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Chapter One

 

 

 

Trace Davidson sighted his weapon on his target and tried not to think about Sarah’s email. A jagged blade of anger had ripped through his gut when he’d read the message. Flames of fury engulfed his body even now.

Brody Danson’s image appeared in front of Trace and he blinked to regain his focus. Sweat rolled down the side of his face as his finger twitched with his urge to pull the trigger. He should put a bullet between the bastard’s eyes and be done with it.

Trace slowed his breathing, holding back the raw rage threatening to overpower him. Nerves of steel and an almost unearthly calm had kept his hands steady and his mind clear in the past.

Now he barely kept hold of the reins of his self-control.

Dallas, Trace’s retired K-9 and off-duty partner, stood beside him. Tension vibrated from the German Shepherd. The dog’s extensive training prohibited him from moving a muscle, but his desire to help Trace was palpable.

In a matter-of-fact manner, Sarah’s email had spelled out everything Uncle Brody had done to Aunt Barb. Trace had read his cousin’s tears in between the lines. Sarah had practiced hiding her emotions from a young age, thanks to a home life filled with the pain of having a physically abusive father.

Trace worked to relax his grip as he braced his assault rifle against his shoulder and prepared to shoot. If he didn’t better control his fury, he might miss the target. And he rarely missed with the first shot, much less any subsequent rounds.

He squeezed his eyelids shut and counted to ten, then another ten and another until his muscles relaxed enough he could breathe easily.

Still, his mind went over the email. Uncle Brody had shattered Aunt Barb’s wrist, broken two of her ribs, and smashed her knee. He had left her vomiting blood on the kitchen tile and gone to play poker with the boys.

Heat swamped Trace and he had to do his best to calm down all over again. Not that he had been able relax since reading Sarah’s email.

When he’d unhinged his jaw enough to speak, he had picked his cell phone off the desk and called her. Sarah had held it together, but she’d clearly had to struggle to keep from falling apart.

Trace tried not to picture Barb with a bruised face, swollen jaw, bandaged ribs, and her wrist in a cast. It proved impossible to chase the images from his mind.

Adrenaline pumped through his veins. To hell with it. Screw being calm. Trace moved his finger to the trigger and squeezed.

His earplugs muffled the rifle’s retort as he placed one bullet after another in a near perfect circle, center mass. He lowered the rifle. Decimating the paper target held no satisfaction for him.

If Brody hadn’t been in jail right that very moment, Trace would have traveled home to Texas to pummel the son of a bitch who had beaten Aunt Barb. If Trace didn’t have a badge, he’d take care of Brody. Permanently.

Maybe this time Aunt Barb would leave Brody. Maybe this time she wouldn’t drop charges against the man who had beaten her for the past thirty-plus years.

Maybe this time will be different.

But he knew it wouldn’t.

Eventually, Barb would forgive her bastard husband and the cycle would start over. He would give her flowers, dinners out and lots and lots of promises.

Then he’d start beating her again.

No, things weren’t likely to change. Even if Trace made the trip home to Texas and confronted Brody, as he had done multiple times before, Barb would defend him even while damaged, bandaged, and broken. And from there things would escalate.

Trace’s own mother had died long ago, thanks to domestic violence. If only he had been older, stronger, she would have still been here.

He dragged his Ranger shooting glasses from his face as he stared at the target and slid the pair into his pocket. He pulled off the ear muffs and gripped them in one hand, the rifle in his other and punched the button to bring in the target.

“Nice shootin’, Tex,” Dare Lancaster said from behind Trace.

Trace glanced over his shoulder at his friend. “Your turn, Lancaster.”

Dare studied Trace with an appraising gaze. “You appear to be a man with a problem,” Dare said.

Trace tossed his glasses on a nearby bench. “I’ll deal with it.” He grasped the target and pulled it from the clip before crumpling the paper.

“Something you need to get off your chest?” The former police officer turned Department of Homeland Security Agent turned PI was one hell of a man and a good friend. Dare and Trace had done everything from shooting the breeze to working out a problem or three.

Trace shook his head. Hell no, he didn’t want to talk about it. “Maybe later.” He didn’t think he could speak calmly much less discuss what had happened with anyone, no matter how good a friend. “Got chores to take care of at the ranch. See you at Dylan’s for the Super Bowl party tomorrow?”

“You bet.” Dare gave a nod.

When Trace had packed up his weapon and his gear, he headed to his Ford Explorer with Dallas at his side. The K-9 had worked for the United States Border Patrol with his handler, Trace’s good friend, Steve Abrahams. After human traffickers had killed Steve and injured Dallas during a raid, Trace had adopted the German Shepherd.

Trace’s skin cooled in the chilly February air but his temper had not. He felt so damned helpless being so far from Texas and his family. He’d transferred to the DHS’s Immigrations and Customs Enforcement office in Arizona some time ago. He liked working for the Department of Homeland Security while living in the Grand Canyon State and had decided to make Bisbee his home. Times like this made him feel like maybe he should return to his place of birth where what family he had remained.

He opened his Explorer’s door and Dallas jumped in on his hand signal. No, it wouldn’t do any good to be in Houston, not yet. He’d just want to kill Brody, but he didn’t intend to land in prison because of that sniveling bastard. Still, what could he do to help Aunt Barb and Sarah?

He swung up into the cab and gripped the steering wheel, staring out at nothing. He thought of another woman who’d been emotionally and verbally abused, and opened then closed his fist. Christie Reyes had narrowly escaped a terrible fate—but not until she’d endured more than any one person should have to face in a lifetime.

Most people had a difficult time spotting non-physical abuse because there were no bruises or broken bones. At least on the outside. On the inside, both the heart and soul of the person could be bruised and broken so deeply it might as well have been a knife twisting in one’s chest. Like in his own family.

He’d seen that kind of pain and more in Christie.

The thought of Salvatore Reyes abusing Christie nearly sent Trace back to the shooting range to destroy more targets. Instead, he’d go a few rounds with his weight-lifting equipment at home.

Trace sucked in a deep breath then let it out. When it came to women being mistreated in any way, Trace had a tough time holding in his fury. He had to harness that anger and put it to good use.

His thoughts settled on Christie. He didn’t know her well—the first time he’d seen her had been when her husband—now ex-husband—had nearly killed her a year ago.

Trace had managed to exchange a few words with her at Dylan and Belle’s wedding, but then Christie had once again been whisked away into a hiding place, God knew where. She had refused to go into the Witness Security Program to await Salvatore Reyes’ trial. But the FBI had been keeping her safe in the meantime.

At least he hoped so.

Dallas sat in the passenger seat. The K-9 studied him with dark eyes that seemed to understand Trace’s emotions at that moment.

“Let’s get home, boy.” Trace started the Explorer and drove out of the parking lot. “We’ve got horses and cattle to feed, dinner to cook and clothes to wash. Just a couple of bachelors with a mile-long list of chores.”

Dallas barked his agreement. He turned his attention to the scenery that started to move past as Trace pulled the SUV onto the highway.

 

* * * *

 

“It’s freaking freezing out there.” Christie rubbed her upper arms with her palms as she stared out of the window at the snowy Madison, Indiana landscape. Even though central air heated the entire wing, chill air pressed against the glass. “I can’t wait to return to Arizona.”

“If I could leave the store, I’d head there with you.” Natasha moved beside Christie. “But after the FBI says it’s all right, which won’t be until it’s time to go to the trial. You shouldn’t even think about going back early. Please reconsider leaving tomorrow.”

“Not that again.” Only mild irritation accompanied Christie’s shrug. Natasha just wanted the best for Christie. “I want to be there for the birth when Belle’s doctor induces her.”

“I know. But think on it a little more.” Natasha rested her hand on Christie’s shoulder. “I don’t want anything to happen to my favorite cuz.”

“I’ve thought plenty about it.” Christie glanced at Natasha. “Nothing is going to happen.”

Natasha didn’t respond, but her silence spoke volumes. A free spirit with a joy for life, Natasha had a vibrant and rarely quiet personality.

After a moment, Natasha gave one of her bright smiles. “We’d better get back to the foyer and help. They’ll be ready soon.”

“This is my favorite part.” Christie returned Natasha’s smile and they headed down the hallway.

Natasha’s green eyes sparkled. “Mine, too.”

Chatter grew louder as they made their way. They reached an archway that opened up into an enormous foyer at the old Mason Mansion. People milled around a three-foot high fence that encircled the center of the room in a small corral.

Tension in Christie rose every time a man looked at her with interest. Ever since Salvatore, she’d had a hard time being around men. Therapy had done amazing things for her, but she still couldn’t handle a man’s attention. Not yet.

Natasha and Christie moved through the crowd toward double doors that opened into what had once been a ballroom. The sound of barking came from the ballroom and echoed through the foyer.

They took up their positions on either side of the door, besides other volunteers, for what Christie and Natasha called the Running of the Dogs. Otherwise known as the Madison Adoption Palooza.

The doors opened. Dogs of countless shapes, sizes and breeds bounded out of the room, down the chute of volunteers and straight for the corral.

The crowd responded with cheers as the rescue dogs ran around the ring. The small beasts jumped against the fence, raced around the circumference and played with one another, all while yipping and barking.

Christie laughed, the sunshine of sheer joy pushing aside the darkness that often dwelled inside her. At this moment, she delighted in the quarterly event she had volunteered for since moving to Indiana.

When every retriever, terrier, poodle, cocker spaniel, shepherd, and mutt had entered the ring, volunteers allowed a few attendees inside. Those at the front of the line were allowed in first. Gradually the dogs would be selected for adoption until the last one remained.

Christie always hated to see any dog left for last and she had to force herself to not adopt the animal herself. She never let any dog go without being adopted and always made sure homes were found for them.

Natasha’s landlady didn’t allow dogs or cats in the small home, or Christie would have had a houseful by now. Both Christie and Natasha had been saving toward renting a larger place where they could have the number of pets they wanted.

Salvatore had never allowed Christie to have a pet during their marriage and she wanted one almost as much as she wanted a child of her own.

She frowned, memories of her ex and her past making her feel ill. Thoughts of the bastard were more than unwelcome. For months she’d gone through daily therapy to turn her life around and deal with the past. She didn’t want him to color any part of her life ever again.

Natasha and Christie helped facilitate the day’s adoptions. This time, patrons adopted the dogs in record time, including a mutt with a missing leg. A young couple with an infant had fawned over the three-legged puppy and Christie’s eyes had welled with tears. It had been easy to see how much that puppy would be loved by its new family.

After the last dog had left with its new owner and when the volunteers had finished cleaning, Christie and Natalie said goodnight. They bundled up, ready to go out into the freezing, snow-filled afternoon.

Christie’s breath crystalized in the air. She snuggled into her thick white coat, feeling like the Stay-Puff Marshmallow Man from Ghostbusters as she strolled down the street with Natalie.

“I’m not going to miss this,” she mumbled from beneath the muffler wrapped over her nose and mouth. “Sunshine with a cool light breeze will be just what the doctor ordered.”

Natalie rubbed her red nose with one gloved hand. “One of these days, I’ll have to go visit.”

After Salvatore is put away for good hung heavy in the air.

Christie nodded. “We’ll go together.”

She let her mind wander but kept it from going places she didn’t want it to. Instead, she decided to enjoy the freezing February afternoon as they walked the short distance to the home she rented with Natasha.

By the time they entered the mudroom off the garage, Christie’s teeth chattered and her nose tingled. “I’m going to lose my nose to frost bite.”

Natasha laughed, stripping out of her clothing. “Come on, cuz. How about some hot chocolate to chase away the chill?”

Christie could almost taste the cocoa. “Yum.”

The afternoon faded into evening and Christie’s belly started to feel squishy, like the cocoa hadn’t sat well with her. Of course the cocoa had nothing to do with the queasy sensation. In the morning she’d be making the trip back to Bisbee.

They ate pork tenderloin sandwiches and sweet corn for dinner and cleaned up. Christie headed to her bedroom so she could pack, Natasha on her heels.

“Even the FBI doesn’t want you to go to Bisbee.” Natasha plopped down on Christie’s bed.

Christie folded another shirt and packed it into her medium-sized suitcase. She let out a heavy sigh, not wanting to go through this same argument over and over again with her cousin. Even if Natasha was her favorite cousin and best friend.

“You’re going to make my suitcase fall off.” Christie grabbed a stack of panties from her lingerie drawer and stuffed them into a zippered pocket of the case perched precariously on the edge of the mattress.

“Too bad you don’t have some hot FBI hunk watching over you.” Natasha leaned on her elbows on the bed, her dark hair falling away from her heart-shaped face. If she’d had red hair like Christie, they could almost be twins. “A hunk like the one in The Bodyguard, that movie we watched forever ago.” Natasha fell back onto the bed, her hands over her heart. “Swoon.” She was the same age as Christie, but sometimes she acted like a teenager.

Christie tried not to laugh. “You’re a nut.”

“I’m a romantic.” Natasha pushed herself back up to her elbows. “And there’s nothing hotter or sexier than a lawman.”

Christie shrugged. “Not interested.”

Natasha waved off Christie’s response. “That female agent is nice and all, but you need a stud.”

“Agent Stillwater is just my contact, more or less.” Christie shrugged. “Laura is the senior agent assigned to my protection, but I don’t want or need anyone watching over me.”

Agent Laura Stillwater had helped take down Christie’s ex, but Christie was done with people telling her what to do.

Christie shoved the suitcase back so it wouldn’t fall off the bed. “I’m tired of people dictating my life.”

She’d lived with that for far too long—for the twenty-year duration of her marriage to Salvatore Reyes. She’d been under his thumb from the moment she’d fallen for the bastard, even though she hadn’t realized it at the time.

How could I have been so blind? she thought.

But she knew why. Salvatore had been so kind, attentive and loving. Thinking back, she could see how silly it had been to fall for a man just because he’d made her feel like a princess. He had given her gifts, told her how special she was, always reminding her in both big and small ways of how much he loved her.

A fairy-tale wedding, honeymoon in Paris, and a beautiful home had been the icing on their cake. For the first few years, everything had been perfect. Now that she thought about everything, it had been too perfect.

Natasha chattered on as Christie packed for the trip, but she barely heard her cousin talk.

Christie thought of how everything had started to change when they’d found they couldn’t have children. She had been heartbroken, but Salvatore had been devastated. Not long after they’d received the news, he had started to make comments that had hurt her to her core. Shattered her, even.

‘A real woman can bear children.’

‘No, you cannot have a dog. Do you think a dog would replace the children you cannot give me?’

‘Fix your hair and put on some makeup. You look like a vagrant.’

‘You are wearing too much makeup. If you want to look like a slut, I will treat you like one.’

The last comment had been followed by rough sex that had scared her to her core. She hadn’t thought about it as rape at the time, but later, much later, she’d come to realize he had forced her and had taken her in ways that had hurt and demeaned her.

He had raped her.

Afterward, he had once again been attentive and loving, then the cycle had started over again.

“Christie?” Natasha’s voice brought Christie back to the present. “Are you okay?”

Christie put her hand to her abdomen, feeling as if she might throw up. “I need to use the bathroom.”

She ignored Natasha’s concerned gaze and fled the bedroom to the hall bathroom. She shut the door carefully behind her then braced her hands on the marble countertop and stared into the sink.

Her stomach heaved and her dinner threatened to come up. It wouldn’t have been the first time she’d vomited over thoughts of her ex and the treatment she’d gone through at his hands.

Thanks to over a year of therapy with an excellent therapist, Christie rarely had moments like this. At the times they did, the memories and feelings came with a vengeance.

She closed her eyes tightly and let her mind slip to her safe place, a sunlit meadow in a forest, where nothing could hurt her and where she could find peace. After nearly a hundred therapy sessions, it came easily to her.

When she relaxed, she slowed her breathing. She pushed away the unwanted feelings and memories and drew on her true self.

Christie opened her eyes and stared at her reflection. The freckles across the bridge of her nose stood out starkly against her skin that appeared even paler than normal.

These past fifteen months, after Salvatore had gone to jail followed by prison for murder, rape, and other crimes, she’d found a new independence and strength she hadn’t known she possessed. Times like this were rare.

She straightened. She would not let memories of the past affect her present and her future.

A formerly repressed redhead temperament also came out every now and then. The intense counseling she’d been through had helped her find herself, but she knew she still had a long way to go to be fully healed.

A light knock drew Christie’s attention to the door.

“Are you okay?” Natasha asked, her words muffled.

“Fine.” Christie knew she would be and her voice grew stronger as she pulled herself together even more. “Be right there.”

Christie rinsed her face with cold water. The chill against her skin caused her to shiver, but calmed her.

She opened the door, took a deep breath, and walked back to her bedroom. “Now where did I leave off?”

“You were telling me why you didn’t want to listen to the FBI,” Natasha said, sitting on the bed.

Christie sighed. “Like I said, I’m tired of people controlling my life. Or trying to.”

“They’re just concerned.” Natasha braced her palms to either side of her, her voice quieter now. “I’m concerned.”

“I want to be in Bisbee tomorrow at the time they induce the birth.” Christie’s voice and heart softened as she paused and met her cousin’s gaze. “I want to be with Dylan and Belle when their baby is born.”

“I get it.” Natasha’s expression turned serious. “But what if the cartel finds out you’re in town?”

“How could they?” Christie took several bras out of the lingerie drawer before dropping them into the suitcase. “I haven’t told anyone. I use my middle name, so everyone knows me as Ann here and I’ll use it while I’m there. The cartel doesn’t know I dropped that bastard’s last name and it’s now Simpson.” Just changing back to her maiden name had been liberating. “Ann Simpson, that’s me.”

“Still don’t like it.” Natasha frowned. “Dylan and Belle don’t even know you’re coming.”

Christie shrugged. “I want it to be a surprise.” Not to mention, she knew they’d try to talk her out of it.

Natasha picked a red lacy bra out of the suitcase and held it up, a mischievous look now on her face. “Planning on meeting someone in Arizona for a little recreation?”

“You never know.” Christie’s cheeks warmed as she snatched the bra from Natasha’s hand and dropped it back into the case. She just happened to like nice lingerie.

Truth be told, Salvatore had been her one and only sexual experience. Was she even capable of a relationship? She didn’t know if she would ever let a man get close to her again.

Christie kneeled and pulled open a drawer filled with folded pairs of jeans. She took out a few then put them into the suitcase.

Natasha sat on the edge of the mattress and swung her legs. She never could sit still for long. “Don’t know what I’ll do without you at the shop. You really should stay and help until you have to be there.”

“Ha-ha. Nice try.” Christie rolled her eyes. “You’ll manage.”

In spite of her nervous energy, or maybe because of it, Natasha owned a successful craft and gift shop in the small town.

“I thought I’d give it a shot.” Natasha continued to swing her legs. “Are you nervous about the trial?”

Christie hesitated, thinking about her court appearance, a matter of days away. “Nope. Not nervous.” Well, maybe a little. “Can’t wait to help send that son of a bitch to prison for good.”

Her testimony would help the prosecution put Salvatore away for the contract murders of two of her friends in the Circle of Seven, and solicitation for murder for the rest of the CoS. Not to mention the murder she’d witnessed that Salvatore had committed himself. She would testify he’d raped her after he’d found her listening outside a door when he had been talking about the murders and ordering someone to execute the others.

The evidence Dylan and Belle had recovered should get Salvatore convicted for money laundering, among other charges. Electronic data, handwritten ledgers, fake passports, and a video from the dead. Not to mention a key witness—Christie.

In short, Salvatore was screwed—as long as nothing went wrong on the prosecution side.

“I still think you need a hot federal agent for a bodyguard.” Natasha leaned her head to the side. “Yes, you definitely need one.”

‘Hot federal agent’ made her think of the agent who’d saved her life, Trace Davidson, a special agent with the Department of Homeland Security. He’d been the best man in Belle and Dylan’s wedding and Christie had been the maid of honor. She’d been in the process of getting the divorce from Salvatore and she had refused to be called ‘matron of honor’.

Agent Davidson had not only saved her life but had taken care of her after the ordeal ended and while she’d been in shock.

At the wedding she had managed to thank him for what he’d done for her, but she didn’t think she had done a very good job of it. The FBI had escorted her to the wedding, hung over her like vultures and swept her back to her hiding place before she had known it.

She’d thought about Trace over the past months since she’d once again fled Arizona for this small backwoods Indiana town. Usually a near-stranger’s image would fade over time, but his never had. His flint-gray eyes, the cleft in his chin and the hard line of his jaw were clear in her memory.

The night Agent Davidson and the other agents had saved her life and had taken down her ex-husband had remained as clear to Christie as if it had just happened. She could hear his Texan drawl as he’d checked on her and she’d seen the concern in his eyes when he’d helped her to her feet. He’d been the one to wrap a blanket around her shoulders and stay with her for a while as she’d started to go into shock.

Christie dashed away the memories. “Sorry to crush your hopes about a hot federal agent watching over me, but it’s not happening. I’ll be in and out of there and back in Indiana before you know it.”

“Please don’t go to Bisbee.” Natasha leaned forward, still for that moment. “Just wait and go to Phoenix when they need you.”

Christie closed her eyes her mind whirling through the reasons she needed to see Belle, Dylan, and their newborn when he or she arrived. She’d never been able to have children and she’d wanted to be a mother so badly. At the time she never could have imagined being grateful she hadn’t had children with her now bastard ex.

Christie opened her eyes again and met Natasha’s gaze. “Trust me. Okay, Nat?”

“You are not the one I don’t trust.” Natasha had an earnest look on her features and concern in her tone. “That cartel is dangerous. Even though your ex is in prison awaiting trial, I still don’t trust him.”

“Yes, the cartel is dangerous.” Christie pushed aside the suitcase and sat next to her cousin. “But they don’t and won’t know where I am.” She smiled at Natasha. “Thank you for caring and for being here for me.”

“Of course.” Natasha put her hand on Christie’s knee and squeezed. “What are best cousins for?”

“To drive me to the airport.” Christie grinned as she got to her feet and ducked when Natasha swatted at her. “We’ll need to leave pretty early to have enough time for me to make it to the terminal and get through security and to the gate.”

“Okay, okay.” Natasha pushed herself off the bed. “But if something happens to you, I’ll kill you.”

Christie laughed and stared at her suitcase. “Hope I didn’t forget anything.” She’d packed toiletries, shoes, heels, socks, nylons, panties, bras, and a big T-shirt and sweatpants to sleep in. She’d included shirts, jeans, a couple of skirts, and a suit with a skirt and blazer for court.

“Curling iron and blow dryer?” Natasha pointed to Christie’s dressing table. “You’ve got that adorable haircut. I’d hate to know you couldn’t style it the way you’d like.”

“Good catch.” Christie retrieved the items, including her hairbrush, and stuffed them in her case, too.

When she’d been married to Salvatore, he’d forbidden her to cut her hair and it had grown to the middle of her back. He’d also used her hair to yank her head the times he’d raped her.

Getting her hair cut had been one of the first things she’d done afterward. It had been cut short in the back, chin-length in the front and swung against her cheeks. She loved it. She’d thought about getting some blue or purple extensions but had decided she should stay on the conservative side for court to make sure the jury took her seriously. Afterward—

Anything goes.

“Chargers for your iPhone, iPad, iPod, and your MacBook?” Natasha listed them off on her fingers. “I don’t suppose you have any pippin, golden delicious, or granny smith products?”

“Yes, I packed all of the chargers along with the devices, and I think I might have a pippin or two packed away.” Christie sat on her hot pink suitcase to mush it down enough to zip it shut. “I think that does it.”

Christie jumped off the case and her feet hit the floor. “Wait. I forgot something.”

From the top of the bureau, she grabbed two packages wrapped in pale-blue paper with white storks carrying babies in yellow blankets. The bows around the packages were yellow, the contents soft and squishy. Christie had wrapped a baby blanket in one package and a small stuffed horse in the other. Christie had embroidered the blanket and a nice lady down the street had quilted it. The baby would grow up on a ranch, so the stuffed animal might be his first horse.

She scrutinized the packages in each hand. “I should have waited to wrap these. The paper is going to get smooshed.”

“Probably.” Natasha grinned. “They’ll fit in the outside pocket of your suitcase. The gifts are soft so they won’t get hurt.”

Christie looked doubtfully at the overstuffed bag but managed to get the two gifts into the expandable outside zipper pocket. Even though the wrapping paper would no doubt be worse for the wear, it wouldn’t make a difference to the baby or Belle and Dylan.

She swung the heavy suitcase off the bed and it hit the floor with a loud thud. Maybe she’d crammed too much inside, but she didn’t intend to stay in Arizona long and didn’t want to take more than one.

“You miss home,” Natasha said softly. “I get that.”

Christie glanced out of the window at the snowy landscape and the snowflakes drifting from a gray sky. Yes, she missed her hometown and her state. She’d grown up in Bisbee, but it held too many bad memories now. When she’d finished testifying, back to Indiana she’d go.

“Yes.” She gave Natasha a little smile as she thought about her trip tomorrow. “It’s good to be going home.”

If only for a little while.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

 

Trace drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as he guided his Explorer onto the dirt road leading to Dylan and Belle Curtis’ ranch home. The mesquite bushes hid the house, but the tops of the trees surrounding the ranch were visible.

The pair had invited Trace to their Super Bowl party, along with a few other guys from the Department of Homeland Security’s Douglas office.

Thoughts of Aunt Barb had stayed with Trace. If Brody hadn’t been in jail right that very moment, Trace would have traveled home to Texas to pummel the son of a bitch who had beaten Aunt Barb.

Trace worked to control his emotions. He couldn’t do a damned thing about what had happened. Not at this moment. Belle and Dylan had planned the party a few months ago and Trace intended to put his game face on.

The home state team, the Arizona Cardinals, and Trace’s Houston Texans would face off in the big game. “It’s going to be one hell of a match,” he said, glancing at the Shepherd beside him.

Dallas perked his ears as he turned from the window to look at Trace. The dog tilted his head slightly to the side, clearly curious as to what Trace had been talking about.

“Football.” Trace smiled. “Just talking about football.”

Dallas turned back to the passing scenery. The former service dog had never been a big football fan. Baseball was another story—he loved to chase the balls. In his retirement he’d become quite the catcher.

The Explorer rattled and bumped over stones and ruts in the dirt road. They rounded a corner and the sprawling ranch spread out before them.

Only Dylan’s truck and Belle’s SUV were parked in front of the home, telling Trace he had likely arrived first. He pulled up his vehicle beside Belle’s, killed the engine, and climbed out.

Trace made a sign, giving Dallas permission to jump out of the vehicle. The dog did, then remained at Trace’s side while he grabbed his Stetson and put it on his head, and found the six-pack of beer from behind the driver’s seat. They headed along the path, then up the steps that led to the wide porch. He knocked on the screen door and a few moments later, Belle pushed it open.

“Trace,” Belle said with a welcoming smile. “Come on in.” She glanced at Dallas. “Hello, boy.”

Dallas gazed up at her with his intelligent dark eyes and gave a tail wag. He’d been around Belle and Dylan often with Trace.

Trace walked into the house with. “You look like you’re about to pop.”

“Tomorrow.” Belle rubbed her large tummy with her palm. “The doctor is inducing the baby. I am so ready.”

Trace had gotten to know Belle fairly well since her return to the Bisbee area. After all she’d endured throughout her life, combined with the events of last year, he couldn’t help but admire her strength. In the months since the tragedies both Dylan and Belle had faced, Trace had spent time with both of them and Belle had become one of his favorite people.

“How’s Dylan holding up?” Trace closed the screen door behind him. “Is he ready to become a daddy?”

“Hell, no.” Dylan strolled out of his home office, shaking his head. “I think the baby should stay put a while longer.”

Belle put her hands on her hips. “You were saying?”

Dylan winced. “I mean, I can’t wait.”

“That’s better.” Belle smiled at Trace again. “I have a few things to take care of. Make yourself at home.”

“Thanks, Belle.” Trace had called Belle ‘ma’am’ once out of a country-boy habit, and she’d made it clear that by being Dylan’s friend, he had become hers, too, and he shouldn’t call her anything but Belle. He hadn’t made that mistake again.

Dallas sat and watched everything with apparent interest.

Trace hung his western hat onto a hat rack by the front door, and Dylan took the six-pack of beer from him.

“I’ll put this on ice.” Dylan carried it to a cooler, popped the lid open, and shoved each beer bottle into the ice-packed chest.

“Anyone home?” came Landon Walker’s voice from the other side of the screen door.

“I’ll get it.” Trace let Landon and his wife, Tori, into the house, along with Angelina, a shy teenage girl from Mexico.

Tori and Landon had gained custody of Angelina some two years ago and the young girl had been adapting, despite growing up the granddaughter of the former leader of the Jimenez Cartel in Mexico. Trace knew Angelina still missed the man she had thought her grandfather had been, and the whole transition had been difficult for her.

Dylan had just finished with the ice chest when Landon walked up to him with a six-pack of beer, along with a six-pack of alcoholic root beer.

“For the gals,” Landon said in way of explanation for the root beer.

“He likes it the same as I do. He just won’t admit it.” Tori grinned. “Besides, I already told him I’ll be the designated driver.”

“Glad to know we’ll have a DD in addition to me,” Dylan said. “You might help keep these cowboys from getting too wild. Belle will kill me if they start breaking the furniture.”

“Not a problem.” Tori glanced from Dylan to Trace. “I’ll keep an eye on them.”

Trace flashed a grin at Tori. “How’s the world of music treating you?”

She pushed her fingers through her short hair. “Working on another piece I’m just dying to finish.” She was a professional clarinetist, a pianist, and an up-and-coming composer of movie soundtrack scores.

“Nearly had to drag her out of her studio,” Landon said. “Barely see her anymore.”

Tori punched him in the upper arm. “Like hell.”

Landon grinned, clearly enjoying the play with his cute wife.

Like Trace and Dylan, Landon worked as a special agent with ICE, the International Customs Enforcement division of the Department of Homeland Security.

Dallas sat on his haunches, watching the human interaction with intelligent eyes. Trace wondered sometimes what the K-9 might be thinking. If dogs could look amused, Dallas did.

Belle walked in and greeted the guests. “Come on, ladies.” She smiled at Tori and Angelina. “I’ll show you the baby’s room.”

The three headed down a hallway, leaving the men in the living room.

Brooks Allen and Dare showed up within moments of each other, Brooks with a six-pack from a micro-brewery in Colorado and Dare with a local brew.

Dare inspected the beer-filled chest. “Who’s the designated driver?”

“Tori volunteered,” Landon said.

“Glad to hear it.” Brooks, also with the DHS, was one of Trace’s closest friends.

The Super Bowl started and the women joined them. Angelina sat on the floor behind Dallas and stroked his head after asking Trace’s permission.

Tori had told him how Angelina had discovered she enjoyed American football sometime after she’d moved to Bisbee. She had a knack for absorbing anything that interested her and she was a brilliant pianist. A few months ago, Tori had said Angelina’s skills far surpassed her own.

Tori smiled, watching Angelina get into the game. The teenager had adopted the Arizona Cardinals as her home team

Trace had started out relaxed when the game had begun, but by halftime, he had perched on the edge of his seat on the couch. The game had stirred up everyone in the room, including Brooks, who hailed from Big Sky, Montana, and wasn’t a fan of either team in particular.

At halftime, Trace stood up from an easy chair. “Damn, that’s a good game.” A light soreness caused his muscles to ache from the workout he’d given them in his home gym after yesterday’s target practice. “They might be tied now, but Houston is going to kick Cardinal ass.”

Brooks, who stood near the entrance to the kitchen, snorted. “I hate to say it, buddy, but it’s clear this Super Bowl belongs to Arizona.”

“The man’s right.” Dare got to his feet from his place on the couch. “Arizona is taking this one home.”

“You’re both deluded.” Trace glanced around the room of Cardinals’ fans. “You all are.”

Dallas settled back on his haunches next to Trace’s leg, as if in support of his human. The former service dog never let Trace out of his sight if he could help it.

“Now, boys.” Belle Curtis shook her finger at them in mock seriousness. She had to stare up at the men, who were all over six feet. “If you’re going to fight, take it outside.”

Trace held back a grin.

A smile curved Belle’s lips as Dylan came up behind her, reached around, and rested his hands on her round stomach.

“Listen to the lady.” Dylan grinned and kissed Belle’s neck. “We wouldn’t want to miss any of the Super Bowl because Belle got upset and the baby decided to come today.”

Belle swatted at Dylan’s hand. “You’re more worried about the football game than your baby?”

Dylan turned her around in his arms and kissed her. “Never.”

They parted and Belle’s smile lit the room, warm enough to thaw out any man. She focused her gaze on Trace, Brooks, Dare, and Landon. The latter still reclined on the couch, amusement on his face.

Trace held his hands up in surrender. “We’ll behave. Wouldn’t want to miss seeing Houston obliterate the Cardinals.”

“Men.” Belle rolled her eyes. “Can’t live with them…”

“No kidding.” Tori got up from her seat beside Landon.

Landon spanked Tori’s butt with his palm. “But you can’t live without us.”

Tori shook her head. “Watch it, mister.”

“I think Dallas would like to play Frisbee outside,” Trace said to Angelina. “You up for it?”

Angelina glanced at Tori. “I would like to if that is okay with you, Tori?”

“Of course.” Tori glanced at Dallas. “Fresh air will be good for you and Dallas.”

Belle drew away from Dylan. “Not sure I could take another second of the barbarians.” She grinned at her husband, a teasing glint in her eyes, before she walked—no, waddled—into the kitchen with Tori.

Trace figured Belle might not like the ‘waddled’ thought, so kept it to himself.

Brooks picked up a well-worn football by the front door, along with a neon-orange Frisbee that had seen better days. He handed the disc to Angelina, who thanked him and went outside with Dallas.

“How about skipping the halftime commercials?” Brooks tossed the football to Trace, who caught it.

Trace headed out of the door with the ball. “Playing a little catch sounds a whole lot better to me than the latest Ford and Doritos commercials.”

“Or listening to—what’s the pop singer’s name?” Dare said as he walked behind the other men.

“Beyoncé or something like that,” Landon said.

Dare nodded. “Right.”

Just when they started to go outside, Belle shouted for Landon and Dylan to help in the kitchen and Dare had to take an urgent call.

Brooks followed Trace onto the porch and they headed down the stairs and into the sunshine. The mild air brushed Trace’s skin, the dry dirt crunching beneath his boots. The sky gleamed a deep, clear blue. He’d fallen in love with this part of the state and had settled in just fine.

He’d bought a nice spread about a year after he’d moved to southeastern Arizona and kept a few head of cattle along with a couple of horses. With his job, he couldn’t be at his place as often as he’d like, so he had a ranch hand who kept an eye on the place. Darryl took care of feeding and making sure the fence line remained intact, the stock tanks full, the stalls mucked, and anything else needing to be done that Trace couldn’t keep up with.

Even though this area had become his new home, Trace would always be a big fan of the Houston Texans when it came to football. He’d adopted the team and had been a follower since the franchise had come to Houston.

They got to a clear spot in the huge driveway, away from Angelina and Dallas, and Trace threw the ball to Brooks. “Hard to believe Dylan is going to be a daddy.”

“No kidding.” Brooks received the ball and passed it back. “I hear Salvatore Reyes is set to go to trial.”

“Yep.” Trace made an over-the-shoulder catch. “Won’t be long ’til that S.O.B. is locked away for good.”

Just thinking about what that bastard had done to Christie caused Trace to clench his jaw and he threw the ball with a bit more velocity this time, a little off course.

The ball spiraled in Brooks’ general direction. “Christie Reyes, his wife, sure disappeared fast.” Brooks had to leap up to catch it. “It did surprise me to see her at the wedding.”

“She changed from Reyes back to Simpson, her maiden name, and goes by her middle name.” Trace shifted his stance. “She’s been in a small town in Indiana with a cousin, keeping her head down.”

“How do you know so much about her?” Brooks stood, ball in his hand.

Trace shrugged. He didn’t plan on admitting he’d been keeping tabs on Christie. Ever since the day everything had gone down with her ex-husband, he’d had the strong desire to protect her. Even though she lived over fifteen hundred miles away, he knew a lot about her.

At the wedding, she had approached him and thanked him in a hesitant voice with sincerity in her gaze. She’d slipped away before he’d been able to say a word.

He had hoped to have a chance to really talk to her, but he’d recognized the haunted expression in her eyes. He had no doubt she wasn’t ready for flirting, or open to any kind of interest from a man. Not yet. Maybe one day he’d have the chance.

Salvatore Reyes had kidnapped and held his own wife hostage, gun to her head. Trace and Dylan had been there when it had all come to the boil. Trace had recognized Christie’s vacant stare and his chest had constricted at the sight of her bruises. Just the thought now nearly made his blood turn to steam.

Seeing what Reyes had done to Christie had brought back a rush of memories of what Trace’s mother had suffered at the hands of his father. Not to mention what Aunt Barb had been through thanks to Brody.

It had been all Trace could do to hold himself from beating Reyes to within an inch of his life. Trace had no time or energy for men who didn’t treat women with complete respect. If a man hurt or attempted to hurt a woman, Trace had a real short fuse.

A vibration at Trace’s hip told him he had a call and he made a motion with his hand, telling Brooks with that movement to hold on to the ball. Trace pulled the phone out of its holster and saw he had a blocked call, which could mean anything.

He brought the phone to his ear. “Agent Davidson here.”

“They know she’s coming to Bisbee.” A familiar voice came over the line—Spin Murray, one of Trace’s informants. “They’re going to kill her.”

Trace’s skin prickled. “Who’s coming?”

Spin’s scratchy voice sounded almost amused. “Salvatore Reyes’ ex-wife.”

Trace jerked his head up, a wintery-cold blast taking residence in his chest. “Christie is on her way here?”

“Salvatore ordered a hit on her from his prison cell.” The informant’s words pinged in Trace’s mind.

A chill rolled over his flesh as Spin continued. “From what his men said, she’s already on a flight from Indiana and her plane’s gonna land in Tucson in three hours. They’re gonna be waiting for her.”

Trace’s heart raced. “Fuck.”

Dallas abandoned his game of Frisbee with Angelina, instantly recognizing Trace needed him.

Trace turned and jogged to the house, Dallas at his heels. “What else can you tell me?”

“That’s it, man.” Spin’s voice was rough from years of smoking cigarettes and he gave a phlegmy cough. “You owe me.”

“You’ll get paid like always.” Trace disconnected the call as he reached the porch steps.

“What’s wrong?” Brooks called out to him.

Trace didn’t stop to answer Brooks. He let the screen door bang shut behind him and when he didn’t see Belle, he strode toward the kitchen.

He spotted her standing beside the kitchen table, about to put a chip in her mouth. “You didn’t tell me Christie is on her way to Bisbee.”

Belle paused, chip halfway to her mouth. “Christie’s what?”

“You don’t know anything about it?” Trace asked, seeing Brooks came up behind him.

“No.” Belle looked from one man to another. “Christie’s been asking a lot of questions, like what time I’m going in to be induced tomorrow, but didn’t say she’s actually coming here.”

Dylan stepped next to Belle and put his arm around her shoulders. “What’s going on, Trace?”

“I just got a call. An informant told me Salvatore Reyes has a hit out on Christie and she’s on a flight from Indiana right this minute.”

Belle dropped the chip. It fell to the floor as she put her hand over her mouth.

Dylan let out a string of curses.

Belle, Dylan, and Christie had been close since childhood, along with four other friends. They’d called themselves the CoS, Circle of Seven. Thanks to Reyes, that circle was no longer seven strong.

“I’m calling Agent Stillwater, the FBI contact on the case, and I’m going to head to Tucson myself.” Trace raised his phone. “I’ll get to the airport a good hour before her flight lands.”

“I’ll go, too.” Dylan’s expression indicated the depth of his anger. “Just give me a moment.”

“You can’t go.” Trace kept his tone firm. “You need to be here for Belle. We’ve got this.”

“We’ll have them wait to induce the baby.” Belle appeared panicked. “You’ll need backup. You need Dylan.”

“I’ll go.” Brooks stepped beside Trace. “Between us and the FBI, we’ll make sure she’s safe.” He focused on Dylan. “Like Trace said, you need to stay here with Belle.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Dylan looked hard and angry but like he was trying to hold on to his control. “But Christie is family to us.”

Belle gave Trace a hard stare. “You get her and keep her safe.”

“I will.” He met her gaze. “I won’t let anything happen to her.”

“Thank you.” Belle nodded. “We’re counting on you.”

“I’ll see you when you testify,” Trace said. “It’s bad enough you have to leave Belle and the baby to head to Phoenix for your testimony.”

Dylan nodded. As one of the agents who had helped bring down Salvatore Reyes, Dylan would have to testify. He would recount facts on what had been discovered, and he had iron-clad documentation on hard irrefutable evidence. Dylan had not been threatened, nor would he be in personal danger.

However, Christie would take the stand as an eyewitness. She had seen and overheard a considerable amount of damning evidence from her ex-husband. It spelled out not only his crooked business dealings but attested to the fact he had ordered the murders of individuals and in fact had killed by his own hand.

In addition, Reyes had contracted the attempted murders of Belle, Dylan, and the rest of the Circle of Seven, two of whom had been killed.

Trace had barely said goodbye to the group before he snatched his Stetson off the hat rack and headed out of the front door with Dallas trotting beside him. Brooks took his own western hat and followed.

“I’ve got a full tank.” Trace strode toward his Explorer.

“I have enough to get to Benson.” Brooks veered left to his truck. “I’ll make a quick pit stop and meet you at the airport.”

In moments, Dallas and Trace had climbed into his Ford Explorer. He jammed his keys in the ignition and started it. The SUV’s tires spun in the gravel, then he shot down the dirt road and headed from the ranch to the highway

 

* * * *

 

Christie shifted, trying to get comfortable the best she could with her head against the stiff headrest. Whenever she flew, she preferred an aisle seat, but none had been available and the airline had stuck her in the middle.

No one had taken the seat to her left yet. On her right side, next to the window, sat a gum-popping young blonde woman obsessed with her cell phone and playing with the countless rings on her fingers, mostly diamonds and emeralds. An American Princess, was what Christie had thought the moment she’d laid eyes on the girl. She might have been a high school upperclassman or maybe a college student. She seemed to be a little spacey, something of an airhead.

Princess had closed the window shade. Christie would have liked to have the shade up but didn’t say anything. Maybe the girl would open it once they were in the air.

Christie turned her attention from Princess back to a home and garden magazine, remembering the days when she’d had a beautiful home in addition to a lovely garden—but they had come at a price. A price she would never pay again.

“I think this is my seat.”

A thickly accented Hispanic male voice jerked Christie’s attention away from her magazine.

She cut her gaze up to meet the eyes of a trim man who looked so much like Salvatore it made her stomach twist with fear and loathing. Her reaction was no doubt irrational, but he could have been her ex-husband’s twin—minus the thick scar along one cheek and the hint of green in his brown eyes.

He smiled at her before taking a duffel bag and sliding it into the compartment above their row.

His arm and thigh brushed hers as he took his seat and she shrank away from him, trying to make herself as small as possible. His strong cologne, much like Salvatore’s favorite, caused her nose to itch and her belly to roll.

“I am Ángel.” He pronounced his name in Spanish, his accent thick like sticky warm caramel.

Christie decided she hated caramel.

She’d never been an impolite person and she felt obligated to respond. She almost gave her real first name but caught herself. “Ann.”

“A pleasure, Ann,” Ángel said.

Princess leaned close to Christie’s ear and said, “Ángel. What a sexy name. And he is hot as hell.” Her breath smelled like peppermint.

Christie drew back. “What?”

With a grin, Princess dug in her purse and snagged both pen and small notebook. She scrawled something across a page and tore a strip off, folded it, and handed it to Christie, who took it without thinking.

Princess gestured to the man. “Give it to Ángel.”

What is this, high school? Christie thought.

Feeling like an idiot, she held up the folded paper and turned to the man next to her. “This is for you.”

Ángel raised his eyebrows. “Your number, senorita?” The sensuality he put into the words made her shudder.

Something slid within her, as if she had started to separate from herself. Memories of another strong Hispanic voice echoed in her head.

Salvatore.

His promises. His lies. His abuse.

A far-off voice whispered in her head. You are stronger than this, Christie.

Christie shifted in her seat and ground her teeth. “No.” She inclined her head toward the girl next to her. “It’s from Princess over here.” She tossed the paper onto his lap.

Ángel appeared faintly surprised and Princess gave him a little wave.

Christie folded her arms, closed her eyes, and pretended to sleep.

Even though she tried to pull herself in as tightly as possible, legs and arms crossed, Ángel and Princess still managed to brush against her arms or bump her knees. Princess said something to Ángel, who chuckled and ended the conversation with “I must get rest now,” shutting her down.

Tired from late-night talking with Natasha, Christie found herself slipping in and out of conscious thought. In one moment, she would start to drift off and in the next she jerked awake as her head lolled to the side. She had no desire to fall asleep on the man’s shoulder so shifted a little more away from him.

Sleep called to her and she continued to drift toward it.

