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			“Javy, it sounds like someone needs my help,” she hissed.

			“Get back, Grace,” he hissed in return.

			She hesitated before pressing her back against the wall again.

			Stay there, he willed. He had no weapon. From the butcher block, he pulled a long boning knife. Wedging the handle in his fist, he shuffled the rest of the way to the door and peered through the peephole.

			The face that greeted him on the other side wasn’t friendly. The gun in his hand with the silencer attached looked even less so.

			Javier cursed, backtracking. “Is there another way out?” he whispered.

			“There used to be,” she said. “The fire ladder attached to the balcony. I wouldn’t count on it supporting either of us.”

			“This way,” he said, pulling her to the balcony.

			“Javier, who’s at the door?” she asked. When he opened the balcony door, peering out furtively, she sucked in a breath at the cold. “Answer me!”

			“We need to move quickly,” he told her. At the shake of her head, he leveled with her. “You trusted me once. I need you to do it again.”

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			Once upon a time, a mother took her daughter to New Orleans and they were never quite the same.

			During our first venture to the Crescent City, she snapped a photograph of pint-size me at the foot of the Monument to the Immigrant. I still keep the Polaroid tucked inside a book.

			Our second trip was encapsulated by another photograph of her on a rainy corner of Bourbon Street. It’s completely candid, but she looks effortlessly chic in her T-shirt and shorts with an umbrella angled just so against the wet banquette.

			During our most recent girls’ trip, we started the day at Café du Monde, then wove through voodoo shops, dive bars and apothecaries before attempting to find the Angel of Grief in Metairie Cemetery. We never did. Instead, we wandered the labyrinth of tombs until the keeper locked us inside the cemetery and we had to find creative ways to escape.

			If not for this very New Orleans adventure and all the others, Escape to the Bayou would not have been written. I hope you enjoy this first book in the Southern Justice trilogy.

			Happy reading, cher!

			Amber
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			Prologue

			Sneaking away to Mexico before the first week of college had been Sloane’s idea. It was a bad one. But as with most bad ideas born out of teenage desperation, this one was especially enticing.

			One last “free girls” weekend, Sloane had beckoned.

			Grace offered a fast yes. Pia, hesitant, echoed it.

			Free girls, Grace thought three long weeks later, dejected.

			She hadn’t seen Sloane or Pia in seventeen days. Where had they been taken? They had been abducted from the same house—the little waterfront villa Sloane had rented on the sly. Her well-to-do parents would have flipped if they had known what she was up to. The senator and his wife would never have allowed it. So Sloane had paid for everything on the spot in cash.

			Cash had been the problem. Throwing cash around had been their undoing.

			If they had been more discreet, would they have been taken? Would the men have even known they were there?

			And Alejandro. If Grace hadn’t met Alejandro, would she, Pia and Sloane still be free girls? Had she doomed them all?

			“I want to see my friends,” she told him.

			Alejandro didn’t look up from the television. Fútbol was on. He leaned forward on the couch, inches away from the screen, his dark eyes magnetized to the ball. “Bad girls don’t get visits,” he said in a flat voice accented heavily in Spanish.

			She’d tried escaping again. Could he blame her? She only left the house he and the other men had dropped her off at two weeks before to “work,” as they called it.

			Work. She was from the hard streets of New Orleans. She knew what it was to work. This? What he made her do—it wasn’t work.

			It was criminal, exploitation... It would take her soul if she let it continue.

			She’d made it farther this time. Through the little window of the bathroom into the alley. He’d caught her before she could hit the street.

			He’d beaten her. She’d thought someone...anyone...would hear her screams.

			No one came. No one stopped Alejandro from locking her back inside the house. This time he had tied her up.

			The rope around her wrists burned. She’d stopped tugging at the bind. Her face hurt. There was something wrong with her right arm, her ribs. Every inhale was agony.

			At least he’d been generous enough not to traffic her in this condition. He hadn’t driven her to some strange man’s apartment in the city and thrown her at his mercy.

			She lay awake at night worrying about disease—about pregnancy. About her friends. Where were they? What were the men doing to Sloane and Pia? Were they even alive at this point?

			“Please,” she said through lips that had long gone dry. She felt the bite of tears, but she had none. He hadn’t given her anything to drink in the last twenty-four hours. Her one meal a day was down to rations of aging bread and cheese. “Just tell me if they’re alive. That’s all I need to know.”

			At long last, Alejandro turned his face away from the television. The box’s light flickered across one half of his profile. It shrouded the other in darkness. He was a handsome man. It was how he’d drawn her in. Handsome and charming with a smile quick as lightning and just as white.

			Was his name even Alejandro? Or was that part of his scheme? How many other women had he drawn into his web—into this life that wasn’t a life—simply by smiling?

			Now his smile came slowly. Her heart galloped in fear. She knew him well enough to know what that smile meant for her...for Sloane and Pia.

			“Your friends have gone to a better place, carne fresca,” he informed her. Then he turned back to the television, leaning back into the cushions of the couch as he scooped his beer off the side table and drank, satisfied.

			He wasn’t looking, but she turned to face the wall. Her lip split as she grimaced, her shame and grief big enough to bite. She was afraid it would eat her up.

			There’d be nothing left for him then. Nothing left for him or the rest of them to take.

			The sound of glass shattering made Grace instinctively duck—her nerves were on a hair trigger. She’d gotten quick under his “care.”

			She peered over the edge of the table. Alejandro slumped forward. He moved gradually, limply, to the floor.

			Her lips trembled as his arm flopped toward her, the beer bottle rolling across the bare planks. His sleeve crept up his biceps, revealing the brand—the burned, black Aztec skull she’d noticed he and his men all wore like harbingers of death.

			The door burst open, kicked off its hinges.

			She ducked farther under the table. The rope cinched tight against her raw wrists.

			A pair of boots crept across the threshold. She watched them cross the floor to Alejandro’s prone form. They looked like cowboy boots—snakeskin. She didn’t dare breathe or think or move as she watched a large hand remove the pistol from the small of Alejandro’s back where it was wedged between his beltline and his skin.

			“Grace?”

			It had been so long since anyone had called her anything but carne fresca, “fresh meat.” She blinked, coming awake on a startled inhale. Still, she didn’t raise her head above the tabletop. Instead, she peered at the boots.

			She watched the jean-clad legs bend. Knees appeared. Then thighs. A leather belt, silver buckle, plaid shirt...

			A bronze face. Long, dark hair fell from hairline to jaw. Eyes glittered at her, black as night.

			“You,” she said, recognizing him at once. She backed away.

			He held up his hands. One held a pistol. He tipped it to the floor. “No, no. I’m not here to hurt you,” he blurted.

			His English was better than Alejandro’s. And his eyes were kind. But he’d been at the house the night of the abduction. She’d seen him...with the men who’d taken Pia. “Where is she?” she hissed. Emboldened, she tried to grab him...his gun... The rope held her back. “Where’s Pia?” she demanded.

			He put his finger to his lips. “You mustn’t yell. I’m here to get you out.”

			“Where is she?” she shouted.

			His hand fit tightly over her mouth. His face was close to hers under the table, nose to nose.

			“Listen,” he told her. “I don’t want to leave that rope around your wrists. But if you fight me, I won’t have a choice. Do you understand, bonita?”

			His hand was warm and dry. He’d just shot a man. Shouldn’t it be cold or wet with sweat? She could feel the rough texture, calluses. There was strength there, and she trembled despite the endearment—despite the fact that his grip didn’t hurt. Over the last few weeks, they had conditioned her for pain. She waited for it.

			He reached for his belt. She heard the slide of steel. Her eyes widened when he raised the knife.

			“I’m going to cut your binds,” he said, his gaze holding fast to hers. “You must be very still.”

			She closed her eyes and breathed hard through her nose as the knife lowered to her wrists. She felt the cool steel against the sore skin of her wrists and whimpered.

			One pull and her hands fell away from each other. Something in both of her shoulders ached with gratitude. “Ah...”

			His hand loosened from her mouth. She gaped at him as he tossed the rope aside. “We must go now,” he explained. “They’ll be coming. Tell me you understand.”

			She nodded faintly. He retreated, motioning her to do the same. After a moment’s hesitation, she crawled out from under the table.

			“Back door,” he said when she veered for the open one splintered around the locking mechanisms Alejandro had kept firmly in place when she was inside.

			She turned to follow him through the house and nearly tripped over Alejandro’s form. Covering her own mouth, she stared at the blood pooling on the floor. “You... You just killed him.”

			“What would you have me do instead?” He didn’t raise his voice. He kept it even-tempered as he walked around the body. “Knock on the door and let him use you as a hostage?”

			They made it halfway down the hall before she stopped. “Tell me about Pia. What happened to her and Sloane?”

			“I’ll tell you everything. But first we—”

			“I’m not going anywhere with you,” she said stubbornly. “Not until I know they’re okay.”

			Frustration ticked across his face. “They’re alive. And they know we’re coming back for them.”

			“Alive?” She could hardly grasp the possibility. Hadn’t Alejandro just told her the opposite? “Sloane and Pia are...alive?”

			“Si. They’re alive.”

			It seemed too good to be true. She resisted when he tried to move her toward the back door again. “I don’t believe you.”

			He made a noise in his throat. The trembling strengthened. His eyes reminded her vividly of Alejandro’s—dark, practically liquid.

			Where Alejandro’s had been hard and cold, like smooth volcanic rock, this man’s sparked with heat. They contained firestorms. She didn’t know what to make of that.

			Stepping closer, he lowered his face toward hers. “‘Free girls code.’ Does that mean anything to you?”

			Free girls. Her heart leaped. “Oh...oh my God.” The bite of tears was back. A sob worked at her throat, and she gasped.

			“Now you believe me?”

			“Take me to them. Please.”

			He took her hand. “This way.”

			“I need your name,” she insisted as she followed.

			“Javier,” he whispered before sticking his head out into the alley behind the house. It bisected others surrounding the tight-knit neighborhood where there were no yards, no gardens, no trees...just stone and walls and pavement. “Javier Rivera.”

			She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Why are you doing this, Javier?” she asked as she trailed him into the alley. “Why are you helping us?”

			He stopped long enough to check around the corner. “Because it’s the right thing to do, Grace. Stay close. Entiende?”

			She nodded fervently. “Si.”

			Pressing his finger to his lips for quiet, he lifted his gun hand before coaxing her around the first in a series of blind corners.

		
	
		
			Chapter 1

			Twelve Years Later

			On any given Sunday, the commute in New Orleans was intense.

			During Mardi Gras, it was downright hellish.

			Normally, it took Dr. Grace Lacroix twenty minutes to traverse the city from her loft above the pizzeria on Saint Peter to the hospital uptown.

			Today, it took her forty minutes. By the end of her shift, the gray-bottomed clouds had opened up and a deluge fell on the Quarter. The hardy festival crowd didn’t have the sense to dissipate. Grace dodged revelers in party hats, tutus, and bright T-shirts that boasted THING 1, or BITCH 2 or DRUNK 3. Some carried tall hurricane glasses or potent “hand grenades.” Others drank Abita out of to-go cups. Drinking in New Orleans was legal anytime, anywhere.

			The tourists were out in force, which meant the performers were, too—tap dancers, singers, musicians who catered not just to their mistress, jazz, but also to rock and roll, blues, R&B and zydeco.

			Grace swerved around two police motorcycles as she attempted to cross Bourbon Street. She dodged a man with a thick Jamaican boa constrictor draped across his shoulders like a feather boa. Reaching into her purse, she pulled out a five-dollar bill and dropped it into the sidewalk tip jar in front of a small girl with braids who tapped a cadence on upturned buckets.

			Grace tried not to think about the boy she’d lost on her operating table hours before—the one with the gunshot wounds who hadn’t been much older.

			Tree roots knuckled the pavement, catching the toes of her wet sneakers. Ambient light from bars, restaurants and souvenir shops played across plastic Mardi Gras beads tangled in the fingers of oak trees and their cloaks of Spanish moss. She caught snatches of scent—everything from cigarettes, marijuana, sage, Cajun cuisine, ripening garbage and the ever-present bouquet of the Mississippi.

			The Crescent City was her birthplace. She knew better than anybody how it mimicked Old Man River. Both were tough, twisted and tricked out in their own mythology. The city had changed hands so many times, its architectural origins often confused people—even the locals.

			Her parents had brought her up in the Ninth Ward, not the pizzeria on Saint Peter where she presently lived in the Vieux Carré. Still, she almost took the Creole-style architecture and jewel-toned houses for granted now. She’d grown numb to the city’s flagrancy and, to a degree, the blatant indicators of poverty. The unchaperoned child drummer on Bourbon, the barkers, addicts, transients and hustlers who were never discouraged by rain or the immense summer heat when it arrived.

			New Orleans may have been the infamous confluence of cultures and history that lured visitors from all corners of the globe. But Grace had become immune to it. There wasn’t much along the route home that startled her.

			A tiny mew reached her ears over the endless cacophony of raindrops. She stopped and backtracked to an open, abandoned cardboard container.

			The face was as black as night. In the center was the tiniest, pinkest nose she was sure she’d ever seen. The kitten shivered, wet. Its eyes were bright and blue. It curled in on itself, trying to keep warm.

			Those sad eyes cleaved her.

			She dropped to one knee in a puddle. On the side of the box, the words KITTENS FOR SALE drooped, the rain chasing them in teardrops to the banquette.

			The kitten opened its mouth to mew again, but nothing escaped. The cold had stolen its voice.

			Look away, Grace cautioned herself. Walk away. She did it every day, didn’t she? She, too, routinely walked by the people who slept clustered around monuments, the ones warmed by little more than worn coats and newspapers. Sometimes, she stopped and asked someone if they needed anything. If it was food or clothing, she brought it. If it was a place to stay, she called her friend at the nearby shelter. But none of those poor souls ever came home with her.

			Still, she found her hands reaching into the box. She felt the wet fur, the ribs underneath. Unfurling the pathetic creature from its corner, she raised him into the dim light of the voodoo shop. Grace glanced around. No one was watching. New Orleans ignored her, too—a wet, bedraggled woman leaning over a sagging box in a woolen coat and scrubs.

			The little paws curled inward as the kitten’s front legs splayed. It closed its eyes and opened its mouth, showing fine white teeth in a silent scream.

			Tucking the animal against her chest, she opened her coat and offered it the last dry place she had against the scrub shirt underneath. Flipping the coat collar so that it served as an umbrella, she wrapped both arms across her front to keep the cat in place and walked on.

			

			The pizzeria was family-owned and -operated. It had been around for thirty years—not as old as the corner store. Still, the familiar faces of the Sicilian Russo brothers were a comfort, even with their voices raised in spirited debate.

			As Grace escaped the rain, she breathed a sigh. The floor of the dining area was black-and-white and sticky in places, but the smells of fresh dough and authentic red sauce beckoned. As she pried back her coat collar to check on the kitten, she caught the shouts from the back of the kitchen where the restaurant’s famous brick pizza oven lived.

			Marco and Giovanni’s row had no effect on the patrons that packed the tables, chatting over large pie slices or nursing clear plastic steins of beer.

			Grace caught the eye of Marco’s daughter, Gina, who carried a round silver pizza tray skillfully over her head. “Everything okay?” she asked.

			Gina, coming around fast to eighteen, rolled her eyes. “Shipping costs went up again.”

			“Ah,” Grace said knowingly. The brothers had most of their ingredients shipped from the Old Country. It was what set them apart. She stepped aside so Gina’s cousin Angelo could set up a fold-out for the tray next to the table to her left.

			“Somebody came in looking for you,” Gina told her, lowering the tray to the fold-out.

			“Who?” Grace asked.

			“Dunno,” Gina replied. She helped Angelo pass out shell-white plates to those seated before stacking their empty salad bowls. “Never seen him before.”

			“A guy?” Grace said with a frown. “Is he still around?”

			“Dunno,” Gina said again. Her hands were full, so she walked with Grace to the door to the kitchen, scanning the patrons. “I don’t see him.”

