then, she wasn’t really trying to. “Depends on whether or not I get a good offer.”

“Take-out, a movie rental and me,” he rattled off, watching her face. “That good enough?”

She pretended to think it over for a moment. “Well, since that’s the best I can do on short notice, I guess that’s good enough,” she told him, doing her best to maintain a straight face. But the sparkle in her eyes gave her away. “What time do you get off?”

“Barring any new bodies,” which he fervently hoped there wouldn’t be, “six o’clock.”

The same time she usually did—if she were working today. “Why don’t you swing by the hospital to see your grandmother,” Nika suggested, “and then we’ll take it from there?”

He’d always admired an organized mind. “You do think of everything, don’t you?”

“Hey, multitasking is my middle name.” Rising, she crossed to the bulletin board. Studying the various pieces of information, she looked at the charts. A small frown formed and played on her lips.

Cole got up and made his way over to her and the bulletin board. Her body language told him she thought she was onto something. It occurred to him that he was far more in tune to her than he was happy about. But that was a problem to be tackled another day. Right now, his chief priority was to catch the son of a bitch who was killing senior citizens.

“You see something?” he asked her.

It was a thought that had suddenly occurred to her, not something she’d seen on the bulletin board. “What if there isn’t just one uniform thing?” she theorized, then whirled around to look at him, eager to get his input. “What if there’re two?”

Was she talking about two theories? Or even more? “What do you mean?”

She was tripping over her own tongue, she thought, mentally chastizing herself. She needed to slow down. “What if the victims fall into two separate categories? The terminally sick ones and the ones who lived in nursing homes?”

That seemed like an odd division. “What are you getting at?”

“Maybe that’s the killer’s criteria. He’s focusing on the quality-of-life issue. The terminal patients were facing a life of pain with death being the reward at the end of the road. The others, although not terminal, were just marking time until they died, because everyone regarded them as useless. They’d been abandoned by their families, or never had any. The quality of their lives wasn’t very good, either.”

The more she spoke, the more excited she became until the excitement all but radiated from her like beams of light. And that in turn, heaven help him, excited him as much as the theory she was advancing

“What if,” she continued, her voice rising, “the killer isn’t killing his victims out of some kind of sense of hatred but out of some kind of misguided sense of mercy?”

“Mercy?” he repeated. The moment he said it, more pieces fell into place. “You mean like an angel of mercy?” Cole asked incredulously. “Instead of an angel of death?”

“Why not? It wouldn’t be the first time something like this happened—not at Patience Memorial,” she was quick to clarify, “but it has happened before at other facilities. I remember reading something about that in the last six months, but I don’t recall where. That guy managed to amass twenty-three dead people before anyone caught on.” Her eyes met his. “And they only came up with that figure after they caught him in the act and wound up tracing his work history. He’d left a trail of dead people in his wake.”

Cole nodded, thinking. She was onto something. “All right, why don’t we see if any of the staff that’s currently working in the Geriatrics Unit formerly worked at some other hospital or extended care facility where an unusual number of patients died.” He knew he should be spreading his net wider, but for now, he was hoping that his grim reaper was operating on a small basis—and alone.

“How approachable is the head of Human Resources at your hospital?” Cole asked.

“Depends,” she allowed, leaning a hip against his absent partner’s desk. “You smile at her the way you just did at me and she’ll be eating out of your hand,” Nika promised. “I guarantee it.”

“I was smiling at you?” he asked innocently.

“Yup.”

Rising, Cole pulled her to him. “That’s probably because I was thinking of the way we’re going to spend the rest of the evening,” he told her. “Especially the end of it.”

She brushed her lips against his quickly. “Yes, me, too.”

A tingle zigzagged through her. Judging by the look in his eyes, she wasn’t experiencing that tingle alone.

It was hard to believe that this was the same no-nonsense detective who’d rescued her a little over two weeks ago.

What was even harder to imagine, Nika acknowledged sadly, was what life was going to be like without him in it.

Because she knew she’d be a fool to believe in happily-ever-after in this case. She knew, logically, that it wasn’t going to happen. Cole Baker was a loner. He’d all but rented a billboard in Times Square telling her so.

So she didn’t think beyond the parameters of the day and refused to allow her mind to wander toward tomorrow.







Chapter 13

Cole supposed that, in an odd way, he should be grateful that his crime scenes and the hospital where his grandmother was to have her biopsy had fortuitously turned out to be one and the same place.

Although dealing with his emotions, much less displaying them, had not been easy for him in almost two decades, he did want to be there for the woman. Or if not “there,” meaning right outside the O.R., then at least somewhere within shouting distance so that he could be quickly located if need be. He knew that logically it didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things, but it mattered to him. And, he knew, it mattered to his grandmother, even though she didn’t come right out and say it.

They were shorthanded on the force and he already knew without asking that he couldn’t get any time off. The detective who had been lent to Homicide from another department was now out with the flu, and his own partner hadn’t fully recovered yet. Most likely because he’d refused to surrender to the inevitable in the first place. The man had hung on as long as he could before his weakened immune system had finally succumbed. The last time he’d seen his partner leaving the squad room, he’d looked like death warmed over.

Since he was spending so much time in the Geriatric Department, each day he came he had to be subjected to a quick once-over to make sure he wasn’t displaying any symptoms of the flu.

The first time this happened Nika had explained to him that only people who’d already had the flu this year were allowed to be on the floor. It gave the patients on the geriatric floor one less thing to worry about.

He’d noted more than once she was very protective of these old people. The same could also be said of the rest of the staff. At one point or other he’d observed them all as they went about their duties.

So who the hell was doing away with the patients, and how was he or she doing it amid all these eyes that seemed to be trained on each patient?

How?

When?

Who?

The questions swam around in his head, all but haunting him. He had no answers.

He’d told his captain that he would be conducting interviews with each member of the staff who was currently on duty. This was intended not only to gather what could be important information but to trip up the killer somehow.

Those were his intentions, but once he arrived at the hospital, Cole couldn’t seem to focus on his job. This was the morning that G was having her biopsy. So he went to her room to be with her until it was time for her to be taken to the O.R.

As the minute hand raced behind the second hand, wantonly flinging away the minutes that remained before G’s surgery, it became increasingly more difficult for him to concentrate.

“You coming down with something, Coleman?” Ericka finally asked, squinting at him through her state-of-the-art bifocals that she so dearly loved.

When he’d discovered how much she favored the glasses, he had secretly paid for the pair. They had set him back a bit, but it was worth it to see her pleasure. Her pride wouldn’t have allowed him to pick up the tab. So he’d gone behind her back, paid for them and told the receptionist to tell his grandmother that Medicare had actually paid the bill in its entirety.

It was apparent that G had found the whole thing highly suspect, but she’d let it go. They didn’t speak about it.

There were a lot of things that they didn’t speak about, a lot that went unsaid between them. That didn’t mean he didn’t love her the way he’d vowed not to love anyone ever again. And, he was certain, G loved him, though she hardly ever used the L-word.

“Just working hard,” Cole said, answering her question about his health.

He could tell she didn’t believe him. “You don’t have to hang around until they take me, you know,” she told him. It wasn’t the first time she’d said that this morning, though if it was because she was just repeating herself or because she didn’t remember saying it, he didn’t know.

He didn’t want to think about that now, about the possibility of dementia stealing her from him. He didn’t want to think about losing G on any level.

“Can’t get rid of me that easily,” he told her. Wandering over to the window, he pretended to look out. Rain slid down the pane. Weatherman hadn’t mentioned rain for today. Being a weatherman had to be the cushiest job in the world, he mused.

“Tell me about it,” Ericka snorted, doing her best to sound put-upon. “I saw you tiptoeing into my room last night, hovering over me. You thought I was asleep because it was so late, but I wasn’t. Don’t you have anything better to do with your time than to hover over me?”

Cole eyed her sharply, wondering if she was misremembering or just imagining things. Or if it was something else. “I came by last night with Dr. Pulaski,” he reminded her. But that was early in the evening. “Is that what you’re referring—”

“No.” She cut him off. “This was later. The lights were dim in the hall, so it had to be after eleven,” she remembered. “I didn’t have my glasses on so I couldn’t see what time it was, but it was definitely after you came by here with the baby doctor.”

He stared at her for a moment, wondering if she was having one of her “hazy” moments, where information fled from her brain like floodwaters over the top of a reservoir.

“Dr. Pulaski works in geriatrics, not pediatrics,” he corrected his grandmother.

“Not baby doctor,” Ericka said, annoyed that he didn’t understand. “Baby doctor.” Then, because he still didn’t look like he understood, Ericka went into detail. “She hardly looks old enough to have graduated high school, let alone medical school.” And then Ericka shrugged petulantly. “‘Course, at my age, everyone looks like a baby,” she complained. “But you came back here without her and you hovered,” she insisted. “You were trying to fool around with my IV, but then that nurse with the tight uniform came in.” She laughed. “You dropped your hands to your sides like you used to do whenever I caught you getting into the cookie jar before dinner.”

“Sure you weren’t dreaming?” Cole asked. An eerie sensation shimmied up his spine.

Ericka drew herself up in bed, insulted. “I’m sure. Dreams don’t smell,” she added haughtily.

His eyes narrowed as he watched her. Understanding the woman was becoming more and more of a challenge. “Do you want to explain that one, G?”

His grandmother exhaled loudly, the way she always did when she was running out of patience.

“You had some god-awful aftershave on. It wasn’t the kind that could make you gag half a room away, but up close and personal, well, that was a whole different story.” Screwing up her face as if she was bracing for an ordeal, Ericka took in a deep breath, then nodded, her face relaxing. “Good, you threw the bottle away,” she declared happily because there was no scent of any kind of cologne evident. “And if you didn’t,” she cautioned bluntly, “you should. Clean’s the best kind of smell for a man.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” he murmured, his mind racing, trying to integrate the information his grandmother had just given him.

It could all be nothing, and then again, with his grandmother winking in and out of her head on occasion, maybe she’d mistaken another man for him. A man who, from the sound of it, had been trying to do something with her IV line when someone else has come into the room, forcing him to stop whatever it was that he had been trying to do.

Something he wasn’t supposed to do, because why else would he drop his hands to his sides?

“Ready?” Nika asked her patient cheerfully as she breezed into the room, dressed head to toe in blue scrubs. Glancing at Cole’s expression caused the smile on her lips to freeze. “Is something wrong?” she asked him in as upbeat a voice as she could manage, for her patient’s sake.

It was Ericka, not Cole, who answered her. “You mean other than the fact that I could die on the table? No,” Ericka retorted. “Nothing’s wrong.”

Nika looked at the woman, giving her a kindly smile. “You’re not going to die on the table, or anywhere else, Mrs. Baker.”

Unconvinced—and desperately wanting to be—Ericka snorted. “You’re going to make me all better, right?”

“Right,” Nika assured her cheerfully. “I am. Along with Dr. Chase and eventually, Dr. Goodfellow. We’re all going to work to make you good as new.” Leaning over, she patted the woman’s hand. “Maybe even better than new.”

Ericka’s sharp blue eyes regarded her for a long moment. And then she declared, “Whatever you’re smoking or drinking, I want them to use it for my anesthesia.”

The woman was something else, all right. Nika exchanged glances with Cole before she told her patient, “I doubt very much if they’re going to put orange juice into your veins, Mrs. Baker, because that’s what I’m drinking. And I don’t smoke.” She heard the rest of the support team entering behind her. “Okay, time for your magic carpet ride to begin.” She stepped back as the orderly and nurse approached the hospital bed. “Gerald and Jenna are going to take you down to the O.R.,” she told the woman.

Ericka grabbed her wrist. A flicker of fear flashed in her eyes. “I thought you were coming with me.”

Nika gave Ericka’s hand a squeeze, gently separating the woman’s fingers from her wrist.

“I’ll be there,” Nika promised. “They’re going to prep you first.”

Ericka looked at the orderly, who responded with an encouraging smile. Ericka didn’t smile back. “As long as he doesn’t get fresh.”

“I’ll be the one getting you ready, Mrs. Baker,” Jenna spoke up as she positioned herself at the foot of the hospital bed. One hand on the footboard, ready to guide it out, she nodded at the orderly. The burly man kicked away the brakes on all four wheels and began to push. The bed glided out of the room and into the hallway.

“What’s wrong?” Nika asked Cole the moment everyone had left the room.

He wasn’t aware that his expression had given anything away. “Maybe nothing.”

Was that a faint hint of aftershave he’d just smelled? Or was that a woman’s cologne? He was letting his imagination run away with him—not a normal occurrence. Cole struggled to rein it in.

He hadn’t said “nothing,” he’d said “maybe nothing.” Nika wanted to hear what the “maybe” was all about.

“But …?” she pressed.

For a moment Cole thought of keeping this to himself, then decided that maybe he could use her input. “G thinks I was in her room last night.”

Was that all? Had he forgotten? “You were. We both were, remember?”

He shook his head. “No, she means afterwards. She claims she woke up to find me hovering over her, fiddling around with her IV.”

Nika knew that wasn’t possible. He’d spent the night with her. Concerned, Nika tried to think how they could find out if the woman had dreamed the whole thing, or if there’d actually been someone in her room. Someone who at least vaguely resembled Cole.

“Did you check the surveillance tapes from the hall for last night?”

“No, but I intend to as soon as possible.” Cole schooled himself not to make too much of it, just in case. “She might just be imagining it. Her mind does wander off at times,” he said. Using the euphemism “wander” was his way of dealing with the possibility of Alzheimer’s.

One possible crisis at a time.

“She also said she thought it was me,” he reminded Nika. “And we both know that I wasn’t anywhere near her late last night.” He watched her pointedly, replaying some of the moments they’d shared in his head. “I was with you.”

“Very much so,” Nika agreed, smiling broadly at him. Their lovemaking just seemed to get better and better, even though at the outset, she couldn’t see how that was possible. She reined in her thoughts and focused on his grandmother. “Seems like too much of a coincidence to think she just dreamed the whole thing.”

“There’s something else,” he said. “G told me she smelled my cologne and that it was too strong. I don’t wear cologne. The logical conclusion would be that she dreamed this.”

Nika reconsidered his theory. “It’s a possibility,” she allowed. “Dreams do come in all sorts of sizes and shapes. I’ve had some incredibly vivid dreams.” The most recent one had been about him, but she wasn’t ready to admit that to him yet. “I can’t see why smells and even taste can’t be part of that vivid experience.” She needed to start scrubbing in, but she hated the idea of leaving him alone to wait for his grandmother’s surgery to be over. “Are you going to hang around while she’s in the O.R.?” she asked, then subtly tried to get him to go back to work. In the long run, that would be better for him than just waiting here. “When she comes out, your grandmother won’t be conscious. She won’t know if you’re not here.”

“No, she won’t,” he agreed. “But I will.”

Nika walked out of the room, making her way to the elevator. He fell into step beside her. “Tell you what—I’ll text you the second she’s out of surgery.”

They turned a corner. He allowed himself a small smile. “Trying to get rid of me?”

Her mission was loftier than that. “Trying to get you to relax and breathe regularly. Really, you don’t need to hang around here.” Reaching the elevator, she pressed the down button, then turned to face him. “Keeping busy is the best way to make time pass,” she said. “Go, be super-detective. Find out who’s behind all this,” she requested earnestly. “Please. Before we lose someone else.”

In the face of everything, it was not an unreasonable request. And Veronika was right, he thought. He was better off keeping busy.

The elevator arrived. The car was empty as she stepped into it. He suddenly remembered what he wanted to tell her. “Oh, don’t text me,” he told her, stopping the doors with his hand before they closed and the elevator whisked her away. The doors instantly sprang back.

This time Nika placed her hand in the way as she looked at him, curious. “You don’t want to know?”

Cole shook his head. “It’s not that. Call me instead.”

He didn’t elaborate. He didn’t have to. Nika put two and two together and grinned. The man had made no secret of his dislike of all things technological. “You don’t have to know how to send a text in order to be able to read one.”

Cole had never liked owning up to any shortcomings and, in this day and age, not being able to communicate on all levels was considered a basic shortcoming. But if he didn’t say something, he had a feeling that Nika would go on and on about it.

“I don’t know how to access a text message.”

She opened her mouth both to instruct him and to laugh at the look on Cole’s face. But then she decided to do neither. This wasn’t the time to tease him. So instead, she merely nodded.

“Then I’ll call you with any news,” she promised. She took away her hand from the spasmodically shrugging elevator doors. The doors dived toward each other. “Now go, make the world safe,” she ordered a second before the doors finally shut.

She was only half teasing.

The mass in Ericka Baker’s breast turned out to be deeper than the MRI had led them to believe. Consequently, the procedure lasted longer than had initially been estimated. And rather than just performing a needle biopsy, Dr. Chase opted then and there to remove the entire mass. A small section of the tissue was immediately sent off to the pathology lab.

Nika mentally crossed her fingers and offered up a quick, silent prayer that the results would be benign. She’d grown to like the feisty little octogenarian a great deal since she’d first met Ericka Baker.

When the procedure was over, Nika had walked beside the gurney, accompanying the unconscious woman to the Recovery Room. She checked Ericka’s vital signs even before the on-duty nurse arrived to take them. Anxious to set his mind at ease as much as possible, Nika wanted to be able to give Cole all the information she could. So far, it was all good.

She fervently hoped it would remain that way.

Leaving her patient with the recovery room nurse, who, not counting Mrs. Baker, had six other patients to watch over in the small, antiseptic and darkened room, Nika stepped out into the hall.

She blinked a couple of times to get her eyes accustomed to the brighter lighting. Once the halos receded from around certain fixtures, Nika went in search of a landline. Her cell phone was still in her locker where she’d left after changing into her blue O.R. scrubs.

She found one next to the ladies’ room opposite Outpatient Admitting.

She didn’t bother to change now beyond removing her mask and surgical cap, which somehow always felt too small every time she put it on—Alyx claimed it was because she had such an incredibly big head. Nika dialed Cole’s cell number.

It took her two tries to get through. The first time his cell phone aborted midway, losing the signal. But her second attempt reached him. She listened to the phone ring and began counting in her head.

Cole’s crisp baritone rang in her ear as he answered his phone on the third ring. “Baker.”

She wondered if her stomach would ever stop tightening at the sound of his voice. “Cole, it’s Nika—”

She could almost feel him gripping the phone tightly as he asked her in a stony voice, obviously braced for the worst, “How is she?”

Nika talked quickly, not wanting to prolong his anxiety one second longer than she had to. “Your grandmother came through the procedure with flying colors.”

It was only then that he let out the breath he’d been holding for the last hour and ten minutes.

“Why did it take so long?” he asked.

He’d been acutely aware of the time and that Nika hadn’t gotten in contact with him as she’d promised. Aware as well that the surgery had gone over the time parameters she’d given him.

She gave him the whole story, hoping it would make him feel more comfortable about the operation. “The doctor decided to take out the whole mass instead of just aspirating it. A section of it was sent to the pathology lab for a workup.” Nika anticipated his next question. “We should know one way or another in about forty-eight hours, if not sooner.” She heard Cole sigh and she could just guess what was going on in his head. In his place, she’d feel the same way. “I know, I know, more waiting, but just think of it as no news being good news.”

He made a dismissive noise. “Sorry, I never went to the Pollyanna School of Optimism. No news is almost always bad news waiting to happen.”

How could he stand to live that way, she wondered. It was so bleak.

“Cole, your grandmother is going to be all right. You have to believe that. For her sake if not for your own,” she emphasized. She took the silence on the other end of the line to be skepticism and continued. “She’s a sharp little old lady. If you’re standing there, looking at her as if you’ve already paid for the funeral casket and the service, I guarantee she’ll pick up on it. Cole, she needs all the positive energy she can get. She needs you to be positive for her. Positive that she’s going to be all right.”

There was more silence on the other end, and for a second she thought that he’d either lost the signal again or he’d hung up on her.

“Cole?”

When he spoke, his tone was only a shade less serious than it had been a moment ago. “So now you’re a motivational speaker, too?”

Nika couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic, or this was his poor attempt at humor. In either case, her answer was the same. “I’m whatever I have to be in order to help my patients.”

“Yeah, I know,” he conceded. “So when can I see my grandmother?”

“I just brought her into the Recovery Room. She’s going to be there for another hour and then, if everything’s okay—and it has been up to this point,” she added in case he was already assuming that it wasn’t, “they’ll take her back up to her room. So, to answer your question, if you can get back to the hospital, you can see her in about an hour.”

“I don’t have to ‘get back,’“ he told her. “I never left the Geriatrics Unit.”







Chapter 14

Nika shifted the phone to her other ear and turned away from the general flow of foot traffic in order to focus better on the sound of his voice. If he was on the premises, but not down here, there was only one reason for that.

“I take it you’re talking to the staff up there.”

Because he was so straightforward, Nika didn’t know if his talking to the staff without her present was such a good thing. She at least could smooth the feathers that Cole might inadvertently be ruffling with his no-nonsense approach to questioning. Right now, they needed all the cooperation from the people in the unit they could get. She didn’t want him alienating anyone. Geriatrics couldn’t afford to lose anyone, and this included the nurses and the orderlies.

“Seems like the logical thing to do,” Cole told her. There was no emotion in his voice.

“I know, but I really can’t picture any of them doing away with our patients for any reason,” Nika emphasized.

“You know them that well?” he questioned.

She could hear the skepticism in his voice and knew without asking what he was thinking: How well did anyone ever know anyone else? While he might have a point, she liked to believe that she was a fairly decent judge of character.

“Actually, in terms of longevity, I’m practically the last one hired on the floor.” She wanted to discuss this further with him and she didn’t want to do it over the phone. “Look, stay where you are, I’m coming up.”

“Aren’t you needed in the Recovery Room?” he asked.

It wasn’t the Recovery Room he was thinking about, Nika thought. It was his grandmother. Not that she could fault him. When her mother went in for gall bladder surgery two years ago, she’d been the same way. Worried, concerned, keeping vigil at the woman’s bedside even though her mother was asleep for most of the twenty-four hours that followed the surgery. Even so, rather than leave, she remained. It made her feel better just watching her mother breathe. Besides, her sisters were depending on her to give them periodic updates since all three of them were unable to get to the hospital until the next day.

Rather than tiptoeing around his concern and allowing him to keep his stoic facade, Nika told him, “Your grandmother’s resting comfortably and there’s really nothing for me to do except take her vitals every fifteen minutes. The on-duty nurse is going to think I’m after her job if I do it again. Stay put,” she instructed a second time. “I’ll be right there.” With that, she ended the call.

The bank of elevators was less than ten feet away, but filled with nervous energy that she couldn’t quite shake and her recent period of captivity in the elevator car still very fresh in her mind, Nika opted to take the stairs.

She all but ran up the three flights of metal stairs, the heels of her shoes beating a rhythmic sound as she hurried to the fourth floor.

She was a little breathless and her cheeks were flushed as she pushed opened the stairwell door. She’d emerged on the far end of the floor where some of the supplies were kept. There was no one around. Nika assumed that Cole was at the nurses’ station, which served as an oasis for charts, computers and the all-important coffeemaker that kept them all fully functional. The nurses’ station was located in the center of each floor.

But Cole wasn’t at the nurses’ station.

Still unaccountably antsy, Nika began a cursory search for the detective, making her way to the opposite end of the floor. She glanced into every room she passed. More than half were occupied, but Cole wasn’t in any of them.

She finally found him standing before the bank of regular elevators. She should have realized he’d be here, she silently upbraided herself.

Coming up behind Cole, she told him, “I took the stairs.”

Cole instantly swung around. There was a tension in his face she’d never seen before. Was he that worried about his grandmother, or was something else going on?

“Never sneak up on a cop with a gun,” Cole warned her.

“I wasn’t sneaking,” Nika protested. Was there something wrong? “Next time, I’ll remember to bring some pots and pans with me and drop them before I say anything.”

“Sarcasm,” he pronounced, his eyes flat, unfathomable as they delved into her. And then he nodded. “I like it.”

Nika shook her head, the corners of her mouth curving softly. “You are a strange, strange man, Detective Cole Baker.”

“Nice of you to notice,” he quipped.

There was even a hint of a smile on his lips. Maybe she’d been mistaken about the tension, she thought. Being intimate with him didn’t automatically mean that she was privy to his thoughts or to his soul. She could only wish that she was.

“So how many of the staff did you get to talk to?” she asked casually. On the plus side, she hadn’t seen a mass exodus underway. Maybe he’d learned tact in the last two weeks.

“All of them.”

She hadn’t been gone that long. He must have been into speed interviews. But then, if everyone was innocent, it would stand to reason that the interviews would be over quickly, she judged.

“Impressive. I underestimated your zeal. Did you find out anything?” she asked, trying to sound as casual as she could, considering that she had a vested interest in finding this maniac.

“No.” And it didn’t take a psychiatrist to see that the lack of results really got under his skin. “They all seem upset at the thought that it might be one of their own doing the killing, but at the same time, they’re eager to help bring an end to this.”

Amen to that, she thought. “I told you. They’re good people.”

He nodded dismissively. “On the surface.”

She could have expected nothing different from him. “And you’re digging, right?”

“As fast as I can,” he answered. Even though it wasn’t fast enough to suit him, he added silently. “I’m having Calvin run all their social security numbers through every databank we have access to. Something’s got to come up.” He seemed to have no doubts about that.

Logic dictated that he was right. But she didn’t deal in logic alone.

“Calvin?” she asked. She would have remembered if he’d mentioned that name before. It sounded like something from the last century.

“The precinct’s resident computer whiz kid. Turns out he’s the captain’s nephew.” He’d stumbled across that little piece of information by accident. It wasn’t something that either Calvin or his uncle advertised. “For once, nepotism is actually working out. Cal can practically make a computer dance on its hind legs.”

“A computer doesn’t have hind legs,” she pointed out tactfully.

“That’s why the trick is so impressive,” he deadpanned.

The man had a sense of humor. There was hope for the universe yet. Whether that meant hope for them or not was another story, one she didn’t have time to explore right now, Nika told herself. Right now, she was a doctor. Later she’d be the woman whose kneecaps melted every time Cole Baker came within breathing distance.

“Has this Calvin person found anything of interest?” she asked.

That was where his testy mood was coming from. “Other than one of the nurses’ arrest for shoplifting years ago, nothing so far.”

“Shoplifting?” Nika echoed, stunned. She couldn’t envision any of the nurses she’d been working with taking anything that didn’t belong to them beyond perhaps a Post-it note. “Who?”

But Cole shook his head. “Sorry, those records are sealed.”

The hell they were. “But this Calvin obviously hacked into them and he told you.”

“He did,” Cole agreed. “But this is on a need-to-know basis.”

“And I need to know,” she shot back. She needed to know about the people she worked next to. Needed to know their weaknesses and their strengths—and whether or not they had ever run afoul of authority.

Cole saw no reason for her to have the information. “The woman shoplifted some makeup from a department store counter, she didn’t electrocute the undercover floor walker. And it was years ago, when she was a kid.”

“You’re not going to tell me.” It wasn’t a question on her part, it was an annoyed conclusion. And, as it turned out, the right one.

“Nope.”

And he wouldn’t, no matter how hard she tried to get it out of him. She knew that without being told. He was protecting the rights of a tarnished soul. Noble.

Who would have thought?

Nika sighed. “You are one hard man to figure out.” She laughed shortly. “Of course, they say that once the mystery’s gone, the relationship is doomed.” He looked at her sharply the moment she uttered the word “relationship.” “Not that we have one,” she quickly added. She didn’t want him to feel as if she was hemming him in or even attempting to label what was happening between them.

“We don’t.”

It was actually a question, but at the last minute, he stopped himself from using an inflection in his tone that would turn it into one. It was obvious by her denial that she didn’t want a relationship, he thought. He didn’t need to be hit over the head to realize that.

He knew he should be happy. Or, at the very least, since “happy” was a stretch for him, he should feel relieved. She wasn’t asking for anything, certainly not a commitment. Most women after they’d slept with someone more than twice wanted the future spelled out, clarified and plotted out to infinity.

Yet she didn’t.

Why?

Didn’t what they had going on between them matter to her?

That had to be it. Again, he waited for the relief to come. It didn’t.

Nika pressed her lips together. She couldn’t figure out if he’d just asked her a question, or made a statement that was ultimately agreeing with what she’d arbitrarily thrown out into the conversation, mainly to see his reaction.

It’s the latter, you idiot.

She’d known from the beginning that Cole didn’t want to have a lasting relationship. That whatever was going on between them was going to defy labels and remain in the realm of the unknown, to be taken one moment at a time and nothing more. It had no past and no future. It just was. Until the day came that it wasn’t.

It was as simple and as complex as that.

At a loss as to how to respond to this awkward estrangement that had come in from nowhere and instantly taken hold, Nika was rescued by Sally, one of the day-shift nurses.

Tall, willowy and blond, Sally Nelson cheerfully thrust a coffee container covered in light blue contact paper between them. The container was filled with dollar bills and change. She shook it slightly for emphasis.

“I’m taking up a collection,” she needlessly announced.

“For?” Nika asked when nothing more enlightening followed the declaration.

“It’s for a going-away gift for Gerald—the orderly,” Sally added as if to distinguish him from all the other Geralds, except that there weren’t any.

The announcement had immediately snagged Cole’s attention. “He’s leaving?”

The nurse bobbed her head up and down. “He has to,” Sally answered, her sunny expression giving way to one that was borderline serious. “His mother’s not doing well and he told us that he’s going to have to go on an indefinite leave of absence because he wants to take care of her full-time.”

“What does he plan to do for money?” Cole asked. Taking care of an infirm senior citizen required a great deal of capital.

Sally laughed and waved her hand at the question, dismissing it. “Oh, Gerald doesn’t need to worry about that. He says his father left his mother really well-off. The old man had this huge insurance policy when he died. His mother was going to use the money to move into one of those assisted living homes, but Gerald told her he wouldn’t hear of it. What kind of a son would he be, he said, letting strangers take care of her when he was actually trained to do that kind of thing himself?”

“Very noble of him,” Cole commented in a flat voice.

Nika took out her wallet and tossed in a ten, which brought Sally’s smile back, increasing its wattage by a third. Turning away from the nurse, Nika lowered her voice and said to Cole, “You’re being sarcastic.”

“Was I?” he asked. “I thought that was my regular speaking voice.”

“It was,” she acknowledged, the corners of her mouth curving, “but it was still sarcastic. You think Gerald’s volunteering to take care of his mother to keep her from spending the proceeds from the life insurance policy, don’t you?”

“Greed does make the world go around,” he told her simply, then added, “But I don’t believe anything until I check it out.” Even as he said it, he was taking out his cell phone.

The way Cole said the last part made her feel uneasy. Suspicious. She put her hand on his wrist to keep him from making the call he was obviously anxious to place.

“Does that apply to everyone?” she asked. “Do you always check everything and everyone out?” Before he could answer, she demanded, “Did you check me out?”

She had no idea why that upset her as much as it did, but it did. She supposed that it made her feel as if he regarded her the same way he regarded everyone else.

While she subconsciously knew that it was probably true, that she was no different from anyone else to him, she didn’t want to be forced to face the evidence, at least, not yet. Not until she’d psyched herself up a little more.

“Yes, I did,” he told her after a beat. He didn’t see why this would upset her, especially considering his timing. “That was when your hospital administrator was ready to lay you on the sacrificial altar as the prime suspect in these less-than-natural deaths that keep occurring in your unit. I’m the one who cleared you, remember? That required checking you out. I couldn’t just look into your eyes and pronounce you innocent.”

Although, he had to admit, albeit only to himself, something in her eyes had made him believe in her innocence to begin with. Knowing that he’d find proof to substantiate it just helped.

“I know,” she said, but he picked up on the fact that she seemed far from pleased about his honesty.

Damn, but women were just too complicated a species to get caught up with, Cole thought. Served him right for letting his guard down and allowing himself to stumble away from his very well-defined path. He was a loner and loners didn’t get caught up in eyes the color of the sky, or lips that tasted of vanilla or killer legs that went on forever. Loners remained alone. It was a self-explanatory definition.

Nika drew her shoulders back, a soldier braced to do her duty.

“I’d better go back downstairs and see if your grandmother’s ready to be moved back up to her room,” she told him.

What she didn’t add was that she wanted to put a little distance between them until she could come to grips with this glaring reminder she’d just been given. A reminder that whatever she was secretly hoping they had going on between them, while not dead on arrival, was certainly not expected to have any kind of healthy, lengthy lifespan.

Cole nodded in response. Wanting to go downstairs with Nika to see his grandmother, he knew he needed to follow up on this new piece of information. When he’d initially interviewed the friendly orderly, the man had made no mention that he was thinking of leaving the hospital any time in the near future.

He supposed that Gerald might not have thought it was relevant, but in his experience, it was always the seemingly irrelevant pieces of information that usually broke a case.

Cole hoped like hell that lightning would strike again.

Going to his grandmother’s room, he crossed to the window—the area he’d accidentally discovered had the best reception for his cell phone—and made his call.

Dialing the number to the precinct, he didn’t bother listening to the recorded voice that was prompting him to pay attention to the menu “as it has changed.” Instead, he tapped out the extension he needed.

The phone on the other end rang three times before the receiver was picked up. Cole didn’t wait for the computer tech to announce himself. Instead, he dived right into the call.

“Cal, Baker,” he made the introduction quickly. “Did you have a chance to look into more of Gerald Mayfield’s background yet?” Taking a worn notepad out of his back pocket, he flipped it open, then found what he was looking for. For good measure, Cole rattled off the social security number he’d jotted down next to the orderly’s name. “You did?” Cole warned himself not to expect too much. He was probably just on a wild-goose chase. More than likely, the orderly was clean. “Okay, what did you find out?”

The rather high voice on the other end began to review his recent findings. “Mayfield’s worked for several nursing homes since he graduated from a two-year college fifteen years ago. They all raved about how good he was with patients. There’s a bunch of glowing references in his HR file.”

Damn. But then, Cole reminded himself, references could be forged. “Check those out for me, see if they’re legitimate. And what about the stats at these places? Did any of these nursing homes experience a higher than usual mortality rate when compared to other, similar facilities?”

“Nothing that stands out at first glance,” Calvin told him. “But I could dig a little deeper if you want.”

“I want,” Cole told him firmly. “And while you’re at it, see if you can find out how big his father’s insurance policy was.”

There was a momentary pause on the other end. “What insurance policy?”

At this point, Cole had no idea what insurance company had issued the policy. “The one he had in force when he died. I’m assuming that wasn’t all that long ago.”

“There wasn’t any,” Cal assured him. “And I don’t know what you mean by ‘all that long ago,’ but the old man’s ticker gave out ten years ago. According to what the doctor wrote in his chart, Gerald Mayfield’s father died of a broken heart because he couldn’t live without his wife.”

Cole’s head snapped up. “Mayfield’s mother is dead?”

“Yup. Has been for ten years. Died less than six months before her husband. Why?”

“Because Mayfield said he was leaving the hospital to devote himself to taking care of his mother.” Bingo! “I think we just found our guy.” He cautioned himself not to get overconfident just yet. There could still be some sort of an explanation, although he didn’t see how. “Get back to me with that information,” he instructed. With that, he terminated his call.

Hurrying back to the nurses’ station, he saw that Sally, the nurse with the paper-wrapped tin can, was the only one there. Cole pressed his card into her hand. “Call me the second Gerald Mayfield turns up. And don’t let him go into a patient’s room unsupervised.”

Sally rose in her chair, confused. “Why?”

He didn’t have time to explain. “Just do it,” he told her, running toward the stairwell.

Before entering, he called Nika on her cell. He wanted to warn her to stay clear of the orderly.

Nika wasn’t picking up.







Chapter 15

When Nika didn’t pick up the third time he tried calling her, Cole told himself that there was no reason to let his imagination get the better of him. Her cell phone was probably still in her locker, where she’d put it when she’d changed into scrubs for his grandmother’s surgery.

That was what he told himself, but that wasn’t what he actually believed.

His mind told him one thing, casting its vote on the side of logic. His gut went a whole different route. It told him she was in trouble.

There was no doubt that what he’d just discovered about the departing orderly colored his judgment, but Cole definitely had a bad feeling about this. A bad feeling that had him heading for the stairwell and the Recovery Room on the first floor.

Nika stared at the Recovery Room nurse, stunned. A very uneasy feeling was spreading out all through her. “What do you mean Gerald came and got Mrs. Baker?”

“He came and got her,” the woman repeated. It was clear that she didn’t see what the problem was.

Granted, this wasn’t the ideal time to carry on a conversation, at least as far as the nurse was probably concerned. At the moment, Judy pretty much had her hands full, so to speak. One of the post-op patients had suddenly woken up ahead of schedule, obviously urged on by the churning sensation in her stomach.

At present, the groggy, moaning woman was throwing up into the pink plastic container that Judy was holding up to her mouth. The intense, nauseating smell that emerged was enough to drive anyone from the room. But Cole’s grandmother was missing and Nika needed this cleared up—as in fifteen minutes ago.

“By whose authority?” she demanded. Orderlies didn’t just come waltzing into the Recovery Room and whisk post-op patients away at whim.

The beleaguered nurse looked at Nika as if she’d suddenly raffled away her mind. “Yours,” she answered tersely.

Nika blinked. That wasn’t possible. She hadn’t authorized anything. “Excuse me?”

“Gerald said that you’d told him to bring Mrs. Baker back to her room, and that you would watch her for a while as a favor to that detective. She’s his grandmother, right?”

“Right.” Frustrated, she wasn’t even sure where to begin. “But I didn’t—” Nika regrouped and tried again. “Didn’t you think that was a little odd, his coming here and just commandeering the woman on my supposed say-so?”

Judy appeared torn between the question and holding her patient’s head. “It’s not my place to think anything’s odd. I just go by the rules unless I’m told otherwise. Keep a low profile, keep your job,” Judy recited in a singsong voice.

Considering the state of the economy of late, Nika could understand where the nurse was coming from. But even so, there was such a thing as making sure all actions were on the level. Why hadn’t she just stopped to check by placing a call to the Geriatrics Unit?

With a sigh, Nika focused on her next move, finding Gerald before, God forbid, the orderly did something that couldn’t be undone.

“How long ago was he here?” It couldn’t have been that long ago, she reasoned, because she’d been down here less than half an hour ago.

Judy set down the plastic tub and shrugged. “Five, ten minutes, something like that.” She barely disguised her annoyance. “I wasn’t timing it.”

Nika was having trouble hanging on to her temper. “Which way did he go?”

“Through the doors,” the nurse retorted, then added impatiently, “and into the elevator, I guess.” The patient began making gagging noises again. Judy grabbed the container and held it up for the woman. When she spoke, the nurse hardly sounded like herself. She was trying to talk without inhaling. “What’s the big deal?” she asked.

The answer would have to wait. Nika was already hurrying out of the dim room, pushing open the doors with both hands. She made a beeline for the first phone she saw. It was on the corner of the hospitality receptionist’s desk.

Dispensing with formalities, Nika snatched up the receiver and started dialing. “I need to make a call to the Geriatrics Unit,” Nika said when the woman looked at her in surprise. “It’s urgent.”

She shifted her weight from foot to foot, impatiently waiting for the on-duty nurse to pick up. It felt like two eternities had gone by before she heard a female voice on the line. “Geriatrics, this is Sally.”

“Sally, this is Dr. Pulaski. Did Gerald come up with Mrs. Baker yet?” She crossed her fingers, hoping for a positive answer. Hoping that she was just overreacting and that the orderly was just trying to be helpful. He always had been before.

“No,” the nurse answered, turning the single syllable word into one that had several syllables at its disposal.

“Are you sure?” Nika stressed.

“Of course I’m sure. I’ve got an unobstructed view of Mrs. Baker’s room from here. Gerald didn’t come back with her. She’s not in her bed.” And then she made a funny little noise as she remembered something. “Oh, that cute detective wanted me to tell you—”

But Nika had already hung up.

Where could the orderly have gone with Mrs. Baker, and why? At this point, the “why” seemed rather obvious, but she didn’t want to believe it. Gerald Mayfield was one of the most cheerful, most dedicated people she’d ever met. Try as she might to recall otherwise, she’d never seen the man without a smile on his face. Moreover, he was always looking to do more, to go not just the extra mile, but the entire distance if need be.