She ran. Her lungs burned and her legs ached. She stumbled and almost fell. Her heart jackhammered. Adrenaline pumped through her, but her weak body grew more and more tired.

A forest with thick brush lay ahead. If she reached it in time, she could hide from him.

Her breath caught when she glanced over her shoulder and tears of anger and fear blurred her vision.

The bastard had gained on her. Her mind screamed to run faster, but her body couldn’t obey.

She had to double her speed and she might escape. A grain of hope tried to take root within her once she reached the forest.

Her muscles gave out. She tripped and fell hard, her palms driving into damp earth and leaves, and pine needles that poked her flesh.

Horror and fear filled her like burning lava. She cut her gaze up to see a man with a shadowed face.

Salvatore? Dear God, not Salvatore.

He reached for her and wrapped his fingers around her wrist…

Christie jerked awake with a start, sucking in a lungful of breath to let out a scream.

“Are you okay?” A young woman’s voice.

“What?” A nightmare…she’d just had a nightmare. Christie forced the images from her mind as she turned her attention to Princess “I’m…fine, thank you.”

“Are you sure?” Princess frowned. “I thought you were going to scream when I touched you.”

Christie pushed a lock of hair from her eyes. “Just a bad dream.”

Princess glanced at the window, the cover still down. Sun streamed through the windows in front and behind their aisle. She lowered her voice. “I hate to fly.” She leaned in close to Christie. “I take something for anxiety before the flight takes off. I’m feeling pretty good right now.” She gave a little laugh. “You might say I’m flying a whole ’nother way.”

That made sense, considering how spacy the girl had acted from the beginning.

“My name is Madison.” Princess—Madison—grabbed a bright blue Coach handbag from beneath the seat in front of her. “I have some to share if you need any.” She lowered her voice. “It’s awesome.”

“I’m fine. Really.” Since Madison had given her name, Christie thought she should offer hers. “I’m Chr—” This time, she’d almost screwed up. “I’m Ann.”

Madison dug in her purse. “If you don’t want the good stuff, Ann, I also have gum.”

The young woman seemed to be nice and not quite as self-centered as Christie had pegged her. “No, thanks, but I do appreciate the offer.”

Madison sighed. “I really wish we would land already.”

So do I, Christie thought. She wanted nothing more than to get back home and see the people she loved.

 

* * * *

 

Even though he had plenty of time to get to Tucson International Airport, Trace flipped on his grill lights and drove faster than he should have. On the way, he called FBI Agent Laura Stillwater, Christie’s contact, and the lead agent on her protective detail.

“Agent Stillwater.”

Trace had a hard time keeping from losing his temper. “This is Agent Trace Davidson from DHS.”

They had both been on the scene and helped take down Salvatore Reyes when he’d abducted Christie.

“Of course, Agent Davidson.” Stillwater’s spoke in a smooth voice that had an ingrained hardness to it like polished wood. “What can I do for you?”

Trace gripped the steering wheel, pulling onto a two-lane highway. “Why, if you’ll excuse me, the hell would you let Christie Simpson come back to Bisbee?”

“Christie is in Indiana,” Stillwater said.

“No,” Trace said. “She’s on her way to Bisbee.”

“Goddamn.” Stillwater paused. “Christie has refused our assistance.” She went on, “I have done everything in my power to get her to agree to our protection.”

Trace tried to restrain his anger. “An informant called me with a tip regarding Salvatore Reyes. He’s put out a hit on Christie from his prison cell.”

“Shit.”

“And somehow his men have managed to get a hold of her itinerary. They know she’s flying into Tucson and will be there”—Trace glanced at the time on his dashboard clock—“in about two and a half hours.”

Stillwater let out another curse word but remained all business. “Do you know her flight number?”

“I don’t have that information.” Trace guided the Ford Explorer down the highway, vehicles pulling out of his way as he came up behind them. “I’m headed to the airport now. I’d appreciate it if you’d find out the details and get back with me.”

Stillwater paused. “As soon as we’re off the phone, I will get my people on it.”

“I should arrive in less than ninety minutes, along with Brooks Allen, another DHS agent.” Trace flexed his fingers. “Let me know how you’re going to handle this.”

“I’ll be in touch shortly,” Stillwater said before she disconnected the call.

Trace had been in a hell of a lot of life-and-death situations in his career. Every situation mattered. Every situation was important.

But this one was different

But, even though he’d only been around Christie a couple of times, her safety more than mattered to him. It felt personal.

When he’d seen how beaten down she’d been from Salvatore’s abuse, when he’d learned her own husband had raped her, he’d wanted to kill the bastard. Then he’d wanted to wrap her in his arms and promise her no one would ever hurt her again.

The best he’d been able to do in his position hadn’t been a lot. He had put a warm blanket around her shoulders, told her she was safe now, helped her as she’d gone into shock and had gotten her into the ambulance that had taken her to the hospital. She hadn’t known it, but he’d checked in on her during her hospital stay.

The only time he’d seen her after, at the wedding, had been too brief. He’d caught the wedding bouquet by accident and the glimmer of a smile on her lips had made it worth the teasing and razzing he’d gotten from the guys he worked with.

Trace knew more about her than he probably should. He knew she worked in a craft and gift shop for a cousin named Natasha and he knew Christie lived with her cousin. He also knew she hadn’t been dating.

God, I’m like some crazy stalker.

He pushed his fingers through his hair. He was going out of his mind with worry. How had she gotten under his skin like this?

“It’s not a good idea to let anything get personal in my line of work.” He glanced at Dallas. “But damned if I can help it when it comes to Christie.”

The German shepherd’s eyes looked filled with understanding.

While Trace drove, he called his Resident Agent in Charge at the DHS’s ICE office he worked from. RAC Sofia Aguilar answered after a couple of rings. He explained the situation to her.

“You’re stepping on the FBI’s toes,” Sofia said. “They’re not going to appreciate it.”

“I need time to help get Christie Simpson to trial.” Trace raced down the fast lane, vehicles moving aside for him. “I want to make sure she makes it. Alive.”

Hell, he just wanted her to make it out of this safe and sound, regardless of the damned trial.

“That’s the FBI’s job.” A hard woman, Sofia spoke in a blunt manner.

“This case is different, Sofia.” He pushed his Explorer, wanting to get to the airport as fast as he could. “You know it is.”

She remained quiet a moment, clearly thinking about all that had brought them to this point. The Circle of Seven case had involved one of their own.

“Take what time you need,” she finally said. “I just don’t want to have to deal with any pissed off FBI agents.”

“I’ll handle it.” Trace thanked his RAC and disconnected the call.

Agent Stillwater called twenty minutes after he’d gotten off the phone with her. She’d arranged for the local police department to meet him, along with herself and other FBI agents.

He ended the call with Stillwater and couldn’t help but feel an even greater urgency to get to the airport and Christie’s plane. They had plenty of time before her flight landed, but things might not go as smoothly as planned. His muscles were wound tight when he finally reached the airport.

At the prearranged location, Trace parked his SUV. With Dallas at his side, he jogged to where a Tucson Police Department lieutenant and four FBI agents, including Stillwater, were standing. Two police department vehicles and three FBI vehicles were part of a motorcade being staged to get Christie the hell out of there.

Brooks arrived just as Trace approached Stillwater. “Agent Allen and I will be joining you.”

Stillwater took him aside, her dark features hard. “The FBI has point on this one, Davidson.”

Trace held back anger that threatened to explode from him. “All I care about is Christie’s safety.”

“We can do that without you.” Stillwater’s dark eyes stared at him intently. She’d pulled her hair back pulled tightly, emphasizing her high cheekbones and her dark, exotic features. She had a fierce look about her.

Trace ground out the words as he responded. “The FBI wouldn’t even be here if it hadn’t been for a DHS informant, my informant.”

“Regardless,” Stillwater said, “we’ll take it from here.”

“We are going whether you like it or not.” He nodded toward the terminal. “We don’t have time to waste.”

Color darkened Stillwater’s cheeks. The agent’s severe appearance and manner did not detract from her stunning appearance. She studied him for a long moment. She opened her mouth and spoke with icy authority. “I’m allowing you here as a courtesy only.”

“Thank you,” Trace said, feeling no pleasure in the concession.

He wanted to protect Christie and get her out of this mess alive.

 


Chapter Three

 

 

 

After Trace and Stillwater shared a few words regarding the plan, the motorcade headed to the terminal.

Once they were inside the building, police officers escorted Trace, Brooks and the FBI agents the rest of the way. Their credentials verified by TSA at the checkpoint, they headed toward the gate. Officials allowed Dallas through as a K-9, even though he had technically retired.

Trace had a Beretta M9 9mm beneath the overshirt he’d put on from his Explorer. Brooks also had his service weapon similarly concealed. The FBI agents wore suits and were armed.

According to the monitors, Christie’s on-time flight would arrive at the gate in approximately thirty minutes. Brooks and Trace split up to make observations on their way.

While walking to his destination, Trace took in passengers he passed as well as personnel in the area, searching for anything out of the ordinary. Shaking hands, sweating and other signs of nervousness could be just a passenger who hated to fly but could also be an indication of something more sinister.

Trace also looked for the opposite. Someone too cool, too casual acting. An individual who did his best to remain unobserved while keeping an eye open for his target.

No one stood out to Trace, but he remained completely aware of his surroundings and of the passengers waiting for their flights.

Ultimately, Trace and the other agents were not overly concerned about anyone waiting for her inside the terminal. He or she would have zero opportunity to hurt Christie because the FBI refused to even consider allowing her to go inside. Trace, along with the rest of the team, would take her on what they considered a safe detour.

When they all reached the gate, they were immediately taken down the jetway and to the boarding platform.

To their left, an accordion-like extension would line up with the plane’s door. The crew had been given instructions to get Christie to the front of the plane. They were to ask her to move to the seat closest to the exit, even if someone had to trade with her. The agents had arranged to take Christie from the plane and out of the jetway before the flight attendants allowed anyone else through the hatch.

A door on their right opened to a set of stairs leading down to the tarmac and to a waiting local police department cruiser. After they got her safely in the vehicle, they would head back to where the FBI had staged the motorcade.

Trace, Stillwater, and two of the FBI agents waited for Christie’s plane to pull up to the gate. The police officer escort, Brooks, and the other two FBI agents headed down the metal stairs to the tarmac.

While Trace and his small group waited for the flight to arrive, Stillwater looked at him. “Christie is going to be ten shades of pissed.”

Trace raised an eyebrow. “Why’s that?”

Stillwater shook her head. “After living under Reyes’ thumb all these years, Christie has found her independence. She doesn’t want anyone watching her or telling her what to do. She’s refused to allow the FBI anywhere near her. The woman just doesn’t understand how much danger she’s in.”

Trace thought about that for a moment. “Well, I think she’s just going to have to get used to having someone guarding her.”

Stillwater put her hands on her hips, which pushed aside her blazer and revealed her holstered service weapon. “I’ll let you convince her. Nothing I’ve done or said has worked.”

Trace adjusted his Stetson. Come hell or high water, he’d convince Christie she needed protection. The FBI agents would not be the only ones handling her security. Trace planned on being right there, too. He didn’t give up or give in easily and he refused to back down over this.

Stillwater put her finger to her ear, clearly listening to someone. When she lowered her hand, she eyed Trace. “Christie’s flight just landed. Another five to ten minutes and we’ll have her off that plane.”

Trace positioned himself closest to the location Christie would be disembarking from the plane. An odd sensation tightened his insides at the sound of the Boeing’s powerful engines pulling up to the terminal. In just moments she’d be off the flight.

Dallas watched with his keen gaze never wavering.

Trace wondered at the way his heart pounded a little faster. No doubt it had to do with the fact that Salvatore had threatened Christie’s life. But Trace had to be honest with himself. It also had a lot to do with seeing the woman who’d been in his dreams countless times.

Moments after a landing crew had prepared the jetway and a flight crew member opened the hatch, Trace watched a confused-looking redhead walk out of the plane.

Christie.

She’d changed, her petite form slimmer as if she didn’t eat quite enough. She’d cut her deep, naturally red hair into a smooth and short hairstyle that framed her delicate features. The white blouse she wore had three-quarter-length sleeves and dark-blue jeans hugged her legs.

Christie was just as beautiful as he remembered. He hadn’t forgotten the freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose that made her all the more adorable.

Even though she seemed confused by being pulled off the plane earlier than anyone else, she appeared more confident in her posture and her bearing.

She carried a purse and a laptop bag. When her gaze met Trace’s, her big blue eyes widened. “Agent Davidson?” She spoke in a soft voice that had a firmness about it he hadn’t heard in the past. “What are you doing here?”

“Hi, Christie.” He wanted to hold onto that moment, before she learned about the danger hanging over her. And before Stillwater told her agents would escort her to keep her safe from harm.

He didn’t have a chance to say anything else. Agent Stillwater stepped around him. “We need to go, Christie.”

In a blink of an eye, Christie’s gaze went from wide-eyed surprise to narrowed with anger. “What are you doing here, Agent Stillwater? I told you I don’t need the FBI watching over me.”

“Your ex-husband put a hit out on you.” Trace jerked Christie’s attention back to him. He had to put it in the bluntest possible way to get her to cooperate. “They found out you were on this flight and they plan to kill you.”

“He what?” Christie’s face went pale. “Someone is out to kill me?”

“Possibly more than one person,” Stillwater said.

“How is it possible he put a hit out on me when he’s in prison?” Christie still wore an expression of disbelief. “How did they find out about my plans to come to Arizona? How could they even know my flight number? I didn’t tell anyone.”

“We don’t know, but we’re already working on it.” Stillwater moved to one side of Christie and Trace took the other. “We need your phone to see if that is the method he used.”

“My phone?” She hesitated a moment, seeming to let the FBI agent’s words sink in. She dug in her purse and produced a slim cell, which Stillwater took. “How could they find—?” Christie started.

“First we’ve got to get you to safety,” Trace cut in. “Then we’ll answer your questions.”

“What about my suitcase?” Christie appeared to be trying to grasp reality while facing something so frightening as having a hit out on her. “I checked in one bag.”

“We’ll have your luggage and other belongings delivered to you once we are certain you are safe,” Stillwater said.

Christie nodded, starting to appear numb with the shock of everything the agents had just told her.

Trace and Stillwater guided Christie to the door to their right. 

“We have vehicles waiting,” Stillwater said.

Christie seemed too stunned to say another word, permitting the agents to take her laptop bag and purse so she no longer held anything. The agents opened the door, Arizona winter sunshine spilling into the dim jetway, accompanied by a light chill that caused goosebumps to rise on Trace’s arms.

One of the agents headed down the narrow stairs first, followed by Stillwater. Christie stepped down behind her, while Trace, Dallas, and another agent took up the rear. Brooks stood at the foot of the staircase with the police officers.

As Trace descended the stairs behind Christie, a feeling of something desperately wrong crawled over his skin. His sixth sense kicked in and he looked around. He saw nothing but he sensed real danger.

“Move it,” Trace shouted. “Get her to the car. Now.”

The urgency in his voice had the head FBI agent and Stillwater moving faster.

Just as they were halfway down, the crack of a rifle shot pierced the air.

Christie cried out and crumpled and pitched forward on the staircase.

Trace caught Christie to him before she hit the stairs. A dark red splotch blossomed on the left side of her white blouse and blood flowed down her arm.

His heart went into overdrive.

Dallas growled behind Trace.

“Sniper!” Stillwater shouted.

“She’s hit,” Trace said to the FBI agent as he swept Christie into his arms and hurried the rest of the way down the stairs.

“I’ve been shot.” Christie’s eyes widened with disbelief and shock. “Someone shot me.” Her face tightened in a grimace of pain. “It hurts. God, it hurts so much. Am I going to die?”

“You’re going to be all right.” For the second time since he’d met her, Trace found himself reassuring her. This time he didn’t know if it was true.

Trace’s throat threatened to close from fear for Christie. Agents surrounded her and Trace once he reached the tarmac. He carried her, rushing her to a waiting vehicle.

Another crack of a rifle shot. Another. And another. Bullets pinged on metal and agents went down.

Brooks grunted and stumbled. “Son of a bitch.”

Trace glanced at his friend to see blood rapidly staining the shoulder of his overshirt.

Ignoring his injury, Brooks didn’t stray from Christie and Trace.

Another rifle shot. An FBI agent dropped and lay unmoving. Blood pooled around him on the tarmac.

“Agent down!” Stillwater shouted.

Sirens shrieked. Trace slid Christie inside the back of one of the three police vehicles. Dallas jumped into the front of the car as Trace scooted onto the seat, Christie’s legs over his lap. Blood flowed everywhere. So much goddamn blood.

Someone handed Trace bandages and cloths and Christie groaned as he found the wound in her upper arm. Warm blood oozed from the hole.

He pressed cloths against the wound and immediately they were soaked. “I think the bullet might have caught an artery in her upper arm. Clipped it rather than severing it, if we’re lucky.” He glanced over his shoulder at Stillwater. “She’s losing a lot of blood. We need to get her to a hospital fast.”

The squeal of brakes and flashing lights told him airport emergency vehicles had arrived. In the next moment the opposite door of the squad car opened and a paramedic with Stark written on his uniform squatted down to check out Christie.

“We need to get her into the ambulance,” Stark said. “Now.”

Trace glanced from the paramedic to the back window. “As far as we know, the shooter’s still out there.”

“We’ll back the ambulance up to the car then take her to TMC.” Stark worked on Christie, doing what he could to stop the bleeding. “We’ll be able to give her a transfusion on the way.”

“Why not Banner?” Trace asked. It would be a quicker trip than the route to Tucson Medical Center.

“Accident on the I-10,” the paramedic said. “Multiple car collision with fatalities and a hell of a lot headed into intensive care.”

Christie looked pale and confused. “Somebody shot me,” she repeated.

Trace squeezed her hand. “The paramedics are going to fix you right up.”

“What’s your blood type?” another paramedic asked.

The paramedic tested her blood type even as she managed to say, “A positive…I think.”

“We haven’t located the sniper,” Stillwater said from behind Trace. “But he has stopped shooting.”

With the danger still out there, the paramedics couldn’t load her onto a gurney. They quickly transferred her by hand from the squad car to a gurney inside the ambulance backed up to the car door.

The paramedics set to work on her the moment they had her safely within the confines of the ambulance.

“I’m Special Agent Davidson with the DHS.” Trace prepared to jump in. “I’m coming with her, and so is my K-9.”

“Can’t let you or the dog go,” Stark said as he started to close the door.

“She needs protection, mine and the K-9’s.” Trace ground his teeth. “Don’t argue with me. Not only is her life in danger, but yours could be, too.”

“Get in.” Stark stepped aside and Trace climbed into the ambulance, with Dallas leaping in behind him.

A paramedic put an oxygen mask over Christie’s mouth and nose before hooking up an IV and starting the transfusion. Another worked to stop the bleeding. Officers slammed the back doors shut and sirens cut through the air for the ambulance and escort detail to speed toward the hospital.

Officers and agents would be leading and following and the rest of the motorcade would join them at the designated area.

Christie’s face gleamed so pale amidst all the dark red hair around her face. She looked dazed as her blue eyes met his. He silently cursed himself as he studied her hair. The distinctive red had made her easy to pick out.

We should have covered her up with a hat, a blanket, something.

He just hadn’t expected the shooter to have eyes on the stairs outside the terminal. Trace had figured once they left the airport she would be at most risk of harm. The danger inside the airport could have been a needle or a personal attack—any other form of close proximity scenarios.

How the hell did they get a sniper rifle into the airport?

He grasped Christie’s hand. “I meant it when I said you’ll be fine.”

Dallas nosed her other hand.

She looked weakly at Trace. She said something behind the oxygen mask, but he couldn’t understand her.

The paramedics asked her questions to keep her alert and to find out what they could about her medical history and if she had medicinal allergies.

Christie went into shock for the second time since he’d known her. Her face turned sheet-white and her entire body shook.

Trace fisted his hands. He’d give anything to get his hands on that son of a bitch, Reyes, and beat the shit out of him before putting him out of everyone’s misery. Trace had never experienced the degree of murderous rage he did right at this moment. It was as if everything that had happened to the women in his life who he’d loved had rolled together and exploded in his mind.

Reyes’s men had likely come prepared to take Christie out whether she came out of the front of the terminal or out via standard procedure for a protected witness. Someone knew the system—so not just any hired hand. The Jimenez Cartel had to be involved and they’d enlisted experienced, possibly professional, killers.

The ambulance finally reached Tucson Medical Center and the paramedics rushed Christie inside on a gurney. The nursing staff wouldn’t allow Trace, much less Dallas, to do more than wait outside the doors they’d taken her through. This time, he had no choice but to obey.

One of the nurses told him to wash up and he inspected the damage. Christie’s blood had dried on his hands, arms and clothes.

The sight of so much of Christie’s blood sent a sick feeling through him. He went to the bathroom the nurses directed him to and hurried to scrub all the rust-colored blotches off his skin. It coated his T-shirt and had spotted his overshirt.

Mike Huff, a burly FBI agent, loaned Trace clean clothing he’d kept in his vehicle.

Trace returned to the waiting room. He stared at the entrance to surgery, where they’d taken Christie. Two police officers guarded the doors, one standing on either side.

Tension thrummed through Trace’s body and he couldn’t help but pace the hallway. Dallas lay on the floor a few feet away from him.

Stillwater joined Trace not long after he’d started to wear a groove in the industrial waiting room carpet from pacing back and forth.

Time passed so damned slowly, Trace imagined he was crawling out of his skin. It felt too tight, stretching to the breaking point. Between what had happened to Aunt Barb, and now Christie, he shouldn’t be trusted not to break the neck of any man who would hurt a woman.

He barely spoke to anyone for the first fifteen minutes, including Stillwater. His jaw ached and his muscles screamed with tension.

Finally, a man in blue scrubs came out to speak to them and introduced himself as Dr. Tenor. Trace and Stillwater introduced themselves in return.

“Christie is in stable condition.” The doctor’s news sent a hot rush of relief through Trace and he almost dropped into the closest chair. “The bullet nicked an artery but went clean through. She’s a lucky girl. If the bullet had severed the artery, if she’d lost more blood or the bullet had been a few inches to the right, she wouldn’t have made it.”

Cold washed through Trace. He’d known that, but hearing it out loud made it a thousand times more real.

“How long will she need to remain in the hospital?” Stillwater asked.

“We’ll keep her under observation and give it a day or two,” the doctor replied.

Trace pushed his fingers through his hair. “Thank you, Dr. Tenor.”

When the doctor left, Trace sat heavily on a chair. Dallas moved near Trace’s legs.

Stillwater sat next to him. “You’re damned close to this one. Maybe too close?”

Trace stared at the wall across from them. “Let’s just keep her safe.”

“But this one’s getting to you more than just protecting a witness.” Stillwater was too damned perceptive. But then he hadn’t exactly been hiding his frustration or concern like he should have.

“She’s a close friend to Agent Curtis and his wife,” Trace said. “I did some protection detail and Christie’s ex tried to kidnap her. I happened to be in the right place at the right time.”

Stillwater said nothing for a long moment. “All right. You just keep your head on straight. If I think you’re getting too close to her, I’m going to pull your ass out of here.”

Trace said nothing. He’d like to see Stillwater try to keep him from Christie, because that sure as hell wasn’t happening.

He knew he had to maintain focus and concentrate on keeping her safe. It could be the last thing he did, but he’d make damn sure she got to the trial alive. Then she’d be headed back to her home in Indiana.

The thought of her marching back to another state so damned far away made him grind his teeth.

Fuck. What was the matter with him? Everything that had gone down with Salvatore Reyes had traumatized her and she’d only said a few words to Trace at the wedding. She barely knew him.

More than anything, he’d like to change that. Maybe after the trial ended and they had ensured her safety, just maybe—

Ah, hell. He dragged his hand down his face. Nothing would happen between them and he might as well get used to that fact.

No matter how hard it might be.

 


Chapter Four

 

 

 

“Christie is not dead?” Salvatore Reyes clenched the receiver and stared at Paco Esperanza through the visitation window, processing what the man had just told him.

Paco shook his head. “But your ex-wife is in the hospital.”

Fire burned inside Salvatore as he glared at one of his most trusted men. Salvatore spoke in a controlled voice to make sure the prison guards didn’t overhear him. “Tell me exactly why my wife isn’t dead.”

Christie might have legally divorced him, but he considered her to be his wife, just like she would always be. He owned her. And no piece of paper could say otherwise.

Paco scowled. “Someone tipped off the Feds. They were waiting and engaged witness protection protocol. Davies got off a shot, but we verified she’s in the hospital now, recovering from the wound.”

“Fuck.” Salvatore gripped the receiver tighter. “What about Davies?” If Ryan Davies couldn’t pull off the hit, no one could. One of the best snipers in the business, Davies had done extensive work for Salvatore.

“You know him.” Paco snorted. “The man is a ghost. In and out. Vanished before the FBI or any other law enforcement could find him. They even shut down the fucking airport.”

The news about Davies did not cheer Salvatore. However, he did find relief in the fact that Davies hadn’t been killed or captured. The best money could buy, Davies was too important to lose—Salvatore needed him.

Fortunately, Salvatore had accumulated enough wealth, money the Feds knew nothing about. He had a second unknown accountant—a distant cousin—who disbursed funds from an offshore account to pay Salvatore’s men for what needed to be done.

Salvatore trusted his accountant, who resided in Mexico, implicitly. When Salvatore walked out of prison a free man, he would richly reward his cousin. Salvatore had more than enough money to move to Mexico and live the good life. He would take his place in the Jimenez Cartel and continue what he excelled at, just in another country. He had a knack for laundering money. If it hadn’t been for the fucking Circle of Seven, his wife’s friends, his freedom wouldn’t be in question.

Paco’s gaze remained steady. “What do you want us to do now?”

“What the fuck do you think?” Salvatore growled the words. “Figure it out—that’s what I pay you for. Make sure she gets what she deserves and she never has the opportunity to testify.”

Paco gave a nod. “I will make sure it happens.”

Salvatore nodded in turn. “I know you will.” Paco wouldn’t let him down.

“Time to go, Reyes.” One of the prison guards caught Salvatore’s attention and gestured to the door.

“I want to know it’s done the next time you’re in here.” Salvatore threw out the words in a low voice to Paco.

The guard put his hand on Salvatore’s shoulder. “Now, Reyes.”

Salvatore wanted to shove the guard’s hand away. Hell, he would fucking love to break the bastard’s neck.

Instead of shrugging away from the guard, Salvatore controlled himself, hung up the receiver, and got to his feet.

The chain cuffed to his ankles made a jangling sound, accompanying his shuffle toward the door leading away from visitation. He hated the orange jumpsuit the prison forced him wear and scowled at the thought of the TV show Orange is the New Black. Fuck that shit.

And fuck Christie.

As the guard escorted Salvatore down the hallway, back to his cell, he thought about how perfectly everything had been progressing. One of the cartel’s computer experts had hacked Christie’s Gmail account. The dumb bitch hadn’t changed her email address.

When the hacker had gotten into her account, he had discovered the airline confirmations. Salvatore’s men had everything—the airline, her destination, the flight number, and time of arrival.

They’d learned she lived in Indiana, but not exactly where, until Christie had sent a message to her grandmother. Combined with the airline confirmation, it had given him the perfect plan.

He’d even had an ace in the hole with the Angel of Death.

But his men had royally fucked that up. Now they’d have to find other ways to kill her and it had to be done right away. The U.S. Marshals planned to transport Salvatore to Phoenix soon for the trial. Christie was the last person scheduled to testify. It was her testimony, the most damning of all, that could put him away for the rest of his life.

She would never make it.

Salvatore was too smart and the new head of the cartel too powerful. If Christie never lived to testify, Salvatore would be in his cousin, Rodrigo Jimenez’s, good graces. Rodrigo, the new leader of the Jimenez Cartel, was also known as El Verdugo, the Executioner. Rodrigo had turned over some of his resources to Salvatore to find Christie and kill her.

If Christie did somehow testify, Rodrigo would no doubt have Salvatore killed. El Verdugo would want to ensure Salvatore wouldn’t have the opportunity to double-cross the cartel and turn state’s evidence.

Salvatore had made it clear he would never do such a thing, but the head of the cartel only trusted so far, even though Salvatore was a relation.

The guard slammed the cell door closed after shoving Salvatore into the cramped space.

Ignoring the asshole on the bottom bunk, Salvatore climbed onto the upper bunk and flopped on it. He put one palm behind his head and stared up at the stained ceiling, wishing for a snort of cocaine.

Fucking Circle of Seven. If it hadn’t been for Christie’s goddamned childhood friends, everything would have been perfect. He’d still have his lovely wife—Christie would have continued to be blissfully ignorant. He’d still have his business, his beautiful home, his assets, his life.

The fact some of the CoS still lived, while the Feds had incarcerated Salvatore, grated on him in ways he’d never before experienced. Now some big motherfucker had tried to make Salvatore his bitch. If not for his connections, he would have had more to worry about than getting out of this fucking place.

With everything he had, he wished he’d been able to take care of Christie and all of her remaining friends from the CoS. They should all be dead, not just a few. He’d had two successfully eliminated and a third struggled on life support. But the ones who could hurt him the most were still alive—the DHS officer, his wife, and Christie.

His faithless wife who had turned on him, joining her friends instead of staying at his side.

If only he’d snapped Christie’s neck sooner than he’d planned and had gotten rid of her useless body so it would never be found. If only he hadn’t kept her around to fuck and humiliate.

He put his arm over his face and closed his eyes. Instead of brooding over past mistakes, he could make sure his plans were carried out.

Soon Christie would die, and not long after he would be a free man.

 


Chapter Five

 

 

 

Christie sat on the edge of the hospital bed as she waited to be discharged. She bit her lower lip and played with a mother of pearl button on the pink shirt she wore, while she focused on the socks and athletic shoes on her feet.

Everything since arriving at the airport to ending up in the hospital had blurred together in her mind. She could barely remember anything from the moment she’d been shot until she’d come out of surgery. Attempting to remember all that had happened was like trying to grab tendrils of smoke drifting on a breeze.

Mostly she remembered Trace talking to her in his rich Texan drawl after she’d been injured and how his words pulled her from the darkness, saving her from a deep abyss.

Two days had passed. She was better and ready to get out of the hospital.

Brooks, an agent who had helped Dylan and Trace take down Salvatore’s men, had suffered an injury protecting Christie at the airport. From what she understood, Brooks had been shot in the shoulder, but she’d been assured he had not sustained a serious wound. He would head to his home near Bisbee later today.

One FBI agent remained in critical condition and Christie’s soul ached at the thought. Another FBI agent had been injured but, thank God, would be fine. She prayed the agent still clinging to life would make it.

The iPad Trace had loaned her nearly slid off her lap and she caught it just in time. She unlocked the screen before pulling up an app and opening the video Dylan and Belle had sent Trace yesterday when the baby had been induced. Christie had watched the video three times already. She couldn’t get enough of seeing her friends so happy.

First came Belle, smiling and holding their son. “Hi, Christie.” Belle rocked the baby in her arms. “We wish you could have been here for Shane’s birth, but Dylan and I are both grateful you’re all right. After this is all over, you need to come stay with the three of us for a while.”

Christie smiled and brushed a tear from her face. The tear reflected her happiness for her friends.

The tear that followed stood for what Salvatore had done to her and what he planned to do. That second tear she scrubbed away, angry with herself for allowing thoughts of that bastard into her head.

She continued to watch the video, a smile returning to her lips as Dylan took the baby from Belle and cradled him. The camera stayed on Dylan, who wore the biggest proud-papa grin she’d ever seen.

Both Dylan and Belle had been two of Christie’s best friends since elementary school. The pair had dated in high school and had been deeply in love before Belle had disappeared, having run away from home and a desperate situation.

All these years later and Dylan and Belle were finally back together…and now they were a family of three.

The video ended and Christie saw Trace watching her. He had one shoulder hitched up against a wall, his thumbs hooked in his pockets.

Every other thought in her mind fled as she imagined touching all that muscle his overshirt couldn’t completely hide. He’d rolled his sleeves to his elbows and the snug material showed off his powerful biceps. Where his overshirt fell open, a blue T-shirt hugged his incredible chest. His Wranglers were an oh-my-God perfect fit on him.

She wanted to run her thumb over the cleft in his chin and touch his lips with her fingertips. His stubble would feel rough beneath her palms as she moved them over his angular jaw. His eyes were a smoky gray, but they seemed to darken, watching her take him in.

He held her gaze. She should probably be embarrassed for so blatantly looking him over, but she wasn’t. She wasn’t sure why it didn’t bother her.

She realized he’d just done the same thing to her. Instead of feeling shy, she enjoyed it. She was stronger, a woman appreciated by a good man. If she had read him right, he liked what he saw.

“How are you doing?” he broke the silence in his easy drawl.

She’d noticed his slow twang in relaxed times. But in a tough situation, he spoke in a hard vocal manner, shouting out orders to people as needed. When he’d helped Dylan take down Salvatore, Trace had made it clear to Salvatore’s men he intended to shoot to kill.

Salvatore should be grateful to be alive.

“I’m much better.” She inspected her bandaged arm in its sling. “I shouldn’t have to wear this for long. Dr. Tenor doesn’t want me to overdo it.”

“I’ll make sure you behave.” Trace gave an easy smile.

The lady-killer twist to his lips made her sigh. Oh, she wouldn’t mind at all if he made her behave.

She imagined herself being naughty, just so he’d make her be a good girl.

This time, she did feel heat in her face at the direction of her thoughts. It took effort to push away the embarrassment.

She shouldn’t feel embarrassed. Damnit, she was a different person now.

Over the past year, she had become a strong and independent woman.

She hoped it wouldn’t be much longer before she’d be ready to have a sexual relationship with a man who might wipe out her memories of Salvatore. Especially what he’d done to her at the end. She didn’t want to sleep around, but like any red-blooded American woman she deserved to enjoy life to its fullest.

And dang, but Trace was hot. She wouldn’t mind at all if she ended up in his bed.

It’s too soon to be having these thoughts. Don’t push anything you can’t and shouldn’t follow through with. She needed to stop holding back. I’m a different person now.

It might be crazy, but she didn’t feel in the least bit afraid of Trace. Other men had caused her to feel nervous and she’d experienced high anxiety at times.

But not now. Why? she wondered.

“Promise you’ll make me behave?” she asked before she could stop herself.

He grinned. “You’d better believe it.”

Trace had such an intense way about him when he swooped around in super-agent mode. She imagined his muscled body in tights with a cape and a laugh escaped her.

With an amused expression, Trace sat next to her on the bed. His body brushed hers and an incredible heat between them made warmth flow through her body.

On the other hand, times like now showed his softer, easygoing side.

He gestured to his tablet. “Mind if I see the video again?”

“Thank you for letting me borrow your iPad.” She handed it to him as she smiled. “I love seeing how happy they are and that precious baby.”

Trace started the video and she studied his face. He smiled as he watched it. He finished and handed her the device. “Dylan is lucky to have gotten Belle back and now have a growing family. Shane is a beautiful baby.”

Christie saw the fondness in Trace’s expression for Dylan and Belle and a softness within him for the baby. She also saw something more. Like he desired a family of his own.

The thought of Trace as a daddy sent more warmth through her. She could just see him holding a son or daughter.

After a moment of silence, Trace put his hand over hers. Wildfire heat brushed her skin from the contact.

A light knock came at the door and Trace moved his hand from Christie’s. Dr. Tenor pushed open the door. He came into the room, carrying the thin laptop he used to take notes.

Trace got up and moved to a chair near the bed so the doctor could talk with Christie.

Dr. Tenor stopped a couple of feet from her. “How are you feeling, Christie?”

“Much better.” She glanced at her arm. “I’m ready to get out of here.”

The doctor asked her a few more questions and examined her arm. She bit back a small cry from the pain, but the doctor noticed her wince.

“I’ll have the nurse give you more pain meds before you leave.” He made a couple of notes on his small laptop. “I’m also writing a prescription for something to help ease the discomfort for later.”

Christie thanked him after he’d finished. He told her the nurses would be in shortly to have her sign her discharge papers.

When the doctor went on to continue his rounds, Christie met Trace’s gaze. “What’s next?”

“Stillwater has arranged for you to go to a safe house.” He rested a hand on her hospital bed. “I don’t know the exact location, but I think it’s somewhere in Tucson.”

Her heart beat a little faster. “None of this seems real.”

“It’s very real, Christie.” Trace grew serious. “If you don’t already, you need to understand how much your life is in danger.”

She blew out her breath. “I suppose being shot is one way to make me a believer.”

“It should.” Trace took off his Stetson and pushed his hand through his hair then put his hat back on. “I guess this is where we part ways. For now.”

Panic rose in her like a flock of birds in her chest. “You’re leaving me?”

Trace got to his feet and hooked his thumbs in his jeans. “Agent Stillwater is in charge and she made it clear she’s taking over. My boss happens to agree with her.”

“I don’t care what Stillwater or your boss want.” Christie’s stubborn streak came to life. “I want you to stay with me, Trace.” She paused. Maybe Trace didn’t have a desire to help her. “That is, if you want to.”

He studied her for a long moment. “I’d like to be on your protection detail, Christie. No doubt about it. I think Agent Stillwater isn’t going to agree.”

Christie narrowed her gaze. “I refuse to cooperate until she allows it.”

“Cooperate with what?” Stillwater’s tight words cut through their conversation.

Christie turned her attention to the FBI agent, who’d just made her way into the room. “Agent Davidson stays on my protection detail or I won’t go to your damned safe house.”

“Agent Davidson is with another organization.” Stillwater narrowed her gaze at Trace, as though he had instigated Christie’s demands. “The FBI is handling this case from now on.”

Christie’s stubbornness magnified. “He stays or I go.”

Stillwater turned to Trace. “May I have a word with you, Agent Davidson?”

Trace nodded and Stillwater turned toward the door. He followed, shooting a look over his shoulder. He winked before walking out of the room with the FBI agent.

Time ticked by slowly and Christie busied herself by poring over a travel magazine titled Wanderlust, which had a picture of a beach in Fiji on the cover. It was one of three magazines Trace had brought yesterday, along with a bouquet of flowers and her suitcase. The suitcase had apparently been searched and whoever had gotten their hands on it had left the contents a jumbled mess.

Trace had also brought her Arizona Highways and National Geographic magazines. How interesting that he’d brought her magazines about different places and travel. She hadn’t been alone much in the hospital room, but during those times, she had read as much as she could to keep her mind off everything that had happened.

In addition to the magazines, he had purchased an adult coloring book with gorgeous artwork and an ocean theme. She had at least a dozen of the books back in Indiana and she found them incredibly relaxing. Trace had also bought a set of forty-eight brightly hued pencils and not the cheap kind. She had already mostly colored a scene with a treasure chest and an ocean full of sea creatures.

Christie stared at the photo of a woman in a hammock, on a white sand beach in Fiji, with a tropical drink in her hand. After a moment, she set the Wanderlust magazine aside. She couldn’t focus on the article and the words blurred as her thoughts traveled back to her youth when the Circle of Seven had first gotten together in elementary school. A hodgepodge of friends from different walks of life and different parts of Bisbee, and a friendship that had lasted decades.

Thanks to Salvatore, too many were dead.

Her ex-husband. The man who’d fractured the CoS and had ordered others to be murdered. She could barely face the truth.

Her throat ached and her eyes stung.

She let her gaze drift over the bright bouquet of flowers Trace had brought with the magazines. Focusing on the here and now would normally be a good alternative to the past, but right now the present left a lot to be desired.

The nightmares from the past two nights in the hospital jumped to the forefront of her mind. Blood pounded in her ears and panic rose in her chest. She’d dreamt of the forest again, just like she had on the airplane.

And again, Salvatore had been there.

“We’re set.” Trace’s voice jolted her back to the here and now as he walked in the door. “If you’d like, I can get your prescriptions filled and be right back.”

For one moment, she had to orient herself and make sense of what he’d just asked her. Prescriptions. He’d just asked her about them.

“Sure.” She grasped the scripts the doctor had given her and held them out to Trace. “Thank you.”

“Not a problem.” His fingers brushed hers on taking the papers and she caught her breath. She thought she saw an answering flash of awareness in his gaze. He cleared his throat. “This won’t take me long.”

She told herself to breathe and managed to. “I’ll see you when you get back.”

He hesitated. “Anything else you need?”

She didn’t want him to know how fear continuously burned in her chest. “I’m fine.”

“See you in a few.” He gave a short nod and left the room.

 

* * * *

 

It took forever for the nurses to prepare for her discharge from the hospital.

To her surprise, Trace returned with a dog wearing a service vest.

“Christie, meet Dallas. He’s a former K-9 and worked for the Border Patrol.” Trace glanced down at the dog. “Dallas, meet Christie. We’re going to be working with her.” He looked back to Christie. “I’d like him to get used to your scent. Is that all right with you?”

She nodded. “Sure. I love dogs.”

Dallas moved closer to Christie and she held out her hand. He sniffed before taking what appeared to be a respectful step back.

“May I pet you?” she asked Dallas.

He seemed to understand and moved closer again. He pressed his forehead against her fingers and she stroked the top of his head.

“Dallas worked with my friend, Steve, before they were both shot in the line of duty.” Trace’s words seemed to thicken. “Steve didn’t make it, but Dallas pulled through. Steve and Dallas were a team from puppyhood on.”

“I’m sorry you both lost your friend.” Christie moved her hand away from Dallas, who sat on his haunches beside Trace. “It appears you’ve each gained a new one.”

Trace smiled. “Dallas is my buddy.”

She returned his smile. “Good buddy to have.”

“Are you ready to leave and head to the safe house?” Trace asked.

“I guess.” She didn’t want to go into a safe house, but what choice did she have? She needed to make the best of it. “Do we have to do some of that Super-Agent stuff to get me to your vehicle?” she asked in a teasing tone.

He laughed at her comment but settled into a more serious demeanor. “The FBI has agents all over the area outside the hospital, making sure it’s clear of anyone who would do you harm. But you never know if something has been missed.”

“Okay.” She let out a sigh. “I suppose you’ll do all of those procedures like in movies and books where you make sure you’re not tailed and we get to our destination free and clear of bad guys.”

“You’ve got it.” He smiled. “We’ll take a tour of Tucson and the outside area until we’re certain we don’t have anyone following us. And a little more to make doubly sure. It’s called an SDR or surveillance detection route.”

Christie turned her attention away from him when someone knocked on the doorframe. Agent Stillwater stood in the doorway.

“Now that Dr. Tenor is discharging you, we can get you someplace safer.” The agent smiled at Christie, but it seemed forced. “We’ll have you on the road to Phoenix and tucked away with plenty of protection where Salvatore’s men won’t be able to do you any harm.”

Christie’s temples throbbed. Salvatore’s men. Her ex-husband had men who did what he told them to, including attempting to kill her.

“All right.” Christie pushed away thoughts of her murderous ex the best she could. “I’m more than ready to get out of this place.”

“Good.” Stillwater exited the room and a nurse entered.

The nurse made Christie sit in a wheelchair before she could go with Trace. Christie knew hospital policy didn’t give them a choice. However, it still grated on her nerves to have to stay put and do whatever someone told her to do.

Stillwater, Trace, and Dallas accompanied Christie as the nurse wheeled her outside the room. They paused for Stillwater to have an exchange with the doctor regarding Christie’s care.

Christie sagged in the wheelchair, beyond tired and worn out from all that had happened. Her arm throbbed and her head ached. She did her best to relax as they waited for Stillwater and she began to feel a little drowsy.

Her attention wandered and in an effort to remain awake, she glanced around the ER. None of the nurses manned their station at the moment. Only a tall Hispanic man stood in front of the high desk.

Her heart slammed and she almost screamed.

Salvatore?

The man turned and met her gaze. He smiled.

Ángel. She sagged, her heart still beating a hundred miles a minute, even as she recognized the man from her flight. The uncanny way he looked like Salvatore unsettled her.

“Christie.” Trace drew her attention. When she met his gaze, he frowned. “What’s wrong?”

How ridiculous, freaking out over a man who could be her ex’s double.

“It’s dumb. I saw someone who reminds me of Salvatore—I swear he could be Salvatore’s twin. Well, except for a scar on his cheek and his eyes are a little more green.” She found herself speaking faster. “I freaked a little. The man happened to travel from Indiana to Tucson on my flight, and sat next to me. His name is Ángel.”

Trace shot his gaze in the direction she’d been staring. “Where did you see this Ángel?” His tight voice had an edge to it.

She glanced to the location where Ángel had been standing but saw no one there. “By the nurses’ station. But he’s gone now.”

Trace’s expression darkened. He put his hand to his ear and said something in a low voice, as if he was speaking via an earpiece, like she’d seen in the movies.

Two agents appeared, catching Christie off guard. Where had they come from? No doubt they’d answered some kind of summons from Trace. She watched him as he stepped aside and spoke with the men. They split up and vanished around the corner.