			Grace hugged the kitten through her coat. Its desperate shivering had finally ceased. She felt the soothing vibrations of purring through the cup of her bra. She was dripping on Marco’s and Giovanni’s tiles. Before either of them could see her, she dropped her chin to her chest and barreled through the kitchen’s heat to the back door.

			The courtyard was private, its sun-blanched bricks lost to vines that grew green and thick even in the cold season. She avoided the center open to the moody sky, winding around to the spiral staircase.

			Her footsteps were loud on the metal steps. The building’s designer had been wise enough to leave them grated, so that they weren’t slippery when wet. The landing was open, a 360-degree balcony boasting wrought iron railings hammered, bent and worked by hand. They predated her—predated the Russo brothers’ pizzeria, too. It had endured as much as the corner store, the streetcar on Saint Charles, and Café du Monde. It would outlast the Russo brothers and Grace, too.

			She dug her keys from the bottom of her purse while balancing the kitten’s slight weight on her forearm. She didn’t see the shadow until it was too late.

			Rolling to her heels in defense, her heart hitched into her throat. Her fingers clutched her keys. The longest one tightened between her first and middle knuckles. She thrust it in front of her, shouting, “Don’t move!”

			Through the corkscrew curls that had fallen into her eyes, she saw the shadow lengthen into a man’s form. She blew at the hair, but it was limp and wet. Flicking her gaze to his feet, she froze.

			Snakeskin boots.

			Cowboy.

			Jean-clad legs.

			She followed their ranks up sun-bleached knees to a silver buckle and leather belt, a black outdoor jacket that looked as worn as it was hardy...

			She lost her breath at the sight of his face. Her molars ground, and her shock and fear persisted. “Javier.”

			His dark eyes swam. They were liquid, like all those years before.

			Dark water. Hadn’t her father always told her not to swim in dark water? The dark water’ll get you, minnow. Swallows young ’uns like you whole.

			As Javier stared, she felt swallowed. Under the shade of his cocoa-colored felt hat, his eyes reached—they grabbed.

			She felt the kitten stir against her breast, unsettled by her tension. Forgetting the makeshift weapon in her hand, she crossed both arms over that warm spot against her chest. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

			He blinked once, twice, his lashes long and spiked together by rain. “You’re still afraid of me. Why?”

			“Why?” A helpless laugh escaped her. She was trembling down deep in her bones just like she had twelve years ago, damn it. It had been over a decade, but Mexico felt close. Too close.

			Shouldn’t she at least have been able to put some of it in her rearview? “The last time I saw you,” she said, “you were being taken away in handcuffs.”

			“At the embassy,” he said and nodded. “I remember.”

			She remembered, too, the way he’d looked at her, Sloane and Pia as he was being led away by the Feds. “I thought I’d never see you again.”

			“You were happy about that,” he seemed to realize, dimming.

			She felt a lick of shame, then stopped and shook her head. Her feelings were valid. Yes, Javier had saved them. He’d gotten them out of the hellholes the traffickers had been hiding each of them in. He’d saved them from an awful fate. But his role in it at the beginning... She still didn’t know enough.

			How could she trust a man when he and the others had taken Pia and Sloane away?

			Whatever his role—whichever way he was tied to Alejandro and the Solaro crime family responsible for ruining their lives and the lives of countless other women—Javier was a physical reminder of the summer holiday neither she nor her friends had ever wholly recovered from.

			She eyed the door to her apartment on the other side of him.

			He glanced at it, too. Under the shadow of his hat, she saw his mouth tighten and the long muscle in his tan cheek twitch. He stepped away from her escape route, leaving her plenty of room to pass.

			She didn’t waste time. Juggling the squirming kitten, she fit the key in the lock. Cranking it, she stepped inside as the door swung back.

			“Grace,” he said before she could close the door. “Please. I just want to talk.”

			She gripped the knob and made herself pivot back to him. “I’m not sure we have anything to talk about, Javier. It’s been twelve years.”

			“It has,” he said with knowing eyes. “But neither of us has forgotten.”

			“I’ve put it behind me,” she said. It wasn’t entirely a lie. Right? She’d pushed through college, med school, a grueling inner-city residency... She couldn’t have done all that if some part of her hadn’t moved on.

			“I have news,” he said.

			“What about?” she asked, apprehensive. “Not about...your family. Right?”

			He was connected to Alejandro and the Solaros by blood. The details had been too confusing when the Feds had broken it down for her. Information didn’t process correctly when trauma was taking its toll on your body and mind. She’d learned that, along with a lot of other hard truths she hadn’t wanted. She remembered only snatches from the FBI’s debrief.

			Man on the inside.

			The Solaros’ reign over human trafficking in Mexico ended thanks, apparently, to Javier Rivera. Most of the Solaros had gone to prison, including the head of the family, Alejandro’s father, Pablo, and Alejandro’s older brother, Jaime—Pia and Sloane’s handler. Only a few minor players inside the operation had made deals to avoid a lifetime behind bars. Alejandro was dead. Grace had seen him die, even if he still came for her in her sleep.

			Javier nodded. “It’s about the Solaros. Si.”

			She flinched, then closed her eyes and gripped the jamb. Get a grip, Grace. These people don’t have a hold on you anymore. You’re a free girl. “Have you spoken to Pia or Sloane?”

			He shook his head. “I just found out yesterday.”

			Her brows gathered. “And the first person you thought about was me?”

			He didn’t offer an explanation, but in the smattering of light from her apartment, she saw those dark waters stir. His gaze swept across her face, from her prominent forehead to her wide mouth. They dived lower, over her throat, to the opening of her coat. His expression changed, softening into surprise. “How did that get there?”

			Grace looked down and saw the kitten’s small, wet head peering out of her shirt. She stroked his ears. “Someone left him on the street. He was cold...”

			“Do you bring home stray cats all the time?” he asked, amused.

			“No,” she answered. “But today was...” Hard. The kid on the operating table...

			Grace realized she’d needed something...someone...as much as the kitten had. “I don’t think I can talk right now, Javier. I’m sorry.”

			He nodded. “Can we talk later?”

			“How long are you in town?” she asked.

			“As long as you need.”

			“Not here,” she decided.

			He nodded understanding. “At a restaurant. Do you like the one downstairs?”

			“I do,” she said, “but not there, either. There’s a place in the Marigny. I know the owner. He never lets it get too crowded, even with the festival. We should be able to talk there. I’ll call ahead and see if we can’t get a table for eight o’clock. Is that all right—or are you staying further uptown?”

			“No. Perfecto.” He hesitated, darting looks between her and the kitten. “I’ll see you there.”

			“Yeah.” She waited until he walked away and the rain pounding on the slate roof drowned his footsteps. Then she shut the door and locked it.

			Setting her keys on the kitchen counter, she set aside her purse, too. “You can come out now,” she told the kitten, scooping him out of his nesting place.

			He mewed as she cradled him in the crook of her arm. She picked up the phone from its cradle and, using one hand to dial, inputted the number for the kitchen downstairs. The ringtone droned eight times before Giovanni picked up with a brusque greeting. “Russo’s Pizzeria.”

			“Gio, it’s Grace,” she said. She could hear Marco shouting in the background, the sounds of plates and cutlery clacking together. “Sorry to bother you—”

			“Gracie,” Giovanni said, his tone warming. “Sweetheart. How are ya?”

			“I’m...okay,” she decided. The truth was too complex. “I won’t keep you. I was just wondering. Do you and Marco still have some of that kitten food you were using for those strays you found at the back door?”

			“Sure do,” he said.

			“Could I come down and get it?” she asked, bouncing the kitten lightly when he mewed again. “I found a hungry one out in the rain on Bourbon.”

			“Ah, Gracie. You’re a softie.”

			“I’m not keeping him,” she claimed. “I just thought he’d like a warm place until I can find him something permanent.”

			“What you need’s a companion,” Giovanni lectured. “A cat’s perfect for you. They’re self-sufficient, which works with your hours at the hospital. You don’t have to take it for a walk when you get home. And it’ll keep you company. Me and Marco... We worry about you living up there on your own. Especially since your ma passed.”

			She stopped bouncing, realizing she was doing it more to soothe herself than to distract the kitten. “I just need the cat food. I’ll come down and get it.”

			“Stay where you are,” Giovanni ordered. “I’m sending Angelo up with it and a little something to whet your appetite. Girl’s gotta eat.”

			She thought to refuse but couldn’t manage it. “Thank you, Gio.”

			“Sure thing, doll. You need anything else, you let us know.”

			“You, too,” she said, then placed the phone back in the cradle. She found the kitten’s eyes on her. One paw extended.

			She reached out to take the tiny offering, expecting claws. There was nothing but fur and fragility beneath. With a sigh, she shrank all the way to the floor to sit with him as she dialed the number for Hugo’s. As she listened to the ringing again, she watched the door and stroked the cat until they both relaxed.

		
	
		
			Chapter 2

			Javier kept his head low to keep the rain off his face as he walked past a nighttime art bazaar where artisans and craftspeople sat under strings of golden lights with their wares in spite of the weather...or maybe to spite it. A corner brass band piped cheerful tones into the air.

			Javier followed the wrought iron gate of Washington Square. The carnival crowd had thinned in the Marigny District, likely thanks to the night’s parade. NOLA never closed, from the looks of it. The dancing, drinking, eating, partying hadn’t stopped.

			Mardi Gras in New Orleans was something else. The sheer number of people...the sights, sounds and smells... It overloaded the senses. It surprised him. There was so little that surprised Javier anymore.

			Servers in black vests and white button-down shirts leaned against the walls of restaurants, smoking through a break. On Chartres, Javier found the restaurant Grace had spoken about with warm brick walls and French doors. Pulling his hands from his pockets, he ducked inside and rubbed them together as the coziness of the place enveloped him.

			Grace was right. It wasn’t as crowded as the bars, clubs, restaurants and bistros he’d snatched glimpses of through windows and open doors. Pleased, Javier took off his hat and scanned the two-bladed ceiling fans looping like large, lazy flies.

			The maître d’ approached. “How can I help you?”

			“I’m here for someone,” Javier claimed, unable to find Grace among those knotted together around the small tables.

			“Mais oui?”

			Javier noted where the man’s gaze had gone. He looked down at the bottom of his jacket. The rain dripped liberally from it, marking a puddle around his boots. “Permiso,” he said. “It’s really coming down out there.”

			“Do you see your party?” the maître d’ asked.

			“Not yet,” he said.

			“Then perhaps you should wait outside.”

			Javier frowned. “I’ll get wetter out there.”

			“I’m sorry, sir. As you can see, our tables are booked.”

			The door opened at Javier’s back. The sound and smell of rain filled the entry as Grace entered, wearing a long wool coat and black leather calf boots. “It’s all right, Hugo. He’s with me.”

			Hugo’s smile seemed ill-fitted as it stretched the bounds of his bony face. Still, the sight of Grace made him light up like a tarnished lamp. “Dr. Lacroix, how good to see you!”

			She placed her hand gently on his wrist. “Hugo. How’s Fleurine?”

			“She’s well! Thank you! Erm...” He darted a glance to Javier. “You’re sure this is who you’re meeting?”

			Grace stared down the blade of her nose.

			Hugo quickened. “May I take your coat?”

			“And his,” she said, juggling a large black leather purse that matched the boots as Hugo helped her out of the coat, uncovering the sleek, understated turtleneck sweater dress underneath. When he disappeared briefly into a small room off the entrance with the coat and her umbrella, she took off her gloves and lowered her voice. “Sorry for that. His family’s owned the place for almost a century. He can be a little stuffy about it.”

			“It’s all right,” Javier said, still dripping. He pressed his tongue to the roof of his mouth as she looked elsewhere. She’d fixed herself up—for him. Or was it routine? he wondered, letting his gaze linger on the way the lights complimented her skin, the long slope of her neck...

			When he’d met her, she’d had bruises everywhere, a bloodied lip. He’d never seen her polished. He’d never seen her whole.

			She had haunted him. Through the last twelve years, she’d followed him everywhere—the flash of her quick, dark eyes. The dogged way she’d protected her friends.

			She’d been the leader. The strongest of the three. She was the one who had galvanized a hysterical Pia and an injured Sloane for the arduous trip from the seaside town where they were held by the Solaro family to the embassy, where they’d finally found safety and reprieve.

			Pia and Sloane had trusted Javier to get them there because Grace had told them he could do it—that he was worthy of their trust. He wondered if she’d believed it. They had believed her.

			He had, too. Her faith had given him the wherewithal to dodge the men his family sent to kill them all.

			The Solaro men had turned the girls into property. That did things to people. But Grace...

			The low thrum of her voice broke into his head as her gaze swung back to his and caught him admiring.

			We can’t go back, she’d told him years ago as the two others slept in the back of his car. They’d avoided capture, dodging bullets as they did. She’d whispered to him in the dark, I’ll die before they go back to those houses. And I’m taking as many of your family members with me as I can...

			Hugo swooped in, breaking the contact. Javier shifted so that Hugo could remove his coat and ignored the way the man pinched the collar with discerning fingers.

			“Ann Marie will show you to your table,” Hugo told them.

			“Thank you,” Grace said, taking the lead. They followed a leggy server in a black shirt and matching skirt to the back. Their table had two chairs on opposite sides. It hugged an exposed brick wall. Javier felt the chill off it as Grace took her seat and he lowered to the other.

			“What can I get you two to drink?” Ann Marie asked.

			“Bloody Mary for me, please,” Grace said, setting her purse carefully on the table. She looked at Javier.

			“I’ll have the same,” he said.

			“I’ll be right out with those and some waters.”

			As the girl swept away, Grace peered at him. “Are you sure about the Bloody Mary? Hugo makes them strong.”

			He unrolled his utensils and shook the white linen napkin loose before placing it in his lap. “I can handle it.”

			“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Grace said cautiously.

			“You look nice,” he said, noting the long curls that framed her face.

			She fiddled with her fork, knife and spoon. “Thanks.” The points of her shoulders met the back of her chair, her spine long and straight as she scanned the shoulders of his plaid shirt. “I thought the cowboy thing was just a getup. Something to help you blend in with the Solaros.”

			He looked down his front. “My mother brought me up on her rancho. We bred horses. It was what I did before...”

			She lifted her chin slightly. “Oh. Did you enjoy it?”

			“It was a good life.”

			“Why did you leave it, then?” she asked, perplexed.

			There wasn’t enough time to explain. Not near enough. And yet, he owed her so much more than a simple explanation. “My mother left my father to get me away from the Solaros. She didn’t want me to become like the others, so she kept me away. When she died, the authorities took the rancho. They took everything.”

			“Why?”

			“Because her married name was Solaro.”

			“Yes, but the ranch was your birthright,” she said. “Wasn’t it?”

			“It doesn’t work like that,” he said. “Not when you’re connected to one of the most notorious crime families in Mexico.”

			“Did the police leave you with anything?” she asked.

			“Some money,” he admitted. “But only if I worked for them.”

			She looked at the table without seeing the crystal votive with its flickering candle and the curved vase with a single red rose. “That’s how you became an informant.”

			“I was more than their informant,” he said. He heard the bitterness in his voice. Still, he thought. After all this time? She wasn’t the only one who thought she’d moved on. “I had to become a Solaro—do everything I was told. But I saw things... My mother was right. I wasn’t built for that life. She was right to keep me out of it...”

			She still didn’t meet his eyes.

			Ann Marie came with the drinks and Grace stitched together a smile. “Thank you.”

			“Are you ready to order?”

			“Not yet,” Grace said, unfolding her menu.

			“I’ll give you a few more minutes.”

			“Gracias.” Javier waited until she was gone. “I didn’t want to do what the Solaros asked me to do. But it was the only way to clear my name and my mother’s.”

			“And get your inheritance back,” Grace murmured. She picked up the Bloody Mary. A large stick of celery jutted out of it, which she used to stir the drink.

			“Once I saw what Jaime was doing to Pia...after what he did to Sloane... I made a move,” Javier admitted. “My police handlers wanted me to stay in deep cover, gather more intelligence and wait for the opportune moment. But I couldn’t.”

			Grace lifted the Bloody Mary for a long drink. “I’m glad you decided to go against their orders. Pia, Sloane and I couldn’t have gone through one more day. I haven’t forgotten what you did for us, Javier. It’s just... Seeing you... It’s hard.”