Could someone like that really be responsible for the recent rash of deaths?

She couldn’t get herself to believe it—and yet, what else could she think? There was no reason for him to take it upon himself to remove a patient from the recovery area on his own—or to lie about it.

Right now she didn’t need to think, Nika told herself. She needed to track the orderly down. He shouldn’t be that difficult to find. It wasn’t as if he could just disappear with Cole’s grandmother. The man was pushing a gurney, for God sakes. How much more conspicuous could he be?

The line, “Hide in plain sight,” flashed through her head. Seeing an orderly pushing a gurney with or without a patient in it was a common sight. No one would even notice.

Nika felt her heart inch its way up her throat. It wasn’t the kind of lump that came about when someone was being sentimental. It was the kind that fairly screamed of fear.

Where had the orderly taken Cole’s grandmother?

She tried to think like her quarry. If his intent was to eliminate the woman, his best bet was to do it in an unoccupied room. There simply weren’t any on the first floor. All the O.R. suites were booked. That meant that Gerald had to have gone up to one of the other floors.

But which one?

For a split second, Nika thought of getting on the loudspeaker and paging him, but that would only alert him. Or maybe, please God, it would make him stop long enough for her to be able to catch up to him.

Still, she couldn’t take that chance.

Going with her previous hunch, Nika began the search by dashing up the stairs to the second floor. Once there, she ran to the nurses’ station.

“Did you see an orderly pushing a gurney with an unconscious old woman on it?” she asked eagerly.

God, did that ever sound melodramatic, she thought. Especially since she was breathing rather hard as she asked the question.

The nurse told her that she hadn’t seen anyone pushing a gurney onto the floor. Gerald hadn’t gotten off on the second floor.

She was about to run up to the next floor to ask the nurse there if she’d seen Gerald when it suddenly occurred to her where Gerald would have gone. It was the perfect place. The eighth floor could be counted on to have empty rooms. The floor was reserved for the wealthy and for visiting dignitaries who thought nothing of paying for the privilege of having a hospital room that could pass as one of the higher-end hotel suites.

Turning back to the nurse, she said, “Listen to me. I need you to call Detective Baker and tell him to meet me on the eighth floor.” She rattled off Cole’s cell number from memory quickly.

Confused, the nurse stared at her. “Who are you?”

“Dr. Pulaski. Nika Pulaski,” she emphasized, since there were so many doctors in the hospital by that last name already. At last count, besides her, there were six. “Please tell him it’s urgent.”

The nurse obviously had her own interpretation of what she meant by the word “urgent.” “If they catch you up there fooling around in one of the empty rooms, it’s grounds for dismissal,” the nurse warned her.

“How about if they catch me preventing a murder?” Nika countered.

The nurse’s jaw dropped open and she immediately began dialing the number she’d been given.

Though she really didn’t want to, Nika was forced to take the elevator. Eight floors were a bit too many to run up and still be of any kind of use once she reached the suites. She was tense the entire ride up.

She deliberately took the freight elevator, thinking that Gerald would want to avoid detection as much as he could. Getting off the elevator car, she braced herself and immediately began looking for the orderly and Cole’s grandmother. There were twelve spacious suites on a floor that could have accommodated thirty single care units. Each suite had its door closed. Taking a deep breath, Nika started opening them, peering into each suite without first knocking or announcing herself. She didn’t want Gerald forewarned.

She went through the first six in short order, finding two of the rooms occupied by patients who were less than pleased to be paying exorbitant fees just to have their privacy invaded. Nika left hasty apologies in her wake as she hurried to the next suite.

Disheartened, not to mention exceedingly worried, she started on the second six.

She found Gerald and Cole’s grandmother in the next to the last suite on the floor.

Her heart hammering, she entered the room quietly. Even so, the orderly sensed her presence. She saw his shoulders instantly tensing the moment she eased the door open.

Her first thought was to keep him calm—and to buy time until Cole showed up.

In a gentle, soft voice, she asked, “What are you doing, Gerald? You got off on the wrong floor.”

From what she could see, he was fussing with the IV drip, but it didn’t appear that he’d taken it off the rack yet. “I’m taking care of Mrs. Baker. Making her comfortable.”

“I’m her doctor, Gerald. I didn’t leave any instructions for you to follow.”

“Not your instructions I’m following,” he told her, his tone mild. Distant.

“Then whose are they?” she asked, inching her way toward the orderly. At this proximity, she could see that he had a syringe in his hand.

Her heart began hammering harder. She was right. Gerald was the one killing the patients. But why?

She needed to distract him, to keep him from using that syringe.

“God’s,” he answered simply.

“God told you to kill those people?” Nikka kept her tone even, as if she was just trying to understand what he was telling her. She knew she needed to keep his confidence, to make him feel as if he could trust her.

The orderly nodded. It was clear by his manner that he felt he was doing something noble. Something sanctified.

“God doesn’t like people to suffer.” He was smiling as he looked down at the sleeping face of the woman he was determined to help find peace. “I’m separating them from their suffering.”

Nikka took another small step forward. The orderly was taller and heavier than she was, but she was hoping that if she had to, she could literally throw him off balance. She’d have the element of surprise in her favor.

“Mrs. Baker isn’t suffering,” she pointed out softly.

“Oh, but she will be,” he told her, his voice sorrowful, as if he could already feel the old woman’s pain. “She’ll suffer horribly. Once the cancer advances.”

“We don’t know that she does have cancer,” Nika gently reminded him. “That’s why the tissue sample was sent to the lab. So they could analyze it.”

But Gerald shook his head. “It’s cancer. I know it’s cancer,” he insisted. “I can tell.”

She pretended to be impressed. “How can you tell, Gerald?”

His voice grew raspy as he recalled. “She looks just like my mother did when she came down with pancreatic cancer.” There were tears in his eyes as he looked at Nika. “At the end, she begged me to kill her. I don’t want Mrs. Baker to suffer like that.” He brushed his hand along the woman’s silver-gray hair. “I want her to go peacefully. She deserves that.”

“What about Mr. Peters? He didn’t have cancer. He wasn’t dying of anything. Why did you pick him?” Nika tactfully used the word “pick” rather than “kill” because it was far less confrontational that way. She didn’t want Gerald to become angry or defensive. She wanted him to think she was his friend.

The answer was the same. “To keep him from suffering,” Gerald said.

Nika looked at him. It wasn’t much of a stretch for her to pretend to be confused. “I don’t understand.”

Gerald sighed, as if he couldn’t fathom why she didn’t see what was so clear to him.

“Mr. Peters was being sent back to the nursing home. Do you know what those places are?” he demanded, a flash of anger in his eyes. “They’re holding zones for people just waiting to die. He was a hero, a policeman who saved lives. He didn’t deserve to be thrown aside like that. Like some rotten leftovers,” he concluded bitterly. And then, just as suddenly as he’d scowled, Gerald was smiling again. “Now he’s better off.”

Somehow, she needed to get through to him. To make Gerald stop before he killed Cole’s grandmother.

“You can’t make those decisions for people, Gerald. I was going to help Mr. Peters find a roommate so he could share the expense of having his own place again.”

“No, you weren’t,” the orderly accused petulantly. “You’re just saying that to make me feel guilty. Well, it won’t work! I saved Mr. Peters from suffering!” he insisted angrily.

Ignoring her now, Gerald began to uncouple the IV so that he could insert the syringe into it. The moment he took down the IV, Nika went to grab his wrist. Just then, she heard a noise behind her.

It all happened so fast that it was almost a blur. One moment, she was reaching for the orderly’s wrist, the next, he’d yanked her off balance, and had a choke hold on her. With his arm around her throat, Nika felt as if the orderly was crushing her larynx as he dragged her to him, his eyes riveted to Cole.

She felt the sharp tip of the syringe against her neck. Nika had no doubt that he would use it. And if he did, she estimated that she was less than a handful of heartbeats away from death.

Cole had his weapon out, holding it with both his hands to keep it steady. The muzzle was aimed directly at the orderly’s head.

“Let her go, Mayfield,” he ordered.

“And have you kill me? Sorry, not really one of the better offers I’ve gotten. What I’m doing is right,” he insisted, his voice sounding as if it was about to crack. “They don’t suffer. They die with dignity, not rot away, piece by piece. Can’t you understand that?” Gerald demanded angrily, then his eyes widened with determination, the hand with the syringe rising just a little, as if he was about to strike. “Come one step closer and I’ll kill her.”

It turned out to be the last thing he said.

Gerald died with a look of shock on his face, a single bullet hole right between his eyes.

“Don’t move another step closer,” Cole said at the same moment that he fired his gun. While he was in college, he’d never missed a Saturday at the firing range. Being a dead shot had been important to him. Now he realized why. It was as if fate had been preparing him for this one moment.

To save the woman who had, without his permission and almost without his knowledge, become so important to him.

Nika thought her legs had turned to liquid—until she used them to run from the crumpling body. Mercifully, they still worked.

“You got my message,” she cried, relieved.

Rather than say something to confirm that, or to give voice to the fact that, quite possibly for the rest of his life, he would be grateful beyond words that he’d managed to save her in time, Cole vented the incredible swirling turmoil within him.

He exploded at her.

“Who the hell do you think you are, some kind of superhero? You can’t just go running off to confront a guy who’s killed at least a dozen people—if not more.” Reports were coming into the precinct from more than a half dozen facilities, all of which had employed Mayfield at one time or other—and all which, coincidentally, had more than their share of patients dying at the time. “You wait for me,” he shouted.

Relieved or not, she wasn’t about to stand there and be yelled at. She wanted to be comforted, not upbraided, damn it. “If I’d waited, most likely your grandmother would have been dead by now,” she retorted.

“And if I hadn’t come in just when I did, you would have been dead by now!” he countered, not adding that he realized that he wouldn’t have been able to recover from that kind of a blow.

Her eyes narrowed, small slits firing laser beams. “Maybe you would have preferred that,” she snapped.

He stared at her incredulously. What the hell was she babbling about?

Tucking away his weapon, he threw up his hands. “All right, it’s official. You’re crazy.”

How dare he say that? Especially since, if she was crazy, he and his mercurial behavior had made her that way.

“Well, that’s not your problem, is it? Gerald’s your killer—he confessed to me—so the case is solved. And from all indications, your grandmother’s going to be just fine.” Nika had no idea how she knew, she just did. “That means that you don’t have to put up with me anymore.” She turned away from him, afraid that angry tears were about to come spilling out. She didn’t want him thinking that she was crying over him—even though she was.

He grabbed her arm, swinging her around to face him. “Stop making up my mind for me, Veronika. Maybe I want to.”

Maybe her anger was shutting down her mind. She had no idea what he was saying. “What? Want to what?”

She was going to make him spell it out, he thought, annoyed. Okay, then if that’s what she wanted, that’s what she was going to get.

“Maybe I want to put up with you,” he shouted back at her. When she widened her eyes like that, he found it hard to maintain his anger. “God damn it, woman, you are the most infuriating person I ever met—and I’ve never felt as alive as I have when I’m with you.”

She looked at him, stunned. “Then why are you shouting at me?”

That was easy to answer. “Because I don’t want to feel this way. I want to be numb again. Numb is safe. I do my job and go home. Simple, clean.”

She was beginning to understand. Nika’s mouth curved. “And I’m messy.”

He nodded, finally lowering his voice a little. “Oh so messy.”

She paused a second as she rolled the phrase over in her head. “Not exactly the kind of compliment a woman longs to hear.” The semi-smile turned into an amused grin. “But I’ll take it.”

The room began to fill up with people, doctors and nurses who had heard the single gunshot and wanted to know what was going on, as well as several security officers that one of the nurses had summoned.

Processing the scene, they fired questions at Cole and Nika. Cole took the lead and raised his hand, calling for a cessation of noise. It was a toss-up whether it was his commanding voice, or the badge and ID that he held in his hand that quieted the crowd.

Nodding toward the dead orderly, he said, “It looks like this was the last stop for the angel of death.”

For another moment, as the words sank in, there was silence. And then a torrent of questions began to engulf him. Cole looked over his shoulder at Nika. “Don’t go anywhere—we need to talk.”

Her eyes never left his. “About?”

Cole took a breath. Still ignoring the other questions that were being fired at him, he gave Nika an evasive answer. “We just need to talk.”

Nika mulled over Cole’s nonanswer while he dealt with the security guards and then called for backup. On Nika’s end, the wait seemed endless, but finally, the questions, at least for now, were all answered. The orderly’s body had been taken to the Medical Examiner to await an autopsy. And Cole’s grandmother, who’d slept through everything, was back in her room, still sleeping. After making a cursory report to his superior via his cell phone, Cole went down to his grandmother’s room.

Nika was already there.

“You said you wanted to talk,” Nika reminded him in response to his surprised look.

“Actually,” he admitted with feeling, “I don’t. What I really want to do is take you home and make love with you until I drop dead.”

“Drop dead,” she repeated. “Not exactly the most romantic scenario you could come up with, especially given what we just went through.”

“It would be, up until the last part,” he pointed out. And then the smile on his lips faded, pushed aside by the serious expression that had come over his features. He took her into his arms, thinking how special that felt—and how lucky he was. And how he’d almost lost it all. “I didn’t mean to yell at you before.”

An apology. She could forgive him for anything as long as he apologized, she realized. Though she tried to keep a straight face, she failed miserably. “Yes, you did.”

“Okay, I did,” he admitted, because lying would only  serve him badly in this situation. “But that was only because you put yourself in danger and the consequences of that scared the hell out of me.

“As do the feelings that you’ve raised. I don’t want to feel like this,” he confessed, continuing to do what he’d never done before—bare his soul. “I don’t want to love you,” he insisted, knocking her for a loop when he used the one word she was certain she’d never hear from him. “But I can’t seem to block it or turn it off. Or even control it. It’s bigger than I am, and stronger.”

Her smile felt like it was growing deep roots—instantly. She threaded her arms around his neck. “Why don’t you just enjoy it?” she suggested.

“I suppose I could do that,” he allowed. “For a while, anyway.”

She started to feel her heart sink. “And then?” she pressed. If he intended to leave her someday soon, she needed him to put her on notice. So she’d stop harboring false hopes.

“And then we’ll up the ante.”

She cocked her head, her eyes on his. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He smiled into her eyes, really smiled. She could feel it penetrating her soul.

“Anything we want it to,” he told her. Cole paused, waiting. “What do you think?”

She paused for a second as she selected her words. “I think, Detective Baker, that you and I are going to have a very interesting life.” She deliberately refrained from using the word “together.” That, she knew in her heart, would come in time. And she could wait.

He ran the back of his hand along her cheek, never taking his eyes off her. “I’m counting on it. You know, after everything that happened to me as a kid, I never thought I would ever feel close to anyone again besides G. And then you came along and somehow burrowed your way in when I wasn’t looking. And now, now I can’t imagine a day without you.”

Warmth spread all through her, right through her fingertips and toes. Her smile was soft, loving. “You know, for a guy who doesn’t talk much, that was very touching.”

He shrugged, a little self-conscious. “Yeah, well, don’t expect this all the time.”

Nika’s mouth curved as she tried to keep from laughing. You’re mine, Cole Baker, and I’m never letting you go. “I won’t. Oh, and just for the record, I love you, too,” she told him softly, lacing her arms around his neck. “Right down to my toes.”

“Well, it’s about time.”

The words, hardly more than a raspy whisper, came from his grandmother. She’d woken up for a span of perhaps thirty seconds.

But when they looked, she was asleep again.

It was just as well, Cole thought. The kiss that followed was far too torrid for a woman her age to witness.







Epilogue

“Mama, this is a happy time. You’re not supposed to be crying,” Nika chided gently.

She took out the brand-new lace handkerchief that Sasha had given her that morning just before they left for the church and wiped away the lone tear that had insisted on sliding down her mother’s cheek.

Paulina pushed aside her daughter’s hand. “I am your mother. Do not tell me what I can or cannot do.” She indicated the handkerchief still in Nika’s hand. “Be putting that away. You are not supposed to be using it. It will not be new if you do,” she said crisply in an attempt to maintain her abrupt facade. “And then we will he having to find something else for you to go with the borrowing and the old and blue,” she retorted, reciting the age-old articles that each bride was supposed to have in her possession as she walked down the aisle toward her future husband.

Paulina squared her shoulders as she reclaimed her composure. She and her daughter—her beautiful, beautiful daughter—were momentarily alone in the small room reserved for the bride within the church where, a few short minutes from now, her second-born was going to become a married woman.

Her Nika was going to be the wife of a fine young man who had come to Paulina to ask for her daughter’s hand. She knew things like that were not done here in this day and age, so the fact that Cole Baker had done this specially pleased her. Her husband, she knew in her heart, would have approved of the match.

“Yes, Mama,” Nika said dutifully, then smiled warmly at her mother. “But this really is a happy time,” she repeated, her voice soft but firm nonetheless.

Paulina raised her chin and sniffed. “I know that,” she declared.

Josef heard the exchange between mother and daughter just as he was about to look in on them. He was to give the bride away, and even after having done so five previous times, the responsibility still filled him with pride.

He opened the door wider now. Somewhere in the background could be heard the beginning strains of the song that placed all brides center stage.

“She is your mother,” Nika’s uncle pointed out. “She is knowing everything.”

Nika slanted a quick glance toward her mother. There was a time that would have had her mother’s back up—she took offense at every word Nika’s uncle and aunt said—but this time Nika saw her mother nod her head, as if she had just been given her due.

“When it is coming to matters concerning my daughters,” Paulina said solemnly, “the answer is being yes.”

As if on cue, Nika’s three sisters came in, all but flooding the room. Alyx took Nika’s hands in hers and beamed even as she shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re getting married ahead of me.”

“Only by two weeks,” Nika pointed out. “And then we switch positions and I get to be your maid of honor.”

“Matron of honor,” Henryka, the youngest of the foursome, corrected. “You’ll be Alyx’s matron of honor,” she repeated, putting a great deal of stress on the word. And then she laughed, her eyes shining as she teased her older sister. “You’ll be an old married lady, Nika.”

Paulina rallied, defending Nika. It was all well and good for her to be critical of her daughters, but no one else could be, not even her other daughters.

“Which is what you need to become,” she informed her youngest, her pointed gaze shifting from Henryka to her third-born. “Both of you.”

Looking over her shoulder, Josef raised his voice. “Magda,” he called out.

A moment later, his wife appeared in the doorway just behind him. The room had become far too crowded for her to enter.

“Yes, Josef?”

“Please finding a nice escorter—”

“Usher,” Magda corrected her husband patiently.

“Usher,” he repeated, without missing a beat, “to be taking Paulina to her place of honor now, please.”

Nika knew her uncle had phrased it that way to appeal to her mother’s need for recognition. It seemed to work. Paulina allowed herself to be drawn from the room by her sister-in-law as Magda took hold of her arm.

“I will see you in the front,” Paulina promised Nika, brushing a quick kiss against her daughter’s cheek.

With peace once again restored, Nika’s sisters all filed dutifully out of the room as the music grew louder.

And then it was just Nika and her uncle.

Josef presented his arm to her and she slipped hers through it. Adrenaline began coursing through her veins. This is it, she thought excitedly.

“Your father,” Josef told her, his eyes shining with tears it did not become a man to shed, “would be being very proud of you at this moment. As he always was,” he added.

“Thank you, Uncle Josef.”

He nodded. “All right, now we must be walking. You do not wanting to keep your nice young man waiting.”

And with that, she and her uncle walked out into the hall as she took the first steps that would lead her to the rest of her life.
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Chapter 1

Brandon stood at the edge of the beach, where jungle met sand, and watched his quarry wade out of the ocean.

He hadn’t expected to find her this soon.

Izzy Sanborn, aka Isabel Sanchez, dropped her surfboard on the shore, sluicing water from her dark hair. Her bikini top was snug, clinging to her lithe upper body, but her boardshorts were too large, almost falling off her hips. She knelt down on the sand, her back to him, and inspected what appeared to be a broken fin.

His heart began to pound with anticipation. Puerto Escondido was famous for big waves, and he was almost as eager to paddle out as he was to get his woman. Oaxaca’s “Mexican Pipeline” rivaled the strength and size of Oahu’s North Shore. Surfers from all over the world came here to test their mettle.

Ms. Sanborn had quite a bit of mettle, apparently. The beach was deserted and the conditions were precarious.

Surfing here with no protective equipment was dangerous. Doing it alone was damned near suicidal.

Brandon strode forward, aware that she couldn’t hear him approach over the crashing waves. He hadn’t planned to sneak up on her but he knew that she avoided strangers. She might bolt if she saw him coming.

Before he had a chance to announce his presence, she tilted her head, catching sight of him out of the corner of her eye. Quick as a cat, she leaped over her surfboard, drawing up the leg of her shorts. There was a dagger strapped to her upper thigh.

He was impressed by her quick reflexes, and more than a little concerned that she would try to gut him like a fish. Resisting the urge to drop into a protective stance, he waited for her to make a move. Instead of unsheathing her weapon and launching an unprovoked attack, she slipped her hand out from under the hem of her shorts and straightened. She also relaxed her face, as if nothing was amiss.

“I’m sorry,” he said, keeping a cautious distance between them. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

She remained silent, her expression cool now, impossible to read. Without being too obvious about it, he studied her appearance. Her black knit bikini top molded to her breasts in a tempting way. She had a trim figure: flat belly, slim waist, curvy hips. Every inch of her was smooth and tanned and toned. Strong, but decidedly feminine.

He lifted his gaze to her face, noting that she was even prettier in person. Her features were well arranged, her mouth nicely shaped. With her thick, dark lashes and fine brown eyes, she was striking.

Brandon had seen her picture in magazines, and memorized every detail, so he shouldn’t have been caught off guard by her beauty. He shouldn’t have been dazzled by  it, either. For some reason, she made him feel like an awkward teen again. The circumstances were unusual, of course. He’d never had a female target before.

To put her at ease, he repeated his apology in awkward Spanish, as if he wasn’t sure she’d understood him.

She crossed her arms over her chest, more annoyed now than wary. “I speak English.”

“Cool,” he said, flashing a friendly smile. “You’re a really good surfer. Those were some sick moves.”

“Thanks.”

“Too bad about the broken fin.”

She shrugged. “It happens.”

“This looks like a tricky break. And a sharp reef.”

“Yes. Not for amateurs.”

“You surf alone?”

“All the time.”

“Wow,” he said, shaking his head. “You have more cojones than I do.”

He’d meant that figuratively, but her gaze drifted down to the Velcro fly of his boardshorts, as if checking out his male anatomy. His stomach muscles tightened on reflex and she glanced away, flushing.

Brandon watched a bead of salt water travel down the side of her face, fascinated. Her complexion wasn’t so dusky that he couldn’t see a tinge of pink on her cheeks. He wondered if she was embarrassed by his offhand remark, or angry with him for invading her privacy. “Can you give me some pointers?”

“You’ve got no business here if you’re inexperienced.”

“I’m experienced enough,” he said mildly.

“What do you see out there?”

He did a quick assessment. “This is a high-tide break. At low, the reef will be exposed, and the wave probably  closes out. Swells are far-spaced, height is overhead and there’s a slight onshore flow.” “Very slight.”

Brandon nodded with real pleasure. The only thing better was no wind at all. “Does it get any glassier than this?”

“Not much,” she admitted.

He moistened his lips, hungry for a taste of those waves. Intrigued by his most challenging assignment to date. “Will you spot me?”

It was clear that she wanted to say no, but surfing etiquette required her to agree. Refusing a safety request was like dropping in on another man’s wave, or trying to steal his girl. It just wasn’t done. “Okay,” she said, sighing. “I’ll keep an eye on you for thirty minutes. Maybe you can catch a few.”

Grinning, he offered her his hand. “I’m Brandon North, by the way.”

She smiled back, seeming amused by his enthusiasm, and her beauty took his breath away. In the years since her last photo shoot, she’d lost softness in her cheeks and dropped the exaggerated pout. Maturity suited her. She was confident, mysterious … and twice as appealing. “Isabel,” she said, accepting his handshake.

“Isabel,” he repeated. “Can I buy you lunch after this?”

She jerked her hand out of his. “No.”

“Do you eat alone, too?”

Her smile disappeared and she sat down on the sand, ignoring his question. “The reef is brutal,” she warned, dusting off her knees. “You’re better off taking a dive than risking a wipeout.”

Avoiding risk wasn’t his style, but he didn’t say that.

“The wave moves fast once it hollows,” she continued.

“If you get a chance to stay inside the curl, go for it. It’s a luscious barrel.”

He eyed the formation, experiencing a rush of adrenaline that wasn’t unlike arousal. Sometimes he’d rather surf than have sex. Lately he hadn’t done enough of either.

Aware that Isabel was watching him, he pulled his attention from the water. Despite her dark coloring, she didn’t look like a native. Her skin was honey-gold, sun-warmed rather than God-given. Beneath her bikini top, she would be pale and delicate. He imagined pushing the wet fabric aside, revealing her bare breasts and soft nipples.

What Brandon felt now wasn’t similar to arousal; it was arousal. His face went taut as he struggled to stay cool. She stared back at him, her gaze burning into his, and a spark ignited inside him. He had the feeling that she knew exactly what he was thinking.

Her eyes trailed down his stomach again, lingering at the waistband of his shorts, which were riding low on his hips. “Go on,” she said, refocusing on the waves. It was both a dismissal and a challenge.

Muttering his thanks, he strode toward the shore. The sand beneath his bare feet was a pearly gray, darkened by volcanic ash and littered with crushed shells. Not pristine, but still very beautiful. The water was so clear he could make out the sharp-toothed reef beneath the surface, and the waves broke hard against it, creating one of the sleekest curls he’d ever seen.

His pulse thundered in his ears. He’d been surfing for more than ten years—that was the reason he’d been chosen for this assignment—but he wasn’t used to waves like this. The height was intimidating. It also reminded him that he was here to gain Isabel’s trust as a dedicated athlete, not to picture her naked.

Brandon waded into the foam-specked surf, determined to impress her. The water was only a few degrees cooler than the balmy air. He felt immersed in pleasure as it enveloped him. In San Diego, the ocean was so cold he usually needed a wet suit, but like most surfers, he preferred to trunk it.

He tossed his board on the water and leaped on top of it, paddling with easy, practiced motions. Ducking under the first wave, he resurfaced on the other side and kept moving to a calmer area beyond the breakers.

When he was in the right position, he turned back toward the beach, straddling his board and sitting upright.

Isabel was watching, waiting.

A decent six came up fast. Lying down again, he headed for the rising swell and paddled hard, standing up just as it gained momentum. His footing was off by a fraction. He lost his balance and the board went flying, propelled by the force of the wave.

Managing to avoid the reef, even while the whitewash swirled like a vortex around him, he felt the tug of his leash and followed it back to the surface. After securing his board carefully, because he’d been hit in the face by a rogue surfboard too many times to count, he cast another glance at the beach. Isabel looked bored.

He redoubled his efforts. His next few tries were more successful, and he fell into a nice rhythm. Although he didn’t forget his audience, he started surfing for himself. Ten minutes after he paddled out, a set of high overheads rolled in behind him. They rose up from the sea like liquid monoliths, ten thousand gallons of pure power.

He positioned himself at the top of the swell and let it take him. The wave moved so fast he hardly had to paddle. Holding steady, he popped up, bracing his feet on the surface of the board and lifting his arms.

A split second later, he cut to the right, and the curl folded over him in a perfect hollow. The feeling was so exhilarating he let out a triumphant shout as he maneuvered through the tube, fighting to stay inside.

Now this—this was how it felt to be alive. Here, he was in his element, with a powerful wave all around him, a killer reef beneath the surface and a sexy woman waiting for him on a deserted beach.

The ride wasn’t his all-time best, but it was pretty damned good. In the top ten, for sure. He executed a serviceable cutback and sank into the whitewash as the hollow closed out, narrowly avoiding a run-in with the razor-edged reef.

When he broke through the surface, he steadied his board and wiped the water off his face, laughing out loud from the rush.

Isabel was gone.

His smile faded as he searched the edges of the mangrove for a glimpse of her retreating form. There was only a trail of small footprints heading into the jungle. She’d ditched him as soon as he got distracted. It was bad form, but not necessarily suspicious. He was a strange man; she had cause to be wary.

Instead of running after her, he waded out of the water and followed at a steady pace. This particular beach was only accessible by boat or via a twisty footpath. If Isabel’s Jeep hadn’t been parked by the side of the road, surf rack half-hidden by foliage, he’d never have found the entrance.

And if she hadn’t written an “anonymous” article about this little-known spot for a popular surfing magazine, he’d never have found her.

Brandon still didn’t know where she lived, but he knew what she drove, and Puerto Escondido wasn’t a big city. He could probably locate her residence in short order. He could also tie her up and throw her in his trunk, if he had to. But strong-arm tactics were a last resort, and he wasn’t supposed to make a scene.

He didn’t want to alert the Mexican authorities—under any circumstances.

So he hitched his surfboard under one arm and navigated his way through the tangle of vines beyond the beach. The jungle appeared impenetrable. There were a few machete marks on the thick palm fronds, forming a barely discernible path. He could smell decomposing vegetation and recent rain. Life and death, blended.

Birdcalls echoed through the pungent depths. A buzzing sound started, growing louder in his ear. He slapped the mosquito on his neck, killing the noise.

After a summer in breezy San Diego, the humidity took some getting used to. The instant the salt water on his skin evaporated, beads of sweat formed on his chest. The jungle seemed to suck up every breath of air and inch of space. It was dark, too. When his eyes adjusted, he could no longer see footsteps on the ground, only hacked-up edges of plants and fallen leaves.

His surfboard shifted, growing slippery against his armpit.

He reached the edge of the clearing in time to watch Isabel’s Jeep fly down the road, leaving him in the dust. Squinting at the sudden brightness, he stared after her, his blood pumping with adrenaline.

She was faster than he’d expected. Stronger, more resourceful. He was going to enjoy catching her.







Chapter 2

Isabel didn’t lift her foot off the gas until she was five miles away.

She flexed her fingers around the steering wheel and glanced in the rearview mirror once again, her heart racing.

There was nothing behind her but dust. Brandon had parked his rental vehicle, a midsize SUV, behind her Jeep. If he wanted to, he could follow her. But why would he want to?

She took a deep breath, trying to relax. She’d run through the jungle like a maniac, half-convinced he was chasing her. Maybe she was overreacting, but his unexpected arrival had shaken her to the core. Leaving her back to the beach had been careless. She usually looked over her shoulder everywhere she went.

How could she have let him sneak up on her?

Muttering curses, she traveled south on the main highway for another mile before she pulled over, parking her Jeep behind a copse of trees. There she waited, monitoring the light flow of traffic as the sun crept high in the sky.

Brandon’s silver SUV passed by less than fifteen minutes later, his shortboard sticking out of the back like a white flag.

She’d known at a glance that he didn’t belong here. It took an experienced surfer to handle that break, but he wasn’t a pro. He didn’t travel with an entourage of photographers. His board was a rental. Big shots brought their own gear.

He wasn’t a burnout, either. Puerto Escondido attracted its share of scraggly potheads who were more interested in getting blazed than honing their surfing skills. Brandon didn’t fit that mold at all. With his close-cropped hair, clean-shaven jaw and sharp blue eyes, he looked like a straight arrow.

He was also hot as hell. His features were rugged and masculine, his physique taut. Something about him suggested wealth or privilege. He was wearing light gray boardshorts and nothing else. He had muscles like an endurance athlete, not a heavy weight lifter. She could have stared at his chest all day.

Her first reaction to him had been panic. She’d registered his height and broad shoulders and assumed he was one of Carranza’s men, come to kill her. Realizing that he wasn’t Mexican didn’t ease her anxiety. It wouldn’t have surprised her if the drug lord had recruited an assassin from outside the cartel. But Brandon had wasted the perfect opportunity to take her out, and he didn’t look like a thug.

Maybe she should have had lunch with him. Shaking her head, Isabel started the engine and pulled out of her hiding place, following his SUV back to town. It wasn’t smart to get distracted by a killer body and a handsome face. Over the past few days, she’d felt uneasy, as if someone was watching her. Perhaps Brandon was the culprit.

He stopped at The Pelican, a nice hotel within walking distance of the most popular beach in Puerto Escondido. Isabel made a left on the nearest cross street and circled around, catching a glimpse of him entering the hotel courtyard.

She continued driving, hoping he would stay in his room for a while. Her apartment was downtown, less than two miles away. She parked in the covered garage and hurried toward the wooden steps, glancing around for strangers. Everything looked normal. Street vendors were selling tacos to the lunchtime crowd. The smell of grilled fish, fresh-cut limes and chopped cilantro wafted up, making her mouth water.

After a quick shower, she changed into one of her casual outfits, loose-fitting cargo pants and a plain white shirt. She put her knife holster around her waist. Covering her eyes with sunglasses and her dark hair with a baseball cap, she left the apartment.

Isabel spoke Spanish fluently, thanks to her Venezuelan mother, but she didn’t sound local, and she couldn’t disguise her femininity. Instead of trying to pass for a man, or a native, she stayed quiet and wore nondescript clothing. This tactic, along with moving around a lot, had kept her alive the past two years.

But she’d grown weary of running. Puerto Escondido had a low-key atmosphere and fantastic surf conditions. She didn’t want to leave.

Isabel bypassed the taco stand outside her apartment, her stomach growling. She usually had her groceries delivered and ate in. On rare occasions, she grabbed a quick bite on the other side of town. This stand was too close for comfort.

Climbing into her Jeep, she returned to the neighborhood by The Pelican, parking nearby. She’d never done surveillance before, but she’d read up on the subject. Approaching it from the watcher’s perspective was a novel experience.

She chose an outdoor café with a good view of the hotel, sitting down with an iced coffee and a shrimp sandwich. After polishing off her meal, she helped herself to a newspaper, pretending to read. Brandon reappeared a short time later. He left his hotel and strolled east, toward the cluster of restaurants. She watched him from behind the newspaper, praying he wouldn’t choose the café.

Again, she was struck by how attractive he was. He appeared relaxed and slightly rumpled in lightweight trousers and a short-sleeved shirt. Although he was obviously a tourist, he had a low-key vibe. His clothes fit well, accentuating a rock-hard physique. Scuffed hiking boots suggested he was an all-around outdoorsman, not just a beach bum. His short hair glinted like bronze in the sunlight. Her fingers itched to test its thickness.

She twisted her hands in the newspaper as he passed by.

Isabel wasn’t the only woman in the vicinity who was aware of his presence. Two European girls in tank tops and gypsy skirts came out of a souvenir shop to gawk. They were pretty, if you liked braless bohemian babes. Brandon apparently did. He smiled at them, saying something that made one of the girls laugh and clutch her beaded hemp necklace.

A stab of envy pricked Isabel’s heart. She hadn’t flirted with a man, or dressed to impress, since she’d left California. In her former life, she’d worn flashy miniskirts and spike-heeled Louboutins. She didn’t miss the expensive clothes, her swanky Hollywood Hills apartment, or even the rebellious rich boys she used to date, but she missed people. She missed friends, and familiar faces, and companionship.

Brandon didn’t linger with the girls, to Isabel’s surprise. They watched him go, giggling together before wandering back toward the beach.

Isabel frowned behind the newspaper. He’d invited her to lunch, but ignored two sexy young ladies on the prowl? That didn’t add up right. Maybe she’d misinterpreted the situation. She folded her paper and put it back in the rack, tossing some coins on the table before she left the café.

He made another unexpected choice in selecting a place to eat. There were several palapa-style restaurants in the area, but they were all more expensive than the simple taco stands downtown. Instead of wandering into a touristy bar and grill, he walked east a few blocks, locating a busy street vendor.

Isabel stayed out of sight, pretending to shop for jewelry and handcrafts while Brandon put away more tacos than she could count. When he was finished, he thanked the vendor and headed back to the main drag. There were a couple of sports shops near the beach, including Smokey’s, which rented surfboards.

Brandon stopped at EcoTours, the store next to Smokey’s. It was closed, so he perused the sign in the front window. The business offered outrageously expensive tours to remote locations of Oaxaca, including the “secret” beach they’d just visited. Some surfers would pay anything for a chance to ride a virgin wave.

Brandon took his cell phone out of his pocket, dialing the number on the sign.

Isabel let out a frustrated sigh. She could show him the least-crowded spots around here for a fraction of the price. He’d found Playa Perdida on his own, probably by noticing her vehicle parked at the side of the road.

If he wasn’t American, and a possible threat, she might have approached him as a guide. She could use the money. But she couldn’t take a chance on him recognizing her as Izzy Sanborn. The way he’d looked at her, as though he was picturing her naked, had made her squirm with a pleasant sort of discomfort. He was in his late twenties, at the most, and her photo spreads had been very popular with young men.

He moved on, ducking into the least authentic place in all of Puerto Escondido: Señor Frog’s Cantina. The bar catered to loudmouthed college students and hosted wet T-shirt contests. It was a puke party every night.

“Ugh,” she said, disappointed by his bad taste. She couldn’t follow him in, so she took a small notebook and a pen out of her satchel. Propping her back against a brick wall on the opposite side of the street, she got some work done, scribbling notes about this morning’s session at Playa Perdida. In the past few months, she’d sold several articles to Wave magazine, written anonymously as the Lost Surfer.

The paycheck was small, but she’d been delighted to receive it. She had a fake ID as Isabel Sanchez and a PO Box set up here in Puerto Escondido. When the check came, her heart had swelled with pride.

It was the first time she’d earned money with her brain.

An hour later, Brandon came out of Señor Frog’s, and she’d outlined a new article. He must have knocked back a few drinks, because he had the loose-hipped gait of a man who was feeling his spirits. Isabel put her notebook away, relieved. He was just another party animal surf jock. A paid assassin would be more circumspect.

She followed him back to the hotel anyway, not worrying overmuch about being seen. He took a wrong turn, wandering down a cobblestone alley. This late in the afternoon, the area was quiet, dim and deserted.

Isabel removed her sunglasses and put them in her pocket, annoyed by his recklessness. Not only was he drunk and alone in a foreign country, he was begging to get mugged. He might as well leave his wallet on the beach while he went for a swim.

He disappeared around the corner and she hurried after him, sticking close to the back of the building. She paused at the edge, listening for footsteps. Her hand wavered by her knife, fingertips tingling. She heard nothing.

Afraid of losing him, she stepped out of the alleyway. A flash of movement startled her into action. She leaped backward, drawing her knife. Brandon caught her wrist in a crushing grip and spun her around, shoving her against the wall.

Gasping in pain, she dropped her weapon. When he eased his hold on her wrist, she wrenched her arm from his grasp and slammed her left elbow into his midsection. Whirling to face him, she aimed a hard right at his throat.

He blocked it easily. Too easily.

Isabel realized a couple of things at once. First, he wasn’t drunk. Second, he knew how to fight. Third, he was surprised to see her.

“You,” he breathed, backing up a step and holding a palm to his midsection. “I thought somebody was trying to rob me.”

She flattened her back against the wall, her heart thumping in her chest. She’d mistaken his level of inebriation and made a serious error in judgment. Her knife glinted on the cobblestones, out of reach.

He followed her gaze, his eyes narrowing. “Are you trying to rob me?”

“No,” she said, moistening her lips.

“I have ten dollars in my wallet. Do you want it?”

“No! I saw you come out of the cantina and I was trying to catch up with you.”

“Why?”

She swallowed hard. “I’d like to offer my services as a tour guide. I know all of the best surf spots.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, deliberating. “How much?”

“Fifty a day, U.S.” “What does that include?”

She thought fast. “I’ll take you to a choice location, spot you for a few hours of surfing and bring lunch.” “You’ll drive?”

“Sure. My Jeep has a surf rack.”

“Okay,” he said, nodding. It was a much better deal than he’d get from EcoTours. They made arrangements for her to pick him up at his hotel in the morning, and shook hands. Isabel felt the same zing of pleasure as she had the first time he’d touched her.

He released her hand slowly, a crease forming between his brows. “I don’t pay women for sex.”