Her breathing quickened as she realized Trace had been reacting to the fact she’d seen Ángel. Although now it was like he’d been a spirit and she wondered if she’d really seen him at all.

Of course I saw him.

“Let’s go,” Trace said as two more agents reached them.

Then they were on the move through the ER, with four agents surrounding her, including Stillwater and Trace. Dallas stayed beside Christie and the wheelchair.

Trace pulled a floppy felt hat out of his back pocket as they reached the ER’s entrance. He put the hat on her head and tucked her hair beneath it. His warm fingers running through the silky strands caused her to shiver. She’d been told in the past her red hair made her easy to spot in a crowd, so it made sense to cover it.

A larger wall of agents surrounded Christie as Trace helped her out of the wheelchair, through the doors, and into his SUV. Dallas hopped into the back when Trace opened the door for him.

Once he had buckled her in, Trace said, “I did get your prescriptions for pain meds filled in case you need them.” He gestured to a bottle of water sitting in the cup holder. “Water for you and I put your Vicodin and the prescription ibuprofen in the glove compartment. You can throw them in your purse.”

“If I don’t have to, I don’t like taking anything too strong.” She grimaced. “The ibuprofen I’ll take for now.”

“Need any help opening the bottle?” he asked as she reached for the compartment in front of her.

“I’ve got it, no problem.”

“You’re a little stubborn, aren’t you?” he asked with a grin.

She shrugged. “I have my moments.”

He put his hands on the wheel. “If you’re set, we’ll head for the safe house.”

“I’d rather go to a beach in Fiji, like that fabulous one in Wanderlust.” She sighed. “I don’t suppose it happens to be in the near future.”

Trace gave her a quick grin. “Depends on how near.”

She smiled, imagining herself for a moment on Fiji, sometime soon. Very soon.

 

* * * *

 

Trace pulled his Explorer away from the hospital curb and followed one of the black FBI SUVs. He entered the street, still behind the black vehicle.

She made the awkward movement and it did make her arm ache, but Christie found the meds in the glove compartment.

“Isn’t it funny it’s still called a glove compartment?” She gestured to it then opened the ibuprofen bottle and retrieved one of the huge tablets. “I imagine it came from the early days of vehicles when cars weren’t enclosed and people had to wear gloves. That and status. Some people wore gloves as a symbol of their wealth.”

Trace seemed amused. “Never thought about it before. I guess you’re probably right.”

Talk about a useless topic of conversation, Christie, she told herself. The only explanation for her rattling on about inane things had to be that spending time alone with a man she found incredibly attractive made her a little nervous.

She put the bottles of tablets into her purse. Water helped her swallow the big pill down, but it still felt huge. She looked over her shoulder to see another black SUV following them.

Trace drove onto the I-10 freeway and headed north then exited onto the Marana Road exit in Marana. She noticed the SUV behind them had fallen back. She squinted ahead and saw they no longer followed the vehicle that had been in front of them.

He turned the Explorer around and headed south again to Ina Road in Tucson, then traveled River Road’s dips and bends. As a young girl, she had loved the ups and downs, her stomach bottoming out when they had gone down into a dip.

Now her stomach bottomed out for an entirely different reason. A reason she hated.

Someone had tried to murder her on the orders of her ex-husband. God, how insane could things get? How could she have married such an evil man, who had committed countless unspeakable acts of evil? A man who had killed her friends?

No matter how she tried, she couldn’t stop having those thoughts.

Christie drew inside herself and stared out of the window. So much guilt tightened her chest, because her ex-husband had done it. His reasons had partly been because of his jealousy of the Circle of Seven friendships, and partly due to his anger over having been excluded from their group. But everyone outside their group had been excluded, not just him.

“Are you all right?” Trace’s voice jerked her out of her trance-like state.

She dragged her gaze from the window and met his eyes. “Just lost in thought,” she said quietly.

He turned his gaze back to the road. “If you want to talk about it, I’m a good listener.”

On first impulse, she almost said, “No thank you.” She hadn’t even talked to Natasha about it. The only person she’d shared the pain with had been her therapist. She hadn’t wanted to dim Natasha’s bright light with the horrible details of the entire mess her life had become.

“I met Salvatore in high school and thought he was kind, funny, even sweet.” Christie gripped her good hand into a fist on her thigh. “He doted on me and treated me like a fairy-tale princess. Gifts, dinners out, serenades. No girl in Bisbee had the kind of attention he paid to me. I thought it was magic.”

“I’m sure there were a lot of girls who were envious of you,” Trace said.

His words surprised her. No condemnation or judgment. Just an observation.

“Yes.” Christie tipped her head to the side to think about it. “A couple of girls spread nasty rumors about me. Salvatore said he’d take care of it and I’m sure he did, because they stopped. I should have thought more about it. I wonder what he did to end the rumors.” She frowned. “I hope he didn’t hurt them. The girls might have made my life miserable in some ways, but they didn’t deserve to be hurt. They probably had their own issues.”

Trace nodded, encouraging her to continue.

“I saw darkness in Salvatore only during high school,” she said. “He got sullen sometimes when it came to my friends in the Circle of Seven. At times, I wondered if he was jealous of me spending time with them. Now I know he was.”

The scenery passed by them faster and faster. She didn’t pay attention to it or where they were going as she thought back to those days.

“From a young age, during playtime, my friends in the CoS and I excluded anyone who didn’t belong to our group. Our together time grew precious to us over the years.” She sighed, remembering the changes in their lives. “During high school, we spent less and less time together as a group, but we remained tight. After Belle disappeared, everything changed. Our group fractured, never to be repaired or reunited until Nate’s death.”

Her throat ached and tears bit at the backs of her eyes. Her voice trembled. “My ex-husband orchestrated Nate’s and our friend’s deaths. He tried to kill all of us. So few of our friends remain.” Her heart ached and cried for those who were now dead.

Tears broke free and rolled down her cheeks. “If only I had seen it in him. How could a woman live with such a horrible man and not know how entirely evil he is?”

“Don’t blame yourself.” Trace reached into the glove compartment and handed her a small package of tissues. He appeared to want to comfort her but couldn’t as he drove.

She took out a tissue and wiped tears from her eyes. “It’s hard not to. It comes down to the fact that he killed them partly because of me. They were my friends and he was jealous because they had a part of my heart he could never touch.”

“I’ll say it again, it’s not your fault.” He put his hand over hers. “But I understand how you could feel it is. Please don’t be so hard on yourself. You know in your heart your friends would not blame you for something that evil bastard did. It is not your fault.”

Her whole body ached with the desire to scream. She closed her eyes tightly and remembered her therapy sessions. She went to her safe place, the pain and tension slipping away as she visualized the sun on her face and a soft and gentle breeze sliding over her body in her forest meadow.

When she grounded herself and could speak again, she opened her eyes and met Trace’s. “Thank you.”

“I mean it.” He glanced from the road and met her gaze. “You are good and kind and a wonderful woman. You deserve to be happy and your family and friends love you and care for you. Those who are no longer with us would want you to be happy, too.”

She nodded. He spoke the truth. Her friends would want only the best for her, like she had and would have for them.

It took some time to do the thing Trace called an SDR, or surveillance detection route. Her arm ached as they traveled, but the prescription ibuprofen helped.

Trace kept the conversation away from what they faced at this moment. Between everyone involved, including Agent Stillwater—especially Stillwater—Christie found herself exhausted from going over and over all that had happened at the airport. The danger everyone faced in protecting her tied her in knots. Not just for herself, but for those trying to keep her alive.

God, she shouldn’t have flown back until a prearranged time. She should have waited until the FBI agents had her safely in their hands.

Her therapist always said, ‘Don’t be too hard on yourself, Christie.’

She sighed. Easier said than done.

The quiet between Christie and Trace lasted a while, but the silence didn’t make her uncomfortable.

Still, her skin crawled…somehow itchy, like bugs skittered over her flesh. She had to focus her attention on something else. Something interesting.

And intriguing. She turned her gaze on Trace. Like he is.

The thought surprised her, but at the same time it seemed natural.

She had the sudden image of herself touching his face, his stubble rough against her fingertips. The hair darkening his jaw would be smooth and soft grown out. He had such firm lips that made her feel warm and good inside when they tipped into a smile. He made her feel safe, and like everything would be okay.

He wore an overshirt and beneath that a blue T-shirt. She had wondered why he wore the two shirts but now, catching a glimpse of his weapon told her the reason.

Christie’s throat tightened as she thought about the last time she’d been near a gun—and it had been held to her head.

She wrapped her arms around her midsection, feeling cold and alone, her mind fighting to get rid of the vision of her then husband threatening to kill her. The gun. Belle’s pale face as one of Salvatore’s men had pointed a weapon at her, too.

A hand wrapped around her wrist and she tried to jerk her arm away. “No.”

“Christie.” The grip relaxed, but the hand still held her.

She whipped her head up and saw Trace looking at her before he had to glance back at the road. He settled his gaze on her again. “Do you need me to pull over?”

“I’m fine.” She swallowed. “I had a flashback of the time Salvatore had a gun to my head and another man aimed his at Belle. For a moment, it felt so real.”

Trace’s expression darkened. “You don’t know how badly I wanted to kill the son of a bitch.”

“Yes, I do.” Christie clenched both hands into fists, then regretted doing it with the hand of her injured arm. It hurt like hell. She swallowed. “I wish you had killed him.”

He squeezed her forearm. She didn’t realize he still had his hand on her. “Everything is going to be okay, I promise. We’ll keep you safe and the bastard will go to prison for the rest of his life.”

“Arizona has the death penalty.” Christie thought about it. “I wonder if he’ll get it for all the murders he’s responsible for.”

Trace slid his fingers to her hand. “I don’t know.”

Christie thought hard about it. “Considering all Salvatore has done, I feel it’s exactly what he deserves. Yet at the same time, I’m not sure what I think about it overall.” She looked at him. “Does that make sense? Does it make me sound wishy-washy?”

“Yes, it makes sense.” Trace moved his hand from hers and grasped the wheel with both hands as they entered heavy traffic on the I-10. “And, no, it doesn’t make you sound wishy-washy. I get it.”

“Thank you.” Christie sank back into the bucket seat, letting her body go limp. She found it exhausting just remembering and reliving all that had happened.

She stared at the passing Sonoran desert scenery, thinking about the situation Salvatore had thrust her in, and her conversation with Trace. He amazed her with the way he understood her and treated her like an equal. He didn’t push around his weight as a federal agent, at least not with her. His kindness and the way he treated her made her certain he cared.

Christie sighed. “Will we arrive at the safe house soon?”

Trace glanced around the Explorer and checked all his mirrors, then pulled into a driveway. “We’re here.”

She blinked. She’d been so wrapped up in her memories and in her subsequent conversation with Trace that she hadn’t even noticed they’d gotten off the freeway. They were now parked next to a black SUV, probably the vehicle they’d been following when they’d first left the hospital. Since she hadn’t been paying attention, she didn’t know.

“I’m glad we’ve finally arrived.” She let out a long breath. “I could use a nap.” With her injury and her up and down emotions, everything wore on her.

“Let’s get you inside.” He checked his mirrors. “Hold on until we follow protocol.”

Exhaustion threatened to make her fall asleep before she even got into the safe house. She watched with heavy-lidded eyes as the other black SUVs arrived and agents went in the house and cleared it.

The agents completed their preparations for Christie to enter the safe house, then Trace helped her out of the truck. The agents, including Stillwater, swept Christie from the Explorer and into the building. Dallas accompanied them, again staying at Christie’s side, as if Trace had instructed the dog to. Maybe Trace had.

The plain-looking safe house had beige carpeting, white walls, and oak furniture. It reminded her of the 90s when furniture seemed to be bigger and made of oak and smoked glass.

“Your bedroom is down the hall on the left.” Stillwater gestured in the direction of the hallway. “It’s already set up for witness protection.”

Witness protection. God, this just kept getting better and better. She’d never dreamed she could possibly be in a situation like this. Never in a million years had it occurred to her that one day she would be testifying against her ex-husband who had a hit out on her.

A hit out. On me.

“Just tell me where to go,” Christie replied. “All I want is a bed and rest.”

Dallas moved beside her, his ears perked. Maybe he wanted rest, too.

A low rumble rose from Dallas’s chest and his lips curled away from his teeth.

Ice crystalized Christie’s spine as she stared at the dog. He got to his feet, his whole body tense.

Agent Mike Huff, a burly man she’d barely met, walked toward her. “I’ll show you to your room.”

Christie’s heart thudded and she started to step back. Dallas had to be growling at the agent. Was he about to hurt her?

A second later, she realized Dallas’s gaze was riveted on the front door as he snarled. All conversation stopped and agents started to draw their weapons.

Christie glanced back at Agent Huff. She heard a crack at the same time the agent’s head vaporized.

 


Chapter Six

 

 

 

Blood and brain matter slapped Christie’s face and arms. She screamed as the agent’s body collapsed.

Someone tackled her, driving her down. Still screaming, she hit her chin on the carpeted floor. Agony tore through her from her shoulder wound and stars sparked in front of her eyes.

Her vision cleared and she saw the body lying in front of her. She screamed, uncontrollable screams, like she’d never experienced before. Heavy weight pinned her and she couldn’t move.

More gunfire. Glass shattering. Metal pinging. Wood splintering. Agents shouting. Dallas snarling. Her screaming.

“Stop, Christie.” Someone rolled her over and gripped her by her shoulders. “Be quiet.”

She couldn’t stop and she struggled against his hold. He shook her, hard, jarring her. Whimpers escaped her as she tried to pull herself together.

Christie attempted to tear her gaze from the body, but she couldn’t tear her gaze from it.

Trace grasped her face with his hands, forcing her to look at him, breaking the hold the headless form had on her. “Crawl to that door.” Trace pointed to her right. “Whatever you do, stay down.”

Around her shouts and gunfire grew louder.

Her entire body trembled violently as she crawled in the direction of the door. He shouted for Dallas, who stopped growling and accompanied her and Trace. The pain in her shoulder neared excruciating. She faltered, her muscles wanting to give out on her.

Trace egged her on with his shouts. “Go, Christie. Go.”

She moved faster and reached the door. Trace pushed her in through the entrance and she rolled onto her side.

“Crawl over to the closet.” Trace gestured toward a pair of accordion doors. “Dallas, go with Christie.”

Dallas ambled to Christie’s side. She tried to move, but her muscles didn’t want to cooperate. The dog nosed her good arm, as if telling her to get up and go.

Trace sat with his back against the wall, reloading his gun. She hadn’t realized he’d been firing his weapon. “How the fuck did they find us?”

He clearly hadn’t asked her the question and didn’t expect her to answer.

The chaos continued, the sounds almost too loud for her to stand. Her heart thundered. Her mouth tasted like pennies rested on her tongue. Sweat dripped down the side of her face, her skin hot and dry.

“Go, Christie.” Trace kept his voice low, but she heard the order loud and clear.

An explosion rocked the house and she screamed again. Parts of the ceiling rained on the carpet. A piece hit the back of Christie’s head, cutting off her scream. More pain splintered through her and she cried out, her vision starting to gray. The agony in her bullet wound shot her toward darkness.

Trace grasped her face again. “Right now you have to push away pain and fear, or we’re going to die.”

His words registered in her with strange clarity. She nodded and tried to pull herself together.

“We need to get into the closet.” He helped her to her hands and knees. “We don’t have any time to waste. Now go.”

The noise of the attack abated, but she didn’t have the time to wonder about it.

She started moving. He made it there before her, pushed open the doors, kneeled, and ran his fingers along the floor. He tripped what must have been a lock that made a click, then pulled up a square of carpeted flooring and revealed a door.

More gunfire started. Another explosion. The house rocked.

Christie had to bite her lip to keep quiet.

He indicated the square hole in the floor. “Hurry.”

She nodded and moved to it. Plain, well-worn wooden stairs led down to a concrete floor.

The door opened in the room and Trace whirled, gun drawn. Her thundering heart beat unbelievably faster, even as she saw Stillwater rush into the room. Three of the agents who had arrived at the house with them followed her. At that moment, she couldn’t focus on the agents or even their faces.

Stillwater glanced over her shoulder and whipped her attention back to Trace and Christie. “Move it.”

The agents waited for Christie to go. She held on to a lone rail, reining in more cries from the pain in her head and arm. She slipped and almost pitched down the stairs. Trace had hold of her good shoulder and she regained her balance. She gripped the rail and moved as fast as she could without falling. The chaos above faded the farther she went.

She reached the concrete floor, glanced back, and saw Dallas following Trace. The last agent closed the door behind them, cutting off all exterior noise. The creak of the stairs made by the agents coming down and the sound of footsteps served as the only sounds.

When they all reached the floor, they stood quietly for a moment. Dallas stared at place they’d come through. He had stopped growling and appeared to be on guard as opposed to looking as if he were going to attack someone.

Silence seemed to ring in her ears then she became aware of the sound of blood pounding in her skull. Christie watched the five agents, including Trace and Stillwater. Agents Darlene Garcia, Sami Bahri, and Adolf Farris made up the rest of the group.

Christie’s throat hurting from screaming, her body throbbing and aching. She became aware of something sticky coating her skin and a horrible smell. Brain and blood matter had sprayed her.

The contents of her stomach roiled and gurgled, and she held her hand to her abdomen. Bile rose in her throat and her mouth tasted of acid. She whirled and tried to run to a corner. She didn’t make it far before she vomited on the floor.

Agent Mike Huff. That had been his name.

She heaved, unable to stop until every last thing she’d eaten that day puddled at her feet. The sight and smell caused her to gag and she dry heaved several more times.

“Are you all right?” Trace spoke to her quietly and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “I need you to be strong now, Christie.”

Her face burned. She’d thought she had become strong, almost invincible. Instead, she’d completely fallen apart and puked.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Trace took her by her shoulders and she stared at his shoes. “Look at me,” he said.

She raised her gaze and met his.

“Most people in your situation wouldn’t have made it this far without falling apart. You’re doing all right. But now we’ve got to move on. Okay?”

“Yes.” She forced herself to concentrate on the others in the room.

The agents breathed hard, some bleeding through clothing. Agent Bahri supported Agent Farris and she saw Farris’s knee had been shot.

“Where is Agent Petrov?” Christie asked. James. The other agent whose head didn’t explode in front of me. She almost dry heaved again at the thought.

Agent Garcia shook her head and Christie’s belly cramped. That’s two. Two agents sent to protect me are now dead.

“Let’s go.” Stillwater gestured to a big vault door. “I don’t think they’ll find us, but we don’t want to take chances.”

Christie stared. How many home basements had a vault door in their basement?

“DEA seized this house.” Agent Garcia answered Christie’s unspoken question as they hurried after Stillwater. “Big-time dealer with a lot of money and a big business.”

Agent Bahri added, “He might have been scum of the earth, but the dealer was still fairly intelligent and managed to keep off the radar.”

“Until one of the DEA’s drones flew over and a suspicious heat signature caught the agency’s attention,” Garcia said. “The dealer had greenhouses that used an incredible amount of heat to grow marijuana.”

Christie shuddered from the thought of being in a place where a drug dealer had presided over his operation.

She, Trace, Dallas, and the FBI agents ducked into the lit tunnel and gathered in a large room with a dark, arched passage leading away from it, big enough to drive a truck through.

“We should be fine here long enough to regroup.” Stillwater shut the heavy door with a solid thump and loud clicks. She spun the lock and joined them. “Had to have been Salvatore’s men.”

“How the hell did they find us?” Trace repeated the question he’d asked earlier.

Garcia glanced at Trace. “They could have been watching the local hospitals, waiting for Christie to leave.”

“There’s the man Christie saw, who called himself Ángel,” Agent Farris said through gritted teeth. “Like you reported earlier, Agent Davidson, he could have been Salvatore’s man.”

“Salvatore has ties to one of the biggest cartels in Mexico,” Bahri added as he attended to Farris’s knee. “Anything is possible.”

“Christie said this Ángel could be Salvatore Reyes’ twin.” Trace studied her. “You met the man on your flight to Arizona?”

She nodded. “He sat next to me.”

“It’s possible this Ángel could have been sent to kill Christie,” Trace said.

Fear churned inside her at the thought her ex’s lookalike might be set on murdering her, or making sure someone else did.

“Can you think of anything else about him?” Trace asked.

She elaborated what she could on his physical description, including the hint of green in his brown eyes and the thick scar along one cheek. “That’s all I know.”

“That could explain the tie to the hospital,” Garcia said. “But how could they have followed us on such a complicated SDR?”

“And how did they get so much firepower when we barely got here?” Bahri added.

“We’re damned sure going to find out.” Trace’s grim expression and the tic on the left side of his face showed his concern. “We need to get a move on.”

Almost every part of Christie’s body cried out in pain as they hurried down the passageway the best they could. She held back any more screams, cries, or whimpers.

She counted herself fortunate. She hadn’t been murdered like the dead agents and hadn’t had her knee blown out like Agent Farris. The fact she could still experience pain was more than the dead agents could say.

Because of course, they could say nothing at all.

 

With Dallas’s help, Trace kept Christie moving down the tunnel. She was clearly exhausted and he would have liked to carry her and give her a break. But she could still move on her own and he needed to help Bahri with Farris.

Farris had a large frame and weighed a good two hundred and eighty pounds. With his knee blown out, he had zero ability to use that leg. Considering his size, it hadn’t been a cakewalk for the smaller Bahri to help the big man through the house and down the staircase in the basement. Farris grew weaker by the moment and leaned more heavily on Bahri and Trace.

The tunnel let out in South Tucson, in a low-income area. Agency vehicles, EMTs and an ambulance waited for them. Heavy surveillance patrolled the ground and air.

Emergency personnel treated the agents and Christie as paramedics whisked Farris away in the ambulance.

The paramedics even checked Dallas over to make sure he hadn’t suffered any injuries.

Trace sat with Christie in one of the vehicles as an EMT treated her. They’d kept her hidden while other emergency personnel cared for the agents’ injuries. Trace had draped a blanket over her shoulders, but she didn’t appear to be in shock, despite what she’d been through.

After Trace had put in a request, an agent had arrived with fresh clothes for Christie, along with water, cloth, and wipes to help her clean up the best she could. She’d been covered with Mike Huff’s blood and matter, and the experience had clearly traumatized her. She had insisted on cleaning up before the EMTs treated her injuries. Trace couldn’t blame her one damn bit.

Trace had been fortunate and had sustained only scratches, abrasions, bruises, and a lump on his temple. Stillwater and Garcia had similar minor injuries.

The other agents hadn’t come away so lucky. Bahri, it turned out, had a bullet in his shoulder. He’d favored the arm, but he hadn’t said a word about the kind of pain he had to have been in while helping Farris. The blood hadn’t shown on the black suit he wore.

Trace had never had the chance to get to know the murdered agents, but he knew their names—Huff and Petrov. He’d barely met Farris, Bahri, and Garcia while preparing to leave for the safe house.

As for Christie, the Feds wouldn’t keep her still for long. Even though they were a considerable distance from the compromised safe house, they could easily draw the attention of Salvatore’s men with this kind of activity.

“I’m sorry I’m such a baby.” Christie studied Trace as the EMT left. “I freaked and I was a total mess.”

“Hey.” Trace moved closer to her. “Anyone would have freaked if they’d seen what you did and gone through everything you faced. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

“I still see that agent’s head—” Her eyes watered as her face paled.

“It’s easier said than done but don’t think about it.” Trace spoke to Christie in a firm tone. “Every time you do, it’s like reliving the whole thing over again. Do whatever you can to get your mind off it.”

She nodded but seemed close to tears. He brought her in his arms and held her.

He embraced her for a long moment then drew back and laid his hands on her forearms. “Will you be all right in here while I go over everything with Agent Stillwater?”

Christie nodded. “I’ll be fine.”

He slipped out of the Explorer after instructing Dallas to stay with Christie.

Trace rounded the vehicle and saw Stillwater speaking on her phone.

“Yes, sir.” Stillwater nodded even though the ‘sir’ on the other end of the line couldn’t see her. “I’ll take care of it.”

She ended the call and tucked the phone into her blazer. “What can I do for you, Agent Davidson?”

“Trace,” he said. “Call me Trace.”

“If you would prefer.” She gave a nod. “You can call me Laura.”

“Thank you, Laura.” He glanced around them at the part of Tucson that could be considered ‘the other side of the tracks’.

He returned his gaze to Stillwater’s. “What’s the plan?”

“We’re taking her to Phoenix.” Stillwater’s long dark hair whipped in the onset of a brisk wind. “We’re choosing another safe house.”

“When do you plan on leaving?” he asked.

“Soon.” The exhaustion in Stillwater’s eyes and the tightness of her features reflected exhaustion she couldn’t quite hide beneath her tough-agent exterior. “I need to have replacements before we leave.”

He eyed Garcia, the only other agent remaining, as she spoke with an EMT. Trace’s gaze met Stillwater’s again. “I’m sorry about the two agents you lost today. I’ve been through it and it’s gut-wrenching.”

“It is.” She sighed then straightened her posture, as if not wanting to show any sign of weakness. “But we all know the dangers of the job when we sign on.”

“Knowing that doesn’t make it any easier.” Trace tipped his head in the direction of the truck where Christie waited. “I’ll check in with our witness.”

Stillwater gave a short nod then turned away and walked toward Agent Garcia.

Trace reached the open rear door of the SUV. He peeked in and saw Christie staring out of a window. She turned her head as he climbed in and slid onto the bench seat a couple of feet from her. Her eyes looked haunted.

He had a hard time not reaching for her to give her comfort. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine.” She sighed. “I’m alive, and that’s better than Agent Huff or Agent Petrov have it.”

“I told you to try not to think about it.” He wanted to reach for her but kept his hands on his thighs. “It’s not your fault.”

“Let me count the ways it is.” She pushed her fingers through her hair and made a quick change of subject. “It feels like we left the hospital a week ago, but it was only this morning.”

“Won’t be long until the sun goes down.” Trace looked up at the late afternoon sky, wishing they were someplace safe now.

He returned his gaze to her as she tipped her head to the side and said, “What’s next?”

“The FBI wants to take you straight to Phoenix,” Trace said.

“I don’t want to go to a safe house again.” She tilted her face to meet his eyes. “It makes me think about what happened this morning and I keep seeing Agent Huff’s head—” Her eyes glistened and her voice cracked. “Can’t we do something that doesn’t involve a safe house?”

“The safe house is your best bet.”

Christie furrowed her brow. “I won’t go.”

“Agent Stillwater can take you to a hotel instead.” He hadn’t anticipated her refusal.

She set her jaw. “Same difference.”

The wheels started turning in his brain, but he said nothing as he held her gaze.

“You have an alternative idea,” she stated. “I can see it in your eyes.”

He’d been told he was difficult to read, so her comment surprised him.

“I did have a thought.” He furrowed his brow. “Agent Stillwater wouldn’t agree. I don’t even know if it’s the best option.”

“It doesn’t matter what Stillwater wants.” Christie had an edge to her voice. “She can’t make me do anything I don’t want, and I’m not going to another safe house.” She tipped up her chin. “I can’t.”

Trace thought it over for a moment. She’d made a reasonable request, as long as he could keep her from harm. He didn’t doubt for one moment he could.

“What you’re asking for is an alternative to being surrounded by agents and still remain safe,” he said.

She nodded. “Absolutely.”

Trace blew out his breath. Stillwater would want to kill him but keeping Christie safe, out of the way of Salvatore’s men didn’t look promising if the lead agent wouldn’t bend.

“A rancher friend, Ben Anderson, owns a remote cabin on Mt. Lemmon I can take you to,” Trace said. “I know security is excellent there because I installed the alarms and other safety features Ben wanted. Old Ben is a little paranoid after drug runners murdered a close friend of his on a ranch near Douglas. Any property he owns he beefed to the hilt.”

Christie perked up. “Stay in a cabin instead of with the FBI?”

“Other than Ben and myself, only Dylan and Brooks know about it and it’ll be secure.” Trace continued, “It’s not easy to find or get to and it’s been a great place to escape at times I needed to get away.” He rested his forearms on his thighs. “You would have to put up with me, though.”

“With you?” She blinked at him, surprised.

“It would only be a couple of days, since the trial is coming up soon,” Trace said. “I can ask Agent Stillwater if she has another agent free who can accompany us.”

Christie frowned. “I feel suffocated with all the agents hanging around. I know they’re doing their jobs and you all saved my life…but it’s hard. Salvatore kept me under his thumb for so long I need some freedom.” She hesitated. “I’d really prefer one agent and for that agent to be you.”

“When this is over, you’ll have all the freedom you want.” He pushed his fingers through his hair. “We need to keep you safe long enough for that to happen.”

“You’re not just thinking ‘safe’,” Christie said. “You’re thinking you need to keep me alive long enough to testify. If I’m dead, I can’t testify.”

“It’s not just a matter of keeping you safe until the trial and your testimony,” Trace said. “It’s making sure you make it out of this intact and ready to return to a world that treats you as you should be treated. Which means exceptionally well, as far as I’m concerned.”

A slight smile quirked the corner of her mouth, but it faded as he held her gaze. “None of this seems real, even though my arm is throbbing like crazy and you’re sitting here telling me you will keep me from getting killed.”

“It is very real.” He stared into her beautiful blue eyes. They had just made a dangerous turn, on a level he hadn’t anticipated. “Are you sure you’re all right with staying in the cabin, with me being responsible for your security?”

“It’s a good compromise.” She tilted her head to the side. “Will Agent Stillwater give you grief?”

She would, he had no doubt.

Trace shifted his position. “Ultimately, the choice is up to you.”

“I’ll take a cabin in the woods over being surrounded by agents in a safe house or a stuffy hotel room any day,” she said. “As a matter of fact, I intend to tell Agent Stillwater that myself.”

He thought about it a moment. “Let me talk with her first.”

Christie didn’t look like she wanted to wait, but she said, “Okay.”

Trace climbed out of the agency vehicle. He walked toward Agent Stillwater as she slid her cell phone into her jacket pocket. “I need a moment, Laura.”

Stillwater waited for him to reach her. “What can I help you with?”

This wasn’t going to be a cakewalk by any stretch of the imagination. “Christie insists she doesn’t want to go into full protective custody. I have an alternative.” He steeled himself for Stillwater’s response.

Her entire demeanor changed, making him feel as if she were an attack dog ready to rip out his throat. “Absolutely not.” Stillwater’s usual way of working with him vanished in a heartbeat.

“Do you remember what you told me at the airport, before Christie walked off that plane?” His control rode a fine edge. “You said you would let me convince her to accept protection. That’s exactly what I’ve done.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Regardless, this is where you’ll say goodbye to Christie. We’ll take it from here.”

A warm flood of anger washed over Trace. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“This isn’t up for negotiation, Agent Davidson.” The hardness in Stillwater’s voice could have cracked walnuts.

“No, it’s not up for negotiation.” Christie approached, drawing Stillwater’s gaze. “I’m going with Trace.”

Stillwater crossed her arms and glared at Trace. “What’s going on here?”

Christie cut in. “I told him I refuse to go to another damned safe house or to a hotel.” She propped her good hand on her hip, her other arm in a sling, held close to her. “I asked him for an alternative and he told me about a cabin.”

Red tinged Stillwater’s olive complexion as she spun on Trace. “You and I are going to have a conversation.”

“You might as well have it here.” Christie didn’t show signs of any of the exhaustion or pain she had shown earlier. “Because the only place I’m going is wherever Agent Davidson is headed.”

Trace wished Christie had stayed in the vehicle. This was going from bad to worse. He had to talk Stillwater down from her lofty FBI perch.

“It’s safe with the highest level security features that rival the FBI’s.” He explained about the remote cabin on Mt. Lemmon. “Salvatore’s men won’t have any idea where she’s at.”

“No,” Stillwater said in an icy tone. She turned to Christie. “You have seen what can and likely will happen outside the FBI’s protection.”

“Look what’s happened with  your protection. I do trust Agent Davidson.” Christie stood straighter. “And who are you to tell me no? This is my life and I’m the one who will be testifying against Salvatore.” She said Salvatore as though the word tasted bad on her tongue.

Stillwater’s expression closed and Trace thought she might mentally be counting to ten. She appeared to force herself to take a more reasonable tone with their witness. “I don’t like it. This puts your life at greater risk, Christie.”

“I agree with Trace.” Christie seemed to recognize how close she was to getting her way. “I doubt it would occur to them that we could go to Mt. Lemmon, much less stay in Tucson. They’ll probably expect us to go to Phoenix.”

For a long moment, Stillwater said nothing. Trace thought it might kill her when she turned to him and said, “I’ll send a couple of my best with you.” She still appeared angry enough to tear Trace in half and slice him into tiny pieces with her words.

“Agent Davidson made the same suggestion.” Christie’s petite height and smaller build didn’t make her any less formidable in that moment. She didn’t seem in the least bit intimidated by the tough female FBI agent. “I want one agent and that’s it. Trace knows the cabin and installed the security system. Also, he’s a close friend of two of my best friends and I knew him before this happened. I think it should be him.”

Stillwater, jaw tensed, looked as if she were going to say something else against the arrangement Christie wanted, but she switched gears. “We’ll need to coordinate this and make sure you’re not tailed until we can get you off on your own. Safely.”

She continued to focus on Christie, all but ignoring Trace. “I hope you’re not making a mistake.” She swiveled her gaze on Trace. “And you’d better hope the same. If something happens to Christie, you’ll have me to deal with.”

Stillwater turned away at the same time as she pulled her cell phone out of her jacket pocket.

Trace met Christie’s gaze. She sighed, letting out a rush of air. “I’m surprised I didn’t have a bigger battle getting her to agree to heading to the mountains with you.” Christie hardened her normally soft features. “I refuse to give in to an FBI bully.”

Trace wouldn’t call Stillwater a bully, but how could he argue with this beautiful woman?

“Come on.” He gestured to the agency SUV. “Let’s get you inside the truck and out of sight. I need to make some calls and take care of a few things before we head to the FBI’s office, then for the mountains.”

 


Chapter Seven

 

 

 

Hunger cramped Christie’s stomach, but she didn’t care, she was so limp with exhaustion. The throbbing pain in her arm and head caused her to give in and finally take a Vicodin. Even the conversation with Agent Stillwater had taken more out of her than she would have thought.

After performing another SDR, Trace took Christie to the local FBI office, with black agency SUVs in front of and behind Trace’s Explorer. The FBI agents, Trace, and Dallas guarded Christie as they ushered her into the building and to a conference room.

The sun had dropped behind the Tucson Mountains, casting the desert in evening shadow. Christie hadn’t eaten since before she’d checked out of the hospital. How long ago had that been? At this point, she couldn’t even remember.

Agent Garcia had taken Christie’s dinner order ahead of time. When Christie sat, Garcia gave her a bottle of water, barbecue chips, a huge chocolate chip cookie, and a turkey sandwich she’d bought at a nearby deli.

Christie groaned with relief as she settled in a surprisingly comfortable armchair. She took a few sips then set the bottle down on the oval table and sliding her fingers up and down the plastic.

Trace placed the magazines she’d been reading at the hospital, along with his iPad, in front of her. He crouched beside her chair. Trace smelled so good she temporarily forgot about her hunger and instead thought about what it would be like to be wrapped in his arms.

His touch would set her on fire and send ripples of pleasure through her body. She imagined him skimming his fingertips over her breast to her hip, his strong and callused hands contrasting with her soft flesh.

“I’m making a Walmart run to pick up supplies,” he said, jolting her out of her fantasies. “Any requests?”

“Don’t leave me.” A moment of panic had her scalp prickling and she nearly knocked over her water bottle. “Take me with you.”

“You are safer here.” Trace put his hand on her shoulder. “You’ll be fine. I promise.”

Even crouching, he was much taller than her and she tilted her head. She zeroed in on his lips. She wanted to kiss him more than anything.

She met his gaze and saw an array of expressions traveling over his face, as if he could see in her eyes how much she wanted him.

Feeling shy and embarrassed, she looked away, anywhere but at him.

His warm touch chased away her fear as he captured her chin in his hand and turned her face so their eyes met. “I’ll be back soon, okay?”

Stop being such a baby, she told herself. What happened to that tough new woman? “You’re right. I’m sure nothing will happen here. I should be safe in an FBI office filled with agents.”

Something like worry crossed his expression, then the concern vanished. He squeezed her shoulder. “Dallas will stay right here beside you.”

She wanted to tell Trace she would be okay without the German Shepherd, but he made her feel safer. “Thank you.”

“Do you have any cold weather clothing and a coat?” he asked. “Since you came from Indiana, I thought you might at least have a coat in your suitcase.”

“I did stuff my good coat in there when I arrived at the airport in Indiana, before I got on the plane.” She fingered the blouse she wore. “However, I only packed one set of clothes for genuinely cold weather that I intended to wear once I get home. The rest are things more suitable for Tucson and Phoenix winter temps.”

“What sizes do you wear?” He took his phone out of his jeans pocket. “I’ll make a quick trip to a department store that should have a good selection of winter clothes. I’ll head to Walmart after that.”

“I have cash in my wallet.” She frowned. “But I don’t know where my purse is.”

“It’s in the truck,” he said. “You can pay me back later. For now, just give me your sizes.”

She gave him everything he asked for, down to her shoe size.

He glanced up from his phone after entering all her information. “Do you need anything else?”

“Nothing I can think of now.” She stared at her dinner. “Although I could use help opening the chips.” She ached too much from exhaustion and pain to deal with it.

Trace opened the bag and set it in front of her. “Have Agent Garcia give me a call if you decide you want something.”

“Okay.” She gave him a small, tired smile.

Trace got to his feet. “Dallas, keep an eye on Christie.” The dog barked once then lay near her feet. “Good boy.” He rubbed Dallas’s head. “See you both soon.”

He headed for the door, casting a glance over his shoulder. He smiled and left the room.

“It’s you and me, Dallas.” Christie lightly stroked the dog’s head, down to his neck. “What do you suppose a pair like us can do while we wait?”

One-handed, Christie opened the package containing the turkey sandwich. While she ate, she studied the iPad and magazines in front of her. She’d seen enough of the travel magazines for now. Instead, she pulled the iPad closer and brought up the Internet browser.

She did a Google search for ‘Tucson International Airport’ and ‘news’. Up popped a list to choose from, including articles about a shooting that had shut down the airport for hours as law enforcement searched for suspects. She went to AZCentral.com and read about gunshots, and reports from people who had been staring out of the window and seen people being shot. The sketchy information showed witnesses refusing to talk any more about anything they’d seen.

Strange, Christie thought. Or maybe not. The FBI could probably shut up anyone who had seen the sniper attack.

Who knows?

She did another search, this time for gunshots in a Tucson neighborhood. She found nothing but a gang-related shooting the night prior.

She didn’t find anything more to entice her, so she decided to go through other news from one of the online sources. Rather than reading any depressing articles, she went for fluff stories that made her smile a little, or interesting pieces that engaged her. She found focusing difficult, but made herself do it.

While she ate the cookie, she came across one article stating reports showed people who used social media lived longer.

Maybe that would help me. She almost laughed, then sobered. Social media wouldn’t stop bullets.

Salvatore hadn’t let her join Facebook. Later, once she’d gone to Indiana, Stillwater had told her not to get an account, because individuals in the cartel her ex-husband had been involved with could track her. So she waited for a time she wouldn’t be in a life-or-death situation.

When will that be?

She found herself knee-deep in a YouTube video about how the human brain interpreted sights and sounds. A knock on the doorframe jerked her out of her video-trance. Trace stood in the doorway, looking incredibly yummy.

“Ready for a trip up the mountain?” he asked with an easy smile.

“I am dying to get out of here.” She balled up the food wrappers.

“I brought in only the things you’ll need for now. The rest is in the truck.” Trace raised a shopping bag. “If you’re okay with it, Agent Garcia can help you put on one of the sweaters I picked up.”

“Thank you for getting what I’ll need.” She smiled. “Agent Garcia’s help is welcomed.”

He tossed the empty wrappers to her dinner in a nearby receptacle, then gathered the magazines and iPad since she had to do everything one-armed.

Dallas stayed close to her, everywhere she went. Even with Trace in the same room, Dallas remained at her side rather than his. She liked the dog’s company.

Within twenty minutes, she had changed into a blue pullover sweater and sturdy boots with thick socks, and agents ensconced her safely in the truck.

Then she and Trace were on the road. Agents led and followed in black SUVs but eventually dropped away. Trace said they’d accompanied the Explorer long enough they were comfortable no one followed them. That left Trace to perform an SDR, to make doubly sure.

This time of year the city grew dark earlier. City lights glittered in the night and spread out across The Old Pueblo, as locals often called Tucson.

Trace drove around the city forever, then another eon beyond that. Finally, he said he knew no one could have followed them.

Dashboard lights illuminated his features as he drove the truck north and they headed up the winding mountain road of Mt. Lemmon.

“After the day we’ve had, we’re bound to be hungry once we get to the cabin,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind canned chili and dried fruit with beer for a late-night snack when we arrive.” He glanced at her, mischief in his eyes. “I grabbed a case of each at Walmart for us to enjoy while we’re there.”

She laughed. “Sounds like a gourmet meal compared to hospital food.”

“I’d have to agree with you there,” he said.

While Trace drove, they talked about Belle and Dylan and their baby. She used Trace’s iPad to watch the video again and gave him a play-by-play even though he’d seen it plenty of times, too.

In between their snatches of conversation, she watched him while he kept his eyes focused on the winding road. She had the strong desire to trace his jaw down to the cleft in his chin. She wanted to kiss his lips and wondered how soft they would be against hers. What would it be like to snuggle with his big arms wrapped around her?

She sighed to herself. Keep dreaming.

Then once again she wondered about how easily she could imagine herself with Trace, when just days before she hadn’t wanted anything to do with developing a relationship with any man.

Was that what she wanted with Trace? A relationship?

God, that’s crazy. He barely knew her. Her horrible marriage and the man she had been tied to had damaged her.

“What are your favorite kinds of movies?” Trace caught her attention, dragging her from her thoughts. “And least favorites, too.”

“I don’t watch chick flicks or romantic movies.” Christie didn’t mention she no longer believed in happily-ever-afters, thanks to Salvatore and her marriage to him.

“I have to admit I’m not crazy about them, either.” Trace smiled. “I do appreciate comedies, including Jim Carrey’s, Adam Sandler’s and David Spade’s brand of humor.”

“Some of their movies are good.” She tipped her head to the side, considering it. “I’m not crazy about the Dumb and Dumber or Ace Ventura movies, or those among similar lines. But I think other movies by them are great.”

Trace kept his attention on the road for the most part as they talked. As they traveled outside the city and away from any streetlights, it quickly grew pitch-black outside, save for their headlights.

She stared out of the window to check if she could see the stars, but the forest blocked the view. She turned back to him. “What other types of movies do you like?”

He glanced at her. “I’d have to say thrillers are my favorite.”

“Ugh.” She shook her head. “I used to love that genre, but as of a few days ago, I lost my taste for it, at least for the time being.”

“Can’t say I blame you.” He nodded. “What else?”

“I hate horror movies. After my cousin scared me to death watching The Cabin in the Woods, I won’t touch them.” She thought about what she did like. “However, I adore fantasy, like The Lord of the Rings trilogy.”

“Sci-fi here,” he said. “And sword and sandals movies. Gladiator and Ben Hur are in the top five on my list.”

She pushed strands of her hair out of her eyes. “We certainly have different tastes.”

“What makes the world go round.” He smiled. “What about TV shows?”

She gave a wicked laugh. “You could say I have taken great delight in The Walking Dead and I absolutely loved Dexter.”

Trace laughed. “Two of my favorite shows ever.” He almost looked sheepish as he added, “I used to watch American Idol during its heyday.”

She grinned. “Same here.”

He asked her other easy questions, which made her feel more comfortable. By the time he told her they were near their destination, she had relaxed. Most of her fear had been set to the side for now and any tension that might have existed between the two of them had slipped away.

Except for sexual tension. Was it all one-sided? Her side? Sometimes he watched her in a way that made her feel beautiful. He appreciated everything about her. She didn’t know if she imagined it, or put meaning where she shouldn’t, but she liked the way he made her feel.

Trace eventually veered onto a dirt road. She wouldn’t have noticed the nearly hidden exit if she’d been driving.

The truck thrummed and vibrated over rocks and potholes, the terrain growing rougher the farther they traveled. The headlights bounced off the rutted road, nearby tree trunks and bushes, as well as patches of snow lining the road.

“You weren’t kidding when you said this place was isolated.” She gritted her teeth against the vehicle’s jostling and her arm ached even more.

“You should feel safe here.” He glanced at her. “It’s been a while since you took the Vicodin. You could probably use another dose.”

She shrugged. “Once we get to our destination.” As she spoke, the road opened up. The headlights lit up a small clearing with a log cabin at the back of the grassy area.

Trace guided the Explorer closer to the place. “Home sweet home for a few days.”

“From what I can see of it in the dark, this will be nice.” She smiled at him. “I think I’m going to like this much better than being surrounded by Agent Stillwater and her minions. I mean agents.” She gave a little grin. “Seriously, I know they’re all doing their jobs and I do appreciate them. They’re all good men and women. I just like this better.”