			It brings it all back. Seeing her had brought more back for him than he had thought imaginable. “I wouldn’t have come unless it was important.”

			“I’m going to need more to drink before you tell me,” she warned him.

			He reached for his Bloody Mary and raised it to her before taking a sip.

			Her eyes rounded. “You didn’t even flinch,” she said in wonder.

			He ran his tongue over his teeth. Sniffing, he decided, “It’s memorable.”

			She pressed her lips together but couldn’t quite hide a smile. “That’s putting it mildly,” she said, taking another sip and watching him do the same over the rim.

			It occurred to Javier that he’d never seen Grace smile before. The warming of her mouth, the curve of her cheekbones...the way her eyes flared... The effect was heart-stopping. “What’s in it?”

			“I asked Hugo once for the recipe. He acted like I insulted his bourgeois ancestors.”

			“He acted like my coat insulted his ancestors,” Javier considered, looking around to make sure the man wasn’t lurking.

			“Why do you still dress like a cowboy if you left that life behind?”

			“It’s what I do now, too,” he said. “I think Sloane’s family called in some favors, as a thank-you. I became a US citizen. There’s a cattle ranch in north New Mexico. The owner took me on and I’ve been working there since.”

			“Did you ever receive your mother’s inheritance?”

			“What was left of it.”

			She shook her head. “I don’t think they should’ve taken any of it, much less used you to get inside the Solaro family. It went against everything your mother protected you from or wanted for you.”

			“Life rarely gives someone a fair deal,” he noted. “And if it had given me one, you and I never would have met.”

			She stirred the Bloody Mary some more. “I can’t believe you’re a genuine cowboy.”

			“Vaquero,” he corrected.

			“Vaquero,” she repeated.

			He smiled, hoping to coax the fragments of hers out once more. “You left your little friend at home?”

			“I couldn’t.”

			“What do you mean?” His eyes took a dip over her front. He couldn’t detect any kitten-shaped lumps. “He’s here?”

			She looked around for Hugo, then gestured to her purse.

			His chair scraped across the floor as he gripped the edge of the table and leaned forward far enough to see inside the open bag. It was roomy enough for her phone, wallet...and a small, folded T-shirt. The little black kitten had his nose to his tail and was sleeping soundly on top.

			He chuckled, then stopped when he glanced at Grace and saw a true smile building on her lips. He ran his eyes over her mouth.

			The smile froze. She turned her gaze away.

			Regrettably, he lowered back to the chair, feeling the punch her smile had brought. It had come and gone in a flash, but her eyes had danced.

			Javier confronted the sharp, unexpected edge of need.

			She didn’t need him, much less want him. What was he doing getting wrapped up in her?

			Ann Marie returned. “Did you decide what you want?”

			Javier frowned at the question. What he wanted? Suddenly, that was a dangerous proposition. He opened the menu he had yet to read and saw a long list of drinks and appetizers. He looked to Grace for help.

			“Let’s try the special,” she decided, folding her menu and handing it to Ann Marie. “Is that all right with you?”

			“What is the special?” he asked, unable to find it on the menu.

			“It changes from day to day,” Grace informed him.

			“Chef Andre never cooks the same thing twice,” Ann Marie reported. “You just have to put your faith in his hands.”

			“He rarely disappoints,” Grace added.

			Javier nodded. He handed the menu to Ann Marie, measuring the amount of liquid left in Grace’s Bloody Mary glass. The reason for his visit weighed on him. Was she ready now? “You asked me why I came to you first—not the others.”

			“I did.”

			“I couldn’t find any trace of Pia,” he admitted. “It’s as if she’s disappeared off the map.”

			“Good,” Grace said. When he frowned, she added, “I didn’t mean it like that.” She pursed her lips. “Or, maybe I did. You showing up on her doorstep wouldn’t be good for her. She’s the one who’s had the hardest time moving on.”

			“There was a child,” Javier knew.

			Her expression closed off. She smoothed the napkin on her lap. “She’s doing better now. Sloane and I... We do everything we can to make sure she stays that way. You can’t contact her, Javier. It’ll ruin everything. Whatever information you have for all of us, I can pass on to her. And Sloane, if need be. She’s busy.”

			“Si,” he said. “I hear she works for the FBI.”

			“She does,” Grace said, “in the Crimes Against Children unit. She’s taking down human traffickers, fighting the same system that hurt her, me and Pia on US soil.”

			“If she’s a federal agent, I assume her leg healed.”

			“It took far longer for our minds to heal than our bodies.”

			Javier swallowed. He’d known it would be a tough conversation. He’d imagined what she and the others had gone through after coming home. But the truth was harder than anything he had conceived. “Grace.”

			Her gaze crawled back to his. He saw the pain swimming in her eyes—and a waver of fear that made his lungs clutch.

			He pushed out a breath. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry that I went along with it. I’m sorry I heard what I did and saw things and did nothing.”

			“You got us out, Javier,” she whispered. “If not for you resisting orders to remain inside the Solaros’ operation, none of us would’ve gotten out with our lives. Sloane certainly would have died. Pia would have lost her mind. She nearly did, even after we were safe. I’m grateful to you. I really am. None of us had it easy when we came home. But we’ve lived our lives because of you. I’m sorry none of us have ever flipped the script and tried to locate you—to thank you.”

			“You don’t have to thank me,” he said with a quick shake of his head. “You never have to thank me.” He ran his eyes over her again and relief elated him. “I’m just happy to see you doing so well...looking so well.”

			He saw her soften. Her lips curved. She blinked, and he saw the wet sheen over her eyes before she turned them away again. “Our meal’s here.”

			He leaned against the back of the chair as Ann Marie swept in to deliver their entrées. It was a good thing she’d interrupted. As he ran his hand over the buttons of his shirt, Javier wondered at himself. Relief had morphed into something else. Something that reached for the woman across the table in a plea he was afraid to name.

			As he picked up his fork, he studied the collection of wares on his plate. “What is this?”

			Grace had already dug in. She lifted a shoulder. “Where Chef Andre’s concerned, you don’t ask questions. You just eat.”

			“I thought we ordered the same thing,” he commented, squinting at her plate where a different collection of ingredients sat atop one another.

			“We did,” she said with something of a laugh as she went in for another bite. “You heard Ann Marie. Chef never makes the same thing twice.”

			“Está bien,” he said hesitantly, forking something that looked like fish up to his mouth. He chewed, swallowed, made a thoughtful noise.

			Grace watched him closely. “Impressions?”

			Javier took another bite. It wasn’t fish. “It’s good.” He chewed and swallowed again. “It’s great. What is this?”

			She laughed her low laugh again, enchanting him through and through. “Magic.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 3

			The rain had let up by the time they finished their meal and thanked Chef Andre personally. After Hugo returned their jackets and Grace’s umbrella and she had carefully hung the purse from her shoulder, they waved goodbye to the waitstaff and ventured out to sip the cool night air.

			“That was surprising,” Javier said, as they set off down the long stretch of Chartres.

			“New Orleans is one big culinary adventure,” Grace explained. “If not for the crowds, I would’ve taken you to Felix’s for oysters. Or fried chicken at Dooky Chase. Or we could’ve split a muffuletta from Central Grocery. Each is life-altering in its own right. It’s a shame my father’s restaurant closed after he died. You could have had the finest BBQ you’ve ever put in your mouth.”

			“Your father was a chef?”

			“One of the greats,” she told him. “By the time he met my mother, she’d joined a civil rights law practice downtown. She liked the idea of someone cooking dinner for her every night. They bought a house in the Lower Ninth and raised me there.”

			“You were brought up in the city,” he realized. “Is it always like this, then?”

			“Things get more baffling than usual when Mardi Gras rolls around,” she replied. “And there’s no shortage of other festivals throughout the year. Not that anyone in New Orleans needs an excuse to party.”

			“How do you live at the center of it?” he asked. “It’s chaos.”

			She shrugged. “It’s home. I didn’t always feel that way. Going to college at Tulane, Loyola or the University of New Orleans wasn’t an option for me, like others with college aspirations. I planned to go somewhere quieter, smaller... But when the three of us came back from Mexico...I wanted nothing else but this. The crowds, the noise, the music... They were familiar distractions I needed. With them, I couldn’t always hear what was going on in my head. And that helped—at least for a time. When they offered me a residency in the city after med school, I didn’t even think about it. My mother and I bought the apartment above Russo’s, and I’ve been there ever since.”

			“Does your mother still live there, too?”

			Grace shook her head. “She died. A little over a year ago.”

			“Tu pérdida me da mucha pena.”

			She caught her breath. She’d heard condolences spoken a thousand different ways. But to hear him say Your loss gives me great sadness...and mean it... Her heart did something funny in response. “You don’t have to be sad,” she replied. “It came like a friend, as they say. She was sick and, unfortunately, suffered for a while. My father passed before I finished high school. She wanted to go like he did—while he was sleeping. In the end, she got her wish.”

			“It must’ve been hard for you,” he surmised. “I lost my mother when I was eighteen. Then I lost everything that reminded me of her, down to her Chanel perfume and the nail file she liked to keep tucked behind her ear. She kept it sharp enough to cut a man.”

			“How did she die, if you don’t mind me asking?” Grace asked cautiously.

			“It’s all right,” he told her, keeping his head low as they crossed Frenchmen Street. A nearby car alarm went off, but no one gave it any mind. “No one knows what happened, exactly. I was away—in America. She wanted to move here, eventually, and fought all my life for both of us to be granted asylum. We thought we were close. But she died.”

			Grace bit her lip. “You don’t think the Solaros did something to her?”

			“I thought about it,” he said. “Everybody thought about it. But there was never enough evidence.” He shrugged in a restless motion that spoke to Grace of his discomfort.

			She let it go. She knew they had never gotten around to his news about the Solaros and his real reason for being here. The food at Hugo’s had been phenomenal, but not so much that he’d forgotten his mission, she was sure.

			He was being patient with her. And she was stalling. She stopped, letting people mill around them. In the lantern light, the shadows cut across his face as he stopped, too, drawing close so that those around them could pass on the narrow banquette. He raised his hand to her elbow. “What is it, Grace?”

			She could see his chiseled cheekbones clearly. His hair had been long twelve years ago. Not anymore. When he’d taken off his hat in the restaurant, she’d been able to study every aspect of his face.

			She’d studied...and she’d admired. Since Mexico, she’d decidedly put men and relationships on the back burner. There had been dates, the occasional rendezvous, a dalliance when med school wrapped up and there was cause to celebrate... To her mother’s distress, there had been nothing permanent. She’d never told her mother she intended to keep it that way. It would have broken Matilde Lacroix’s old-fashioned, well-meaning heart.

			A relationship meant admitting to things she’d worked to forget. Grace liked work. She was accustomed to it. It had been her chief coping mechanism for so long. And just like the crowds and the noise of the Big Easy, it had distracted her from the hole her mother had warned her not finding a mate would incur.

			None of it meant she didn’t know how to stop and smell the roses—or pause and drink a man with her eyes. Javier’s face was more than drinkable. Thirsty, she admired how it was wide at the brow and narrow at the chin. Everything in between tapered from high to low in a tantalizing triangle, with a thin nose, narrow lips and eyes that shined when he smiled. When he smiled, the ever-present lines in his brow that hadn’t been there twelve years ago tapered off.

			There was kindness there. She’d thought the same thing the day he’d come to rescue her. He had kind eyes...so kind they sheared off the knee-jerk urge to push him away in the low light of the street. They made her want to flatten her hand against his. Would it be warm or cold?

			Warm, she remembered from all those years before. Warm and sure. Grace felt her tongue pass over her lips and watched his gaze travel from her eyes to her mouth.

			Her heart did a deft enough ditty to make a street musician join in. She was glad it wasn’t audible. “Tell me,” she said.

			He shook his head. Then he stopped as understanding struck. “Here?”

			A taxi whooshed by, tires spraying cold mist in its wake. “Once we reach Jackson Square, there won’t be quiet. The crowd’s getting thicker. You’ve come all this way to talk to me. Just tell me, please.”

			He didn’t let go of her as he looked around. “I wish you could sit down. You should probably be sitting.”

			“Please,” she said again, bouncing on her toes. Her heart was pounding for different reasons now.

			He took her other arm so that he had a steadying hold of her. He dropped his voice and said, “My uncle Pablo? The head of the Solaro family—he died.”

			Her lips fumbled briefly before she recovered herself. “When?”

			“About a week ago,” he said.

			“Oh.” She sucked in a breath. She’d forgotten to breathe for a minute. “Well... That’s not so bad. Right?”

			He hesitated long enough for her to panic.

			“Right?” she said again, down to a whisper.

			Someone bumped into him from behind, making his torso knock against hers. He gripped her as their feet rearranged, rebalanced. He looked around. When the clumsy person stumbled, laughed and kept going, he turned his attention back to Grace. “If that was all, no, it wouldn’t be so bad.”

			“But there’s more.” She’d known there would be. Somehow, she’d known.

			“You know my cousin Jaime, Pablo’s son? Alejandro’s brother.”

			“Pia’s handler,” she said.

			“That’s the one. A few days after his father’s passing, they found his prison cell empty.”

			She tried to take it in. It wasn’t an easy cocktail to swallow. “Empty?”

			“Si.”

			She shook her head. “What does that mean, Javier?”

			“It means that he escaped, Grace,” he said gently. “The authorities in Mexico haven’t been able to recover him.”

			Her lips had numbed. She rubbed them together before she asked, “What does that mean for us? He wouldn’t... They won’t let him cross into the US. He’d never get across the border...”

			Javier said nothing. A dull light entered his eyes.

			It made her teeth chatter. Dark water. An involuntary exhale swept through her as denial turned to awareness and awareness tripped into distress. “He’s already here.”

			“Nobody’s sure where he is,” Javier assured her. His hands passed up and down her arms, soothing when an involuntary tremor went through her, from head to toe. “There may have been a sighting in Corpus Christi. The witness wasn’t one hundred percent certain.”

			“Why would he come here?” she asked. “It’s been over a decade. And we weren’t the only women he and his cartel kidnapped...”

			“No,” Javier said. “No, but you were the only ones who ever escaped.”

			She looked around at the people milling...their faces in shadow. New Orleans might have been the epicenter of gluttony and sin for others, but for her, it was her sanctuary city. Yet in this moment, it felt treacherous. Grace felt exposed, unsure, unsafe. “I—have to get back to my apartment. I have to call Sloane. And Pia. She’ll be devastated.”

			“You’re devastated,” he observed. He stepped closer and lowered his head so that his brow nearly flattened against hers. “Grace, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I had to be the one to bring you this—after all this time. After everything you’ve done to move on.”

			“We need to get off the street,” she said faintly.

			He nodded. “I’ll walk you home.”

			She didn’t know how, but as they set off side by side again, his hand found hers—or hers found his—and held firmly as they ventured into the epicenter of bon temps.

			The roar of the crowd at Jackson Square was audible a block away. The banquette became clogged, so Grace and Javier took to the street, avoiding knots of like-minded tourists, living statues in gold and silver paint, small dogs with sparkling collars that barked at the commotion, honking cars that navigated the cluster, and mule-drawn carriages.

			Grace saw nothing and everything at once as she searched the passersby. She heard drums and her own heartbeat, and she tried to pick them apart from each other. Faces were a blur—moms and pops from Iowa, drunken frat boys on a bender, clairvoyants hawking mystic talents and protesters projecting diatribes through portable amps.

			They were all Jaime Solaro. Her hometown—this baffling, uninhibited city that was her safety net—was suddenly rife with Solaros, and she felt vulnerable. She jumped at the sound of Snap Dragons hitting the ground, sidestepping into Javier.

			“It’s okay,” he murmured. Lights bathed the white facade of Saint Louis Cathedral, making it glow like a great white ghost. They veered around the church, his footsteps mimicking the urgency of hers. Around the back of the church stood the statue of Jesus with hands upraised in Saint Anthony’s Garden. Lights cast Jesus’s looming specter against the building’s posterior. The effect was unsettling.