She recoiled in horror. “Of course not.”

“I just wanted to make sure that wasn’t on the table,” he said, raising both palms. “Don’t attack me again.”

Her cheeks warmed with embarrassment. “Sorry about that. Gut reaction.”

He studied her for a moment, as if wondering who or what had made her so cautious. Instead of asking, he minded his own business. “Can I walk you home?”

“No thanks. I have another stop to make.”

“See you tomorrow then.”

“Tomorrow.”

She reached down to retrieve her knife, watching him walk away. When he was out of sight, she sheathed the blade, hurrying down the alley. As she rounded the corner, she almost collided with a stocky man in a fedora.

There was an odd moment, not unlike the one she’d just had with Brandon, in which Isabel experienced a jolt of awareness. She looked into this man’s cold, dark eyes and knew: it wasn’t Brandon who’d been following her.

Before she could react to that certainty, the stranger reached out to grab her upper arm. He also flipped back the tails of his shirt, revealing a handgun tucked in his waistband. He was in his fifties, about Carranza’s age, but hardly soft. “Come with me,” he said in a low voice, his lips curled into a tight grimace.

Isabel was already primed for action, and she’d trained for this occasion. She lashed out, striking his forearm in a brutal chop. His grip loosened, but he backhanded her across the face, trying to subdue her.

The tactic worked. Pain exploded in her left cheek, hot and bright. Knocked off balance, she spun around and almost fell to her knees. When he grabbed her by the hair, she cried out, certain he was going to execute her. Panicking, she drew her knife and stabbed backward, using the same motion as an elbow jab.

The blade found its target, sliding to the hilt in a sickening plunge. Blood spurted over her hand and the man let out a hoarse cry, releasing her hair. She lunged forward, taking the knife with her, and turned to evaluate the damage.

“Puta,” he spat, holding his side. As blood seeped between his fingers, shock blanched his weathered countenance.

Isabel’s heart dropped. The wound appeared life-threatening.

Using his other hand, the man reached for his gun. She could only stare, her mind blank with terror as he leveled the barrel at her.







Chapter 3

Brandon knew Isabel had been following him. He’d caught a glimpse of her at the café, and another after he left the bar.

As soon as they parted ways, he doubled back, returning the favor.

He doubted she really wanted to be his surf guide, although that was the outcome he’d been fishing for. His mission was to get her out of the country without using brute force. Tomorrow he planned to drop a few hints about continuing the tour in Guatemala and hope she took the bait. Very few surfers visited that section of the Pacific Coast. It was a tempting location for a fugitive, and a freelance sports writer.

If she’d meant to rob him, she was even crazier than he’d figured. It was more likely that she found him suspicious and decided to do some recon. Either way, he’d have to be careful. She was prickly and distrustful and quick to draw her dagger.

He paused at the corner, listening for her footsteps. His eyes widened as he heard the sounds of another scuffle. Damn! Did she accost every man in her path? A sharp slap, followed by a muted female cry, spurred him into action. He sprinted down the alley, adrenaline rushing through his veins.

Isabel was standing across from a stocky man, squared up like an afternoon showdown. Her face was marred by a handprint. His side was red with blood. When the man pulled a .38 from his waistband, Brandon’s world came to a grinding halt.

He didn’t have time to think, or shout a warning, or second-guess his actions. He just reacted, launching himself at the guy full force and tackling him to the ground. The man’s gun discharged in an earsplitting blast, and the bullet ricocheted through the alleyway, sending shards of brick flying in the air.

Weakened by the stab wound, the man beneath him didn’t put up much of a fight. Brandon gripped his opponent’s wrist and applied a crushing pressure, bashing his knuckles against the cobblestones. Grimacing in pain, the man released the weapon. Blood spread from his side, soaking his white shirt.

Panting from exertion, Brandon looked up at Isabel. She held her trusty dagger at an angle, letting the blade drip dry. Her eyes were dark with horror, her cheek ruddy from the blow. “Get help,” he ordered.

She touched the mark on her face, glancing around warily. The police would arrive at any second, drawn by the sound of gunshot.

“Get help, now!”

She sheathed her knife, backing away.

Goddamn it. Brandon assumed that the injured man was a cartel member, and a cold-blooded killer, but he couldn’t let a stranger bleed out. “Ayudame!” he shouted down the alley. “Policia!” She took off at a dead run.

The man underneath him lost consciousness, his head listing to the side. Brandon did his best to staunch the blood flow, cursing fluently as he put pressure on the wound. What he really wanted to do was follow Isabel.

A small crowd gathered at the end of the alleyway, and a police car arrived a few moments later, siren wailing. Two uniformed officers jumped out, shouting orders in Spanish. They crouched behind the open doors of the squad car, guns drawn.

“Manos arriba! Manos arriba!” Brandon took his red-stained hands away from the wound and held them up high, his stomach churning with dread. One of the officers rushed forward, grabbing him by the collar and shoving him facedown on the cobblestones. He winced, trying to stay still as his arms were wrenched behind his back and his wrists cuffed.

There were no Miranda rights given, no questions asked. The injured man lay motionless in a pool of blood. The officers yanked him to his feet, talking to each other in rapid-fire Spanish.

“Estaba ayudando,” Brandon said. I was helping him.

They led him to the patrol car, ignoring his protests. “Watch your head,” one of the officers said, pushing him inside.

Brandon had no choice but to cooperate. He couldn’t reveal his identity without putting himself in danger. Mexican officials were often friendly, and quick to accept a bribe, but they wouldn’t be so amenable if they learned his real purpose here. At this point, it was better to pretend to be a hapless surfer.

“I didn’t do anything—” he said, just before the door slammed in his face.

Isabel was afraid to go back to her apartment.

She didn’t know how long Carranza’s man had been watching her. He might be working with a partner. Even if he’d come to Puerto Escondido solo, reinforcements could arrive anytime. Carranza would be furious to hear that she’d escaped.

She had to assume they knew everything. Where she lived, what she drove. Her only recourse was to leave town, change her name and start over.

Again.

Although she wanted to sprint, she forced herself to walk at a brisk pace, sticking to the backstreets. There was blood on her shirt, her face. Anyone who looked close would see a wild-eyed murderer.

Choking down a sob, she paused to rinse her hands in a fountain. The water ran pink, like blush champagne. Feeling queasy, she hurried on, passing through her neighborhood with her eyes averted and head down. She stopped at a locked garage several blocks from her apartment, using her key to open the door.

Months ago, when she’d decided to settle down in Puerto Escondido, she’d bought an old motorcycle from the garage owner and paid him a pittance to park it here. She’d also stashed an overnight bag in a metal drawer.

Standing on tiptoes, she reached into the drawer, locating the messenger bag. Slinging it over her shoulder, she hopped on the bike.

To her intense relief, the engine turned over.

Within minutes, she was speeding down the highway, putting distance between her and Puerto Escondido. It was almost full dark now, and a little cooler. The wind rippled through her hair and clothes, drying her sweaty nape. She was going to make it.

On the heels of that thought, her stomach rebelled, protesting the stress of the past hours. She pulled to the side of the road and fell to her knees, vomiting in the gravel. When her belly was empty, she dry-heaved weakly, tears seeping from her eyes.

She’d stabbed a man. Maybe killed him.

Not only that, she’d left Brandon in the lurch. Mexican officials might let him off the hook, but Carranza’s men wouldn’t.

“Oh, God,” she moaned, fisting a hand in her hair. What was she going to do?

As soon as the nausea passed, she rose to her feet and wiped her mouth, grabbing a bottle of water from her pack. After spitting out the first sip, she drank a small amount, afraid the liquid would come back up.

Brandon had saved her life. She’d ditched him at Playa Perdida, and pulled a knife on him in the alley, but he’d stepped in to rescue her anyway. Showing zero consideration for his own well-being, he’d tackled the gunman. And how did she repay him for that gallant act? By running away.

She felt terrible.

The past two years had been harrowing, lonely and intense. She felt like she’d been dodging bullets forever. She didn’t want to be a fugitive from justice anymore. And she couldn’t stand the thought of another man’s blood on her hands.

Head pounding, she swung her leg over the bike, gunning the engine. The problem with being on the run in Mexico was that she didn’t know who to trust. Crooked officers were common because of low government wages. She couldn’t go to the police, and she wasn’t sure the embassies were safe. Carranza had a wide sphere of influence.

As hiding places went, this country wasn’t the best choice. But she hadn’t figured out who she was running from until after she crossed the border. Now she was stuck. She couldn’t stay here, and she was afraid to go home.

The least she could do was try to find out what happened to Brandon. Maybe she could warn him. He might be in danger because of her, and he was obviously an innocent bystander. She felt responsible for his safety.

Decision made, she turned her bike around, driving toward the muted lights of Puerto Escondido. At early evening, the air smelled like hot asphalt and thick vegetation. Crickets chirped in unison, creating a shrill cacophony. Farther out, blue-black waves lapped at the pale shoreline, lulling the city to sleep.

Well, not the whole city. The palapa bars that raged until sunup were several blocks from Brandon’s hotel. Raucous shouts were only murmurs at this distance, the music pulsing like a faint heartbeat.

She slowed her bike to a stop in a quiet area near The Pelican, taking cover behind a block wall. The spot wasn’t comfortable, but it offered a decent vantage point. She could see the courtyard and the carport.

An hour later, two men in a rental car parked on the opposite side of the street. They headed to the carport first, pausing by Brandon’s SUV. It was dark, so Isabel wasn’t sure what they were doing. Searching his vehicle, perhaps. After a few moments, they moved on, settling down in a pair of lawn chairs in the dimly lit courtyard.

Isabel stayed hidden, her pulse racing. These were Carranza’s men, without a doubt. She assumed the Mexican police would deliver Brandon to them. How could she alert him to their presence?

“Damn,” she whispered, crouching lower. The longer she lingered here, the higher her chances of getting caught became. Her mind raced with options, all unpleasant. She could flee the scene or hang back and watch it unfold.

This wasn’t going to be pretty.

Brandon’s handcuffs were removed, along with his personal effects. Sans wallet and cell phone, he was tossed into a holding area.

He couldn’t imagine a more unappealing place. It was constructed of metal and concrete. No lights or windows, no bench to sit on. A drain in the corner was the single amenity. It smelled like puke and urine.

There were two other men with him, one white, one Mexican. Both drunk.

He leaned against the wall, ignoring his cell mates. He’d never been on this side of the bars before. It was distinctly unpleasant.

After what seemed like hours, the two officers who’d collared him came back. Although he wasn’t looking forward to a long interrogation, he was happy to leave the stinking confines of the jail cell.

He was led to a restroom, where he scrubbed his hands, cringing at the blood under his fingernails. They continued on to an interrogation area in the back of the building that consisted of three chairs and a scarred wooden table.

Brandon took a seat, stretching out his long legs. “Am I under arrest?”

The English-speaking cop sat across from him. “Not yet.”

“How’s the guy who got stabbed?”

“I can’t say.”

He shifted in his chair, uneasy. If the man was dead, Brandon could be looking at a murder charge. That would be a major roadblock.

“Why don’t you tell us what happened?” the cop said.

Nodding, Brandon raked a hand through his hair. He didn’t want to say too much, but it was always best to stick close to the truth. Someone might have seen Isabel fleeing the scene. “I was having a beer at Señor Frog’s. On my way back to the hotel, I took a wrong turn and ended up in the alley. I saw a man and a woman, struggling. I thought he was attacking her. When he pulled a gun, I rushed him.”

The cop frowned at the term. “Rushed?”

“I ran at him,” Brandon explained. “I grabbed his arm and the bullet went flying. We fell to the ground. He dropped the gun. The girl ran away.”

“Where did she go?”

“I have no idea.”

“Did you stab him?”

“No,” Brandon said. “I assume she did. She had the knife.”

“Describe her.”

Brandon hesitated, although he remembered every exquisite detail. Honeyed skin, almost-black hair, whiskey-brown eyes. He could have described the dip of her belly button and the shape of her breasts. “Small,” he said, moistening his lips.

“Short?”

“No … slim. Dark hair.”

“Is that it?”

Brandon pretended to think for another minute. “She was wearing a hat.”

To his surprise, the officer didn’t ask him any more questions. “Okay, Mr. North. That’s all we need.”

Relief washed over him. “I can leave?”

“Yes. We’ll take you to your hotel. The Pelican, right?”

“Right.” They’d asked where he was staying earlier. “Thank you.” He couldn’t believe they were letting him go after such a brief interview, but he wasn’t going to ask for a longer visit. After his belongings were returned, the officers dropped him off at his hotel, wishing him a pleasant vacation.

Brandon thanked them again and got out of the squad car. As he approached the courtyard entrance, the hairs on the back of his neck prickled with awareness. Something wasn’t right. They’d wasted his time, and then rushed him along, for a reason. What were the odds that the cops had communicated with Carranza?

He paused, weighing his options. There was no view of the courtyard or his hotel room door from this side of the street. He could circle around, through the carport, or back away and get the hell out of here.

Leaving on foot would look suspicious, and he didn’t want to be without his vehicle—or the gun he’d stashed in it. Instead of playing it safe, he switched directions, heading toward the covered carport. Although it was dark inside, he could tell he was alone. He unlocked the SUV and slid into the driver’s seat, putting the key in the ignition.

The engine wouldn’t turn over.

Brandon tried again, frowning. It was dead.

He caught a flash of motion in the carport and realized he should have taken off running. Before he could reach for his weapon, a dark figure appeared at the driver’s side, tapping on the window with the barrel of a 9mm.

Damn, damn, damn.

He held his hands up where the man could see them, his heart in his throat.

“Get out,” the thug said, gesturing with his gun. He was tall, with rounded shoulders and a thick neck. Brandon recognized him as Gaucho Rodriguez, an enforcer for the La Familia drug cartel.

Brandon exited the vehicle, playing along. “It’s all yours, bro! Take it.”

Gaucho had a partner. A smaller man stood at the rear of the vehicle, studying Brandon with narrowed eyes. This was Ernestino Garcia, more commonly known as Pelón, for his balding head. Both Pelón and Gaucho were top-level members and convicted felons; they weren’t here to mess around.

“We need to speak with you in your hotel room,” Pelón said.

Brandon gaped at him stupidly, buying time. There was no way he’d allow this pair of miscreants to take him to a more private location. So they could tie him up and torture him for information? No, thank you.

Then again, the gun pressed to his ribs was a powerful motivator.

“Okay,” he said, swallowing hard. “Whatever you say. I have the key around here somewhere …”

Pelón gestured to Gaucho, who shoved Brandon against the hood of the SUV and started patting him down. So far, so good. Before Gaucho emptied his pockets, Brandon said, “I think it’s on the passenger seat.”

As Pelón walked around the side of the vehicle to check, Brandon noticed a shadowy form at the edge of the carport.

Isabel.

Her presence complicated matters, but he couldn’t squander this opportunity. The instant Pelón’s attention was diverted, Brandon flew into motion, jamming his elbow into Gaucho’s nose. It connected with a sickening crunch.

Gaucho howled in pain and stumbled back a step. Whirling to face him, Brandon kicked the weapon from his hand. It went clattering across the concrete slab, coming to rest underneath the adjacent car. Before Brandon could follow up with another punch, Gaucho charged, slamming his meaty shoulder into Brandon’s midsection. Brandon landed on his back, the oxygen rushing from his lungs.

Jesus Christ. The guy weighed a ton.

He also had fists like hams. Gripping the front of Brandon’s shirt, Gaucho pummeled his face, splitting his eyebrow, busting his lip. His head rocked back against the concrete with every impact. Stars exploded behind his eyes and pain blossomed in his skull, creating a brutal symphony of sound and light.

Brandon managed to bring his fist up, striking a hard blow to his opponent’s ear. Stunned, and probably a little winded, Gaucho lost focus. Brandon kept swinging, connecting with his target twice more in rapid succession. Realizing he was in trouble, Gaucho slumped to the side, reaching underneath the car for his gun. Before he could close his fingers around it, Brandon scrambled upright, jumping on his back. He wrapped his arm around Gaucho’s thick neck and employed a classic choke hold.

In his peripheral vision, which was growing dark, Brandon could see Pelón coming. Isabel appeared behind him, wielding a brick. She knocked him over the head with it, showing no mercy. He crumpled to the ground, unconscious.

Brandon appreciated her assistance, but he was too busy to acknowledge her. All of his energy was focused on choking the man underneath him into submission. Blood from his brow dripped into his left eye, blinding him. Finally, Gaucho’s body went slack. Brandon released his grip, exhausted.

Isabel wore the same expression he’d seen in the alleyway. Fear, horror, guilt.

Sweating profusely, he wiped his face with the back of his hand and glanced at the man she’d brained. There was no blood, and his chest was moving with shallow breaths.

“Do you think he’ll be okay?” she asked, nibbling a fingertip.

“I don’t know,” he said, rolling away from the man underneath him. “This one will wake up soon, I guarantee it.”

Her eyes darted toward the street. “Let’s get out of here before the police come back.”

Brandon’s brain felt like a scrambled egg. He was dizzy and fatigued, his mouth filled with the metallic taste of his own blood. There was no time to ask questions. Mute, he retrieved his backpack from the vehicle and they left the carport together.

She had a beat-up motorcycle parked nearby. It wasn’t built for two but Brandon figured it would hold their weight. He mounted the bike first, trying to make room for her. She ended up sitting on him.

“Do you know how to drive this thing?”

“Sort of,” she said, starting the engine.

The situation was surreal, like an out-of-body experience. Brandon might be able to process it in a few hours. For now, he was on autopilot, his head spinning. A minute ago, he’d been participating in a violent fistfight. Now he had a deadly female in his lap.

“I owe you one,” he said, putting his arm around her waist.

She glanced around to make sure the road was clear before pressing on the gas. “We’re even.”







Chapter 4

The highway from Puerto Escondido to Oaxaca City wasn’t for the faint of heart.

During the day, the hairpin turns, deep potholes and absent road signs kept even the most experienced drivers on their toes. At night, the journey was extremely dangerous, almost impassable.

The good news was that they were all alone.

Isabel went as fast as she dared, watching out for headlights and herd animals, feeling safer with every mile gained. Brandon voiced no complaints but she sensed his discomfort. Every time they went over a hard bump or around a sharp curve, his arm tightened around her waist and his shoulders tensed, as if he was steeling himself from the pain. He’d taken some hard knocks to the head.

She’d been surprised by the skill and ferocity of his counterattack. He’d shown no hesitation in taking on a much larger man. She still wasn’t sure how he’d managed to break free. One moment he was getting pummeled, the next he was choking his opponent into submission. Isabel had watched the brutish display with a mixture of awe and unease, mesmerized by the corded muscles in his neck.

Although she’d known he was fast, she’d underestimated his strength. His lean elegance was deceptive. He fought like a professional.

She shivered at the thought. Even now, after hours on the road, she was aware of the hard thighs beneath her bottom, the locked forearm around her waist and the solid wall of his chest against her back. Well-built surfers were the rule, rather than the exception, but they didn’t typically excel at ultra violence. Her mind raced with questions, and she had to force herself not to squirm on his lap.

Who the hell was he?

The noise of the engine and the speed of travel inhibited conversation. By the time the city lights of Oaxaca were visible, it was well past midnight, and Isabel was exhausted. “I’m going to find a hotel,” she said as soon as they exited the highway.

Brandon made a sound of agreement. His injuries needed attention, and he had to be as tired as she was. If he wanted to take his chances at the airport, or split up, he was welcome to hail a cab from the hotel.

Finding a place to stay wasn’t easy at this hour. She spotted a run-down three-story building, well off the main drag, with a private parking garage and a back exit. Luckily, there was an employee at the gate.

“Pretend you’re drunk,” she murmured to Brandon.

He slumped against her back, compliant.

After a brief exchange with the guard, who was happy to accept cash in exchange for a room key, she parked her motorcycle and helped Brandon up the stairs. He leaned on her, either playing drunk or because he was really hurting.

The room was cramped but clean. She flipped on the light, relieved when a ceiling fan whirred into motion. It was hot in here. At least there was a private bath, as promised. She urged Brandon toward the bed, sweat trickling between her breasts.

He sat down on the mattress, groaning as he touched his temple. Blood had matted his left eyebrow and dried in dark rivulets along his jaw. His mouth was swollen, his shirt torn. He looked like he’d lost a bar fight.

She wondered if he had a concussion, though he’d never lost consciousness. “Is anything broken?”

He rested his head against the pillows. “Just my skull.”

Going to the hospital wasn’t an option. “I’ll try to get you some ice,” she said, grabbing the bucket from the nightstand. Ice was a luxury amenity in a dive hotel like this, so she was pleased to find a functional ice maker on the bottom floor. There was also a vending machine. After returning to the room, she emptied a pillowcase and filled it with a few handfuls of ice. “Here,” she said, pressing the makeshift pack to his temple.

“Thanks,” he said, holding it in place.

She rummaged through her messenger bag, which had a first aid kit, complete with bandages and over-the-counter painkillers. Ripping open the square package, she offered him the two pills in her upturned palm. He washed them down with water and leaned back again, closing his eyes. His cuts needed to be cleaned, but that could wait until the pills kicked in. “Are you hungry? The vending machine has snacks.”

He didn’t say no, so she returned to the bottom floor to buy cold sodas, snack cakes and tortilla chips. She carried the items upstairs and set them on the nightstand. “If you want to shower, you should do it now, before I fix you up.”

“You go first,” he said, his lips barely moving.

She took her bag into the bathroom, eager to wash and change. The mirror was small and scratched but it reflected her unsightly appearance all too well. There was an ugly scrape on her cheek and dark circles under her eyes.

“Ugh,” she said, pulling off her soiled clothes. They stank of sweat and blood and vehicle exhaust. She stepped into the shower stall and stood under the weak, lukewarm spray, her heart pounding with anxiety.

She’d stabbed a man. Killed him, maybe. Reliving the sensation of his blood gushing over her hands, she scrubbed them with a little too much vigor. Using the harsh soap, she lathered every inch of her body, trying to remove the taint of death.

Murderer, the hissing showerhead whispered. Murderer, criminal, thief.

She rinsed off and left the stall, drying her tingling skin with a nubby towel. There was a tank top and a pair of drawstring pants in her messenger bag. She dressed quickly, not bothering with a bra, and hung up her wet towel on the way out.

Brandon looked a little more alert. He’d opened his soda and finished a bag of chips. His blue eyes traveled down her body, settling on her bare toes. Her mind flashed back to the days of four-star hotels with spa services and complimentary pedicures.

“It’s all yours,” she said, gesturing toward the bathroom.

He rose from the bed, wincing, and picked up his pack. She moved aside as he passed by, noting that the top of his head barely cleared the doorway. At well over six feet tall, he’d have to duck down to shower.

Stomach growling, she sat down to eat. The snack cakes didn’t taste very good, but the chips were okay. She devoured both, crunching noisily.

Her Beverly Hills manners were long gone, too.

When Brandon came out of the bathroom, wearing only trousers, she almost choked on the last mouthful of soda. She’d seen his bare chest at the beach. But now they were in a tiny room with a single bed, and his masculine presence seemed magnified. The smell of clean male skin permeated the space, assaulting her senses.

He blotted his eyebrow, which was still seeping, with a small towel.

Flushing, she set the empty can aside and rose to retrieve her first aid kit. “Have a seat,” she said, indicating the edge of the mattress. He complied, taking the towel away from his brow as she stepped forward to treat him. She stood between his splayed thighs, her hands trembling as she cleaned the area around the cut with an alcohol square. It probably didn’t need stitches; head wounds just bled a lot. “This might scar.”

“Who were those guys?”

“Thugs,” she said vaguely, dabbing a bit of antibiotic ointment on the cut. “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

“‘Nam.”

She ignored the sarcastic answer, realizing that he was annoyed with her evasiveness. It took all of her concentration to prepare a butterfly bandage without fumbling. She hadn’t been this close to a man in a long time. Her breasts were inches from his face. His gaze rose to meet hers, conveying a reluctant sexual interest and faint distrust.

The feeling was mutual.

“Hold still,” she said, pressing the edges of the cut together and securing it with the bandage. He sucked in a sharp breath, baring his teeth in discomfort. Then she was done, and the wound was closed up tight, almost as if she’d stitched it.

“Those guys are with La Familia,” she said, sitting down next to him.

He didn’t ask what that meant. The most powerful drug cartel in Mexico was infamous. “Why are they after me?”

She hesitated to give him a straight answer. Being as honest as possible was the least she could do, after dragging him into this mess, but she had to look out for herself first. “They’re not after you.”

His brows lifted. “They want you?”

“They want something I have.”

“What?”

Isabel couldn’t tell him, so she reached for the antibiotic ointment again. Using a light touch, she applied the medicine to his bruised lower lip. After so many months of deprivation, the action seemed unbearably sensual. Her nipples tightened, poking against the soft fabric of her tank top in an all-too-obvious bid for attention.

Flustered, she jerked her hand away from his mouth. “Are you hurt anywhere else?”

His lips curved into a wry smile, as if he’d thought of something amusing. Instead of sharing the joke, he made a fist, revealing swollen knuckles and a rash of small cuts. She put ointment on his knuckles and bandaged them lightly, trying to ignore the heat between them. “You don’t do manual labor,” she commented. His hands were strong, with ropy veins, but his palms weren’t heavily callused.

A muscle in his jaw flexed. “No, but my job is physically demanding. And I teach self-defense classes on the weekends.”

Self-defense classes. That explained his grappling prowess and swift reactions. “What’s your day job?”

“I work for a risk management company. We test sports equipment, safety gear, anything that’s designed to reduce injuries. By the way, you really should wear a helmet if you’re going to surf alone at a crusher reef.”

His belated advice made her feel numb. She’d probably never see that reef again. “I’m sorry for running away in the alley earlier,” she said, twisting her hands in her lap. “I feel bad about leaving you with … the body.”

“He wasn’t dead.”

She perked up. “Really?”

“They took him away in an ambulance, so he must have been alive. The police wouldn’t say how he was. In any case, I appreciate you coming back. I don’t think those guys had a friendly conversation in mind.”

“No,” she agreed, warmed by his gratitude. She began putting away her first aid supplies, self-conscious.

“Wait,” he said, reaching for the antibiotic ointment. He squeezed a small amount onto his thumb and brushed it over her cheek, soothing the scrape.

Isabel’s skin tingled with sensation. She was heartened by the reminder that Carranza’s man had struck her first, and glad she’d been able to help Brandon fend off his attackers. She was also terrified by her response to him. Over the past two years, she’d relied only on herself. Staying away from people had kept her safe.

He made her ache for all the things she’d been missing.

His hand lingered on her jaw, framing it the way a man did before he stole a kiss. She felt her eyelids grow heavy and pulse throb. The temptation to part her lips and tilt her head back was almost irresistible.

Somehow, she found the strength to pull away. When he dropped his hand, she shoved her first aid supplies into the case and rose to her feet.

“What are your plans?” he asked.

“Get some sleep.” No easy task, with him in the bed.

“Tomorrow, I mean.”

She shrugged, stashing the kit in her messenger bag. Her best recourse was probably to stay in Oaxaca, lying low.

“Come to Guatemala with me.”

Her gaze flew back to his, startled. “You’re going there?”

“I was considering it, yeah.” “Since when?”

“Yesterday. I saw an ad for a surfing tour.”

Her mind raced with possibilities. It wasn’t a bad idea. Brandon was strong, he cared about her safety and he could handle himself in a fight. With his height and looks, he wouldn’t be inconspicuous, but traveling couples were much more common than single women. He also had money, or access to money. Wealthy Americans were welcome everywhere in Mexico. They might be able to cross the border together.

This was her chance to escape. Should she take it?

“Those men won’t give up,” she warned. “Staying with me will be dangerous.”

He didn’t seem worried. “I assess risk for a living.”

She pegged him as a controlled adrenaline junkie—and knew she could do worse. “You have a head injury.”

He fingered the bandage by his left eye, deliberating. “We don’t need to decide now. Let’s sleep on it.”

Making a tacit agreement to revisit the topic in the morning, Isabel killed the lights, settling in beside him. He didn’t try to touch her again, which only increased her frustration. She was lying next to a hot gentleman, her body humming with desire. Sex was out of the question, of course, no matter how badly she wanted it. He was nursing a possible concussion, and she had to stay focused on survival.

They couldn’t afford to get sidetracked.

Tomorrow night, if she decided to accompany him to Guatemala, she’d try to secure a room with two beds.

After a few minutes, his breaths came deep and even, signaling that he was asleep. Isabel relaxed slightly, her thoughts drifting. She felt safe with Brandon. Not comfortable, exactly. Their physical chemistry kept her nerves on edge, but she didn’t think he’d harm her.

She also wondered why he’d offer his assistance, beyond chivalry. A man like him could have his pick of women. Those two European girls had given him the go-signal. Why would he trouble himself with a knife-wielding fugitive instead? Some guys had a thing for surfer girls; others enjoyed the chase. Many extreme sports enthusiasts were addicted to risk. Maybe Brandon was a thrill-seeker and an “exotic” female was icing on his cake.

It didn’t matter, as long as he kept his distance. She was still pondering his motives, and replaying the feel of his hand on her cheek, when exhaustion took over.

Brandon waited until Isabel fell asleep and rose from the bed, moving to the single window to stand guard.

Through the bars, he watched the dark, empty street. In a few hours, the sun would peek over the edge of the horizon, and most of the city’s residents would rise for another long workday. Now, the night was quiet and peaceful.

His head didn’t ache as much as it had earlier, and the nausea had passed. Judging by his blurred vision, motion sickness and general disorientation, he’d suffered a mild concussion. He should take care not to reinjure himself in the next few weeks—getting knocked out again could be disastrous. Although he didn’t really assess risk for a living, he’d played enough football to know that brain damage was no joke.

He glanced back at Isabel, acknowledging that this assignment was rife with risk. Even from across the room, she tempted him. Her figure was a shadowy outline on the bed, her dark hair spilling across the pillow, chest rising with soft, even breaths. His fingers itched to sink into her hair, to skim along her slender curves. Worse, a strange tenderness welled up inside him at the sight of her peaceful slumber.

He tore his gaze away, clenching his bandaged hand into a fist. Seducing her wasn’t one of his objectives. Inappropriate contact with a target was grounds for dismissal, in fact. All of his previous assignments had involved men, so that hadn’t been a problem before. It shouldn’t be a problem now. He’d never had trouble abstaining from sex on the job, or finding an appropriate partner during his downtime. Right now, he had no patience for abstinence and zero interest in other women. For whatever reason, he felt a very specific, intensely focused desire for Isabel. Maybe he wanted her because he couldn’t have her. Or maybe he just wanted her.

Either way, he needed to get a grip.

This was a complication he hadn’t anticipated. Sure, he’d admired her sexy photos—and he didn’t dare conjure a mental image of the more explicit ones now, when he was feeling vulnerable—but he wasn’t a horny teenager anymore. A beautiful woman with a bad personality didn’t appeal to him. As far as he knew, Izzy Sanborn was a hot mess. He avoided spoiled brats and drama queens like the plague.

Isabel “Sanchez” was a far cry from the hard-partying socialite he’d researched, however. She was smart, and resourceful, and … he liked her.

He’d been trained to feel nothing for his targets, positive or negative. Hate could be as great a liability as sympathy, and he wasn’t supposed to damage the merchandise. It didn’t matter if they were innocent or guilty, just that they were fugitives. He didn’t evaluate evidence. His instructions were to make contact, plan and execute a capture, and deliver the target unharmed.

What happened after that was none of his business.

Perhaps because Isabel was a woman, he worried about her fate. He considered the punishment she would face, and whether or not she deserved it. Questioning an assignment wasn’t like him. Usually, he felt good about what he did and proud of the services rendered. He’d caught sexual predators, ruthless drug dealers, hard-core criminals. None of these men had inspired tender feelings.

Isabel wasn’t a typical target, not by a long shot. Her behavior was flighty and irresponsible, but she didn’t seem cruel. There were two sides to every story, and he wanted to know hers. He could tell she hadn’t enjoyed stabbing a stranger, or braining a man with a brick. She wasn’t a sociopath.

For the first time, he felt conflicted about his job. He should be going after those bastards in La Familia, not Isabel.

Frowning, he tested the bars on the window, which were impenetrable. The security measure was a fire hazard, and it cut off this avenue of escape. The bathroom window, facing the alleyway, was small but would do in a pinch. He wouldn’t have chosen this hotel, or this particular room, if there had been others available. It was too confined.

Turning, he leaned his back against the wall, watching Isabel sleep. He studied her relaxed face, the soft sweep of her eyelashes, her slightly parted lips. Maybe he was romanticizing her situation, proscribing motives that didn’t exist.

What if his instincts were off? He’d promised his boss that an assignment was an assignment. He had no qualms about taking down a dangerous female. The deadlier the better. And backing out at this stage of the game wasn’t an option.

Determined to steel himself against her allure, he vowed to collect as much information about her as possible. She was fiercely independent, a capable warrior. Although he got the impression that she didn’t let anyone touch her these days, she’d seemed tempted by him tonight. If the attraction between them wasn’t one-sided, he could use it to his advantage—as long as he stayed strong. He couldn’t sleep with her, under any circumstances, but if he feigned disinterest, he might lose her altogether.

Walking that tightrope would be tricky, possibly torturous.

He stared at her for a long time, praying he’d be able to maintain a professional distance, wondering if she’d been wrongly accused.

She didn’t look like a murderer.







Chapter 5

Izzy was lying next to a dead man.

The realization came in slow degrees as she regained consciousness. Groggy from the night before, she didn’t want to open her eyes. She certainly didn’t want to inspect the unnaturally stiff form beside her.

In her sleep, she’d snuggled closer, but his body offered no warmth. Instead, it sucked away her peaceful oblivion and made her stomach twist with unease. The stillness of his chest was matched by eerie silence. He wasn’t breathing.

Was this really happening?

She sat up in bed, moaning as her vision swam, and then cleared. Head pounding, she forced herself to focus on the man beside her. For a few dull seconds, she couldn’t place him. He was fully clothed, like her, his dark hand lying across his stomach. He looked young and well-built. There was something vaguely familiar about his slack features.

Even dead, he was handsome. Jaime.

The events from the previous evening came tumbling back to her, a confusing blur of images and sensations. She remembered popping too many pills. Smoking too many cigarettes, ordering too many drinks.

She knew that she’d hooked up with Jaime at a seedy underground club. He was one of her favorite new friends, rich and pretty and loaded with dope. Best of all, he was always more interested in getting high than getting laid. They’d shared a cab to her Hollywood Hills apartment in the wee hours of the morning.

Everything after that was a blackout.

Fingers trembling, she reached out to touch his limp wrist. She couldn’t feel a pulse, but she wasn’t a nurse. When she released his hand, it stayed there, his arm sticking upright rather than falling back down by his side.

Rigor mortis.

“Oh, my God,” she whispered, clapping a hand over her mouth. On the nightstand above him, there was a prescription pill bottle. She snatched it up, reading her own name on the label. These were her “knockout drops,” not for casual partying. And they were gone.

Panicking, she swept her purse off the ground and stashed the empty pill bottle inside. She had to get out of here. This was too much. Her sling-backed stilettos were lying on the shag carpet. She shoved her bare feet into them and stumbled across the bedroom, disoriented. What else should she take with her? Car keys. A light shawl. Her cell phone rested on the nightstand, message notification blinking. She couldn’t think of a single person she wanted to talk to. Everyone in her current circle was a flake.

Maybe she should call a lawyer.

Her gaze skittered past the phone, settling on a brown leather bag that she knew belonged to Jaime. Although it looked like a casual briefcase for school assignments or textbooks, it housed a hefty cache of pot and cocaine.

She stared at the bag, her heart thumping in her chest, aware that it held the evidence of last night’s debauchery. If she left it here, would she be charged with drug possession? Reckless endangerment? Manslaughter?

Leaving her cell phone untouched, she crouched down beside the bed to pick up Jaime’s leather bag. The instant her fingers closed around the strap, a cold hand shot out, trapping her wrist in a death grip.

“Puta,” the man she’d stabbed said, blood dripping from his lips.

Isabel awoke with a jolt.

She stretched her left hand across the mattress, searching for a friend or foe. Her right hand went to the knife at her waist. Both came up empty. The room’s only other occupant was standing by the window, and her weapon holster had been put away last night.

The disturbing dreamscape receded as she stared into Brandon’s calm blue eyes. His expression told her he hadn’t missed a thing.

Self-conscious, she brought her flailing arms closer to her body. Although the temperature had cooled, her skin was dotted with perspiration, her tank top clinging to her chest. She wondered how long he’d been watching her sleep. Sitting up, she pushed her hair off her forehead.

“I wasn’t sure how you’d take it,” he said.

Her eyes met his, startled.

“Your coffee,” he clarified, lifting his own cup.

There was another cup on the nightstand, steam rising from the top. Beside it, a mildly sweet pastry known as pan dulce. She took an experimental sip. He hadn’t added enough sugar to suit her. “It’s fine.”

Satisfied, he glanced out the window, drinking his own coffee. He looked better this morning. The bruises on his face had darkened but the swelling was down. If he put on a pair of sunglasses, the flesh-colored bandage on his brow would be hard to notice. He also needed a hat to cover his ash-brown hair.

She realized that she’d made her decision. Any man who could stand watch, grab breakfast and keep his hands to himself was worth his weight in gold. She also had to admit that waking up with him was better than waking up alone, after a nightmare like that. “I’ll go with you,” she blurted.

The corner of his mouth lifted. “Good.”

“You haven’t changed your mind?”

“No.” He took another drink from his cup, mulling something over.

She tore off a piece of pastry. “What is it?”

“Those guys from last night … do you owe them money?”

Chewing the bite she’d just taken, she stalled, not wanting to give away too much. “Yes, but I don’t think that’s what they’re after.”

“What are they after?”

“Blood.”

His jaw tightened at the answer. “There’s one thing I need to make clear before we move forward.” She regarded him warily. “What?” “I don’t like drugs. If you’re on something—” “I’m not,” she said, her cheeks warming. “Since when?”

“I haven’t even had a drink in years. Is that okay with you, Boy Scout?”

“Yes,” he said, curt.

She ate the rest of her pan dulce without really tasting it. “Why are you traveling by yourself?” His brows rose. “Why not?” “Are you a lone wolf?” “This from a woman who surfs solo.” “I have reasons for that.”

He lifted his cup to his lips, making a noncommittal sound.

“You’re not … involved with anyone?”

“No,” he said, glancing at her in surprise. “And I’ve never had a girlfriend who would be interested in this kind of vacation.”

She sipped her coffee, contemplative. He probably dated prissy Miss America types with perfect hair. There had been a lot of those in Hollywood, if she remembered correctly. “What about guy friends?”

He shrugged. “They all have lives, and I made the plans at the last minute. Besides, I don’t mind doing my own thing. Sometimes I prefer it.”

Isabel tried to imagine wanting to be alone, and couldn’t. “Do you have a family?”

“Yes.”

“Are you close?” she asked, embarrassed by the sudden pressure behind her eyes. Her estranged relationship with her mother was one of her greatest regrets. She couldn’t mend it from a distance, though she longed to.

His expression softened. “Yeah, we are. I’m an only child, but my parents are great. I see them almost every weekend.”

Isabel felt a pang of envy. She was also an only child, bewildered by her parents’ divorce, devastated by her father’s death. “Sounds nice.”

He gave her a measured look. “How long have you been in Mexico?”

“Too long,” she said, rising from the bed. With jerky motions, she took her knife holster out of her bag and cinched it around her waist. Reminding him—and herself—that she wasn’t weak or vulnerable. After lacing up her tennis shoes, she ducked into the bathroom. Bending over the sink, she scrubbed the sadness from her face. When her expression was sufficiently flat, she tied back her hair and brushed her teeth.

He rapped on the door, startling her. “They’re outside.”

She came out of the bathroom, her heart in her throat. “Where?”

“One in front, the other circling around back,” he said, brushing by her.

Isabel couldn’t believe Carranza’s men had caught up with them already. She knew they hadn’t followed her motorcycle last night. It was possible that La Familia had connections in this area, but unlikely.