“I thought you might feel that way.” Trace parked in front of the cabin, illuminated by the truck’s lights. A small porch, with a weathered but sturdy-looking swing big enough for two, hung from rafters. To the right, someone had stacked chopped firewood into an even pile.

“Do you take a lot of protected witnesses up here?” she asked.

He leaned over the seat and grabbed her coat, along with his leather jacket. “You’re the first.”

“I’m honored.” She smiled and he gave her a quick grin.

He helped her put the coat around her shoulders and slide her good arm into the sleeve. He zipped it up over the sling. Thankfully, the roomy coat didn’t put any pressure on her wound.

Once they had bundled up, Trace killed the engine, jumped out, and shut the Explorer’s door. He jogged around and helped her climb out. Dallas bounded out behind her.

Immediately the air chilled Christie’s cheeks and she stuffed her hand into a pocket. Her breath fogged as she let it out. It wasn’t as cold as back in Indiana, but it certainly came close.

Trace handed her the purse she’d carried with her on the plane. He picked up her suitcase and laptop bag and they headed toward the cabin. His legs were long, but he walked at her pace. They reached the front door and he unlocked it and pushed it open.

The three of them walked inside and he closed the door before too much cold air flooded the cabin. The moon cast a silver glow through a pair of large skylights above, giving them enough light to see by. He set her suitcase on the wood floor and she placed her purse on a small table nearby.

Coleman LED lanterns had been placed on surfaces in the room and he turned on two of them, illuminating the cabin in a warm yellow glow. He located a couple of portable battery-operated heaters and flipped the switches on them as well. For several minutes, Christie stood in front of the heaters, thawing out with Trace and Dallas. Although the German Shepherd no doubt was perfectly comfortable in his fur coat.

She inspected the log cabin that had a bed, a small kitchen, and a round dining table. A couch and a couple of chairs stood on the opposite side of the room, across from the bed. A fireplace took up a good portion of the right wall, and someone had stacked wood in a pile beside it.

All of the furniture appeared to be handmade from knotted wood. She assumed a lone door in one corner led to a bathroom.

The cabin smelled pleasant, of cedar and a recent blaze in the fireplace. Christie swung her gaze to meet Trace’s. “Someone must have been by not too long ago.”

“I stayed here over a weekend a couple of weeks back.” He settled his hand on her good shoulder. “I come up to air it out for Ben at times and to escape to the woods.”

“Did you spend any of your childhood in the mountains?” she asked.

“I grew up on a ranch outside of Houston, not in the mountains, but I have an affinity for them.” He smiled. “Sometimes Dylan and Brooks use the cabin, too. Ben prefers to keep the fact that he owns it private outside Dylan, Brooks and me.”

“I like it,” she said.

When her body had warmed, she pulled off the floppy hat and shook out her hair. She placed her borrowed headgear near a beat-up old Stetson on a rack beside the door that also held a couple of old ball caps and a hat with earmuffs. A well-worn jean jacket also hung on a knob.

Trace squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll get the bags and ice chest and be right back.”

He headed out of the door before she could offer to help, but she realized she’d probably slow him down more than help.

Cool air swirled into the cabin as he left. He returned a short time later, another wash of crystallized air sweeping in, then he kicked the door shut. He set down the ice chest, along with grocery and shopping bags he’d brought in from the SUV. It amazed her how much he’d managed to carry in one trip.

He shrugged out of his jacket, hung it on the hat rack, and stuffed his gloves into his pocket. “Need help with your coat?”

She nodded. “Please.”

He approached her and reached for her. He slid his surprisingly warm fingers down the column of her throat and she shivered, incredibly aware of him.

“Cold?” His low voice reminded her of warm honey.

She swallowed hard. “No.”

He didn’t press her but unzipped her coat, the back of his hand brushing the inside of her right breast. This time she caught her breath.

“Are you all right?” Concern tightened his features. “Did I hit your wound?”

“No, you didn’t.” She squeaked the words then cleared her throat. “I’m fine.”

His nearness warmed her to the point of scorching. He unzipped the coat all the way past her navel. He didn’t even touch her but set her on fire everywhere, including that place between her thighs that ached for him.

Stop it, Christie. She tried to admonish herself enough to get over these crazy feelings for Trace. You know it’s too soon.

Or is it?

He freed her left arm, bound in the sling. He paid close attention to slipping the coat off her good arm, no doubt wanting to be careful to keep from tugging too hard on her.

Christie found it hard to suck in air when his hands skimmed her shoulder as he pulled off the coat. He removed it fully then took it to the rack and hung it. She let out her breath in a rush as she watched him.

Trace returned and dragged his gaze over her sweater that hugged her torso and curved over her breasts. “Beautiful…” His throat worked as he met her gaze. “…color on you.”

She couldn’t hold back a smile. “Good save.” Her face warmed at what she’d just said.

He gave a low laugh. “You got me.” Her stomach rumbled and he grinned. “Ready for canned chili and dried apples?”

“Almost.” She pointed to the door on the far side of the room. “Bathroom?”

“Make yourself at home.” He gestured to the waistband of her jeans. “Need any help?”

Her body heated even more as she brought her fingers to the button. At this rate, she wouldn’t need him to set a fire to stay warm. “I’m good.”

He appeared relieved and she wondered if he’d been embarrassed over what had just transpired between them. Probably.

“I’ll get you some light.” He walked toward the bathroom and she followed. He switched on the LED lantern on a shelf in the small room before leaving her, clearly being careful not to brush her as he passed.

A combination of amusement and disappointment slid through her. Amusement at his discomfort and disappointment in not getting to feel his body close to hers again. She glanced over her shoulder to see him watching her, then closed the door behind her.

The lantern’s glow lit up the space that showed some amenities bathrooms usually had. It surprised her, considering it was a rustic one-room cabin in the woods. The owner must have had a septic tank put in along with a water well. Another skylight was overhead. The light from the lantern reflected on the glass, so she couldn’t see the stars.

She managed to get the job done, in spite of the awkwardness of only having one arm. The icy seat chilled her bottom and goosebumps broke out on her flesh.

When she had finished, she washed her hands in cold water in the sink, managing not to get her sling wet. She used a hand towel then tried to button the jeans, but gave up after several attempts.

She stopped long enough to stare at herself in the mirror. She had dark circles under her eyes and exhaustion made her feel weak. Her arm throbbed.

After she’d eaten something, he probably wouldn’t mind her curling up on the couch. She could use a nap—a long one.

She walked out of the bathroom and closed the door behind her. Another Coleman lantern glowed on the coffee table and the room grew warmer.

Trace crouched in front of the stone fireplace and put a log on the fire he’d started in a big metal grate. He stirred the fire with the iron poker. Next to the stack of chopped wood beside the fireplace sat a wire basket filled with kindling, as well as a bucket for ashes.

“Sorry about the cold water.” He looked over his shoulder. “Warm water and electricity are the two things Ben doesn’t have up here.”

“I don’t mind.” She smiled, moving closer to the fireplace. She could tell the fire would soon reach every corner and warm the room. “Can I do anything?”

He set the poker near the fireplace, away from the growing flames, before getting to his feet. “You can watch me make our gourmet bedtime snack.”

“I can help.” With her good hand, she grasped the handle of the ice chest he had brought in and pulled it into the little kitchen area.

Trace followed, carrying the grocery bags. He kneeled in front of the cooler, opened it, and brought out a package of meat and a baggie of sliced cheese, along with condiments. He picked a loaf of bread out of a shopping bag.

She grinned. “What happened to chili and dried apples?”

“I thought sandwiches might be more appealing.” He opened the bag of bread. “Mayo or mustard on smoked ham?”

She got paper plates out of one of the grocery bags and set them on the countertop. She reached for a package of napkins. “I like both.”

He picked up a butter knife. “Coming right up.”

She set the napkins down and studied him. “Why are you doing this for me?”

He shrugged. “It’s my job.”

She might have been pushing too hard, but she wanted to know. “That’s not all of it.”

His mouth quirked into a little grin. “I had such a relaxing time protecting you the last time I thought I’d try it out again.”

She couldn’t help a laugh. The last time he’d protected her had been anything but relaxing, much less this time.

He clearly tried to change the subject as he said, “I like how you’ve cut your hair.”

“This is a first for me.” She put her hand to the back of her head where the hair had been trimmed shorter than the rest. “I’ve never had it any way but long.”

He studied her in a way that made her feel beautiful. “It suits you.”

She smiled. “Thanks.”

The heat from the fireplace did a great job of taking more of the chill out of the room.

Her arm throbbed like crazy, so she decided she’d go ahead and take the meds for pain. She dug the container out of her purse and took one of the tablets out, then put the bottle back.

When Trace finished making sandwiches, he reached into the cooler that also had ice, bottled water, sodas, beer, and chardonnay. “What would you like to drink? I can make coffee or hot chocolate if you want something warm.”

“Water.” She took the water bottle he offered her. The cold, wet plastic chilled her hand. She opened the bottle as she spoke. “I’d better stay away from the wine while I’m on the meds. Maybe tomorrow.” She swallowed the tablet.

“Have a seat on the couch.” He nodded toward it. “It’s more relaxing than sitting at the table and it’s closer to the fireplace.”

“I’m all for more relaxing and keeping warm.” She headed to the couch where she set her water on the simple coffee table made with knotted wood like the other furniture in the cabin.

Trace put out a can of dog food for Dallas. The dog ate with gusto while Trace filled a bowl with water.

He joined Christie and placed a plate of sandwiches and another water bottle on the coffee table. He sat close to her and his nearness sent a storm of dragonflies battering around her belly.

He raised his bottle of water. “To turkey sandwiches and water with a lovely woman.”

She grinned and bumped her plastic bottle against his before taking a sip.

He handed her a sandwich. “Eat up. You need it.”

She smiled as she took it. “Just what the doctor ordered.”

The small dinner of sandwiches tasted great after two days of bland hospital food and the earlier small meal at the FBI office.

The fire crackled and popped in the fireplace, its heat enough to warm the cozy cabin. Trace had left one Coleman lantern on the end table near the couch, and had turned off the two battery operated heaters. The lantern and the fire provided the only light.

Trace finished off his second sandwich and drained his bottle of water. “You should get ready to go to sleep.”

“You’re right.” A rush of exhaustion hit her. “I’m going to change first.”

The chill in the bathroom caused Christie to shiver as she took off the sling and changed into a big T-shirt and sweatpants. She had her sexy panties and bras, but thank goodness she had also packed something modest. She didn’t want to send the wrong message.

Or was it the right message?

Her arm felt almost normal since she’d taken the pain med, but stiff after having been in a sling for hours. When she left the bathroom, she carried her things out and saw Trace wore a form-fitting T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants. Damn, she’d never seen anyone so sexy in sweatpants.

He held up a first-aid kit. “Let’s change that bandage.”

She sat in a chair as he crouched beside her and flutters tickled her insides. Every time he came near her, she wanted to lean into him and feel his body even closer to hers.

He carefully removed the bandage, the touch of his fingers on her skin giving her goosebumps. He examined her arm and she saw the bandage had no traces of blood and the wound was closing. “It’s healing very well.”

His nearness and touch fried her brain. She couldn’t even find the words to form a coherent response.

He dressed her wound then got up from his crouch. “You take the bed.” He nodded in its direction. “The couch folds out into a bed, so I’ll have that.”

She bit her lower lip, suddenly feeling vulnerable and needy for his companionship. “Will you sleep with me?”

He looked stunned for a moment, as if he couldn’t find any words.

“To sleep.” Her face heated. “I had nightmares in the hospital about Salvatore. After today, I think they’ll be worse.

“No problem, honey.” He gave her a gentle smile. “I get it.”

She scooted under the cool sheets and quilts on the bed. She plumped one of the two pillows and rested her head on it to watch him.

He turned off the one lit LED lantern and the room grew darker, only the fire in the hearth casting enough light to see by. He drew his gun out of its holster then moved to the bed. He set his weapon on a nightstand before walking toward the fireplace.

Dallas curled up on a rug beside the bed and watched Trace go to the fire and add a big log into the grate. The dog settled his head on his paws and closed his eyes.

When Trace returned, the sheets were a little warmer from her body heat. He slid into bed and rested his head on the pillow to face her. The firelight flickered, casting shadows over his face. For a long moment they stared at each other, lost someplace in space and time.

“Will you hold me?” She wanted to be closer to him.

He hesitated. “Sure, honey.” He adjusted himself on the bed and she scooted closer so her head lay on his shoulder, his body within inches of hers. She had positioned her good arm beneath her to avoid lying on her injured one.

She gave a contented sigh, feeling safe and looked after for the first time in over fifteen months. She filled her lungs with his masculine scent and his body heat surrounded her, warming her to her core.

The world slipped away and she fell into a deep sleep, carried away on a river of dreams.

 


Chapter Eight

 

 

 

Cool wind smacked Salvatore in the face as he sat on a bench in the exercise yard. He had heard nothing since Paco informed him Christie had been taken to the hospital for a gunshot wound.

Had his men eliminated her? Or had she somehow survived them again?

Fucking idiots. The bitch had better be dead.

A large shadow blocked the winter sunlight. Salvatore raised his head and his skin chilled. The cold day didn’t cause the chill. The man standing over him did.

Cowboy John, a six-foot-three bald-headed redneck murderer, had sleeve and neck tattoos. The bastard must have weighed a solid two-fifty, all muscle. Salvatore did not fear many men, but John made the shortlist.

As usual, the brute said nothing. He didn’t have to. His mere presence intimidated anyone around him.

Salvatore tried not to show fear in his expression and certainly not the fact his testicles had shriveled in the bastard’s presence.

John extended his hand. When Salvatore didn’t move, the redneck’s eyes narrowed. Salvatore shot out his own hand, praying the monster wouldn’t pound him into the exercise yard’s gritty surface.

The man dropped a folded note into Salvatore’s palm. He gave Salvatore a dark look before he turned and walked away.

Salvatore released his breath in a rush as he closed his fingers around the folded paper. One day he would have Cowboy John killed. Maybe he would slit the bastard’s throat himself.

Unfortunately, unless the guards manacled the redneck and chained him down, then left him out for the scorpions and birds, that would never happen.

Salvatore glanced around the exercise yard and, as far as he could tell, no one paid attention to him, including any guards. He stared down at the paper he now gripped in his fist.

It had to be news about Christie. He unfolded the paper and saw a note written in a sharp scrawl, all points and edges.

 

I gave the cockatiel to him in a gilded cage. He lost the bird and has yet to find it.

 

Fury rushed through Salvatore so hot and so fast he thought the note might burst into flames. He crushed the paper in his fist and ground his teeth.

The Angel of Death had found Christie and more or less delivered her to Paco. The incompetent idiot had lost her.

Again.

Salvatore had never tolerated incompetence. In the past he would have dealt with Paco in a way that would make him regret his failures. But in his current position, Salvatore couldn’t personally follow through on those kinds of decisions or threats.

For now, he would have to put the fear of God into Paco. Or at least the fear of El Verdugo, more powerful than the fear of Him. The things the Executioner would do to men…they would rather face the Almighty than the man who could torture them in ways that would make them wish they were dead.

If Paco did not find Christie, his fate wouldn’t be up to Salvatore. It would be up to a cold and ruthless man.

Salvatore had a feeling Paco would find Christie—and soon.

And when Salvatore’s hired man did away with her, it would be time for the rest of her friends to finally die.

 


Chapter Nine

 

 

 

Two of them. Dear God, there are two.

Christie’s skin flushed, as if it might burn away. She would be nothing but dry bones.

It would be better than to be caught by Salvatore…and a second Salvatore.

Dear God. Two.

Christie backed away as they approached her. Closer, closer.

She turned and ran.

Their hot breath fanned across the back of her neck. Their hands reached for her.

Screams rose inside her, but she couldn’t get them out.

She would never get away. Salvatore would chase her until he had her, then he would kill her.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

Terror sliced a larger gash through her at the sudden sound. Hair rose on the back of her neck. Her heart rate matched the throbbing beat.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

What was that sound?

Four hands clawed at her. Salvatore’s hands.

And his double’s.

The Angel of Death.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

The sound pushed fear further into her chest.

She couldn’t catch her breath. Her sides ached. Her legs weakened.

Ahead. The forest. She would be free there.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

She would find help—

If Salvatore and the Angel of Death didn’t kill her first.

Christie sat bolt upright, sucking in air, trying to breathe. She felt like a trapped animal, a metal claw gripping her tight.

She looked wildly around, trying to orient herself. Big room. Bed. Table. Fireplace. Wood furniture. Log walls. Wood floor.

German Shepherd.

Her heart slammed then started to beat slower.

Dallas.

The dog belonged to Trace. She was in a log cabin he had taken her to. She was safe.

She didn’t feel so safe anymore, not after her nightmare. Her dreams of Salvatore alone were bad enough. But this nightmare of him and a double nearly drove her over the edge. She knew who Salvatore’s ‘twin’ had been in the nightmare.

Ángel.

The man she’d met on the airplane and had seen at the hospital—could he be related to Salvatore? She hadn’t given it any serious thought until now. Salvatore didn’t have family. His parents had left him in the care of his aunt and uncle when they’d returned to Mexico.

He had never talked about any family and had refused to answer her questions. He would only say, “They are no longer here.”

She took it to mean they were dead. But were they actually alive?

So—was Ángel related to Salvatore?

Somehow, she knew he was. She just didn’t know how.

Her heart rate slowed and her breathing evened out.

Where is Trace?

Dallas rested his head on her leg, surprising her. She stroked his head. “Thank you.” She smiled. “I need a friend right now.”

The dog edged his head up farther on her thigh, as if to say, “I’m here for you.”

Steps outside the door on the squeaky porch startled her. The door opened and a rush of cold air shot in like a fist. Trace walked in and took a ball cap off his head and hung it on the hat rack.

He shrugged out of his jacket, met her gaze, and smiled. “Good morning.”

Sort of, she thought, the nightmare still fresh in her mind.

She brought the blanket closer around herself to ward off the chill. “What have you been up to?”

“Checking the security around the perimeter.” He pushed his fingers through his hair. “Ben takes care of it always working, but I do a check every time I’m here. I want to make doubly sure with you around.”

Christie’s sense of security started to return.

Trace went to one wall and pressed on the paneling. A section of the wall opened at eye level, about the size of a window. Six monitors were mounted on the wall. Trace pulled out a keyboard that hung in the air on some kind of mount.

She slipped out of bed and padded barefoot across the floor. The fire had warmed the cabin and her feet weren’t cold.

She went up to him and checked out the monitors. They weren’t black and white but color. “All I see are bushes and trees.”

“That’s all you should see.” He typed on the keyboard and other camera angles popped up on the screens.

The thought of one or more of Salvatore’s men trying to get to the cabin to kill her caused a chill to run over her skin. “Can anyone get past the cameras without being seen?”

“The cameras and motion sensors are all over the property and well hidden.” He rested his hand on her shoulder. “It would be extremely difficult to get to the cabin without tripping one. As a matter of fact, you’re ninety-nine-point-nine percent safe here.”

She raised an eyebrow. “And the other point-zero-one percent?”

He laughed. “That’s the chipmunk carrying an acorn. He might bonk you on the forehead with it.”

She found herself laughing, too. “I’ll watch out for him.”

Trace pushed in the keyboard and closed the piece of paneling. A click followed, but she couldn’t see anything where the monitors were hidden.

“What would you like to do today?” He headed to the small kitchen area. “After breakfast?”

She thought about it as she sat at the dining table. “Do you think it’s safe enough to go for a walk?”

He nodded. “As long as we stay within the two-acre perimeter, we’re golden.” Trace peeked in one of the bags he’d brought. “We have peanut butter Captain Crunch, Fruity Pebbles, corn flakes, or steel-cut oatmeal. Or we can have eggs and bacon or pancakes.”

“I can’t wait to get out of the house. The sooner the better.” Christie scooted up to the table. “Captain Crunch, please.”

He grinned and set the cereal boxes on the table. “At your service, my lady.”

They both ate cold cereal with whole milk Trace took out of the ice chest. He cleaned up afterward while she dressed.

He had picked out great sweaters as well as a set of pink long johns and blue long johns to put under her clothing. He’d selected a sturdy pair of hiking boots that would protect her feet from wet and cold weather, as well as thick socks to keep them warm. The boots were a little loose, but with two pairs of socks they fit nicely.

After she had dressed and he’d finished putting away their breakfast dishes, they put on jackets and headed outside. The cool and brisk air chilled her.

Dallas bounded in front of them, clear delight on his furry face.

Trace picked up a neon green Frisbee from off the wood pile. “Ready, Dallas?”

The dog stopped running with wild abandon and his whole body tensed as he waited for the disc to be thrown.

Trace flung it up at an angle. It went up then started down. Dallas jumped into the air and caught the Frisbee, higher than Christie would ever have guessed. She laughed and clapped. Dallas went to Trace, set the toy at his feet, then ran back away from the cabin.

After they had played for a while, and Christie had sent the disc flying a few times for Dallas, too, they wandered into the tree cover. Being in the forest seemed oddly unsettling but calm and peaceful, too.

Trace didn’t bring up the reason why they were together on Mt. Lemmon and she couldn’t have been more grateful for these peaceful moments.

He told her some of the lighter times on his job and of his friendship with Dylan. Over the past couple of years, the pair had become good friends and both had interesting stories to tell, according to Trace.

Even though Christie had gone to the same schools as Dylan since first grade, she hadn’t seen much of him since they’d graduated. He lived on a ranch in the valley, about twenty miles outside of Bisbee, and his work took him all over the area and kept him busy.

She regretted not keeping up with Dylan and the rest of her friends from the CoS. Since that wouldn’t change, she intended to make up for it once the jury convicted Salvatore of his crimes. Not everyone from the CoS was still alive, because of her ex, but she would do everything she could to remain close to those who were still alive.

An eerie sensation washed over her as they entered a small clearing surrounded by juniper and pine trees. It appeared somehow familiar. Had she been here before? But then it probably looked like hundreds of other forest meadows.

She clenched her teeth. Stop it, Christie.

The unsettling feeling of having been in this meadow sometime in her past set her on edge. Trace was talking about something, but she couldn’t hear him.

She jerked her head around as a sound sent ice straight to her heart.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

The sound echoed through the canyon.

Terror shot through her. Where had she heard it before?

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

Her mouth grew dry, her heart slamming against her chest.

Something approached, coming for her. Or someone.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

She swung her gaze frantically around, searching for a place to hide. Where could she go? They would find her. She had to get out of here.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

A man’s voice. “Christie?” Hands on her.

“Let me go.” She clawed at the hands on her shoulders.

Salvatore. All she could see was his face.

“No!” she screamed and struggled. “No!”

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

“Christie.” The voice sounded louder now. “You’re okay. Everything is all right.”

Tears flowed down her face. She fought harder. She screamed harder.

No! She wouldn’t let him kill her. He wouldn’t.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

The sound came closer. Her heart beat harder and harder yet.

Salvatore gripped her tighter.

A hand clamped over her mouth, cutting off another scream.

She bit down on a finger and a man’s curse followed.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

Louder. Louder. Louder.

She couldn’t hear anything but the thump and whump now.

Salvatore dragged her to the grass. Pinned her down.

He held her wrists in one hand and used his other hand and his body to keep her from moving or thrashing.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

The powerful sound covered her screams.

It was coming to get her.

Salvatore. Ángel?

Other sounds accompanied the noise. The loudness made it so she couldn’t think.

Loud. So loud!

A shout close to her ear, but she couldn’t hear.

The thump-whump started to fade. A little bit and a little bit more.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

She stopped thrashing and opened her eyes. She hadn’t realized she’d shut them.

Salvatore’s face faded into someone kinder. Someone she cared about.

Trace.

Her whole body went limp, but tears rolled down her cheeks.

Thump…whump…thump…whump…

Fading. Fading. Fading.

“I’m going to move my hand now.” Trace spoke in a calming voice. “Don’t scream. You’re going to bring neighbors, even law enforcement. We don’t want questions and we don’t want anyone to know you’re here. Understand?”

She nodded. Her hair slid with the movement and stuck to wet leaves and pine needles that were cold beneath her head.

He slid his fingers away from her lips and waited a moment before he brushed tears from her eyes with his knuckles. “What happened, Christie, honey?”

A sob rose up and stopped in her throat, choking her for a moment. When she’d swallowed it down, she spoke. “That sound.” Her voice shook. “I heard it last night. I think in my dream.”

“A helicopter flew overhead.” He spoke gently. “Is that what you are talking about?”

She hesitated, working the thought over in her mind. “Yes. The sound rotors make.” Her throat ached as she swallowed. “It wasn’t Salvatore’s men?”

“A military helicopter flew overhead, likely coming from Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in Tucson.” Trace brushed another tear from her face. “Salvatore’s men are nowhere near here. Trust me.”

She waited a moment. “I do trust you. I’m just so scared of the men chasing me.”

“It’s okay to be scared.” He moved hair from her forehead with his fingertips. “But you’re safe. You don’t need to worry.”

“Okay.” She nodded. This time a small stick poked her scalp and she winced.

“I’ll help you.” He slid his palm beneath her upper back. “I had to get you to stop screaming and calm down. I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

“You didn’t.” She let out a deep, shuddering sigh as he assisted her in moving to a sitting position. Her hair had become damp and cold from lying on wet leaves. She leaned forward and buried her head against her thighs and wrapped her arms around her knees. “I’m sorry.” Her position muffled her voice.

“Nothing to be sorry about.” He encouraged her to sit up again.

Dallas lay beside her, watching her.

“I didn’t upset Dallas, did I?” she asked.

Trace smiled. “He’s been through God knows how many dangerous situations in his lifetime. No worries.”

“I guess I just asked a silly question.” She returned his smile. “I’m ready to go back to the cabin.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do.” He got up and pulled her to her feet. “Ben has some games in a cabinet. Up for a game of Trivial Pursuit or Scrabble?”

She cocked her head. “I’m great at Scrabble and not so good at Trivial Pursuit.”

He took her hand and squeezed. “Then Scrabble it is.”

Holding his hand felt like the most natural thing in the world. “Let’s go.”

 

* * * *

 

“Ha!” Christie made a triumphant sound as she laid the tiles for Quetzals on the Scrabble board, building all seven of her tiles on an L, with the Z on a double-letter score space, and the S on a triple-word score square. “That will be three-hundred and seventy-four points. I so kicked your butt. Pretty amazing, considering I have a good buzz from the pinot.”

Trace held back a smile, but amusement glittered in his eyes. “I’d challenge you, but as good as you are, I probably would just lose another fifty points. I don’t know what the hell a quetzal is.”

“It’s the national bird of Guatemala.” She grinned. “First time I’ve ever played that word. Probably the last, too.”

“I’ll take your ‘word’ for it.” He said it in a teasing tone.

“Ugh.” She almost burst out laughing. “That was bad.”

Smiling, he inclined his head toward the bottle of pinot noir they’d been sharing. “How about another glass?”

“I’m up for it.” She wouldn’t mind a little more of a buzz.

After he poured the last of the pinot into their glasses, Trace carried both to the couch and handed a glass to Christie. He settled next to her, close enough that his arm and thigh felt warm against hers as they put up their feet on the coffee table.

They clinked glasses. “To the Scrabble champion.” He sipped then asked, “Where did you learn to play Scrabble? You’re vicious.”

Laughter bubbled up within her. “My grandmother. She loved to play.”

“I’d like to meet your grandmother one day.” He emptied his glass before setting it down and continuing, “From the things you’ve mentioned, she sounds like someone I would enjoy getting to know.”

Christie almost drank the last of her own wine too quickly, suddenly wanting her hands free.

“I would love to introduce you to her.” She set the glass on the table. “Grandma will like you.” It came out so easily, in a confident manner, like one day it would truly happen.

Trace studied her as if memorizing every detail. They locked gazes and his smile faded. Hers did, too.

His lips. His wonderful firm lips.

She wanted to kiss those lips. She wanted to taste him. She wanted to feel him.

A sigh of need escaped her and she moved her mouth to his.

He hesitated, as if she’d surprised him, but only for a moment. He returned her kiss with a fire and passion that sent her mind reeling.

Desire rose within her, fast and strong.

She kissed him with even more fervor. She wanted him. Needed him.

Trace grasped her waist and pulled her onto his lap, clearly being careful not to jostle or hurt her injured arm.

She wrapped her free arm around his neck. She pushed all thoughts of her bastard ex from her mind and concentrated on the way Trace made her feel and her desire to be with him.

His cock grew rigid between her thighs and she squirmed, loving the feel of it so hard against her. She loved knowing she’d caused that reaction and he desired her just as much as she needed him.

The wild kiss sent a thrill through her, as if so much bottled inside them had finally been set free, something neither one of them could control. His hot flesh seemed to burn right though her

He broke the kiss, his breathing hard. “We need to stop.”

A feeling of rejection hit her. “Why?”

“One, you’re injured.” He stroked her hair. “Two, in a short time you’ve gone through the trauma of being shot and finding out your ex put out a hit on you. Three, I’m not going to take advantage of you when you’ve had a little too much wine.”

The feeling of rejection faded, but her desire didn’t. “But—” she started.

“Shhhh.” He put two fingers against her lips. “You’re vulnerable right now, Christie, in more ways than one, and I’m not going to ask you to make decisions under any of these circumstances.”

“I’m more than fine.” She met his gaze. “It’s thanks to the wine my arm is not bothering me in the least.”

“But it might be clouding your judgment.” He stroked her nose with one finger. “I want you to be clear-headed when you make your decision.”

She reached up and kissed him. “I don’t want to wait, you know.”

He put his forehead to hers. “It might be the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, but I’m going to put you to bed.”

She ached so much for him. A part of her knew he had made the right decision and another part of her realized she could have made the mistake of moving too fast at a time she needed to take things slowly. “Will you at least hold me again while I sleep? I feel so much safer with you.”

“Yes, I will do that for you.” He caressed her cheek, his gaze serious as he studied her. “I won’t take advantage of you. If there’s a chance you could change your mind in the morning, I won’t do it.”

She shifted in his lap and put her head against his chest. “You’re a good man, Trace Davidson. In this case, I almost wish you weren’t quite so good.”

 

* * * *

 

After Traced promised he would lie next to her for another night, Christie fell asleep within moments.

He spent some time cleaning his Beretta M9 9mm. He couldn’t get his mind off Christie and the way she’d felt in his arms, the way she’d tasted. Just the way she’d kissed him had nearly sent him over the edge.

If she knew the direction of his thoughts, she’d never have called him a good man. He felt anything but good right then. As a matter of fact, all that kept going through his mind—

His phone started to beep. It took only a second to jar Trace away from the images in his head and to recognize what that beep meant. He grabbed his phone, put in his password, pressed an icon, and pulled up an app in less than ten seconds. A warning for camera two popped up.

Another touch of the screen and six stacked images appeared. Each represented one of the cameras surveilling the mountain property. He selected camera two, studied the live feed, and slid his finger in a circle, rotating the camera angle by three-hundred and sixty degrees.

He saw no evidence of humans as he methodically but quickly worked through each image. Little could escape the night-vision cameras.

It took less than a minute to be confident no human had tripped the motion sensors. A whitetail deer still in camera two’s view had likely triggered the alarm crossing the camera’s path.

Still, better to be safe, and a larger screen would make it easier to see clearly. He had his Berretta back together in another three seconds and carried it across the room. When he reached the panel hiding the wall monitor, he pressed the door and it opened to reveal the six screens.

He did a quick rewind followed by playback of all of the cameras, each for the past two minutes. The doe tripped the sensor on camera two at the exact moment the app alarm had been triggered. Four minutes had passed from the time his phone had beeped to the time he’d confirmed the source of the alarm.

He watched another ten minutes of live footage after that, just to make sure no human could be out there. He left nothing to chance. He checked and double-checked the locks on the windows and doors.

Christie’s soft breathing drew his attention. His heart constricted whenever he looked at her. She meant more to him than a job. A lot more.

Regardless of his confidence it had been nothing more than a doe, it still left him edgy. The tension of the whole mess and his concern for Christie kept him on full alert.

He didn’t like any of this. Didn’t like it at all.

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

 

Trace stomped damp earth from his boots on the mat at the front door. A light from inside the cabin illuminated the porch. He held a stack of wood he’d just chopped in one arm, but paused a moment before reaching for the door knob.

He’d spent the last hour of the day chopping firewood until the pile had grown far bigger than it needed to be. With every stroke of the ax, he had imagined himself tearing into Salvatore Reyes followed by Brody Danson, his step-uncle. The two men deserved to be locked up for as long as they lived and another hundred years after that. Trace figured a special place in Hell existed for men who beat women and children.

Trace couldn’t stop thinking about yesterday, when Christie had thought Salvatore had come to get her. After seeing the terror in her eyes, he’d wanted to kill Salvatore ten times over with his bare hands.

And his aunt…he prayed she would stay away from Brody and not let the bastard lure her into returning with his poisonous false promises.

Trace’s mother had gone back to his father time after time until it had been her last. Trace swallowed. His mom would still be alive if she’d left that son of a bitch for good.

God, he missed his mom.

As far as Christie went, he hoped to hell someone would do away with Salvatore before the trial so this could all end for her sake.

He’d held her again last night while she’d slept. This time, he hadn’t left until she’d woken, and she hadn’t had another nightmare.

Trace closed his eyes and tipped his head back. He sucked in his breath, blew it out, then opened his eyes and reached for the doorknob.

Warmth from the fireplace swept over him, and he smiled to see Christie at the dining table, Dallas at her feet. She had pulled her hair away from her makeup-free face. It gave her a fresh, younger and more innocent look and the freckles across her nose added to her charm.

She had busied herself with the ocean-themed adult coloring book he had given her while she had been in the hospital. She’d seemed delighted with the colored pencil set in the hospital, making him glad he’d had the sudden inspiration. His cousin, Sarah, had told him once she loved adult coloring books. Apparently it had gained a lot of popularity and he had seen an incredible array of books everywhere.

Christie raised her head as he walked in and she fiddled with the purple pencil she held. He closed the door behind him and carried the wood across the small room.

“I’ve almost finished the second scene.” She grinned. “I feel like a kid again.”

He managed to keep a straight face. “I can put the picture on the refrigerator when you’re finished.”

She giggled, a wonderful sound. After the experience in the forest yesterday, he’d been afraid she would be too upset to find solace in any type of distraction.

Her grin broadened. “I bet you would do just that.”

“Ben has scotch tape or refrigerator magnets.” Trace set the armload of wood beside the fireplace. “Which would you prefer?”

“Tape.” With a smirk, she pushed aside the coloring book and put down the pencil. “I hope you have lots of it. This book has quite a few pages to color.”

God, she was cute. Every day he spent with her made it harder to even think of letting her go. He’d fallen for her the first time he’d seen her.

Over the past year and a half, he’d wondered if he had some kind of law enforcement Florence Nightingale complex. Instead of the caregiver falling for his or her patient, he was the lawman falling for the woman he’d helped rescue.

Now he knew it had nothing to do with that. He’d recognized the amazing woman in her from the beginning. She deserved to be happy and he wanted to be the man who filled her life with love.

He had no doubt she would fill his life to the brim.

“What would you like for dinner?” He shrugged out of his jacket. “We need to use the last of the fresh items from the chest. I can put together a cheeseboard if you’d like.”

She closed the coloring book and gathered the colored pencils. “Most items on a cheeseboard are on my list of favorite things to indulge in.”

“Good.” He dug in the cooler and started bringing out cheeses, olives, nuts, fruit, and meats. “I’m in the mood for some variety.”

She offered to help prepare the board, but he wanted her to relax. She’d been so tightly wound since she arrived in Tucson—not that he could blame her. Still, she insisted on getting out the plates, napkins, and wine glasses. She opened a bottle of Chardonnay while he put everything together.

Christie also opened a can of dog food. Trace fed him dry most of the time but gave him wet food as a treat a couple of times a week.

After he’d sliced everything and arranged the pieces on a cutting board, he opened two boxes of crackers and took it all to the coffee table.

Christie took the bowl of special dog food for Dallas and set it on the floor beside the coffee table. Dallas lay nearby like a majestic sphinx as he waited for Trace’s signal, telling him he could eat. Trace made the motion with his fingers and Dallas rose and went to his bowl. For a big dog, he ate quietly.

Trace settled on the couch by Christie, their plates loaded. He began asking her questions as they ate. He tried to keep things light for a while, but he wanted to know more about her, from her thoughts about anything and everything to what drove her in life.

“Tell me about Indiana,” he said.

She shrugged. “It’s a pretty quiet life. I work with my cousin and just try to enjoy the simpler things.” She smiled. “Like embroidery. I embroidered blocks my grandma quilted.”

“It sounds like you have a good life there.” He studied her. “Have you been dating?”

“No.” Her smile faded a little. “I don’t know if I can. I’ve never had a normal relationship and, honestly, I’m not sure how a healthy relationship works.” She shrugged. “I was a different person with Salvatore. He told me what to wear, what to do, what to say, how to act. He even dictated my interactions with my friends.” She glanced away from Trace. “I don’t want to ever lose myself in a man again.”

“Don’t let one bad man continue to control your life,” he said softly.

She seemed sad. “I know. You’re right.”

He hooked his finger under her chin. “From the beginning, I wanted to see you thrive and grow stronger every day like you have over these past months. You were an amazing woman before, but I like this new, independent you.”

“Thank you.” She smiled. “That means a lot.” Clearly, she desperately wanted to move the topic from herself to him. “What about you? Any serious relationships? Have you ever been married?”

“Never been married.” The way she watched him made him feel as if she were waiting for a reaction. “I’ve dated women, but nothing serious.”

She nodded but didn’t say anything, and appeared to be thinking about what he’d just said. She picked up a cracker and loaded meat and cheese on it.

“What else is going on in Indiana?” He tried to make sure his question was light enough. “Are you happy there?”

Christie lowered the cracker with Havarti and peppered salami, instead of taking a bite. “Things have been good, but it’s taken me a while to adjust.”

He held her gaze. “When this is all over, will you consider staying in Arizona?”

“I don’t know.” She set the food on the paper plate on the coffee table and wiped her fingers on a napkin. “Bisbee will always be home, and I miss it.” She tore her gaze away before meeting his eyes again. “But there are so many bad memories I want to get away from.”

“I’ll bet there are a hundred times more good memories.” He spoke with sincerity. “You have your friends from the CoS, too.”

“Thanks to my ex-husband, the Circle of Seven doesn’t exist anymore.” She clearly had to fight to hold back the tears. “We’re broken.”

“I’m so sorry, honey.” He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close to his chest, taking care not to hurt her injured arm. “I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

“It’s okay.” She rested her cheek against his chest, so soft and real. “I should think of the friends who remain.”

“Like Belle and Dylan.” Trace kissed the top of her head. “And their baby.”

Christie tilted her head and she looked at him with her gorgeous eyes. “You’re right, there are a hundred happier times I can remember. Our friends who are no longer here would have wanted each of us to be happy.”

Her words died away as their gazes held. He slid his fingers along her jawline and brushed her lips with his thumb. God, how he wanted her.

“This wasn’t a good idea.” He spoke in a low rumble.

“What isn’t?” Her voice came out in a husky whisper.

He found himself staring at her soft, full lips. Lips he wanted to kiss.

“Bringing you here.” His raw throat ached as he spoke. “Being alone with you.”

She reached up and stroked his stubbled jaw. “I want to be here.”

He put his hand over hers, stilling it. “Christie.” He wanted to say more but couldn’t get it out. He couldn’t begin to move away from her. Somehow he had to find the strength to do it.

 

Christie wanted more from Trace than she’d ever admitted to herself.

Too soon, girl, she told herself. Don’t go there. Not now.

“Tell me why you’re really here.” One little movement closer to him and they would be kissing. Maybe she should shut up and kiss him. Too soon, echoed in her mind again.

He shifted her in his arms and stroked her hair. For a long moment, he just looked into her eyes before he finally spoke. “It’s been over a year since the first time I saw you. I’ve never been able to get you out of my mind since the beginning. I’ve even dreamed of you.”

Her breath caught. She hadn’t expected him to tell her that. He hadn’t been able to forget her. Like she hadn’t been able to forget him.

She didn’t stop to wonder why the words came so easily to her as she spoke them. “I’ve thought about you so many times, Trace. Not simply because you saved my life and not just because you took care of me afterward.” She placed one hand on his chest. “There’s so much more I’ve wanted to know about you. I’ve wanted to get to know you, but I didn’t think it could ever happen.”

“From the very beginning, I’ve wanted nothing more than to steal you away from everything and take care of you.” He slid his fingers into her hair. “You’re such a strong woman and I’m so proud of you.”

“Thank you. That means so much.” She couldn’t get enough of him. “Right now, I want you more than anything.”

An expression of hunger flashed in his eyes. “I don’t think you have any idea what you do to me, Christie.”

She slid her palm up his chest to his shoulder. “If it’s anything like what you do to me, then I might have an idea.”

He searched her gaze as if needing to affirm the truth in her words. In a swift movement, his mouth captured hers, like he could no longer hold himself back. He filled the kiss with the same need, longing, and desire that burned within her.

She kissed him with a passion she hadn’t known she possessed. From somewhere deep inside her, feelings bubbled to the surface, long held back feelings she’d never experienced.

Something knocked at the back of her brain. The last time she’d been with her ex, he’d raped her, more than once. She hadn’t been with a man since.

But this is different. This is Trace.

He wouldn’t hurt her. He would never hurt her like Salvatore had.

Trace was her knight in shining armor, not the cause of emotional or physical pain.

She didn’t need a man to rescue her in life. But when it came to rescue from a bullet, apparently she did need some help. Outside of that, she felt much more powerful.

At the same time, perspiration broke out on her skin and she started to shake as panic took flight inside her and she pulled away. He let her out of his arms with no resistance.

“I can’t.” Tears started rolling down her face. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do this.”

“I’m the one who should apologize.” He grasped her hands in his. “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

“It’s definitely not you.” She hoped her voice sounded steady. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. It shouldn’t be that hard to let go of the past.”

“You have every right to feel the way you do.” The flint gray of his eyes had darkened nearly to charcoal as he brushed a tear from her cheek with his fingertips. “You’ve been to Hell and back and you have overcome so much. I’m proud of you, Christie.”

She looked down at her lap before meeting his eyes again. “Thank you.”

“Time for a game of Trivial Pursuit.” He smiled. “You kicked my ass at Scrabble last night. Trivial Pursuit is my game.”

She sniffled then gave a little laugh. “You’re on.”

 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

Trace woke with Christie in his arms for the third morning in a row. Each night, all he’d done had been hold her while she’d slept. She’d stirred this last time but hadn’t woken from nightmares.

Dim light from the overcast day barely made it through the skylights. The fire had died down and a chill had descended over the room.

He watched her for a long moment, her face relaxed in sleep, more peaceful than any time since he’d met her. It had felt good holding her each night.

At the same time, it had been rough. He’d wanted her so badly he hadn’t slept well at all. He’d finally fallen asleep but each day had woken up with morning wood.

His arm had grown numb and he hated to move and wake her. But Mother Nature called and became ever more insistent in her demands.

Tingles prickled in his arm as he managed to adjust Christie and move her onto the pillow. He slid out of bed, hardly able to take his eyes off the beautiful woman lying there.

He passed Dallas, who lay in front of the hearth, as he headed to the bathroom and took care of business. She still slept on after he returned. He shed his sweatpants, pulled on his jeans and belt, and attached his phone holster to the belt.

Dallas settled in front of the hearth as Trace built up the fire again. He glanced at the dog. “I wonder if Houston or Arizona won the Super Bowl.” He hadn’t thought about it until now. “Who do you think, Dallas?”

The dog yawned and laid his head on his paws.

Trace nodded. “Doesn’t make much of a difference after the past few days.”

His thoughts returned to sleeping with Christie and how much he wanted her. His desire for her grew more and more intense each day.

He had to stop thinking about sleeping with her and needing her in ways he’d never needed any woman before.

Trace took a bag of coffee out of a cabinet and went straight to the propane coffee maker. In no time he had the thing going and the aroma filled the cabin.

Trace got out the steel-cut oatmeal, canned milk, butter, brown sugar, and raisins, as well as wholewheat bread. He turned on the Coleman stove and cooked the oatmeal before adding the toppings. He also toasted slices of buttered bread on a griddle. Soon the smells of breakfast joined the coffee aroma.

“The coffee smells like heaven.” Christie’s sleepy voice came from behind him. “And whatever else you’re making.”

He looked over his shoulder and she smiled. “Good morning, sunshine.” He returned her smile and glanced at the dressings. “How’s your arm?”

She tentatively extended it. “Better.”

“Good.” He nodded. “We’ll change your bandages again around lunch.”

She stretched, her T-shirt tightening over her full breasts. Her nipples pressed against the fabric. His morning wood had just become something that someone could set on fire with a match.

He faced the griddle, trying to gain control over his body.