			Once that long shadow was well behind them, Grace breathed a little easier. The air stank of spilled beer and sulfur. Still, she could taste the rain on her tongue and feel the cool, clarifying mist on her face.

			It could have been that Javier hadn’t let go of her hand and the friction of hard-earned calluses on the pads of his fingers and palm reassured her.

			His thumb stroked the soft skin between her thumb and forefinger in fast repetitions that brought her back to the present. She loosened her hold because the familiar sight and smells coming off Pat O’Brien’s on Saint Peter dragged her frenzied mind the rest of the way back. She didn’t sprint the rest of the way to Russo’s, but it was a near thing.

			The restaurant had closed so she used her key. “Russo’s is more of a family place,” she told Javier as she held the door open for him. Her hands fumbled as she snicked the lock back into place and took a wide gander at the street on the other side of the glass. “They close at ten most nights. Eight on Christmas.”

			Javier’s hand grazed her shoulder. “You’re safe.”

			She hadn’t thought twice about letting him in. A few hours ago, he wouldn’t have made it this far again. Without much thought, she led him through the dining area and kitchen, through the door into the courtyard. His boots clattered after hers up the iron steps.

			“Which hotel are you staying at?” she asked as she steadied her hands enough to unlock her door, too. “I can call a cab for you so you don’t have to walk.”

			Javier was quiet at her back. She glanced over her shoulder. At his frown, she asked, “You booked a hotel, right?”

			He shook his head. “I didn’t think about it before I left New Mexico. There wasn’t time. I hopped on a plane and—”

			“Here you are.” Grace leaned back against the door. “It’s the last Mardi Gras weekend. If there were any openings yesterday, they’ve all been booked.”

			“It’s all right,” he assured her. “I’ll come up with something.”

			“What’re you going to do—sleep at the airport?” she asked incredulously. “You realize that’s your only option?” She shook her head. “I won’t be able to sleep knowing you’re stuck in that place till morning, maybe even the afternoon or tomorrow.” She thought about it, the rooms beyond the door—her private sanctuary and what inviting a man into it meant.

			Switching on the light, she motioned him forward. “You might as well come in.”

			

			Javier watched through the open door as Grace set her large purse on the kitchen counter and pulled the mewing kitten from its depths. He hovered as she tutted to him, bowing her head to whisper close at his ear. She cupped his soft, round shape in her palm before lowering him to the decorative tiles where he could stretch his legs.

			When she stood back up, she looked at Javier. Shedding her wool coat, she asked, “You’re not going to come in?”

			“Are you sure you want me to?” he asked. Are you sure you want me to spend the night with you?

			His heart missed a beat when he heard with you echoing in his head. His hands felt damp. He seated them in his pockets.

			“You can’t sleep outside,” she told him, taking matches from a drawer. Striking one, she tilted the wick of the voodoo candle on the counter to its glow. “You won’t wake up in that jacket. And Giovanni and Marco won’t take as kindly to you as they do the strays they find on the doorstep.”

			“Grace,” he said and waited until her eyes snatched back to his. “I want you to be sure.”

			She watched him over the little match flame burning toward extinction between her fingers. “I’m sure, Javier.”

			She looked a little glassy still, as she had after he’d dropped the news about Jaime. But her spine was straight, her shoulders high and back, and her voice didn’t bobble any more than the match did.

			“Come inside,” she added softly. “Please. I’m renovating my mother’s old room, but I can make up the couch.”

			He watched his boots cross the threshold, as if they were leading him. Not the other way around. “I don’t want you to go to any trouble.” Moving to her and the kitten twining around her ankles, he held her gaze over the match. He cupped his hand around hers and lowered his head, blowing out the flame.

			He saw her throat move on a swallow before she turned to the sink to run tap water over the matchstick. She tossed it into the disposal, then filled a small bowl with water. Lowering it to the floor, she kneeled as the kitten tottered to it for a drink.

			Javier watched her drag her fingers through the kitten’s fur, gripping the counter’s edge with his fist. “Have you named him?”

			She shook her head. “Why would I—when I don’t plan on keeping him?”

			Javier lifted a brow. She seemed too attached to be the kitten’s foster parent. “You don’t like cats?”

			“I don’t have a problem with them,” she admitted, keeping her head low. “I’m just not prepared for one. He’ll need medication, vaccinations, boosters, food, litter...”

			“Luis,” Javier said.

			She raised her eyes to his, questions bleeding to the forefront. “What?”

			“That’s what you should call him,” Javier told her. “Luis.”

			It caught her off guard enough. A thin smile bloomed on her lips. “Why Luis?”

			“After the famous jazz musician,” Javier explained. “You know, Storyville? Satchmo?”

			“Oh,” Grace said. The smile widened. “You mean Louis Armstrong.”

			“Si.” Javier crossed his arms over his chest. “Luis.”

			A soft chuckle brimmed from the base of her throat as she shook her head. Then she stopped and thought about it. “He does look like a Luis.” Glancing up at Javier, she asked, “What about you?”

			“Me?”

			“Are you always Javier?” she questioned. “Or do your friends call you Javy?”

			He didn’t know how to tell her he’d made few friends. His mother had taught him that there were a select number of people he could trust in this life. Childhood hadn’t been an ample environment for friendships. His mother’s voice had followed him into adulthood. Trust no one, mijo. Only yourself.

			“You can call me Javy,” he told her. “If it pleases you.” When her hand stopped roving over the cat’s fur and her eyes seized on him again, he nearly lost his breath. “Does it please you, Grace?”

			She stilled. Then, she flattened her hands against her thighs and pushed herself up to standing. “I’m going to check the locks and find you some blankets and a pillow. Giovanni sent up tiramisu earlier. We didn’t eat dessert at Hugo’s. Would you like some?”

			He shook his head as she switched on the lamp in the living room. There was a single sofa, long enough for him to stretch out on. Tribal art and wooden masks crowded the yellow-bright walls. Two doors with shutters shut tight over them barred access to a balcony. “I’m not hungry.”

			“I probably have a spare toothbrush,” she said, plumping cushions. Absently, she brushed imaginary dust off the surface of a side table. “I could go check.”

			He pulled the backpack off his shoulder. “I packed a few things before I left.”

			She nodded, then went to the door. She opened the slats to peer out.

			“Would you like me to check the perimeter?” he asked when she lingered for several seconds, searching.

			“I’ll warn you. Morning’s the only quiet time in the Quarter, and we’re a long way from that.” She closed the slats. “Do you think you’ll need to use the shower? Just the one’s working, off my bedroom.”

			“I can wait until tomorrow,” he decided.

			“Okay.” She veered toward the door to what he assumed was her bedroom. “Make yourself at home.” Then she disappeared, closing it behind her.

			The kitten tapped against the jamb. Javier shrugged off his jacket, leaving it on the counter, before he scooped up the creature. “Ven aquí, pequeño,” he murmured. As he straightened, he saw a framed photograph of Grace and an older couple on the wall. The woman had a quiet smile that marked her for Grace’s mother. The man’s arms spanned both women’s shoulders. There was pride in his eyes. Grace looked young—fresh-faced and hopeful. Pre-Mexico. Her cheek rested on her father’s arm.

			There was another photo on a shelf. He lifted it, tilting it toward the light.

			The faces of the girls struck him. He had to swallow the knot in his throat as he recognized Grace, Pia and Sloane. They were wearing caps and gowns and broad smiles for the camera, their arms linked around each other’s waists. It must’ve been their graduation from the Catholic school they had all attended. That was how they had met.

			It was one story Grace had told Javier over the days and nights it had taken to reach the embassy.

			Sloane’s the Amazon and the athlete, Grace had murmured to him in the dark. Pia’s the beauty with the brains.

			And you? he had asked.

			Grace had thought about the question for a long while before answering. I’m going to be the one who makes sure they get home.

			The kidnapping must’ve happened a month or less after this picture was taken.

			The kitten mewed, insistent.

			Javier moved to the balcony doors. “Si, gatito. We’ll go check, won’t we?”

			

			Grace couldn’t bring herself to shower.

			She’d been in the shower when the men had broken into the villa in Mexico. She hadn’t heard Pia’s calls for help until it was too late. The men had broken down the door to the bathroom and grabbed Grace from under the spray. She’d barely had time to snatch a towel off the rack and wrap it haphazardly around her before one of them had paraded her through the house in front of a dozen whooping men, shouting “Carne fresca!”

			Javier hadn’t been one of the men who had leered and shouted gross obscenities or tugged at her towel. But she still couldn’t bring herself to turn on the spray in her bathroom with him two doors away.

			She bound her hair in a high pony after changing into a blue cami, matching wide-leg pajama pants and a thin robe in the same hue. She took down linens and a pillow from the closet. When she opened the door, Javier was nowhere to be seen.

			A cold draft wisped across her face. Setting the pillow and blankets on the back of the couch, she followed it to the balcony door. It was parted from the jamb. Peering out, she found the man, the cat against his sternum, frowning through her wild jasmine vines at the street below.

			Javier wasn’t tall. He was maybe an inch taller than her. But he had a boxer’s build and a ready look—as if someone had accustomed him to responding to trouble at a moment’s notice. His stillness spoke more of wariness than calm, more lupine than human.

			With the light dappling through leaves onto his face, he looked dark and dangerous. She shivered.

			His head snatched sideways. He found her, and her bare toes curled under in reaction. “You didn’t have to check.”

			“Luis thought it was a good idea,” he said, walking to her. The cat made a noise, and he held him out to Grace.

			She gathered the cat under her chin. He knocked his head against her cheek, stretching into her warmth. Scratching his ear, she kissed him on the back of the head, then subsided when she found Javier watching.

			“You should keep him,” he said. “I’ll feel better knowing he’s with you when I’m gone.”

			When I’m gone. She frowned. The juxtaposition of the nameless man who’d taken Pia away and the Javier she saw in front of her clashed. It frustrated her, too, as did the ready attraction she’d felt from the moment he’d locked eyes with her in Hugo’s over the shared secret of the kitten hidden inside her purse.

			Moving away, she escaped into the safety of the apartment. She set the cat down on the floor and began unfolding the linens.

			The balcony door rapped closed, making her jump. The hand Javier placed on her shoulder was meant to soothe. It only made her more restless.

			“Are you sure you want me here?” he asked uncertainly.

			She nodded quickly. “It’s fine.” Hadn’t they taken turns sleeping in the front seat of his car as warm air whistled past bullet holes in the windshield? She had watched the street when it was his turn...when she wasn’t watching him, wondering why he had betrayed his own family to save her and her friends.

			“Let me help,” he offered, taking one end of the sheet.

			Together, they wrapped the couch cushions in a fitted sheet before she tucked a coverlet on one end, leaving the other open for his pillow. “Do you think you’ll need another blanket?” she asked.

			“This is more than enough,” he assured her.

			“You can use my bathroom if you need to,” she offered.

			“Gracias,” he acknowledged. “I won’t be long.”

			“It’s through there,” she said, gesturing through the door to her room. He’d taken off his hat, she realized when he closed the door behind him. Looking around, she saw it on the table next to the couch.

			She could smell him here—in her apartment. He smelled of blue agave—citrusy and woodsy—like those stolen nights in Mexico before everything went to hell.

			She caught her fingers trailing across the brim of the hat. Her fingertips skimmed the soft, weathered felt. It belonged to a working man.

			The kitten’s playful motions drew her gaze. He batted a small snaggle of thread between his paws under the potted banana tree she had brought in from the cold.

			When watching the tiny thing play didn’t settle her nerves, Grace veered into the kitchen and opened the fridge. She took out her trusty bottle of rosé and poured herself a large glass. If she was going to sleep with Javier in the next room and the Solaros on her mind, she was going to need it.

			She thought of the kid again—the one who’d died in the OR today—and felt her eyes sting. “Damn it,” she muttered. She drank.

			Thank goodness she wasn’t due at the hospital until tomorrow afternoon. She’d need the early hours to sort through her feelings. She’d need to call Pia and Sloane and tell them the news.

			Sloane would be angry. She’d go on the offensive, as she always did. Pia... Pia was another story. Grace could only hope that her longtime boyfriend, Sam, wasn’t overseas again. He would help her. And if Pia needed someone, Grace could be at her beach house in a matter of hours. Sloane might come, too.

			They’d circle the wagons. They’d weather the storm. The three of them had done it before—they would do it again.

			This time the threat wasn’t memories, however—or trauma. It was the man who was free to hunt them again.

			He wouldn’t succeed, she thought. Things were different here, now. She, Sloane and Pia were different. They were free, and they would remain that way.

			They had to.

		
	
		
			Chapter 4

			Javier found sleep difficult. About thirty minutes after his and Grace’s awkward good-nights, Javier drifted from a half dream to the sound of creaking. He jerked upright, frowning at the door to Grace’s room as it parted from the jamb.

			The woman didn’t appear. In her place, he heard the distinctive pitter-patter of paws. He relaxed and tutted, reaching down until he felt the kitten bump against his knuckles. Grabbing Luis around his slender middle, he lifted him onto the couch. “It’s past your bedtime, niño,” he whispered.

			The cat paced the length and breadth of Javier’s chest. Finally, he settled on his stomach, nose to tail.

			Javier petted him. He felt the purring start faint, then increase, the sound reaching his ears and the vibrations soothing his abdominal muscles. It put a moratorium on Javier’s restless thoughts, like breakers washing onshore in gentle laps. Raising one arm above his head, he closed his eyes, trying not to think about the cat’s mamacita in the next room.

			She would need more than a kitten for protection. How was he supposed to leave her here with no one to watch out for her?

			He considered the idea of taking her back to New Mexico with him until Jaime was captured. There, she would be safe. His boss was a gentleman, a fair one, and he knew what it meant to look after his own. If Javier came to him asking for protection for someone he feared for...someone he cared about...the boss would accept unquestioningly.

			Javier had seen her in her city, though, hadn’t he? Remembering how stricken she’d looked when she found him on her doorstep, he frowned at the ready ache inside him.

			She didn’t need or want him here...in New Orleans or her rooms. In her sphere at all.

			She belonged here. He belonged out west—with her out of reach.

			Javier made himself stop listening for sounds of her. He rubbed the lines on his brow, frowning at the guttering light from the voodoo candle she’d left burning on the kitchen counter nearby. He draped a hand over his eyes, forcing himself to close them. It was true, he thought grimly. There was no rest for the wicked.

			A knock rapped against the apartment door.

			Javier tensed, frowning across the length of the kitchen to the entry.

			The knock came again, harder this time.

			He tossed the blankets off his legs, lifting a protesting Luis from his lap. He was on his feet, shoving them into his boots, when Grace emerged from her room. She reached for the light switch.

			He held up a hand to stop her.

			She froze, eyes cavernous in the dark.

			He moved to her, lifting his finger to her lips.

			She nodded, taking Luis from him.

			He pressed a hand to her shoulder, making sure she would stay against the wall, out of sight of the door. Shirt open down the front, Javier slowly crossed the tiles to the door.

			The knocking was more insistent now. On the other side, he could hear a voice.

			“Doctor! I need a doctor!”

			He heard Grace come forward, but he waved her back.

			“Javy, it sounds like someone needs my help,” she hissed.

			“Get back, Grace,” he hissed back.

			She hesitated before pressing her back against the wall again.

			Stay there, he willed. He had no weapon. From the butcher block on the counter’s edge, he pulled a long boning knife. Wedging the handle in his fist, he shuffled the rest of the way to the door and peered through the peephole.

			The face that greeted him on the other side wasn’t friendly. The gun in his hand with the silencer attached looked even less so.

			Javier cursed, backtracking. “Is there another way out?” he whispered.

			“Who is it?”

			“Grace, is there another way out?” he persisted.

			“There used to be,” she said. “The fire ladder attached to the balcony. But I’ve never used it. I wouldn’t count on it supporting either of us.”

			“This way,” he said, pulling her to the balcony.

			“Javier, who’s at the door?” she asked. When he opened the balcony door, peering out furtively, she sucked in a breath at the cold. “Answer me!”

			He gauged the dark space beyond. “Keep your head low,” he ordered, ducking down and tugging her along.