Mind racing, she grabbed her messenger bag, crossing the strap over her chest.

Brandon shoved open the small bathroom window and stuck his head out, evaluating their only escape route. His shoulders would barely fit through. “We can get to the roof from here,” he said, gesturing for her to go first.

She shut the bathroom door and stepped forward, her stomach tight with dread. They were on the third story of the building. Hanging out of this tiny window was madness. When he put his hands on her hips, their eyes locked. He couldn’t promise not to let her fall, so he didn’t. She appreciated his lack of pretense.

She also appreciated his strength. He lifted her like she weighed nothing, boosting her up to the windowsill. She wiggled through the narrow opening, eyes swimming at the view of the cobblestone alleyway below. It was a long way down. Already dizzy, she twisted her body around until she was sitting on the ledge.

“I’ve got you,” he said, his arm locked around her waist.

She looked up, swallowing her fear. There was a terrace on the roof of the building, surrounded by a flimsy-looking metal railing. She had to let go of the windowsill and grab the lower edge of the railing. Hands trembling, she reached up, stretching her arms as far as she could. After a stomach-curling moment, in which she imagined a backward free fall, she grasped the railing and held tight.

“Do you have it?”

“I’ve got it.” Praying that the railing wouldn’t bend, she braced her feet on the ledge and straightened her legs, moving into a standing position on the windowsill. Brandon’s grip shifted to the backs of her knees, keeping her steady. He had to release her while she climbed along the side of the building. Using every ounce of strength she could muster, she pulled herself up and over the terrace railing, which vibrated in protest.

When she was safe, her feet planted on solid ground, she wanted to collapse into a boneless heap. Instead, she peered over the railing, wondering how Brandon would accomplish the feat without help.

He stuck his head out the window, seeming relieved to see her face. His teeth flashed white in a tense-looking grin. Although the narrow opening was a tighter squeeze for his long, rangy body, the climb was easier. He reached the terrace railing and pulled himself over it with effortless grace. They started running as soon as he hit the rooftop, reaching the other side of the terrace in seconds.

The adjacent buildings were lower levels, and smashed together with no spaces between, which was typical of Oaxaca City. They offered a fast getaway.

This time, Brandon went first, climbing over the terrace railing and jumping down to the next rooftop. Isabel followed quickly, falling into his arms. Again, his hands were efficient, rather than polite—and she enjoyed the feel of them.

They took off, traversing a block of rooftops before skidding to a halt at the edge of the last building. There was another two-story within jumping distance, but its perimeter was lined with broken glass. Brown beer bottles stuck up from the black tar, jagged ends sparkling. The low-budget security measure was common throughout Mexico.

And if the glass didn’t deter them, the snarling Doberman would. He bared his teeth, daring them to take the leap. A guard dog this size would deter any rooftop thief.

Brandon pulled her backward, searching for an alternative.

“There,” she said, pointing at a copper pipe.

They raced over to take a better look. The skinny pipe ran along the side of the building, feeding a pair of rusted water tanks on the surface. There was no sign of their friends, who were probably still raiding the hotel room.

Brandon swung down to the next window ledge, gripping the pipe with both hands. He tested its stability by putting most of his weight on it. When it held steady, he reached for her hand. She joined him on the ledge, her head spinning.

He whipped off his belt, tying her right wrist to the metal pipe.

“What will you use?” she asked.

“I don’t need anything,” he said, beginning the descent.

He was taking a shocking risk, but they didn’t have time to argue. While she watched him climb down, unsecured, her stomach was tied in knots. Aware that Carranza’s men could show up at any moment, her eyes darted across the rooftops, down the alley.

Brandon dropped the last six feet, rubbing his palms on his shirt. The coast was still clear, so he gestured for her to hurry.

She didn’t have his upper body strength at her disposal, but she wasn’t burdened by his heavier muscle mass, either. The pipe was smooth, almost slippery in her hands. If his belt didn’t hold, a fall from this height could break a leg, or a skull. She made her way down with painstaking care, her heart thundering in her chest. When she reached the end of the pipe, the muscles in her arms were quivering. Brandon unhitched her wrist and she let go, stumbling against him. He felt rock-solid and poised for action.

She caught a flash of movement at the end of the alley as he released her. The bigger man from last night strode toward them, his weapon drawn.

“Run,” Brandon said, pushing her in the opposite direction. As they fled, a round of bullets peppered the brick siding, ricocheting across the alley. Pieces of pulverized brick exploded through the air, whizzing past her ear. Isabel lowered her head, flying around the corner with Brandon right behind her.

They faced another long, narrow street. Too long. A beat-up taxi idled about a hundred feet away, its doors open. They’d be dead before they reached it.

Cursing, Brandon pulled a gun from his waistband and shoved her back against the side of the building, away from the bullets’ trajectory.

While she gaped at him, frozen with terror, he returned fire. The sound of approaching footsteps was lost in the report. Or perhaps Carranza’s man had been forced to stop pursuing them and take cover.

Isabel studied the weapon in Brandon’s hand, wondering where it came from. The acrid smell of gunshot residue stung her eyes and burned her nostrils. “Let’s move,” he said, pulling her toward the idling taxi. The driver dropped the suitcase he’d been about to load in the trunk and backed up slowly, his hands raised. Brandon kept his gaze on the cabby but spoke to Isabel. “Get in the driver’s seat.”

She got behind the wheel, her mind reeling. He climbed into the backseat. “Go!”

With a squeal of tires, they were off. Carranza’s man came tearing down the alley, shooting wild. Luckily, none of his bullets hit their target, and Brandon didn’t fire back. He was too busy holding on for dear life. Isabel took the corner so sharp he was thrown across the cab. As he righted himself, she swerved again, narrowly avoiding a head-on collision.

“Watch out!” he complained.

“Do you want to drive?” she asked, incensed.

“Damn it,” he said under his breath.

“What?”

“They’re following us.”

Isabel glanced in the rearview mirror, noting the shiny black rental car. Within seconds, it was gaining on them. Worse, the gunman stuck his arm out the window on the passenger side, preparing to shoot.

Brandon trained his weapon on the approaching vehicle. “Go faster.”

She was already punching it, testing the cab’s limits. Nevertheless, she picked up speed, weaving through traffic with reckless desperation. It was a miracle she didn’t hit anything. Driving in Mexico was crazy on a good day. Driving in Oaxaca City during morning rush hour with a couple of assassins following …

Well. A high-speed crash was likely. Shots rang out, echoing in her ears. Stifling a scream, she tried to drive and duck at the same time. “He’s going for the tires,” he said. “What should I do?”

“Swerve around! Don’t give him an easy target.”

She did the best she could, zigzagging across lanes of traffic, passing on the wrong side of the road. As she approached a busy intersection, her entire life flashed before her eyes. The green light turned yellow, then red.

“Run it,” he ordered.

She stepped on the gas, bracing herself for disaster. He leaned out the back window and squeezed off several shots. There was a terrific crash behind them as the pursuing car smashed into another vehicle.

Somehow, amidst angry honks and shrieking rubber, Isabel made it through the intersection.

She kept driving for several miles, feeling numb.

“Damn, that was close,” Brandon said in a low voice. He must have decided it was safe to face forward, because he was sitting there with his eyes closed, gun beside him on the backseat, hand on his heart. His face looked pale.

She wanted to ask about his gun, but she had another topic to discuss first. “How do you think they caught up with us?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you have a cell phone?” His eyes flew open. Straightening, he drew a fancy smart phone from his pocket, checking the screen. “I had to turn it in at the police station.”

Isabel glanced in the rearview mirror. “Maybe they tracked it.”

“Damn it,” he said again. “I should have thought of that.”

She didn’t know why he would have. She was accustomed to danger and intrigue, and she’d overlooked it.

“Pull over right here,” he said, spotting a parked bus. He hopped out of the taxi and tossed his phone onto the roof of the bus. The destination sign read Mexico City. With any luck, Carranza’s men would follow it there.

When Brandon got back in the taxi, Isabel headed the opposite direction, taking a road that went to Tehuantepec. They had many miles to travel before hitting the midway point to Guatemala.

“Should we ditch this cab?” she asked.

He deliberated for a moment. They couldn’t drive a stolen vehicle with distinctive markings for long. “How much gas does it have?”

She checked the gauge. “A full tank.”

“I don’t have enough cash to buy another car. Do you?”

“No,” she said, her mouth twisting.

“If they can track my phone, they can track my credit card.”

“That’s probably true.”

“So let’s just get the hell out of town and go until it runs out of gas.”

She nodded, feeling an equal measure of anxiety and relief. Carranza could influence many of the top officials, but local forces weren’t very organized. They probably wouldn’t launch a state-wide manhunt for a stolen taxi. Even so, Isabel stayed away from the toll roads, choosing the bumpier, less regulated freeway.

Brandon watched the blur of landscape out the side window, saying nothing.

“Where did you get that gun?”

His eyes met hers in the rearview mirror, startled. “I picked it up last night in the parking garage.”

She hadn’t noticed. “Does your company test hunting gear, too? Rifles, handguns …”

“No,” he said, frowning. “But any good self-defense instructor knows how to use a variety of weapons.”

Another reasonable explanation, she thought sourly. “I guess we’re lucky that other guy wasn’t as accurate as you.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.”

“What do you mean? None of the bullets hit us.” “You’re assuming he was trying to hit us.” She kept her eyes on the road in front of her, mulling his words over. “You think those were warning shots?” He didn’t respond.

“Why would they bother?” she persisted, glancing in the rearview mirror again.

Brandon shrugged, looking straight at her. “Maybe they want more than blood.”







Chapter 6

The drive to Tehuantepec was grueling.

Isabel hated sitting still for prolonged periods, especially if she was feeling stressed. Physical activity was her crutch, her comfort, her preferred method of dealing with tension. When she couldn’t move around, she felt edgy and claustrophobic. Although they’d taken turns behind the wheel, Brandon didn’t understand all of the road signs, so she couldn’t rest. Now he was stretched out in the backseat, asleep.

She knew he had a head injury, and that he’d been up most of the night, but she was still annoyed with him for drifting off. What he’d said about La Familia wanting more than blood haunted her. She’d been sure that the man she’d stabbed in the alley had planned to kill her. Had she made a terrible mistake?

Brandon’s presence bothered her even more than his words. He’d proven himself useful this morning—almost too useful. Any man in his right mind would be running the other direction after what they’d just experienced. Instead, he was sleeping like a baby, unperturbed. She glanced in the rearview mirror once again, contemplating his inelegant sprawl. One arm was bent behind his head, the other draped across his flat stomach. His T-shirt rode up, revealing a sexy whorl of hair around his navel.

She returned her attention to the road, moistening her lips. If this was his idea of fun, he had a few screws loose. Maybe that knock to the head had done some serious damage. When he came to his senses, he would leave her high and dry.

Near the outskirts of the city, she reached her breaking point. The afternoon sun shimmered on the horizon, playing tricks with her vision. They were running on fumes anyway. She pulled over next to a thick copse of trees by the side of the road.

Brandon jerked awake. “What is it?”

“We’re out of gas.”

He groaned, straightening his clothing as he sat up. Actually, it was more like he was adjusting his male parts, or making sure they were in the right place. She pulled her gaze away, her cheeks growing hot.

Removing a bottle of water from his pack, he took a long drink, studying their surroundings. “How far to …”

“Tehuantepec,” she supplied. “A few miles.”

“Let’s push the cab a little farther into the trees.”

She nodded, gathering her belongings from the front seat while he got behind the cab. Opening her door, she stood beside it, ready to help.

“Is it in neutral?” he asked.

“Of course.”

He shoved the back end and she cranked the wheel, guiding the cab toward the heavy underbrush. Together, they wedged the small vehicle into the foliage. By the time it was found, they’d be across the border.

Brandon turned around and made good use of the trees while she found a more private spot to relieve herself. They reconvened by the side of the road, preparing to walk the rest of the way. It was blazing hot and muggy outside, typical weather for the area. As they approached the next road sign, Isabel’s tank top was damp with sweat.

Tehuantepec 20 km.

“That’s more than a few miles,” he said in an even tone. “The car was almost out of gas,” she shot back, irritated with him, and herself, and the entire situation. “Almost out, or out?”

She narrowed her eyes, daring him to continue this line of questioning. He wisely refrained. “I was worried about getting stranded on an open stretch of road, with no trees around to hide the cab.”

He examined the highway, which was lined with lush greenery.

Isabel clenched her hand into a fist. “If you wanted to call the shots, maybe you should have stayed awake.”

A muscle in his jaw flexed. “Fair enough.”

But she wasn’t being fair, and she knew it. “I’m sorry,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I’m just tired, and hungry, and …”

… not used to being shot at, or depending on strangers.

Although she didn’t say that last part out loud, he seemed to understand where she was coming from. His face relaxed and they continued moving forward. “I’m hungry, too. What do you want to eat when we get there?”

She shrugged. “Tehuantepec is pretty rustic. They’ll have traditional Oaxacan food, nothing fast or fancy.”

He made a sound of approval. “I’ll order one of everything.”

Although they kept a steady pace, the heat wore them down. The pothole-riddled roadway seemed endless. Isabel would have preferred a shorter walk, but she couldn’t regret leaving the car. Sitting inside it had become unbearable.

“Tell me about your family,” he requested.

“My family?”

He gave her a curious look. “Brothers, sisters, parents. You know.”

“I have a mom.” “Is that all?”

She nodded, self-conscious. “Does she look like you?” “Yes.”

“Beautiful?”

Her stomach fluttered at the compliment. Although she’d been called that, and compared to her mother many times, the words had never … soaked in … until now. “Everyone says so. She used to be an actress.”

“Really? Movies or TV?”

“Both, but mostly Spanish-language horror films. Nothing you’d know of.”

He looked impressed, nonetheless. And she cursed herself for saying too much. “Where were you born?”

“Santa Monica.” A harmless lie. She’d been born at her dad’s posh mansion in Beverly Hills, but her best memories were of the little bungalow by the pier where she’d been raised. “How about you?”

“San Diego.”

She’d figured he was from California. The accent was unmistakable and he had that West Coast vibe. The fact that he wasn’t an Angelino relaxed her nerves a little. Most San Diegans didn’t hang out in L.A., and vice versa, so it was unlikely that she’d run into him during her party years.

“Don’t tell me you’re a Raiders fan.”

She shook her head, sighing. “My dad was.” Football wasn’t on the list of American things she missed, but she wouldn’t mind snuggling up next to Brandon at a game. Another impossible fantasy.

“What happened to him?”

“He died.”

His brows drew together. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she said, and it was. In that sense, Mexico had been good for her. She’d been forced to clean up her act and grieve, rather than masking the pain. She could run away from the authorities, but she couldn’t escape her feelings.

He talked of inconsequential things for the next few miles, the surfing spots he’d heard about in Guatemala, and his interest in the local archaeology. It finally dawned on her that he was trying to put her at ease, and that his calm attitude was deceptive. Although his natural confidence made him seem relaxed, this wasn’t his idea of a good time.

“You don’t have to stay with me,” she said suddenly. He looked stricken. “You think I’ll ditch you on the side of the road?”

“No. But I wouldn’t blame you if you did.” “I’m not going anywhere.” “I just … don’t want you to feel obligated.” “I don’t feel obligated.”

Isabel didn’t believe him, but she dropped the subject. The only other reason he could have for standing by her—sexual attraction—made her even more uncomfortable. And not because she didn’t feel the pull. If he showed an interest in her tonight, she might leap on him. Or she might pass out from exhaustion as soon as she saw a bed.

It was almost dusk when they arrived, and their presence garnered little attention, as Tehuantepec didn’t thrive on tourism. The bus station had closed, but the schedule was posted. They could leave bright and early tomorrow.

Hotel accommodations were few and far between. Isabel spotted an old colonial near a corner café. As they walked toward it, her stomach growled at the prospect of a sit-down dinner. Across the street, there was a small pharmacy, its lights on.

“Do you have any sunglasses?” she asked Brandon.

“No. I left them in Puerto Escondido.”

“What about a hat?”

“Just a baseball cap. It’s in my pack.”

“Wait here,” she said, ducking into the pharmacy. She found the items she needed quickly and came back out. Although he didn’t ask what she’d purchased, she showed him the box of semipermanent black hair color.

“You going gray already?” he asked, studying her dark locks.

“It’s for you. Your hair and eyes are too noticeable. Even with a hat on, you’ll stand out from other men.”

“I will anyway. I’m a head taller than the average Mayan.”

“These people are Zapotec.”

“Whatever. They’re short.”

She put the dye back in the shopping bag and handed Brandon a pair of cheap sunglasses. He donned them, smiling wryly. They weren’t stylish, but they covered the bruise under his left eye and the bandage above it.

Inside the hotel lobby, she did the talking while he stood in the shadows, his hands shoved in his pants pockets. Unfortunately, there was only one room available, a single. Isabel was surprised the hotel was full on a weekday during the off-season, but she was too tired to look elsewhere. After securing lodgings for the night, they continued to the café and collapsed in chairs on the outdoor terrace, dusty and disheveled.

Brandon didn’t bother with the menu. “You order for me.”

She browsed the selections, which were few. “Do you like mole?”

“I like anything with meat in it.”

When the waiter came, she asked him for two house specials, which included a hearty vegetable soup and fresh bread, served with green tomatillo salsa. After they devoured that, he brought two heaping plates of shredded chicken slathered in rich, dark sauce. Black mole, a staple of the area, had a bold, complex flavor with a hint of chocolate.

Brandon cleaned his plate, abandoning any attempt at conversation. Isabel smiled when he was finished, pleased that he’d enjoyed the dish as much as she had. They’d both eaten with more gusto than grace.

He leaned back in his chair, looking somewhere between satisfied and chagrined. “I think I’d have growled at the waiter if he’d passed by.”

She laughed a little, taking a sip of her agua fresca. The light, refreshing guava juice complemented the spicy meal perfectly. “One day with me, and you’ve already become uncivilized.”

He drank from his own glass, his mouth wry. “I wasn’t that civilized before we met.”

No, she thought, remembering his bared teeth and straining muscles as he choked Carranza’s man into submission. He wasn’t.

They fell into a charged silence, sipping their drinks and watching the sunset fade from passion-orange to deep pink. After the day they’d had, she should have been drowsy, but the food and exercise revived her. Or maybe it was the company. When she thought about sharing a bed with him again, sleep was the furthest thing from her mind.

Brandon wasn’t in a hurry to get back to the hotel room, but they had to stay out of sight as much as possible.

And staring at her from across the table was becoming a serious test of his willpower. She looked beautiful in profile, her dark hair tied at her nape. Every time she took a sip of juice, his attention was drawn to her lips. She had a delicious mouth. Her words fascinated him, too. She revealed so little about herself; it was only natural for him to crave more. She was a very sexy enigma.

“Are you ready?” he asked, tearing his gaze away from her face.

She nodded, rising to her feet.

He tossed a few bills on the table and waited for her to precede him, stifling the urge to place his hand at the small of her back. This wasn’t a date. It was better than any first date he’d been on, and he’d never felt so attuned to a woman, but that didn’t mean either of them were getting lucky tonight.

He wasn’t used to spending every waking moment with a target, and he didn’t know how to handle it. The more intelligence he gathered on Isabel, the more conflicted—and infatuated—he became. Most of what she’d told him earlier had been truthful, other than the little white lie about where she was born. It was obvious that she missed her mother. She also seemed so innocent compared to her wild child persona. Izzy Sanborn had posed boldly  for men’s magazines; Isabel Sanchez blushed at a simple compliment.

From what he could tell, Izzy had wielded her sexuality like a blunt object. Isabel was subtler, but no less dangerous. Her sex appeal crept up on a man, killing him with a whisper-soft caress.

They walked the short distance to the hotel and ascended the stairs. She’d secured a room that overlooked the street. When she opened the door, her face fell. It was even smaller than last night’s room, with a modest bed and a set of dresser drawers.

Brandon took the space near the window, his back to her. If he looked out at the street, he could avoid looking at her.

She disappeared in the bathroom. A moment later, the shower faucet came on.

He tried not to imagine water sluicing down her naked body. Unfortunately, he’d studied photos of her in various states of undress, and he couldn’t erase what had already been burned into his brain.

Groaning, he leaped to his feet and left the hotel, jogging across the street to the pharmacy. There he bought a pay-per-use cell phone and sent a quick text to his boss. He wasn’t supposed to work more than twelve hours without making contact. When he returned to the hotel, she was still in the bathroom. The sound of the shower faucet morphed into a faint sloshing of water. After puzzling over it for a few seconds, he realized she was washing something in the sink, probably clothing. A few moments later, she came out wearing a towel.

“It’s all yours,” she said, nodding at the bathroom. She clutched the towel to her chest, holding a small bundle of wet clothes.

He took a cold shower that didn’t cool him off in the least. Taking Isabel’s lead, he scrubbed his shirt and shorts with bar soap. Hanging the shirt up to dry, he put the shorts back on, along with his dusty cargo pants. There was no sense in washing a pair of trousers that wouldn’t dry by morning.

Isabel knocked on the door. “Brandon?”

He gave himself a warning look in the mirror before he answered. Don’t touch her.

Because of their respective heights, her eyes were level with the center of his chest as he opened the door. His muscles tightened on instinct. She dragged her gaze up to his, a pulse in her throat fluttering. “Do you want to use this hair dye?”

He didn’t want that crap in his hair. Or her hands on him, for that matter. His nerves were as taut as a bowstring, and she looked like a wet dream in that damp towel. He moistened his lips, studying her smooth, suntanned skin.

“It’s the cheap kind, so it probably won’t last long,” she said. “And you can always get it removed in the States.”

Anything that helped them blend into the crowd was worth it, so he nodded his assent, standing aside to let her in. While she mixed the ingredients in a small plastic tray, he took a seat on the closed lid of the commode. He examined the terry cloth knot between her breasts, half hoping it would come undone. Tendrils of dark hair clung to her neck, leaving beads of water on her bare shoulders.

There were mental tricks he’d learned, survival techniques in the event of capture and torture. With a little effort, he could direct his mind elsewhere. But he didn’t. He stared at the hem of her towel, mesmerized. If he inhaled deeply enough, maybe he could catch a trace of her sweet female scent.

“Your face looks better tonight,” she murmured.

His eyes rose to meet hers, curious. “The bruises, I mean.” He touched the bandage at his temple. “I’ll leave that on another day. Unless it’s bothering you.”

“No,” he said, dropping his hand.

“Good.” She stepped forward, wielding a tray of dye and a little brush. “I have to do the edges first.”

He sat still while she applied black gunk to his hairline. She was much too careful, as if worried about displeasing an important customer. Biting her lower lip in concentration, she brushed on the dye, making him tilt his head this way and that. When this first step was completed, she put on a pair of clear plastic gloves and got down to business. Grabbing a small handful of paste, she worked it into his hair.

Brandon expected to have trouble with her proximity, but he hadn’t anticipated enjoying her touch so much. It felt like she was massaging his head, caressing him with circular motions. Tantalized by the fact that her body was naked under the towel, and her breasts mere inches from his face, he couldn’t control his response. She was standing between his open thighs, her legs bare all the way up to there. If her towel fell open a few inches …

He groaned, clenching his hands into fists.

“Does your head still hurt?” she asked, pausing in concern.

“No.”

She gentled her touch anyway, killing him softly. He couldn’t have been more aroused if she’d been stroking his erection. It was as though his scalp had a direct connection to his groin, and his entire body reacted, his gut tightening, spine tingling.

Weakened by desire, he allowed the nearly nude photos of her to spring to the forefront of his mind. There was one picture in particular that stood out to him as painfully erotic. She’d been straddling a surfboard in a fishnet bikini. Her right hand was draped across her breasts, left cupped over her sex. Without their strategic placement, the photo could have been called pornographic.

She finished the job and stepped back, studying her work. “Good thing your eyebrows are kind of dark.”

His beard stubble came in dark, too, although it wasn’t anywhere near black. He might have to shave if the difference was glaring.

Removing her gloves, she tossed the mess into the trash. After waiting a few minutes for the dye to set, she said, “Put your head in the sink.”

He leaned over and let her rinse the excess dye from his hair. When he straightened, she rubbed a dry towel over his head and left it hanging around his shoulders. Then she retreated, giving him room to stand. “See how it looks.”

“I don’t care how it looks.”

She flinched at his gruff tone, totally unaware of the effect she had on him.

His gaze wandered from her frowning mouth to the terry cloth knot between her breasts, analyzing the resistance of both barriers. Her confusion faded into understanding and she stilled, sucking in a sharp breath. He remained silent, letting her decide what to do about their predicament. She could walk away. He couldn’t even stand.

Moistening her lips, she brought a trembling hand to her chest. For a quick, hot second, he thought she might let the towel drop. He pictured her untwisting the terry cloth and standing naked before him, offering herself. In the next heartbeat, he’d have her legs around his waist and her back against the wall.

But she didn’t loosen her towel; she clutched it tight. “I can’t.”

That made two of them. “Why not?”

Her throat worked as she swallowed. “It’s complicated.”

His raging hormones disagreed. They said it was as easy as unbuttoning his trousers and urging her down on his lap.

“I like you—”

“I like you, too.”

Her eyes filled with anguish. “You don’t even know me.”

“Then let me get to know you,” he said, frustrated. “Why won’t you tell me what those assholes want? What have you done that’s so bad?”

She let her shoulders rest on the wall behind her, staring up at the ceiling. “They think I killed someone.”

“Did you?”

Her gaze reconnected with his. “I don’t know.” “How can you not know?” “I was drunk. And high. I—feel responsible.” He believed her. “This happened in the U.S.?” She crossed her arms over her chest, refusing to say more.

He wanted to advise her to go to the police, and promise to help her, but that kind of conversation wasn’t permitted in his line of work. Tipping off a subject was an egregious offense, worse than seducing one.

And, although he felt certain that she wasn’t a cold-blooded murderess, he couldn’t trust her not to hit him over the head and bolt.

When he’d recovered well enough to stand, and to touch her without losing control, he rose to his feet. Cupping her chin with one hand, he tilted her face up to look at him. “Let’s try to get some rest,” he said, brushing his lips over hers, very gently. “Trust me on this. Everything will be okay.”

Her eyes shone with tears, but she nodded, accepting the lie as easily as he’d told it. They turned off the lights and climbed into bed, both longing for what they couldn’t have. Almost an hour later, her breathing turned soft and steady. He rose from the bed to stare out the window, feeling twice as conflicted as the night before.







Chapter 7

Isabel woke at dawn.

Once again, Brandon’s side of the bed was empty. He was standing in the dim light by the window, looking down at the street below. “Buenos días,” he said in a gruff voice, glancing over his shoulder at her.

The towel she was wearing must have fallen away as she slept, because she was naked beneath a thin sheet.

Sometime during the night, he’d covered her.

She sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest. Had he looked his fill before leaving the bed? Maybe it had been too dark to see anything until now.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, flushing a little. Last night she hadn’t been plagued by nightmares of dead and dying men. A very healthy, very vibrant fantasy of Brandon had invaded her dreams instead. Her tummy quivered at the possibility that she’d moaned his name or writhed against him, insensible.

“I don’t think the café is open,” he said, “but we can buy breakfast from a street vendor on the way to the bus station.”

She nodded, wondering how to get up without exposing herself further. Her towel was draped over the edge of the mattress, but she couldn’t put it on without letting the sheet drop. He followed her gaze, understanding the dilemma.

Her heart skipped a beat as their eyes met and held. He stared at her a moment, studying her bare shoulders and disheveled hair. Then he turned back to the window, offering her a modicum of privacy.

She scrambled off the bed, wrapping the towel around her and grabbing the clothes she’d hung up the night before. They weren’t quite dry. In the bathroom, she used the facilities and changed quickly, her skin prickling with gooseflesh. She’d kill for new lingerie and a pretty sundress. Instead she had two sets of clothes; one dirty, one damp. Her plain white bra and pink cotton panties were serviceable, at best. She put on her baggy drawstring pants and worn gray tank top, grimacing at her reflection in the mirror. It didn’t help that the mark on her cheek had faded into a sickly greenish bruise.

After brushing her teeth, she pulled her hair into a knot at the nape of her neck and left the bathroom.

Brandon’s appearance was also scruffy, but he managed to look sexy and dashing and a little bit dangerous. His jaw was unshaven, his shirt wrinkled. Although the black hair and cheap sunglasses didn’t quite suit him, she was pleased with the results. Sitting down on the bus, he would blend in with the crowd. “Ready?”

She slung her messenger bag across her shoulder and followed him out the door. Unlike Oaxaca City, where the daily grind started early, Tehuantepec was a quiet village of textile weavers and tradesmen. They walked toward the bus station in silence.

It was hard to believe they’d been involved in a high-speed chase yesterday morning. She hoped the next leg of the trip was less eventful.

Walking down the deserted road, Isabel felt uneasy. The conversation they’d had last night shouldn’t have happened. He knew too much about her already. Perhaps because of the close calls they’d faced, she’d bonded with him emotionally. She wanted to tell him her secrets, ask him to hold her … let him help her.

But she couldn’t relax her guard. He was risking his life by traveling with her. He’d accepted that, and she’d been honest about the danger. As long as she kept him in the dark with regards to her true identity, he’d be able to walk away unscathed. La Familia couldn’t drill him for information he didn’t have.

Every time she revealed a detail about her past, she made it easier for Brandon to find out who she was. With a little effort and a basic internet connection, he could discover her name, notify the authorities and cause a lot of trouble for them both.

Isabel regretted many of the decisions she’d made leading up to this point, and she agonized over her next step. For the past two years, she’d been trapped in Mexico, putting her life on hold. She couldn’t move forward or turn back. Now she had the opportunity to break free. What would she do with it?

If she turned herself in, she’d probably go straight to jail, trading one miserable existence for another.

And if she didn’t, she was destined to keep running forever.

The bus station was busier than she’d anticipated, and the terminal was filled with early-morning passengers. She bought third-class tickets, the only kind available in many rural areas, to Tapachula. From there it would be a short trip to Guatemala.

While they waited for their bus to board, she paid for a cup of yogurt at the snack shop. Brandon bought a ham and cheese torta from a female vendor on the sidewalk, washing it down with fresh-squeezed orange juice.

“How long will it take to get to there?” he asked.

“All day.”

“Can we cross the border tonight?”

She shrugged. “It depends on the bus schedule. We’ll probably have to wait until morning.”

He didn’t ask what they would do after they crossed the border, assuming they made it that far. The La Familia drug cartel was determined and resourceful. They had no qualms about bribing the authorities or harming innocent people. Isabel hoped Carranza’s men were on a wild-goose chase to Mexico City, but she couldn’t bank on it.

“We’ll be entering an area called the Isthmus,” she said. “There are rebel soldiers here, and all throughout Chiapas, so the government has its own men patrolling the area. We can expect military checkpoints and routine searches.”

He emptied his container of juice. “Great.”

“Foreign travelers have been sympathetic to the rebels, so they’re often targeted for questioning.”

“And for handouts?”

“Yes,” she said, inclining her head. “Like the local police, military men will accept money when it’s offered.”

“That’s a polite way to describe highway robbery.”

She stiffened, getting defensive. These weren’t her people, but after several years in Mexico she felt compassion for them. “Most government employees can’t afford to feed their families on the wages they’re paid. Do you know that mailmen work for tips? Hunger, not greed, is the real motivation.”

He smiled easily, his teeth a brilliant flash of white. “Sounds like you’re a rebel sympathizer.”

The teasing accusation caught her off guard. She’d been too busy looking out for herself to worry about politics or human rights. On the other hand, the Mexican government’s corruption had sealed her in quite neatly, and she resented that. If La Familia had less power, she’d have more freedom. “I have enough problems of my own.”

He couldn’t argue that point.

“If we’re questioned, let’s say our passports got stolen,” she continued. “We’ll pose as a couple on vacation. I’ll be … Maria Garcia.”

“Am I Mr. Garcia?”

“Whatever. Pick a first name.”

“Ben.”

She committed it to memory and they worked out a few more details, waiting until the bus was about to leave before boarding. If the authorities were looking for them, specifically, it wouldn’t matter what they said, but it made her feel better to have a plan in place. As the bus pulled away from the station, she glanced around for suspicious characters. The other passengers appeared to be regular people on their way to work. Every few miles, the driver collected more. Soon the bus was full.

Isabel had become accustomed to this mode of travel. She liked listening to the friendly chatter of passengers and watching the landscape change. The road to Tapachula was scenic, marked by rolling hills and rocky cliffs. But on a day already fraught with tension, these elements were hardly relaxing.

Unflappable as ever, Brandon made a pillow out of the crook of his arm and leaned his head against it, ready to drift off.

She noted that he looked tired, rather than bored. “Did you sleep last night?”

“I was letting you sleep.”

Her mouth dropped open. “What about the night before?”

He made a noncommittal sound, drowsy.

She calculated the hours he’d dozed in the back of the cab as two or three, at the most. No wonder he was exhausted. Although it was smart to rest in shifts, with one person standing watch, Isabel was annoyed with him for taking the sole responsibility. Who did he think he was, her bodyguard? More importantly, how much time had elapsed after her towel slipped off, and before he covered her?

A flush crept up her neck as she thought about him ogling her while she slept. Last night, in the bathroom, he’d wanted her. His eyes had burned with it, his face stretched tight across his cheekbones. She hadn’t been aware of his interest at first. His reluctance to stand had been a clue, and his heated gaze another, but he hadn’t tried to touch her.

Why?

Having sex with him was a bad idea; the situation was complicated enough. Even so, the chemistry between them was sizzling and she longed to act on it. If he’d kissed her, rather than initiated a conversation, she probably would have melted in his arms.

It had been so long—she might have exploded.

While he slumped against the window, his breathing deep and even, she squirmed beside him, restless and frustrated. Brandon struck her as a man who knew his way around the ladies. He assessed risk for a living. Surely  he understood that making a move had a higher success rate than asking permission. Either he didn’t think she was worth the effort, or he had serious reservations about going to bed with her.

How conceited she’d been to assume his motives were sexual! She’d enjoyed believing he would endanger his life for a chance to get in her pants. Apparently, he’d rather admire her nude body from afar than touch it with his bare hands.

Maybe he just wasn’t that into her.

She studied him from beneath lowered lashes, irritated by his mystique. His sunglasses were still on, his head resting against his bent arm. His other arm was draped across his lap, obstructing her view. She wished she’d done a more thorough examination of his manly parts last night, when he’d most assuredly been aroused.

With a heavy sigh, she pulled her gaze away from him. It was useless to blame Brandon for not trying hard enough to seduce her. She was the one who’d said no. What would have happened if she’d removed her towel instead? He might have taken her against the wall, right then and there.

Shivering at the idea, she pulled her notebook out of her messenger bag. Reading over the article she’d outlined just two short days ago made her heart ache with regret. Once she crossed the border into Guatemala, there’d be no turning back. If she purchased fake documents, she could keep traveling, but she’d never see Playa Perdida again.

She doodled in the margins, her thoughts drifting. Instead of penning an ode to surfing or a standard travelogue, she fantasized about rewriting history. In her former life, she might have fallen for Brandon at first sight. She pictured a handsome young man and a flirty young woman meeting on a deserted beach. They enjoy  an amazing surf session and she accepts his offer to have lunch. Then he invites her to lounge at his hotel pool. They sip piña coladas all afternoon … and she passes out drunk.

Isabel scribbled over her drawing of an umbrella-topped beverage and tore the page from the notebook, crumpling it up.

Maybe her reasons for avoiding intimacy were just as complicated as Brandon’s. She’d never had sex sober. Most of her encounters had been sloppy and soulless, hard to remember, best forgotten.

Inside, she still had the same insecurities. The emptiness that had compelled her to seek male attention was still there. But now she couldn’t dull her inhibitions with drugs and alcohol. She wasn’t a party-loving, barely legal bad girl anymore, either. Sex with Brandon might be an awkward disappointment for both of them.

While she pondered this disturbing crux of her life, in which all of her problems seemed to have collided into one another, Brandon slept on. They passed smog-burping mescal factories and endless rows of agave. She could almost taste the sharp, smoky flavor of the potent liquor they produced.

Finally they arrived at Arriaga, a midsize industrial no-man’s-land. The bus driver announced a thirty-minute break for refueling. Brandon roused at the sound of the intercom, glancing around.

“Let’s go,” she said, dying to stretch her legs.

He shrugged into his backpack and followed her down the aisle, ducking his head as they exited the bus. After using the restrooms, they strolled through the open market, browsing the local crafts and produce stands. He bought some snacks for the road and she selected a coconut Popsicle, unwrapping it on the way back to the bus stop.

“Do you want to switch seats?” he asked.

Nodding, she preceded him. Her butt was already numb from sitting, but it was nice to have a window view. She expected him to slouch down and fall asleep again. Instead, he watched her eat the Popsicle, moistening his lips.

She licked a creamy drop from the underside. “Want some?”

A flush crept up his neck. “No thanks.” It was almost noon, and incredibly hot inside the bus. She could see sweat gathered at his hairline and feel the heat of his body next to hers. Although he smelled like deodorant and hotel soap, some of the other passengers sported an earthy, unwashed odor.

Turning her face to the window, she finished her Popsicle. The scent of hard work and soiled clothing and even farm animal by-products didn’t bother her so much these days, but she preferred a clean breeze.

“Why did you start surfing?” he asked, out of the blue.

She put the Popsicle stick away and took a quick sip of water, contemplating the question. “I grew up a few blocks from the beach. There were always surfers walking down the sidewalk in front of my house. I never got tired of watching them on the waves.”

“And you wanted to learn?”

“Not at first. My mom wasn’t the sporty type, and I wanted to be just like her, so it didn’t occur to me to try until I was eleven or twelve. Then I started noticing the surfer girls—and how much attention they got from the boys.”

He smiled, acknowledging this universal truth. A bikini-clad female with a surfboard turned heads everywhere she went.

“My dad bought me a pink shortboard one summer, and he paid for lessons. He was so proud when I won my  first contest.” The memory was bittersweet, because her parents had disagreed about her involvement in the sport. Her father had encouraged her to travel the world, reach for the stars. Her mother had wanted her to stay home, be safe. “Later that year, he got remarried, and …” “What?” he pressed.

She lifted one shoulder. “He didn’t visit anymore.”

His mouth twisted with derision. “That sucks.”

“Yeah. He didn’t visit much before—they’d been divorced since I was five—so I was thrilled by his interest. I kept surfing, and winning, thinking if I just tried a little harder, did a little better, he’d come back again.”

“But he didn’t?”

“No. Never.”

“What an asshole.”

She laughed a little, agreeing with him. But her eyes felt hot and her throat tight, because after all these years, it still hurt. “How about you?” she asked, lobbing the question back at him. “Why did you start surfing?”

He rubbed a hand over his jaw. “My mom surfs.”

“No way,” she said, delighted.

“She taught me the basics when I was a kid.”

“That’s the cutest thing I’ve ever heard.”

Groaning, he lifted the lenses of his sunglasses to massage his eyes. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”

She laughed again, reassessing his appeal. With his strong features, rock-hard body and rumpled appearance, cute wasn’t the first word that came to mind. But, like it or not, he seemed to have developed a sensitive side, along with a delicious set of muscles, and that didn’t take away from his masculinity in the least.

If anything, it made him more attractive.

“My dad’s athletic, too, but his sport is football,” he said.

“And you do both?”

He nodded. “I played ball in college but wasn’t pro material.”

Forcing herself to look away, she stared out the window once again. He abandoned the conversation and dug into his backpack, finding a magazine to read. She did a double take when she saw the cover: Wave.

“Where did you get that?” she asked, breathless.

“On the newsstand in San Diego,” he replied. “Why?”

Her first article, “Lost Beach,” was published inside. She hadn’t received an author copy and she’d never seen her words in print before. “I heard they were doing a piece on Puerto Escondido.”

“They did,” he said, flipping to the right page. “Check it out.”

Trying not to appear overeager, she accepted the magazine, her heart racing as she pored over the glossy pages. The two-page spread had several wide-angle shots of Playa Perdida, taken by a professional photographer. In bold italics, an insert read, “I’m alone in the barrel. It’s a jade-green hollow, deadly tropic, filling my soul with exhilaration.”