A popular kids’ show theme song rang in his head and that did it—the best remedy he knew to get rid of an unwanted erection. Most of the night he’d had that stupid music in his head just to keep his cock restrained. Thank God for small favors.

While he finished up breakfast, Christie took one of the big eight-hundred milligram ibuprofen tablets out of the container in her purse. She swallowed it down with water from a bottle she’d grabbed out of a cabinet.

Breakfast had become so easy and natural between them, as if they’d always been together. They discussed Belle and Dylan’s growing family again. Christie’s face lit up when she talked about the baby and warmth grew within Trace just by watching her. She’d make such a good mother.

They started gathering the empty plates and his phone vibrated twice in its holster, telling him a message had come in. Considering how far up the mountain they were, cell service was touch and go. He pulled his phone out and saw Dylan’s name across the screen, and a message that he’d sent another short video.

Trace grinned and motioned for Christie to sit beside him. A delighted expression came over her face as they watched the video together.

In it, Belle held Shane and chatted as Dylan followed them through the ranch house with the camera phone. She showed the baby’s room with a changing table, a bureau, a line of stuffed animals sitting along a shelf and a mobile of the solar system hanging over the crib.

The video ended and Christie gave Trace a wide smile. “I swear the baby is impossibly more adorable each time we watch him on video. And Belle looks amazing. Tired but amazing.” Christie laughed. Trace loved the way she sounded as she laughed. “The stuffed horse I brought for the baby will fit in with his animal collection.”

Trace couldn’t take his eyes off Christie. Her beauty and her radiance mesmerized him as she talked about Dylan’s family. Trace wanted to reach out and touch her, and capture some of her glow. He wanted to fill himself with her and her light.

She cocked her head as he just stared at her. “Is something wrong?”

He smiled. “Just thinking of what a wonderful mother you will be someday.”

The moment he said it, her eyes became haunted. “I can’t have children. I’m sterile.”

He might as well have been punched in his gut when he saw the beautiful woman appear so desperately sad. He brought her into his arms because she needed it.

“Adoption is always a possibility.” He rocked her close to his chest. “A lot of babies in this big world need good women like you to be their mothers.”

“Thank you.” His shirt muffled her voice and she drew back. “I’ve considered it in the past, but Sal—my ex—refused to think of adoption as an option.”

Trace ground his teeth at the selfishness of the bastard and all the ways he had caused Christie pain.

She gave Trace a brave smile. “Considering the man he turned out to be, I consider it a blessing we didn’t have children, including adopting.”

“One day you’ll have a child to mother.” He put his finger under her chin. “I have no doubt.”

She spoke softly. “I hope you’re right.”

“I am.” He gave her a quick kiss. It seemed so natural. He drew back, the surprise on her features matching his. It had come so easily. He figured he’d better change the subject. “We have a whole day to enjoy. What would you like to do?”

“How about a walk? I’m sure I’ll be okay this time.” She glanced at the window that muted sunlight now streamed through. “It won’t be long until I’m stuck inside a hotel while waiting to testify. Right now, the outdoors sound great.”

“Good idea.” He helped her slip her jacket on then pulled on his own. He hoped a walk wouldn’t cause her to relive what she’d gone through just a couple of days ago.

Soon they were outside the cabin, the sun tenacious in its attempt to warm the clearing around the cabin. Dallas bounded ahead of them, chasing rabbits and squirrels. The dog would never have done so if Trace hadn’t allowed it. As a K-9, the German Shepherd was a professional, but once he had retired, he’d developed a puppy’s joy for the simple things.

Trace led Christie down a nearby trail, in the opposite direction of the path they’d taken before. She walked beside him on the wide parts and in front of him where the trail grew narrower.

The clean and crisp air smelled of pine and rich dark earth. Patches of snow clung to shadowed rocks and grass in dark areas.

Christie walked by his side as the path widened again. “Your work must be rewarding.”

“In a lot of ways it is.” He pushed aside a branch encroaching on the trail. “Taking down the bad guys is a real good feeling.”

“And saving damsels in distress?” She gave him a little smile. “Like me. Twice.”

He settled his hand on her lower back as she stepped over a fallen log. “I’m just damned glad we were there.” If he and the other agents hadn’t been—he couldn’t stand the thought of what could have happened to her.

Trace could have been thrown into a rage, just knowing her ex-husband had abused her emotionally and verbally. The fact the bastard had tried to murder her made Trace all the more furious. Salvatore Reyes was a lucky man just to be alive.

Trace’s only satisfaction had been seeing Dylan punch the bastard for what he’d done to both Belle and Christie. Brooks had cuffed Salvatore, and Trace had watched the son of a bitch being dragged away. Trace had stayed by Christie’s side, feeling the need to make sure she someone took care of her.

A twig crunched beneath her shoe. “Tell me about your family.”

“It’s not a pleasant story.”

She glanced up at him. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

For a moment, he said nothing. For some reason, he did feel the need to share with her the intimate details of his life he never talked about. With anyone.

“My father physically abused my mother for as long as I can remember. He murdered my mother when I was fourteen.”

“Oh, my God.” Christie came to a stop. “I don’t know what to say.” Her eyes were wide and sad. “Sorry doesn’t come close to expressing how awful I feel for you and your mother.”

Trace paused, stopping with her. “I nearly killed him when I came home and found the cops there, my mother dead, and my father in handcuffs. I had neighbors who held me back or I would have killed him before the cops had a chance to stop me.” Trace clenched his jaw. “I have no doubt.”

Christie put her hand on his arm. “I can’t imagine.”

They started walking again, as if by some unspoken agreement. He put his hand at the small of her back again as he kicked aside a small branch that had fallen across the path. “Child Protective Services sent me to live with my mother’s sister. My aunt’s new husband verbally and emotionally abused her. I was young, but I got in his face and told him I’d kill him if he laid one finger on her.”

Trace gritted his teeth. “I left for college then found out he’d started physically abusing her, just like my father abused my mother.”

Christie audibly caught her breath.

“I went home and laid into him.” Trace could picture the encounter as if it had just happened. “My cousin and I tried to convince Aunt Barb to stay away from Brody, but she went back to him. He didn’t touch her for a long time, but then it started all over again.”

He worked to control his emotions. “Can’t tell you how many times I’ve returned to Texas to face the bastard. Being a sworn officer of the law, I can’t do a lot about it myself. And since she keeps dropping charges, there isn’t much anyone can do.”

He intended to return to Texas and deal with Brody as soon as the court sentenced Christie’s ex to prison, and he knew the bastard would never have the opportunity to hurt her again.

“Any man who abuses a woman or child should be castrated,” Christie said with vehemence.

Trace bit back a curse as he thought of Salvatore. “I know someone I’d put at the top of the list.”

She brushed a loose strand of hair from her eyes. “At least he only abused me emotionally and verbally for all of those years…up until close to the end of the marriage.”

This time, Trace brought them to a stop. He caught her by both shoulders and looked at her intently. “Words and actions are as bad as fists, Christie. Don’t ever minimize what that bastard did to you, including the end when it became physical. Understand?”

A hesitation, then she nodded. “You’re right. That old ‘sticks and stones’ saying is so very wrong. Words can haunt you for the rest of your life. Not to mention actions. The rape might as well have been occurring throughout my marriage rather than in the last few days.”

He wanted to wrap her in his arms and take away every bad memory he could.

“I want to know more about you.” She clearly needed to turn the subject from herself. “What happened to your father?”

Trace stiffened. “Not only did he kill my mother, but he murdered the first responding sheriff’s deputy. Shot them both,” Trace continued, putting no emotion in his voice. Ever since the murders, the bastard had been dead to Trace. “Texas has the death penalty for capital murder. The state put the man who fathered me to death by lethal injection fourteen years ago.”

“I know I’m repeating myself, but I can’t begin to imagine what you’ve been through.” Her pain for his mother and for him filled her voice.

“Rich Davidson got what he deserved,” Trace said flatly.

“Yes.” Christie gave a slow nod. “Yes, he did.”

Trace’s voice hardened. “It’s only a shame he lived long enough to spend any amount of time on death row. He shouldn’t have been allowed to breathe for as long as he did.”

A squirrel chittered and scampered in a tree above them and a chilled breeze caused the vegetation to sway. Christie folded her arms across her chest and hunched, clearly feeling the cold now. It might make her wound hurt more, too.

“Let’s head back.” He put his arm around her shoulders and they turned on the trail. “Tell me about your family.”

“I did have a good upbringing.” Her wistful, sad expression spoke volumes. “My mom and dad passed away too soon. First my father of a heart attack four years ago, then two years later my mother died due to a brain aneurism. All I have left are my grandparents who live in Florida and my cousins in Indiana.”

Trace squeezed her closer to him. She’d said it already. Sometimes he had a nearly impossible time putting into words how he felt about what another person was going through or had gone through.

“They never liked my ex.” Silence hung in the crisp air as she grew quiet. “I wish my mom and dad were still here. I wish I had listened the times they discouraged me.”

Trace and Christie walked in silence the rest of the way to the cabin, clearly lost in their own thoughts. The companionable silence only seemed to strengthen the growing bond between them. Dallas slowed down beside them.

They reached the cabin. Trace held the door open and they walked into the warmth before shutting out the cold.

After he helped her slide off her jacket and he shrugged out of his own, he built up the fire. They stood in front of the flames, warming themselves while Dallas lay on the rug near the fireplace, too.

“Ben has a couple decks of cards with the rest of the games.” He glanced at her. “Do you like poker?”

“The CoS used to play all the time.” She flashed him a grin. “I can hold my own.”

She had the cutest grin. He liked it when she let go and acted carefree.

“I propose a challenge.” He’d always had a streak of mischief in him. “And winner takes all.”

 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

Trace sat with Christie at the kitchen table once he’d pulled out a deck of cards and a rack of poker chips.

Dallas lay on the rug in front of the fireplace. He’d seemed to be on the tired side after the day of chasing rabbits and squirrels during the hike, running up and down the trail ahead of Trace and Christie, and playing Frisbee with them in the late afternoon.

Trace hadn’t chased any squirrels or done any running during the hike, but he’d still wanted to take a nap when they’d returned to the cabin. Now he just cared about spending time with Christie—forget the nap.

She looked so cute as she folded her hands on the tabletop. “What are the stakes?”

He set aside the two joker cards. “Whoever loses a hand has to tell an embarrassing story.” He started shuffling the deck. “From junior high or high school.”

She made a funny face. “There are too many to name and I’d prefer to leave them dormant somewhere in the back of my brain.”

He chuckled. “I think I’m going to enjoy this.”

She leaned forward, a determined expression on her face. “I’m not going to lose.” She tucked her hair behind her ears. “And what’s this ‘winner takes all’?”

He flashed her a grin. “Whoever wins gets to choose what the other has to do. Clean or cook…anything.” He didn’t plan on making her work. He just wanted to tease her.

She straightened in her seat. “I am so going to beat you.”

He almost laughed. She was so damned cute. “We’ll play Texas Hold’em.”

“No fair.” She had a mock indignant expression. “You’re from Texas.”

This time he did laugh. “Afraid you’re going to lose?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Deal.”

He started out by dealing each of them two cards face down. Christie peeked at hers and her expression didn’t change.

The hand progressed and they each bid. He tried not to show his amusement at how determined she appeared.

He called and she put down her cards. She grinned with satisfaction as she presented two aces and two tens. “Two pair.”

“Not bad.” He laid out his own cards. “But sorry, little lady.” He exaggerated his Texas drawl. “Three of a kind beats your two pair.” He spread his three jacks on the table along with a four and five.

She groaned. “Damn.”

He gathered the poker chips they’d bet, and stacked them. “’Fess up.”

She blew out a sigh. “Back in junior high school, Belle said something funny just as I took a drink of soda. Whatever she said made me laugh so hard I choked. Soda came out of my nose. I kept coughing and laughing and choking all at once.” Christie grimaced. “The embarrassing part came after I noticed the guy I had a major crush on happened to be standing next to us. I coughed and sputtered and sprayed orange soda on his white shirt.”

Trace laughed. “That qualifies.”

“Talk about mortified.” She groaned. “Every time he saw me after that, he’d grin and I knew he’d always think of me with soda coming out my nose.”

Trace had to hold back more laughter.

She put her hands on the table. “It’s going to be your turn, just you watch.”

This time his straight lost to her flush. She looked at him with triumph. “Go.”

“My step uncle was a real scumbag, like I mentioned earlier.” Trace rubbed his chin. “He’d leave porn magazines around, probably to upset my aunt. During my freshman year in high school, I had to hurry to catch the school bus and I grabbed my homework off the coffee table. I didn’t realize I’d picked up one of his magazines.”

He could laugh about it now, but it had been embarrassing then. “In my science class, I sat with a lot of pretty girls in the chairs around me. I took my homework out of my bag and the damned porno mag went flying. Not only did the girls see it, but also Mrs. Schmitz, our teacher. She snatched it up and shook it at me. I’ve never seen anyone turn lobster-red before. She ordered me to take the magazine straight to the principal’s office.”

Christie smirked. “Bet the guys thought you were some kind of hero.”

Trace had to grin. “They did, but those pretty girls and the teacher were not amused.”

During the next hand, his two pair beat Christie’s single pair.

She flopped back in her chair. “Once, in high school, I walked into the cafeteria and stumbled sideways over my own two feet. I bumped into a bunch of chairs stacked vertically against each other. My foot caught on the first one and when it slid down, so did the rest of the chairs. They made a horrible crashing sound as they hit and they slid across the polished floor. Everyone in the cafeteria started laughing. I don’t think my face has ever been so hot.”

Christie lost the next hand, too, and told about the time her skirt had fallen down to her ankles at the bus stop just as the school bus had approached. “I think just about everyone on the bus saw, not to mention the kids at our stop.” She groaned. “My white cotton panties with little pink flowers on them were on display as I hurried to pull my skirt up. I never lived that one down.”

Trace lost the next hand. “I’d have to say my graduation qualifies as my most embarrassing moment during my high school years. I just wanted to get across the stage, shake the principal’s hand, and be done with it. I hated being in front of an audience.” Trace chuckled even as he remembered the embarrassment. “I got my diploma, shook the principal’s hand, and started to head toward the stairs. I tripped over the microphone cord and fell against the principal, knocking him to the stage. At the same time, my diploma flew out of my hand, into the audience, and hit a cute cheerleader right on her forehead.”

Christie couldn’t breathe from giggling so hard by the time he’d finished his story. She finally caught her breath. “That’s a good one.”

He laughed, her giggles making her even more adorable than ever. And he became even more determined to win the game.

They went back and forth with stories and winning and losing hands. It had grown dark outside by the time the game finally ended. Christie surprised him at how well she played the game. She beat his ass and good.

“Ha!” Her look of triumph made him glad she’d won. She gathered all the chips in a sweep of her arms. “Now I get to do whatever I want with you.”

He raised an eyebrow as she put her finger on her chin, obviously considering any number of options. But then she got up from her chair and moved toward him.

She made a circle motion with her finger. “Turn your chair so you’re facing me.”

He obeyed. “What are you up to, little girl?”

She moved toward him and before he knew it, she straddled his lap, her mouth on his. She paused long enough to say, “All I want is you. And I want you naked.”

Hell if he could argue with that.

 

A sense of power swept through Christie. And that power reinforced how much she desired to be with Trace.

She didn’t know where the confidence came from—maybe her newfound independence over the past several months.

Butterflies darted around Christie’s belly as she pushed Trace’s overshirt down his shoulders. Her arm twinged but not enough to bother her.

No fear, no hesitation. This was right. He was right.

He broke the kiss to shrug out of the shirt, leaving him in his T-shirt. He wore a shoulder holster, his weapon still in it. She leaned in to kiss him again.

“Hold that thought.” He moved, grasping her by the waist, and bringing her with him so they were both standing. He unfastened the holster and set it with the cards and chips on the table. He removed his belt, which included his phone, and set it all beside the weapon. Then he toed off his boots and pulled off his socks.

As soon as he’d removed those things, she insisted on freeing his T-shirt from his jeans and dragging it up his muscular chest until he helped her pull it over his head. Pleasure ran through her as she skimmed her hands over his body, up to his shoulders. She wanted to explore, to touch, to kiss his well-defined body.

His masculine scent filled her lungs, his body heat warming her through. She didn’t need the fireplace when she had this man’s body next to hers.

He brought his mouth down hard on hers again as he grasped her T-shirt and carefully slid it up and over her breasts. He threw it aside and cupped her lace-covered breasts. Her heavy and full breasts ached for his touch, for his mouth.

“I’ve imagined being with you a thousand times.” His heavy breathing showed his struggle for control. “And every time I thought of taking you slow and easy like you deserve.”

“Next time.” She reached behind her and unfastened her bra, ignoring the twinge in her arm. “Right now, I just want you more than I’ve wanted anything in my life.”

She flung her bra somewhere—she had no idea where. She could have thrown it across the room and into the fireplace and she wouldn’t have cared. She pressed her breasts against his chest, loving the feel of her nipples rubbing against the hard muscle.

He grasped her hair in his hand and gently tugged back, exposing her neck. He groaned as he dragged his lips down to the hollow of her throat. She sighed and gasped with every kiss, every touch of his lips and hands, every brush of his body. He cupped one breast and rubbed his thumb over the nipple as he brought his mouth down on her other hard nub.

The heat of his mouth enveloped her and he sucked. She moaned from the pleasure and gripped his biceps as he flicked his tongue over her nipple, teasing it. Each swipe of his tongue sent shivers of delight through her and when he applied gentle suction to each taut bud, the shivers magnified.

She kicked off her shoes as he grasped the button on her jeans and unfastened it. He pushed the jeans over her hips, and she shimmied out of them. He gripped the sides of her red panties and pushed them down. Thank goodness she had packed sexy undergarments. Her panties reached her ankles and she stepped out of the clothing. He kneeled and tugged off each of her socks before throwing the whole pile aside.

She reached for the button of his jeans and it slipped through the hole and parted. Then she grasped his zipper and tugged down. She glanced up at his face and saw him watching her with fierce hunger in his eyes.

The zipper stuck a little and she pulled until it went all the way down. He pushed his jeans down his hips until they hit the floor and she caught her breath. The act revealed the bulge behind his boxer briefs. For a moment, the intimidation of his clear desire for her made the butterflies inside stir like crazy.

Her hesitation must have shown, because Trace rested his hand on her shoulder and said, “If you don’t want to do this, or maybe you’re not ready—”

She cut him off with, “I’m beyond ready. I want you.” She shoved his boxer briefs to his hips and got to her knees as she pushed them all the way down.

His cock sprang out and, as he stepped out of his jeans and underwear, she couldn’t help herself. The intimidation and hesitation turned into desire to have him inside her mouth as well as her core. She wrapped her hand around his thickness. He hissed in a breath, his body strung tight, as she ran her thumb over the top of his cock, spreading the pre-cum over the large head.

Trace was so incredibly hard in her hand, but the soft skin over all that rigidness was silky to her touch. She had never liked going down on Salvatore, but he’d always made her.

This was different. She wanted to taste Trace. Would he feel pleasure? Being with Trace seemed to erase every bad memory of her ex, as if he’d never existed and those things had never happened. At least for now.

She darted out her tongue and licked the head of his cock. He groaned and tilted her head back and she met his gaze. By the intense pleasure in his eyes, she knew he wanted her to continue. He smoothed her hair away from her face as she started to slide his cock inside her mouth. She grew wet as she kept her gaze focused on his, unable to look away.

“God, that’s good,” he said as his cock entered the heat of her mouth.

He groaned again as she experimented with the way she licked and sucked him while she moved her hand up and down the lower part of his cock. She’d never wanted to give the kind of pleasure she did at this very moment.

A sense of being inadequate made her hesitate, but she pushed the feeling aside. His expression told her he more than enjoyed the pleasure she gave him. It made her feel somehow powerful, that she could possibly make him lose control. His jaw tightened, his expression strained. She reached for his balls with her free hand and caressed them while she sucked his cock.

Making him so aroused caused her to ache and grow wetter between her thighs. The brush of his fingers alone on her sensitive skin could cause her pleasure beyond anything she’d ever experienced.

“Amazing. You’re so damned amazing.” He sounded out of breath as he took her by the shoulders while taking care not to hurt her wounded arm. “Come here, baby.”

She let his cock slip from her mouth and released him as he brought her to her feet. He lowered his head and gave her a long, slow, lingering kiss. She leaned in to him, her naked body against his. She loved the feel of skin to skin and his cock pressed against her.

He stroked her, his callused palms rough but his hands gentle as they moved over her soft flesh. She explored his body with her fingertips, loving the feel of his solid masculinity, his defined muscles and the hardness of his biceps. She traced a path down his abs, nearing his cock.

His kiss grew more intense with every touch and he slid his fingers into the wetness between her thighs. She gasped into his mouth as he stroked her clit and sent shockwaves through her. The calluses on his fingers made her flesh even more sensitive.

He raised his head as he moved his fingers into her core. “You’re so wet,” he said before he brought his mouth to hers again. He pumped in and out of her as he kissed her.

His fingers stroked her, reached places that had never been touched. She made a soft humming sound that came from deep inside her, turning into a moan. He trailed his free hand up her shoulders and her neck then slipped his fingers into her hair.

With another soft moan, she broke the kiss. “I want you inside me, Trace. Please.”

“I have plans for you.” He drew his fingers out of her core and slid them into his mouth. Her knees weakened as he sucked off her juices. “Damn, you taste good.”

He picked her up by her waist, catching her off guard. She wrapped her legs around his hips and held on, her arms around his neck. He carried her around the table to a darker side of the room, farther away from the nearby lantern they’d lit.

He laid her on the bed where she drank him in and reveled in the fierceness of his gaze.

While they’d been playing poker, he’d stoked the fire. The firelight flickered, casting shadows across his face. The way he looked at her—as if she might be the only woman in the world who existed, something she’d never experienced. A feeling of being desired and cherished all at the same time. This didn’t feel like a man simply lusting after her.

He wanted more from her than sex. She didn’t think he could fake the expression in his eyes that made her feel like he wanted something more from her. No, from what she’d gotten to know about the man, he could never be fake.

“Don’t move.” He trailed his fingers over her cheek in a gentle movement that left her skin tingling. “I’ll be right back.”

For a moment, she wondered why he’d left and what he was searching for. He found his jeans, picked them up, then fished something out of a pocket. In the lantern light, she saw a wallet in his hand and watched him remove something from it. A condom, no doubt.

He returned, climbed onto the bed and positioned himself over her, bracing his hands to either side of her.

For one brief flash, she thought of the last time she’d had a man over her and of what he had done to her. But she shoved every unwelcome thought from her mind. The moment could not be any more special. This was Trace.

He tossed a condom package to the side on the bed, lowered his head and kissed her again. She loved his mouth, the way he nipped at her lower lip, and the way his tongue slipped into her mouth and touched hers. She followed his lead, kissing him the way he kissed her.

“You’re so beautiful.” He ran his knuckles along her cheek. “Are you sure you’re ready? This isn’t about sex.”

She wasn’t so sure about what he meant, but she wanted him. “Most definitely, yes, Trace.”

He studied her, an intense expression on his features. He seemed like he wanted to say something else.

Instead, he shifted and she wondered if he planned to put on the condom now and slide inside her. But then he eased down her and moved his head between her thighs. Her eyes widened. Was he going to lick her there? She’d heard of it—

He flicked his tongue against her clit and she nearly came off the bed. A bolt of electricity had shot through her.

Oh, my God.

Her legs trembled as he licked her folds and something wound so tightly inside her she didn’t think she’d survive it much longer. She gripped the bed covering. Something had to give and she knew her sanity might be it. She found herself losing her mind even as the pleasure caused her to soar.

He slipped two fingers inside her wet core and began pumping them in and out, faster and faster until she lost it.

An explosion rocketed through her body. Fireworks went off deep within her, heating her through and causing hair to rise along her arms. A long keening wail came from somewhere, ringing in her ears. She’d been blinded and she couldn’t see or think, only feel the most amazing pleasure. Pleasure so great it was almost painful.

An orgasm. She’d just had the first orgasm of her life.

Trace continued to lick her and slide his fingers in and out of her. Every touch made her feel so sensitive she almost struggled to make him stop.

“I can’t.” She moved her head back and forth, her words making no sense. The only thing that did came to her in the form of sweet torture. “I—oh, God.”

“You can.” He murmured against her folds. “You will.”

She lost it again, climaxing even harder than before. This time she knew where the cry came from—the cabin would fall down on them if she screamed any louder. He drew her orgasm out until she became nothing but a limp doll, totally worn out and exhausted.

A triumphant expression crossed his face as he rose and watched her. He paused to do something…and he moved his cock to her core.

She never had time to tense or to worry about his size. Hell, she didn’t care. She just wanted him.

He took his time, easing inside, slipping his cock into her wet heat. She could swear his eyes nearly crossed as she stared up at him. He buried himself fully then began sliding in and out with easy thrusts. His cock made her full in amazing ways. She loved it, didn’t want to ever stop feeling the way she did right then, this full sensation and the thrills that made her come alive.

His weight partially pinned her down. For one brief moment, a sense of panic of not being able to escape shot through her. The fright vanished, Trace smoothing it away when he whispered in her ear.

“God, you’re special.” He teased her earlobe with his teeth as he kept his movements slow and steady. “There is no one like you.”

She loved his body on hers. In his gaze she saw something that resonated with her…as if she belonged to him…and he belonged to her.

Another orgasm started building inside her. She found it hard to catch her breath. She wrapped her arms around him, digging her nails into his back, holding on for dear life.

His thrusts came faster and faster and her eyes widened as his cock stroked a part of her deep inside that made her crazy. She squirmed beneath him, her lips parted as her breaths came in harsh, short pants. He made her feel so good. Not like a body being used, but a person cared for in ways she’d never been.

Then her mind spun away again, as if on some kind of carnival ride. Her body rocked beneath his. He kissed her hard then reared back, a loud guttural sound coming from his throat as he climaxed. He thrust several times more, making her cry with every pulse of his cock.

He nearly collapsed on her but managed to hold most of his body weight off her. His slick flesh slid over her own sweaty skin. The dampness of her hair came close to matching the wetness of his. She barely noticed a small ache in her arm.

For a long moment he stared down at her, as if he couldn’t put into words what had just happened between them. Instead of speaking, he lowered his head and took her mouth in a tender kiss, with a depth of caring that shook her entire body.

He eased out of her and came to rest on his side. Her bones melted as if made from water.

“There are no words.” She smiled, answering his silence. “But in doing my best, I will sum it up in three words—incredible. Amazing. Unbelievable.”

“I’d say you’ve got it down pretty damn good.” He stroked the side of her face with his fingertips.

She found the strength to roll onto her side and face him. She reached out and caressed his jaw, his stubble rough under her fingertips. The way the firelight played on his features, he looked dark and mysterious.

Christie liked how open he seemed to be. He could be intense, like he’d been the night they’d taken Salvatore down, but she hadn’t met someone she found so easy to talk with. She liked him, really liked him. And realized she cared for him so intensely it almost stole her breath away.

The thought she belonged to him came back to her. That feeling had come out of nowhere but it couldn’t be more true.

She’d had something of a crush on him for so long, and now she’d been in the arms of the real thing. She couldn’t imagine a single place she’d rather be.

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 

Salvatore ground his teeth while he avoided the gazes of the five other prisoners, and he shifted in his seat in the transport van. At the same time, he tried to keep from brushing his arm against Cowboy John’s shoulder.

The chains connecting the cuffs at Salvatore’s wrists and ankles rattled as he tried to get more comfortable on the hard vinyl seats.

From the corner of his eye, he saw the armed ICE agent watching them, weapon clearly visible. What a fucking stupid acronym—International Customs Enforcement. They could have come up with something that didn’t sound so benign. Not that he cared. He’d be a free man in a matter of days.

The cuffs chafed and the orange jumpsuit made him itch. It had to be the laundry detergent they used. He’d always been sensitive to some kinds of detergent. Christie had known the right brand to use.

He clenched his fists as he thought about his wife. She had caused all of this to happen and all fault lie with her. Fucking bitch.

Five real criminals in the van with Salvatore had committed any manner of international crimes from murder to running drugs to stealing high-priced vehicles in the U.S. and spiriting them across the border into Mexico. Like Salvatore, the men were also facing trial in federal courts.

Salvatore didn’t belong with these common murderers and thieves. He did highly specialized work. As a respected businessman associated with the Jimenez Cartel, he had helped make the group, including El Verdugo, wealthier in the creative ways he had laundered money. Arranging to have certain people murdered came with his responsibilities while doing business with the cartel.

The hour or so drive from the Florence prison to Phoenix seemed to take forever. The van hit a pothole, rocking the vehicle’s occupants. Salvatore’s shoulder bumped John’s arm and the big man shoved Salvatore away with a hard jab to his ribs.

Salvatore winced and his eyes watered from the pain. He’d have a bruise, but he wouldn’t let the monstrous man have the satisfaction of knowing that.

He let his thoughts turn toward the last bit of news he’d had about Christie. According to Paco Esperanza, Christie had disappeared.

However, using drones, as well as the cartel’s extensive network in Tucson and Phoenix, they were bound to find her. Especially with her uniqueness.

Of the world population, only two percent were natural redheads, and the rarest combination of eye and hair color in the world was red hair with blue eyes. Her shade of red didn’t come from a bottle and her large eyes were an unforgettable blue.

He had liked that about her—that she was almost as rare as the chocolate cosmos only found in Mexico and only bloomed at the end of the summer and in the evening. The flower had become extinct in the wild and a single clone of the flower now reproduced by propagation. If the flower could have been taken out of Mexico, he would have collected it, too.

He liked to collect rare things, and Christie had been one of his precious belongings.

A flash of fury burned through him and his body went hot. His gaze met the agent’s guarding them. The anger searing Salvatore must have shown clearly because the agent narrowed his eyes and shifted the weapon in his lap.

Salvatore looked away. The hatred for all federal agents combined with the hatred for his wife. The woman he’d loved almost as much as he loved his money. He had been raised Catholic and taught to love God first, his wife second, and if they’d had children, he would have been told to place them third and his own parents fourth.

God had done nothing for him. God had failed him. His parents had been murdered, and his wife had given him no children. His money and his wife had been his life. Now she had a piece of paper stating they were divorced, and she planned to testify against him.

Fucking bitch.

Everything had been stripped from him. Thank God he’d had the foresight to siphon money into offshore accounts the cartel didn’t know about. Only one of his cousins knew, and he would remain silent.

Another pothole jarred Salvatore’s teeth and threw him harder against the monster next to him. Cowboy John let out a louder growl and rammed his elbow into Salvatore’s side so hard Salvatore nearly fell into the aisle. Pain made his eyes water and he managed to right himself in his seat.

When he got out of this mess—and he would—he’d order the big bastard’s death. Cowboy John had done a good job of making Salvatore’s prison life even more miserable. As soon as, Salvatore would make sure the redneck pussy died.

The Phoenix skyline grew closer. A cold chill chased away the heat of only moments ago.

His mind started playing the ‘what if’ game. What if they didn’t find Christie before she could testify? Imprisonment could be for the rest of his life if Christie managed to avoid death.

What if his men did eliminate her, but the prosecution convinced the jury of Salvatore’s guilt and put him in prison for a couple of decades for money laundering and other charges?

He ground his teeth again. No, that would not happen. The evidence the Feds had found didn’t prove anything beyond reasonable doubt. He had no doubt at all.

Christie’s testimony would never happen. She would die.

Soon. Very soon.

Despite the monster next to him, Salvatore found his mood lightening. The cartel had his back. El Verdugo would find some way to buy off a juror or two, maybe bribe the judge, and Christie wouldn’t be alive to testify.

He had nothing to worry about. Nothing at all.

 


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 

Christie hummed to herself while she finished washing and drying the breakfast dishes and putting them into the cabinets. The last few days with Trace had been amazing and she wished they didn’t have to end.

Muted early morning sunlight made its way into the cabin. They had to leave shortly to meet with Stillwater and the other FBI agents.

Thoughts of the reason why they were leaving this sanctuary on Mt. Lemmon caused her mood to falter. She did her best not to think about it. She needed to enjoy the moment a little longer.

The precious days in the cabin had gone by much too quickly. She’d enjoyed every minute of the time she and Trace had shared. They’d talked, gone for walks, and curled up in front of the fire with hot chocolate topped with mini marshmallows.

They’d made love more times than she could remember. She’d definitely lost track of the number of orgasms she’d had.

The thoughts made her feel light and happier than she’d been in as long as she could remember.

To prepare to leave the cabin for the next occupants, Trace had cleaned the ashes from the fireplace and dumped them outside, shuttered the windows, and checked the insulated water pipes, among other necessary duties.

He always had Dallas stay with her and the dog seemed perfectly content to do so. She wondered if Trace left Dallas with her for additional protection or to keep her company. Maybe both?

Trace had seemed preoccupied at times, his brow furrowed with worry lines. She’d asked him about it once, but he had smiled and told her not to worry. He had a few things on his mind, but nothing he couldn’t deal with once they returned to civilization—whatever that meant.

Chill air swirled into the cabin and goosebumps prickled her skin. She stopped drying a bowl as she glanced over her shoulder. The subject of her thoughts, many times over, entered the cabin with a huge armload of firewood. He used his boot to close the door. She couldn’t help but smile as he looked at her. He returned her smile then headed to the fireplace.

The firewood hit the wood floor with several thumps as he set it down. Dallas greeted Trace as he shrugged out of his jacket and set it aside.

Trace started stacking logs beside the fireplace. She nearly sighed with pleasure as she watched his extraordinary backside and his triceps and biceps flexing with every movement he made. His back and shoulders were so powerful and his ass and thighs were perfect.

He wore his shoulder holster over his T-shirt, ever ready in case trouble found them. She didn’t want to think about the kind of trouble he needed to protect her from.

She turned back to finish drying the dishes and putting them away. She set the last plate in the cabinet and he came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. She leaned back against him as he buried his face in the curve of her neck, his stubble rough against her skin. He kissed a slow path from her shoulder to her ear, tickling her while sending zinging sensations straight between her thighs.

A happy little sigh bubbled inside her. “Are you trying to seduce me?”

“Mmmmm…” He held her tighter to him. “Is it working?”

She laughed and turned in his arms. He lowered his head and kissed her with a slow, easy passion. She wrapped her arms around his neck and returned his kiss, loving the taste of him and the way he pulled at her lower lip with his teeth.

He raised his head and smiled. “How does your arm feel?”

“Much better.” She tested it and didn’t flinch at the very slight twinge. “I’m healing quickly.”

“You certainly are.” He kissed her again before releasing her. “We’d better move out so Stillwater doesn’t have a stroke if we’re late.”

“I take it you were able to get a clear signal.” Christie slid her palms over his biceps. “What did she have to say when you called?”

“Don’t be late.” He trailed his fingers down her chest to her breasts. “I am so tempted to say to hell with that.”

Need rose in her like water in a hot spring. “I would love to give you a reason to make us late.”

“I would, but we’re on a timeline.” He gave her a quick kiss. “Too many people relying on us.”

Christie stuck her lower lip out in a mock pout then became more serious. “What’s going to happen after we get with the FBI?”

“Stillwater said she’d fill me in when we arrive.” Trace ran strands of Christie’s hair through his fingers. “One thing they’re not going to be happy with is I don’t intend to let you out of my sight.”

“I have final say.” Christie raised her chin. “They can’t force me into hiding, so they can’t keep me from insisting on having you there.”

“My RAC could.” Traced frowned. “But she won’t.”

Christie tilted her head to the side. “What’s an RAC?”

“Resident Agent in Charge.” Trace released the strands of Christie’s hair he’d been caressing. “Sofia Aguilar is one tough boss but a good woman. She gave me the green light.”

“Guess we shouldn’t leave Agent Stillwater waiting.” Christie gave Trace a quick kiss. “Anything left to do before we go?”

“Nope,” he said. “Everything is either locked, sealed up, put out, shut down, turned off, stowed away or loaded. All you need to do is grab your jacket and we can go.”

“I’ve really enjoyed our time together.” She only wished it would last longer than it took for her to testify and return to Indiana.

“I have, too.” He rested his hands on both her shoulders, still taking care not to squeeze her injured arm. “More than you can imagine.”

“Believe me.” She pushed her finger against his chest. “I can imagine a lot.”

He grinned and took her hand. “Come on. Let’s head on out of here.”

After he helped her into her jacket, he tucked her hair beneath the floppy hat. He brushed his lips over hers then opened the cabin door.

The cool and fresh air drifted over her skin, while watercolor pink and blue streaked the sky with the rising sun. Something in the air made it almost impossible to believe anyone could be trying to kill her. It seemed so distant, so unreal now. Like she couldn’t be touched.

She glanced at Trace as they walked toward the truck. With him at her side, she was safer than she’d ever been in her life.

 

The farther down the mountain Trace drove, the tighter his intestines knotted. He didn’t remember ever feeling quite on edge like this. At times, he had felt off balance, especially if a perimeter alert had caused his phone to beep. Each time he’d been relieved to see on the monitors nothing more than a wild animal tripping the alarm. While on the mountain, he’d been on the watch, always, even though he’d had no doubts about her safety there.

Now as they descended back into the open, things didn’t feel safe at all. The feeling only magnified the closer and closer they got to Tucson.

Shadows and sunlight dappled the road. The patches of snow had mostly melted over the past few days. According to weather reports, a winter storm would be moving in later in the week.

A storm of another kind waited on the horizon for some slip up, some screw up. He couldn’t let anything happen that would endanger Christie.

When he’d checked in with Stillwater this morning, she’d said she had something to discuss with him regarding Christie but wouldn’t elaborate over the phone.

He glanced at Christie. The floppy hat covering her vivid hair fell low on her forehead and over her ears. No woman could be so damned cute in the hat like Christie. Hell, she would be cute in anything.

And nothing at all.

His body hardened at the thought of her naked, beneath him. He sang a few bars of the silly show’s theme song in his head just to get his erection to die down.

He glanced at Christie again to see her looking at him. “Is everything all right?” she asked.

“I guess I can’t say it enough.” He reached for her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “I’ve enjoyed the past few days with you.”

“I know what you mean.” Her smile couldn’t have been more brilliant. “They’ve been among the best days I ever remember having.”

He squeezed her hand tighter as he turned his attention back to the road long enough to make sure they were on course before meeting her gaze again. Her smile could have melted even the most hardened of soldiers.

The rest of the way down the winding mountain road, everything they had to say seemed to flow through their connected hands. No words were needed. Energy traveled between them, a sensation that filled him with heat.

He neared a tight turn, along the steep canyon road. He drew his hand away, his palm warm from hers as they slid their fingers apart.

She glanced at him.

The road exploded in front of the truck.

Christie screamed as their vehicle slammed into the guard rail.

Dallas yelped.

The truck tipped to the side, scraping along the metal barrier.

Trace fought to gain control of the Explorer before it had a chance to flip over the rail and down the sheer side of the canyon.

The truck slid on two wheels past a gaping hole in the road. A car coming from the opposite side sped by. Trace heard the squeal of brakes and a jarring crash behind them at the same time as he righted the vehicle and they were on four wheels again. The truck rocked back and forth. Wheels bounced on the road and he clamped his teeth shut with the motion.

From the moment of the explosion, Trace had processed everything in rapid-fire succession. It didn’t take a trained law enforcement officer to realize they were under attack and he had to get them the hell off this mountain and to safety.

Trace flipped on his lights and sirens to warn motorists and sped up. He had to get to the tree cover, at least two football field lengths away. He had to reach it to get out from the open. Anyone bombing them from an aircraft would have a harder time finding the truck in the more thickly forested part of the road.

If they had planted bombs well into the forest, well, nothing would protect them from the blasts.

Were the bombs actually missiles from an aircraft and another helicopter?

He couldn’t hear anything above the sirens and explosions.

His heart thundered. Christie’s silence caused his heart to stop. He glanced in her direction, only to see her slumped to the side, her head against the window. She slid forward a bit, leaving a smear of blood across the glass.

Terror for Christie ripped through him.

She’d better be alive or he’d rip apart every last man in Salvatore’s organization.

Dallas’s bark and snarl told him the dog was alive. And pissed.

A sound somewhere behind the truck. The road erupted again.

The truck’s side window shattered. Cold air blasted into the cab.

Trace swerved around a massive hole, wheels squealing, with barely any time to avoid it.

Rocks, asphalt, and earth vomited up from the road as another strike slammed down. Debris rained on the truck, banging and pinging on the metal.

He pressed harder on the gas. They were coming up on a corner and he’d need to slow down to keep from flying off the road and into the canyon.

A car appeared in the opposite lane and came to a complete stop in the road. As Trace raced his truck forward, sirens screaming and lights flashing, the car made a U-turn right in front of them.

Trace slammed on the brakes.

The truck skidded. He couldn’t stop the vehicle in time. The momentum rammed the truck into the passenger side of the car.

The truck’s airbags deployed.

Metal grinded against metal.

He smacked the spent bag away.

Another explosion. Ahead or behind, Trace couldn’t tell.

He kept jamming his foot on the brake but the truck continued sliding down the angle of the road, pushing the car in front of them. Twisted metal from both vehicles had connected and clung together.

Car and truck would shoot over the canyon side together in just a thousand feet if Trace didn’t disengage the vehicles.

He jerked hard to the left, away from the drop-off. The car spun free, smashed into the guard rail, and catapulted over it.

The momentum whipped Trace’s truck in the opposite direction. It slammed against the mountainside and came to a hard stop.

Sirens from his truck shrieked. In the moment of quiet in between explosions and screeching metal, he heard something above the sirens that sent a chill through his veins.

The loud whump of a helicopter’s rotors echoed through the canyon.

Trace’s heart jackhammered.

Salvatore’s men had a helicopter. They’d been firing the missiles from a goddamned helicopter.

Christie screamed, giving Trace a small sense of relief she hadn’t died from everything that had happened to this point. He had to keep her alive.

He didn’t look in her direction. He turned the wheel, rammed his foot against the gas pedal and sped the truck forward.

Another explosion behind them.

A helicopter came up fast on their backside.

Dallas’s barks and snarls grew louder and more insistent.

Trace pressed harder on the gas.

He couldn’t shake the helicopter.

It wasn’t going to go down like this. He wasn’t going to lose Christie.

The explosions stopped.

His heart stopped, too.

A helicopter now hovered over the tree line in front of them.

A damn helicopter. They’d sent a second fucking helicopter.

Trace slammed on his brakes again, his mind searching for options.

Flames shot out from either side of the chopper as its rockets launched.

Dear God.

The flames raced right toward them—

And passed overhead, slamming into the first chopper. An explosion filled the sky with fire.

The bastards had just taken down their own helicopter.

He had no intention of sitting there, waiting for the chopper in front of them to take fire again.

Just as he started to jam his foot on the accelerator, the helicopter rose and turned sideways.

Across the tail of the helicopter were the words United States Army.

They had just been saved by their own.

Trace sagged against his seatback for one moment.

Christie groaned and he looked at her. He didn’t have time to be more than grateful. He had to get her to the hospital and he had to get her there now.


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 

Christie’s head throbbed, her mind slightly fuzzy as she reclined in the hospital bed while she waited for the doctor to return. The gunshot wound in her shoulder screamed with pain and the cuts and gashes across her body burned or ached, or both. She didn’t know where one pain ended and another began.

Trace walked in the door and sat at the edge of the bed across from hers. “Hey.”

She gave him a tired smile. “I see the nurses finally got a hold of you.”

He had a white bandage along one cheekbone, a wrist bound with tape, and bandages of varying sizes and shapes on his arms. He shrugged. “Yeah. But no way in hell were they going to put a hospital gown on me or stick me in bed.”

“What’s good for the goose…” she said.

“This gander is on duty,” he said with a shake of his head. “And he’s just fine.”

“So am I.” She shifted in bed and winced. “Just as soon as the meds kick in.”

A concerned look flashed across his features and she held up her hands. “Honestly, I’m doing great, especially with world war three happening on the side of a mountain.”

He gave a slow nod, no trace of humor in his gaze.

Memories of the attack jumbled in her mind. Her chest constricted and she trembled. She held her hands under the blanket so Trace wouldn’t see them shake.

“I’m sorry.” She managed to talk without choking up. “I don’t know how to deal with this whole thing. The people who died—” The words stuck in her throat. “It all comes back to this being my fault.”

He pushed himself up off the bed. “None of this is your fault. It’s mine.”

She shook her head. “No. It’s not.”

He dragged his hand down his face. “God, I’m sorry. I was so sure you were safe on the mountain.”

“You didn’t do this.” She wanted to make him understand. “Nothing happened while we stayed at the cabin. Somehow, they located me on our way back. We don’t have any idea why, but what I am certain about is you are not at fault.”

“Are you sure you’re all right?” He’d asked the question so many times since the incident she’d just started to nod.

“Yes,” she said when he continued to focus on her with his intense gaze. “I’ve told you about twenty times now.”

He looked ready to speak, but she asked, “Any more news about Dallas?”