			Fog had arrived, crawling across rooftops and funneling down to choke the streets and alleyways with its mixed bouquet of fish and millworks. Grateful for the vines that snaked in leafy, thick contortions from the planters lining the railing to the roofline, he stayed low and willed her to do so, too, as they crossed to the far side.

			He leaned over, checking that the metal steps of the fire ladder were clear.

			“Javy,” Grace muttered at his back. “This isn’t wise. When I bought the place, the Russos warned me not to use the ladder.”

			Luis’s head peered out from between the parting of the lapels of her thin robe. It was too cold for her to be wearing anything less than her wool coat. He felt the wind penetrating the material of his undershirt. Going back inside was not an option, though. Through the window of Grace’s bedroom, he could hear the entry door splinter. “We need to move quickly,” he told her. At the shake of her head, he leveled with her. “You trusted me once. I need you to do it again.”

			The sound of glass breaking made her jump, her head whipping toward the door.

			He tightened his grip on her hand to bring her back to him. “Can you do that?”

			She flinched at the sound of a chair being turned over. She closed her eyes and nodded swiftly. “Yes. Bon Dieu.”

			“Duck,” Javier said quickly when he heard the bedroom door splinter against the wall of her room. He covered her head with his hand. The intruders were tearing apart her room. “Quickly, go.”

			With one hand on hers and the other wrapped around the metal rail, Javier walked out onto the metal fire escape platform. While her soft-bottomed slippers didn’t make a sound, his boots clattered noisily. He scanned the street below before the fire ladder took a sharp left into the dark alley between Russo’s and the next building. Javier probed the shadows, looking for threats in the smog-tinged darkness.

			A window shattered. Grace shrieked, her footsteps picking up pace. She froze when a tread gave way under her foot.

			Javier grabbed her around the waist, jerking her back. They watched the tread fall to the pavement below. Its clatter echoed against the alley walls.

			“I told you,” she breathed, trying to back up a step. “I told you they weren’t safe...”

			“No, no,” Javier said, refusing to let go. “You can’t go back. The man had a gun!”

			“A gun?” She glanced back the way they had come.

			They wouldn’t reach the ground fast enough. Javier urged her forward, hooking one arm around her waist. He drew her close. With her one tread higher than him, his eyes were level with her chin. He could hear her breath scraping against her throat and felt the shaking in her hands. He tightened his grip on her. “Nothing’s going to happen to you, bonita. I’m not going to let anything happen. Do you believe me?”

			After a second’s pause, she nodded in a fervent motion.

			Javier kept his arm around her waist as they both stepped over the space where the tread had been. The stairs creaked, but they reached the second platform. Javier tried to find the release that would lower the second set of stairs to the ground. There wasn’t a single light in the alley. He glanced over the rail to gauge the distance to the ground. “We’re going to have to jump.”

			She groaned but followed his lead, clambering over the rail as she kept one hand on the kitten-shaped lump under the neckline of her shirt. Her hand fumbled for his as they both eyed the drop.

			Her slippers were soft-soled. They wouldn’t absorb the impact, and there was no soft place to land. If she twisted or broke an ankle, he’d have to carry her. “Bend your knees,” he instructed. “Try not to tense.”

			Grace gave a startled laugh. She had a death grip on him.

			Javier didn’t have time to count, so he just said, “Go” and they fell through the dark.

			The landing jarred him. He felt the impact singing up his knees but stayed upright. Grace fell sideways. He righted her quickly. “Are you all right?” he asked.

			Grace’s mouth fell open in a scream.

			Javier turned. The blow from the butt of a gun fell on his shoulder instead of his head. He pushed Grace toward the opening of the alley. “Run!” he shouted as he struck out, knocking the gun out of the attacker’s hand.

			Bent over double, the man tackled Javier headlong, and the boning knife went flying.

			The uneven asphalt was no cushion. Shock forked up the length of Javier’s spine. He gritted his teeth, trying to use the momentum of the tackle to flip the man over his head.

			“Traitor,” the man spat, driving a fist into Javier’s middle.

			Javier groaned, unable to stop himself from curling onto his side. The man’s hand was like iron, his voice familiar. “Carlos,” he said. “Primo.”

			“I’d kill you,” Carlos said, his face inches away from Javier’s. His breath stank of tobacco. Javier felt Carlos’s hands close around his throat. They dug in, cutting off his air supply. “I’ve thought about killing you. We all have.”

			Javier groped the asphalt, searching for the knife. He tried to tip his chin up so that he could see the mouth of the alley. He’d heard Grace’s soft footsteps retreat. How far had she gone? Could he give her more time?

			Carlos’s grip tightened, making Javier go blind for a split second. “Jaime wants you for himself.”

			“Jaime—”

			Carlos cut off Javier’s choked reply with a fist to the mouth. “You’ll come quietly. And you’ll help us track down the woman and her friends...”

			“No—”

			Carlos’s hammer of a fist connected again, this time with his nose. Javier felt the bone give way. White-hot pain split his skull, familiar in its extremes. Pain and the taste of his own blood had marked his brief time under Pablo Solaro’s tutelage.

			“Then you’ll watch,” Carlos went on. “You’ll watch Jaime finish what he and Alejandro started twelve years ago.”

			A cry split the alley’s quiet, and Carlos snatched his chin up. Something heavy smashed against his face. His head arced back, taking his body with it in a sound slump.

			Javier coughed, reaching for his throat. He stared up at the curvy figure and the heavy metal plaque in her hands. “Grace?”

			She dropped the plaque and grabbed him beneath the shoulders, helping him to his feet.

			His face was on fire, and he could feel blood pooling from his nose. He tasted it. “I told you to run.”

			“Are you all right?” she asked, panting.

			He wanted to take a second to admire the woman she was. She’d come back for him just as she’d gone back into hell with him to rescue Pia and Sloane. The pain throbbed alongside his need for her—the incredible, undeniable force that was Grace.

			The second set of fire stairs he’d struggled to release from the up position creaked, the hinges squealing as the ladder arced toward them.

			“Move!” Grace yelled even as their feet flew toward the mouth of the alley.

			Javier doubled back. He saw the sheen of Carlos’s gun barrel. He picked it up and dived out of the way as the ladder hit the ground with a thunderous clatter.

		
	
		
			Chapter 5

			Javier wanted to run toward the river. Grace redirected him.

			She veered onto Bourbon where Mardi Gras clambered on. The music screamed. The crowd writhed. Neon lights clashed, spotlights blinded. As Grace led Javier by the hand through the throng, she passed a woman lifting her shirt to the sound of hooting and hollering from the surrounding balconies, towering drag queens, two men engaged in a V-J Day-style kiss, a young man doubled over, retching, a middle-aged woman curled up asleep on the banquette...

			Grace looked back, searching for their pursuers. She’d heard shouts from her balcony as she and Javier fled into the night. She’d heard running feet behind them before the music drowned them out.

			It would help if she knew what their attackers looked like. “Do you see them?”

			“Keep moving,” Javier instructed.

			She glimpsed his face. “You’re bleeding!”

			“We can’t stop.”

			Neither her pajamas nor his cowboy getup had drawn attention from the partygoers, but Grace saw a bouncer outside a club narrow his eyes on Javier’s bloodied face as they raced past. “We need to get you cleaned up.”

			“There’s no time, Grace.”

			“In here,” she said quickly, detouring through the open doors of an apparel store.

			The woman at the counter stared at Javier as Grace sprinted to the counter. “Sabine, we need help.”

			“Dr. Lacroix,” she said in surprise. Her gaze bounced from her to Javier in an intrigued dance. Her insouciant mouth puckered. “Coucou, cher. What hammer did you run into?” she murmured, leaning on the counter so that the vee of her sweater opened over generous cleavage and the gris-gris that hung from her neck swayed like a pendulum.

			“We need a changing room,” Grace said, glancing toward the back of the store. It went deep into the building. There was an alternate exit, too, if she remembered correctly.

			“Together?” Sabine asked, raising a penciled brow. To Javier, she said, “I bet you’re right pretty under all that carnage.”

			“And merchandise,” Grace rattled off, trying to think through the miasma of terror and adrenaline. “I don’t have my wallet...”

			Sabine looked her over. “The store doesn’t offer credit.”

			“It’s an emergency,” Grace said, “otherwise you know I wouldn’t ask.”

			Sabine considered. Then she lifted her chin. “Go all the way to the back and hang a left. Pick a room. I’ll bring you what you need.”

			“You’re a lifesaver,” Grace declared, covering Sabine’s tattooed hand briefly with her own. She took Javier’s elbow. “This way.” She grimaced, seeing the damage on his face for what it really was. “Do you have a first aid kit?” she asked Sabine as she steered Javier toward the changing rooms.

			“You going to play doctor after you get him undressed?” Sabine asked as she closed the doors to the street and flipped the placard to Closed. She flipped a switch and the front of the store darkened. “Can I watch?”

			Grace took that as a yes and kept going. The middle of the store fell dark, too, as they passed racks of clothes, feather boas, postcards and assorted knickknacks featuring grinning men, women and alligators in assorted compromising positions. Across from an Out of Order bathroom, she found the first changing room. Shoving aside the curtain, she ushered Javier in before snatching it back in place. “Sit down.”

			“It’s not as bad as it looks,” he mused.

			“Javy, your nose is broken,” she informed him, refusing to soften the delivery. Pressing a hand into his shoulder, she snapped, “Sit. Or I’ll make Sabine sit on you.” Gingerly, she tugged Luis from her shirt. The cat mewed loudly. “It’s your turn,” she said, offering him to Javier.

			He lifted his hands and accepted the kitten, passing his palm over Luis’s head to flatten his ears and calm him. “Va a estar bien, michi.”

			Grace tried not to think about what her insides did when she saw the little kitten in Javier’s wide, working hands or how the rough tumble of sweet words spoken as he brought the cat up to his lowered chin made her stomach flip like pancakes. She scrubbed her hands over her face, bringing herself around to the reality they had only momentarily escaped. “They destroyed my apartment.”

			Javier’s gaze swept up to hers. “Si.”

			At least he told no lies. “You knew the man in the alley,” she stated.

			Javier’s fingers stilled on Luis’s arched spine. Before he could answer, Sabine snatched the curtain back without warning. “Aw,” she muttered after her eerie white contact lenses took a dive over Javier’s folded form. “He’s not naked.” She frowned at Grace. “You’re slow.”

			Grace took the clothes from Sabine’s arms and draped them over the top of the changing room wall. She then took the first aid kit. It was small, but it would have to do. “I need wet towels.”

			“Sure,” Sabine said. She leaned toward Grace and murmured, “At least have his nipples exposed before I get back.”

			When the curtain snatched back into place, Javier gave a soft laugh. It didn’t quite ring true. Pain webbed across his features. “How do you know her?” he asked.

			“It’s a small town,” Grace muttered. She scooped up Luis and placed him in a small wicker basket in the corner that served as a trash can. It was empty, and it kept the animal in place so she didn’t have to worry about him wandering through Sabine’s store. “You’ll have to take off the shirt. It’s a mess.”

			Javier unsnapped the first two buttons with one hand. He gathered the material around the shoulders, then pulled the shirt over his head.

			Underneath, he wore a plain white T-shirt. There was blood on the collar, but not much. As the plaid shirt fell to the floor, she said, “Tip your head back against the wall.”

			Javier looked at the light overhead, the back of his head meeting the mirror behind him. He kept his hands on his knees as she leaned over him, tilting her head left, then right. “Is there obstruction?” she asked. “Does it feel blocked?”

			He nodded slightly.

			“There’s swelling,” she confirmed. And bruising already coloring faintly around his eyes. “Did you black out when he hit you—even for a moment?”

			“I saw stars,” Javier muttered. “But I didn’t black out.”

			“How’s your neck? Does it hurt?”

			“No.”

			“Okay,” she said, still examining. “It looks like the bleeding’s slowed. I’ll need to clean you up, regardless.”

			“There’s no time for that.”

			The curtain opened again. Sabine thrust wet paper towels at her. Grace took them, then paused when Sabine offered her a half-drunk bottle of moonshine.

			Sabine shrugged at Grace’s ready skepticism. “Man needs something for the pain.” She unscrewed the cap, then thrust the bottle in Javier’s direction. Shaking it so the liquid sloshed, she said, “Go on, cowboy. Have a nip.”

			Javier hesitated before wrapping his fingers around the bottle’s neck. He placed it on his knee.

			“I’ll go watch the front,” Sabine offered, skimming one last look over Javier’s form before the curtain closed again.

			Grace started mopping up the bloody mess. She went through the paper towels quickly. “You can drink. It’s probably better that you do.”

			“I don’t want to get sloppy.”

			“Pain’ll do that, anyway.”

			“Sometimes pain makes you sharp.”

			Her brows came together. Had he learned that from working inside the Solaro cartel? “Sabine was an addict. During my residency, she OD’d and was brought to the ER. Her brother’s her only living relative. He thinks I saved her life. And he makes the moonshine. Every couple months, a package arrives on my doorstep with anonymous contraband.”

			“Is it any good?” he asked.

			“If you like that sort of thing,” she said. “Moonshining’s illegal, so I normally toss it.”

			“She’s giving us free merchandise because you saved her life,” he surmised.

			Grace wadded the last of the paper towels and wiped a small bloodstained water droplet from his cheek with her thumb, lowering her voice. “She was just nineteen, my first OD. I was new to the ER. My hands shook the entire time. It’s a wonder I was able to do anything for her.”

			“Doesn’t make you any less a hero.”

			She could feel the glide of his dark eyes and trained her attention on his nose again. She placed her thumbs on either side of it, trying not to hurt him. His inhalations elongated sharply when she probed the bridge. “I don’t think you’re at risk for hematoma. You may, however, have a deviated septum. You’re very lucky the bleeding’s stopped. I’ll keep the first aid kit in case it starts again. Here.” She took one shirt down from the top of the stall. “Put this on.”

			Javier spread the black T-shirt between his hands and read the front. He glanced up at her in question.

			“Sabine doesn’t carry plaid.” She took down the second shirt and unfolded it for his view. “Or anything that won’t make your nana blush.”

			His mouth quirked as he read the pirate pickup lines on the front. He fed his arms through his shirt, which Sabine had brought in a fitted medium instead of a large. He widened the neck so that it didn’t get hung up on his nose and stretched the front over his torso.

			Grace did feel hot around the collar, seeing the words “Suck Me Dry” underneath a trio of crawfish. She loosened her thin robe from her shoulders. Turning halfway away, she discarded it with his shirt on the floor. She really didn’t have time to dwell on how the heat culled around her center when he didn’t look away. We’re running for our lives and I’m thinking with my glands, she thought. She blamed Sabine’s incense, fitting the T-shirt over her camisole.

			She took down the jeans Sabine had found for her.

			“I’ll wait outside,” he said, pushing up from the bench. He lifted Luis from the basket and squeezed by her. The curtain swished open, then closed at his back.

			She quickly discarded the pajama pants, then wiggled the jeans over her hips and discarded the slippers for a pair of socks with jalapenos wearing sunglasses and the label “Hot Stuff.” The go-go boots Sabine had chosen for her were black with platform heels. She hoped she and Javier had lost their tail. Running would be a triumph in these.

			Knowing Sabine didn’t have any other options, Grace stuffed the first aid kit into an enormous canvas bag with Mr. T’s face on it and wrapped a black feather boa around her neck. The tourist wear would help them blend in long enough to reach the end of Bourbon Street.

			Trying to figure out where to go from there, Grace opened the curtain and froze.

			Javier tilted his chin in her direction, but Sabine hissed at him. “She sat on me,” he said needlessly. Luis, smooshed between Sabine’s breasts and Javier’s sternum, let out a slightly strangled cry, eyes as wide as marbles.

			Grace crossed her arms. “Sabine, you’re scaring the boys.”

			Sabine tutted. She’d pinned Javier into a chair and splayed her wide thighs across his lap. Tongue caught between her teeth, she dabbed concealer over the starter bruises around his eyes. “The pretty one didn’t want a hat, so...”

			Grace saw a pile of discarded hats on the floor. She toed aside a purple fedora and placed a hand under Sabine’s arm. “You’re suffocating the kitten.”

			“I’ll pet his kitten,” Sabine crooned, closing the compact with a grin as she wiggled off Javier’s lap. “All he need do is ask.”