Her lips parted with pleasure, her eyes soaking up every detail. “Good, right?”

Realizing he was watching her intently, she attempted to school her features into a less ecstatic expression. “Do you think so?”

“It inspired this vacation.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “I had some time off and I wanted to take a surf trip. I was considering Mexico but dismissed Puerto Escondido as too well-known, and a little too big, to be honest. After I read the article, I changed my mind.”

Isabel couldn’t imagine a nicer compliment to her work. “What about it appealed to you so much?”

Leaning close to scan the pages, he said, “The idea of doing something totally original and a little bit crazy, I guess. There’s a line about what it means to be on top of the world if no one’s around to see it. I could relate to what he was saying about self-validation and getting away from the crowd.”

“He?” she repeated.

Brandon looked up from the text. “What?” “The article is anonymous.”

“Oh, right.” He settled back in his seat, regarding her with curiosity. “You think a woman wrote it?”

Damn her impertinent tongue. She closed the magazine, shoving it toward him. “I don’t have any idea.”

“It has a masculine slant. ‘Conquering virgin territory, riding untried waves.’“

“You’re reading too much into it,” she said, flustered.

He seemed amused by the charge. “Am I?”

“Of course. Sexual metaphors are common in male-dominated sports.”

“Ah. You think we should avoid making innuendoes about riding an oblong structure into a sleek hollow?”

Her lips twitched at the image he painted. “Make all the innuendoes you want, but it doesn’t change my experience. I’ve never felt like I was getting it on with the ocean, or screwing my surfboard.”

“You screw the ocean with the surfboard.”

“Maybe you do. I just surf.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “There’s another reason to assume the article was written by a man. Female athletes are much less likely to take unnecessary risks. The only woman I know who would paddle out alone in a place like that is—”

Isabel’s stomach sank as he broke off, connecting the dots. She cursed silently, aware that she’d given herself away.

In the next instant, she realized that Brandon had stopped talking for a different reason. The bus had arrived at a military checkpoint, and uniformed soldiers were poised to step on board for a routine inspection.

She froze in her seat, trapped.







Chapter 8

Brandon slouched down and adjusted his baseball cap, tugging the brim a little lower on his forehead.

“Let me do the talking,” he said as two soldiers climbed the steps at the bus’s front entrance.

Isabel, whose lips had drained of color, didn’t argue. Although her Spanish was far superior and she understood the local idiosyncrasies better than he did, he couldn’t let her take the lead. If these men performed a thorough search of his belongings, they’d find a lot more than a gun strapped to his ankle. There were several layers of deception to strip away. He was posing as Ben Garcia. Brandon North was another alias. He had documents on his person with his real last name on them—Knox—but he couldn’t brandish them before they crossed the border. Doing so would endanger both their lives.

The first soldier looked about eighteen. He made his way down the aisle, a hard expression on his smooth young face. Isabel caught his attention, but he didn’t give Brandon more than a cursory glance.

The second soldier wasn’t quite as green, and Brandon prayed that his agenda didn’t include shaking down tourists or searching for fugitives. This man, even his entire squad, might have a picture of Isabel in their back pockets, courtesy of Manuel Carranza.

The uniformed officer noticed Isabel the same way his partner had, with a flicker of male appreciation but no special interest. So far, so good. His gaze moved to Brandon, assessing his long legs and European-made hiking boots.

“Citizenship?” he asked in heavily accented English.

There was no sense in lying. “U.S.”

“Passport?”

Brandon decided to stick to Isabel’s plan of claiming their passports had been stolen. Although the military probably didn’t have photos or detailed descriptions of them, their names could be listed as persons of interest. “Can we talk about that outside?” he asked, exchanging a worried glance with Isabel.

The soldier agreed, stepping aside to let Brandon pass. Bribes were always better brokered away from prying eyes. While they escorted him out the back entrance, Isabel stayed in her seat, quiet and still. Ready to bolt.

As they exited the bus, Brandon gave the soldiers his best clueless American impression. “I don’t have my passport, man. Almost all of our stuff got stolen in Oaxaca

City.”

The younger soldier had no idea what Brandon had just said. The older one appeared to understand the important parts. “No passport?”

“I know we need to get it taken care of, but I didn’t want to screw up our itinerary by traveling back to the embassy in the middle of our vacation. I told my girl it would be okay to wait a few days and now she’s going to freak out. Can you give me a break?”

“Remove your bag and open it,” the older soldier said, impatient. He either didn’t believe Brandon’s excuse or didn’t care.

Complying with the orders, Brandon shrugged out of his backpack and unzipped the main compartment, which had nothing he needed to hide—from them, anyway. “Let’s make a deal,” he said, leaving the Wave inside and pulling out a men’s magazine. The first soldier’s eyes widened when he saw the lingerie-clad female on the front cover. The second was more interested in the pair of twenties Brandon slid between the pages.

“My girlfriend is already pissed,” he said, wondering if Isabel was using this opportunity to shimmy out a side window and run into the jungle. “You’ll be doing me a favor by taking this skin mag off my hands. If she sees it I won’t get laid for a week.”

The soldiers rifled through the rest of backpack, ignoring his bribe attempt. Brandon’s stomach tightened with unease. Refusing to submit to a search and seizure wasn’t an option in Mexico, but he couldn’t allow them to pat him down. Pulse racing, he calculated the odds of drawing his weapon.

Not good.

He’d have to start running. These men knew the area, so they’d catch him easily, but the disturbance would give Isabel a chance to slip away. For the first time in his life, he considered jeopardizing the mission to protect his target.

To his intense relief, extreme measures weren’t necessary. After checking his backpack for illegal contraband, the soldiers didn’t hassle him further. The older officer took the money, handing his partner the magazine. Both appeared satisfied. They advised Brandon to report his stolen passport to the U.S. consulate and sent him on his way.

He got back on the bus, sweating bullets, and took his seat next to Isabel. A moment later the bus pulled away from the checkpoint.

She held herself tense beside him, her hands twisted in her lap. He didn’t fool himself into thinking she’d been concerned for his welfare. While he’d been contemplating risking his entire career for her, she’d been plotting a quick escape. He knew she’d ditch him in a heartbeat if she felt threatened.

She leaned closer, her lips almost touching his ear. “What did you give them?”

Damn his traitorous body for reacting. “Forty dollars and a dirty magazine.”

After a brief pause, she asked, “How dirty?”

“Dirty enough,” he said with a harsh laugh, removing his sunglasses. Isabel was featured in the magazine they’d accepted as a bribe, and the photos inside were very provocative. She was wearing striped knee socks and tiny white panties with a cropped T-shirt, her hair in a cute ponytail. The effect was sporty and girlish and very Lolitalike. He felt a little perverted for responding to it.

Having that particular issue among his possessions, along with the new edition of Wave, was too big of a coincidence to explain away.

But getting rid of it also put them in jeopardy. If Carranza had employed the government’s help to find Isabel, and Brandon was fairly certain that was the case, it was only a matter of time before they tracked her down. The taxi near Tehuantepec would be discovered. Military personnel would be questioned about unusual foreigners. The magazine might get passed around the office, or make its way into enemy hands.

Brandon wished he hadn’t been carrying it.

“We can’t stay on this bus,” she said.

“Agreed.” It would be best to find another mode of transportation altogether.

“Do you have anything against hitchhiking?”

“Nope.”

Several hours passed before they arrived at the next town, and Brandon didn’t get any more rest during this leg of the trip. He kept glancing back, expecting to see military trucks or flashing lights. Isabel stayed stiff and silent in her seat. She probably regretted their previous conversation about her “anonymous” article.

Brandon had always found it easy to gather personal information from his targets; people loved to talk about themselves. Often, the details were uninteresting or distasteful. He filed them away for future reference, unmoved. With Isabel, every facet of her life fascinated him and he couldn’t distance himself from her emotionally. The more he knew of her, the more he wanted to know. And he’d begun to resent the role he was playing.

They exited the bus with the other passengers and started walking down the highway. Brandon felt dangerously exposed. It was also muggy as hell. Judging by the clouds gathering on the horizon, they were in for rain. He wouldn’t mind an afternoon shower, cooling his overheated skin and washing the stink of the bus away.

Luckily, the rules of hitchhiking worked in their favor. Couples had a higher success rate than single men, and attracted safer rides than single women. In Mexico, stranded tourists were a welcome sight—they usually had cash.

A small car pulled over for them in no time. “Adonde van?” the driver asked.

“Tapachula,” Isabel said.

With a jerk of his chin, the driver invited them to climb in. There was a woman with a baby on the passenger side. She stepped out to give them access to the backseat, offering a friendly smile. The space was cramped, one side stacked high with woven blankets and shawls. Brandon tried to scoot over, but he couldn’t make room for Isabel. He couldn’t really fit himself; he was too tall to sit comfortably in most economy cars.

Once again, she ended up on his lap.

He spread his knees wide to accommodate her. She settled in, perching on one thigh rather than snuggling up to his crotch. When the driver’s wife returned to the passenger seat, they were all wedged in tight.

“Están bien?” the driver asked, making sure they wanted to ride this way.

“Sí,” Isabel replied, shifting her weight on him. Their only other option was to walk along the road and wait for another car.

The driver stepped on the gas and turned the radio on, blasting something that sounded like Spanish-language country music. The noise served to insulate them further. Brandon clenched his teeth and prayed for strength. During the long motorcycle trip to Oaxaca City, his aching head had prevented him from enjoying the feel of her body. A different sort of discomfort was bothering him now. Although she made an effort to avoid direct contact, bracing her arms against the seat and balancing on his thigh, her struggles were in vain. Heat and intimacy swelled between them. She smelled of cheap bar soap and sultry female perspiration. He caught a hint of coconut on her breath and smothered a groan.

Don’t think about—

Too late.

Last night, he’d watched the towel creep up her thighs as she slept. It fell away from her breasts first, draping across her flat tummy. Her nipples were soft and dusky, so tender-looking he wanted to weep. Then she rolled over, treating him to a view of her shapely bottom. It looked firm and supple and smooth as silk.

And now, that part of her was teasing his erection. Because she was sitting at an angle, her body half-turned toward him, he suffered the additional agony of her breasts in his face. With every bump in the road, and there were many, she rocked against him.

He was sweating like crazy, but so was she. The car had no air-conditioning, and very little breeze made its way to the backseat. While he watched, a tiny drop rolled from the hollow of her throat, nestling between her breasts.

It was embarrassing to be this turned on when there were three strangers in the car—one of them a baby. Isabel had to be aware of his arousal, because she wouldn’t meet his eyes. The car lurched over another speed bump, throwing them together. Her breasts jiggled from the impact, nipples jutting against the thin cotton tank top. His gaze moved from that gorgeous flesh to her lovely face, noting that her cheeks were flushed.

God, she was hot.

Instead of apologizing for his hard-on, or pretending it wasn’t there, he repositioned her on his lap, letting her feel all of him. After a moment of resistance, she reclined her body, resting her head on his shoulder. Neither of them was relaxed; he could feel her rapid breaths and quickened heartbeat. But at least they were acknowledging the need between them. Maybe now it would go away.

She held herself very still, as if trying not to squirm against his erection. He tried not to picture her in a fishnet bikini, the fabric playing peekaboo with her taut nipples, exposing the slick folds between her thighs. Nope. Not going away.

He smoothed his palm over her belly, feeling it quiver. She covered his hand with her own, pressing tight. With his other hand, he laced his fingers through hers. They stayed locked together, trembling and desperate, for what seemed like an eternity.

Finally, his erection subsided a little, and her tension eased. He thought she might fall asleep on him. If the rhythmic jostle of the highway hadn’t been broken up by annoyingly random speed bumps, he might have drifted off himself.

As they approached Tapachula, Brandon started to come back to his senses. The blood was circulating to his brain again.

Staying in Chiapas was out of the question. They had to cross the border tonight. After another close call with the authorities, they couldn’t afford to stop moving. There was also no way he could continue to keep his hands off her if they shared another tiny hotel room. The temptation to toss her down on any available surface, and throw his career out the window, was overwhelming.

He didn’t give a damn about delivering the goods anymore. He just wanted to get at her. There was nothing he wouldn’t do to her. Nothing.

When the driver turned his radio down, Brandon gave Isabel a gentle shove, moving her pert bottom away from his distended fly. “Van a Guatemala?” he asked, hoping they could travel straight through.

“No. Está cerrado.”

Brandon frowned. Guatemala was closed?

“The road is closed,” Isabel interpreted for him.

“Why?”

“Por la festía.”

Her expression was blank for a moment before she clapped a hand over her forehead. “Today is All Saint’s Day.”

“Sí,” the driver’s wife said, patting the baby, who had started to fuss.

Isabel stared at Brandon. “And tomorrow is día de los muertos.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Day of the Dead. There will be a festival, parade, processions … .”

“Will the road be closed tomorrow, too?”

The driver nodded, claiming there would be no through traffic in Tapachula for the next two days. He considered this a happy coincidence. His wife sang the praises of the celebration, claiming it attracted visitors from all over Mexico and Central America.

“I’m sorry,” Isabel said to Brandon, chagrined. “I didn’t even think of it. Day of the Dead is a very popular holiday on the Isthmus, like Christmas. The townspeople gather to visit the graveyard en masse.”

“How far to the border?” Brandon asked.

The man said it was about twenty miles. Isabel was in great shape, and so was he, but they couldn’t walk that distance safely. The heat and humidity would slow them down, and they’d be out in the open for too long.

Isabel thanked the couple for the ride, exchanging pleasantries with the mother about her chubby baby, and Brandon handed the driver some cash for his trouble. They both waved as the small car sped away, leaving them near a popular hotel.

“We’ll have to stay,” she said. “At least for tonight.”

“Yep.”

She arched a brow at his clipped tone. “Would you rather see if we can rent bikes or something?”

He shoved his hands in his pockets, glancing at the darkening sky. It was late afternoon, and it smelled like rain. At this latitude, sudden showers were common. “Maybe tomorrow. Right now, we’re stuck.”

Her mouth tightened with displeasure. The money she’d saved was rapidly diminishing, but she wasn’t going to ask him for anything. “I’ll get us a room.”

While she went inside Hotel del Camino, Brandon surveyed their surroundings, noting the bizarre holiday decorations. Posters depicting elegantly dressed skeletons graced most of the storefronts. A group of women were hanging wreaths of vibrant orange flowers on every lamppost. In addition to the roadblock signs, there was a large paper banner at the town’s front entrance with rows of grinning skulls.

Although he knew he was in a surly mood, it seemed a little macabre—and devil-may-care—to throw a party for Death. What did the revelers do in the cemetery, dance on graves? Then again, he didn’t have any room to judge. He’d lost his virginity to his high school girlfriend at the cemetery on Halloween night.

Isabel left the hotel with a piece of paper instead of a room key. “They’re full because of the holidays. We can check elsewhere, but we might not find anything. The woman inside recommended a casa de huespedes.”

“What’s that?”

“A guesthouse or extra room offered by a host family,” she said, showing him the printout, which was a simple map of the city. “This one is in a rural area, away from the center of town.”

Brandon didn’t like the idea of imposing on a family, but he wouldn’t have felt comfortable in the hotel, either. A remote or little-known location would be safer. And if they had limited privacy, he might survive the night.

They bought a few basic provisions at the market and grabbed some street food on the way out of town. Brandon could have eaten a dozen of the three-bite tacos Isabel purchased. The grilled fish tasted like it had jumped out of the ocean ten minutes ago, and the spicy red sauce drizzled over the top added a bright burst of flavor.

When he was finished with his to-go plate, he licked the sauce from his fingers and wished for more.

Isabel offered him fruit instead. She had a clear plastic bag filled with chopped melon. Without really thinking about it, he leaned forward, letting her pop a juicy slice into his mouth. As he chewed and swallowed the refreshing bite, she slid another piece of fruit between her lips, sucking gently.

Damned if that didn’t remind him of something.

His cynical side suspected she was doing this on purpose. She had to know she’d driven him crazy on the bus earlier today. No straight guy on earth could watch a sexy woman lick a Popsicle without picturing himself in its place.

He forced himself to stop staring at her sweet-looking mouth and focus on the journey. “Where is this place?” he asked, eying the dark clouds overhead.

“The woman said a few miles.”

They’d already walked at least three and the humidity was killing him. He felt irritable for a number of reasons. Sleep deprivation, sexual frustration, general anxiety. When thunder cracked in the sky, and the heavens opened up, his outlook didn’t improve.

They were both soaked in minutes. Isabel began to shiver, but she didn’t slow down or complain. Although his boots were weatherproof, her ratty canvas tennis shoes offered no protection from the rain. Or the pebble-strewn road, for that matter. If they had to cover several more miles, she’d get blisters.

“How are your feet?” he asked.

She gritted her teeth. “Fine.”

The dirt road turned into wet mud, slippery and thick, adding another layer of difficulty. She slid sideways, almost losing her balance. He reached out to grip her wrist, steadying her. “Let me carry you.”

“No,” she said, jerking her arm from his grasp.

“You’re going to get hurt.”

“That’s my problem.”

“It’s my problem, too, if you can’t travel.”

“Then you can just leave me!” she shouted, stomping forward.

Brandon stopped in his tracks, baffled by her outburst. Then he realized she was upset with him for switching gears so abruptly. In the car, he’d all but ground his erection against her. She’d expected him to be eager to bed her, not desperate to cross the border.

Cursing, because his hands were tied, he continued walking. He didn’t care if she stayed angry, as long as she stayed with him. Maybe it was better this way, because he couldn’t stand any more alluring glances.

Soon after, they came upon a sturdy-looking hacienda on a hill. She pointed to it, indicating that this was the place. There were several outbuildings, including what appeared to be a guest cabin.

They climbed the steps to the covered walkway, spirits lifting. A note was posted on the front door, written in Spanish.

“What does it say?” he asked.

As she scanned it, the hope drained from her face. “The family is away for the holidays, so the guest quarters aren’t available.”

He swore bitterly, bracing his hands against the front door. Wanting to put his fist through it. Rain battered the adobe roof, pouring off the sides and rushing from the gutters. The temperature had dropped considerably, and although they weren’t in danger of freezing this close to the equator, it would be a hard, cold night in wet clothes.

Isabel appeared ready to burst into tears. She took off her cap and furrowed a hand through her dark hair, which was plastered to her head. He knew at a glance that she couldn’t continue walking in those useless shoes. The soles had probably been worn down on the sweltering road to Tehuantepec.

“I suppose you think this is my fault,” she said hotly, following his gaze. “Like the long walk yesterday.”

He sighed, shaking his head. He wasn’t about to place blame on a woman who carried a dagger strapped to her thigh. As a fashion accessory, it looked sexy as hell. As a weapon, it was very effective.

“You should go on without me.”

“Why would I do that?”

“You obviously can’t wait to get to Guatemala.”

“Because killers are after us, Isabel. Remember them?”

“They’re after me, not you.”

He shrugged, unconcerned with semantics.

“I don’t need your protection,” she said, her voice raw with emotion. “I don’t want it! Just leave, okay? I have enough blood on my hands.”

Her willingness to split up infuriated him. “You’re such a damned martyr,” he said, crowding her against the side of the house. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She shoved at his chest. “Get away from me.”

Although she was strong and determined, her efforts failed to move him. They did incite him, however. He didn’t like being pushed around, literally or figuratively. So he pushed back the only way he could without hurting her.

Gripping her chin in one hand, he lowered his mouth to hers.







Chapter 9

Isabel was prepared for a fight, not a sensual onslaught.

One moment they were involved a heated argument, the next he was silencing her with an insulting kiss. She didn’t like it. She didn’t like the firm grasp of his fingers, or the rough scrape of his beard stubble, or the careless way he plundered her mouth. She certainly didn’t like him pinning her against the house, holding her prisoner.

Didn’t he know she could pull her dagger and teach him a lesson?

She clenched her hands into fists, ready to pummel him. He wasn’t making any attempt to secure her arms, but instead of striking him, she felt herself relax. Her body melted against his as he swept his tongue inside her mouth, penetrating her with bold strokes. He tasted like rain and heat and desperation. She moaned, threading her fingers through his hair and encouraging him to kiss harder.

Maybe she did like this.

With a low groan, he obliged her, plunging his tongue deep into her mouth. Her nipples puckered against the damp cups of her bra and need blossomed between her legs. Kissing him back with hungry bites, she explored the bunched muscles in his shoulders, digging her fingernails into his wet shirt.

He made a strangled sound and slid his hands to her bottom, cupping her soft flesh. She whimpered as he lifted her against him. When his erection slid along the cleft of her sex, creating an exquisite friction, she almost wept with pleasure.

Oh, God. She wanted that inside her. So bad.

Sitting on his lap earlier this afternoon had been torture. He’d felt like a thick, hot brand against her buttocks. She’d wanted to rub herself along that exciting length and bring his hands up to her taut nipples.

They’d both been aroused for hours.

His touch accessed that sweet agony, bypassing any slow build. Within seconds, they were panting, heaving, straining for more. He gripped her hips and tilted her for a better angle, as if seeking to penetrate her through their clothing. She gasped, wishing for no barriers between them as he thrust against her.

She was aware of the smell of rain and wet dirt, mingled with his earthy masculine scent. His skin felt cool beneath her fingertips, but they were generating so much heat that steam rose from his shoulders. Water rushed from the gutters in streaming rivulets and pounded the rooftop, urging them closer to the brink.

He released her, breathing heavily. “Let’s break in.”

She blinked at him, confused. He gestured toward the empty guest cabin in the distance, indicating that they seek shelter from the elements before continuing. Although she appreciated his thoughtfulness, she didn’t need a bed. She was willing to do this against the door, in the mud, or under a tree.

“Come on,” he said, dragging her away from the main house.

Rain pelted her hair and stung her hot cheeks, dampening her ardor. She almost expected Brandon to pick up a rock and smash through a window. That kind of action would have matched her urgency. When he proceeded to scan the perimeter of the small cabin with calm deliberation, she felt a surge of impatience.

It he didn’t hurry up, she might come to her senses.

He found a narrow window which appeared to be unlocked, but it was no easy task to slide it open. Rain continued to pour on their heads as he went through a series of impromptu tools and unsuccessful strategies. He finally managed to inch the pane aside, creating a very narrow space to slip through.

“You’ll fit,” he said.

She let him boost her up, twisting her body to gain access. The window frame scraped her hip as she wriggled through, and there was nothing to break her fall on the way down. She sprawled across the tile floor, elbows and knees smarting.

“Are you okay?” Brandon asked, his voice muffled.

She squinted at the open window, torn between the urge to tell him off and the desire to finish what they’d started. Smothering a groan, she rose to her feet, studying her surroundings. A small, squeaky-looking brass bed dominated the room. She walked into the main area, which boasted a scarred wooden table with four chairs and a stone hearth.

No kitchen, no bathroom, no electricity. But beggars couldn’t be choosers. Neither could wanted fugitives who were breaking and entering.

She unlocked the front door, letting him in.

“Damn” he said, smoothing a hand over his wet hair. “I thought you cracked your head open.”

Shivering, she watched him check out the cozy space. He nodded his approval, apparently finding it secure and easy to defend. The cabin sat back on a hill, offering a clear view of the road. She wondered if he’d sleep tonight or stand guard.

When his gaze returned to her, wandering down the front of her body, she was once again aware of the hard points of her nipples against the wet fabric. The pale gray tank top and thin white bra were both soaked to transparency.

“I’ll make a fire,” he said, clearing his throat.

Next to the hearth, there was a box of wood. He found some matches and knelt down, snapping a few thin, dry branches for kindling.

Isabel realized that he wasn’t raring to go anymore. He was the one who’d come to his senses. He’d broken in here to get dry and warm, not to bounce on the mattress with her. She should have appreciated his foresight. Instead, her stomach twisted with hurt. A few minutes ago, she’d been ready to strip naked for him in the rain. He must have felt something less powerful. A fleeting temptation, easily brushed aside.

The tears that had been threatening earlier sprang into her eyes. She turned on her heel and fled the room, horrified. Letting him see her cry was worse than throwing herself at him. She took a deep breath, struggling to hold the tears at bay.

Get it together, Isabel.

When her emotions calmed, she noticed a pair of light, multicolored blankets at the foot of the bed. She put one around her shoulders like a shawl, covering her exposed upper body. The other, she took to Brandon.

Maybe he was legitimately cold.

The fire was crackling in the main room, beginning to lick at the small logs he’d tossed in the hearth. He’d also removed his wet shirt, and didn’t that add insult to injury? She’d seen bigger men, but none as well-proportioned. His lean muscles rippled in the firelight. He had a smattering of hair across his chest and more trailing down his etched stomach.

Before now, she’d have said that she preferred a smooth torso. But there was something so tantalizing about his rough-hewn flesh. One look at his raw, elemental male beauty converted her.

“Here,” she said, throwing a blanket at him.

“Thanks.” Sitting cross-legged in front of the fire, he draped it over his shoulders.

She settled in beside him, noting that he’d hung his shirt on the back of a chair to dry. She’d have to do the same if she wanted a dry outfit to wear tomorrow. Throwing her dirty garments into the flames sounded more appealing, however.

They stared at the flickering fire, saying nothing. Soon, the room began to warm, and her trembling subsided.

“You should get out of those wet clothes,” he said.

She gave him an incredulous look. Now he wanted her clothes off?

He scrubbed a hand over his face, appearing tired and frustrated and at odds with himself.

“Look, I don’t have any condoms. Do you?”

“No,” she said, surprised. She’d assumed a man like him would be prepared.

“We can have a pretty good time without them, of course, but I think that would be tempting fate.”

Her bitterness dissolved into a warm puddle of sexual images. Yes, she’d enjoy kissing and touching him all over, but what she wanted most was him inside her. And, after a long session of foreplay, she might beg for it.

He groaned, as if reading her thoughts. “I have other reasons, too.”

“Like what?”

“The fact that you’re on the run, for one.”

She adjusted her blanket, uncomfortable.

“You also won’t tell me why those men are after you, or what really happened.”

“I can’t talk about it,” she said automatically, her shoulders stiffening. It was too difficult, too painful.

“If our situations were reversed, and I said I’d killed someone, would you feel safe enough to sleep with me?”

Her heart seized in her chest. He seemed to be suggesting that she was a threat to innocent people. “You think I’m dangerous?”

“I think you’d do anything to protect yourself,” he said, his mouth hard.

She flushed with guilt, avoiding his gaze. Apparently, they were at an impasse. He didn’t want to bed a psycho killer, and she couldn’t defend her actions without giving him information that could be used against her.

“Do you want to keep living like this? Ducking and hiding?”

“You don’t understand,” she said, rising to her feet. “Try me.”

“My mother came looking for me once,” she said, staring out the rain-spattered window. “I’d been calling her from a pay phone in downtown Tijuana. Not to talk, just to hear the sound of her voice. I was scared, and lonely.”

“What happened?”

“I guess she knew it was me calling, because she tracked down the location. She put up missing person posters and stood beside the pay phone for hours.” “Did you approach her?”

Isabel shook her head, bleak. “I couldn’t. There was a man waiting in the alley the whole time. Watching her. He spotted me and gave chase.”

“He didn’t catch you?”

“No. I was lucky, because he was armed and I wasn’t. I left Tijuana that night and started training, preparing for the next encounter.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because he could have killed her! If I’d let down my guard, and run to my mother, like I wanted to, he might have shot us both. Don’t you see? Anyone close to me is at risk. Anyone who knows what I did is at risk.”

“I can defend myself, Isabel. I can defend us both.”

“What if they go after your family because you decided to play the hero? Can you live with that? Because I can’t.”

He came up behind her, grasping her upper arms. “I want to help you,” he said, his mouth close to her ear. “Let me.”

She shivered at his touch, her skin pebbling. But instead of leaning into his warm body, she shied away. “Don’t. I shouldn’t even be here with you. I can’t give you what you want.” And he couldn’t give her what she wanted—damn him.

He raked a hand through his hair, sighing. “Why don’t you get some rest?” she said, her voice flat. “I’m not tired yet, and you only slept a few hours on the bus.”

With a curt nod, he left the room, appearing as unsatisfied as she felt. She stared out the window for a long moment, trying not to let her emotions rule. Maybe it was better this way. The intensity of their attraction disturbed her, and she knew they couldn’t have a real relationship. He was a tourist; she was a fugitive. Sooner or later, he would leave. It would be easier if she didn’t get attached.

Darkness closed in and the rain let up. She fed the fire another log and glanced around the small room. There was a kerosene lamp on the table and a cast-iron cook pot near the hearth. She’d kill for a hot bath. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d soaked in a tub. That wasn’t going to happen, but she could wash her face, at least, and rinse out her clothes before she hung them up to dry.

She slipped out the front door and did a visual search of the grounds, looking for a hose or water spigot. A quaint little structure on the hillside caught her eye. A well—of course. There was a sturdy plastic bucket beside the door. She picked it up, moving quickly in the fading evening light. Rainwater dripped from the eaves and tree branches, splashing her face. Filling the bucket wasn’t a difficult task, but it took time and effort. She transferred the first gallon to the cook pot and went back for one more.

Brandon didn’t complain about the minor commotion she was making. Perhaps he guessed what she was doing. The mattress springs creaked under his weight but he didn’t get up. She locked the front door as a precaution and put the pot over the fire. While she was waiting for the water to heat, she found some string and fashioned a simple clothesline.

The cabin wasn’t devoid of all amenities. There was a small crate in the corner with strips of linen and a bar of soap inside. She sat down on the rug in front of the fire, rubbing her bare arms. Soon, steam rose from the water, and the room glowed with warmth. She removed the pot from the fire and dipped the linen inside, testing the temperature. It was perfect. Tugging off her wet clothes, she took a leisurely sponge bath, dragging the rough fabric over her naked limbs.

Although she was aware that Brandon could walk in at any moment, she didn’t rush. Maybe he was listening to the soft splash of water, picturing her like this. She wanted him to want her. To ache like she ached.

It took every ounce of willpower she possessed to set aside the linen washcloth. Her nipples jutted forward, begging for more stimulation. Between her legs, she was moist and swollen. The temptation to touch herself was overwhelming.

Flushing, she wrapped a blanket around her wet body and tossed her clothes into the soapy water. After giving them a good scrub, she rinsed the garments, wrung them out as best she could and hung them up to dry.

Brandon’s clothes needed washing, too. She listened for the sound of bedsprings but heard only his deep breathing. So much for him lying awake, pining for her. On tiptoe, she sneaked into the bedroom and grabbed his cargo pants from the floor.

He reached out and locked his hand around her wrist, fast as lightning.

“You don’t want me to wash these?” she asked, her heart pounding.

With a low groan, he let go of her, rolling over in bed. His response was muffled, incoherent. She wasn’t sure he’d actually woken up. Unsettled by his quick reflexes, she took the pants with her, along with his socks and boxer shorts.

When the washing was finished, she curled up in front of the fire with the thin blanket, using a folded towel as a pillow. If she climbed into bed with Brandon, he’d probably get up to stand guard. She didn’t think Carranza’s men would be searching remote cabins near the Guatemalan border in the middle of the night, however. Without a good four-wheel drive vehicle, they’d have trouble getting here during the day. For now, she felt safe.

She also felt restless, despite her fatigue. Flames danced in the hearth, warming the small space, inviting her to bare all. She wanted to be naked here, in front of the fire.

If she had a little more nerve, she’d let the blanket fall off her shoulders, exposing her bare breasts. She would cup her tender flesh and toy with her stiff nipples, pinching them gently. When she was ready, she would smooth her hand down her belly and part her trembling thighs, stroking herself to climax.

The possibility of getting caught made the fantasy twice as hot. Would Brandon enjoy watching her?

Although she longed for release, and a blissful sleep, she wouldn’t be satisfied with her own soft touch. She wanted his rough handling, his callused fingers and aggressive mouth. She wanted his firm grip, holding her wrists over her head. His hard chest against her breasts. His thick length, filling every inch of her.

But she couldn’t have that. She couldn’t have any of that.

Eyes glittering with unshed tears, she rolled away from the fire. Naked, and alone, and emptier than ever.

When Isabel fell silent, Brandon breathed a sigh of relief, stifling the urge to grind his erection against the mattress.

He’d listened to her bathe, his ears straining for every sound, imagination running wild. He wanted to hear her soft panting and sweet little gasps of pleasure. He wanted her sobbing with ecstasy, shuddering beneath him.

That was impossible, so he tortured himself with solo fantasies. Although he doubted she was masturbating quietly, less than ten feet away from him, he couldn’t stop thinking about it. The idea of her touching her pretty breasts, or fingering her slick, hot sex while she moaned his name, drove him over the edge.

He wanted her so damned bad.

Closing his eyes, he focused on controlling his breathing. His stiff arousal surged against the sheets, threatening to erupt. Kissing her had been a mistake. He wished he could erase the feel of her body and the taste of her mouth.

Now he knew how good it would be between them.

He forced himself to relax, calm down and consider his objective. Trust and integrity were huge in his line of work. He couldn’t throw his career away for one hot night. Getting romantically involved with a target was against the rules.

She’d also be devastated when she found out who he really was. Sleeping with her under false pretenses was like … sexual warfare. It wasn’t moral, or ethical, or decent. He didn’t lie to women to get them in bed.

He couldn’t have her. Bottom line.

Normally he collected information that could be used against the target. Circumstantial evidence, background history, criminal connections. With Isabel, he’d started doing the opposite. He wanted to help exonerate her.

Maybe if he cleared her name, they could meet again, start over. But it was far more likely that she’d hate him forever.

Gritting his teeth, he punched the pillow under his head. No matter what, he was destined to do wrong by her.

He was contractually obligated to betray her.

When his blood had cooled, and the only sound coming from the main room was that of the crackling logs, he rose from the bed. Securing the blanket around his waist, he walked through the open doorway. Isabel was curled up on the floor, her hands tucked beneath her head, hair spilling across her bare shoulders.

Their wet clothes hung on a string-line near the hearth, her panties next to his shorts. He’d never had a live-in girlfriend, and couldn’t recall a woman ever washing his clothes before. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

Luckily, he’d transferred the important documents from his cargo pants to a hidden compartment in his backpack.

Isabel didn’t wake when he knelt before her, scooping her off the ground. She was heavier than he’d figured, and her sleeping form made an unwieldy bundle. He could smell her hair and feel the silken heat of her skin as he carried her toward the bedroom. Hoping she wouldn’t rouse, he placed her on the mattress as gingerly as possible.

He wanted to strip away the blanket and eat her with his eyes. But it was dark in the room, and he’d only just gained mastery over his desire. Studying her nude body while she slept was also an invasion of privacy.

Clenching his jaw, he covered her with the bedsheets and walked away.

After checking the lock and doing a final sweep of the premises, he settled down in the space she’d just inhabited. He didn’t toss another log on, as the room was warm enough and smoke gave away their presence. It wasn’t a big concern because most houses in Tapachula had cooking fires, but it didn’t hurt to be careful.

There was a damp washcloth hanging over the plastic bucket. On impulse, he brought the fabric to his nose and inhaled. It smelled like mild soap and cool water and Isabel. Longing welled up inside him, from a deeper place than lust. Wrapping the cloth around his fist, he pressed his lips to it, staring at the glowing embers until sleep overtook him.







Chapter 10

Isabel awoke to a strange sound.

Opening her eyes, she realized that she was alone in the bedroom. The room was bright with early-morning light. Sitting up in bed, she clutched the sheet to her chest, listening for another sharp crack.

It came, preceded by a faint hissing sound.

The striped blanket she’d been using as a toga was tangled around her ankles. She wrapped it around her body and walked to the window, curious. Brandon was outside, stripped to the waist, chopping wood. The cargo pants she’d washed last night rode low on his hips and his chest glistened with perspiration. While she watched, he drew back the ax and let it sing through the air, splitting a thick log.

She backed away from the window, her throat dry. It wasn’t fair for a man to be so relentlessly good-looking. Shivering, she walked into the main room. The fire had burned down to ash, and he’d replaced the wash water with a fresh bucket. Noticing the ladle hanging by the hearth, she dipped it into the bucket, getting herself a cool drink.

The clothes on the line were still damp. They’d probably dry faster in the sun, now that the rain had passed. With a small sigh, she grabbed her messenger bag and returned to the bedroom for a quick morning toilette. There she noticed a small pine chest at the foot of the bed. She hadn’t seen it yesterday.

Opening the lid, she found a threadbare quilt, a few candles and a Spanish-language Bible. Under the quilt, she hit the jackpot: a pair of huarache sandals and an embroidered tunic. Eyes widening, she brought out the traditional garment, called a huipil. It was turquoise with dark blue flowers, and quite beautiful.

Letting the blanket drop, she donned the colorful tunic, which cinched in at the waist and covered her to midthigh. It was supposed to be worn with a long skirt, but she could pair it with pants once hers were dry. Smiling, she tried on the soft leather sandals. Like the huipil, they were only a little too large.

She fashioned her hair into two braids and strapped her dagger to her thigh, delighted by her new duds. A few years ago, she wouldn’t have felt this good wearing a designer dress and expensive heels.

Brandon stopped chopping wood as soon as she came outside. He did a double take, his gaze lingering on her bare legs. She was acutely aware of her nudity beneath the tunic. “Wow. You look like an Aztec princess.”

She blushed, shaking her head. “I’m not even Mexican.”

“You could pass, in that outfit.”

“I suppose you could call me a mestizo,’“ she said, using the word for mixed race. “My mother is South American.”

He nodded, resuming his task. There was more tension between them now, along with an unspoken agreement to avoid intimacy. He must have carried her to the bedroom last night, choosing once again to take on the role of guardian. A part of her hoped he’d slept, but she also entertained a vindictive wish that he’d stayed up, aching for her.

She made use of the outhouse and strolled the grounds of the small farm. There was an empty goat pen and a full chicken coop. She picked up the basket by the door and ventured inside, collecting a half-dozen eggs. Emerging triumphant, she marveled at her station in life. She’d really gone country.

“What are you going to do with those?” Brandon asked.

“Boil them. Are you hungry?”

“Starving.”

She built up the fire a little and put water on to heat, rummaging through the goods they’d bought at the market. Soon they had a light breakfast of hard-boiled eggs, goat cheese and warm tortillas. Brandon seemed to appreciate the meal, even though it was meatless. They could have beef jerky and fresh fruit for lunch.

Before sitting down to eat, he’d washed up and put on a shirt. The bruise under his eye had faded into a faint smudge, and the cut above appeared to be healing well. “What happened to your bandage?” she asked.

“It fell off.”

Finishing her last bite of tortilla, she grabbed the first aid kit from her bag. Although he insisted he didn’t need it, she dabbed a bit of antibiotic ointment on the wound and applied a smaller bandage.

After breakfast, she transferred the clothesline to a sunny spot outside, and he covered their tracks by dousing the fire. He also replaced the wood they’d burned and stacked more in neat piles. His hard work was a payment for their stay. She did her part, making the bed and tidying up the place while he kept his eye on the road.

“Do you want to try to walk?” she asked, feeling uneasy. It was frustrating to be stuck here, mere miles from Guatemala, at a sexual stalemate.

“I doubt we could make it by nightfall.”

“What about bikes? Or another motorcycle?”

“Assuming we could find either kind of transportation for a decent price, we’d still be on the road alone, exposed.”

She nodded in agreement. Her funds were already low, and they probably couldn’t rent bikes on a holiday.

“It would be less risky to wait for a bus or an opportunity to hitchhike tomorrow.” Remembering her map of the city, she retrieved the square of paper from her bag and spread it out on the table. “Here’s the bus station,” she said, tapping her finger on it. Other local landmarks were represented, along with a few businesses. The parade route was highlighted in orange. It started at the graveyard and proceeded through the center of town. “The cemetery is just over this hill,” she said, pointing to an area behind the hacienda. “A crowd will be gathered there most of the day.”

“To do what?”

“Decorate the grave sites. If I remember correctly, they make offerings to the dead. Favorite foods and drinks.”

He arched a brow. “Do they eat it?”