“He’s fine.” Trace let out a sound of relief. “All of that and he didn’t end up with a cut or anything else according to the vet. They did x-rays and just about every scan you can think of.”

Christie sagged against the headboard. “Thank God.”

The doctor walked into the room and Christie said, “Hi, Dr. Melrose.”

Trace echoed her.

Dr. Melrose greeted them in return. He held a chart and directed his attention at Christie. “You have a moderate concussion and you’re going to feel like hell for a couple of days. You’ll need to be monitored, so I am recommending you stay overnight.”

Fear rolled through Christie in a wave. Salvatore’s men could find her here. She knew that with everything she had.

Christie started to shake her head, but pain stabbed her skull. “Agent Davidson can make sure I’m taken care of.”

The doctor eyed Trace, who asked, “What needs to be done to monitor Christie?”

“It’s against my better judgment for Christie to leave the hospital,” the doctor said.

“I understand.” Christie left no room for doubt in her words. “But one way or another I am checking out.”

“I’ll take care of her,” Trace said.

Dr. Melrose nodded. “All right. But you’ll need to watch her closely, Agent Davidson.”

Trace met Christie’s gaze before answering the doctor. “I will make sure your instructions are followed.”

“I’ll send them home with Christie.” The doctor gave Trace some basic information. “Even though you haven’t specified, it appears whatever happened to you is a serious matter that has nothing to do with a run-of-the-mill accident. I’m going to give you my cell number, and I want you to call if you have any questions or concerns.” He pulled a card out from his lab coat pocket and held it out to Trace.

Trace took the card from the doctor. “Thank you, Doctor.”

“Take Christie to the ER immediately if there are any problems or complications,” Dr. Melrose said. “You’ll find those listed in the information I’ll get together for you.”

Trace looked at Christie, as if to change his mind and have her stay in the hospital after all.

“I’ll be fine,” she said before he could speak. “I don’t want to stay here. We can’t.”

Trace gave a single nod and returned his gaze to the doctor. “Thank you. We’ll call if we have any questions.”

The doctor put his hand on Christie’s shoulder. “Take care and make sure you go over everything I’ll be sending with you.”

She managed a smile. Even her mouth hurt. “I’ll be good.”

“You’d better be,” the doctor said. “Or you just might be right back in here.”

Her smile disappeared. Her head ached too much to nod. “Yes, sir.”

He slapped the folder lightly against the bed. “Take care of her, Agent Davidson.”

“Of course,” Trace said.

Dr. Melrose nodded to Christie and left the room.

Christie nearly groaned from all the pain but stopped because she didn’t want Trace to worry about her.

“Are you sure you’re okay to leave the hospital?” Trace’s expression became grim. “We need to protect you, but we can do it here.”

“I know it’s not good for us to be sitting while we’re being hunted. We should be on the move right away.” Christie tried to lighten the mood. “I’ve seen all the cop shows.”

His lips twitched into a small smile, which faded as his phone rang. He connected the call, raised the phone to his ear, and answered. “Agent Davidson here.” He massaged his forehead with his fingertips. “I’m with Christie. I’ll meet you in the hall outside Christie’s room.” He ended the call. He sighed as he met Christie’s gaze. “Agent Stillwater is on her way.”

“Don’t let her kick you off my protection detail.” Panic sent Christie’s heart into overdrive. “I can’t do this without you.”

“Hey.” He went to her and took her hands in his. “You’re a strong woman, Christie. You can do this, no matter what.”

“I can’t.” She started to shake her head, but he moved his hands to her cheeks and stilled her.

“I’m not going anywhere.” He spoke in a firm tone. “I just want you to know you are strong enough. Okay?”

She hesitated then nodded slowly. “Okay.”

He leaned down and brushed her lips with his. “Be back in fifteen.” He turned away.

“I won’t do this without you.” She hardened her resolve. He stopped and she continued. “I mean it, Trace.”

He looked over his shoulder and smiled gently at her. “I’ll be back.”

With that, he left.

 

Trace stood in the hallway, waiting for Stillwater. He would have gladly given just about anything to not have to deal with her right now.

His cell phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number, but it had a southern Arizona area code. “This is Agent Davidson.”

“Agent Davidson, this is Lieutenant Martin Mays with the U.S. Army at the base in Fort Huachuca.” The man spoke in a direct, authoritative tone.

“A pleasure, sir.” Trace had never been in the armed forces, but the man had so much authority in his voice that Trace had the instant urge to snap to attention and salute. “I owe a debt of gratitude to the Army and those who saved our lives today.”

“As you no doubt have surmised, today’s incident is the reason for my call,” Lieutenant Mays said.

“Yes, sir.” Trace waited for the lieutenant to continue.

“My men have been in Tucson conducting training exercises. Details are classified.” He cleared his throat. “While on an exercise, my troops came across a drone flying over Mt. Lemmon’s roads. I cannot go into details—however, an unauthorized civilian helicopter entered the air space, following the drone. My troops immediately worked to identify it and did. The aircraft belongs to the Jimenez Cartel, which I believe is out of Mexico.”

Trace sucked in his breath. “Yes, sir. It is.”

Lieutenant Mays continued, “Before my troops could act, the civilian helicopter fired on a vehicle on the main road leading from Mt. Lemmon to Tucson. The troops were given permission to intercept and neutralize the threat. They did.”

“Yes, sir, they did.” Trace turned over everything in his mind the lieutenant had told him. “They saved our lives.”

“After the threat no longer existed, my troops intercepted and captured the drone. The device is one of the best the Army has seen, with a bigger tracking range than normal.” Mays went on, “We have had some of our best working on it and going through its recordings as well. I thought I’d let you know the tapes show the drone responsible for tracking certain individuals. The drone recorded everything, including the attack and subsequent searches.”

Trace’s skin prickled. All this time it had been a drone. It didn’t matter how good of an SDR they had performed when leaving the hospital. The drone had already been on them. He could only thank God it hadn’t located them at the cabin.

“Thank you for your call and the information,” Trace said. “This clears up a lot of questions the FBI and DHS have over the events of the past several days.”

“You are welcome.” Lieutenant Mays made it clear the conversation was over. “If you have questions, call my staff at Ft. Huachuca.”

“Yes, sir,” Trace said. “Thank you once again.”

Three minutes after Lieutenant Mays’ call, Stillwater marched off the elevator and straight for Trace. Her black hair appeared to be pulled even tighter away from her face than ever, stretching her exotic skin over her angular features and giving her an even harsher look than normal. With the severity of her hairstyle, her cheekbones looked sharp enough to cut glass.

She scowled at Trace. “We’ll take it from here, Agent Davidson.”

Trace kept as calm as possible as he met Stillwater’s glare. “I’m assisting with Christie’s protection.”

“If I have to contact your RAC, I will do so.” Stillwater snapped each word. “You risked Christie’s life taking her up that damned mountain and almost got her killed on the way back. I’ve had enough of your interference.”

“I’ve told you before, it’s not up for discussion.” Christie’s voice came from behind them. “Agent Davidson stays with me or you can screw your protective detail.”

One thing about this new, stronger Christie—she didn’t back down.

He glanced over his shoulder. Her determined expression showed she intended to back up her demand.

“Christie, it’s not safe to be out here in the hallway.” Trace gestured for her to close the door. “You could be seen.”

“Not until Agent Stillwater accepts my condition.” Christie had a stubborn and determined presence.

Even with his concern for her, Trace liked this new Christie who had found herself since leaving her ex-husband, refusing to be walked on or ordered around.

He returned his gaze to Stillwater, whose jaw tightened as she made a movement indicating Christie should go back into the room. “All right. Now close that door.”

Christie’s expression turned half triumphant and half irritated at being given another order. She didn’t argue, though, and soon disappeared behind the door after shutting it a little too hard.

Trace studied Stillwater as she clearly regrouped. Her determination to exclude him from the protective detail was mostly a matter of politics. She ran the show and she wanted to do so her way.

Stillwater looked like she might blow a gasket. She kept her voice low. “You nearly got her killed today.”

“Didn’t matter a damned bit how great of an SDR we performed,” Trace said. “We were screwed.” Anger burned beneath his skin. “They had a drone.”

“A drone?” She narrowed her gaze. “Explain.”

Trace told Stillwater about his conversation with Lieutenant Mays. “They spotted the drone shortly before the Jimenez cartel nearly killed us.” Trace ground his teeth. “We’d be dead if it those fast-thinking U.S. Army troops hadn’t taken care of the cartel’s men.”

“You are on this detail against my better judgment.” Stillwater lowered her voice. “One misstep and I don’t care what she wants. You’re gone.”

Trace fought to keep his tone even. “I’m here to help guard Christie.” Trace spoke slowly, his drawl more pronounced. “I won’t step on your toes.”

“You’d better not, Davidson.” She put her hand on one hip, which pushed back her blazer and exposed her service weapon. It had the appearance of an aggressive movement, but he doubted it. He stared pointedly at her holster. She moved her hand, her blazer falling back over the gun. “You will do as I say. This is my show.”

“You’ve got it, ma’am.” Trace adjusted his Stetson. “Have there been any more developments?”

Stillwater pursed her lips, probably not liking that he’d called her ma’am. He hadn’t done it to annoy her but out of habit. He’d been raised to be polite and he wouldn’t change his nature with women he respected.

However, with female criminals, his usual politeness flew out of the window. He didn’t respect women who caused others pain and suffering. He performed his job, just like he did with any other criminal

The agent cleared her throat. “The information we have is the head of the Jimenez Cartel has offered a hefty reward for Christie’s murder. One hundred grand.”

Even though Trace had expected as much, a cold chill rolled over his skin. “We’ll keep her safe.” He heard the hard edge in his own voice as he spoke. “No way in hell is anyone getting near her.”

Stillwater gave him a long look. “We’ll get her safely to court so she can testify.”

A burn in Trace’s gut made him clench his jaws. The way the agent spoke gave him the impression she cared about Christie’s testimony, not Christie herself.

He forced himself to relax and push aside his overprotectiveness of Christie. “Are we ready to check her out of the hospital and hit the road?”

“As soon as the doctor releases her.” Stillwater turned and added over her shoulder, “I have a few things to take care of before we’re on our way.”

Trace watched as she walked down the hallway, her back stiff. An intelligent and gorgeous woman, Agent Laura Stillwater was probably not so bad on a personal level. But when it came to being from an agency that didn’t have the initials F B I, she was a bitch to work with.

He returned to the hospital room and eased open the door. Christie met his gaze and smiled at him. He studied her, trying to hold back his pride for her standing up for herself, because he knew what she’d been through.

At the same time, his chest tightened—perhaps she had become a little too stubborn.

Stubborn could get her killed.

“What’s wrong now?” she said as he sat on the bed across from her.

Trace rubbed the back of his neck with his palm then got the words out. “Not only does Salvatore have his own men searching for you, but the Jimenez Cartel has reward money put up for anyone in the cartel who…” His throat constricted and he couldn’t get all the words out.

Christie’s face paled, her freckles standing out against the near whiteness of her skin. I have a price on my head,” she said as if tasting each word. “A Mexican cartel is trying to murder me, too.”

Trace didn’t know what to say. He just watched Christie work over the situation in her mind.

“How much?” she asked quietly.

Trace didn’t want to tell her, but he didn’t see what choice he had. “The head of the cartel has offered one hundred thousand dollars.”

Christie looked like she might throw up. “The man I once loved, and a cartel I didn’t know he worked with, intend to kill me.” She swallowed. “God. How did it all come to this?”

 

* * * *

 

Trace swept his gaze over the entrance of the hotel, one of the nicer ones in Phoenix. Not the most expensive but not a cheap spot. It had good strategic placement to make it easier for them to protect Christie.

Arrangements had been made and someone had already checked in under a cover identity.

Two of the FBI agents went first, taking the elevator up to the room to clear it. Trace and Christie followed at a distance, hats low. Some of her red hair slipped free of the hat as he glanced at her. He couldn’t stop to tuck it back in without being obvious and he needed to keep them moving.

Her bandages were mostly out of view, hidden by clothing, so he hoped nothing there would draw more attention.

Dallas had gone up to the room with the agent who had checked in. Christie and Trace would likely stand out with a German Shepherd as a companion. They had put a therapy dog vest on him to avoid questions as to why the dog had been let into the hotel.

Trace constantly checked out their surroundings. He saw only hotel employees, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be related to someone in the cartel. Three clerks manned the registration desk, one individual sat at the concierge desk, and a bellhop pushed an empty luggage cart into a corner.

No guests loitered or reclined on the sofas and armchairs in the lobby. Frosted glass panels separated the lobby from the lounge.

Through the lounge’s open entrance, Trace saw two men sitting at a rich dark wood bar, their backs to the lobby. The frosted glass to either side of the entrance would have made it impossible to tell if anyone else occupied the lounge. Agents had checked out the lounge before they’d allowed Christie to be escorted inside the hotel, so they knew exactly how many individuals were in all locations.

To keep with their low profile, Stillwater and the fourth agent hung back just long enough for Trace and Christie to make it to the elevator.

Trace punched the Up button and the elevator doors opened immediately. He and Christie stepped inside and he selected the tenth floor. The doors slid shut a few moments later. Tension radiated from Christie and she slipped her hand in his. He looked at her as the car started to move up and she smiled at him. Even though she’d been putting up a brave front, he had no doubts she rode the edge of either falling apart or becoming even more obstinate to the point of further endangering her safety.

It appeared she had taken it well when she’d found out a cartel would pay a hundred grand to anyone who murdered her. Likely, disbelief and maybe even numbness had developed inside her.

The doors slid open at the tenth floor. He slipped his hand into his front pocket and pulled out the key card. They had selected a room halfway down the hall from the bank of elevators. They reached the room and he held the card in front of the sensor pad. The lock clicked open.

One of the FBI agents who had preceded them, Agent Tompkins, pulled the door open. Trace waited for Christie to enter and followed her into the suite. Tompkins closed the door behind them.

Dallas greeted Trace and Christie then obeyed Trace’s finger sign instructions and sat near the couch.

It neared ten o’clock in the morning. Sunlight spilled into the room between an open space between the blackout curtains. An agent strode across the room to close the curtains the rest of the way.

Christie moved into the center of the room and took off the floppy hat. “Home sweet home,” she murmured as the rest of her red hair that hadn’t already slipped out from under the headgear swung free.

Trace nodded and gestured for her to take a seat at the couch before he did. “Hopefully not for long and you’ll get to go back safely to your own home.” He would talk with her about that after the trial—exactly where ‘home’ would be. He intended to be in her life one way or another.

“Speaking of safety…” She hesitated as she combed her fingers through her hair. “I want to know what is going on with Salvatore.”

Trace took a seat next to her. “Salvatore has been interviewed, if you will, several times since we found out about the hit. He has given us nothing we can scrutinize and he maintains his innocence.”

“Innocence.” Christie said the word like it tasted sour. “As if anything about him is remotely innocent.”

“I agree.” Trace leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. “We have sources that are certain about the danger you are in.”

Christie looked like she wanted to roll her eyes but restrained herself and spoke dryly. “Being shot, then chased by a missile-shooting helicopter kind of tells me I’m in a little bit of danger.”

Better a tad sarcastic than falling into a puddle of tears, Trace thought.

“That’s why you need to do everything you’re asked to do.” Trace held her gaze even as her eyes narrowed. “I know you don’t like to be told, Christie. I get that. But I also want to keep you alive. It’s our job, and you need to let us do it.”

She studied him and he could almost see the wheels turning in her brain. He expected her to argue, but she surprised him when she said, “You’re right. I need your help.” She closed her eyes then opened them, their depths now haunted. “I don’t want to die.” The words came out in a near whisper. “I don’t want anyone else to die because of me.”

“Are you going to make me repeat myself over and over?” He tried not to appear or sound exasperated. “This is Salvatore’s doing. He’s the reason people have died and you’re injured. It’s all about him, Christie. Please don’t make me have to say it again.”

“All right.” She leaned forward. “And don’t you dare blame yourself for those men in the helicopter finding us on the mountain, or anything else. Otherwise, screw it.”

He thought he did a good job at not showing his surprise at the intensity of her words. “Fair enough.”

“So we’ll be here for two days?” she asked.

Trace studied her, noticing the small nuances in her expression that told him the escalating danger of her situation had gotten to her.

“It depends on how long they keep you on the witness stand,” he responded.

She clenched the hat in her hands. “What happens first?”

A knock came at the door and Tompkins peered through the peephole before opening the door and letting Stillwater and the fourth agent into the suite.

Stillwater strode closer. “We have a few things to go over.”

Christie waited as Stillwater seated herself in a chair close to the couch. Trace hitched his shoulder up against a wall, his arms folded across his chest as he watched. Two of the agents guarded the door and the other stood on the opposite side of the couch.

Frowning, Christie swept her gaze over everyone around her. “Having all of you in here makes me feel claustrophobic.”

Stillwater leaned forward, focusing intently on Christie. “The Assistant United States Attorney is going to come by tomorrow.”

“Why?” Christie asked.

“The AUSA is going to go over your testimony with you.” Stillwater crossed her legs at her knees. “Your ex-husband has one of the toughest lawyers in the state. Hell, in the country. His cross-examination is going to be brutal.”

Christie straightened. Her voice raised a little. “He’s going to try to trip me up.”

Stillwater’s expression never changed. She didn’t soften. Her expression and mannerisms continued to be hard every time they talked with her. “He’ll do everything he can to discredit you as a witness. Your testimony is crucial to put Salvatore Reyes away for murder, as well as the numerous other charges we’ve got him on.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to keep him in prison for the rest of his life.” Christie clenched her fists in her lap. “I don’t want to see that bastard get off free.”

Stillwater gave a slow nod. “That’s what we need. When you’re testifying, you’re going to be under a lot of pressure. From what I’ve seen of you over the past few months, I think you’re up to the challenge. But you are going to need to work hard and be prepared.”

Christie’s eyes widened slightly at Stillwater’s admission. Christie did a great job of schooling her features and said with determination in her voice, “Just tell me what I need to do.”

 


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 

For some reason, Christie’s arm ached deeply, as if the practice cross-examination taxed her more than anything else she’d done for the past few days. She felt weary, not to mention beyond hungry when Stillwater took a break from preparing her for the AUSA.

According to Stillwater, the AUSA would grill her even more intensely to make sure they had prepared her for a ruthless cross-examination by the defense attorney.

Close to noon, Trace handed Christie the hotel’s room service menu opened to the lunch page. She looked gratefully at him as her stomach rumbled loud enough for the whole room to hear.

Even as tired as the practice had made her, she couldn’t help but appreciate the confident way he moved, the intense way he observed everything and listened. He hadn’t interjected any comments into the conversation, letting Stillwater run the show.

Christie left the menu lying open on her lap as Stillwater drew her attention once more. “We’ll have agents inside and out twenty-four-seven while you’re under our protection.”

With a frown, Christie said, “I don’t care if agents are on the outside, but only Trace stays with me in the room. He doesn’t make me feel like a specimen in a glass jar.”

She mostly wanted to be alone with him again.

Stillwater’s lips twisted into a sour expression and Christie had no doubt the agent knew Trace and Christie had a sexual relationship. After spending days alone with him in a cabin on a mountain, maybe she could consider it a big ‘duh’.

Fortunately, the agent didn’t state anything of the sort out loud. Instead, she pressed her argument. “You are safer with two agents inside and someone will be able to relieve Agent Davidson.”

Trace studied Stillwater, appearing as though he were assessing the situation, but leaving it up to Christie and the FBI agent to work it out.

“I don’t need anyone else inside with me.” Christie’s gaze met Trace’s. “Do you need someone to relieve you?”

Trace stared at the agent. “I’ll let one of your agents know if I do.”

Stillwater remained tightlipped and quiet for a moment. Christie’s tummy growled again. The agent looked at the menu in Christie’s lap. “I think we could all do with ordering lunch.”

Christie scanned the menu and knew what she wanted the moment she saw it—the bleu cheese and mushroom burger. Trace selected a traditional cheeseburger.

Stillwater passed around the menu and one of the agents took notes before calling room service and putting in the order for all six of them.

Christie didn’t think she’d ever been so mentally and physically exhausted. Her arm throbbed more than ever. After being re-injured on the mountain, she wouldn’t mind some Vicodin. However, since she needed to practice for the AUSA, ibuprofen would be a better choice.

She started to stand but flopped back on the couch. The ordeal had drained her too much to even move off the couch.

“Christie,” Trace drew her attention. “How are your injuries? Do you need pain meds?”

Either they were on the same wavelength, or he could read her like a book. Probably both.

“Yes.” She sighed. “I need to get my butt up and take something.”

He nodded to the chair where she’d left her purse. “I can grab your purse for you if the meds are in there.”

She had the instant feeling she shouldn’t put him out, but he stepped in the direction. “Thank you,” she said.

He retrieved her bag and handed it to her, then took a seat himself.

She bypassed the Vicodin and took the ibuprofen.

Images from the airport shooting, what had happened at the safe house, and the helicopter attack flashed through her mind. She tried to dispel the mental pictures by distracting herself, but they wouldn’t go away.

One nightmare after another and it might never stop.

Soon this all would end and she could go back to Indiana and the quiet life she’d begun there.

What about those who’d lost their lives in the effort to protect her? They wouldn’t be going home.

Her throat ached and she tightened her grip on her purse and started digging through it again. She didn’t really want anything more—she just wanted to keep Trace from seeing her cry.

She found lip balm and, as if she had been searching for it in particular, she brought it out and used it.

She dropped it back into her purse and thought about returning home. Back to Indiana.

But Indiana didn’t feel like home. Bisbee did.

Bisbee is home. I want to go home.

Three clicks of her ruby red slippers and she’d be on her way.

She sighed.

When she thought of returning to Bisbee, she met Trace’s gaze. Heat flooded her as memories warmed her, memories from the past few days she’d spent with him and the many times they’d been in bed together. She didn’t want to leave Arizona now that she’d spent a significant time with Trace, and how much she liked to be with him.

As their eyes met and held, she could swear she saw the same emotion in his expression. Dallas stirred near her feet, as if sensing her connection with his handler.

The connection only lasted a moment before it became unreadable. A wave of disappointment went through her, but then she realized if he did feel the same way, it wouldn’t do for Stillwater to see it. Although the agent had no doubt come to her own conclusions. The sharp woman could be such an uptight pain in the ass.

Christie straightened and faced Stillwater. “How are the agents who were shot at the airport?” Everything had been so hectic since Trace and Christie had met up with Stillwater this morning that Christie hadn’t had the opportunity to ask until now.

“You already know Agent Allen will be fine and he has gone home,” Stillwater said and Christie nodded. “The hospital released Agent Cox two days after you. Agent Stark is no longer in critical condition. She’s going to pull through.”

Christie sagged. “Thank God.” She tried not to think about the dead agents at the safe house—an impossible task. “Is Agent Farris all right?”

Stillwater nodded. “The hospital sent her home the following day.”

“I’m glad he is okay. I’m so sorry about Agent Huff and Agent Petrov.” Christie tried not to think about the blood and brain tissue that had sprayed her the moment Agent Huff’s head—

She almost threw up, like she had in the safe house tunnel. She swallowed down the sour taste. “What about the people on the mountain?”

“Four motorists died,” Stillwater said. “The helicopter used to attack you and Agent Davison went down with two men.”

Christie’s stomach bottomed out. “I hate Salvatore.” She hadn’t meant to say it aloud, but it came out with vehemence. “That son of a bitch deserves the electric chair, or lethal injection—however they do away with sick murderers like him.”

She looked at Stillwater and the agent nodded. “I couldn’t agree more.”

 

Trace perched on the side of the couch and folded his arms across his chest. He observed everyone in the room, always on guard. He found it difficult to relax with the amount of danger surrounding Christie. He had reasonable confidence they were safe here. He didn’t like the ‘reasonable’ part of that thought. He wanted to be absolutely certain, and his gut felt uneasy.

His gut hadn’t been wrong since Christie had come back into his life. Coincidence? Or knowing the danger, whatever direction they chose?

Stillwater opened the door just as the room service cart arrived. A man wearing a white jacket with the hotel logo and black slacks wheeled the cart up to the waiting agents.

The men who were standing just outside the room inspected the cart. They checked beneath the cart and under each dome. Warm smells of hamburgers and fries filled the room.

Everyone but Stillwater had ordered a burger. She had chosen a Caesar salad, which would clearly have overflowed its large salad bowl if plastic wrap hadn’t been holding it all in. Agents frisked the man who had brought the cart up to the room.

When the team was satisfied, the man, who appeared to be in his late twenties, pushed the cart into the room. He made a point of not meeting anyone’s eyes.

“That’s not necessary.” Stillwater gestured to the door as the man reached for the salad bowl. “Leave the cart and one of the men will sign for it.”

Dallas made a low sound in his throat and Trace shot his gaze at the K-9. Dallas showed his teeth and his hackles rose as he got to his feet.

The man ignored Stillwater and pulled the plastic wrap off the salad, revealing lettuce drenched with Caesar dressing.

Stillwater scowled. “I said we’ll take it from here.”

Dallas’ growled deepened. His muscles bunched.

The back of Trace’s neck prickled, the sensation creeping over his scalp. He started to stand.

The man shoved his hand into the salad.

Dallas lunged toward the man.

Lettuce exploded from the bowl as the man pulled out a small handgun in a fast motion.

He pointed the gun at Christie.

“Gun!” Stillwater shouted.

 

Christie froze.

Trace shoved Christie from the couch and threw himself on top of her, knocking the breath from her. Pain screamed like jagged blades tearing through Christie’s injured shoulder. Her vision grayed and she fought to keep from passing out.

At the same time, Dallas slammed his big body against the man at the moment a shot rang out.

From her place on the floor, Christie saw Stillwater had drawn her weapon and held it on the shooter, who struggled to get out of Dallas’s hold. The dog had his jaws clamped around one of the man’s wrists.

The man swung his weapon around and pointed it at Dallas.

Another shot pierced the air.

Blood blossomed on the front of the shooter’s white jacket, at the center of his chest.

Dallas released the shooter’s wrist but stood over the man as he collapsed to the floor and didn’t move. Christie wanted to scream as his wide-open eyes stared directly at her.

“Fuck.” Stillwater kicked the dead man’s shoe as an agent picked up the dressing-covered gun. Stillwater’s face twisted with fury. “How the fuck did they find us?”

Trace rolled off Christie. He took her hand and helped her to her feet. Her heart thundered and her whole body vibrated as she looked at the blood and salad covering the man’s jacket, and his slack expression and dead, dead eyes.

She turned away, a sick feeling in her belly. She tried to process exactly what had happened, when her gaze dropped to the couch. Right where she had been sitting, a small bullet hole had pierced the fabric.

If Trace hadn’t shoved her to the floor, she’d be dead or on a gurney on her way to the hospital again, this time, possibly clinging to life.

“The Jimenez Cartel has an extensive network in Phoenix.” Trace’s angry tone brought her attention back to him. Anger and concern sparked in his gaze. “In the lobby, some of Christie’s hair slipped out from beneath her cap. It’s a distinctive shade of red.”

“Word is out on the street there’s a price on her head and her description has been given.” Stillwater blew out a long harsh breath. “Seeing her hair and noticing a protective detail around this room could have had a hotel employee calling the information in for the reward.”

The agents talked over Christie, which made the whole thing seem surreal.

Trace narrowed his gaze, clearly disgusted. “It is possible one of the employees is in the cartel’s network and put two and two together. We tried to be careful to not look like a protective detail, but there have been plenty of clues.”

“Whatever the case, we will find out. We will track down the person who did this and we will make the son of a bitch wish he’d never heard Christie’s name.” Stillwater braced her hands on her hips. “Reyes’ people know where she is now. This whole operation is compromised.”

Trace’s jaw tightened. “We’ve got to find a safe place for Christie.”

“We’ll make it happen.” Stillwater pulled her cell phone from her jacket pocket. “I’ll have an agent pick up a few things we can use to disguise Christie when we move her, including a wig.”

Christie glanced from Stillwater to Trace as they spoke. She caught Trace’s eye.

His expression toward her gentled. “Are you okay, Christie?”

She rubbed her arms with both hands. “This doesn’t feel like it will ever end.”

“You will be all right.” He rested his hands gently on her shoulders, clearly remembering her injury, which throbbed and burned. “We’ll take care of you.”

She couldn’t help but stare at the dead man on the floor. He’d come so close to killing her. The smells of the hamburgers seemed suddenly rancid and the odor of blood and death clogged her nose.

Without a word, she tore away from Trace and bolted from the suite’s sitting room into the bedroom and straight for the bathroom.

Acid tore at her throat as she dropped to her knees in front of the toilet. She hadn’t eaten for hours, yet bile surged and she puked in the porcelain basin. The taste of the acid and vomit made her throw up even more, until her whole body ached and shook.

Tears flushed her cheek at Trace’s presence. She finally rose and took a towel he handed to her and she wiped her eyes and mouth. She didn’t let her eyes meet his.

For the second time, she’d thrown up and he’d been there for her.

Christie avoided his gaze as she rinsed out her mouth multiple times and splashed cold water on her face.

She didn’t look at him until she’d composed herself and her mouth tasted clean again. She straightened and turned to him. “Thank you for saving my life, Trace. Again.” She held up her hand. “Don’t say it’s your job. Just let me thank you.”

He nodded. “All right.”

She raised her chin. “What now?”

He didn’t say another word. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her, like he knew she needed him to hold her more than anything. He held her tight, pressing her face against his chest, gripping her as if that might keep her from ever being harmed again.

When he relaxed his hold, she met his gaze. She had to tip back her head due to the height difference. He brought his face closer to hers and she let out a sigh, waiting for his lips to touch hers.

They’d never shared a kiss like this before. An almost desperate passion told her how afraid he’d been for her.

In the kiss, she showed how much fear had solidified inside her. He took her fear and banished it for that moment.

Instead of weak, he made her feel strong. Instead of dependent, he made her feel independent, yet a part of him at the same time. Without words, he told her she could count on him to be there for her and he wouldn’t let anything happen.

They kissed until she needed to breathe. She drew back and he drank her in with his eyes. The rise and fall of his chest showed how much she had affected him, too.

“I won’t let anything happen to you.” His words were fierce, determined. “No one is ever going to harm you.”

She didn’t know how he could promise that, yet she believed him with all her heart and soul. “I know you won’t.” The words came out in almost a whisper. She put force behind her statement to show how much she trusted him. “When I’m with you, I know I’m safe.” She wrapped her arms around him and buried her face against his chest. His shirt muffled her. “I want this to end.”

“I know, sweetheart.” His soothing words made it easy to believe him. “Soon it will all be over and you can move on with your life. Not much longer and you’ll have your life back.”

She nodded against his shirt and dampness brushed her cheek. Tears she hadn’t realized she’d been crying had wet his shirt and her cheeks. He pressed his lips beneath each of her eyes, kissing away her tears.

Christie composed herself, sought out Dallas, and hugged the K-9. If it hadn’t been for him and Trace, she would probably be dead.

 

* * * *

 

A whirlwind of activity surrounded Christie as she tried to process everything happening. She had been scurried away to another suite on a different floor in the hotel, male and female agents posted inside and out. Agents were everywhere. Some of them wore earpieces, the wires coiling down their necks and beneath the collars of jumpsuits they had changed into. The change of clothing surprised her. The jumpsuits were something that blue-collar workers tended to use, not FBI agents.

Trace and Dallas never left her side and both the man’s and the dog’s presences were a comfort even with the danger waiting for her. Whenever she met Trace’s gaze, he would give her a reassuring look that calmed her nerves, at least a little.

“This is all so crazy.” Christie spoke to Trace in a rare moment they were alone. “My head is spinning.”

He appeared to want to take her into his arms, but she knew it wouldn’t be appropriate with all the other agents around. “Everything is going to be fine.” He spoke in a positive tone which made her feel a little better. “Do you want anything to eat? A couple of the agents are going out for Chinese and taking orders now.”

“I don’t think I can eat after what happened earlier.” She tried not to think of the body and the smells of hamburgers and death. Instead of hunger, a squirming feeling inside Christie made her feel like she would throw up again at any moment.

He studied her. “You need something you’ll be able to tolerate.”

She didn’t think she could tolerate anything right now, but she needed something so she wouldn’t get lightheaded. “Maybe 7-Up and saltine crackers.” She thought about what her grandmother had given her when she’d been young and had caught the flu. “A small container of vanilla yogurt and a banana might be okay, too. I’ll try.”

“It’ll be good to get something down.” He nodded in the direction of an agent carrying a pen and paper. “I’ll be right back.”

“Okay.” She tried for a smile but she didn’t have it in her.

As he walked away, her head swam from the flurry of activity and the knowledge of just how much danger lurked. She had to admit to herself she’d been stupid and naïve to think she didn’t need the FBI. She’d just been so sick of being under Salvatore’s thumb she’d just wanted freedom.

Instead, he still controlled her. He would crush her in his hold until she testified against him and put the last nails in his coffin.

Of course she had to be alive and make it to the damned courtroom. Just thinking about seeing him made her feel even worse. She hated the thought of facing him again. What if she fell apart in front of him?

No, she would not let that happen. She was a different woman now, one who would never be intimidated by a man again. Counseling had helped her with that, and she’d grown a lot on her own, too.

Eventually, Agent Terri Stein showed up with a jumpsuit in Christie’s size that matched the ones the FBI agents wore. However, the agents allowed her to wear athletic shoes. Agent Stein had also purchased a long brunette wig and heavy make-up. Stillwater had given information over the phone regarding Christie’s clothing and had passed on sizes.

The agent brought a jumpsuit for Trace to wear so he would also blend well with the FBI agents and could accompany her without sticking out.

Trace treated her shoulder. The existing bandages had a small bloodstain as the wound had slightly re-opened. He looked grim as he checked the gunshot wound and cleaned it before applying fresh bandages.

Trace finished with Christie’s shoulder and asked Agent Stein to come into the bedroom to help get Christie changed and prepared.

She didn’t realize her hands were shaking until she sat and faced a vanity mirror while the agent applied the makeup. It covered Christie’s freckles, the reason they had chosen a heavy foundation. She certainly did appear different with the wig and the thick makeup.

Early afternoon sunlight squeezed through a slight gap in the blackout curtains that made it difficult to have an idea of the time of day. The agents kept Christie away from the windows and sliding glass doors, as well as the door, as a precaution. She glanced at the digital clock beside the bed—three in the afternoon. After all that had happened, it felt like it should be well into the night by now.

Somewhere along the way, the agents carried in a lot of Chinese food, and someone brought in the blander food Christie thought she’d try.

Christie stayed in the bedroom and managed to get down a couple of crackers, the 7-Up, half a banana, and all the vanilla yogurt. She was grateful Trace had insisted on getting her something.

As she had eaten, Trace had dressed, strapping on a bulletproof vest before pulling his jumpsuit all the way up and covering his vest. He came off as sexy even in a plain navy blue jumpsuit. Nothing could match him in Wranglers, a T-shirt, and an overshirt, but she would take him any way she could get him.

The jumpsuits were specially made so Trace and the other agents could access their weapons.

Stillwater walked in, carrying a smaller bulletproof vest. “You’ll wear this beneath the jumpsuit for protection.”

Christie nodded then pulled down the jumpsuit to her waist. Her arm hurt so badly she had a hard time keeping Trace from seeing the pain on her face.

Trace helped her put on the vest. The body armor dragged her down, much heavier than she’d expected it to be, and it hurt her shoulder. It had to weigh at least twenty-five pounds. Stillwater watched as Trace finished fastening Christie’s vest.

“I’m sorry, Christie.” Trace tried to shift the vest. “I know this hurts, but we can’t take a chance of you being unprotected.”

Her eyes watered and she blinked back the tears from the pain. “I’ll be fine.” Her voice came out strained. “I’m just glad to be alive.”

An agent gave Christie a pair of sunglasses. With Trace and Dallas at her side, she walked out of the bedroom, carrying the eyewear, and she blinked in surprise. Two other women with long brown wigs, also petite and who looked very much like Christie, stood in the room.

“Are those women decoys?” Christie held the sunglasses in one hand. She turned to Stillwater. “I don’t like the idea of other people putting their lives in danger because of me.”

“What do you think every other agent here is doing?” Stillwater spoke matter-of-factly. “It’s our job to protect you. The decoy agents are armed, wearing body armor like you, and just as capable as any other agents here.”

“I didn’t say they’re not capable.” Christie frowned as the vest weighed her down. She wondered how law enforcement officers could do their jobs wearing something so heavy. Men’s vests had to weigh even more than women’s. “By pretending to be me, it makes each of them a target.”

“Don’t worry about the agents.” Stillwater buttoned up her own jumpsuit over a vest. “The concern is your safety.”

Christie said nothing as she thought again about the situation they were all in. It came down to the fact she had jeopardized everyone’s life by coming to Arizona without arranging it with the FBI first.

“What have I done?” Christie gripped her hands into fists as Stillwater turned away. “One stupid mistake and—”

“Remember our deal.” Trace took her by her upper arms. “Don’t play the blame game with yourself. This is all on Salvatore Reyes.”

“I’m sorry.” She wound strands of hair from the wig around two of her fingers. “It just keeps going through my mind. Over and over. I don’t know if I can stop it. I feel like I shouldn’t, because I need to somehow pay for what I’ve done.”

Trace gripped her arms tighter. “That’s bullshit, Christie. You know that.”

She stared at the floor for a moment before raising her eyes to meet his. “How do I stop?”

He sighed and brought her into his arms and held her for a moment, ignoring all the agents in the room. He drew back and held her upper arms more gently. “Do whatever it takes. At the same time, don’t let anything distract you. It’s your job to stay alive.”

Trace moved his mouth to her ear. “Please, Christie. I don’t want to lose you.”

He drew back and their gazes held. He’d said the words as if he meant more than just for the job. Could he be thinking of her in the same way she thought of him?

She wanted to throw herself into his arms again but restrained herself. It wouldn’t do for him to be seen holding her the real way she wanted him to.

An agent came up to Stillwater, who stood a few feet away. The agent said something to Stillwater that Christie couldn’t hear. The lead agent nodded and turned to Christie. “We’re ready to move you to a new location.”

Christie shivered. She hadn’t realized how much fear had grown inside her until the time had come for her to be out in the open again.

Trace rested his hand on her good shoulder. “I’m here with you every step of the way.”

She inhaled then let out her breath. “You don’t know how grateful I am for you.”

 


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 

Christie’s heart pounded as the next ordeal started. She hadn’t fully grasped the depth of trouble Salvatore had put her in or the mess she had caused until now. It had all seemed unreal, as if she’d been trapped in some kind of movie about someone else. She had never realized her ex-husband could be so powerful and well connected.

According to Agent Stillwater and Trace, Salvatore’s ties with the Jimenez Cartel were significant and he’d been, and continued to be, a valued part of their organization. The cartel didn’t plan on letting him go to prison if it could be prevented.

Now she and the agents would leave to go to what would hopefully be a safe location.

Apparently agents had cleared the way, making sure no employees or guests were nearby as Christie, Trace, the decoy agents, and the protection detail left the room. Dallas wore a K-9 bulletproof vest beneath the service dog vest.

The weight of Christie’s own body armor seemed to grow as they went. She did the best to push the pain of her shoulder from her mind. Her whole body felt heavy, which had little to do with the vest or the pain. It had more to do with a frozen feeling that had sunk into her bones.

They went down in the service elevators. Christie stood beside Trace, having to look up at him as always because of the height difference. “If the cartel knows we’re here, are you sure no one can follow us?”

“The FBI has secured the area.” Trace sounded confident, but she wondered if he was as positive of the situation as his tone would lead her to believe. “No one is getting near you.” He touched her arm. “Especially with Dallas and I on the job.”

Christie bit the inside of her lip. Her skin prickled, an uneasy feeling making the bland food not sit so well with her any longer.

“Reservations have been made at multiple hotels under various names.” Trace appeared thoughtful. “We’re hoping that will throw off the cartel.”

Everything became a blur as agents escorted Christie through the back of the hotel and out to one of three waiting vans. Each van looked different—none of them were black like agency cars or SUVs.

Decals decorated the sides of the older vans. One had Harper’s Plumbing on it, another had Professional One Day Dry Cleaning, and the third advertised Valley Landscaping Services. Each vehicle could easily go unnoticed in the Phoenix valley.

Christie felt safer dressed like the agents. She blended in well, especially since the decoy female agents were close to her size and weight and all three of them wore matching sunglasses.

Trace remained at her side every step of the way, true to his word. She met his gaze as they reached the white paneled Harper’s Plumbing van. She noticed Trace didn’t help her through the vehicle’s open door, like he normally did. No doubt he wanted to keep from causing her to stand out from the agents who would not receive the same treatment.

She climbed inside the dim interior of the almost empty windowless van with no seats. A big wooden box, the size of a plain, unadorned coffin, took up the back of the van.

The cool floor beneath her chilled her as she settled on the ridged metal. Dallas jumped in after she did and sat on his haunches beside her.

“Not much for comfort.” A man sitting in the driver’s seat looked over his shoulder at them. “But we’ll get you to your next location safely, Ms. Simpson.” He, too, sported sunglasses and a jumpsuit and he also wore a Bluetooth earpiece.

“Thank you.” Christie shifted so Trace could sit on the opposite side of her from Dallas. The presence of both the man and dog comforted her, even though she didn’t feel like she deserved it.

She wanted to apologize time and time again for putting everyone in so much danger, but she held her tongue. What good would apologies do? She’d screwed up and good. Trace had told her not to play the blame game. Everything had happened because of Salvatore, not her. No matter what Trace had said, she did blame herself.

After a few moments, the agent put the van into gear and pulled away from the building. “On the move,” he said as the van jostled them while it went down the back alley. She guessed he spoke to someone via Bluetooth.

One-way streets crisscrossed downtown Phoenix. Christie had come to this area once, years ago. She had been in Phoenix with Salvatore during one of his business trips.

She had driven to a local pharmacy on her own to pick up feminine products. Salvatore had only let her go by herself when he didn’t feel comfortable—like the times she’d purchased certain personal items.

Something about his fragile male ego, she supposed. He couldn’t bear to be caught with his wife buying something so personally female.

She had been on her way back to the hotel when she had become totally turned around and ended up in downtown Phoenix. She’d almost gone in the wrong direction on a street, which had scared her half to death since she had never driven in a big city. She’d grown up in Bisbee and had known only small-town driving.

Eventually, she had found her way back to the hotel using the car’s GPS navigation, which she should have used in the first place. Salvatore had been livid she had taken so long.

She wondered how she had put up with that chauvinistic, controlling, evil bastard for so many years.

Christie and Trace swayed as the van turned a corner.

A metallic sound startled her.

Dallas snarled.

Trace threw himself on Christie, slamming her onto the van’s floor. “Down!”

Her skull struck the ridged metal floor. Her sunglasses skittered away. Pain shot through her head and her mind spun.

It took her a moment to realize she had heard the sound of bullets piercing the side of the van.

Terror ripped through her like knives flaying her skin.

“We’re under fire!” the driver shouted as he gunned the engine. Christie registered he had to be shouting the information over his earpiece.

The van’s tires squealed.

Another vehicle’s tires echoed the sound.

Light came through round perforations in the white panels.

Christie and Trace were thrown around the back of the van as the driver took tight turns.

The driver shouted for backup as he drove.

A pause in the rapid-fire.

Trace scrambled toward the coffin-sized wooden box.

The metallic pings started again and Christie wanted to scream to Trace to get down, too.

Oh, God. We’re all going to die.

 

“Stay flat on the floor,” Trace ordered Christie and she obeyed. He signaled to Dallas to lie low and the dog did as instructed.

Adrenaline pumped through Trace’s veins as he stayed low while he shoved the lid on the box filled with weapons, extra body armor, and other vital equipment. The lid crashed to the van’s floor.

Within seconds, he’d pulled out a lightweight assault rifle, loaded it, and flicked off the safety. He grabbed a flash bang and shoved it into a pocket of the jumpsuit before he scooted closer to the front of the van.

“On the right, coming up fast.” Rich, the agent driving the van, swerved again. “That fucking car can move.”

Rifle gripped in his hands, Trace climbed into the passenger seat. In the side-view mirror, he could see the red car speeding up.

He had a brief moment to be glad they were on one of the wide one-way streets and that on Saturdays the downtown Phoenix streets had little to no traffic compared to weekdays.

A man leaned out of the rear passenger window of the approaching car that pulled up even with the rear wheels of the van. The shooter aimed an AR-15 assault rifle at the back of the van and pulled the trigger, spraying the vehicle with bullets.

Trace’s focus narrowed on the shooter as he swung his own rifle and aimed it at the man. Trace pulled the trigger, the rifle recoiling from the several shots he got off.

Blood spurted from the shooter’s throat and blossomed on the front of the white tank T-shirt he wore beneath a flannel overshirt that flapped in the wind.

The shooter went limp. The rifle tumbled to the street. His body hung halfway out of the car.

Just as Trace started to aim for the driver, Rich shouted, “Brace yourself.”