			As Javier stood, rumpled and abashed, he moved from the corner quickly. “Thank you for...” He trailed off, charmingly at a loss.

			“Not a problem, baby,” Sabine said. “You going to tell me who did that to your face? My brother’s got a pet gator he can feed the bastard to.”

			When Javier only stared at her, Grace quickly said, “It’s his first Mardi Gras.”

			“Oh,” Sabine said knowingly. “Well, in that case...” Grabbing Javier by the neckline of his T-shirt, she yanked him to her.

			Grace quickly grabbed the kitten before he became flattened again. Sabine yanked Javier’s mouth down to hers and gave him a suckling kiss. He groaned as her nose nudged against his and swiftly retreated.

			Taking pity on him, Grace said quickly, “We really have to be going. Thank you for everything, Sabine. The back exit isn’t blocked, is it?”

			“Nope,” Sabine said, thoroughly satisfied with herself. She pointed down a tight hallway. “It’s that-away. I’ll turn off the alarm.” She grinned at Javier, wagging her fingers. “You come back now, cher.”

			Javier made a noise before taking the lead. He and Grace moved to the back door. They opened it, and the alarm chirped. The red security light over the door chirped and washed the alley behind Sabine’s shop in sinister scarlet. The sounds of Mardi Gras pulsed from the street on the other side of the building.

			After several seconds, the chirping stopped. Javier looked furtively around, making sure the coast was clear. He palmed something at the small of his back.

			Grace saw the handle of a gun and tried not to balk. “Where’d you get that?”

			He paused. “From the alley outside your place.”

			She lifted her chin in understanding. The kid on the operating table yesterday came back to her. She’d seen far too many gunshot wounds throughout her tenure at the hospital. Guns on the streets of New Orleans were as common as cocktails.

			He’d carried a gun in Mexico, too, she remembered. He’d shot Alejandro through a dark window, leaving Grace with little doubt he knew how to use it. Determined not to think about how deadly he could be, she opened the canvas bag. Taking out a rolled-up hoodie, she tossed it to him. “Throw this on. It’s warm.”

			Javier did as he was told. She knew he’d experienced enough of New Orleans when the sugar skull with its middle fingers raised to the sky on the front didn’t give him pause. “I don’t know how she did it.”

			“What?” she asked, taking out the moonshine. She set it on the ground, hoping Sabine wouldn’t find it out here. She hated knowing the girl was using again and made a mental note to tell her brother.

			“Sabine,” he explained. “One minute we were standing at arm’s length, the next she was—”

			Grace heard herself laugh as she tugged a matching hoodie down over her front. She kissed Luis and placed him carefully inside the canvas bag where he would be safe, leaving it open to the night air. “Everybody has a gift. Sabine’s is bedding a man in thirty seconds flat.”

			“She bit me.”

			“I’ve seen her do worse.” She inched toward the corner that would take them into a courtyard that led back out onto Bourbon. A sound reached her ears.

			Javier’s hand clamped over her shoulder. He edged forward. She saw his hand fit around the handle of the gun again at the small of his back and closed her eyes, nudging the bag and Luis with it on the other side of her hip.

			She stayed so close to Javier, she felt the moment his tension drained and opened her eyes. “It’s okay,” he said. “Sabine isn’t the only one practicing the art of seduction tonight.”

			Curious, Grace peered around the corner. The noise she had heard was the sound of a couple’s deep-throated moans. Her chin dropped, and she closed her mouth carefully as Javier led her toward the street and the pair continued, unceasing, against the smudged alley wall.

			Javier stopped before they could blend back into the carousel of drunken spectators. A brass band leader with a feathered umbrella was leading anyone who cared to join in a second line. “Where to now?” he asked.

			“Farther that way,” she said, pointing. “We can flag down a cab on Canal.”

			“We left our wallets at your place.”

			She reached into the canvas bag and retrieved the roll of cash Sabine had deposited there. At his arched brow, she said, “I’m lucky you’re so pretty. Otherwise, she might not have been this generous.”

			The beginnings of a grin were born in his eyes. He looked good in neon, she thought. Her center keened. She supposed running for your life must awaken things inside a person. Seeing the way his eyes caressed her didn’t help.

			A gunshot ripped through the uproar. At first, no one reacted. Then a second shot, closer now, cleaved the party atmosphere in two. People screamed and scattered. Javier pushed Grace back against the wall, covering her.

			She saw the two cops in motorcycle helmets surge in the opposite direction. Grabbing Javier by a handful of his hoodie, she shouted, “Follow the crowd!”

		
	
		
			Chapter 6

			The panicked mass swelled around Javier. People thinned, then condensed when more gunshots cracked like whips. The herd quickened. He tried to keep a grip on Grace’s hand, but the crowd jostled him, making it difficult.

			The girl in front of her in high heels and a minidress stumbled. Grace went down with her, made clumsy by the boots Sabine had loaned her. Javier halted. The brass band’s tuba player nearly trampled him. He swerved to keep the instrument’s mouth from swallowing his head. From the open door of a club, upbeat disco music surged in a cheerful, discordant backdrop.

			“Grace!” Javier called. The faces passing were masked in terror. They blurred as he searched, growing frantic. “Grace!”

			The girl’s bubblegum pink minidress flashed between runners. As Javier fought his way toward the pop of color, he saw Grace supporting her with an arm around her waist. Javier shouldered people out of his path and reached for her. “Grace—” She lurched on her right leg. “You’re hurt!” he exclaimed.

			“I smacked my knee on the ground.” She waved it off. “This is June. She’s twisted her ankle.”

			The girl sobbed, quaking with terror. He lifted her with an arm under her shoulders and another under her knees. “This way!”

			He fought his way forward. The girl whimpered against his throat. He felt Grace take hold of his belt and was happy for the link. He couldn’t lose her.

			The throng came to the end of Bourbon and spilled helter-skelter onto Canal Street. Police whistled and directed foot traffic, holding off a torrent of honking vehicles.

			“June!” someone cried.

			A group of college-age girls in short skirts and cowgirl boots descended on Javier, cooing over the girl in his arms. He set her delicately on her feet. She fell, weeping, into the arms of her companions.

			“Javy!”

			Grace pointed into the crowd pouring off Bourbon Street.

			He tensed. The man he had seen through the peephole of Grace’s apartment door was coming. Javier didn’t recognize him as he had Carlos. Javier did, however, recognize the gun firmly clasped in his hand. The man’s scanning eyes narrowed on Javier and Grace. He leveled the gun, took aim.

			“Get down!” Javier yelled, folding himself over Grace’s form.

			The report of gunshots deafened. Everyone around them hit the ground.

			Grace called, “Hurry!”

			Javier followed her into the major thoroughfare. Horns bellowed. Whistles screamed. Gunshots bounced off the pavement. Someone to his right fell, shrieking. They crossed the center, then fled in front of traffic going in the opposite direction. The street was littered with beads.

			Clang!

			Javier spotted the red-and-yellow streetcar moving swiftly across their path. “Grace?”

			“Open the doors!” she called to the driver.

			The doors opened. She ran straight at the doors and leaped onto the streetcar.

			Javier jumped. His boots slid across the opening. He grabbed the bar over his head to stop from skidding.

			“Close them!” she cried.

			“Y’all all right?” the driver asked even as the doors whished closed and the trolley continued to clang down the line, leaving the chaos on Bourbon and Canal behind.

			Grace shrugged in answer, unable to speak. She fumbled over the hoodie and the pockets of her jeans, then remembered they weren’t hers. “Damn. I don’t have change or a ticket. I’m sorry.” She reached into the bag and pulled out the cash roll. She peeled off a ten-dollar bill and handed it to the driver over his shoulder. “Will this do?”

			He studied Hamilton’s face before taking it between the tip of his first and middle finger. “I got you, chère.”

			“Thank you,” she said. She slumped onto the closest bench.

			“What’s happening on Bourbon?” the driver asked curiously.

			Grace exchanged a look with Javier, who collapsed to a seat as well, struggling for breath. “Shooting.”

			The driver made a disapproving noise. “That’s no way to end Mardi Gras. Anybody hurt bad?”

			Javier thought of the person he’d seen fall to his left. He looked back through the night but saw nothing but police lights. “Si.”

			“Shame, that.”

			Javier felt the wriggling inside the bag. He opened it. Luis’s claws had torn the inside lining. He tried crawling to the opening.

			Grace’s hip nudged Javier’s as she slid onto his bench. “Is he okay?” she asked, reaching in to extract Luis.

			The driver cleared his throat when he saw the kitten. “Service animals only.”

			“How ’bout a service animal in training?” Grace suggested, tucking Luis against her cheek.

			The driver thought about it. He shrugged and let it be.

			Grace let out a sigh. She tipped her head to Javier’s shoulder.

			He’d draped his arm across the back of the bench. Lowering it to her shoulders, he pulled her close. His heart still rapped a hard cadence against his sternum. He turned his cheek against her hair as they rode through several stops in silence.

			“It wasn’t Jaime,” she murmured.

			He barely caught the words and shook his head. “No.”

			“Who was the man in the alley?” she wanted to know. “I heard him talking to you. He was speaking Spanish.”

			...you’ll watch. You’ll watch Jaime finish what he and Alejandro started twelve years ago... Carlos’s warning was loud in Javier’s ears. He probed the tender skin around his nose and tried not to grimace. “Millions of people speak Spanish,” he heard himself saying and frowned at the dismissal he heard in his own voice. Why shouldn’t he tell her about Carlos?

			She was scared enough. He knew how much the Solaros had hurt her. He’d seen her face when she learned Jaime was free again.

			They’d lost the shooter from Bourbon. For now, they were safe. Once they reached a secure location, he’d tell her.

			“How’s your face?” she asked.

			“I can live with it.”

			“You didn’t drink the moonshine.”

			“No.”

			“You’re stubborn, Javier.”

			“So I’ve been told.”

			“I’ll need to check the first aid kit for aspirin. The pain’s only going to get worse.”

			“I’ll manage it.”

			She straightened, peering through the windows. “We should get off here.”

			“Why?” Javier asked as the streetcar slowed. “Are you sure?”

			“Trust me,” she said.

			They bid the Canal Street streetcar driver farewell and got off on a corner lit by a single streetlamp. She hustled Javier to another streetcar—this one green with red trim—and they rode it until any chance of a tail had been lost.

			“Not much farther,” she assured him after they disembarked again, and she set off down the sidewalk.

			“Where are we?” he asked, trying to get his bearings. It was impossible. There were no stars in the city to guide them.

			“Garden District,” she replied.

			The fog was still thick. He could barely make out the top of the live oaks that lined the street or the long faces of buildings leering out of the haze.

			They walked for a few blocks before she asked, “How good are you at scaling fences?”

			Seeing the apprehensive look on her face, he asked, “Why?”

			She tipped her chin toward the wrought iron gate across the street.

			Javier narrowed his eyes. “You want to go in there?”

			She lifted her hand. “I’m out of ideas. I have friends in the city. But if these men are looking for me specifically, they’ll be able to trace my associations. I’m not going to endanger an innocent person simply by showing up on their doorstep. This is the only place I can think to hide until daytime.”

			Javier considered. They couldn’t stay out in the open. They couldn’t go back to her apartment. He looked around and saw no cabs or buses. The streetcar was long gone. It had clanged off into the night, looking every bit the ghost of a bygone era. Steeling himself, he nodded and followed her across Washington Avenue.

			The wrought iron gates were held together by chain and lock. There was a large sign on the gate that read: CLOSED FOR RESTORATION. APPOINTMENT ONLY VISITATION. The arch pronounced it Lafayette Cemetery No. 1.

			“Are you sure about this?” he asked.

			Tension limned her jawline. “Let’s walk the perimeter. The fence is easier to climb on the other side.”

			“You sound like you’ve done this before,” Javier observed. It did well to mask the uncertainty and discomfort he felt about breaking into a cemetery.

			“Sloane lived in the Garden District,” she revealed, lengthening her strides. “Walking the tombs after dark was a rite of passage. At least, that’s what she, Pia and I thought. If any of our parents had known...” She shook her head. “We’d have been in for it.”

			“Is it not safe?” Javier asked, gauging the area. It was difficult with the fog.

			“The cemetery’s been closed for restoration for a while. Something about a water main. When it’s open to the public, there are people who try to take advantage of the tourists. Pickpockets, beggars... This being the Garden District, though, it tends to be safer than other cemeteries in the city, like Saint Louis No. 1 where the old voodoo queen, Marie Laveau, is buried. This looks like a decent spot.”

			The pale brick wall did look more accommodating than the wrought iron spikes over the entrance. “I’ll go first,” he decided and handed her the bag. Planting his hands on top of the wall, he boosted himself up before dropping in on a raised surface. Something loose scattered beneath his feet and pinged across the ground.

			Grace’s voice floated to him from the far side of the wall. “Coins. Either to ensure passage to the next world or to acknowledge a visit from a living soldier to a deceased one.”

			Javier made a note to right the coins back in place. He reached over the wall for her.

			Grace’s hand latched onto his. It tightened as he leveraged her over the wall. “Thank you,” she said when she stood eye to eye to him in the shadow of the tombs. Her breath feathered his cheek and her hand remained in his. He could smell Sabine’s incense on her, a hint of spilled liquor from the debacle on Bourbon. But overall, he smelled the radiance that was Grace. He’d smelled it in her rooms, hints of lemongrass and cedarwood. He’d need to hang on to that—the living essence of her in this city of the dead.

			Her words lowered to a hum. “I wish we had a light.”

			Javier dug something from his pocket. He’d all but forgotten it was there. A crack spidered over the screen of his phone when he toggled it and the battery level warned that it was at only 20 percent, but it illuminated the fine points of Grace’s features as he held it between them.

			She smiled. “If all else fails, we can call for a pickup.”

			He nodded. “And anybody else we need.”

			“If the police didn’t catch the shooter on Bourbon,” Grace said, her smile tapering off in thought, “they’ll be looking for information.” She scrutinized him. “Are you sure you didn’t recognize him?”

			“No,” Javier said, with a shake of his head. It wasn’t a lie. The gunman hadn’t been part of the Solaro operation when Javier had left. He could, however, give police Carlos’s description.

			“I wonder if anyone called in the trouble at my place,” she wondered, her brow furrowing. “Or if the police have the time to investigate. They likely only have the personnel to handle emergencies, like the shooting.” She paused. “Javy, did you really see someone hurt badly on Bourbon?”

			“Canal,” he replied.

			“I wish I’d seen. I could’ve done something.” Her hand was still in his. It flexed, then released and flexed again in convulsions of agitation.

			“The gunman had spotted us,” Javier told her. “If you had stopped, he would have shot you.”

			She shuddered. The air was so eerily quiet he swore he could hear her heart knocking inside her breast. “It’s my responsibility to help those who’re sick and injured, no matter the danger.”

			He could hear it in her voice—the guilt of leaving the trouble on Bourbon and Canal. He drew her close.

			She was tense from stress, from cold. For a moment, she stood stiffly in the circle of his arms. Then her chin flattened against the plateau of his shoulder. He traced her spine through the hoodie. “Todo estará bien. Lo prometo, mi sol.”

			She leaned, giving way to the weight she carried. “What does that mean?” she wanted to know in a hushed tone.

			“It’s going to be all right,” he translated. “Lo prometo.”

			“I know that part,” she told him. “I spent a lot of time with Sloane and her family, the Escarras. But what does ‘mi sol’ mean? I don’t think I’ve ever heard that before.”

			He heard the precariousness behind the query. He hesitated, unsure whether she’d welcome how far his feelings had tunneled at this point. When she pulled back, he could not meet her eye. “Ask me later.” Before she could argue, he asked, “How’s Luis?”

			She looked down at the kitten clutched in her free hand. “Restless. He’s either cold or hungry. Or he’s sick of being handled.”

			“We can fix part of that,” he assured her. On the street, a car sloughed by, fanning a wall of runoff that had gathered in the gutter. The sound of far-off shouting, sirens and the deep barrage of a large dog’s warning bay set him on edge. “I feel like we’re standing on someone’s grave.”