She smiled, shaking her head. “I don’t know. I think it’s more symbolic.”

“Let’s go check it out.”

“Really?” she said, surprised.

“Sure,” he said with a shrug. “It’s only a few miles, and we can stay off the main roads. I saw a trail out back.”

“The goat trail.” She’d seen the narrow dirt path, too. “Maybe it’s a shortcut.”

Anything was better than staying inside the cramped cabin, trying to ignore the tension between them. She couldn’t pretend her desire didn’t exist; it was obvious in every furtive glance she gave him.

Isabel got ready to leave, grabbing her still-damp pants from the clothesline and putting them on under her tunic. She also folded the blanket she’d used and replaced it in the crate. Everything else she left hanging, hoping it would dry by the time they returned. The only item she couldn’t find was the strip of linen she’d used as a washcloth.

Brandon brought his backpack, which held bottled water and a picnic lunch, among other things. He had the gun on him, which bothered her. She’d chosen to train with a knife because it was less deadly. Her intention had been to defend herself, not endanger human lives. On that front, she’d failed, and failed, and failed.

They took off toward the rolling hills, the sun peeking through the clouds. It was a warm, humid day, but not unpleasant. Isabel had grown accustomed to the tropical climate and bore it better than Brandon, who perspired in a manly, endearing sort of way.

“Damn,” he said, wiping his forehead. “You look like a hothouse flower and I’m dripping with sweat.”

She waved off the compliment, and his concerns, conjuring a detailed image of him chopping wood. “I like sweat.”

“Do you have a stinky sock fetish, too?” “No,” she said, laughing. “In that case, thanks for washing my clothes.” “You’re welcome.”

They fell into a charged silence, saving their energy  for the climb. She felt self-conscious about her domestic behavior and wondered if it seemed desperate. Her dad’s groupies were like that, needy and overeager. At every concert, thousands of manic, half-naked women had screamed his name.

She’d never understood why he’d loved them more than her.

The hills gave way to a lush green valley, where the air was cooler. Birds chirped and spider monkeys chattered in the trees, as if excited about the festivities. At the base of the valley there was a large cemetery. A crowd had gathered, leaving a trail of marigold petals in their wake, and vendors had set up stands to sell a variety of goods.

Brandon and Isabel paused, surveying the scene from a distance. It looked like a county fair at a graveyard. “What’s that orange stuff for?”

“The flower petals lead the dead home for a short visit.”

He shifted the weight of his backpack, his expression dubious. “This is an odd holiday.”

Isabel smiled and shrugged, agreeing that the celebration had quirky elements. But it was also reverent and meaningful, despite the gaiety. “It’s just their way of honoring loved ones who’ve passed away.”

They didn’t see any of Carranza’s men, hoping to send them to the underworld, so they continued down into the valley. The day was sunny and bright, and the colorful decorations created a happy chaos. Hundreds of noisy revelers made it simple to blend in and disappear. They were probably safer here than at the cabin.

For the first hour, they walked through the busy cemetery, studying the decorated grave sites. Many were adorned with handpicked flowers, letters from family members and children’s crafts. Others were laden with food and drink.

“This guy’s ready to party,” Brandon said, gesturing to a six pack of Modelo resting against a headstone.

She laughed, twining her arm through his. They must have passed dozens of shot glasses, but she hadn’t felt tempted to partake. Perhaps all of her longing was wrapped up in him. When her gaze moved to the next site over, her humor evaporated.

Many of the graves had no markers; simple wooden crosses were common. This one had an engraved headstone that read Nuestra Bebe. A pair of tiny pink booties had been placed on the grassy mound.

“Oh,” she breathed, covering her mouth with one hand.

He pulled her closer, hugging her head to his chest. After a quiet moment, they continued toward the front entrance, their footsteps a little heavier. Outside the gate, vendors were selling marigold bouquets, fresh-baked bread and glass-encased candles. There was a communal altar set up for almas perdidas.

“What does that mean?” Brandon asked, glancing at the sign above the altar.

“Lost souls,” Isabel translated. “It’s a place to pay tribute to loved ones who are missing or buried elsewhere.”

He took a few dollars out of his pocket, approaching the candle vendor. “Do you want one?”

“Why not?” she murmured, her stomach churning.

He chose a white candle and she picked a purple one. Together, they walked toward the altar, placing the candles side by side. He lit both with a long match from the table. Isabel supposed it was customary to recite a short prayer when making an offering, but she didn’t know what to say. She stared at the flame until her eyes watered.

Brandon didn’t speak, either. He glanced skyward in silent contemplation and then looked at her, gauging her reaction. When another woman came to the altar to light her candle, they stepped aside.

He bought a sample of pan de muerto, placing the sweet bread in his backpack. “Are you ready to have our picnic?”

Although she wasn’t hungry, she said yes. They left the graveyard the same way they came, via goat path, and found a shady tree on a gentle slope to spread out the quilt she’d brought. Sitting down together, they drank cool water, admiring the view. There were lush green hills as far as the eye could see.

“Who was your candle for?” she asked, curious.

He stretched out with his hands behind his head, looking up at the arching tree branches. “A buddy of mine.”

She studied his face. “How close?”

“One of my best friends. We grew up together.”

“How did he die?”

“Combat fire in Iraq. Earlier this year.” “I’m sorry,” she said. “Are you?”

“Of course,” she said, shame coloring her cheeks. None of her friends had died fighting for their country. Most of her acquaintances had been too busy wasting their own lives to worry about saving others. “That’s awful.”

He stared back at her for a moment, pensive. “We were supposed to take a surfing trip as soon as his tour ended.”

“Is that why you came alone?”

“I think so. I couldn’t bear to replace him.”

“Do you ever feel guilty?” she asked, her heart pounding with anxiety. “For being alive, I mean?”

“No,” he said quietly. “I feel guilty for not going. We both talked about enlisting but he was the only one who followed through.”

She ran her palm over the blades of grass beside the blanket, feeling the soft prickle.

“Who was your candle for?” he asked. “My dad.”

“What did he die of?”

“Nothing heroic,” she said with a bitter smile. “Tell me about it.”

She stared out into the distance, unsure where to start. “I told you that he got remarried, right?” “Right.”

“My mom got remarried, too, when I was fourteen. I resented my dad for never visiting and made no effort to get along with my stepdad. I started skipping school to surf, experimenting with drugs. And boys.”

His brows rose. “How did that go over?”

“Not well. By the time I turned sixteen, I was totally out of control. My mom didn’t know what to do with me. She finally sent me to my dad’s.”

“Is that what you wanted?”

“I thought it was,” she said, plucking a blade of grass and twisting it around her finger. “He had a different lifestyle. Late-night parties and jet-setting. Even when he was there, he wasn’t really there. And I entered the picture at the worst possible time.”

“Why?”

“His second marriage was already on the rocks. He was battling addiction and she begged him to go to rehab. The only thing I cared about was surfing, and getting high, so my presence created more problems. Right before I graduated I got kicked out of school. They argued about it, and he went on a drug binge. She left him.”

“You feel responsible?”

She bent the blade of grass in two. “Yes. We didn’t see each other much after that. I moved into my own apartment and did my own thing. A few years later, he drove his Ferrari off the side of a cliff. Drunk and stoned.”

He didn’t ask if she felt responsible for that, as well. Perhaps it was obvious. “Were you angry?”

“Yes,” she said, surprised by his intuition, “but I couldn’t find a way to express it. Everyone spoke highly of him at the funeral, as if he was some kind of god. He’d touched so many people’s lives, but never bothered to be a part of mine.”

“His mistake.”

She blinked the tears from her eyes, taking a deep breath. “I don’t remember much of the following year. I was a mess. You’d think his death would have scared me straight, but no. I masked the pain with pills and parties.”

He waited for her to continue, his attention rapt.

“My mom tried to help me, but I refused to see her,” she said, dusting the grass bits from her hands. She wanted to stop there, but the words tumbled forth, spilling from her lips. “That’s when I met Jaime. Manuel Carranza’s son.” As the head of La Familia, Carranza was infamous. Brandon knew she was sharing a dangerous tale, and he understood the consequences of hearing it.

“Go on,” he said, ready for the rest of the story.

“I didn’t know who his father was at the time. I just thought he was a handsome rich boy with a lot of dope. We hooked up one night and went back to my apartment. I’m not sure what we did there, besides more drugs.”

“Did he try to hurt you?” Brandon asked.

“No,” she said, swallowing a nervous laugh. “God no. We were too high to function. He’d never been interested in me, sexually. When I woke up the next day he was dead beside me, and my bottle of pills was empty.”

“You gave them to him?”

“I have no idea. I panicked, grabbed everything I could think of. His stuff, my stuff. And then I just left. Drove across the border, looking for another escape. Later, I saw a news report about his family connections.”

“Why did you say you owed money to the cartel?”

“Because I took Jaime’s kit with me. It was full of cash, and drugs. I went through both in less than a month.”

He shook his head. “Wow.”

“Yeah. When I ran out, I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t use my credit cards or go to the bank. I had no resources, no survival skills, no friends to speak of.”

At one point, she’d tried to get a modeling job, although she was terrified of being recognized. The talent agent said she was too thin, by Mexico’s standards. Too thin to model. “I ended up at the Red Light district.”

He flinched at the admission, uncomfortable. She felt a tiny pinprick of satisfaction, along with a wave of shame. At last, she’d managed to shock him. He might not blame her for being an addict, but he found fault with her whoring.

“I got picked up right away.” A muscle in his jaw flexed. “Of course you did.” “The guy was handsome, wealthy and about my father’s age. He took me to a nice hotel, and he was very kind.” “I don’t want to hear this.”

But she had to say it. The memory was like a black stain on her heart, eating it from the inside out. Maybe if she told him the ugly truth, she could feel clean again. “When he asked me to undress, I burst into tears. I think he felt sorry for me, because he didn’t force anything. He left some money and his business card, saying he could set me up in an apartment. He knew I didn’t belong on the street.”

Brandon raked a hand through his hair, swearing. “I stayed in the hotel, staring at the money crumpled in my fist. There was a pharmacy around the corner where I could buy pills. I thought about it for a long time.”

“Why didn’t you do it?”

“How do you know I didn’t?”

“Because you’re here with me, instead of in some rich asshole’s apartment.”

She brought her knees up and wrapped her arms around them, making herself small. “There was a radio in the hotel room. He’d turned it on to calm me down, I guess. They get San Diego stations in Tijuana. It was 91X, I think. This song by Everclear came on. ‘Father of Mine.’ Do you know that one?”

“Yes,” he said, his voice hoarse.

“I’d heard it before but never paid much attention to the lyrics. For some reason, I stopped and listened. It’s about a man thinking back on his childhood, wondering why his father abandoned him. It’s an angry song. Emotional.”

“Right.”

Her throat tightened and the tears built behind her eyes, demanding release. “I hadn’t really been sober since the funeral, so I hadn’t grieved. All of these feelings came to the surface when I heard the song. I must have cried for hours, but it wasn’t for him. It was for me.” She brought a fist to the center of her chest, where she ached. “He didn’t deserve my love. He was a bad father, and it was okay for me to be angry.”

Brandon put his arm around her, drawing her close. For a few minutes, he stroked her hair while she pressed her face to his shirt.

“I left the hotel and got clean, all on my own. I started surfing again. The incident with my mom happened soon after.” She choked out the next words, tears seeping from her eyes. “I have so many regrets, but the worst of them is pushing her away before I left. And my biggest fear is that I’ll never see her again.”

“Shh,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “You’ll see her.”

His calm assurance comforted her like nothing else ever had. She wanted to believe him, to trust in him. She’d also figured out what she had to do as soon as they crossed the border into Guatemala, and coming to the decision wasn’t easy.

It would be a shame to leave him without ever having had him. She tilted her face up to his, wishing for something to remember him by. He cupped her cheek, brushing away the tears with his thumb. Pulse racing, she moistened her trembling lips.

They were alone on the hillside, protected by shade, away from prying eyes. His gaze swept the immediate area and returned to her mouth, darkening with desire. She could feel his heart beating against hers, strong and sure.

“I shouldn’t do this,” he said, and bent his head to kiss her.







Chapter 11

Brandon couldn’t help himself.

He knew it was wrong for him to take advantage of a vulnerable woman, but she was just so lovely like this. Her eyelashes were wet with tears, her mouth soft and uncertain. She’d just told him her darkest secret, her deepest shame and biggest fear. The least he could do was comfort her. Kiss it better.

But the instant his lips touched hers, she shied away from him. “It bothered you, the idea of me … selling myself?”

“Yes.”

She closed her eyes, more tears sliding down her cheeks. “Then you should know that there have been other men, other hotel rooms. Not all of them were like Jaime.”

“What do you mean?”

“Some were more than friends. And I didn’t always say no.”

“Did they always listen when you did?” She nodded.

His shoulders, which had tensed at her words, relaxed. “I’ve been in my share of hotel rooms, Isabel. And I’ve had plenty of casual girlfriends.”

“Why don’t you have one now?”

He stretched out on his back again, letting her snuggle into the crook of his arm. “I don’t know. I travel a lot.”

“Do you have a different woman in every city?”

“No,” he said, swallowing a laugh. He could see that she’d posed the question seriously, as if she thought he was that type of guy. Maybe he used to be. “I just haven’t dated anyone lately. Right before my buddy was killed in Iraq, another friend of mine went through a difficult divorce. He’d married young and hadn’t really played the field. I guess he felt like living it up. He started drinking heavily, going out to clubs.”

She toyed with a button on his shirt. “Did you go with him?”

“Once or twice. But I didn’t enjoy myself.” “Why not?”

He shrugged, trying to pinpoint a reason. “I think I’d outgrown it. I’d had enough drunken hookups in college. There was also something sleazy about my friend’s attitude, like he wanted to sleep with as many women as possible to get back at his ex.”

Her gaze rose from his shirtfront. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-seven. You?”

“Twenty-three.”

He knew that already, of course, and regretted having to pretend otherwise.

“So you haven’t dated since your friend died,” she said, studying him. “And you lost interest in casual relationships.”

Heat crept up his neck, as if she’d accused him of losing interest in sex. That was hardly the case, as evidenced by his body’s constant state of arousal in her presence. “I didn’t want to waste my time unless I met someone special.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, he wished he could take them back. Not because she wasn’t special—she was—but because encouraging this level of intimacy would make his betrayal cut even deeper.

Too late. Her eyes rounded with understanding, then darkened with desire. She lifted her head from his bicep, flattening her palm on his chest. He tried to ignore the feel of her slender fingers through the thin fabric, the sultry heat in her expression. But when she slid her thigh along his and pressed her lips to the hollow of his throat, he couldn’t control his reaction. The blood rushed from his head to his groin, swelling him to a painful fullness. She licked him like a kitten, lapping at a cord in his neck.

With a strangled growl, he grasped one of her braids and pulled her head up, aligning her mouth to his. She parted her lips eagerly, threading her fingers through his short hair. He tasted the salt of his skin on her tongue.

Because she was half-sprawled over him, her knee dangerously close to his erection, Brandon couldn’t control the kiss. She clutched his hair and squirmed against him, encouraging him to fill her mouth. He plunged his tongue deep, giving her what she asked for, wanting to give her a whole lot more. Fighting the urge to roll her onto her back, he moved his hands down to her lush little bottom, cupping her soft flesh. She wasn’t wearing panties. Groaning, he moved beneath the drawstring waistline, palming her bare backside.

Her skin felt like hot silk.

She gasped and shifted her weight on him, fitting his straining erection against the apex of her thighs. When she released her grip on his hair and started fumbling with the buttons at his shirtfront, he knew he was in trouble.

Soon, she’d be nibbling her way down his chest.

Hoping to distract her, he took his hands out of her pants and put them inside her top. She wasn’t wearing a bra, but he’d known that already. Her nipples were clearly defined beneath the Spanish-style blouse, striking a sharp contrast between demure and erotic. He covered her sleek curves with his hands, reverent.

She sat up to give him easier access, straddling his hips. Watching her face intently, he brushed his thumb over one pouty nipple, then the other. Her eyes glittered with arousal and her cheeks were passion-flushed.

“I want to see you,” he said, moistening his lips.

She glanced around the deserted hillside, making sure they were alone. After a brief hesitation, she pulled her shirt over her head, exposing her breasts. They were small and exquisite, topped with dusky little nipples.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said in a hoarse voice, skimming her slender rib cage, framing her breasts with his hands. He pinched her nipples between his thumb and forefinger, applying gentle pressure. She groaned, rubbing her hot cleft against his swollen erection. He was painfully hard.

She whimpered, moving faster. He undid the drawstring at her waist and watched her pants settle lower on her hips. She looked so sexy on top of him, her stomach bare and her breasts free. He wanted to make her come. Sliding the flat of his hand down her belly, he found her slick center. She was hot, slippery, delicious. Entranced, he brought his mouth to her nipple, flicking his tongue over the tight bead. At the same time, he stroked the taut nub at the crest of her sex, strumming his fingertips back and forth.

Then her body stiffened, and not with pleasure. “Oh!” she exclaimed, scrambling off him.

He had his gun out of his backpack before he rolled over. In the next instant, he was aiming at a flash of movement along the path. The stray goat looked as startled as they were. It burst into a fast trot, disappearing over the hill.

Brandon glanced at Isabel, whose shoulders were shaking with mirth. He engaged the safety and put his gun away, feeling foolish. She righted her clothes and curled up next to him on the blanket, covering her face with her hands.

“Is public sex frowned on in Mexico?” he asked. She dissolved in giggles.

“I guess we’re lucky that goat didn’t have an owner with him.”

“Yes,” she said, wiping her eyes.

The sensual interlude was over, but desire still hummed between them like an electric undercurrent. “After we cross the border, will you come to the U.S. embassy with me? Maybe we can talk to the police, get some information about your case.”

Her smile faded, replaced by fear and tension. She looked away, uncertain.

“I’m worried about you,” he said, cupping her chin. “I’m afraid you’ll disappear and I’ll never see you again.”

She met his gaze, her face quiet, full of sorrow.

Again, he was taking a huge professional risk. Encouraging a target to surrender was so far out-of-bounds that he almost couldn’t believe he was doing it. But, if she went willingly into custody, she might escape with a lighter punishment.

“I’ll think about it and let you know,” she said.

His heart swelled with hope. Stupid, horny, inappropriate hope. He squelched it, knowing there was no future for them. They only had this time, this place. And he wasn’t strong enough to deny himself the pleasure of her body in the interim.

Leaning forward, he kissed the corner of her mouth. “I want to touch you,” he said, moving his lips close to her ear. “Back at the cabin, where you can take off your clothes. I want to taste you.” He couldn’t enter her without a condom, but he’d love to satisfy her with his hands and mouth. Excited by the thought, he drew her earlobe into his mouth and sucked gently, worrying the tender flesh with his tongue.

She inhaled a ragged breath and he released her with a low groan. The minute they got behind closed doors, he was going to throw her down on that squeaky bed, strip her naked and lick every inch of that sweet little body.

Dwelling on that fantasy would make walking difficult, so he drove it from his mind, helping her fold the quilt they’d been picnicking on. They hadn’t eaten much, but he wasn’t hungry for food. As they descended the hillside, he tried to focus on the story she’d told him. Every detail was important to her case.

The death investigation for Jaime Carranza had been kept open for several reasons. Toxicology results revealed he’d overdosed on a dangerous mixture of pills, alcohol and street drugs. Normally, that wouldn’t arouse suspicion, but his family had a lot of enemies, increasing the chances of foul play. Isabel had also fled the scene, taking the evidence, and Jaime’s belongings, with her. Brandon knew that the strongest pills had come from her prescription bottle; several stray capsules had been found in his mouth. Jaime had either lost consciousness in the process of swallowing, or someone had force-fed the pills to him. He doubted Isabel was responsible.

Robbery was a common motive in drug-related homicide, and the fact that Isabel left a dead body in her home without calling police was problematic. Even if she hadn’t meant to hurt him, which Brandon firmly believed, she could face a stiff punishment. And after he turned her in, her fate was out of his hands.

If she came to harm he’d never forgive himself.

Frowning at the thought, he considered another troublesome inconsistency. Jaime had been a ladies’ man. He was rarely seen without female company and often entertained an entourage of party girls. But, according to Isabel, they were just friends and he’d never made a pass. That struck Brandon as odd. Had drugs obliterated Jaime’s libido so much that he wasn’t interested in sex?

Brandon couldn’t imagine a man not wanting Isabel in his bed.

They made their way toward the hacienda, his mind in turmoil. Maybe he should be helping Isabel escape, rather than plotting her capture. What if she’d be better off in Central America than the U.S.? He pictured them living in a quaint cottage on the beach, surfing all day, enjoying a life of idyllic perfection. Isabel would wear flowers in her hair. He’d grow a beard. They’d watch the sunset together.

He shook his head, dispelling the dreamy images. If he stayed with Isabel, he’d never see his parents again. There was nothing idyllic about being on the run. And he certainly wasn’t ready to retire.

As they traversed the final stretch of path, the hairs on the nape of his neck prickled with unease. Something was amiss. “Wait,” he murmured, gesturing for Isabel to crouch with him behind the stone well. Cursing, he drew his weapon.

They’d been found.

Isabel followed his gaze, seeing the fresh tire tracks in front of the house.

The vehicle appeared to have backed out and turned around. The telltale grooves veered into a copse of trees a few hundred yards down the road. A black SUV was parked in the shade, almost hidden.

She gasped, ducking down lower. “Have they spotted us?”

“I can’t tell,” he answered.

The SUV was lying in ambush, as if its inhabitants expected them to come out of the cabin. Carranza’s men might not have noticed their approach. It was late afternoon now, and long shadows cloaked the hillside.

“Maybe they’ll go away.”

“No. They’ll wait.”

Knowing this was true, she clenched her hand into a tight fist. The clothesline she’d put up made it obvious that they planned to return. She shouldn’t have left any hint of their presence. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

“I didn’t think they’d find us all the way out here.” “Me, either,” he admitted.

Pulse pounding with fear, she considered the clues they’d left along the way. If the taxi they’d ditched had turned up on the side of a road, halfway to Guatemala, the men would know where they were headed. It was also possible that they’d spoken to the checkpoint soldiers or bribed the Tapachula locals.

“At dusk, we’ll make a run for it,” he said. “Go back to the graveyard.”

She braced her shoulders on the stone wall and took a deep breath. “The parade goes straight down the main drag. Maybe we can disappear in the crowd.”

He nodded, keeping his eyes on the SUV. “We’ll leave as soon as it’s dark.”

As it happened, they didn’t have to wait. The SUV pulled out of its hiding place, heading right at them.

“Go,” Brandon shouted, shoving her toward the goat path.

She scrambled up the hill, her heart in her throat. Shots rang out, hissing through the air and furrowing into the grass near her feet. Brandon didn’t stop to return fire. Keeping his body between her and the approaching vehicle, he pushed her to climb faster.

The SUV couldn’t find purchase on the steep incline. It stalled, engine roaring, wheels churning in the soft earth.

Isabel registered these sounds as they sailed over the top of the hill. Brandon jerked her to the ground, flattening his body on top of hers. For a breath-stealing moment, he aimed his gun at the vehicle, trading shots with Carranza’s men.

She held her hands over her ears, terrified. Bullets peppered the hillside, raining loose dirt on their heads.

“I’m out,” he said, swearing as he ejected the clip. Within seconds, he’d located spare ammunition and reloaded.

She didn’t have time to wonder where the extra round had come from, because he pulled her to her feet and they started running again. No gunshots dogged their steps as they raced down the path. At the base of the next hill, they stopped again, taking shelter behind a large tree. “Are you hit?” he asked, skimming her body for injuries.

“No, I’m fine. Are they?”

“I don’t know. I shattered the front windshield.”

The engine revved up, proving that someone was alive inside. The noise faded into the distance as the SUV drove away.

“Come on,” he said, urging her to keep moving. “The passenger might follow us on foot. We can’t afford to let him catch up.”

She picked up the pace, struggling to match his stride. They couldn’t risk waiting to ambush their pursuer, and hiding out in the open woods wasn’t safe. The best choice was to stay on course and hope they arrived at the cemetery first.

“With the roads closed, he’ll have to ditch the SUV somewhere,” Brandon pointed out. “We can beat them.”

Summoning endurance, she redoubled her efforts, sprinting along the narrow dirt path. Her muscles burned from exertion but fatigue wasn’t her greatest obstacle. The soft leather sandals she wore fit loose, and they weren’t built for speed. The ankle straps rubbed at every stress point, cutting into her skin.

The foot pain was minor compared to the hitch in her chest. She realized that she couldn’t go on like this. Although she’d planned to slip away from Brandon after they crossed the border, now she knew she couldn’t wait.

Their chances of survival were slim. Carranza’s men had found them. They’d shot at Brandon repeatedly, going for the kill. They might keep her alive for questioning, but they needed nothing from him.

Earlier this afternoon, at the picnic, she’d come to a difficult conclusion. She couldn’t live with herself if she let another man die. She felt responsible for Jaime, and her father, and the stranger in Puerto Escondido.

If something happened to Brandon, she’d be devastated.

When they arrived at the bottom of the valley, Carranza’s men were nowhere to be seen. Darkness had fallen but the graveyard was bright with burning candles. Their soft glow warmed the starless night.

Brandon grasped her hand, his face lit up with hope. He thought they were going to make it. Isabel’s heart tightened with sorrow and the flames blurred before her eyes. Together, they hurried toward the procession.

“Wait,” she said, tugging his arm. “I need to rest.”

He removed a bottle of water from his backpack and offered it to her.

She drank quickly, swallowing past the lump in her throat. “There’s something I have to tell you before we go on.”

He took a measured sip. “What?”

“You’ve been the best time of my life. Thank you.”

Heat flickered in his blue eyes, along with an emotion she couldn’t identify. “I haven’t even started to show you a good time, angel.”

She smiled through her tears. Touching his shadowed jaw, she gave him a lingering kiss. It tasted like lonely nights and lost wishes, and a thirst that could never be slaked. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, licking her lips.

“For what?”

“This.” Drawing back her fist, she sank it into his unsuspecting belly, sucker punching him as hard as she could.

He grunted in pain, holding one hand to his abs. His other hand locked around her wrist, lightning-quick. But this time she’d anticipated the move. Twisting out of his grip, she spun away from him and took off running.

Knowing she only had a few seconds’ head start, she darted around a tall grave site. Grabbing a pale blue shawl from the headstone, she put it on her head like a veil. Heart racing, she plucked a burning candle from the ground and joined the procession.

Shoulder to shoulder with a similarly garbed woman, she shuffled forward, humming religious hymns.







Chapter 12

The dead walked among the living.

Isabel hunched her back and kept her chin down, trying to appear humble and wizened. From behind lowered lashes, she scanned the crowd for Carranza’s men. She knew they were looking for her. Without Brandon, whose height set him apart, she’d be harder to spot, but that wasn’t why she’d left him.

Splitting up was for his own good.

The drug cartel members were determined and resourceful. They wouldn’t quit. She no longer believed she’d be safe in Guatemala. She was a hazard to everyone around her, and she refused to put Brandon’s life at risk for another moment.

The women beside Isabel murmured prayers in Spanish, undisturbed by her presence. She’d never been to a celebration like this and wasn’t sure what to expect. It was like a funeral procession, a holiday parade and a  street carnival rolled into one. Hundreds of revelers carried brilliant bouquets of marigolds, brightly lit candles and colorful signs. Many were dressed in ragged clothes, their faces painted to resemble skulls. Dancing skeletons weaved through the throng, having a grand old time.

Isabel’s head swam with merry music and raucous images of the afterlife. For this culture, death was a joyous occasion. The journey to the underworld was accompanied by singing mariachis and stomping feet.

Living was a trial; dying, the reward.

Although she couldn’t share the sentiment right now, while she was fighting to survive, she did feel a certain sense of closure. Lighting a candle for her father had been therapeutic. Telling Brandon her story, even more so.

She hoped he wouldn’t hate her for this. The thought of never seeing him again made tears rush into her eyes, so she pushed it aside and focused on moving forward. She put one foot in front of the other, whispering fervent prayers in Spanish.

She hadn’t gone far when she caught a glimpse of the man with the broken nose. He was standing on a raised platform near the center square, wearing a black cowboy hat. Pulse racing, she put her head down and prayed harder. There was no way to make a break for it without attracting attention. A moment later, Brandon passed her on the opposite side, walking at a swifter pace than the rest of the crowd.

He was heading straight for the platform.

Her mind shouted a warning, but she couldn’t call out or approach him without giving them both away. While she watched in horror, he strode down the street, frantically searching for her, heedless of his own safety. If he noticed Carranza’s man, he didn’t show it. He was acting like such a fool!

She’d counted on him being calm, cool and collected as always. He was ruining everything, taking a shocking risk.

Then it occurred to her that he would never do this without weighing the consequences. He wasn’t really looking for her. He was trying to draw Carranza’s thugs out. While they were busy chasing him, she could get away.

He hurried by the man in the black hat, not even glancing up at him. His feigned ignorance was so obvious Isabel wanted to scream. Brandon was trying to thwart her plans to save him by sacrificing himself. The sneaky bastard!

Carranza’s man joined the procession and started following him immediately.

Incensed, she tossed aside her veil and picked up speed, startling the women next to her. When she was within striking distance, she drew back her arm and let the fat wax candle fly through the air, pegging the man in the black hat. He whirled to face her, his eyes wide. She turned and ran, her heart in her throat.

The smiling skulls and happy skeletons seemed more threatening now. Every colorful bouquet was an obstacle, every classical guitar a hooking weapon. She overturned signs and spilled baskets, jostling tipsy men and pious women. The man in the black hat raced after her, his heavy footsteps pounding. But she was smaller and more nimble, lengthening the distance between them with every stride.

When the opportunity presented itself, she made a sharp detour around the corner of a building, trying to shake him. She continued to run, her chest burning and her feet aching. Finally, she stopped on a deserted side street, struggling for breath. There was a black SUV parked nearby, its front windshield missing.

Oh, no.

Stomach sinking, she backed up slowly, preparing to retrace her steps. And gasped as she felt the cold bite of metal against her neck.

“Don’t move,” the voice behind her said. It was the other man, the one she’d hit over the head in the hotel carport parking garage. Keeping the barrel of the weapon pressed to her nape, he patted her down with his other hand, locating her dagger. “What’s this?” “Put away the gun and I’ll show you.” He chuckled without humor, shoving her against the side of the building. “Little girls shouldn’t play with big knives,” he said, his English lightly accented. Sliding his hand into her pants, he removed the dagger from its sheath, letting the blade catch a glint of moonlight. “They can get cut.”

Isabel didn’t say anything. The man in the black hat would appear any minute, with Brandon hot on his trail.

“Come on,” he said, dragging her toward the vehicle by the braids. She winced at the pain in her scalp but didn’t cry out. When they reached the passenger door, he slammed her head into it. Black spots flashed before her eyes and the impact reverberated down her spine, weakening her knees.

She put up an ineffectual fight as he holstered his weapon, securing her wrists behind her back with coarse rope. When he pushed her into the passenger seat, she rallied, kicking him in the face as hard as she could. “Bitch,” he sputtered, stumbling backward. Although the move didn’t give her a chance to escape, her chest swelled with pride, because she’d busted his lip. Clearly he was displeased with her for hitting him over the head with a brick. He should have been prepared for her fractiousness.

The man with the broken nose came running toward the SUV, his hat gone. Brandon wasn’t following him.

“Where’s the güero?” his partner asked, spitting on the sidewalk.

“I took care of him.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

While the bigger man climbed inside the vehicle, Isabel was thrown into the backseat, her heart cold with dread. Was Brandon hurt, or dying? Her world spun on its axis and shuddered to a grinding halt.

Please, no. Not Brandon. Anyone but him.

She stared out the window as they pulled away, traveling through an indecipherable maze of side streets because the main road was closed. Although she wanted Brandon to save himself, not her, she kept her eyes peeled, hoping to see him.

He didn’t come.

Numbness settled over her, allowing her to endure the pain. She resolved to be as combative as possible. Carranza’s men were taking her somewhere to kill her, and she wasn’t going willingly. Scooting across the backseat, she fumbled for the door handle, her fingers straining. The rope at her wrists held tight, burning her skin. They hit a bump in the road and she almost went sprawling.

Gritting her teeth, she inched toward the door handle and tried again, her fingertips slipping over it without success. The driver pressed a button on the control panel, locking her in with an ominous click.

Isabel decided the driver needed another swift kick to the head. If she caused an accident, she might have a better chance of escaping.

“Tie up her feet,” he said, glancing in the rearview mirror.

His partner grabbed the length of rope, giving her a warning look as he reached for her ankles. Instead of struggling, she tried to appear soft and helpless, hoping the bigger man would be more sympathetic to a female in distress. He was the muscle in this operation, not the brains. Maybe he didn’t enjoy hurting women.

The big man tied her feet securely and ignored her pleading gaze, telling her everything she needed to know. He wouldn’t help her.

For the remainder of the ride, she searched for a cutting tool, her fingers digging into every nook and cranny of the backseat. There were pieces of safety glass from the shattered windshield on the floor, just out of reach. It was maddening.

“Where are we going?” she asked, noticing a sign that said Zona Archeológica.

Neither man replied.

The driver continued toward the grounds of some ancient ruins. Apparently, the remote location suited his needs. It was a perfect place to hide a body. There was no one around for miles, no one to hear her scream.

A chill shuddered down her spine.

The driver barreled through the front gate, breaking the chain lock. He continued past a group of stone pyramids and an abandoned ball court, parking beside a structure Isabel recognized as an underground tomb.

Fighting was futile, but she bucked wildly as they dragged her out of the vehicle. Her shrill cry was swallowed by the sultry night. She’d be tortured and buried here, among the souls of ancient warriors.

The big man shoved her down the steps of the tomb, ignoring the Prohibido sign at the entrance. She was forced into an underground room with a low ceiling and a dirt floor. There were several engraved stone tablets leaning against the wall, but no human remains.

Not yet.

The smaller man struck her across the face, knocking her down. With no arms to break her fall, she took a hard tumble. Pain spread from her cheek and the taste of blood filled her mouth. She curled up on her side, protecting her vital organs.

“That was for kicking me,” the man said, as if his action had settled the score.

Isabel begged to differ. By her calculations, she still owed him one.

The large man stood by the entrance, keeping watch while his partner crouched beside her, flipping open his cell phone.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“Maybe we want to stuff pills down your throat until you choke,” he answered, giving her a hard smile. His fingertips made a trail across her dusty cheek, tracing her lips. “I think I’d enjoy filling your pretty mouth.”

“Try it,” she invited, baring her teeth.

“We have her,” he said into the phone, then listened for a response. “Bueno.” Pressing a button, he turned the screen toward Isabel, letting her look. A man who resembled Jaime was there, staring back at her. It was his father, Manuel Carranza.

“I need to know what happened to my son,” he said.

Isabel had never been on a video conference call. She struggled to an upright position, sitting in the dirt.

“If you tell me the truth, I’ll let you go. You have my word.”

“Your word means nothing to me,” she said, incredulous.

“Please,” he added, his eyes so much like Jaime’s that she felt haunted by them. “I want to hear about his last moments. I have to understand why he died.”

She fell silent, weighing her options. There was no benefit in cooperating. They’d kill her no matter what she said.

“Maybe I’ll pay a visit to your mother,” Carranza said. “From what I’ve heard, she’s quite desperate to find you. I think she’d agree to meet with me.”

Her stomach tightened with fear. “Leave her alone.”

“Talk to me and I will.”

She’d rather die resisting, standing strong. But she couldn’t take the chance that he’d go after her mother. Brandon might be bleeding in an alleyway, or lying dead, because of her. Agony spread through her chest, threatening to suffocate her. She’d already hurt so many people she loved. Her mother was the only family member she had left.

“Do you promise?” she asked, although she didn’t trust him.

“Of course. I don’t enjoy harming women.”

Taking a ragged breath, she agreed to talk. After a long moment, she lifted her chin, preparing to unsettle him with the disturbing story. She hoped he would choke on it. “I met Jaime at Club Deuce in Hollywood. He went there to socialize and sell drugs. I was one of his best customers.”

Carranza waited for her to continue, his brow furrowed.

“On the night he … died, he seemed upset, as if a problem was bothering him. I bought him a few drinks, trying to cheer him up. He said he appreciated my company because I didn’t hang all over him like the other girls.”

A hint of resistance flickered in Carranza’s eyes. Perhaps, deep down, he already knew where this was going.

“Jaime wanted to leave so we took a cab to my place. I’m not clear about what happened after that, but I remember one important detail.”

“What?”

“He had a new wristband,” she said, shifting her own wrists behind her back. “Like a brass cuff. He said you ordered him to take it off because it wasn’t masculine. He tried to come out to you, but you wouldn’t listen—”

“No,” Carranza interrupted. “You’re mistaken.”

“You wouldn’t listen,” she repeated, more firmly this time. “But I did. I hugged him when he told me and I said it was okay. He didn’t show much emotion and we were both so high … I thought he was fine.”

His expression was guarded, his eyes full of pain. “Did you give him the pills?”

“I don’t know,” she said. She couldn’t recall anything beyond the heartfelt conversation. “I think he found them after I feel asleep. I’m sure he was familiar with the drug and understood the dosage. He wouldn’t have taken so many on accident.”

“You’re lying,” Carranza roared.

“I’m sorry,” she said, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I wish I could have helped him.”

He looked away, cursing under his breath. He knew she was telling the truth. She saw it in his face. But he couldn’t accept Jaime for who he was. He refused to acknowledge that his son had killed himself because he was gay.

“What do you want us to do?” the smaller man asked Carranza.

“Get rid of her,” he said, and hung up.

Isabel stared at her captors, horrified. She had known it would end this way but couldn’t hold back a sob of dismay. Dying here was her worst nightmare. She’d be trapped, alone in this dark tomb, for eternity.

Both of Carranza’s men were aware of her innocence. They understood that the drug lord considered her a thorn in his side, not a threat to his organization. “Please,” she said, reduced to begging. “You know this is wrong.”

The big man appeared unenthusiastic about the task he was about to perform, but resigned to it. His comrade had a more sadistic bent. He studied her with cold anticipation, enamored with the idea of breaking her.

“He’ll kill you, too,” she said, panicking. “Now that you’ve heard Jaime’s secret, he’ll kill you, too!”

The smaller man took Isabel’s dagger from his belt, testing its sharpness with his fingertip. “Stand guard outside.”

His partner hesitated, glancing at her prone form. “Do you want to watch me do it?” “A bullet would be cleaner.” “And easier to trace.”

The big man shifted, uncomfortable with the situation. Even cold-blooded murderers were reluctant to kill defenseless young women. He didn’t like this job, and he didn’t appear to like his partner.

“You’re next,” Isabel promised. “He’ll lay you out beside me.”

“Go on,” the smaller man said, dismissing him. “I’ll make it quick.”

After a brief pause, her last hope turned his back on her. He ascended the stone steps, disappearing into the night.







Chapter 13

Brandon was too late.

It took him several seconds to recover after Isabel socked him in the gut. He hadn’t expected the move and she’d executed it perfectly. As soon as he caught his breath, he took off running, scanning the crowded cemetery for her. It was almost as if she’d vanished into thin air. He cut through the procession, searching for her fleeing form. Although he stood taller than most of the men and all of the women, he couldn’t see her.

She’d given him the slip.

When it dawned on him that she was hiding amidst the townspeople, he started looking for a woman of her size and stature, with no luck. Half of the girls in the town had dark, braided hair and slender figures. He would have had to study hundreds of faces to find her, and many of the young ladies kept their eyes downcast. Giving every  female a close examination would attract too much attention from protective husbands and fathers.

Growing frantic, and increasingly disturbed by the cheery images of death, he moved to the side of the street. Some of the men were watching the festivities, drinking cold cerveza. Gaucho Rodriguez was standing with them, ill-concealed in a tall cowboy hat. Brandon walked past him and ducked behind a building, his heart racing. When Gaucho didn’t take the bait, Brandon doubled back, curious. He’d gone the opposite direction.

Damn it.