Trace pulled back inside the van and grasped the ‘oh, shit’ handle with one hand. He gripped the rifle in his other hand, just in time for Rich to drive the van through an empty intersection

Rich jerked the steering wheel to the left, causing the van to swerve, and he rammed a vehicle coming up on the driver’s side. The impact jarred Trace’s teeth and Christie screamed as she slid across the floor and slammed against one side of the van and slid across the floor to hit the other side.

“How did they know Christie is in this van?” Trace shouted. “Or are all the vans under attack?”

“All.” Rich shouted above the noise. “Stillwater is filling me in over the Bluetooth.” He glanced out of the driver’s-side mirror. “Shit. Here they come again.”

Trace glanced at the passenger-side mirror. “Goddamn but they’re coming fast on the right, too. I got one of the shooters, but there’s another.”

“Watch out.” Rich hung a fast right onto yet another one-way street. “We’ve got to get out of downtown and lose these fuckers.”

The side of Rich’s head exploded.

Blood splattered Trace.

Christie shrieked.

Rich slumped onto the steering wheel. He landed on the horn and it blared.

Trace tried to grasp the steering wheel to get some kind of control. Rich’s dead weight slid off the wheel. He flopped to the side and his head landed in Trace’s lap.

Rich’s foot still pressed the gas.

The van sped toward a brick wall.

Trace jerked the wheel to the right. The van lurched, rocking on its wheels, to a parking garage.

The garage’s striped wooden arm splintered as the van ran straight through it.

Rich slipped farther to the side. His foot must have slid off the gas and the van began to slow.

Trace’s heart jackhammered.

As he tried to wrestle control of the slowing vehicle, he chose the lesser of two evils.

Instead of slamming into a concrete wall, he aimed the van for two parked cars.

Metal crunched. The impact flung Trace forward, his skull hitting the windshield. Stars sparked behind his eyelids.

Christie gave a loud cry that sounded more of shock than pain. A mere instant of a thought flashed in his mind. As long as he heard her cries and screams, he knew she was alive.

The van came to a hard stop, throwing Trace back into his seat. His mind spun but he didn’t give in to the dizzying sensation.

Tires screeched, the sound echoing through the parking garage.

Trace saw a white car come up on his right. He fumbled in his pocket as the car came to a screeching stop, the driver’s-side window almost aligned with the passenger window of the van.

Trace jammed his hand into his jumpsuit pocket. He grasped the flash bang and jerked it out.

“Plug your ears and close your eyes, Christie.” Trace shouted. “Now.”

Before the driver had a chance to use the gun he held, Trace threw the stun grenade through the white car’s open window. It landed somewhere in the car. A panicked expression twisted the driver’s face.

Trace dropped his rifle and stuffed his fingers in his ears. He ducked down in the van and closed his eyes so he wouldn’t see the flash.

Even with them plugged, his ears rang from the explosively loud flash bang. The eyeball-searing eruption of light had Trace seeing red behind his closed eyelids.

The car contained most of the sound and flash, which easily put its occupants out of commission.

With a burst of strength, Trace pulled Rich’s body between the front seats so he could better see the red car coming up on the left side.

Trace drew his Beretta 9mm from a special pocket in the jumpsuit.

In the driver’s-side view mirror, he saw two men shoving their doors open and climbing out, rifles raised.

Trace scrambled into the back of the van. He glanced at Christie and held his finger to his lips. She looked terrified, but she nodded.

He kept low, waiting just where he could see from between the seats. Adrenaline caused his heart to thunder and his body to vibrate. But he maintained his steady grip as he braced his right hand with his left and aimed the gun at the open driver’s-side window.

A man with long hair and a sneer pointed his rifle into the van.

Big mistake. The man should have grabbed a handgun.

The fleeting thought vanished as Trace aimed for the man’s forehead. The weapon’s report echoed in the van.

A hole appeared in the man’s head. He dropped. Trace heard the clatter of the man’s rifle as it hit the concrete.

Trace ground his teeth from the painful ringing in his ears that followed the shot he’d made from the van. After sucking in a deep breath, Trace prepared for the second man to approach the window. Instead, the man retreated in a hurry. He bolted back to the red car and flung himself into the driver’s side.

Trace climbed into the van’s driver’s seat at the same time the car’s tires squealed in the man’s rush to back up.

He reached the window and aimed his Beretta at the red car. The front window spider-webbed and a hole appeared in the center of the broken safety glass.

The driver didn’t stop. The car shot forward, speeding out of the garage.

Trace let out a breath. He knew the occupants of the white car on the right would be incapacitated just long enough for him, Dallas, and Christie to get out of there.

“Come on.” He glanced over his shoulder at Christie. She’d lost the brunette wig and her red hair fell like a flame against her skin. “Grab the wig if it’s close.”

She looked dazed but she immediately picked up the bundle of hair. She lurched toward the front.

He swept his gaze over her. “Are you hurt?”

“No.” She shook her head.

He riveted his attention on Dallas. “How are you, boy?”

The dog raised its head in a proud stance. In that pose, he told Trace he wasn’t hurt.

“Trace.”

Trace spun to face Christie and he met her fearful expression. “You’re bleeding. Your neck.”

Adrenaline pumped through him so hard he felt nothing. “It’s fine. Hurry.”

She obeyed and scrambled toward him. Dallas stayed at her side without Trace telling him to.

They scurried out of the van. He heard the sounds of the men in the white car as they moaned and groaned. Someone retched so loudly it echoed in the concrete building.

Trace swept his gaze around the garage and saw nothing that concerned him. He glanced over his shoulder and held up his hand to tell Christie to wait. She froze in place. He continued forward and peered around the van.

The shooter Trace had killed earlier still hung half in and half out of the car. Blood had dried on the side of the vehicle in rust-red trails on the metal.

Two men inside stirred. Trace watched as the dazed men fumbled with weapons. He took careful aim at the driver as the man started to open his door.

When the man had opened the door by about a foot, Trace leveled his weapon at his chest, center mass. Trace pulled the trigger and shot him three times. He slumped to the side and fell out of the car. He hit the concrete floor of the parking garage with a thump.

Trace crouched and moved closer to the white car. Through the open gap in the driver’s-side door, he saw the other man leaning out of the opposite window. The man retched loudly and vomit hit the concrete with a splat.

His weapon in a two-handed grip, Trace eased up to the door.

The retching stopped.

Just as Trace reached for the door handle, the man swung around, a handgun in his grip.

Trace pumped three bullets into the man’s chest. The shots echoed in the garage. The man slumped in his seat.

He made sure both men were dead then returned to Christie and Dallas. “We’ve got to move.”

She nodded and he grasped her hand. Instead of running out of the entrance and into the street where they had entered, he pulled her to the exit on the opposite side of the garage. Dallas stayed with them.

Trace kept a grip on Christie’s hand as they hurried away from the garage. He’d had to come to Phoenix for work several times, but not enough to be too familiar with the buildings and definitely had no idea where a hotel might be in the downtown area.

“I can’t believe—all this—for me.” Christie spoke too loudly.

Trace pulled her into the shadows. “You have to be calm and be quiet.” He took her by her upper arm. “Got it?”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I know you’re right. It’s just—”

He put his hand over her soft lips to quiet her. “This is rough and a lot is happening. But for right now, I need you to pull it together. Got it?”

She nodded. “Let’s go.”

 

Christie remained silent as she, Trace, and Dallas worked their way through the growing darkness and hid in deep shadows. Sirens sounded, coming closer and closer to the scene of death and destruction as Christie and her companions slipped farther away.

She wanted to cry, wanted to fall apart, after everything she’d seen and experienced since they left the hotel and for all that happened over a matter of days.

So many dead and injured agents—they had families, friends, lovers, coworkers. People who would miss them and have to face a black hole in their lives where that one person used to be.

Christie choked down a sob. She had to keep it together to make sure no one else died trying to keep her safe.

The three kept away from streetlights as well as headlights when the occasional car passed by. She’d heard that if no baseball games, conventions or expos happened to be going on in downtown Phoenix, most parts of the area were dead. She hoped it worked in their favor.

They hadn’t gone far before Trace pulled them even deeper into the shadows, in a dark recess of a doorway. He drew out his cell phone and did his best to keep the light from shining like a beacon in the dark. “Keep an eye out,” he whispered to Christie. “I’m doing a quick search for a small hotel in downtown Phoenix.”

She kept watch until he found a small, obscure boutique hotel several blocks away. He made an online reservation and shoved his phone back into his pocket. “The directions are simple. It won’t take us long to get there.”

The three of them left the doorway. They stayed in the shadows as they started in the hotel’s direction.

A shot cracked the air.

Trace dropped to one knee and gave a surprised grunt of pain. “Fuck.”

Dallas snarled.

Fear washed over Christie in a harsh, cold wave. “Trace!”

“Get going.” He lurched to his feet. “Now.”

Her heart thundered.

Trace wrapped her hand in his and pulled her forward, while telling the German Shepherd in a harsh growl, “Come, Dallas.”

Voices behind them and another shot. A loud ping as a bullet hit a street sign. Another shot and a brick exploded a foot from her head, sending a cloud of dust in her face.

The thump of shoes against concrete raised the hair on her arms.

Christie looked ahead as Trace limp-ran beside her. She couldn’t see any place to hide. Trace slowed but tried to move faster.

More shots clipped the air. Dallas yelped and stumbled.

Christie barely held back a cry, afraid of how badly he might have been shot. Her skin crawled with fear for Trace and Dallas. Like Trace, the German Shepherd pressed forward.

“Right there.” Trace gestured toward the mouth of an alleyway.

The shooters barely missed them with each shot. The darkness saved them from being seen easily.

Bullets nicked the corner of the building, causing an explosion of brick and mortar dust. Debris hit Christie’s arm, stinging her.

“Get behind the Dumpster.” In dim lighting caused by a window on one side of the alleyway, sweat glistened on his forehead.

Christie knew she should obey. Even though she wanted to help, she would get in the way of the man and dog who knew what they were doing.

The stench of the garbage Dumpster filled her nostrils as she crouched down behind it. She peered around its corner to watch

The gunshots stopped and Christie’s heart did, too. What did it mean? Were the men shooting at them getting closer?

Trace slammed the magazine home, his back against the wall. The sound of sirens masked the clicks the gun made when he reloaded it. He held his weapon in front of him, the barrel pointed up.

Now that they had come to a halt, she recognized the pain screaming through her shoulder wound. The body armor was so heavy that only the adrenaline pumping through her body kept her upright. She tried to regulate her breathing, but it didn’t work.

She looked at Trace as he peered around the corner of the building. She had to clamp her hand over her mouth at the sight of his thigh. Blood soaked the material. How much blood had he lost? How had he been capable of moving, much less running?

Dallas stood beside Trace in a ready position. She couldn’t see any wounds on the dog, but she thought his left back leg trembled.

A sick sensation in Christie’s belly magnified. She couldn’t bear the thought of either one of them dying. If she lost Trace… God, she didn’t know what she would do without him.

She couldn’t worry about that now. She had to focus on the three of them making it through this hell.

Trace motioned her to move back. “I can’t worry about you and get us the hell out of this mess,” he growled in a low voice.

Her skin prickled and she nodded before she moved as far as she could behind the Dumpster.

 

Trace watched as Christie disappeared from view. For now, he would have to concentrate on eliminating this threat and hope Christie did as he’d told her.

He leaned with his back against the wall, his weapon ready.

A sharp stab of pain tore through him as if someone held him and turned a knife slowly inside the hole left by the bullet. God damn, but his thigh hurt like a mother. As long as he cared for the wound the first chance he could, he would be fine, but it didn’t make things any easier.

Dallas stayed close. Tension vibrated through the dog, but he remained a calm professional as always. Trace hoped to hell Dallas would be all right.

He listened for the sound of voices or footsteps. He heard nothing but sirens.

Dallas’s ears perked and his body signals told Trace someone approached.

Trace sucked in a deep breath then let it out quietly. All distraction and thoughts of pain fled his consciousness. He had one job and he would do it with everything he had.

Protect the woman he loved.

He swung around the corner, weapon ready in a two-handed grip.

Two men. Both leveled their guns at Trace.

Trace squeezed the trigger and shot each man once in the head.

Both men dropped and lay in crumpled heaps on the sidewalk.

Trace pulled back for a moment and took calming breaths. He hoped like hell his shots wouldn’t attract more of Salvatore’s men, or the police.

Law enforcement couldn’t help them. Trace had to get Christie somewhere safe and he had to do it now.

He waited just long enough to make sure no one closely followed the shooters. He had no idea how many men had been after them. He had to get them moving and pray no one else found them.

One more time, he leaned out to clear the street ahead and behind them. The street looked empty and silent. He glanced at Dallas, who didn’t show any signs that the bad guys approached.

Trace winced as he stood and checked his thigh. His coveralls had a large red spot where blood soaked it. The four-inch diameter spot didn’t concern him. The bullet had buried itself in his thigh, but thank God nowhere near bone or the femoral artery—if it had hit the artery, he’d be dead by now.

“Christie,” he called out her name in a low voice. “We’re good.”

She peered around the corner as she got to her feet.

He swept his gaze over her as she came into view. She held her arm close to her chest and pain caused her features to appear strained.

“Are you okay?” He went to her. “Were you hit again?”

“Just the same old same old.” Her voice wavered as she turned the tables on him. “You’re shot.”

“I’m fine.” He did his best not to grimace. He didn’t plan to mention the bullet hadn’t exited his thigh because he didn’t want her to worry even more. “It’s a flesh wound.”

The tightness of her features relaxed some. “What about Dallas? His left back leg is trembling.”

Trace started to crouch by Dallas, but the bullet in his thigh ground his flesh. Sweat trickled down the side of Trace’s face. He couldn’t get on one knee or crouch if he didn’t want to pass out.

He remained standing and bent over to examine the K-9’s rear leg. He ran his palm over Dallas’s upper thigh and found a sticky patch of red. The dog didn’t make a sound and only flinched a little. Trace pulled his blood-streaked hand away.

“I think it’s superficial.” Trace straightened. “I’ll examine it when we get to safety.”

Christie moved closer. “I’m ready.”

He pictured the three of them, covered in blood, walking into the boutique hotel. “Get out of the jumpsuit.”

She nodded and he helped her unbutton it. She stepped out of the suit after pulling it over her shoes. He gritted his teeth as his neck started to burn. He put his hand up to it and it came away streaked with blood.

“I think it’s superficial.” Christie peered at it and frowned as she looked at him. She kept her voice low. “But we need to get it cleaned up. You also have a huge lump and cut on your forehead.”

“I’m fine.” He shed the jumpsuit as fast as she had. He wiped away the blood and matter from his neck and forehead with the suit. Christie’s suit happened to be the cleanest, and they used it to wipe as much blood as possible from each other’s skin.

They tossed the clothing into a nearby garbage can. The body armor stayed on.

The trio moved slowly through the streets and alleyways. Thank God they were in Phoenix, where the February temperatures averaged a balmy sixty-nine degrees during the day and forty-nine at night. It wouldn’t drop to anywhere near that low for a few hours yet.

A chill rolled over his body. They needed to keep going and get to the hotel. He hoped he’d made the right choice. Boutique hotels were like bed and breakfast locations, with more privacy. They had less of a chance of running into people there than any hotel in downtown Phoenix. At least he hoped so.

They pressed on. Fifteen minutes might as well have been fifty.

Trace felt no relief as they walked into the small hotel. He wouldn’t feel any kind of relief until Christie had testified and Salvatore had been put away for good.

When Christie would no longer have to check over her shoulder and she didn’t need his protection.

The lone clerk appraised them as they walked inside. No doubt the body armor drew her attention and they’d probably missed spots of blood. She glanced at Dallas, too, who still wore his service vest over his body armor.

“I reserved a room online.” Trace pulled out his creds and showed them to the clerk. “Your absolute discretion is required. Are any employees around?”

The large-boned woman’s black bun looked like it would tumble off as she shook her head. “I’m the owner and it’s just me for the time being. My name is Madge.”

Trace gave her his bankcard. “I need you to hurry, Madge. Please.”

“We offer discounts for law enforcement.” Prices skyrocketed during the winter months, the busiest time of the year for Phoenix. Madge made the price generously low.

He tried to give her a large cash tip, but she refused and handed him the key card. “You need a doctor.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Trace said.

Madge selected a piece of paper and wrote a code on it. “This is your key code to get in the building. Give it to the doctor. He can go straight up.”

“Thank you.” Trace blew out his breath. “Again, we need complete discretion.”

“You have it.” She gestured to the lone elevator. “Go on up.”

In the elevator, Trace focused on the pale and exhausted Christie. After everything she’d been through today, she amazed him at how well she held herself together. Most people would have fallen apart by now.

They finally reached the room and Trace thanked God for the heavy metal door with a sturdy bolt lock.

Christie walked into the room then turned to Trace. He wrapped her in his arms and they held on to each other with a fierceness he’d never known. He tried to be careful of her shoulder, but she pressed into him, becoming a part of him.

He kissed her gently as he finally drew away from her. “I need to get a doctor here as soon as possible. I’m going to make a couple of calls.”

Trace called a local U.S. Marshal Service contact. Jason provided Trace with the number for a doctor who worked with law enforcement when they needed his discreet assistance. Trace thanked him and pressed the numbers needed to reach the doctor.

Dr. Cal Earnhardt answered on the first ring. “Yes?”

Trace told the doctor who had referred him and why. “Two bullet wounds. In my case, a bullet didn’t make it all the way through my thigh. The other case is what I believe is a superficial wound on my K-9.” Trace gave a brief rundown of their injuries. He provided the hotel information along with the entry code.

“On my way.” Dr. Earnhardt disconnected the call.

After Trace had set his phone and weapon on the room’s desk, he took off his body armor and helped Christie with the vest she wore. She let out a breath of relief and sat on the king-sized bed.

Trace removed Dallas’s armor before examining the bullet wound more closely. Thank God the bullet had passed right through. Grateful for Dallas’ luck, Trace wished like hell the bullet in his own leg hadn’t decided to stay.

By the time the doctor had come and gone, Christie slept. Dallas curled up on blankets Trace had found and placed on the floor for him.

Trace dialed Stillwater next.

“Where the hell are you, Davidson?” she snapped. “Is Christie with you?”

“We’re safe.” Trace pushed his fingers through his hair. “I don’t want to jeopardize that by giving out information on an unsecured line tonight. I’ll call you in the morning.”

“I’ll bring a team and we’ll get Christie to a safer location than you could possibly do on your own.” Stillwater sounded furious.

Trace tried to keep calm. “The agency hasn’t done a great job since she arrived in town.”

“This is unacceptable,” Stillwater started.

Trace cut in. “It’s all I can give you. I’ll call you at eight.”

He disconnected the call and turned the ringer off, then joined Christie in bed.

He tried to relax but couldn’t sleep. He remained in protector mode, on alert for any attacks.

Eventually, he dropped in and out of sleep. He never reached REM, but he did relax. Some.


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 

The monster slammed Salvatore up against the cell’s wall. Salvatore’s skull hit the concrete with a hard thunk as Cowboy John rammed him against it again.

Salvatore’s mind swam. He’d never expected to share a cell with the massive man and had walked on eggshells ever since they’d been forced into the same cramped space. He had known the man kept an eye on him, but the bastard’s expression never changed. He always looked like he wanted to kill anyone around him.

And now John would kill Salvatore.

Blood trickled from his scalp, down the side of his face.

The monster, who had never done more than growl, put his mouth near Salvatore’s ear. It didn’t surprised him that John had a deep voice, even as the man spoke quietly.

“El Verdugo grows tired of this game. If he can’t kill your ex-wife, then he’s going to kill you.” John maintained a controlled voice as he shoved Salvatore’s face harder against the wall. “Problem solved, case closed. Blood ties do not matter when it comes to protecting the family.”

Salvatore was surprised at Cowboy John’s command of the English language. He’d expected the multi-tattooed brute to speak in monosyllables and slang.

Thoughts of John’s speech came from Salvatore’s mind trying to escape the reality of his situation. El Verdugo, Salvatore’s blood relation, would have him killed if Christie testified and the jury convicted Salvatore. No doubt a conviction of any charges would get him killed anyway.

Rodrigo would probably send the Angel of Death to do the job himself.

Only the possibility the jury would acquit Salvatore of everything, including murder and rape, kept him alive. Only Christie’s testimony could seal those last charges.

That fucking bitch and the Circle of Seven. I should have had them all killed before they knew what hit them.

Salvatore’s throat worked as he swallowed, the concrete cool against his cheek. “My wife won’t make it.” Salvatore’s words came out in a squeak, an emasculating sound. His balls had shriveled at John’s words, so it did not surprise him that he sounded effeminate.

“I could kill you now.” A smile crept into John’s voice and in his strangely perfect English.

A college-educated monster. The thought made Salvatore absurdly want to laugh.

“However,” John continued, “I do not care to be put into solitary confinement and deal with another murder charge.”

The redneck monster moved his face closer to Salvatore’s, his hot breath causing Salvatore’s hair to stir on his forehead. “Believe me, Salvatore Reyes, it will be easy to find the opportunity to do away with you without anyone knowing who performed the deed. If not me, it will be someone else. I hope I will be the one to wipe out your sniveling presence from the face of this planet.”

Salvatore’s stomach went queasy. What if he vomited the dinner he’d managed to shove down and puked on John? The somehow educated monster might kill him immediately and be done with it.

The monster jerked Salvatore away from the wall, then shoved him toward the bunk bed. This time, the back of his head struck the steel bottom rail of the upper bunk. Lights sparked in his mind like falling stars.

Salvatore collapsed onto the thin mattress. He didn’t think he could move.

“If you get blood on my blanket, you will give me yours.” Cowboy John walked away, unzipped his fly, and pissed in the toilet.

Salvatore lay on the bed for a moment, waiting for his head to stop spinning. He ignored the blood that now dripped over his ear and likely onto the blanket. He reached up to touch the back of his head where it had struck the metal rail. Sticky wetness coated his hand and clung to his hair. He pulled his hand away from his head and raised it in front of his face to see blood on his fingers.

His body went entirely limp. He knew he should get up. He lay on the monster’s bed and the beast might come back and finish what he started.

Salvatore forced his muscles to cooperate and pushed himself to a seated position, hunching his shoulders, bent over, so his head wouldn’t hit the upper bunk. He staggered to his feet, glanced over his shoulder, and saw the spots of blood.

Without looking at Cowboy John, Salvatore stripped the blanket off his own bed and traded with the monster. At least the blood hadn’t gone through to the sheets.

Salvatore almost fell off the ladder as he climbed up to his bunk. He managed to make it up and flop onto the thin mattress. He stared up at the ceiling and could only think about putting a bullet into Christie’s brain.

 


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

 

Soon it would be time to go to the U.S. District Court on Washington Street and face Salvatore.

She had to come up with some way to distract herself, but she had no idea what that could be. Read a magazine? Strike up a conversation with a busy agent?

Christie observed Dallas, who lay at her feet. The K-9 constantly surveyed their surroundings as if taking his job protecting her seriously. She supposed he did.

Trace stood across the room, talking with Stillwater. Christie wished he were with her instead.

Yesterday morning, after Trace had given Stillwater the information for the boutique hotel, she and other agents had shown up within twenty minutes.

The Assistant United States Attorney, Claudia Duplantis, had reached the hotel two hours after Stillwater and her team. A couple of plain clothes FBI agents had made sure the AUSA arrived safely while keeping Christie’s location secure.

The AUSA had set to grilling Christie almost immediately, trying to get her ready for the cross-examination by the defense attorney who would try to trip Christie up and discredit her. Claudia had gone through everything so many times and with such intensity it had made Stillwater’s preparations look like a kindergarten teacher instructing her students on how to write their ABCs.

Right now, however, she’d been left alone and she didn’t know what to do with herself. She was stir crazy, wanting to go outside without a contingent of FBI agents. She wanted to be free again. Only, she wanted Trace with her every step of the way, true to his vow.

Christie had the urge to shove through the wall of FBI agents and go to the window. She would pull aside the curtains and stare out to see the weather for herself. Blustery? Rainy? Mild? Sunshiny? Phoenix could be any of those in February. But, of course, the roomful of agents wouldn’t let her near the glass.

After all that had happened, she couldn’t blame them. It still made her insides ache every time she thought of how many people had died since she’d gotten off the plane in Tucson. It seemed like forever since she’d spent time with her cousin at the dog adoption event and their silly girl conversation about finding a hot government agent. Trace’s name had come up, and here she was, in love with the man.

Christie nearly choked on air. She hadn’t let herself think about it, probably because of all that had been going on.

But now the lightbulb had gone off and she knew the truth. No doubt she’d known it all along—she just hadn’t had two minutes to think it through.

How did Trace feel about her?

She clenched her eyes tightly together. She’d chosen one hell of a time and place to be having these thoughts.

Silly schoolgirl thoughts.

Or a wise-woman realization.

She preferred to go with the latter.

Now she had to get her head in the game and set aside anything but what would get all of them out of this alive and Salvatore in prison.

Fortunately, she and Trace had taken a good-sized room in the boutique hotel the night before last, or she would have been claustrophobic with all the agents here now. So many people had been stationed inside and out.

Every agent here would take a bullet for her to get her safely to the federal courthouse. God, but she hated the thought of anyone risking their lives for hers yet again.

Since the first night in the hotel, there had been no more opportunities for moments between them. Multiple people had stayed with her at all times. Agents guarded her so heavily the place might as well have been a bank vault deep within the U.S. Treasury.

Well, it felt like that at times.

“We’ll be leaving soon.” Trace moved in front of Christie, startling her out of her thoughts. He gently placed his hands on both her upper arms. “Are you all right?”

She winced when she saw the bandages on the shallow bullet wound on his neck. He had a big purple and blue bump on his forehead, but the cut had scabbed over. His thigh, on the other hand, had needed stitches, and the bandage bulged beneath his pants.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

She liked looking into his gray eyes, but today they were darker, somehow even more concerned. She had grown weary of the fact he had to be worried so much for her. She had to put Salvatore away…away for good, so Trace never had to worry about her ever again.

“Yes. I’m ready.” She did her best to give Trace a smile, something that would reassure him. She knew it didn’t work when his concerned expression deepened.

“We’ll make sure you’re safe.” He grasped her upper arms lightly, not enough to hurt her healing wound. “And this will end.”

“I know.” She pushed up a strand of hair that had escaped the stylish large wide-brimmed black straw hat she wore to cover the red until the U.S. Marshals escorted her into the courtroom. “Is any of my hair sticking out?”

He examined her. “One more strand.” He reached up and she shivered as his fingers brushed the curve of her ear before he tucked it out of sight. “Good. I’ll keep an eye out.”

She swept her gaze over him in return. The agent who had bought the suit and matching hat for Christie had also bought clothes for Trace after getting his sizes. The agent had appropriate clothing and shoes for Trace to wear to trial so he would also blend well with the FBI agents and could accompany her without sticking out. Not to mention, he needed to appear professional for the court proceedings.

And, damn, did Trace look hot. He looked sexy in anything he wore, but a sharp-dressed man in a suit… Especially one with such broad shoulders like Trace had. He carried it off so well.

Somewhere along the way, with all the craziness, Christie’s laptop had been stashed along with her suitcase. At least she hoped they hadn’t been lost. For some reason that made her think of the stuffed horse for baby Shane and a lump crowded her throat. She hoped she’d be alive to give it to the baby herself.

“Is Dylan here, in Phoenix?” Christie’s heart rate kicked up a little as she thought of her friend from childhood through high school.

“He’s testifying at this very moment.” Trace rubbed his thumbs over her upper arms, caressing her gently. “Don’t worry about him. He’s not in any danger and he will get back to Belle and the baby.”

When Trace released her, Christie looked away from him and brushed her palms down her modest black skirt and adjusted the matching blazer. The body armor felt heavy and bulky beneath the silk blouse, over her pounding heart.

She had grown exhausted from living in fear. Yesterday had been quiet, thank God, but it had been a short reprieve. If one could call being drilled by Claudia Duplantis quiet or a reprieve. Christie had to admit she’d take a grilling like that over being shot.

“We are ready to move out.” Stillwater showed up beside Christie, who cut her gaze to the agent. “It’s time to go.”

Christie straightened her shoulders and raised her head. “Are we doing this with decoys again?”

“No,” Stillwater said. “Bulletproof SUVs and an army of agents.”

An army of agents hadn’t stopped the cartel’s people before, but Christie said nothing. At least the vehicles were bulletproof, which would protect the occupants.

Although, when she thought about it, there were at least ten more agents than the number that had surrounded her previously.

Agents cleared every location they went from the hotel room to the elevator and on down to the lobby. Dallas and Trace stayed at her side so tightly nothing could get to her, at least she could hope.

Once they stepped out of the lobby into the overcast day, Christie checked the gray sky. Perfect for her mood. Sunshine wouldn’t have seemed right for a day like this.

The agents sped her over the sidewalk to one of three waiting shiny black SUVs. TV and reality blurred as she thought about federal agent transportation of witnesses on the screen.

Christie held on to her wide-brimmed hat with one hand, pushing it down on her head as Trace helped boost her into the truck. He climbed in and she scooted across the bench seat. He sat beside her and shut the door behind him with a firm thump. Stillwater and another agent climbed into the front seats, slamming their doors, too. The locks shot down. No one who didn’t belong would get into this vehicle.

In moments the SUVs were pulling away from the curb and they were on their way to the federal courthouse.

No matter how many deep breaths Christie took, she couldn’t manage to stop feeling so jittery. At one point, she thought she might hyperventilate. Trace read her expression and her nerves. He took her hand in his and interlocked their fingers, his palm warm against hers. His confidence flowed through her.

“You’re going to do well today.” He focused so intently on her she couldn’t have torn her gaze away if she tried. “I watched you with the AUSA. Stick to the plan and never vary from your story, just like you did with her. You’ll be in and out.”

“I hope you’re right.” Her voice sounded thin in the big vehicle. “I wish I didn’t have to see his face. I’m afraid I’m going to freeze up or something.”

“You won’t.” Trace smiled and this time she did feel reassured and a little more confident.

“Okay.” She raised her chin. “Let’s do this.”

It took only a matter of minutes to reach the federal court building from the hotel. Christie practically held her breath the entire way, afraid something might happen during the drive.

FBI agents drove the vehicles to a special location where witnesses could be taken through safely and criminals brought into court.

After the agents cleared the way, they got Christie out of the vehicle. Trace walked on her left, Stillwater on the right, and Dallas in front of them. Two more agents took up position in front of them, as well as two behind.

Christie let out her breath in relief when they arrived inside a hallway in the building and the big metal door closed behind them. They’d made it.

No one could hurt her now.

An ear-piercing siren began to wail and Christie clapped her hands over her ears. Lights flashed and people shouted. The sounds of doors opening echoed through the hall.

“It’s a bomb threat.” One of the FBI agents who’d gone ahead jogged back to them. Christie’s heart dropped to her toes as he continued, “They’re clearing the building. We have to get Christie back into the SUV.”

 

Fuck. Trace could think of a hundred ways to curse the situation, but that wouldn’t do them any good.

He shouted to Stillwater over the sound of sirens. “We know it’s Salvatore’s men and the cartel. It’s a threat and not real.”

“I came to that same conclusion.” Stillwater looked over her shoulder as people started entering the hallway. “Let’s get Christie to safety.”

Trace and the FBI agents surrounded Christie as they hurried to take her back out of the building. Trace’s muscles tensed and he searched the surroundings for any sign of something being off, but all he saw were vehicles.

They hurried Christie toward the bulletproof vehicle they’d arrived in. Once they got her inside she’d be safe—

The crack of a rifle.

Christie pitched forward, slumping, her legs giving out on her. The black hat she’d been wearing fell to the ground, her red hair flaming around her pale face and her closed eyes.

Dallas snarled and went after a man running from the scene. He tackled the bastard, driving him to the asphalt. A gun went skittering across the street.

Trace’s heart jackhammered. He and Stillwater had a hold on Christie and they didn’t let her drop to the ground. They scrambled, pulling her inside the SUV and slamming the door behind them. They didn’t know if anyone else out there had a gun.

Panic like he’d never experienced tore through him like blades. Christie lay so damned still as he and Stillwater searched her body for a wound. He found a tear in the back of her blazer. He pushed the blazer up and through a tear in her silk blouse he saw a slug buried in her body armor near her right shoulder blade.

“Jesus.” Trace dropped to his knees, relief hitting him like a wave. He kneeled in front of the bench seat as Christie moaned and started to stir. He drew her into his arms as she blinked her eyes open. He squeezed her tighter to him and she groaned louder. He lessened his hold, realizing it probably hurt her bruised back. “I think after these past days, I’m going to go prematurely gray.”

“What happened?” Christie appeared dazed and like she had a hard time focusing.

“The body armor just saved your life.” He tightened his grip on her. “You’re going to have a hell of a bruise, but you shouldn’t have any serious wounds.”

“Oh.” She sagged in his arms. “It hurts like an S.O.B.”

He let out a sigh of relief. “I’ll bet it does.”

She cut her gaze to Trace. “This getting shot at business is getting old.”

“I’m too fucking old for this shit.” Stillwater appeared to be having trouble holding it together. “Get us to the Banner University Medical Center,” she said to the agent driver who’d been watching them. “It’s the most secure.”

A plan flashed into Trace’s mind. “Don’t let anyone know she’s alive.”

Stillwater nodded and made the snap decision. She spoke to the driver with authority. “Report in that Christie Simpson is down and you’re not sure she’ll live.”

Trace let out his breath. This could work.

“Great idea.” Stillwater caught Trace’s gaze. “At Banner, we’ll have her pronounced dead.” Stillwater looked at Christie. “Sorry, Ms. Simpson. But someone just murdered you.”

Christie managed a weak smile. “Do dead women feel pain?”

Stillwater’s normal frown threatened to curve in the opposite direction. “In your case, yes.”

Christie tried to push herself up, but Trace held her tightly in his arms. “Stay down.” He gripped her as he kneeled on the floor in front of the bench seat. “We don’t want anyone to catch sight of you.”

“Okay.” She didn’t seem to have any fight left in her, likely a combination of exhaustion and pain. “I’d really like a vacation after this. Preferably one where no one shoots at me.”

“Didn’t we talk about Fiji?” he asked as he held back a smile. She’d been shot once again, and her brave sense of humor still shone through.

“Yes.” She nodded, managing to maintain a serious expression. “Crystal blue waters, white sand beaches, and something fruity to drink. Oh, and I want to pick up a new bikini.”

“I’m buying,” Trace said with a grin.

Christie smiled back at him. “The fruity drink or the bikini?”

“Both.”

Stillwater pulled out her phone and pressed a number on speed dial before raising the phone to her ear. “Let Banner UMC know we’re on our way.” She paused. “Christie Simpson is dead.” She disconnected the call and looked at Christie. “Now things get really interesting.”

As if they weren’t already.

They reached UMC and the agent drove the vehicle to the ER’s doors. Stillwater spoke with the on-duty physician while hospital staff loaded Christie onto a gurney and covered her body with a sheet.

Trace followed the gurney and hospital staff wheeled Christie through the process of being declared dead.

Stillwater had the news put out on an unsecured line by an agent, who ‘leaked’ it to a popular anchor at a local television station. The newscaster jumped on the story immediately. The agent followed Stillwater’s instructions and made sure the reporter knew the high-profile case had meant putting away someone important in the Jimenez Cartel.

When the agent had finished leaking the story to the news station, Stillwater got online with her own contacts and gave the information to the Arizona Republic, and the New York Times. Soon the news would hit the Associated Press as well as the airwaves and the story would be everywhere. Anyone interested would know the star witness in the cartel case had been murdered.

Stillwater looked at Trace as she disconnected her last call. “I think this just might work.”

 


Chapter Twenty

 

 

 

Salvatore had to struggle to keep the smirk off his face as the Marshals re-seated him in the courtroom, next to his attorney. The bomb threat had closed the building all of yesterday afternoon and had given him exactly what he needed. Now the trial would continue and go straight to closing arguments, then to the jury as all testimony had been given except for one person.

And that testimony would never happen. The bitch was dead.

Christie would not be able to testify against him for murder, attempted murder, and solicitation to commit murder. None of those involved would dare to testify against him, so he had nothing to be concerned about.

Salvatore straightened the lapels on his expensive suit. Money laundering had been the one charge he’d been most concerned about. If they got him for the laundering, he’d go to prison for sure and the cartel would have him killed.

The contents on the memory device the members of the CoS had discovered had been disturbing evidence. However, his lawyers had been confident it could be explained away—he had been framed, of course. The fucking Circle of Seven had done it.

Salvatore went over everything in his mind. No, he would get off on those charges. He would not be going back to Florence and locked away in prison for the rest of his life. He’d bought the best defense attorney available, Barth Groening. The man couldn’t be touched when it came to defending clients who had been charged with money laundering, murder, and other crimes in high-profile cases.

Barth had shown a convincing argument that Salvatore was an innocent man who had been unaware he had used tainted money in various transactions. The defense argued Salvatore had believed the cash used in buying and selling real estate, as well as restoring vintage cars, had been clean and not tainted from blood and drugs as a result of murder and trafficking in Mexico.

Yes, Barth had been doing his job well, proving his worth. Relaxed and satisfied, Salvatore smiled. All would go his way.

Everyone in the courtroom rose as the district court judge walked in. Once Judge Matthew Berry had seated himself, he indicated everyone should sit.

The white-haired older-than-shit judge didn’t fuck around. Salvatore could tell Berry didn’t like him. But the old bastard would have to go with the jury’s decision.

Salvatore let his gaze drift over the twelve jurors. A few homely women were on the jury, something in Salvatore’s favor. Women loved him and his handsome appearance. He easily gave the impression of a man innocent of these terrible crimes unfairly leveled at him.

The fact one of the men had been bought off would make this even easier.

The jurors focused on Judge Berry as he studied a sheet of paper handed to him. The judge nodded as if to himself before turning his attention to the AUSA. “Call your last witness.”

Salvatore snapped his attention to his attorney, who wore a surprised expression. 

Barth stood, his knuckles on the table. “Your honor, we are not aware of any other individuals testifying.”

The judge stared over his half-moon glasses directly at Barth. “Have a seat, Mr. Groening.”

Barth clamped his mouth shut and sat.

“What the fuck is going on?” Salvatore whispered to Barth, who shook his head once.

The crowd murmured. Everyone knew the last witness had been murdered and today would be closing arguments.

Judge Barry banged his gavel on its block. “I’ll have order in my court.”

The courtroom went silent.

Salvatore’s throat grew dry. Something was wrong and he didn’t know what the fuck it could be.

Claudia Duplantis, the AUSA, stood. The faint play of a smile touched the woman’s lips. “We call to the stand, Christine Ann Simpson.”

The room exploded in an uproar.

The judge pounded his gavel, calling the court to order again. “I will have order in this court or I will incarcerate every damned one of you.”

“Holy fuck.” Barth stared straight at the AUSA and didn’t look at Salvatore.

Salvatore felt like he’d been punched in the gut when he heard Christie’s name. “It can’t be.” He said the words in a hoarse voice. “She’s dead.”

But he couldn’t deny the vision walking into the court between two U.S. Marshals. The sick sensation in his midsection magnified.

Salvatore could only stare at Christie. She’d cut off her long beautiful hair and now it barely reached her chin. Even without the hair he had prized so much, his wife was beyond beautiful. His memories had paled in comparison to the woman stepping into the witness stand.

He had almost forgotten what her presence meant to his own life now that she had returned from the dead.

Everything came crashing down on him like the roof had caved in. A fog surrounded his brain and he stared as she put her hand on the Bible and swore to tell the truth and nothing but the truth. So help her, God.

Somehow God had helped her. She was here and she was alive.

How had she beaten death time and time again over the past few days? Had God been working in her corner while forsaking Salvatore?

He dragged his attention from Christie to his defense attorney. “What now?”

“We’ll get her on cross-examination.” Barth’s voice hardened. “She won’t know what hit her.”

Christie looked right at Salvatore when asked to identify him. Her gaze seared him as if she had burned a hole right through his flesh. Panic rushed through him like he had never felt in his life. She turned her attention back to the AUSA.

Fury chased away the flames of fear Christie had left behind with her expression. Salvatore wanted to rush the stand and break her neck like he had intended to do long ago, before the federal agents had saved her.

The AUSA took her time, question after question. Christie answered everything firmly and confidently. She had changed over the past year. He had preferred her quiet, cowed even. He didn’t like this new version of the Christie he had known since high school.

Every time Salvatore glanced at the jury, he could see their rapt attention on Christie’s testimony. Even with her newfound presence, Christie came across sweet and likeable, strong yet soft, confident and personable. Everything Salvatore was not.

She told the story of things she had overheard and seen. She had overheard Salvatore order the murder of her surviving friends of the Circle of Seven. Salvatore had told her not only had he arranged for the deaths of her friends, but claimed responsibility for the attempted murder of a another who’d barely survived and had spent the past year going through extensive recovery.

Christie had also witnessed Salvatore murder a man.

Salvatore had raped Christie more than once after he had caught her overhearing him giving the order to murder the rest of her friends. After he’d used her, he had been ready to break her neck, but federal agents had ruined that plan.

Finally, after all of the damning testimony from Christie, the AUSA turned to Barth and said, “Your witness, Mr. Groening.”

Barth paused a moment before standing and buttoning his suit jacket. Without looking back at Salvatore, Barth strode to the witness stand.

He shot question after question at Christie, attempting to tear down everything she’d explained to the AUSA. He worked at destroying her character but could find nothing to destroy.

Christie never varied from her story. She didn’t fall apart like Salvatore had expected her to, should she live to make it to the stand. She didn’t cry, she didn’t get angry, she didn’t appear beaten down. She appeared reserved but personable and Salvatore could see the spark of anger in her eyes, even if her expression didn’t show it. He’d known her for so long, and so well, he recognized what no one else would have in the room. She was pissed.

At times, Barth’s cross-examination tripped her up and flustered her, but she gathered her strength so that she again handled herself coolly and calmly and never changed her story.

When Barth had no more questions for Christie, Judge Berry called a recess for lunch. Closing arguments would be given after the break. U.S. Marshals whisked Christie away and Salvatore could only see her back.

He watched the jurors as they filed out to lunch. They didn’t meet his eyes.

“We’re fucked.” Barth pushed himself up from the table. “Good and fucked.”

Salvatore was almost too stunned to think as they walked out of the courtroom. He paused and gripped Barth by the upper arm and brought him to a stop. “I want to take the AUSA’s offer and turn state’s evidence against key members in the Jimenez Cartel.” He gripped his attorney’s arm harder. “I want immunity from prosecution. I want to go into the Witness Security Program.”

Barth stared at Salvatore’s hand. Salvatore released Barth as the attorney gave him a scathing look.

“That’s probably the smartest thing you’ve ever said or done.”

“Fuck you.” Salvatore growled. “Now get the fucking AUSA.”

Barth appeared disgusted with Salvatore but didn’t answer. A moment later, Claudia Duplantis walked out of the courtroom.

“We need to talk.” Barth stopped in front of the AUSA. “My client wants to accept your deal.”

“We offered that deal before Christie’s testimony.”

Duplantis ignored Salvatore and the rage building inside him threatened to explode. He wanted to kill the AUSA bitch almost as much as he wanted to kill Christie.

The AUSA continued, “However, we can talk and perhaps come up with something. In ten minutes, meet me in the same conference room we used the last time we talked.”

Salvatore and Barth parted from the AUSA who turned to her assistant. Salvatore walked with his attorney down a hallway then out into the open in the direction of the conference room.

He came to a stop as he saw the scarred face of the Angel of Death.

No sound came to him as Ángel pulled his jacket to the side just enough that Salvatore saw the gun.

Screaming pain tore through Salvatore as a gunshot echoed through the building. He clutched his hands to his chest.

With unbelieving horror, he stared down at his pressed white shirt and saw a blood stain spreading rapidly across it. Blood coated his hands.

How many times had he seen the same thing when he’d shot a man or ordered the death of some deserving individual?

The overwhelming desire to cry hit Salvatore as Ángel walked away.

As clear as crystal, Salvatore supposed these were his last moments on Earth. Instead of Christie dying, the cartel had sent the Angel of Death to end his life because he had failed to end hers. They’d known he would give up anyone in the cartel if it meant protecting himself.

Vaguely, as he slumped to the floor, he heard one shout after another. “Salvatore Reyes has been shot,” from one person. From another, “Call an ambulance.” A third said, “We’ve got to stop the bleeding.” Someone added, “He’s wounded too badly.”

Christie’s face filled Salvatore’s vision. She stood over him, her expression calm. A man had his arm around her shoulders and she leaned into him. Salvatore’s vision grew darker as he recognized the DHS agent who had helped save Christie’s life. His wife clearly loved this man and Salvatore could do nothing about it.

He could do nothing at all.

“It’s over, honey,” the agent said to Christie. “It’s over.”

Blood filled Salvatore’s mouth and he vomited it onto the floor. He couldn’t breathe. He choked, every cough racking his body with excruciating pain.