			“That’s because we are,” she said matter-of-factly. “It’s a coping wall.”

			“A what?”

			“It’s where an unembalmed body was buried under dirt brought in from outside the city—likely from the person’s home country. That was the custom. As most of the graves in this cemetery are from the eighteen hundreds, it’s likely the person succumbed to yellow fever.”

			He guided her down to the ground. “Sometimes a simple answer will suffice.”

			As he retrieved coins from the ground and transferred them back on top of the coping wall, she asked, “You’re not superstitious, are you?”

			“I’m Latino,” he stated in answer.

			“So it’s fair to say you’re not comfortable with this?”

			“You say it’s safe. I believe you. But if I scream...”

			Her voice warmed in amusement. “I won’t think you’re any less a man. Follow me. I’ll show you around.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 7

			“Lightning struck this wall in the nineties,” Grace explained, running her hand along the vaults that lined the riverside wall of the cemetery. “It blew off the stones, exposing those inside.”

			“If you’re trying to make me feel better,” Javier said beside her, “you’re doing a fantastic job.”

			Grace almost smiled as she let the beam of the flashlight on Javier’s phone guide them. She was still jittery, still unsettled, so she kept talking. “Sloane dared Pia once to crawl inside the Koenig Tomb. It was never occupied. The family moved away from New Orleans before they had need of it.”

			“Did she do it?” Javier asked.

			“She got halfway in before Sloane shouted something and scared her so bad, I swear her soul left her body,” Grace said. “That was Pia’s last visit to the cemetery.” She frowned, pausing at the statue of a weeping angel. “We didn’t have much respect for those at rest here. I feel bad for that now.”

			“You were kids,” Javier pointed out.

			“The definition of.” It seemed so long ago now, but she, Pia and Sloane had once been a trio of foolish, carefree girls.

			Mexico had changed that. Mexico had changed everything. It was fair to say the girls that had left Louisiana for adventure had never come home again.

			Javier’s light swept across cracked crypts and closure walls. Vegetation crept between graves, some fronds fanning onto the broken path. Vines engraved a tomb wall as much as the names etched there. Grave markers were split in places. The soil had been turned over, exposing the earthen underbelly of the cemetery. Machinery crowded the main vein, forcing Javier and Grace to detour farther into the heart of the graveyard. “I wonder how many graves they’ve dug up by accident. That’s common of construction in the city. Contractors break ground with the new and expose the old world underneath.”

			Javier stopped. “Did you feel that?”

			“What?” she asked, feet faltering.

			Javier backtracked, his light swinging. Then he retraced his steps. After several contemplative seconds, he shook his head and rejoined her.

			“What was it?” she wondered.

			He glanced over his shoulder. “It felt like a warm pocket of air. Maybe a vent pushing gases up from underground?”

			She shook her head. “We’re three feet above sea level. There aren’t any vents.”

			He made a noise as he fell back into step with her.

			They heard it at the same moment. A voice drifted through the tombs, low at first, then stronger, bouncing off brick and masonry.

			Javier pushed Grace toward a waist-high gate buried in a tangled hedge. They clambered over. She went to her knees, relieved he’d already switched the light off his phone. Shrinking to her side so she was cheek to ground, she felt something dig into her hip. She glanced up. A fractured cross jutted over her. Javier’s torso wedged against her back. His arm stilled across the flat of her belly. He didn’t vibrate as she did with fear. He didn’t even breathe, his lungs still.

			She fought for that kind of control. Any kind of control.

			The voices closed in. Two men, one speaking in a fervent mutter, the other in the terse notes of authority.

			“I got your blow. Now where’s my money?”

			“I’m good for it. I told you. Here.”

			There was a snatch of movement, the sound of notes being fanned. “You tell anybody where we’re meetin’?”

			“I ain’t no snitch.”

			“Cops’re everywhere. You get caught—”

			“I told you, I’m your boy.”

			There was a pregnant pause. “A’right, then.”

			Luis strained against Grace’s hold. He attempted to climb to freedom, breaking free. She caught him. Before he could yowl, she placed the pad of her forefinger to his lips.

			The kitten struggled once before latching. He suckled furiously, the rough spines of his tongue scratching. His paws milled, churning against her sleeve as he made biscuits in contented motions.

			“Man, let’s split. Place gives me the creeps. Your ancestors buried here or somethin’?”

			A curse split the night. “My ancestors never touched this place. Cost you two hundred Gs to be buried here.”

			“Dayum. What, they think this is holy ground?”

			“It’s reserved for that one percent, you know...”

			The voices faded into obscurity. Still, Grace’s heart lodged in her throat. Neither she nor Javier moved for a minute...two...then three. He lifted his head, looking long in the direction the dealer and the buyer had gone. “They walked toward the gate.”

			She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t make a sound.

			“We’ll stay here,” he said. “Just in case.” When she didn’t speak again, he asked, “Are you all right?”

			Furtively, she shook her head. She hated this fear. She hated how it sank its teeth in and didn’t let go. For twelve years, it had been an all-too-frequent habit of hers not to fight or flee but to freeze and it terrified her—maybe more than the threat itself.

			The flat of his palm touched her cheek. “Grace?”

			She fumbled for speech. Bringing the suckling kitten into her chest, she curled around him. “I thought they found us.”

			“No one knows where we are.”

			“It happened on the fire escape,” she blurted. “I froze, remember? And then again in the alley. I found the plaque and ran back to help you, but when I saw you on the ground underneath the other guy... I could hear you choking, and I couldn’t move.”

			“You bashed his head in,” he reminded her.

			“I’m going to get us both killed.”

			“You were the one who got us out of the alley,” he insisted, his voice strengthening after the sounds of the gate rattling in the distance echoed back to their hiding place. “You saved the girl, June, from being trampled. You jumped onto a moving streetcar.” He turned her face to his with the gentle urging of his hand. “It was you who got Sloane and Pia out of Jaime’s grasp.”

			She blinked at the assertion. She shook her head. “You were the one with the gun.”

			“They wouldn’t have gotten into the getaway car with me,” he told her. “Neither one of them would have made it to the embassy. Without you, Grace, there would only be one free girl left.”

			She still couldn’t fight the shaking that had taken over. She focused on the kitten, reaching for the present. “Luis almost got away.”

			Javier reached for the cat. He murmured things in Spanish from the back of his throat.

			The sound climbed the wall of her fear. It rolled itself into a smug ball somewhere below her navel. The friction set off heat. It cindered like coal, chasing terror with something tantalizingly physical.

			She wanted to turn into the warmth of him—wanted to burrow there—and understood better now how disaster could bring bodies together for distraction, validation... To ground each other.

			Lightning rods were dangerous. But they were also necessary.

			Javier was her lightning rod. The understanding hit her with a thunderclap of trepidation.

			“I should check and make sure the dealer left, too,” he said. When she remained silent, he grazed his lips across her cheek. “I’ll come back.”

			She watched him climb back over the little fence that had kept them hidden. Something glinted in his hand. The gun he’d taken off the man in the alley. As he moved off without a sound, she raised her head enough to look around. Seeing and hearing no one, she sat up cautiously.

			Luis meowed as she took her finger from his mouth.

			She hastened to give it back, humming the first tune that came to mind—“Eh La Bas,” something she’d heard her father croon a hundred or more times over the stove at the BBQ joint where he’d reigned as chef until his dying day. His smile and his voice had been infectious. He’d led his staff in a music round at least once a day. “Eh la bas, cheri,” he’d sung to them over the heat of the kitchen, his scratchy tenor threading cheerfully through the busy clatter of cookware. The others had come right back at him with the same verse.

			“Komon sa va,” she sang softly to Luis, but the repetition didn’t ring back to her like it had for her father. Lowering her head into Luis’s fur, she let the next line drift off unsung.

			

			Sabine’s bag could do more tricks, Javier discovered, as Grace pulled out two bottles of water and a couple of protein bars. She frowned at the joint she found there. When she looked at him over the tip, he shook his head in refusal. She tossed it away. In the small gap between two white, time-stained crypts, they sat opposite one another. His knees overlapped hers and Luis wound around their ankles, complaining in yowls.

			The space was cramped, but they were well hidden in the event the dealer returned or anyone else ventured inside the walls.

			Grace had been reticent since the near encounter with the dealer and the buyer. There had been no more history lessons or teasing comments regarding his superstitious nature.

			He wished she’d poke fun at him, just so he’d know she was okay.

			“You have a missed call,” she said, turning the screen of his phone around to face him.

			He tilted his head, studying the unknown number. There was no notification for a voice mail. “It’s lucky I put it on silent.”

			She filled the cap of her water bottle and offered it to Luis. The cat lapped it with his tongue, tucking his tail around his haunches. “I need to call Sloane.”

			Javier nodded. He had expected she would. “She can get you somewhere safe.”

			Grace glanced at him. In the light of the phone, he saw her lashes waver. “You, too. Until we know more about who broke into my apartment and chased us down Bourbon, we can only assume you’re no safer than I am.”

			He thought of Carlos again and frowned. He pinched off a corner of his protein bar and stuffed it in his mouth. “You should call Pia as well—just to check.”

			“You’re right.” When she held her hand out for his phone, he gave it to her. “How much battery is left?”

			“Ten percent,” he said and winced. “The flashlight used more than I thought it would.”

			“Should be enough,” Grace said and started dialing. After a moment, her frown deepened. “Pia’s not answering.”

			“It is four hours before sunrise,” he pointed out.

			“Yes, but she always answers.” Grace shook her head, dialing again. She leaned her head back against the crypt behind her as she held the phone to her ear. She closed her eyes in relief when someone picked up. “Sloane. It’s me. You heard? No, I’m fine. Really. Do they know who broke in?” She listened to Sloane’s reply, her eyes scanning the darkness. “But there was someone in the alley outside. One of the men who attacked us... Me and Javier.” Grace’s focus sharpened on him. “Yes, Javier Rivera. He arrived yesterday. He came to tell me about Jaime’s escape.” She scoffed. “You knew about Jaime? Why didn’t you tell me?”

			Of course Sloane would know about Jaime. As a federal agent, she probably knew more about it than Javier did. Watching Grace, he saw her grimace. “It’s not your job to protect me and Pia,” she said. “The three of us... We protect each other. Always.” She shook her head, bracing one arm across her middle. “No, I think Javy and I are okay for now. We should meet, though—at Casaluna. Have you spoken to Pia? I can’t reach her.” She cursed. “Well, keep trying. What about Sam? Is he still overseas?” Swiping her hand across her brow, she brushed hair aside. “I wish he were back, too. I feel better when he’s with her and Babette. We should be at Casaluna late tonight or early tomorrow. The two of them could already be there. I hope so, too. You be careful, too. I mean it. Bye, chère.”

			She lowered the phone and passed it to him. “Thanks.”

			“She knew about the break-in,” he assumed.

			Grace nodded. “Police were called to the scene. The place is torn apart.” At that, she released an unsteady breath. “There’ll be a lot of damage to deal with when all this is over. If it’s ever over.”

			“You won’t have to live like this.”

			Her eyes softened on him. “We won’t have to live like this.”

			“What did she say about the attacker in the alley?”

			“There was blood at the scene, but that was all,” Grace explained. “She asked about Bourbon—if we were mixed up in that. She knew we would be. She’s great at what she does.”

			“There’s a meeting place?” he asked.

			She nodded. “Casaluna. It won’t be easy to get to. But I know where we need to go from here at first light.”

			“Then we have a plan.” He finished off the protein bar and balled up the wrapper. He cracked the seal on his water bottle.

			“Your face is killing you.”

			He lifted his shoulder, tipping the bottle for a drink. “Don’t know what you mean.”

			“And here I thought we’d established that I’m a doctor.”

			“We have,” he acknowledged. “But I’m fine.”

			She scowled at him, then shifted onto her knees, lifting the phone for light. “Hold still.”

			Leaning over him, she probed the swelling around his nose. She made noises but said nothing until she settled back on her heels again and he instantly missed her warmth and the close, heady wave of her scent. “It doesn’t look great. But there’s no sign of bleeding. No hematoma. Is it still blocked on one or both sides?”

			“It’s better now,” he tried to tell her.

			“You may need surgery, Javy.”

			“Not here, I hope.”

			That startled her into smiling, and it was a welcome sight. “No. Not here.” She reached for the bag and took out the first aid kit. Inside, she found a small envelope. “You’ll take this now that you’ve had a bite to eat.” Ripping the package, she shook out a dose of aspirin.

			He took it, knowing not to argue. After popping the pills into his mouth, he washed them down with water.

			She picked up Luis. “It’s been a long night,” she told him. “Aren’t you tired?” When the cat rooted around her collar, she happily obliged him by lifting the hoodie’s hem. He sank in snug across her middle.

			Despite the thrumming around his nose and eyes, Javier smiled at them both. “And a few hours ago, you didn’t want him.”

			“It’s not that I didn’t want him,” she said, hesitant. Her eyes avoided his as her arms cradled the Luis-shaped lump. “We can’t always have what we want.”

			Javier thought about that. Her curls had gone tight and springy, teased and tossed by the night air. She no longer looked together or polished as she had at Hugo’s. Crescents of fatigue underscored her eyes. The hoodie and jeans hid her inviting shape.

			And something inside him still reached even if he knew all too well how right she was. He couldn’t have what he wanted, however much she made him ache.

			“I’m sorry about earlier,” she murmured.

			She said it so low he almost didn’t hear. “What?”

			“When I froze,” she reminded him. “In the alley, it nearly got you killed.”

			Javier shook his head. “You don’t need to apologize.”

			“I wish that part of me was different,” she said. “I wish I was more like Sloane. What happened in Mexico had the opposite effect on her. She swore she’d never be helpless again, and she hasn’t been. She doesn’t hesitate to save herself or others. It galvanizes her. Over the last few hours, I’ve felt as helpless as I did at Alejandro’s hands. At least then I had the gumption to fight back.”

			“You’re much stronger than you give yourself credit for, Grace,” he told her. “Confía en mí.” Trust me.

			She dropped into a discontented silence.

			Javier didn’t know what to say to make her believe him. He fought for something to comfort her. Between the chill in the air that refused to let up, the slow milling tendrils of fog and the company of the catacombs, he didn’t have much to draw on. Finally, he said, “I’m no good in a fight.”

			Her brows came together. “What do you mean?”

			“I’ve lost every hand-to-hand fight I’ve gotten myself into,” he explained.

			“Surely not every...” She trailed off when he nodded. “But you’re...”

			When the words drifted off, unfinished, he heard what she didn’t want to say out loud. She knew in some part he was a Solaro. Pablo’s brutality fed into his DNA. “When I was forced to join the trafficking business, Pablo tried to train me. He put me in the fighting ring against every man he had, thinking if I got beat up enough, it’d make me less soft. He thought I’d get sick enough of being beaten or I’d rise to the task and come out on top. Maybe it was because I knew it was never about survival—it was about hierarchy. I never wanted to rise through the ranks. He eventually wanted me to be his lieutenant. I didn’t want that. Impressing him wasn’t part of my agenda. He assumed I lacked ‘the killing edge.’”

			“You killed Alejandro,” Grace pointed out, grim around the mouth. “You shot him—through the window, and you didn’t miss.”

			“A gun’s different,” Javier said.

			“Is it?” she asked. “It wasn’t your intention—to end his life?”

			“It was,” Javier admitted. “It’s easier to pull a trigger than to kill someone with your bare hands. My mother taught me to shoot when I was a boy. For my protection. And I knew if I forced my way inside the house, Alejandro would’ve done one of two things. He would’ve either used you as a hostage or he’d have fought me. I faced him inside Pablo’s ring. I knew I couldn’t beat him. If he’d beaten me, who knows how much longer you and the others would’ve been under the Solaros’ control.”

			Grace released an almost imperceptible shiver. For a while, she was quiet. Then she said, “I don’t think being bad at fighting is anything to be ashamed of.”

			“It is when it’s a matter of life and death,” Javier pointed out. “It is when the life of someone you care about hangs in the balance.”

			She gazed at him, and he felt curls of heat beneath his navel. “Lacking ‘the killing edge,’ as your uncle called it, doesn’t make you weak. It makes you human. I like that about you.”