Brandon sprinted hard but didn’t catch anything but a black cowboy hat, still warm, discarded in haste. As he rounded the corner, he saw the SUV weaving through side streets, brake lights flashing. Isabel was in the backseat. He picked up the pace, trying to close the distance, but he couldn’t run as fast as a moving vehicle.

It turned onto a lonely road, leaving him in the dust.

He threw down the cowboy hat and sank to his knees, howling with frustration. In the blink of an eye, he’d lost her. He’d let the target fall into enemy hands. And like a damned fool, he’d fallen in love with her.

He’d fallen in love with her.

Cursing violently, he scrambled to his feet. He couldn’t let a couple of ruthless criminals steal his woman. But he didn’t have many options. Calling the local police would be suicidal and no other assistance was available.

He glanced around for a car to steal, raking a hand through his hair. A man on a bicycle pedaled down a deserted cross street, oblivious to his plight. “Hey,” Brandon shouted, waving the hat in the air. “Help!”

The man slowed, but didn’t stop.

“I have money,” Brandon said, jogging toward him. “Mucho dinero!” Proving it, he took a wad of bills out of his pocket.

The man on the bike pedaled forward, curious. He had a metal basket filled with pink candy skulls. Brandon couldn’t imagine a less appetizing treat. He pictured children munching on blood-colored icing and jelly-filled brains.

“Give me your bike,” he said, thrusting the cash at him. “You can have the hat, the money, the shirt off my back.”

The man accepted the deal, nodding his agreement. The bike wasn’t new but the hat was. Along with the dollar bills, it was a fair trade. Brandon waited, his heart leaping with hope, while the man climbed off the bike and removed his belongings from the basket. His weathered hands were clumsy, and he smelled like tequila.

Brandon’s patience broke. He wrenched the wire basket off the bike and set it aside. Several sugar skulls tumbled out, rolling down the street. “Sorry, I’m in a hurry,” he said, pointing after the SUV. “Where does that road go?”

The man blinked at it, bleary. “Izapa.”

“Izapa?”

He formed a triangle with his hands, making the shape of a pyramid. “Las ruínas.” The ruins.

“Thank you,” Brandon said, and took off, pedaling hard. The bike was old but sturdy, and it had good tires. It was faster than his legs, and there was no other transportation around. He could only hope for steep downhill grades.

They didn’t come easy. For what seemed like an hour, he toiled uphill, sweating like crazy and cursing the entire country of Mexico. The humidity was killing him. What kind of godforsaken place celebrated death? Every man, woman and child in Tapachula must have been walking in the parade, because the outskirts of town were eerily quiet. There wasn’t a car on the road, not a single wandering soul.

At long last, the most evil hill in the universe descended into a cool, dark valley. Without the glimmer of moonlight, he’d never have been able to pick up speed. The danger of hitting a rock and flying over the cliff was still considerable, but he accepted the risk with relish, baring his teeth to the night.

Finally, he was making good time.

Carranza’s men wanted to question Isabel. He knew that, and prayed she would drag the process out by failing to cooperate. She was good at staying mum, even better at kicking ass. God, he loved her. And, if they lived through this, he was going to paddle her lovely backside for punching him.

Looking forward to it, he approached the ruins of Izapa. Blunt-topped pyramids rose up from a dark carpet of vegetation, gleaming like old bones in the moonlight. The ancient stone buildings loomed before him, stoic and impenetrable. A patina of moss specked the surfaces of the boulders, giving them a mottled appearance.

Brandon left his bike by the broken front gate and proceeded on foot, his weapon ready, heart thundering in his chest.

He passed a dozen structures before spotting the SUV. It was parked next to an underground dwelling or bunker of some sort. Ducking behind a mossy block wall, he studied the scene from a distance, deliberating the best method of attack. Gaucho was standing guard at the entrance of the bunker. Brandon could pick him off from here.

Sharpshooting wasn’t part of his typical repertoire, but he wouldn’t hesitate to take this scumbag out. His new mission was to save Isabel and nothing else mattered. He’d reassigned himself. The only problem was that a gunshot would alert the man inside the bunker and put Isabel at risk.

Deciding to employ stealth instead of shock, he dropped to his belly and army-crawled toward the SUV at an angle. Gaucho didn’t see him. When he arrived at the vehicle, he stopped to listen. He couldn’t hear anything but the buzz of insects and the faint ticking of the cooling system.

Rising carefully to a crouching position, he peered through the SUV’s tinted side windows, which were still intact. Gaucho hadn’t moved an inch.

Taking a small penknife out of his pocket, he stabbed it into the front tire, letting the air out with an audible hiss.

Gaucho turned his head toward the sound.

Brandon jerked the knife out of the tire and put it away quickly, holding his gun at the ready. When his opponent came around the front of the vehicle to check out the noise, Brandon advanced, cracking him across the temple with the butt of his weapon. Gaucho stumbled sideways but didn’t go down.

Brandon gulped, retreating a step.

He’d delivered a solid, skull-rattling hit and the behemoth hadn’t even fallen. But perhaps he was dazed, because he didn’t call out or retaliate, just blinked at Brandon in befuddled fury.

Brandon hit him again, harder. Blood spurted from a tear in his scalp, streaking his stunned face. Making a gurgling sound, he sank to his knees in the grass and then careened forward, unconscious.

From somewhere underground, Isabel let out an earsplitting shriek. Brandon switched off the safety and leaped into action.

Isabel rotated her wrists behind her back, exploring the rope’s resistance as her captor came forward.

The coarse fibers bit into her skin and there was no room to maneuver. She couldn’t feel the tips of her fingers. Her feet weren’t bound as tightly. She flexed her ankles, praying for the knot to slip.

He gave her a slow perusal, proving he wasn’t going to kill her quickly. “I’ve seen your picture in a magazine. Very nice.”

She tried to work up enough saliva to spit in his eye, but her mouth was too dry. Watching him approach, she continued to saw her wrists and ankles, searching for a weak spot in the binding.

He shoved her down in the dirt, pressing his forearm to her throat. Her wrists were pinned underneath her body, crushed by their combined weight. Tears sprang into her eyes but she refused to give him the satisfaction of crying out.

Flashing a dark smile, he trailed the tip of her knife down the center of her chest, slicing the beautiful tunic in half. While he stared at her exposed breasts, she gritted her teeth and scissored her ankles. The rope loosened, little by little.

He lifted the blade to her cheek, tracing her trembling lips. “Shh,” he said, as if this would calm her. “It will all be over soon.”

She turned her head to the side, shuddering with revulsion. In her direct line of sight there was a stone engraving of an eagle, its talons clutching a bloody heart. She concentrated on the unsettling image, trying to draw strength from it.

Taking her silence as a sign of defeat, the man moved the knife to her drawstring waistband, cutting it away. Channeling her fear and fury, she focused on the eagle’s sharp talons and visualized the rope unraveling. Her attacker set aside the knife, fumbling with his trousers. The rope slipped down, freeing one foot.

Yes!

She brought her knee up, slamming it into his groin with all her might. He made a strangled sound and rolled off her, holding his injured parts. She kicked out wildly, bucking her body as the rope unraveled. Knowing she only had seconds to escape, she scooted away from him and struggled to her feet.

He grabbed her ankle, sending her sprawling.

This time she couldn’t hold back her scream. She tried to tuck into the fall and was only partly successful. Her hip and shoulder bounced off the hard-packed earth, jarring her bones. The impact stunned her.

He leaped on her back and grabbed her by the hair, wrenching her head up and holding his gun to her temple. “I was going to leave your face intact, puta. Now even your mother won’t recognize you.”

Brandon appeared in the entranceway, his gun aimed at the man on top of her. Isabel’s heart seized. “Drop it or die.”

Instead of dropping it, her captor took the barrel away from Isabel’s head and pointed it at Brandon. Shots discharged from both weapons and the tomb exploded in chaos. Ancient stone fragments flew in every direction, filling the space with dust. Her attacker loosened his grip on her hair and collapsed, trapping her beneath him. Warm wetness trickled down her neck. Brandon rushed forward, pushing the limp body off her.

Everything went silent. She felt like she was sobbing, but she couldn’t hear a sound. The smell of gunshot residue filled her nostrils. Horrified, she turned to look at the carnage. Her captor was stretched out on his side, mouth open. The back of his head was missing. Gore splattered the stone walls.

Oh, my God.

Sickened by the sight, she hunched over and retched, her empty stomach revolting. Nothing came up but saliva. Her ears were ringing, her head spinning.

Brandon knelt beside her, cutting her wrists free. Her hands tingled with a bright, dizzying pain. His mouth moved but she couldn’t make out the words. He urged her to her feet, yanking her pants up her hips. They left the tomb together.

She didn’t want to get inside the SUV, but he insisted. While he drove away from the ruins, going as fast as he could with a flat tire, she started trembling uncontrollably. Tears rolled down her swollen cheek and the ache in her right ear reached a piercing crescendo.

Closing her eyes, she wished for drugs, for death, for oblivion.







Chapter 14

Brandon knew Isabel was in shock.

She hadn’t said a word since they left the ruins, and she wasn’t responding to his voice. He’d asked several times if she was hurt, to no avail. Her eyes were squeezed shut, her shoulders trembling, clothes in tatters.

Taking the quilt out of his backpack, he covered her half-exposed upper body.

Pelón Garcia had hit her. The angry red mark stood out on her cheek, plain as day. He’d also raped her, or attempted to rape her. Either way, Brandon was furious, his chest heaving with pent-up rage. If he could go back and kill the man again, he would. If he could make him suffer, draw it out and watch him bleed, he would.

Some of his anger was directed toward himself. He’d let her come to harm. She’d been hurt on his watch. That was unacceptable.

His mood black, he drove as close to the border as possible and pulled over, parking the vehicle near a tree-lined ravine. The front windshield was gone, safety glass scattered all over the interior. They couldn’t slip into Guatemala unnoticed in a bullet-riddled SUV, and he wanted to distance himself from Carranza as much as possible. The vehicle probably had a GPS system. Brandon doubted that the man he’d knocked out would come after them tonight, but reinforcements might.

He took a bottle of water out of his backpack and offered it to Isabel. She didn’t take it. When he touched her arm, she moaned, turning her head away.

Brandon wondered if she’d broken something. Her shirt was stained with the dead man’s blood, her face pale from nausea. He got out of the driver’s seat and walked around to the passenger side, opening the door. “Can you stand?”

She stared at his lips, miserable.

Frowning, he checked her upper body for injuries, starting at her fingertips. Her wrists were red from rope burns but he didn’t find any obvious breaks. She slapped his hands aside and touched her right ear.

Understanding dawned. “Can you hear me?”

She shook her head.

Relief and sympathy washed over him. One of his buddies had ruptured an eardrum during a training exercise. The pain was debilitating, but temporary. He rummaged through his backpack, which held her first aid kit. There were some ibuprofen tablets inside. She took two with water, wincing as she swallowed.

“We have to go,” he said, pointing at the road. She needed to see a doctor, but getting across the border was his top priority.

She nodded, sliding out of the passenger seat with his help. On her first step forward, she let out a little cry and swayed toward him, her knees buckling. He caught her as she fell, remembering that ear injuries caused dizziness. Securing the quilt around her body, he solved the problem by lifting her into his arms.

When she didn’t argue, merely closed her eyes and put her head on his shoulder, he knew she was suffering.

He took off toward the border crossing, guided by moonlight. This late in the evening, there wasn’t a single car on the road. He walked for about mile without slowing, and it was hard going, the most difficult trek of his life. She was slim but sleek with muscle, not delicate. His biceps burned from bearing her weight.

Finally a car happened by, its driver slowing to offer them a ride. Brandon pretended not to understand any Spanish and the man stopped asking questions. They crossed the bridge into Guatemala without incident.

Isabel curled up against him and slept.

“Hay hospital en San Marcos,” the driver said, glancing in his rearview mirror.

Brandon made a vague noise of agreement, brushing a lock of hair from Isabel’s brow. His heart swelled with a mixture of emotions. He was so grateful she was alive, but deeply disturbed by the trauma she’d endured. By the skin of his teeth, he’d gotten them out of Mexico. Now that the mission was almost complete, he felt sick about the final step. He couldn’t bear to betray her while she was vulnerable.

The trip to San Marcos, the largest city in the region, took several hours. As they neared the business center, Isabel roused, looking out the window. The rest had done her good. When he offered her water, she drank eagerly.

“Feel better?”

“Much. I can hear again.”

“With both ears?”

She frowned, touching her right side. “This one still hurts a little. And you sound quiet, far away.”

He didn’t know if her hearing loss would be permanent, but he was glad she was responding to his voice again.

The driver cruised by a small medical facility, which was closed. He continued on to a budget hotel, saying the owner would give them a fair price. Brandon offered him some cash, but he wouldn’t take it.

“Vaya con Dios,” he said, nodding at Isabel.

She murmured the proper response, mustering a weak smile. Brandon helped her out of the backseat and she walked to the front entrance of the hotel without assistance. While she stood in the lobby, quilt around her shoulders, he paid for a room.

He knew he should go straight to the authorities, documents in hand. He’d killed one man and seriously injured another. Even in his line of work, which was fraught with risk, fatalities were unusual. His boss would need full, immediate disclosure.

But the only thing he cared about was Isabel.

Too exhausted to weigh the consequences, he climbed into bed with her as soon as they entered the room. Holding her close, he listened to her soft, steady breathing, his chest aching with tenderness.

Moments later, he was asleep.

When Isabel opened her eyes, Brandon wasn’t there.

She turned to look for him, moving her head gingerly. The room was bright with daylight, and empty except for her. The pain in her ear had receded into a vague discomfort but every muscle in her body ached. She felt like she’d surfed the pipeline all day and been mashed against the reef. Repeatedly.

Violent images from the night before assaulted her, flashing through her mind like a horror film reel. She felt dirty, hollow, deeply disturbed. Blood and gore had dried on her shirt, stiffening the fabric.

Cringing, she rose from the bed.

Brandon’s backpack was still there, so she figured he’d gone out to get breakfast. Her stomach rumbled with hunger, indifferent to trauma. She stretched her arms over her head, trying to ease her sore muscles.

What she needed was a warm bath. Grabbing her messenger bag, she padded into the bathroom, which boasted a nice-size tub. Letting the water run hot, she discarded her ruined clothes and examined her appearance. The scrape on her cheek wasn’t that bad. She brushed her teeth, glad they were intact.

Unbraiding her hair, she slipped into the tub, rested her head on the edge and soaked the terrifying experience away.

When she was clean, she felt like a new woman. In some ways, last night had been cathartic. She’d been forced to come to terms with Jaime’s death. Speaking openly about his final moments had prompted an epiphany: she wasn’t responsible for every tragedy that had befallen her. She was responsible for the way she’d reacted. There was nothing healthy about wallowing in guilt or avoiding consequences.

It was time to face the music.

She combed her hair until it gleamed and wrapped a towel around her well-scrubbed, slightly battered body before walking out into the main room. Brandon was sitting at the table, sipping coffee. The pan de muerto he’d bought at the fair rested on the surface, along with a couple of shopping bags.

Although she was hungry, her gaze stayed on him. He looked rumpled and road-weary and good enough to eat.

“You showered,” he said, skimming her bare legs.

She sat down across from him, tearing off a hunk of bread. It was sweet, like a doughnut, and dusted with sugar. The grains dissolved on her tongue. “Mmm-hmm.”

“Where are your clothes?”

“In the trash.”

He studied her bruised cheek. “How do you feel?” “Not too bad, considering.” She tasted the coffee, appreciating its bold flavor. “How about you? Did you sleep?”

“I got a few hours,” he said, rolling the tension from his shoulders.

The noise she made in response sounded like wifely disapproval. She flushed a little, warmed by the notion.

“Do you want to see a doctor?”

“No.”

“You need medical attention.” “I’m fine. The earache passed.” His eyes searched hers, delving deeper, for emotional scars. “You were assaulted,” he said quietly. “Do I look awful?”

“You look beautiful. Did he rape you?”

“No,” she said, touching the mark on her face. “You stopped him.”

“I killed him,” he corrected.

She didn’t flinch at the harsh words. “I’m glad.”

He stared at her for a moment, a muscle in his jaw flexing. Something about this conversation bothered him and it wasn’t the attempted rape. Although he’d saved her life, he seemed uncomfortable in the role of hero.

Or maybe he didn’t think there was anything heroic about shooting a man and watching his head explode.

“Thank you,” she said anyway, her throat tight.

He acknowledged her statement with a curt nod, taking another sip of coffee. “I have to shower.”

She watched him leave the table, upset with herself. She was sorry she’d put him through such a horrifying ordeal, and regretted hurting him in the graveyard. But she couldn’t take the blame for another unfortunate death. Carranza’s men had attacked her—they’d brought this outcome on themselves.

He picked up one of the shopping bags and ducked into the bathroom. When the shower turned on, she blinked out of her stupor. Taking a deep breath, she finished her breakfast. Brandon knew it was dangerous to come after her, and she was damned lucky he had. She owed him an apology … and so much more.

He came out of the bathroom a few minutes later, smelling like steamy male skin and soap lather. The pants he was wearing were too short, barely reached his ankles. With no shirt or shoes, he looked like a sexy castaway.

She smiled behind her coffee cup, enjoying the view.

“I bought clothes for you, too,” he said, pointing at the other bag.

“Really?” Touched by his thoughtfulness, she rose from the table, perusing the contents. A pair of simple black flip-flops. Plain white panties, a size too large. She forgave the mistake when she saw a green cotton sundress. Making a soft exclamation of pleasure, she brought the garment to her chest, whirling to face the mirror above the dresser.

“Ouch,” she said, almost stumbling on her tender foot. “What is it?”

“Blisters,” she replied, admiring the soft fabric. “This is lovely.”

He grabbed the first aid kit and sat at the edge of the bed, gesturing for her foot. She boosted herself up on the dresser, stretching her leg out to him. He dabbed ointment on every tiny sore, and smoothed more on the rope burns around her ankles. Then he applied a couple of bandage strips as needed.

“Thanks,” she said when he was finished, wiggling her toes.

His gaze traveled up her bare legs, lingering at the hem of her towel. “You’re welcome,” he said gruffly, rising from the bed.

She reached out to stop him. There were so many thoughts and emotions spinning around her head. It was difficult to sort them all out. “I’m sorry I hit you yesterday. Believe it or not, I was trying to protect you.”

He remained silent, neither accepting nor rejecting her apology.

She toyed with his hand, self-conscious. “I’ve decided to travel to the embassy and turn myself in.” “When?”

“Tomorrow, I guess.” “Why wait?”

She looked up at him, her pulse pounding. “Because I can’t stand the thought of leaving this room without touching you.”

His eyes darkened with understanding.

“I have to take control of my life,” she said, raising her hand to his jaw. His whiskers there were rough-soft against her fingertips. “But first, I want to be yours. I need to feel alive, just once, before I go.”

He swallowed hard, studying her face. Judging by his pained expression, he wasn’t unaffected by her confession.

She dropped her hands to the knot between her breasts, letting the towel fall away. His gaze trailed downward, moving from her exposed breasts to the dark triangle between her thighs in an agonizingly slow drag. Her nipples tightened at the visual caress. She tilted her head back, parting her lips in invitation.

“You were attacked last night,” he said, putting his mouth close to hers. “Yes.”

“This isn’t a good way to deal with trauma.” “Maybe it’s the best way.” Still, he hesitated. “I don’t think I can be gentle.” She couldn’t wait.

When she nodded her acceptance, he thrust his hand into her hair, taking her mouth in a plundering kiss. There was no tenderness, as promised. Only heat, and need, and domination. She reveled in his taste, gripping the underside of the dresser. Their tongues met and tangled, mouths wide open.

Then he broke the kiss, panting. “Hold that thought.” Giving her a hungry look, he strode across the room, shrugging into his shirt.

“Where are you going?”

“Condoms. There’s a drugstore around the corner.” Leaving his shirt unbuttoned and his boot laces untied, he flew out the door. She waited for him to return, her heart racing with excitement. Should she stay like this, buck naked on the dresser? Feeling anxious, she turned to the side, examining her reflection in the mirror. Her popularity as a bikini model had been more about her father’s notoriety than her specific measurements. She’d never had lush hips or big breasts. But she was proud of her athletic body and didn’t regret the sexy photo shoots.

Brandon had said she was beautiful. Those words had always seemed empty to her. Now she felt warmed by them, from the inside out.

Closing her eyes, she vowed to enjoy their final moments together. This was her last day of freedom, her last chance to experience pleasure. She was going to make the most of it, to grab happiness with both hands.

When Brandon burst through the door, her breath caught in her throat. Eyes cruising over her nude form, he tossed a box of condoms on the bed, wrestled out of his shirt and kicked off his boots.

Her tummy quivered in anticipation.

He stepped up to the dresser, ready to pick up where they left off. Moving a lock of hair off her shoulder, he pressed his lips to her bare skin.

“I’ve never done it this way before,” she said, shivering.

He went still. “What way?”

She laughed, resting her forehead against his chest. “Sober. I’ve never done it sober. The details are kind of fuzzy.”

“No problem,” he said, smiling a little. “I’ll give you a refresher course.” “How nice of you.” “I’m in a generous mood.”

She giggled helplessly as he lifted her off the dresser, falling across the bed with her. Then he covered her mouth with his, kissing the last of her inhibitions away. “I think I remember a few things,” she said, sprawling over him.

“Do you?”

Nodding, she explored the bunched muscles in his shoulders. “I like this,” she said, touching the hair on his chest.

“Hmm.”

Moving on, she traced the trail down his stomach, kissing his flat abdomen. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

He groaned, threading his hand through her hair.

His erection was clearly outlined beneath the fabric of his trousers, standing at full attention. She moistened her lips, studying the broad tip and rigid length. Licking his hard belly, she molded her palm around him.

He inhaled a sharp breath, his abdominals tight as a drum.

“Maybe I can make it up to you,” she said in a husky voice. Lowering his zipper, she freed him from the restrictive barrier. Curling her hand around his shaft, she stroked him up and down. Her insides went molten as she took him into her mouth. He watched her intently, his grip on her hair tightening. She moaned, swirling her tongue around him.

“Wait,” he said, pulling her head away from his groin. “That feels amazing, but I can’t handle it right now.”

She’d been thrilled by the sensation of having him in her mouth and wanted to continue. But when he stretched out on top of her and pinned her arms over her head, kissing her senseless, she forgot her disappointment.

“You can do that later,” he promised.

“I want to do everything,” she said, panting against his lips. “I want you everywhere.”

That statement gave him pause. “Everywhere in the room, or everywhere on your body?”

“Both,” she decided.

With a hoarse chuckle, he glanced around, imagining the possibilities. “In that case, get back up on the dresser.”

A thrill raced through her. She slid off the bed, doing his bidding.

Cheeks flushed with passion, he followed her, bringing the condoms with him. His erection was jutting at his open fly, inviting her to touch. Instead of suiting up, he set the box down and stepped between her parted legs, kissing her mouth again and again. He cupped her breasts, trapping her stiff nipples between his thumb and forefinger. With every firm pinch, her sex tightened in response, aching to be filled.

She reached into his pants, wrapping her fingers around his thick erection. “I want this. Please.”

“I’m going to give it to you, honey. Believe me.”

“Hurry.”

Eyes glittering, he pushed her hands aside and sank to his knees before her. She felt embarrassingly slick and swollen, her nipples pebble-hard. Holding her gaze, he kissed her trembling inner thigh. She moaned, spreading her legs wider.

When he dipped his head to taste her, she gasped in delight, clutching at his short hair. She’d never been so aroused in her life. Licking his lips slowly, he slid a blunt finger inside her. “You’re so pretty here.”

She squirmed on the dresser, begging for more.

His mouth settled on her and all rational thought fled. He flicked his tongue over her tender flesh, worrying the taut nub and stroking her with his fingers until she screamed, shattering into a thousand pieces. His touch gentled as the last of the tremors faded. She felt like a puddle of sensitive nerve endings, boneless.

He stood, removing his glistening fingers from her before putting on the condom. “You still want this?”

She nodded, twining her arms around his neck. Her orgasm had been explosive but she needed more to feel complete. He guided himself into her inch by inch. She struggled to accommodate him, gasping at the overwhelming sense of fullness.

When he was buried to the hilt, he let out a strangled groan. “You feel so good. I can’t last.”

She wrapped her legs around him, desperate for him to move.

After giving her a moment to adjust, he eased himself back and forth, her moisture making him slick. She looked down at their joined bodies, mesmerized by the erotic sight. “Isabel,” he choked, sliding in and out.

Her pouty nipples rubbed against his rough chest hair and his pelvis bumped hers with every thrust. It was almost too much pleasure to bear. She dug her fingernails into his shoulders and threw her head back, sobbing his name. He glanced at her face, as if gauging her proximity to climax. Licking his thumb, he placed it over her sensitive nub, helping her along.

With a keening cry, she came again, her sex pulsing around him.

He swiveled her from the dresser to the bed in one fluid motion and fell on top of her, thrusting hard. She studied his clenched jaw and flexing muscles, excited beyond belief. He felt huge and hot inside her, reaching depths no one else had.

She’d never been so fiercely loved.

Gritting his teeth, he pounded into her until he found his own release, his body shuddering against hers. When it was over, he disposed of the condom and came back to bed, drawing her into his arms. She closed her eyes and rested her head on his chest, listening to the sound of his beating heart.







Chapter 15

Isabel rose from the bed at sundown.

Brandon was stretched out on his stomach, fast asleep. The sheet rode low on his hips, revealing most of his naked body. His shoulders bore crescent marks from her fingernails, made in the throes of passion. She watched him for a moment, wondering if he was dreaming of her. They’d spent most of the day making love. After exhausting their condom supply, and themselves, they collapsed in a tangle of sweaty limbs and twisted sheets. She’d never felt so satisfied. He’d finally relaxed enough to drift off with her.

He was sprawled across the bed, all long legs and lean muscles, his face boyish in repose. She studied the edge of his shadowed jaw, aching to kiss him one last time. To curl up beside him and forget the world outside.

When her vision blurred, she tore her gaze away from him, taking a slow breath. The dress he’d bought her was hanging over a chair. She put on the underwear and flip-flops, both of which fitted loose, and pulled the dress over her head. It was a simple style, sort of Grecian, with a high waist and a V-necked bodice. Hands trembling, she tamed her wild hair into a sleek knot at her nape and picked up her messenger bag, ready to go.

It was better to leave now and make a clean break. For his protection, she wouldn’t mention his name to the authorities.

On her way out the door, she hesitated. She hadn’t planned to write a note but it seemed cold not to. Their time together had been incredibly special. After everything they’d been through, she owed him a goodbye.

She found notebook paper in her bag. Moving quietly, she rifled through his backpack, checking the zippered pockets for a pen or pencil. Her fingertips brushed over a piece of fabric that felt familiar. She removed it, recognizing the strip of linen she’d used as a washcloth. Although logic told her he’d needed a handkerchief, not something to remember her by, her stomach fluttered at the sight. This scrap of fabric symbolized the sensuality he’d awoken in her. It evoked deep longing and uncontrollable desire.

Setting the linen aside, she reached farther into the backpack, locating a strange little pocket at the bottom. Inside there was a flat metal disk. Frowning, she took the object out of the pack and read its shiny surface.

Deputy Marshal Brandon Knox International Fugitive Task Force Division United States Marshals Service

Smothering her cry of outrage, she turned to stare at the stranger on the bed. He’d tricked her. Everything he’d said was a lie. He was a cop, not a tourist.

How could she have been such a fool?

For several long, drawn-out seconds, she considered grabbing the gun out of his bag and pointing it at him, demanding answers. Maybe he had a pair of handcuffs. It would serve him right if she locked him to the bed and left him here, naked and vulnerable.

The urge to make him pay was intense. She struggled with it, tears of shock and anger filling her eyes.

In the end, she resisted temptation. He’d slept very little for the past few days and might not wake for hours on his own. It was better to sneak away now, leaving him in the dark. Grimacing, she replaced the badge in his pack.

She crept across the room and slipped through the door, pausing outside to see if he would follow. When he didn’t appear, she took off at a brisk pace, hurrying down the street. She asked the first person she saw for directions to the bus station. Luckily, it was less than a mile away. As soon as she arrived she bought an express ticket to Guatemala City. The last bus was scheduled to depart as she made the purchase. She ran to catch it.

The next few hours passed in a blur. Her chest ached with emptiness. Earlier today, in Brandon’s arms, she’d felt so complete. His touch had affected her on so many levels. Their eyes had met, over and over again, while he was inside her. Every kiss was a revelation, every caress an unspoken promise to love her forever. She didn’t think she’d imagined the emotional connection. He hadn’t just showed her how he felt, he’d told her. Some of it was dirty talk and sweet nothings, but everything he’d said sounded sincere.

Was it all a lie?

She couldn’t bear to evaluate every personal detail he’d shared with her. Maybe he’d invented his entire life story to meet her needs, adopting traits he knew she would find attractive. Her cheeks burned at the thought. She felt crushed, used, desperate. Like one of her father’s groupies, man-hungry and easy to manipulate.

Blinking the tears from her eyes, she focused on her next step. She refused to be derailed by this … setback. She’d fled to Mexico to protect herself, physically and emotionally. That period of her life was over.

She’d been hurt again—so what? She was tired of playing the victim, ready to leave the past behind her.

It was after midnight when she arrived in Guatemala City. She had just enough money for bus fare to the embassy in the morning. Entering the transit center, she found a hard plastic chair to curl up in and closed her eyes.

Alone, once again.

Brandon woke up in the dark.

He lifted his head and looked around the shadowy hotel room, aware that Isabel was no longer beside him. The bathroom door stood open, revealing an empty interior.

She was gone.

Lurching to his feet, he kicked away the tangled sheets and turned on the lights, blinking at the sudden brightness. Her messenger bag was missing, along with the clothes he’d bought. His backpack was on the floor, unzipped. The washcloth he’d taken as a memento had been thrown out like an old rag.

Damn.

Heart hammering against his ribs, he checked the backpack’s contents. His badge and documents were still hidden, but she might have seen them. A blank sheet of paper, torn from her small notebook, rested on the table. He crushed it in his fist, making a strangled sound of frustration.

“Stupid,” he muttered under his breath, wanting to punch a hole in the wall. Of all the mistakes he’d made in his life, this ranked number one. He’d been so close to completing his mission and escorting Isabel back to the U.S. safely. But he’d thrown it away for a couple of hot hours in bed.

He was a disgrace.

Furious with himself, he got dressed quickly, cursing his ill-fitting trousers and overactive libido. He stuffed their dirty clothes in an empty trash bag and shoved it in his backpack, protecting the evidence. Then he tossed the key on the bed and walked out, leaving the door open behind him.

On the way to the bus station, it occurred to him that she might have planned this. The lonely sheet of paper suggested that she’d intended to write a goodbye note but changed her mind. She’d obviously searched through his belongings, and taken pains not to wake him. He was a light sleeper, even when exhausted.

If she’d meant to ditch him all along, then the story she told about needing his touch was just an ego-stroke. She’d screwed him into a coma on purpose. Had she faked her responses, stoking him further with breathy little moans and hoarse cries? He flushed, remembering some of the sappy things he’d said to her in the heat of the moment. All true.

Raking a hand through his hair, he approached the terminal, scanning the departure times for her most likely escape route. She couldn’t go back to Mexico, and sticking around here was ill-advised. She’d probably gone to Guatemala City. It boasted an international airport, passenger trains and big crowds to hide among.

He’d track her down again.

The last bus to the capital had left earlier in the evening. Brandon stepped toward the ticket window, using his workmanlike Spanish to inquire about Isabel. Sure enough, the man behind the counter remembered a beautiful señorita in a green dress. Her striking looks were a blessing and a curse, weren’t they?

The transit center offered rental car services. He paid for a midsize sedan. Armed with a road map and a large cup of coffee, he was ready to drive all night.

It was just before dawn when the city came into view, all rolling hills and ramshackle dwellings. Houses of every size and shape, many made of discarded construction materials, filled the landscape. The bus station and airport were situated on the outer edge of town. Although Isabel’s bus had arrived hours ago, he went there first. She might be waiting for another departure.

He parked in a pay lot and bought a zippered sweatshirt from an outdoor vendor. Slouching a little, he put the hood up and entered the transit center. There were rows of stationary chairs as far as the eye could see, interspersed with tiny snack shops and international fast-food joints.

Scanning the crowd, he caught a glimpse of green. Isabel was curled up in a chair in a back row, her head resting on her tucked hands. She’d tied her hair back but a few tendrils had escaped, giving her a mussed appearance.

He studied her from a distance, memorizing every detail. For a fleeing fugitive, she wasn’t well hidden. Her shoulders were slumped and her mouth downturned. Though her eyes were closed, he knew she was awake. She had tears on her face.

Brandon swore silently, his anger dissipating. He had a warrant for her arrest but he hesitated to use it. Maybe her abandonment was another misguided attempt to protect him. He wanted to believe that their encounter had meant something to her.

Obviously, he was an idiot—but he was still in love with her.

He sank into one of the chairs near the exit, his thoughts in turmoil. For her own safety, he couldn’t let her go free. He had to complete the mission. Although he’d love to pass this final task on to an armed guard, and leave her with mostly positive memories of Brandon North, he couldn’t shirk his duty.

Now that he knew Isabel, he understood how much she valued her freedom and independence. She’d felt trapped in Mexico, alone and isolated. She might be pissed at him for deceiving her, but she’d hate him for detaining her.

He shouldn’t have touched her.

If he’d been able to control himself, his betrayal wouldn’t be as painful. He should have been strong enough to resist. But when she’d dropped her towel, the blood had rushed from his head to his groin, and stayed there until he’d exhausted them both.

Smothering a groan, he clenched his hands into fists. Instead of approaching her, he remained seated, putting off the inevitable, sick with regret.

Isabel took the bus to the embassy at first light.

She was hungry and tired, her muscles aching from both pleasant activities and unpleasant ones. All night long she’d been plagued by hot-flash memories of Brandon’s touch and cold-sweat worries about her future. Although her anxiety level had skyrocketed, her resolve hadn’t wavered. She had to take the first step toward the rest of her life.

As she rode with a crowd of travelers to the downtown area, she glanced around warily, wondering if she was being followed. She didn’t see anyone suspicious and didn’t much care. There was no reason for stealth today.

She supposed she could have stayed at the hotel with Brandon. U.S. Marshals caught fugitives and brought them home. But she wanted to surrender on her own terms. Face this fate head-on, unflinching. And she certainly didn’t mind depriving him of success. The outcome would be the same but she’d meet it with dignity.

Straightening her shoulders, she exited the bus and walked toward the small building. The embassy offices were inauspicious, rather than grand. As soon as she came through the entrance she was greeted by a guard and directed through a metal detector. Clearing security, she approached the front desk.

A pretty, dark-haired receptionist greeted her. “May I help you?”

“Yes,” Isabel said, clearing her throat. “I’m an American citizen and I need to speak to the ambassador.”

The receptionist offered a bland smile. “Ambassador Richards isn’t in today, miss. He doesn’t take walk-in appointments, either. If you’ll tell me what this is regarding, I can direct you to the proper office.”

She took a deep breath. “It’s about a fugitive from the States.”

The woman’s brows rose. “By what name?” “Isabel Sanborn.”

She scribbled it on a sticky note. “Have you any identification?”

After a short hesitation, Isabel gave her the fake ID for Isabel Sanchez. The receptionist looked at it, and then back at her. Narrowing her eyes, she made a copy of the card and returned it to Isabel. “Have a seat and someone will be right with you.”

Nodding, she walked toward the lacquered wood chairs, but remained standing. She was too nervous to sit still, and she’d been seated all night. Trying not to pace, she crossed her arms over her chest and focused on breathing. Although the building was air-conditioned, her cheeks felt hot and her palms were slick with perspiration. “Miss Sanchez?”

She turned to face an older gentleman in a navy suit. He had a cup of coffee in one hand and a Danish in the other.

“I’m Officer Lutz,” he said, lifting the pastry. “Right this way.”

She came forward on shaky legs, preceding him into a small office. This time she took the seat she was offered.

He gave her a canny look. “I checked the database for Isabel Sanborn and saw her photo. I must say, the two of you bear a startling resemblance.”

“The ID is fake,” she admitted.

Lutz sat behind his desk and regarded her with relish, biting into the Danish. Without meaning to, she watched his movements hungrily. Her stomach was so empty it hurt. “Coffee?” he asked, taking a sip.

“No, thank you. I want to get this over with.”

“By all means.”

“I came here to turn myself in. I don’t have any money and I need assistance in returning to the U.S. as soon as possible.”

“How long have you been in Guatemala?” “Two days.”

“Where were you before that?”

She moistened her lips. “I’d rather not say.”

Officer Lutz polished off the pastry and picked up a sheet of paper, scanning its contents. “I’ve been notified that you are a person of interest in two separate assaults in Mexico. A stabbing and a shooting.”

She rubbed her forehead, starting to panic. This was an unsettling complication. Maybe she should have stayed with Brandon.

He folded his hands on the surface of his desk, his gaze wandering over her slim form. “I have a hard time believing you accomplished these feats by yourself,” he said, squinting. “Pretty little thing like you.”

Isabel tried not to be insulted by his baiting chauvinism. She could hardly insist on her own guilt. “I’ll talk about that as soon as I’m in American custody,” she said, praying she wouldn’t be extradited to Mexico.

“You’re in an American embassy. Quite safe.”

“I won’t feel safe until I’m back in the U.S.” Maybe not even then.

He made a harrumphing noise and shuffled the papers on his desk, as if preparing to leave the room.

“Please don’t contact the Mexican government,” she said, gripping the arms of her chair. Every nerve in her body was on high alert.

“Relax, Ms. Sanborn,” he said, smiling wide enough to show his silver-capped molars. “My allegiance is to the U.S. only and I’m not influenced by outside entities. I also have the authority to make arrests, so I’d advise you to remain seated.”

She loosened her grip on the chair, but she didn’t relax. She couldn’t trust this man. Memories of the recent assault bombarded her, making her feel powerless. The walls of the office closed in on her like a tomb.

Lutz’s desk phone rang, startling her with its loud trill.

“Excuse me,” he said, picking up the receiver. His eyes never left hers as he spoke in monosyllabic replies. After he ended the call, he rose from his chair, straightening his necktie. “I’ll be right back. Are you sure you don’t want coffee?”

She shook her head, mute.

The instant he was out of the door, she leaped to her feet. Heart racing, she grabbed a letter opener from the surface of his desk. A moment later Officer Lutz reappeared in the doorway, Brandon at his side. She stared at them with feral eyes, holding the impromptu weapon in a death grip.

Brandon’s expression softened with sympathy and she realized how crazy she looked. Shoulders slumping, she set the letter opener down and returned to her seat. So much for maintaining her dignity.

Officer Lutz exchanged a puzzled glance with Brandon. “This is Deputy Marshal Knox. He says the two of you are already acquainted.”

They were acquainted, all right. Intimately acquainted.

“He has a warrant for your arrest and a plane ticket with your name on it. Everything checks out.”

“I won’t go with him,” she said, brimming with defiance.

“I’m sorry, Miss Sanborn. You don’t have a choice.”

She turned her gaze to Brandon, who appeared tired rather than triumphant. With his heavy beard stubble and mismatched clothes, he was an irresistible wreck. He must have tailed her here and allowed her to surrender, doing her one last kindness before he moved in for the kill. Or maybe he’d only been looking out for number one, avoiding a dramatic confrontation and flying fists.

She covered her face with a shaking hand, defeated and humiliated. If only she could crawl into a little ball and have a good cry. Instead she wiped away the tears and lifted her chin, pulling herself together.

“Can we get some breakfast?” he asked Lutz. “My detainee is obviously starving.”







Chapter 16

Brandon read her the Miranda rights over breakfast.

The experience was surreal, but Isabel was too hungry to dwell on it. She cleaned her plate and pretended he wasn’t there. The man she thought she knew didn’t exist, and she hated Deputy Knox with a passion.