He was bleeding out as Christie stood over him and watched.

A man blocked Salvatore’s vision as he started to convulse. He could no longer hear and soon he ceased to see.

The last voice he heard said, “There’s no saving this son of a bitch.”

 

A chill rolled through Christie as she caught sight of Ángel. He put a finger to his lips before moving his hand away and giving her an almost conspiratorial grin.

She blinked and he was gone.

He must have been the man who had shot Salvatore. Should she scream and call attention to the U.S. Marshals and police officers?

If she did, would Ángel come and find her next?

The sound of gurgling emanated from the circle of people standing around the place Salvatore had been shot.

Trace called to her, but she barely heard as she moved her way through the small crowd until she stood at her ex-husband’s feet.

She stared at Salvatore as blood covered his lips and dribbled from the corner of his mouth. His body was motionless, as if he was frozen. Only his eyes showed that someone was inside the shell of a man before her.

Should she be consumed by anger and hate, or be weighed down with sorrow for him in some way?

What she felt was…nothing. She felt nothing.

He was an evil man who had committed horrific crimes, and she had thought he deserved to die. He lay bleeding out on the floor surrounded by a ring of onlookers, but she couldn’t get herself to care one way or another about what happened to him.

Trace moved to her, putting his arm around her shoulders and drawing her close so that she could lean against him.

His embrace comforted her as thoughts slipped through her mind.

She’d known Salvatore all her adult life, but he wasn’t the man she’d thought he was. He’d been living a lie that had encompassed her life. In truth, this man was a stranger. The Salvatore she’d thought she knew and loved had never existed at all.

Seeing him like this firmly closed a door in her past. Somehow, if Salvatore survived, Ángel would be back and end his life. Of this she had no doubts.

A man moved in front of her, blocking her view of Salvatore. She tipped her head back and met Trace’s eyes.

She leaned into him. “Let’s go home.”

 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

 

Trace hated to leave Christie for a moment, but he needed to do this alone. She’d traveled to Bisbee to stay with Dylan, Belle, and the baby, while Trace had gone back to Texas. Dylan would keep Christie safe, but Trace planned to go home to Arizona in a hurry.

His boots clunked on the steps up to the porch of Aunt Barb and Brody’s Houston residence.

Raised voices came from the other side of the door, then his aunt’s clear, “I’m leaving you, Brody. You’ll be getting the divorce documents from my lawyer.”

“You’re not going anywhere, bitch,” Brody snarled. “I’m gonna fix you good this time.”

Trace shoved open the front door in time to see Brody raising his fist. Trace didn’t stop to think. He moved in front of his aunt and the fist intended for Aunt Barb slammed into Trace’s jaw.

He ignored the pain and the sparks in his vision as he tackled Brody and took him down to the floor. Air left Brody in an audible rush when his back hit the tile hard.

The bastard struggled and tried to fight. Trace raised his fist and drove it into Brody’s nose and he had the satisfaction of breaking it. The man cried out as blood gushed over his face.

“I’m going to kill you both,” Brody shouted, trying to break free.

Trace slammed his fist into Brody’s face again. His knuckles stung, but he drew his arm back a third time.

He almost did it, almost beat Brody senseless. He wanted to hurt the bastard in every way the man had hurt Aunt Barb.

No, Trace told himself, lowering his fist. He had to do this the right way.

He’d had a lot of practice taking down criminals, and within seconds, he’d flipped Brody face down, pulled a pair of flexicuffs from his belt and cuffed the man’s arms behind his back. He brought out another pair and secured Brody’s ankles.

Trace pushed himself off the kicking and screaming son of a bitch. He got to his feet and stared down at the man he intended to help put away for a long time. The fact Brody had assaulted a federal agent, and had threatened both Trace and Barb with murder, would make closing the case even easier.

He went to his aunt and carefully wrapped his arm around her shoulders. Thanks to Brody, her wrist was in a cast and she had to use a cane. Beneath her shirt her ribs were likely bandaged. Bruises on her jaw and around her eye were fading.

His jaw ached. He’d stepped in front of a hard blow that had been intended for his aunt. He’d take a hit any day for someone he loved.

“This time,” Trace said quietly.

Aunt Barb nodded. “I’m never coming back,” she said. “I’m done. I know it’s taken me a long time to make this decision. Yes, this time, I’m gone.” She met his gaze. “I promised Sarah that I’d start therapy and also testify against Brody. I’m going to do just that.”

Trace gave his aunt another hug. “I’ll be right by your side.”

Brody continued to curse and shout in the background as Trace pulled out his cell phone and found the number for the local police.

 

* * * *

 

Trace sat in one of the early 1900s chairs in the lobby of the Copper Queen Hotel, waiting for Christie. He’d come early to take care of a few things for their evening together. Even though a month had passed since the trial, this would be their first time to be truly alone since the days in the cabin.

Now that Salvatore was out of the picture, the cartel no longer had a reason to kill Christie. She didn’t have evidence against the cartel, just against Salvatore. They’d wanted to kill Christie to keep her ex-husband out of prison and because he was the cousin of the leader of the Jimenez Cartel.

Trace and Dylan were working on using the evidence they’d found on Salvatore to go after key members of the cartel.

Salvatore had survived, but the bullet had completely paralyzed him. He had to be fed through a tube and he couldn’t even wipe himself. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t move.

But the doctors had said his mind was still there. The man had to spend the rest of his life watching the world pass by. Trace didn’t feel one bit sorry for the S.O.B.

The FBI investigation was still underway, but the agency had learned how Salvatore had located Christie by hacking into her email. They had also found out more information on how the cartel had used drones to track her movements.

Then there was the man named Ángel, who had escaped after shooting Salvatore. Christie had identified him when pictures had been taken from a video feed. More investigation turned up information that told them Ángel’s last name was Reyes and he was Salvatore Reyes’ cousin.

Trace shifted in the antique chair, feeling itchy beneath the collar and oddly nervous. He’d asked Christie out on an honest-to-goodness date, their first since meeting.

The frosted beveled glass and wood doors opened, a fresh March breeze chasing Christie into the hotel. The moment her gaze rested on him, a brilliant smile lit her face.

She wore some kind of frothy black evening dress with sparkly jewelry and high heels. Her vivid red hair shone beneath the lighting and swayed beside her cheeks. She looked lovely and radiant.

He got up to meet her and she rushed into his arms. He embraced her, breathing in the floral scent of her perfume and loving how she pressed her soft body against his.

She tipped back her head and smiled at him. “I’ve missed you.”

He gave a low chuckle. “Honey, I saw you just this morning.”

“Feels like forever.” She snuggled against his chest.

He wasn’t inclined to rush a hug from his sweet Christie and he held her for a few moments longer. “Our table is ready whenever you are.”

“I’m starving.” She grinned and stepped back and he took her hand. She looked so carefree in comparison to what she’d faced for over a year now. “What are you waiting for?”

He laughed. “After you.” He rested his fingers at the base of her spine, feeling the silky material of her dress beneath his fingertips as he guided her into Table 10, the hotel’s exclusive fine dining establishment.

Like every time he touched her, raw desire stirred inside him. This woman meant everything to him and he needed her on every level imaginable.

The hostess seated them at a small table for two in a private room. Trace couldn’t take his eyes off Christie the entire night. From the moment they’d sat, through the last bite of dessert, she had him completely enthralled. He could barely remember what they had eaten. The server had said something about Mexican fusion, but the only thing he’d been able to pay attention to had been Christie.

Every now and then he’d experience a bout of nervousness that made him itch a little more around his collar. Feeling anything along those veins around Christie was an alien concept, but tonight was too important to him to screw up.

They left the restaurant after dinner and walked hand in hand to the room he had reserved. Her hand felt warm in his and perfectly right. Everything about her was right.

He used the old-fashioned brass key to open the door and let them into the room. She gave a little gasp as she looked around.

“Trace.” She whirled to face him. “This is beautiful. Amazing. I can’t believe you went to all this trouble.”

He couldn’t help but smile at the look in her wide blue eyes and the look of wonder on her expression. He just might pull this off after all.

 

Christie swept her gaze again over the rose petals strewn across the floor, the three vases filled with dozens of red roses, and the bottle of champagne chilling next to a plate of chocolate-dipped strawberries.

She flung her arms around his neck and pulled him down for a long kiss. She drew in a deep breath of his light cologne and his warm, masculine scent.

“Thank you,” she whispered against his lips. “You are incredible.”

He trailed his knuckles along her cheekbone. “You deserve everything I could ever give you or do for you, Christie. You mean everything to me.”

“You mean just as much to me.” She searched his eyes. “Everything, Trace. I never want to be apart from you again.”

The corners of his mouth curved into a smile. “Sure you mean that?”

She nodded emphatically. “With all my heart.”

“In that case…” He slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a chocolate-brown velvet ring box. “I have a question for you.”

Her eyes widened. “I—” She had no idea what to say as he lowered himself onto one knee.

He opened the box and held it up to her. She clapped her hands over her mouth, as if she might scream from disbelief at what Trace was doing.

A ring with a setting of chocolate diamonds lay nestled inside the box. She moved her hands aside. “Trace—”

“Will you marry me, Christie?” He looked nervous yet confident in asking her the question. “I promise to love you with all my heart and soul. I will care for you and love you as long as I live.” He gave her a sexy smile. “And several lifetimes beyond that.”

She found herself bouncing on her toes with excitement. “Yes, yes, yes, yes! With all my heart, yes!”

An expression of relief and pleasure swept over his handsome features. He surged to his feet and wrapped her in his embrace. She fell into him, a part of the man who meant the world to her.

“I love you, Trace.” She held on to him with everything she had. “I’ve loved you for a lifetime and back.”

He swept hair away from her face with his fingertips. “You are the most amazing woman I have ever known. I love you, Christie.” He moved so that there was enough space to grasp her hand.

He slipped the ring onto her finger. “We’ll have to have it made a little smaller but not bad for a guess.”

She stretched out her hand and looked at the ring that sparkled in the low lighting. She smiled at him. “Perfect. Everything is perfect.”

He wrapped her in his arms and held her so tightly she almost couldn’t breathe. But she didn’t care. She was with the man she loved and life couldn’t get any better than this.

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

 

In disbelief, Christie stared at the test stick. It was like a dream, almost as though it couldn’t be real. But she stared at the truth.

A plus sign. A dark pink plus sign.

She was pregnant.

A wave of warmth washed over her and she could almost feel life starting to grow inside her.

“I’m pregnant.” She said the words aloud and found herself almost shouting it in the small bathroom as she said it again. “I’m pregnant! We’re going to have a baby!”

Her thoughts focused on Trace and her body tingled, giddy with excitement. Today they would be married and she had the best present ever to give to her soon-to-be husband.

She wanted to run out of the church’s back room, find Trace and tell him now. It didn’t matter she wore only her bra and the long slip she’d have on beneath her wedding dress. Well, it almost didn’t matter. They were in a church, after all.

A knock came at the door. “Christie, is everything all right?” Natasha’s voice. “You’re yelling.”

“In a church,” Belle added.

Christie still held the stick when she yanked open the door. She flung her arms around her Matron of Honor, Belle, and her bridesmaid, Natasha, in a trio hug.

“What’s this all about?” Belle laughed and Natasha giggled as they pulled apart.

Christie raised the pregnancy test stick.

“Oh, my God.” Belle wrapped her arms around Christie. “You’re going to be a mommy!”

Natasha joined in on the group hug again. “I’m going to be an aunt. Well, more like a second cousin once removed, but he—or she—can call me Aunty.”

“I’m a month late.” Tears formed at the corners of Christie’s eyes. She drew back and grabbed a tissue from a box on a side table and carefully dabbed it to avoid smudging her wedding makeup. “I’d hoped, but all those years doctors repeatedly told me I couldn’t have children. I can’t believe it.”

“Trace is such a hunk of a man.” Natasha grinned, mischief in her eyes. “He probably has super-sperm.”

Belle and Christie laughed. 

“That’s my man.” Christie didn’t think she could possibly ever be happier—she would soon marry the man she loved and she’d just found out they were having a baby. “Don’t say a word until after I tell Trace.”

Natasha pantomimed zipping her lips and tossing the key.

“I can’t wait until he hears the news.” Belle grinned. “He’s going to be floored.”

Natasha bounced up and down on her toes, her dark hair swinging around the bare shoulders of her purple bridesmaid’s dress. “You see how he plays with Shane. Trace is going to be an awesome dad.”

“No doubt about it.” Christie nodded, unable to stop smiling. Belle and Dylan’s baby had had his first birthday not long ago, and Trace was adorably smitten with the little guy.

Belle tilted her head, smiling. “What made you decide to do the test here at the church?”

Christie shrugged. “I just had this strange feeling. Like it would be good luck to do it before the ceremony.”

“Perfect timing.” Belle nodded. “Are you going to tell him today or on your honeymoon to Fiji?”

Christie pursed her lips. “I’m still thinking about it.”

Natasha pointed to the pregnancy test stick. “Keeping it for a scrapbook?”

“Maybe I should carry it with my bouquet.” Christie grinned. But she found a nearby wastebasket and tossed the stick in it.

“I know you’re crazy happy out of your mind but let’s get you dressed so you don’t forget and head down the aisle in your silky underthings.” Belle’s purple dress, similar to Natasha’s bridesmaid dress, swirled around her calves as she moved. She headed to the corner where the beaded white wedding dress hung. “We don’t want you walking down the aisle in your slip.”

The door opened and in bustled Christie’s grandmother, Madelyn, who’d swept up her graying hair in a poufy style. Madelyn, a stocky woman with a motherly yet busybody air about her, had arrived with Harry, Christie’s grandfather, on a flight from Florida just yesterday.

Thankfully, Christie had thrown away the test stick. Madelyn Simpson did not know how to keep quiet about anything. If she had seen the plus sign, she would have put two and two together. Every guest present would then know before Christie could have had a chance to tell Trace herself.

“You’re not even dressed.” Madelyn swept up the veil as Belle reached Christie with the dress. “The church is standing room only. They’re going to start the wedding march just as soon as you’re ready.”

“This won’t take long.” Christie smiled at her grandmother, who normally drove her a little crazy. Today nothing could dampen Christie’s mood for so many reasons. “My hair and makeup are done, so all I need are the dress and the veil.”

Natasha and Belle helped Christie carefully pull the strapless dress with the beaded bodice over her head so her hair and makeup wouldn’t be mussed.

When her bridesmaids had zipped her dress and fluffed out the short train, Madelyn held up a piece of jewelry. “Don’t forget your great-grandmother’s diamond bracelet for something old.”

As Madelyn put the bracelet on Christie’s wrist, Belle picked up a heart-shaped pendant on a gold chain and clasped it around Christie’s neck. “Of course, the diamond necklace Trace gave you on your birthday for something new.”

Madelyn arranged the veil that had a crystal-studded tiara at the top. “The wedding veil is something borrowed.”

“And the garter for something blue.” Natasha motioned for Christie to extend her leg.

Christie pulled up her dress and slip on one side, revealing her stocking-covered leg. She still hadn’t put on her shoes. She raised her foot and Natasha slid the bunched blue satin elastic garter to Christie’s mid-thigh. Hidden above that, Christie wore a sexy garter belt set, the straps holding up her white stockings. Trace would love the garters and tiny matching panties meant for only him to see.

The three women finished primping and preparing Christie, and Madelyn slipped out to check on things and let the organist know Christie was ready.

Natasha handed Christie the wildflower cascade bridal bouquet with silk Shasta daisies, pink mini lilies, blue lupine, lavender accents, and goldenrod. Natasha and Belle each carried similar but smaller bouquets.

Madelyn opened the door and Natasha and Belle went ahead of her. A few moments later, the first strains of the wedding march began. Christie’s belly did a major flip-flop. Shaking, she stepped through the doorway and met up with her grandfather, Harry, who held out the crook of his arm. She took it and they moved forward to the wedding march.

 

Trace couldn’t breathe as Christie stepped out of the darker recesses of the back of the church and started to proceed down the aisle with her grandfather.

He almost forgot his best man and ushers, Dare, Brooks, and Dylan, standing beside him. They’d been giving him a hard time for being the next of their friends to get married after accidentally catching the bouquet at Dylan’s wedding. He’d never heard the end of it.

Thoughts of the razzing his friends had given him faded to nothing as Christie walked toward him.

He forgot the reverend’s name. He almost forgot his own name.

Christie was a beautiful woman to begin with, but right now she positively glowed. Her brilliant smile lit up the church as she looked only at him while she stepped closer and closer. She couldn’t reach him soon enough, couldn’t become his wife fast enough.

His throat grew dry and he wondered if he’d be able to say his vows, much less remember them.

When her grandfather released her to give her away, he said something, but Trace’s ears were buzzing. He had eyes only for Christie. She clung to her bridal bouquet, which trembled in her hands. He wanted to reach for her, comfort her, hold her in his arms, something that would calm his own nerves.

He had no second thoughts. He’d wanted to spend the rest of his life with this woman for what seemed like forever. Maybe since the first time he’d met her.

Christie handed her bouquet to Belle to hold. They stood at the altar and faced each other, hand in hand, in front of Reverend Jones.

Trace thought he’d get lost in Christie’s blue eyes. He wanted to reach out and touch the red strands of hair that curved against her cheek, skim his fingertips along her cheekbone, and slide his fingers into her hair. He wanted to draw her into a kiss, take her away from the church to a private hideaway and make love to her for hours.

“Trace?” Her sweet lips formed his name and her soft voice brought him back to reality. A slow heat traveled through his body and he hoped to hell red wouldn’t start creeping up his neck to his face.

She smiled then nothing else mattered.

The moments seemed to crawl by while at the same time passing in a blur. He didn’t even know if he’d said the vows he’d memorized correctly. But he did remember her smile, the glitter of tears in her eyes as he told her how much he loved her.

Dallas carried the rings on a purple ribbon surrounding a sprig of flowers on his collar.

Before he knew it, he slid the diamond on her finger and she slid one on his. The ring felt good, like a promise that became reality as the reverend told him he could kiss his new wife.

They filled the long kiss with meaning only the two of them understood. When they broke the kiss to the sound of applause, he started to lead her away from the altar.

She held his hands, drawing him back to her so they still faced each other. “There’s something I have to tell you, husband. A wedding gift I want to give you now.” Her smile glowed in a way he’d never seen in her.

“Go on.” Should I be worried or excited?

“You are going to be a daddy.” She lit up even more as she spoke, her smile broadening. “In about eight months.”

Trace understood then what it meant to have one’s knees go weak. He’d always thought it as something dramatic used in books. But for one moment he thought he would drop to his knees on the platform in front of the altar.

“We’re pregnant?” The words barely made it out through his lips. “We’re going to have a baby?”

She squeezed his hands. “Yes.”

He grasped her by the waist and whirled her around in a circle and knew his grin spread from ear to ear. She giggled as he spun her and set her on her feet. She clung to his arms as if to steady herself.

Trace placed his hand on her stomach, where soon a baby bump would start to appear. He turned and grinned at everyone in the church. “We’re having a baby!”

The explosive applause grew even louder now than it had been after their first kiss as husband and wife.

As they ran down the aisle, guests beamed or shouted congratulations. He saw Christie’s grandmother crying, as were several other women.

They made it out into the June sunshine, only to have guests follow them and toss birdseed at them. He swept Christie up into his arms. She let out a happy squeal of surprise and wrapped her arms around his neck and clung to him. Her joyous laugh matched the even brighter joy in his heart as they entered a future brilliant with everything he’d ever wanted since falling in love with the woman of his dreams.

He jogged down the church’s stairs to his waiting Explorer, a Just Married sign on the back with tin cans tied to the trailer hitch with twine. Obviously his friends had been at work since he’d gone into the church.

Christie giggled as he deposited her in the passenger seat, shut the door then ran to his side of the truck. He ducked inside as guests pelted him with more birdseed.

Dallas remained behind, at Dare’s side. He would stay with Trace’s friend until he and Christie returned from Fiji.

If a dog could smile, Trace had a feeling Dallas had a wide grin.

Trace started the vehicle and took Christie’s hand in his. He ignored the crowd of onlookers as he held her hand.

“I love you, Christie.” He kissed her tenderly before drawing back. “You are my everything.”

“God, I love you, Trace.” She leaned into him. “I can’t imagine ever being happier in my life.”

“We’ll make more memories.” He cupped her face. “Lots more memories just as special as this one. I promise.”

She stroked his cheek. “Yes. Many, many more.”

Trace put the Explorer into gear, took Christie’s hand again, and they drove to a future filled with each other. Filled with love.
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Chapter One

 

 

November rain fell from the Arizona sky and thrummed on the tin shed’s roof in a steady rhythm, but Dylan Curtis’ throat felt as dry as a desert.

A special agent with the Department of Homeland Security’s Immigration and Customs Enforcement, Dylan witnessed a lot of bad shit. But seeing one of his closest friends hanging from a noose was one of the worst things he could remember experiencing.

The pain eating at Dylan ripped through him like a chainsaw cutting through his ribcage. He adjusted his Stetson while he surveyed the gut-wrenching scene of police officers cutting down from the rafters the rope around Nate O’Malley’s neck.

After the officers lowered the body, they put the remains into a body bag on the floor of the storage shed. Dylan could barely watch as the officers zipped the body bag until he could no longer see Nate’s corpse.

Corpse. Dylan dragged his hand over his stubbled jaw, trying to digest the fact that he would never talk with Nate again. Never watch a ball game or play one-on-one at the local basketball court with his childhood buddy.

Suicide. No matter how he tried, Dylan couldn’t comprehend Nate taking his own life.

Through the shed’s open door traveled the scent of rain and the sound of water dripping from the eaves. The smell of rain would begin to ease the sickly odor of death.

“I know O’Malley was a good friend of yours.” Lieutenant Liam Marks of the Bisbee Police Department approached and rested his hand on Dylan’s shoulder a moment. “Thanks for coming down to identify the body.”

Dylan said nothing. His heart ached too much to speak.

Marks gave Dylan a sympathetic look, releasing his shoulder and going back to doing his job.

Nate’s face had been swollen and purple, his light blue eyes bloodshot and bulging. There had been enough of a resemblance for Dylan to confirm Nate’s identity.

If it hadn’t been for G.I. Joe, Nate’s German shepherd, barking for hours in his dog run, the neighbors wouldn’t have called the police department to complain. The body likely wouldn’t have been found for days.

Before going into the shed, Dylan had stopped by the dog run to check on Joe. Even though the dog run had a shelter on one end, the German shepherd stood out in the pouring rain. Because he knew Dylan well, Joe had calmed, but Dylan had seen the agitation in the dog. As Dylan had headed to the shed, Joe stood behind the fence, his keen eyes taking in everything happening. Nate had rescued the highly intelligent dog some time ago. Joe had been incredibly loyal to Nate ever since.

It had been two months since Dylan had last seen Nate. Dylan had been working a case undercover and hadn’t been able to communicate with anyone outside of his job. He’d gotten home a few days ago but hadn’t had a chance to get together with his friend.

And now Nate was dead.

Dylan attempted to distance himself emotionally from Nate’s death, as if this wasn’t so damned hard to take. Dylan knew he had to compartmentalize the fact that Nate had been one of his closest friends from the time they’d been in elementary school. He was aware he had to focus on what had happened and why and make some kind of sense of it, if only for his own sake.

Conversation around him faded to background noise as he moved past the overturned bucket Nate had been standing on prior to knocking it out from beneath himself. Dylan wanted to aim one of his boots at the bucket and kick the shit out of it, but he controlled the urge and continued toward his destination.

A suicide note had been scrawled on ledger paper and lay on a workbench. Dylan pulled on a surgical glove, then took the note off the bench to study the writing. Even before becoming a federal agent, he’d always had an eye for detail. He hadn’t seen Nate’s handwriting for a while but he recognized it. Nate had written the note.

The shakiness of the writing was likely from nerves over what he’d been about to do. The ledger paper made sense since he’d been an accountant. Even in this day and age of computer technology, Nate hadn’t completely been able to give up scrawling figures by hand on paper. He’d said it helped him think.

The idea Nate had committed suicide didn’t make sense. He’d been so damned stable. A rock. Lately he’d seemed a little off, but Dylan had attributed it to the fact Nate had been facing a federal tax audit on his business. Had Nate killed himself over the audit? Dylan didn’t believe that for a minute.

Dylan resisted crumpling the note in his hand and the paper shook with the effort it took to restrain himself. He hooked one thumb in the pocket of his Wrangler jeans as he stared at the paper without seeing it.

Out of the Circle of Seven, Nate had been the one Dylan had remained close friends with, even after all this time. Dylan had bumped into Marta De La Paz and Tom Zumsteg in Bisbee at separate times, and they’d filled him in on how Leon Petroski and Christie Simpson-Reyes were doing. Leon owned a water well drilling business and Christie did clerical work in her husband’s office. Marta worked hard as a stay-at-home mom of two. Tom had taken a position as a physician at Copper Queen Community Hospital in Bisbee after working at Tucson Medical Center for a number of years.

Most of them lived in close proximity, yet they never got together.

As for Belle… No one mentioned her to Dylan. Talking about her would be too painful, even with so much time gone by.

Now Dylan would have to call Belle to tell her about Nate. He’d have to reach every one of the Circle, but the thought of speaking to Belle caused his stomach to churn even more. Through his work connections, long after she’d left, he’d kept track of but never contacted her. Still, he hadn’t been able to help himself from checking to make sure nothing happened to her. He knew she worked in the restaurant business but hadn’t delved any deeper.

Twenty-three years ago she’d run away from home…and from him. He had been unable to forgive himself and he still couldn’t forget or put aside what they’d once had, no matter how young they’d been.

The suicide note came into focus as Dylan clenched his jaw and read it once again.

 

My friends,

Today I take my own life due to my guilt over the many wrongs I have committed against myself and against all of you. I am sorry for any pain I may cause you by my actions.

CoS always,

Nate

 

“Agent Curtis, does CoS mean anything to you?” a female BPD detective spoke, drawing Dylan’s attention from the note.

He looked at Detective Teri Jensen, who stood five-foot-one at best and thirty-five years old at most. “Circle of Seven,” Dylan said. “A group of seven who have known one another since elementary school.” Dylan let out a slow breath. “They bonded when they were young and referred to themselves as CoS.”

“You were one of the seven.” Jensen spoke quietly, with certainty and understanding in her voice.

He gave a slow nod. “Yeah, I was.”

“It’s a terrible way to lose someone you care about.” Her expression saddened. “I lost a family member to suicide a few years ago. You never get over it. All losses of family and friends are difficult, but there’s something terribly personal and painful about suicide in a way that’s different from any other kind of loss.”

“Yes.” Dylan had never experienced it for himself before, but from the pain now inside, he knew her words were true.

“I know it’s tough, but do you mind if I ask you some questions?” Jensen pulled out a smart phone with a large screen and detached the stylus.

Dylan had expected this. He just hadn’t known which detective would be doing the questioning. “Go ahead.”

“He states guilt over wrongs he has committed.” She studied Dylan. “Do you know what wrongs he’s talking about?”

Dylan shook his head. “Nate’s always been a stand-up guy. I can’t imagine him doing anything serious enough to take his own life, much less committing wrongs against his friends.”

Jensen made a note on her device. “From what I understand, Nate had no immediate family members.”

Dylan thought about Nate’s rough past. “The courts sent Nate to live with his grandmother at an early age, after his parents disappeared. His grandmother couldn’t have been prouder when he graduated high school with honors, but she passed days later, leaving him with no family.”

Jensen held her stylus over her screen. “Tell me what you know about his parents.”

“Not much.” Dylan thought back to the early days, when Nate and the others had come together and named themselves the CoS. “Law enforcement tracked his parents to the Mexican border, where they crossed and vanished. They could have been dead for all Nate knew.”

Jensen made another note on her device. “He mentions the CoS in the letter. Why do you think that is?”

Dylan pushed up the brim of his Stetson. “Those of us in the CoS were Nate’s only real family.” Dylan thought about the time the seven of them had truly bonded. “That’s my best guess. I’m going to have to give it more thought.”

The detective asked a few more questions and Dylan answered each one even though he’d rather have been left to his own thoughts and conducting his own investigation.

Jensen clipped her stylus into its place and put away her phone. “If you come up with anything, here’s my number.” She pulled a card out of an inside pocket of her blazer and handed it to Dylan. “Office and cell numbers are both on it.”

“I’ll do that.” Dylan took out his billfold and tucked the card inside for safekeeping with his credentials, pocketing them again after.

He set the suicide note back on the workbench as Jensen walked away. Since photographs had already been taken before Dylan had touched the note, an officer came and bagged and tagged it. He pulled off the surgical glove and stuffed it into his pocket.

Dylan didn’t look back as he walked out of the shed and into the rain. Water pounded down, soaking his overshirt, T-shirt and jeans. His boots squished in the mud. The Stetson protected his head and water dripped from the brim.

Several law enforcement and emergency response vehicles were parked around the scene. Dylan focused on walking from the shed and the short distance toward Nate’s home, which he had inherited from his grandmother. Dylan jogged up the stairs to the door. It had been left open for BPD officers, who were collecting information to make sure no evidence of foul play could be found. Reaching the porch, he wiped his muddy boots on the welcome mat and shook the rain off his Stetson.

The smell of paint and new carpeting hit Dylan first thing when he walked into the house. He held his hat in his hand as he stood inside the doorway and surveyed the room.

Nate had always been a disaster when it came to his home, at total odds with his perfectionism in the world of accounting. He had worked out of his home and visited clients rather than having clients come to him. His office had always been more organized than the rest of his house.

Dylan had thought of Nate as something of an enigma. He hadn’t looked like a stereotypical accountant—no pocket protector and no button-down shirts or slacks. He’d been all about jeans and T-shirts unless he had to meet with the IRS to handle an audit or visit clients’ offices.

Nate had been more compact than Dylan and not quite as muscular. He’d stood just four inches shorter than Dylan’s six-three. Nate had been popular with the ladies and liked to party but had never married and had never had kids. After high school and the CoS drifting apart, Nate hadn’t let anyone get close to him except Dylan. Even then he knew Nate had kept secrets.

But secrets big enough to commit suicide over?

Dylan let his gaze drift over the living room and calculated the variables. A mess of objects littered the room, but the new carpet, freshly painted walls and dust-free surfaces told another story. The mess didn’t appear natural, but more as if someone had arranged things to appear out of place.

He frowned. A mess that looked intentional didn’t make one damned bit of sense, but neither did the new carpet and painted walls, or lack of dust. Not too long ago, Nate had made a comment that he wanted to dump his grandmother’s house. He’d even said he didn’t plan to put any work into the place because he didn’t have the time, the skill or the money it would take. He must have had a change of heart, because the living room seemed better than it ever had.

Yet something didn’t feel right. He gripped his Stetson as he walked past a couple of BPD officers and gave them a nod. He set his hat out of the way, and spent the next ten minutes searching the room for something that might confirm what instinct told him.

When he didn’t find anything, he walked through parts of the house that better reflected Nate’s personality. In the master bedroom, clothes lay scattered across the floor, piles of laundry needed to be washed and stacks of books rose haphazardly from every surface. Thick layers of dust covered the dining room table and buffet.

Nate’s home wouldn’t qualify for Hoarders and Dylan wouldn’t call the place disgusting by any means. Nate just hadn’t cared about keeping a clean house.

Dylan opened the door to the room serving as Nate’s home office. Again surprise caused him to pause. Nate had kept the place spotless and organized, but today it appeared disordered and somewhat messy.

Dylan pulled out a pair of surgical gloves. “Now let’s have a look and see what we can find. Did you leave anything, buddy?” He didn’t have any clue what that something might be, but he needed some way to make sense of this.

As he poked around the office, he had the odd feeling someone had been there, searching for something.

After examining the desk, which had a desktop computer, he paused for a moment, wondering where Nate had stored his laptop. Dylan spent a few moments searching drawers and cabinets but didn’t find anything.

He went to the bookshelf and ran his gloved finger over the titles, mostly classics. Nate had loved to read. Dylan stopped when he came to one book sticking out by half an inch past the others on the shelf. He recognized it at once by the name on the spine and he felt an odd twist in his gut.

Baseball, An Informal History.

Nate had carried the book around with him in school. It had been the last gift his father had given to him before he’d disappeared with Nate’s mother.

Dylan’s heart clenched as he carefully withdrew the book from the shelf. Tears in the well-worn book jacket exposed the hard cover beneath.

He went to the copyright page and saw the publisher had printed the hardcover in 1969, long before Nate’s father had given it to him. He continued on through the yellowed pages but stopped because something dropped out of the book and hit the floor. He crouched to pick up a postcard of Main Street in Old Bisbee. When he turned it over, he saw his own name and address printed in Nate’s handwriting. In the space to the left of the address he’d written a note.

 

Dylan,

While you’re off on vacation, I’m stuck here in good ol’ Bisbee. I want you to promise me something. Remember what you had, buddy. If it happens, second chances only come once. Don’t let it pass you by.

Hey, remember when I served in Iraq? At the risk of sounding like a lovesick teenage girl, I missed your surly ass then too.

WYB,

Nate

 

Cold prickles ran up and down Dylan’s spine as he stared at the postcard. Not only had he read something from the dead, but Nate had gotten one big detail wrong. Nate hadn’t served in Iraq. He’d served in Afghanistan. He’d received the Purple Heart because he’d ended up with a leg full of shrapnel, along with an honorable discharge.

Dylan took a plastic evidence bag out of his pocket, dropped the postcard in, then sealed it. He knew he should give the postcard to the BPD, but instead he shoved the bagged card into his pocket. It couldn’t be seen beneath the overshirt that also covered his service weapon, a Desert Eagle .357 Magnum. The postcard was between him and Nate and Dylan didn’t intend to leave it for the BPD to take over before he had a chance to study it.

He stood and slid the book once again into its place on the bookshelf then ran his finger along the spine. What the hell had been going through Nate’s mind for him to have written that note? He shook his head and turned to leave the room. Dylan strode through the office doorway and closed the door behind him. The postcard in his back pocket seemed to physically weigh him down.

Iraq? Maybe Nate had drunk too much beer when he’d written the note. Dylan frowned. No, Nate would have to have been beyond plastered to mess up something like that. But why would he purposely make the mistake?

Dylan found it difficult to put the postcard and the questions out of his mind. He did his best and went into the kitchen, where Nate had left a few dirty dishes piled in the sink with several more stacked on the counters. Empty takeout and pizza boxes lay scattered on the surfaces and the kitchen table and crammed into a tall garbage container.

He used a dishtowel to open the fridge, keeping his fingerprints off the handle, and peeked inside. The only things on the shelves were a range of condiments and more takeout boxes from local restaurants and delis, as well as Bisbee’s best-known pizza place, the Puma Den. He studied the kitchen, seeing Nate in everything.

Joe’s leash hung from a hook by the refrigerator. Nate had always been good about taking the dog for walks.

Returned to the living room, Dylan felt a twinge in his gut again.

Something was definitely off.

He squinted along the baseboards, which had not been painted like everything else had. Strange. His gaze came to stop on a dark circle, a tiny spatter he hadn’t noticed before. He moved to the baseboard and crouched to study the dime-sized spatter. The dark substance could be dried blood.

Detective Jensen walked into the house just as Dylan looked up. Jensen appeared to read Dylan’s expression and headed toward him.

She came to a stop beside him. “Surprised you’re still here, Agent Curtis.”

He stood, towering over the petite detective, and gestured to the spot. “I believe that’s a blood spatter.” He made a motion to encompass the room and explained about Nate and the conclusion he’d come to. “I’ve got a feeling the new paint and carpet is a cleanup job.” He explained about Nate not planning to make improvements on the house and its general appearance before.

Jensen frowned then nodded slowly. “We’ll take care of it and I’ll give you a call when everything is processed.”

“Thank you.” He gave her a grim nod. “Just to let you know, I’m taking the dog until I can find him a home.”

She nodded. “He needs a good home now.”

Dylan went to the kitchen and took the leash from its hook. He returned to the living room and picked up his hat from where he’d left it.

He settled his Stetson on his head and touched the brim as he inclined his head toward Jensen in a brief nod. His mind continued to work over the death of his friend while he turned to walk out of the house.

Dylan reached the bottom of the stairs and stood in the rain to regard Joe sitting in the dog run. A doghouse stood at one end, but the shepherd clearly had no interest in it. With the leash in his hand, Dylan walked toward the run.

“Hey, boy.” Dylan let himself into the run and the drenched dog turned his gaze on him. “I won’t leave you just to see you taken to the pound.” Dylan shook his head. “Guess you’re coming home with me.”

Joe barked in response and Dylan wondered if the shepherd would leave his master’s home. Joe remained still as Dylan crouched beside him and clipped the leash to the dog’s collar.

Dylan stroked the top of Joe’s wet head. “I’m sorry about Nate.”

Joe barked as if in response to Dylan’s words.

“Wish you could talk.” Dylan frowned, rubbing rubbed Joe behind the ears. “You might be able to tell me just what the hell happened here.”

Joe whined as if asking the same question. He licked Dylan’s fingers.

Dylan got to his feet, opened the gate and led Joe out of the dog run.

Joe bared his teeth, growled and jerked against the leash. He stared at the shed where BPD officers were still working. Joe barked, the sound vicious and filled with fury.

Dylan frowned. Joe had never been a hostile dog but he had been protective of Nate. What made the shepherd bare his teeth, snarl and bark like this?

For a long moment, Dylan let Joe carry on as he pulled hard on the leash. Finally, Dylan tugged on the leash to get Joe’s attention. The well-trained dog calmed and walked beside Dylan to the truck. Once he’d settled Joe in the back of the king cab, Dylan climbed into the driver’s seat and drove away from the Saginaw section of Bisbee to head to the DHS office near Douglas.

 

* * * *

 

Smells of wet dog and rain filled Dylan’s office. Joe sat by the desk, looking like a sphinx as he stared ahead, ever on watch.

No matter what he’d seen in his line of work, the calls Dylan had just made were the hardest he’d ever had to make. He gripped the phone, wrapping up his conversation with Christie Reyes.

She’d broken down and tears were still in her voice. “I just got a postcard from him yesterday. It didn’t feel like a goodbye note.”

Dylan went still, remembering the card in his back pocket. “You received a postcard from Nate? By U.S. Mail?”

“Yes.” She said the word in a way that told him she was having a difficult time speaking. “It surprised me. We live in the same town, yet I haven’t heard from him in so long.”

Dylan wanted to press her, but she sobbed and he made the decision to give her time to get used to the idea of Nate’s death. He needed to read his own postcard again.

She cleared her throat and pulled it together. “I’ll make funeral arrangements.”

In a voice thick with pain and regret he replied, “Thank you, Christie.”

“The CoS was Nate’s only family.” She echoed Dylan’s words to Jensen before adding, “We take care of our own.”

“Call me for anything you need.” Dylan tried to swallow. “Anything.”

“I will.” She sounded beyond sad. “I’ll call Belle and let her know.”

A rush of relief hit Dylan. He’d been dreading that phone call the most.

He shook his head. He was such a chickenshit.

He clenched one hand on his desktop as he imagined Nate watching him, his disapproving stare burning into Dylan.

Dylan let out a long breath. “Thanks, Christie, but it’s my duty. I’ll call her.”

Christie hesitated. “Do you need her number?”

“I’ve got it.” He’d kept her number for a long time but had never called it. “Thanks again. I’ll talk with you soon.”

A sniffle. “Yes, soon.”

He touched the Disconnect icon on his phone and stared at the mobile device. He’d called Leon, Tom, Marta, and now Christie. No one had taken it well and Dylan knew they had to be experiencing the same shock and ache of loss he felt.

The pain Dylan felt over Nate’s death rivaled what he’d experienced with his father’s death. A drug cartel hitman had murdered Ben Curtis while Dylan attended high school and not a day passed that he didn’t miss his dad. The man had been his hero and larger than life. If Dylan hadn’t been bent on revenge over his father’s murder, he probably would have been a rancher just like his dad.

Dylan turned his gaze to his office window and stared out at the dark skies and pouring rain. It hadn’t let up since early that morning, as if grieving for his good friend too. He’d need to call his mother and brother, Aspen, after he called Belle.

His clenched his jaw as he looked at his phone. It was the right thing for him to be the one to call Belle to let her know about Nate.

But then again, maybe she wouldn’t want to hear from him. It would probably be for the best if Christie were the one to call Belle.

Shit. Dylan clenched the phone harder. No, it was his job.

God damn, but he’d never been so indecisive or been known to shy away from anything.

But this is Belle.

Joe let out a long sigh, drawing Dylan’s attention to the dog that had lowered his head to his front paws. Thank God Leon had said he’d take Joe. Leon’s three kids were older and would like having a dog around. Leon said he’d come by Dylan’s office in a couple of hours to get Joe.

Dylan would have kept the shepherd, but his job often kept him away from the ranch and Joe deserved better than that.

A knock came at the door and Dylan looked up to see Trace Davidson with his knuckles against the doorframe. Despite the fact that Trace, also a DHS agent, was a good friend, Dylan didn’t feel like talking to anyone at the moment. 

“You okay?” Trace dragged his hand over the hint of a beard on his jaw.

“Yeah.” Dylan leaned back in his chair. “Fine.”

“If that isn’t a heaping load of bullshit, I don’t know what is.” Trace lowered his arm, his Texan drawl more pronounced than usual. He stepped into the room and shoved his hands into his front pockets. The motion pushed his overshirt aside, revealing his service weapon. “Nate was a good man. I’m sorry as hell to hear what happened.”

The ache in the pit of Dylan’s belly only seemed to grow worse. “That makes two of us.”

“I’ll let you get back to whatever you were taking care of.” Trace pulled his hands out of his pockets. “Just wanted to see how you’re doing.”

Peachy. Fucking peachy.

“Thanks.” Dylan didn’t mean to sound as terse as he knew he had.

Trace gave Dylan a long, hard stare. “Call me if you need anything,” Trace said then walked out of the door.

Dylan blew out his breath as he turned again to his phone.

He pulled up his contacts and found her name. Belle Hartford. As far as he knew, she hadn’t married, but there’d been spells where he hadn’t checked in on her. For all he knew, she could have married and kept her maiden name. He could have pushed harder, looked deeper into her life, but somehow that hadn’t seemed right.

Even though he knew he was stalling the inevitable by not calling Belle immediately, he reached into his back pocket. He grasped the postcard he’d forgotten about in his grief until Christie had mentioned her own. He rarely forgot something so important, but today had been like no other.

He pulled the postcard out of its baggie and stared at the picture of Main Street in Old Bisbee, a colorful location filled with history. He flipped the card over and set it on his desk. He stared at his name and the address of his ranch scrawled on the right and the note on the left. Nate could have sent an email but he’d handwritten the note.

Once again Dylan read it. Two things stood out. The first, Hey, remember when I served in Iraq?

The second thing that bothered Dylan—Nate had signed it WYB.

Dylan narrowed his gaze as he stared at the acronym he and Nate had used in school, back when they’d been young. Long before nowadays, when kids used cell phones to text, Dylan and his friends had used the old-fashioned method of passing handwritten notes. Nate had written WYB, their code for Watch your back.

What the hell did it all mean? Again, why would Nate write something so off and why didn’t he just leave a voicemail while Dylan worked undercover, or send an email?

Unless Nate had worried someone would overhear the call or read his email.

Why hadn’t Nate mailed the postcard? Maybe he hadn’t had time. Yet he’d had time to mail Christie one.

Had he sent postcards to everyone in the CoS? Tom, Marta, and Leon hadn’t mentioned if they’d received anything. Of course they might have been too upset. Still, it seemed like an odd thing to not mention.

Dylan leaned back in his chair and stared through the open blinds to the window that looked out at the cubicles where support staff and some of the junior agents worked. The busy office appeared almost like nothing had changed.

Over a year ago, the Jimenez Cartel had blown part of the DHS’ ICE building all to hell. Agents and support staff had been killed in the blast. More agents had been murdered while protecting a witness who had been set to testify against one of the key heads of the cartel.

The Feds had come down hard on the cartel, seizing assets, arresting key individuals and making their lives a living nightmare. Landon and Dylan had helped take Diego Montego Jimenez, El Demonio, out of the picture. The Demon was no more.

The problem of Diego’s son, Alejandro, had also been eliminated. Alejandro had been known as El Puño, the Fist, and the world was a better place without either one of them.

Both heads of the cartel had nearly killed Landon Walker’s fiancé, Tori Cox, just over a year ago, as well as murdering DHS agents ordered to protect Tori.

The remaining heads of the cartel had retreated, but this fooled no one. The Jimenez Cartel would be back in business, this time with Rodrigo Jimenez, El Verdugo, at the helm. Only a matter of time before the Executioner drove the cartel forward.

Dylan’s gaze returned to the postcard and again he tried to make sense of it. Finally, he put it in the center drawer of his desk and locked it.

He picked up his phone again and held his finger over Belle’s contact details. A strange feeling tugged at his belly. He pressed the number and brought the phone to his ear.
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