Before they left the embassy, a local doctor checked her ear, confirming a minor tear in the tympanic membrane. Air pressure couldn’t harm an eardrum that had already been ruptured, so she was cleared to fly. Officer Lutz drove them to the airport, where they boarded a plane to Los Angeles within the hour.

The takeoff was unremarkable; the tension, unbearable.

“I’m sorry,” he said finally, his face taut.

She ignored him.

“I shouldn’t have touched you. It was wrong and I regret it.”

His apology hurt, like hard fingers poking a bruise. She wanted him to regret lying to her, not taking her to bed. “Are you going to tell your superior?” “Yes.”

“Will you get fired?” “Probably.”

The vindictive satisfaction she expected to feel didn’t come. There was only a vague emptiness inside her, dark and quiet.

He swore under his breath. “I wish you’d just let me have it.”

She frowned at him. “What?”

“Get mad at me,” he said in a furious whisper. “I can’t stand your silence!”

Her eyes widened in faux concern. “Oh, no! Are you uncomfortable? How terrible. Let’s talk it out so you can feel at ease.”

A muscle in his jaw flexed. “I don’t give a damn about feeling at ease. I want to make things right between us.”

“Nothing will ever be right between us.”

He studied her mouth for a moment. “You begged me to make love to you.”

She gritted her teeth, longing for a dagger to brandish. “Don’t flatter yourself, Deputy Knox.”

“Deputy Marshal Knox,” he corrected. “But you can call me Brandon.”

“I didn’t beg you to make love to me. I begged someone else to make love to me. I don’t even know you.”

“Almost everything I told you about myself was true.”

“Oh, really? Are you a self-defense expert who assesses risk for a living?”

“I teach self defense at the academy,” he said, frowning. “And my last assignment involved risk management.”

“Your last undercover assignment?”

He inclined his head.

Bastard. “You told me you’d planned this trip with your dead friend. I can’t think of a more despicable lie.”

His gaze darkened. “It wasn’t a lie.”

“And I suppose my article really inspired you?”

He flinched, rubbing a hand over his jaw. “It was a great article, Isabel.”

“Oh, shut up. Everything you told me about yourself was designed to appeal to me on an intimate level. You knew exactly which angle to play.”

“No. I was being real.”

“You lied to me.”

“Not about my family. Not about my feelings.”

She glanced away, refusing to listen.

“Everything I said in that hotel room was true, Isabel.”

Her throat went tight. “You used me.”

“And you didn’t use me?” he said, his voice hoarse with emotion. “You snuck out the door as soon as I fell asleep! Tell me that wasn’t planned.”

She shook her head, mute.

“Were you just saying what I wanted to hear in bed? Wearing me out so you could slip away?” “Yes.”

His mouth thinned with anger, though she doubted he believed her.

“Let’s just forget it happened,” she said.

“Not a chance. Even if you faked every orgasm, you’re the best I’ve ever had.”

She squeezed her eyes shut, holding the tears at bay. He knew she hadn’t faked anything. “Damn you,” she whispered, wishing she could hate him.

He stared out the window for a long time, pensive. “I don’t think any charges will be brought against you for the incidents in Mexico. The stabbing was obviously done in self-defense and my reports will reflect that. I have to advise you to cooperate with the D.A.’s office and tell the truth about Jaime Carranza’s death.”

“Can I call my mother when we get to L.A.?”

“Of course,” he said, his tone softening. “She’s already been notified. You’ll be able to speak to her as soon as we arrive.”

Her stomach twisted with tension. She wasn’t sure her mom would be happy to hear from her, after everything Isabel had put her through. “Carranza threatened to pay her a visit,” she said, shuddering at the memory.

“When?”

She gave him an abbreviated version of what happened in the tomb before he arrived, describing the conference call from Carranza.

“He won’t stop hunting you,” Brandon said. “At some point you’ll be asked to enter a Witness Protection Program. For your mother’s safety as well as your own. If she doesn’t know where you are, Carranza has no reason to go after her.”

She raked a trembling hand through her hair. The news wasn’t unexpected, but she was still devastated by the prospect of assuming another false persona. Which was worse, being locked up or continuing to live in exile?

“It’s an excellent program,” he said.

“Who runs it?”

“The U.S. Marshals Service.”

Her lips parted in surprise. “Will you know where I am?”

“No. I don’t work for that department. Even if I did, I wouldn’t have access to your information unless I was assigned to protect you.”

She nodded, feeling bleak. It wasn’t easy to accept that she was never going to see anyone she loved again.

“Try to get some rest,” he suggested. “You look exhausted.”

Taking the pillow and blanket he offered, she turned her face away, hiding the tears that spilled down her cheeks.

Brandon watched Isabel sleep for few moments, struck by her beauty. He wished he could smooth the dark hair away from her brow and press his lips to her cool forehead. Draw her into his arms, kiss away the pain.

He glanced out at the snow-white clouds, squinting a little. His eyes felt grainy from lack of sleep, oversensitive to light. Shutting the window shade, he reclined his seat, needing the rest. But his mind wouldn’t stop spinning.

He hadn’t lied to Isabel—much. He’d loved her article. He missed his friend Jacob. And he’d meant every word he’d said in bed. Every hushed compliment, every hoarse whisper. He regretted the circumstances, not the sex.

He would probably get fired.

She shifted beside him, moaning in her sleep. Her face looked troubled, as if she was having a bad dream. He readjusted her pillow against his shoulder and put his arm around her, bringing her head to his chest. When she relaxed instantly, snuggling closer, a strong wave of protectiveness washed over him.

He didn’t want to let her go.

Even if he kept his job, and requested a transfer to WITSEC, he couldn’t choose his placement. He wouldn’t be assigned to protect a woman with whom he’d had a personal relationship. And he couldn’t go into hiding with her. Only spouses and children were allowed to enter the program with a witness.

Feeling numb, he stroked her slender arm. She murmured his name, her soft breath fanning his neck. Her dark hair was spilled over his shoulder, and the hem of her dress had ridden partway up, revealing her slender thighs.

Smothering a groan, he looked away. But he couldn’t stop the barrage of sensual images. He’d done almost everything he could think of to her in that hotel room. He’d turned her on her belly and rained kisses on her lush little bottom. When that didn’t seem like quite enough, he’d spanked her soft flesh, watching it turn pink. She’d squirmed and moaned and gotten deliciously wet, begging him to finish her.

He’d always had an active sex life, but he’d never been so insatiable, or so demanding. And she’d given as good as she got, driving him crazy with her hungry mouth.

He flushed at the memories, his erection swelling against his fly. After burying himself inside her a number of times yesterday, he should have been slow to react, and quick to settle. He wasn’t.

The flight attendant passed by, preparing a lunch cart. They were in the back row of first class, which was typical for fugitive transport, and the flight was nowhere near capacity. Several empty rows stood between them and a handful of other passengers.

The extra privacy didn’t help his condition.

Isabel stirred at the sound of drinks service, lifting her head. He gave her an even stare. She moved her sleepy gaze from his taut face to his distended fly. She straightened abruptly, pushing away from him.

Brandon lowered his lunch tray, heat creeping up his neck.

A flight attendant appeared beside him, offering cool refreshments. In addition to lemon-lime soda, she brought a bland lunch that he ate but barely tasted. The only notable item on the menu was a tangerine, and that was because he enjoyed watching Isabel fondle it. She peeled the skin and ate it section by section, her eyes half-lidded.

“I have to pee,” she announced after the trays were cleared.

He rose at once, escorting her to the restroom at the back of the plane. It was less than ten feet from their seats, but he waited outside as per procedure. She flushed the toilet and pushed open the sliding door a moment later. Instead of stepping out, she looked down the aisle, as if making sure no one was watching them.

They exchanged a heated glance.

Brandon couldn’t have explained what happened next. He’d apologized for touching her and knew better than to do it again. She was his prisoner now, not just his target, and so off-limits it wasn’t even funny.

But his professional ethics, already in shreds, dissolved under one come-hither gaze. When she grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him forward, he went eagerly, locking the door behind him.

She threaded her fingers through his hair and kissed him, smashing her breasts to his chest, winding her tongue around his. It was a sultry kiss, hot and impatient and a little angry. When she bit his lower lip, harder than was playful, he groaned and trapped her against the door, plundering her mouth.

She shoved at his chest, as if he was being too aggressive. He released her at once, breaking contact. To his surprise, she drew back her arm and slapped him across the face, hard. “This doesn’t mean I forgive you.”

He touched his stinging cheek. “What does it mean?”

Her eyes filled with tears. She wouldn’t say.

Brandon didn’t want to talk anyway. He crushed his mouth over hers, ending the painful conversation. She made an urgent sound and put her hands all over him, gripping his shoulders and tugging at his shirt buttons. She tasted like citrus, tart and sweet. Desperate to have her, he raked her skirt up, palming her beautiful backside.

She tore her mouth from his and turned around, gathering the dress at her waist. Then she pushed her panties down her thighs, baring her bottom. “Hurry,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at him. With limited space, and no flat surface to lift her up against, this was the only position they could manage.

Shaking with excitement, he fumbled with the zipper of his pants.

She braced herself against the door and bent forward slightly, standing on tiptoe to deal with their height differential. He gripped the base of his shaft and placed the tip against her, nudging her hot little sex. “I don’t have a condom.”

“It should be okay. Wrong time of month.”

Taking a shocking risk, he entered her with one thrust, plunging into her. She gasped, holding on to the handrail to steady herself. He gritted his teeth at the heady sensation of being inside her with no barriers between them. She felt sleek, wet, tight, luscious. He wasn’t going to last a minute.

Raising his hands to her breasts, he cupped her soft flesh, squeezing gently. Her nipples poked at the thin fabric of her dress, burning into the centers of his palms. Pushing aside the bodice, he pinched one taut peak, then the other. She shuddered with pleasure, her inner muscles clenching him like a silky fist.

Groaning, he kissed the side of her neck and smoothed his hand down her belly, feathering his fingertips between her legs. She was stretched open, her tender flesh exposed to his touch. He told her how sweet she felt, panting against her ear. “Wet my fingers,” he said, lifting them to her mouth.

She licked his fingertips daintily. His erection throbbed inside her.

“More,” he demanded.

Drawing two fingers inside her mouth, she sucked harder, getting him really wet.

“Good,” he said, lowering his slick fingertips to her swollen cleft. He strummed her sweet spot, bringing her to the edge of orgasm. Then he backed off, raising his hand to her lips again. Moaning, she sucked his fingers and squirmed on his shaft, driving him crazy. He grasped her hips tightly, lifting her up and letting her slide back down on him.

They both groaned, wanting more.

“Please,” she said, biting the end of his finger.

He stroked her needy sex again, circling her plump little nub. “Like this?” he asked, flicking his tongue over her earlobe.

She came apart in his arms, her hips bucking, body convulsing around him. Unable to hold back a moment longer, he withdrew a few inches and buried himself to the hilt. She sobbed his name, lost in the throes of orgasm. Loving the feel of her, loving her, he drove deep, thrusting hard enough to rattle the door. He knew he was using her too vigorously, but she wasn’t complaining, and he couldn’t stop.

He couldn’t pull out, either.

Seconds before climaxing, he groaned, gripping her hips. “I’m going to come inside you.” “Yes,” she panted.

Her permission didn’t make it right, and her assertion that it was the wrong time of month didn’t make it safe. Disregarding the consequences, he slammed into her, driven by a primal urge to fill her any way he could.

With a muffled shout, he exploded, spilling himself deep inside her.

For several long seconds, he braced his hand against the door, half-collapsed, still connected to her. When he could breathe again, he moistened a couple of paper towels, handing them to her while he withdrew.

She straightened, holding the paper towels between her legs. He was too enthralled by the experience to regret his actions.

Almost.

She used the paper towels and set her clothes to rights. He tucked in and zipped up, his neck hot with shame. He’d never had unprotected sex before and he wasn’t sure what to say. Apologizing didn’t seem appropriate. Should he tell her he was clean?

Instead of discussing his health or sexual history, he framed her face with one hand, wanting to say something that really mattered. “I love you.”

“Don’t,” she whispered, closing her eyes.

“Don’t say it, or don’t feel it?”

“Both. It hurts too much.”

He didn’t want to cause her any more pain, so he respected her request and fell silent. She avoided his gaze, maintaining an emotional distance that cut him to the bone. He’d touched her body, not her heart. There would be no soulful goodbyes.

Shrugging away from him, she slipped out the door.

They suffered the rest of the flight in silence. Isabel had never felt more miserable.

She couldn’t deny her feelings any longer. Although she was mad at Brandon for lying to her, she was also desperately in love with him, and she dreaded their inevitable separation.

Why did she have to fall for him, of all people? Why now, at the worst possible moment in her life?

She hated this ending. A down-and-dirty quickie in a public restroom was the least romantic thing she could think of. It wasn’t the bittersweet memory that would sustain her while she pined away for him in prison. Or Antarctica.

Brandon seemed as devastated by the situation as she was. She didn’t know if she could trust what he’d told her in bed. In her experience, men said a lot of things they didn’t mean. Then they left.

Out of sight, out of mind.

They gained time on the way to L.A., so somehow it was still sunny when they arrived. The longest day in the world. Jet-lagged and heartsick, she trudged through the airport with Brandon and two uniformed escorts. They informed her of her rights and handcuffed her in the back of the squad car.

Brandon’s eyes flashed with annoyance, as if he didn’t feel the measure was necessary, but he probably had no say in the matter. His mission, to deliver her into custody, was complete. He rode along as they drove her to the sheriff’s department for questioning. They brought her in through a side entrance. Her mother was sitting in a chair in the hall.

Isabel’s face crumpled at the sight.

Ana leaped to her feet, gathering Isabel into her arms. Isabel couldn’t return the embrace because her wrists were secured behind her back. So she let her mother do all the hugging, but cried along with her.

“Who’s this?” Ana asked when they broke apart, glancing at Brandon.

He shook her hand, introducing himself as Deputy Marshal Knox. “I brought your daughter into custody.”

“Thank you,” Ana said, hugging him, too. “Thank you for bringing her home safe.”

Brandon patted her mom’s shoulder, visibly uncomfortable. “You’re welcome, ma’am. It’s just my job.”

Isabel’s handcuffs were removed and she was led to a nearby interrogation room. Her mother waited outside but Brandon couldn’t stay. He also had higher authorities to answer to. “Good luck,” he said, holding her gaze.

She nodded, blinking back tears.

After a last look that would haunt her forever, he continued down the hall. Isabel sat at a small table, across from two detectives, a male and a female. For the next several hours, she gave a detailed account of Jaime’s last night, her life on the run and her time with Brandon. The only lies she told were ones of omission. Their sexual encounters were no one’s business, and she didn’t really want him to get fired. He’d served her bravely and she was grateful, even if it was “just his job.”

When she finished telling her story, the detectives left the room. Isabel sipped a drink from the vending machine and waited for them to return. After a short break, the female detective, Sergeant McAdams, came back without her partner.

“I have a couple of questions,” she said, offering a hesitant smile.

Isabel shrugged. Other than an inappropriate relationship with Brandon, she had nothing to hide.

“Why did you leave Deputy Marshal Knox in the hotel room in San Marcos?”

“I’d planned to go to the embassy without him.”

“Why?”

“Before I knew his real identity, I wanted to protect him. I didn’t see any reason for him to come forward with me and risk being targeted by the drug cartel.”

“How did you feel when you found out he was a U.S. Marshal?”

“Betrayed,” she said, taking a sip of soda. “I thought he was my friend.” “Just a friend?” “Yes.”

“He didn’t make any advances?” “Never,” she said truthfully. Isabel had made all of those herself.

McAdams folded her hands on top of the table. “It’s not unusual for sexual assault victims to attempt to erase the traumatic incident with a more pleasurable encounter. They look for a safe partner. A friend, if you will.”

Her stomach twisted with unease. “I wasn’t assaulted.”

“Attempted rape is assault.”

“Oh,” she said, feeling small.

“In all sexual assault cases we recommend a physical exam, from an E.R. doctor or your own gynecologist. DNA swabs are taken.”

“There’s no evidence to collect.”

“It’s just procedure,” McAdams assured her.

Isabel wasn’t going to comply with a tissue swab, but that was between her and the doctor she visited. “Am I being charged with a crime?”

Sergeant McAdams leveled with her. “Not at this time. Your statements match Deputy Marshal Knox’s exactly, with one notable exception. He admits to having intercourse with you in the hotel room in San Marcos.”

Her heart plummeted. Although he’d promised to be honest, she hadn’t expected him to be this honest.

“Was the encounter consensual?”

She hesitated, unsure how to respond.

“Did Deputy Marshal Knox rape you?”

“No!”

“Were you afraid of him?”

“No.”

“Did he coerce or intimidate you?”

“Absolutely not,” she said, her temper flaring. “He was a perfect gentleman. If anything, I coerced him. You can put that in your record.”

McAdams leaned forward in her chair. “Complications like this muddy the legal waters and don’t strengthen a case against the Carranza cartel. If you’re willing to testify to the events you’ve described, refuse a DNA swab and sign a statement denying any unethical behavior by Deputy Marshal Knox, no charges will be brought against you.”

“Not even for Jaime’s death?”

“As long as you uphold your promise to testify against Carranza, we’ll honor the deal and close that case.” “Done,” Isabel said.

After she completed the paperwork, which took several hours, Isabel was allowed to see her mother again. They were visited by a man who worked for the Federal Witness Protection Program. He explained the relocation process while they listened, hand in hand.

“I’ll go with you,” her mother said.

“No way,” Isabel protested. “What about the rest of the family? You’d never see them again.” Her mother was happily remarried, and Isabel’s stepdad had three teenage daughters. He would never leave them.

“You’ll be able to write letters to your mother,” the deputy marshal explained. “She can read them at a designated location, once per month, but she won’t be able to keep copies, and the communication will be monitored.”

“How can I contact her?” Ana asked.

“With letters, the same way. No phone calls, no emails, no social media.”

Isabel watched her mother struggle with the concept, her face lined with worry. “How soon do I have to go?”

“Tomorrow or the next day. You’ll stay in a safe room at the station until we place you. If your mother can pack a bag for you, with sensible clothes and shoes for any kind of weather, that would be very helpful.”

Any kind of weather? Her heart sank. “I want to be near the ocean.”

His smile was impersonal. “We’ll see what we can do.”

Isabel squeezed her mother’s hand, trying to comfort her. This was better than jail. Better than death. And better than being on the run.

But it felt worse, somehow.







Chapter 17

Isabel slept for twelve hours straight.

When she woke the next morning, her mother returned with breakfast, an empty suitcase and an armful of garment bags. The safe room looked like a cheap studio apartment. There was a double bed, a small bathroom and a rickety wood-veneer table. After spending two years in similar places, Isabel felt right at home.

Her mother was a sight for sore eyes, too. She was still so pretty, with her petite figure and dark hair. If she colored it, Isabel couldn’t tell. They talked about family, catching up on everything Isabel had missed while she was away. Her father’s second wife had remarried; Isabel’s stepsister was five.

Isabel told her mother a little of what had happened in Mexico, but she didn’t want to upset her. Needing a distraction, she glanced at the piles of clothes. Although she’d showered last night and been given a pair of striped pajamas, she was eager to try on something new. “What did you bring me?”

Ana unzipped a garment bag, revealing about ten pairs of designer jeans. They looked vaguely familiar.

“You kept all of my clothes?”

“Of course,” her mother said. “I have a closetful of your shoes, too. But I wasn’t sure which ones to pack.”

Isabel slipped off her pajama bottoms and rummaged through the jeans. Most of the styles were flashy, with faux rips and sparkly embellishments. She tried on the newest pair. They were too long to be worn with tennis shoes, and almost too tight to button. “I guess I’ve gained a few pounds.”

“Yes. You were so skinny when you left.”

Isabel heard the sadness in her mother’s voice and felt sick with regret. “I’m sorry for putting you through that, Mama.”

Ana squeezed her shoulder. “I’m just glad you’re back, and healthy.”

They found two pairs of older jeans that fit and rejected the rest. She also chose a few comfortable items—yoga pants and zippered sweatshirts, shorts and T-shirts, a few sundresses. Those, along with basic undergarments, went in the suitcase. The other stuff wasn’t practical enough to pack. “Give it to Goodwill,” Isabel said. “Or sell it to a consignment shop. This stuff must be worth thousands of dollars.”

Shoes were her biggest extravagance, by far. Her mother had brought a variety of styles, from tall winter boots to flirty summer sandals. In Mexico, Isabel had longed for her expensive wardrobe and designer heels. Now that she had them back, she couldn’t care less. Sighing, she selected three sensible pairs and tossed the others.

Her mother stared at her like she didn’t recognize her.

“Thanks, Mom,” she said, giving her a quick hug. “I’m sure I can buy anything else I need when I get there.”

Ana wiped her eyes with a tissue, sniffling a little. “I wish I could go with you.”

“I’ll be fine.”

She put on a brave smile. “Tell me about that marshal who rescued you.”

Isabel’s cheeks grew warm. Stalling for a moment, she finished dressing, pulling on a soft gray tracksuit.

“Was he nice?” Ana pressed.

She thought about their mile-high hookup. “Yes.”

“Will he take you to your new home?”

“I don’t think so,” she said, shaking her head. Brandon might not have disclosed every detail of their affair, but he wouldn’t be trusted to fly with her. “He doesn’t work for the Witness Protection Program.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. I thought he liked you.”

Isabel tried to stay strong, but all of her emotions were on edge. She sank into a chair at the table and covered her face with one hand.

“What’s wrong?”

“I got attached to him,” she whispered. “We … connected.”

Ana looked as pleased as any mother who realized her daughter was infatuated with a man she approved of.

“But now I’m going away, and we’ll never see each other again.”

“He won’t know where you are?”

“No.”

Her mother pulled up a chair, hugging her close. Isabel couldn’t hold in her tears. She cried in her mother’s arms, feeling so defeated by circumstance. She wanted her family back, and she needed Brandon. Every day on the run, she’d longed for closeness and contentment. Peace seemed farther away than ever.

“I missed you so much,” she said, her heart breaking. “I’ve spent the past two years regretting the hurt I caused you before I left. I’d do anything to make it up to you.”

“Oh, honey,” her mother said, smoothing her hair. “When I saw you yesterday, so beautiful and grown-up, all of my pain disappeared. I never blamed you for reacting badly to your father’s death. I only wanted you to be safe.”

She broke down completely, sobbing like a child who knew she was about to lose her mother for the second time.







Chapter 18

One month later.

Brandon spent the first half of the day surfing. He’d been at USMS headquarters for several weeks, wrapping up loose ends and doing an endless amount of paperwork. When a deputy marshal killed a man, he had to complete a mind-numbing round of medical tests and psychological evaluations.

Now he was back in San Diego, on leave.

He didn’t know why he hadn’t been fired. His actions in the hotel room with Isabel were grounds for dismissal, as was forgetting to check in and a number of other infractions. He hadn’t mentioned the incident on the plane. It was the only detail he kept private. And he continued to think about their goodbye-sex, replaying the sequence of events over and over in his mind.

He was appalled by his failure to use protection. The risk of conception was low but he couldn’t dismiss it. He hated the idea of her facing the consequences of his negligence alone. How was she? Where was she? Did she miss him? Insomnia plagued him. Sometimes, very late at night, he wished for the unlikely to occur.

If fate intervened, and Isabel became pregnant, could they be together again?

At noon, he rode a crumbling wave to shore and came in. He secured his surfboard in the bed of his truck and towel-changed by the side of the road, pulling on a pair of worn jeans and a faded T-shirt. It was a sunny December afternoon, like any other.

He’d take Southern California weather over steamy jungle heat any day.

Climbing into the driver’s seat, he drove to a quiet neighborhood in Hermosa Beach. Isabel’s mother, Ana, had lived at this address with her second husband for the past few years. Brandon hadn’t called first. He wouldn’t have known what to say.

When he knocked on her front door, she opened it, her eyes widening with recognition. “Marshal Knox.”

“Brandon,” he corrected.

“Has something happened to Isabel?”

“Not that I know of,” he said, raking a hand through his hair. “I haven’t heard anything. We aren’t in contact.”

The concern on her face changed to confusion. “Would you like to come in?”

“Sure.”

She offered him iced tea, which he accepted. It tasted like flowers and water, sort of vague and refreshing. The cottage-style bungalow was decorated with shells and knickknacks and boardwalk memorabilia.

“Isabel told me you were in the movies,” he commented, seeing no indication of horror-film kitsch.

“That’s right,” she said, gesturing toward a small office. There was a poster on the wall that featured a curvy brunette running down the beach in a blood-spattered bikini, her face contorted into a scream. The treatment was sexy and gory and over-the-top.

“Wow,” he said, taking a closer look. Then he felt weird for admiring a hot photo of Isabel’s mother.

She laughed at his expression, as if she understood what he was thinking.

Trying not to flush, he glanced at another picture, of Isabel with her father. She was holding a surfing trophy, smiling brilliantly at the camera. He was wearing black leather pants at the beach, his rock-star hair windblown.

“I’d show you Isabel’s room, but she never had one at this house.”

He nodded, following Ana back to the kitchen. They sat down at a small table and he drank his tea, unsure how to proceed. “Have you heard from her?”

“Yes,” Ana said, smiling. “She wrote me a long letter. They wouldn’t let me keep a copy but it was upbeat, and very heartfelt.” Her voice faltered at the last word. “I’m proud of the way she’s handled this.”

“She’s okay, then? Not too lonely?”

Her eyes softened. “I think she’s putting on a brave face.”

“Did she say anything about me?”

“Not specifically. They monitor the letters, so she wouldn’t include anything she considered a secret.”

Brandon’s chest ached with disappointment. He wanted her to be safe, but he was so miserable without her.

“She mentioned you before she left.”

He perked up. “Really?”

“Yes. She said the two of you had bonded in Mexico.

I know she was upset about being relocated. She didn’t want to be separated from you.”

“I’m in love with her,” he blurted.

Ana took a sip of iced tea, showing no surprise at his confession. “Two years ago, Isabel was spoiled, angry and out of control. I feared she would end up like her father. Or, even worse, end up with a man like her father.”

He thought about the hardships Isabel had overcome before she’d turned her life around, and loved her all the more for it.

“Now my daughter is a lovely young woman, sensible and mature, everything a mother could ask for. I always hoped she would settle down with a good person. Someone strong and honorable, like you.”

He rubbed a hand over his jaw, feeling powerless over the situation. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for Isabel. He could quit his job and ask to be relocated along with her, but he doubted such an idiotic request would be granted. Even if she wanted him by her side, the government liked him right where he was.

“Sometimes I wish I hadn’t caught her,” he said, shaking his head. “And I have one regret that keeps me up at night.”

“What’s that?”

“The last time we were together, I didn’t … take precautions.”

Ana’s dark brows lifted. “Hmm.”

Brandon shifted in the chair, heat climbing up his neck. He’d never felt more awkward, or less honorable.

“In her letter, Isabel made an offhand remark about having her period. I wasn’t sure why she’d include that particular detail until now.”

“Maybe she figured I’d stop by and talk to you,” he said, frowning inwardly. He should have felt relieved by  the news. An unwanted pregnancy would have been a disaster, not a blessing in disguise. “Thank you for telling me.”

“Would you like me to relay a message to her?”

“No,” he said, rising to his feet. “For her safety, I have to leave her alone. Now that I know she isn’t … that we aren’t … connected by anything, I can move on.” The lie was so ridiculous, he almost choked on it. He would be connected to Isabel forever, and he had no interest in moving on.

“I’m sorry,” Ana said kindly.

Brandon thanked her for her time and muttered a terse goodbye, walking out before his emotions could betray him.

Isabel didn’t hate her new life.

Much.

It was bitterly cold in Kansas City. She resented the fact that she’d been placed as far away from the ocean as was possible in the continental U.S., but she’d quickly adjusted to the winter wonderland. She worked in a pizza joint, next to a wood-fired grill, so that helped. Over the past month she’d moved up in the ranks at the busy restaurant, going from washing dishes to making pies to waiting on customers.

The hard work didn’t bother her; she enjoyed it. The other employees didn’t bother her, either, although most of them were young men. With her pageboy haircut and baggy sweatshirts, she attracted almost no male attention. A woman had hit on her, in fact. She’d felt a little embarrassed but tried to take it in stride.

The worst part of her job, now that she’d moved to the front of the house, was seeing so many happy families. Casey’s Pizza Company catered to teens and young couples with children. Every night of the week, kids were running up and down the aisles, playing video games and spilling drinks. There was always a baby crying somewhere. Always.

It was difficult to leave at the end of her shift, walking home in the snow alone, Christmas lights all around.

Her apartment wasn’t nice but she liked it. She took pride in her chipped tile countertops and threadbare carpet. With her last paycheck, she’d bought a live pine tree and carried it up three flights of stairs, all by herself. Humming holiday songs, she’d decorated the branches with a sparkly silver garland and colorful strings of beads.

She’d also taken up running. Running wasn’t as much fun as surfing, and downtown Kansas City was no tropical paradise. But she pounded the pavement so hard and often that she’d lost two pounds, despite her considerable pizza intake.

When she wasn’t running, she was writing. Or reading. She’d missed having entire libraries of books at her disposal. Enrolling in junior college seemed like a reasonable option. With no family or friends to speak of, she had plenty of unfilled hours in the day.

At closing time, she left Casey’s and pulled her hood over her head, trudging toward her lonely apartment. Snow flurries floated down from the dark sky, melting as soon as they landed. Grayish sludge squished beneath her boots and her breath puffed out in a little cloud of steam with every other step.

There was a letter in her mailbox!

Unlike her mother, Isabel was allowed to keep their correspondence. She had another letter, tucked under her pillow, that she read every night. This one was a Christmas card. She raced up the stairs, flying into her apartment and locking the door behind her.

After turning on the lamp in the living room, she hung up her coat and sat down with the card, opening it carefully.

Her mother gave an update on Dave and the rest of the family, making a vague allusion to their holiday plans. Isabel couldn’t be a part of the festivities, so Ana didn’t dwell on the details. She did say she missed Isabel terribly. The simple words brought tears to her eyes.

At the end of the note, her mother’s tone changed from cheerful to cautious. Isabel read the last part three times, struggling to make sense of it:

I hope the following news doesn’t upset you. An old friend visited, inquiring about your health. I couldn’t give out any information, of course. It broke my heart to send him away empty-handed. He was very despondent.

After he left, I started worrying about the tiniest details. Are you taking care of yourself, getting enough rest? Please see a doctor about your menstrual cramps and let me know the results.

Love always,

Mom

It dawned on Isabel that her mother was asking about her period for a reason. She’d only mentioned it in the last letter to put inquiring minds at ease. The deputy marshal who monitored her correspondence knew about her affair with Brandon. Perhaps the odd remark had planted the seed of doubt in her mother’s head.

Or maybe the “old friend” who’d visited was Brandon. Had he asked about her? Had he told her mother they’d had unprotected sex?

How embarrassing.

Cheeks flaming, she folded the letter and put it back inside the envelope. She didn’t need to see a doctor about cramps. She’d had two regular periods since arriving in Kansas and she definitely wasn’t pregnant.

For the next hour, she paced the living room, her thoughts racing. If Brandon had tracked down her mother, and come by in person to ask about her, he still cared. He was “very despondent.”

She hadn’t wanted to believe him when he said he loved her. She hadn’t wanted to love him back, either. In the hotel room, she’d been wrapped up in the moment, high on pleasure. She’d loved everything about his performance in bed. She’d loved the way he touched her, the way he made her feel.

After their mile-high bathroom break, which was hot and needy and unromantic, she finally realized she was in love with him.

She hadn’t been convinced that he returned the sentiment. Until now.

Curling up on the couch, she wrapped her arms around her body, which ached with emptiness.

After a long session of feeling sorry for herself, she leaped to her feet. Flipping open her cell phone, she called Deputy Marshal Shannon Peters, the woman who’d been assigned to protect her.

“I want out of the program,” she said without preamble.

“It’s totally normal to have difficulty adjusting in the first few months, Isabel. Tell me how you’re feeling.”

She gritted her teeth. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”

“You’d rather risk your mother’s life?”

“I’d rather risk my life. I’d rather live! This isn’t living.”

“Give it a chance.”

“Let me be a decoy,” she said in a rush, inspired. “Dangle me in front of Carranza and I’ll help you bring him in.”

Shannon’s laughter was like tinkling bells. “I’m sorry, Isabel. You’re a civilian. It can’t be done.”

“Then deputize me. That can be done. According to my research, the U.S. Marshals are the only law enforcement team that holds the capability.”

She clucked her tongue. “It’s an archaic tactic from the Old West, rarely used nowadays. We don’t endanger witnesses—we protect them. If you’d like to become a deputy marshal, you’ll have to do it the hard way. Go to college and apply to the academy.”

Isabel didn’t want to be a marshal. She just wanted to be free.

“Can you hang in there for now? I might have some good news for you soon.” “What good news?”

Shannon’s voice lowered to a conspiratorial whisper. “Manuel Carranza was involved in a shoot-out in downtown Tijuana a few days ago. According to reports, he’s been seriously injured. Perhaps fatally.”

Isabel’s heart leaped. “If he dies, can I go home?”

“We would definitely reassess your situation.”

They spoke for a few more moments before hanging up, and Isabel promised not to break her cover. For the time being, she was still Isabella Saunders, boyish pizza waitress from Rancho Mirage, California.

But as she stood by her glitzy tree and looked out the window, watching snowflakes drift down on the gleaming street, she felt like herself again.







Chapter 19

Isabel watched Brandon wade out of the cool blue Pacific, wet suit clinging to his lean body, surfboard tucked under one arm.

She waited by his truck, basking in the warm San Diego sun. Mid-seventies felt like heaven to her after a long December in Kansas City. Her heart raced in anticipation of seeing him again. After arriving this morning, she’d been told which beach he frequented and what type of vehicle he drove.

He didn’t know she was coming. Brandon’s boss was aware of his feelings for Isabel and agreed to keep the surprise.

The surf was high and the form looked fantastic. She’d never been to Sunset Cliffs before and she was eager to dive in. The desire to suit up and paddle out was strong, but not as strong as her need for Brandon.

When he spotted her, he stopped dead in his tracks. Giggling with excitement, she waved both arms over her head. He tossed his surfboard on the ice plant along the path and started running, closing the distance between them in a pulse-pounding minute.

His hair had grown out a little, but the dye hadn’t faded much. The effect was oddly adorable, dark with light roots.

She worried about her own cropped hair as his hungry gaze swept over her, taking in her slim-fitting jeans and snug tank top. She’d worn her most flattering outfit and even put on a bit of makeup. Now she felt paralyzed by self-consciousness.

He cupped her chin with one hand, as if he needed to touch her to make sure she wasn’t a figment of his imagination. “Is it really you?”

She nodded, nibbling her lower lip.

“How did you get here?”

“By plane.”

“To this beach, I mean.”

“I took a taxi from the airport.”

He glanced in the bed of his truck, where her suitcase was sitting. “Did you leave the program?”

“Sort of. I’m supposed to lie low for a while. Carranza died last night.”

“I heard he was in critical condition.”

“Right now they’re evaluating my case, assessing any lingering threats. The man I stabbed made a full recovery, but he’s locked up in Mexico on unrelated charges. The agency is ‘monitoring the situation’ and my release is conditional.”

“On what?”

“I can’t resume my identity as Isabel Sanborn or visit L.A. And I have to stay with an armed deputy for a few weeks.”

“Who?”

She pointed at the center of his chest.

“Me? They released you to my protection?”

Heart racing, she twined her arms around his neck. “How do you feel about having a roommate?”

He just stared at her, speechless.

“I won’t be any trouble,” she promised, studying his face. “I thought I’d sign up for some online college classes. All I need is a computer, a surfboard and you.”

His eyes darkened. “You need me?”

She did him one better. “I love you.”

He backed her up against the passenger door and angled his mouth over hers, giving her the kind of kiss she’d spent two months dreaming about. Hot, demanding, breathless. Her hands slipped over his neoprene wet suit, finding no purchase.

“I love you, too,” he said, breaking the kiss. “So much I didn’t feel alive without you. Every night, I stayed awake, aching for you. Wondering if you were safe. I couldn’t stand not knowing where you were.”

Her chest tightened with emotion. “I was in Kansas City.”

He swore under his breath.

She laughed, resting her forehead on his shoulder. “It wasn’t that bad. I took up running. But the nights … were exactly what you described.”

With a low groan, he bent his head again, brushing his lips over hers. Tasting her, filling her mouth with his tongue. The last kiss was an expression of their torturous time apart. This one was a promise of future pleasure.

“You’re getting me wet,” she said, shivering as salt water soaked into her tank top.

He ran back to retrieve his surfboard and secured it in the bed of the truck, ushering her into the passenger seat. “Do you want to see your mom first?” “I want to go to your place.”

Grinning, he took off his wet suit on the side of the road, keeping a towel around his waist while he tugged on a pair of worn blue jeans and a gray T-shirt. California surfing had its perks. She’d never get tired of watching Brandon change.

“I like your hair, by the way,” he said as he climbed into the driver’s seat.

She smoothed a hand over her head. “Do you?”

“Yeah. It looks sexy.”

Her entire body tingled with warmth. “Thanks. I like yours, too.”

He made a skeptical sound and put the truck into gear, glancing in his rearview mirror. “What are you talking about? My hair looks like crap.”

She smiled, finding him impossibly attractive. “Why’d you keep the color?”

“Because it reminded me of you.”

Tears sprang into her eyes, but they were from a happy place. A well of joy. “I hope I’m not imposing too much by asking to live with you,” she said, twisting her hands in her lap. “It’s just temporary.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You can stay as long as you want to. Forever, preferably.”

She looked out at the majestic blue waves, her heart swelling with love for him. At one time, a statement like that would have made her feel closed in. Hearing it now opened up a whole new world. “You might reconsider after I wear out my welcome. Maybe you’ll hate the sounds I make in my sleep.”

“I love the sounds you make in your sleep.”

“You could get annoyed by the way I brush my teeth.”

“Do you do it naked?” “No.”

“That will be a problem then.”

He pulled up to an upscale apartment complex a few miles from the beach. She remained seated, feeling anxious despite his relaxed attitude and easy jokes. “Will you have to go on an assignment soon?”

“I’m on mandatory leave for the next month, so I won’t be going anywhere. They always give you time off when you kill someone.”

Sympathy coursed through her, along with a healthy dose of guilt. She’d attended counseling in Kansas City and the nightmares weren’t as frequent now. Her ear had also healed well and she’d regained a full range of hearing. “Had you done that before?”

“No. I don’t care to repeat the experience, either. But I will if I have to. Sometimes I get dangerous assignments.”

She fell silent for a moment, contemplative. He was warning her that living with him wouldn’t always be easy. There was a drive inside him, pushing him to take risks. But she understood and accepted that tendency, because it was in her nature, too. “Sometimes I surf in dangerous conditions.”

“I’ve noticed,” he said wryly, turning off the engine. He left the driver’s seat and walked around to open the passenger door for her. “As long as you come in when it gets too rough, I can handle that.”

“Will you do the same?” she asked, meeting his sincere blue eyes.

“Yes. I promise.”

Taking a deep breath, she accepted his hand and his word. Leaving his surfboard in the back of the truck, he grabbed her suitcase and they ascended the steps to his second-floor apartment. Her new home.

“What do you think?” he asked, arching a brow.

It was clean, modern, spacious. A little too spare and masculine for her tastes, but she could work with that. “Nice,” she said, smiling.

He cleared his throat, appearing uncertain. “We don’t have to … rush anything. If you want to order some takeout and watch movies, that sounds great to me.”

“Me, too,” she said, brushing past him. “Where’s the bedroom?”

He gestured down the hall, his gaze darkening as she pulled her tank top over her head, letting it fall on the carpet. In the doorway, she paused, stripping off her jeans. He had a big, comfortable-looking bed and a gorgeous ocean view. Tummy fluttering with anticipation, she crawled across the mattress in her underwear. Here, with him, she felt safe, and loved, and free. “It’s perfect,” she said, opening her arms.

A second later, he joined her, and it was perfect. In every way.
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