			His pulse hitched. It cantered. She could look at him knowing who he was and the part of his blood he could hardly face and see someone worth admiring? He hadn’t thought he could ever be worthy in her eyes. Not after she, Pia and Sloane had watched him being led away in handcuffs at the embassy. Sloane had looked relieved. Pia, wrecked. Grace’s expression of exhausted disenchantment had lived inside his head for too long.

			He’d spent that decade wondering if he’d succeeded, if he’d saved them at all...or if he’d been too late.

			He saw Grace blink several times and watched weariness grow heavy on her. He reached for the light to switch it off. “You should sleep.”

			“I don’t know if I can.”

			“I’ll keep watch.”

			“You can’t shoot ghosts, no matter how good your aim is.”

			He, too, looked around. “I don’t think spirits are capable of harm the way the living are.”

			She was subdued for a while but seemed to relax gradually, the points of her shoulders lowering. Still, she didn’t close her eyes. “It’s hard going to sleep. Pia and I still have that in common. She has the crash of the sea to soothe her.”

			“Does anything help you?” he asked.

			She frowned. “My mom’s voice. She never slept well after my father died. She said she still reached for him under the covers at night and when she couldn’t find him, her heart would break all over again. After I started school, I’d call her. It didn’t matter what time it was. She would answer and talk to me until I felt sleep take hold. After she moved in with me, I would get up in the middle of the night and find her on the couch. I can’t count the number of nights I’d fall asleep listening to her read or telling her own stories.”

			She drew her shoulders up tight. “How pathetic is that? I’m over thirty and I can’t go to sleep without the sound of my mother’s voice.”

			He saw her bottom lip quiver—from fear or cold...it didn’t matter. He shifted toward her.

			She went still as he turned so they sat beside one another between the tombs. Lifting an arm, he kept his movements slow as he lowered it over her shoulders.

			Relief broke loose inside him when she eased forward, accepting the link and letting him cushion her back from the masonry. As she settled back, he heard her small sigh. Rubbing his hand over her arm for friction and heat, he said, “You want to hear one of my stories?”

			“A vaquero story?”

			The faint trace of mirth in her voice enlivened him. “Whatever you like.”

			She thought about it. Then she tipped her head to his shoulder, settling in. “Tell me more about your mother.”

			His mother. The thought of her made his chest tight. “What would you like to know about her?”

			“You could start with her name. If that makes it easier.”

			It did, he found. Grief didn’t respect the laws of the land. It didn’t obey the limits of time. It had long outlived the lease he’d given it after riding the tide of anger and bitterness her loss had incurred. And even if he’d learned to live with it, it still didn’t pull punches when it crept up on him in the quiet. Alone under the stars in New Mexico with cattle alone for company, he swore he could hear her speak. It had made the boy he thought he’d left in Mexico reach.

			“Her name was Valentina Rivera,” he said. “But no one called her that. Everyone I knew called her ‘señora’ or ‘jefa.’ Boss.”

			She made a noise. “Doesn’t sound like a woman to be trifled with.”

			“She wasn’t,” Javier noted.

			“So how does someone like that get mixed up with the Solaros?” she asked.

			“When she was fifteen, her father gave her away in marriage,” he explained.

			Grace lifted her head. She surveyed his profile. “Gave her?”

			“Si,” he said. “She didn’t have any say in the matter, or anything, until she got out.”

			“How did she become a free girl?” she asked.

			“Money,” Javier told her. “Lots of it. Her father had given her a horse as a wedding gift. It won several races, so she built her first stable with the money from sponsors and started a breeding program. It eventually made her enough money that she could buy her way out of the Solaro family. She hadn’t been able to give my father a child, either. That helped him let her go without complications.”

			“So how did she have you?” Grace asked.

			“She was pregnant when she left,” Javier explained. “That’s why she did it. She had to do it quickly—before the Solaros found out there was a child.”

			“What happened when they found out?”

			“They tried kidnapping me,” he pointed out. “But my mother learned many things in the Solaro family. She learned how to kill a man. She learned how to protect her assets. And she learned how to make her enemies afraid.”

			“The Solaros were afraid of her?” Grace’s voice held a trace of awe.

			“Si. She was...” He groped for a description that was worthy enough to match the woman who had molded him. “Untouchable. That’s a word. Si?”

			“Si.” Grace nodded. “How did it feel...to be raised by someone untouchable?”

			“She made it clear I should never let my guard down,” Javier replied. “She arranged for me to have bodyguards. I never went to school with other children. She trusted no one and taught me the same. When we weren’t working or grooming horses, she educated me herself. It was her who taught me to work the land, not the men she hired. She knew as much as they did, if not more. She taught me to love it, respect it, how to protect it and the people I love.”

			The fog and the dead seemed to absorb Grace’s silence until he thought she must have slipped into repose.

			Javier waited. Then he spoke again, mutedly. He spoke in secrets. “Sometimes when I work late or I’m camping out, I hear her. I feel, wherever I go, as long as I remain close to the land, she’s with me.”

			She lifted her head slightly. “Maybe that’s why you’re superstitious.” Her hand found the bend in his elbow. It stayed there as she yawned. “I’d give anything to hear my mother tell stories again. Or hear my father sing. What does she say to you? What do you hear?”

			He frowned, turning his attention to the tomb wall in front of them. “Warnings.”

			“About?”

			Javier thought of Jaime’s escape—and how he’d stood on the mountain on the boundary of his boss’s cattle ranch just days before the news broke and known. If he told Grace what he’d heard on the wind slicing through the canyon, would she believe him?

			Grace had gone still and heavy at his side. He let the quiet envelop them and lowered his head, listening to the long pulls of inhales and the slow exhalations. Turning his head to hers, he kissed the space at the peak of her brow. “Que duermas bien, mi sol,” he whispered. “Sleep well.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 8

			The fog played tricks on his mind. Or Javier had reached the point where exhaustion had firmly taken the wheel and imagination chased him. The no-man’s-land between night and day brought a strange wind that teased the fog. It danced in wisps above the tombs, contorting into ever-changing shapes until Javier closed his eyes to clear them.

			He heard Luis meow. When the cat’s head popped out of the pocket of Grace’s hoodie, Javier held out his hand. Grace stirred as the animal attempted to escape. “Shh,” Javier soothed. “I’ve got him.” He closed his hand around the kitten’s form, balling him against his sternum.

			Stuffing his phone in his pocket, he edged toward the opening. Looking long down the corridor toward the front gate, he could find nothing in the darkness.

			The kitten yowled softly. He pressed his paws against Javier’s restraining hand. Javier set him on the ground and stayed close on his heels as he picked his way over loose stones and tree roots. The cat stilled finally and crouched to relieve himself.

			Javier eyed the space between the tombs where Grace rested, marking them and the distance. He wouldn’t let Luis roam too far from mamacita.

			He cranked his head to the side and groaned. Stiffness had taken over the muscles of his neck after the fight with Carlos and reclining for hours against stone.

			The soft sound of sobbing made him still. His body went rigid. The sound wafted on the wind. It raced through the catacombs. The cold thickened.

			Luis’s back arched. He danced back so that he poised between Javier’s boots. Then he hissed, fur standing along his spine.

			Javier scooped him up. He itched to back up but stood his ground even as the skin on the back of his neck and head prickled warning.

			The wind slowed, lifting the teeth-knocking cold slightly. The wailing ceased, and the fog tore like a shroud. Javier could see glimpses of the sky in the gaps. It was strange seeing that normal cloudless blue after the bone-chilling events of the night. Then again, day often turned a blind eye to night’s devilry.

			Regardless, the timid hue of coming day made him blink in relief. He could hear the whoosh of a car passing on a distant street, then another as the neighborhood around the cemetery woke.

			Javier shuffled back to the place he’d left Grace. He stopped when he felt the phone in his pocket vibrate.

			He dug it out and studied the screen. The name of the incoming call flashed as Unknown.

			Javier felt that prickle at the base of his neck again. He toyed with letting it roll over to voice mail. Then he swiped and raised the phone to his ear. “Aló?”

			“Hermano.”

			Javier retreated from the place where Grace rested. His feet shuffled backward until stones snagged the heels of his boots and he nearly upended. Speaking in low tones, he dropped his chin and replied, “Jaime.”

			“You shouldn’t have gone to the girl’s apartment.”

			Javier forced himself to remain calm. “How long have you been following me?”

			“Carlos was with you on the flight from Taos.”

			Javier shook his head. How could that be? “He let me get on the plane?”

			“I heard you were boarding a flight to New Orleans. I knew you were coming for her.”

			Grace. Panic blipped, bright as a streetlight. “Are you here?”

			“I’ve been here for days. Watching Grace. Waiting for her to lead me to Pia.”

			This was about Pia? Jaime’s pointed interest in Pia twelve years ago was sick...obsessive. “You’ve been watching Grace,” Javier said, unable to stomach the fact.

			“I thought once Sloane told her of my escape, she’d run to Pia. Then who do I see wandering into her place above Russo’s? My long-lost brother.”

			“We’re not,” Javier snapped. He heard the words slice through the air, decisive. “We’re not brothers.”

			“Is that what you tell yourself when you’re singing the cows to sleep?”

			“It’s the truth,” Javier gnashed through his teeth.

			“Is that what you’ve told the chica?”

			Javier ignored that. “If you’ve been watching her, it means you don’t know where Pia is. You have no clue. And you’re too afraid to go after Sloane.”

			“Would you like to know what I have planned for the three of them?”

			Javier wouldn’t. He opened his mouth to say so.

			Jaime interfered, his cool voice serving the words slowly. “I’ll kill Grace quickly, but only if you bring her to me. I’ll give Sloane the same courtesy if you help me catch her. When I find Pia, she’s coming with me. I have a plane on standby for her and me. You do this for me, hermano, I’ll let you fly off with us into the sunset. Like John Wayne. Si?”

			It was a lie. Javier had killed Alejandro to get Grace out of his clutches. Others when he went for Pia and Sloane. There was no possibility Jaime would let him live. Not when there was blood to be repaid. The phone beeped and the sound of Jaime’s voice dropped. Javier looked at the screen. It was blank. The phone had died.

			“Javy?”

			He turned. There was enough light to spot the concerned gleam in Grace’s eyes as she poked her head out from between the tombs. “Who were you talking to?”

			He felt the automatic shake of his head. “Nothing. No one.”

			“You were on the phone,” she pointed out.

			He glanced at the dead screen. His mouth worked fast, expelling lies. “I was trying to call a cab. It died.” He held it up for her to see.

			“Oh.” Looking around, she adjusted her hoodie. “The Commander’s Palace is just around the corner. There’s a museum, too. We might catch a cab there. How’s Luis?”

			Javier looked down at the cat in his hand. Luis’s luminous gaze fixed on his face. He might have been mistaken, but the kitten looked not a little accusing. “He went to the bathroom.”

			“Good,” she said. “We’ll both need a place to do that, too. Maybe snatch a bite to eat somewhere if we end up having to wait. Are you ready?”

			Javier glanced around the cemetery. The last thing he wanted to do was linger. But knowing Jaime was out there waiting for him to make a mistake... “We should stay off the street.”

			She nodded. “You’re right.” Shouldering the bag, she held out her hand for his.

			Javier hesitated for a split second before wrapping his fingers around hers. He walked with her.

			Why had the lies come so naturally? His half-truths were mounting by the second.

			What would happen when Grace found out it was Jaime who was looking for them—who’d been watching her for days?

			Javier burned at the thought. Jaime could’ve snatched her off the street. It would have been easy in the city, even in broad daylight. What would have become of her if Javier had been too late?

			They would meet Sloane before sunup the next day. Javier had to tell Grace everything before that.

			Javier had to tell her Pablo Solaro wasn’t his uncle. He was the man Javier’s mother had been forced to marry at fifteen. He was Javier’s biological father, which made Jaime and Alejandro Javier’s half brothers. And if Grace knew that, Javier wasn’t sure she’d ever look at him the same again.

			

			Grace prayed it wasn’t a mistake as she stood at the pay phone. Javier’s back nudged close against hers as he watched the passing cars under the hood of his jacket.

			She closed her eyes, waiting for someone to pick up on the other end of the line. His body heat had been more than comforting through the night. It had been a ballast. It still was, she found. Fighting the urge to lean her head back against the rock of his shoulder, she bounced at the knees, swaying to entertain Luis, who was becoming increasingly agitated. His patience with the hunger and cold was ebbing and Grace couldn’t blame him.

			Would he have been better off if she had left him in the box outside the voodoo shop?

			The thought made her sad. She shucked him underneath the chin.

			The line clicked. A woman answered. “Yes?”

			“Tante Lalie?”

			“Gracie Boo Lacroix? Is that you, chile?”

			“Yes,” Grace said, beaming. “Oh, it’s so good to hear your voice.”

			“I’ve missed hearin’ yours. Where y’at, chère? Not working too hard, are ya? Your mama worried you would after she was gone.”

			Grace felt her eyes sting at the combined memories of her parents and Eulalie Breaux. She blinked against the white morning sun that had conquered the fog. “Would you mind if I brought a friend ’round to your place?”

			“A friend?” Eulalie’s tone peaked with apprehension. “You finally pick a man? Talk about! You needin’ ole Lalie to pass judgment on him? Bring him over. We’ll see how he handles my witherin’ stare.”

			Grace thought of the way Javier had kissed her in the cemetery to break the spell of her deep freeze. “It is a man I’m bringing, but not for scrutiny. The two of us... We’re in a bit of a bind. Is Dante home?”

			Eulalie clicked her tongue. “Dante’s never home no more.”

			“Could you make sure he’s there?” Grace asked. “I’d like to speak with him. About his boat.”

			“You and your man friend wantin’ to go up the bayou?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Grace said quickly. “And seeing as your nephew’s the best guide in Louisiana...”

			“I’ll make some calls, see if I can’t bring him ’round before y’all get here. Probably have to flush him out of whichever floozy’s bed he’s talked his way into this week.”

			“Thank you, Lalie,” Grace replied, clutching the receiver. “We’ll be there shortly.” Replacing it in the cradle, she whirled toward Javier. “She said yes!”

			“Good,” he said. “Let’s hail a cab. How long will it take to get to Eulalie’s house?”

			“Not long at all.”

			“And you’re sure whoever’s chasing us can’t trace her to you?”

			The question made her nibble the inside of her lip as she had done from the second the plan formed in her mind. “We’re not related. Lalie worked with my father in the early years. Our families remained close until he passed. My mother and I saw her around Christmastime to exchange gifts and good wishes and phone calls, and she took care of me for a time after Mama died...” She peered at him. “Do you think it’s a risk? Should we leave her alone?”

			“We need a boat,” he reminded her.

			“And Dante,” she added. “Dante will get us to Casaluna, no question. From there, we’re in Sloane’s hands.”

			A question lurked behind his eyes.

			“What is it?” she asked. He’d been quiet since the cemetery and since they’d freshened themselves in the National WWII museum’s bathrooms and grabbed a quick coffee at the corner café. “If you think this is the wrong plan, just say something.”

			“I think it’s a good plan,” he told her.

			“Not because it’s our only plan,” she ventured, “right?”

			His mouth tipped up at one corner. “Right. Do you want me to take Luis?”

			“I’ve got him,” Grace assured him. “Let me call the hospital and tell them I won’t be back today or tomorrow. Then let’s hope the cab driver doesn’t turn his nose up at pets. And that Tante Lalie has some cat food handy. If we don’t get this guy some breakfast soon, we’re looking at a full-scale toddler meltdown.”

			

			The Tiffany blue shotgun house in the Lower Ninth Ward boasted lime green shutters and a chain-link fence around its beds of hydrangeas that burst with blue crowns in the summertime. It had flooded during Katrina. The National Guard had rescued Eulalie and her nephew, Dante, whom she was raising at the time, from the roof...along with a rack’s worth of copper-bottomed pots and pans she’d insisted coming along with her. When the guardsmen balked at the request, she famously remarked, You can bring my copper pots or I’ll see you in hell!

			The storm door opened with a creak as Grace opened the gate on the fence. She held up a hand before Eulalie could come down the cement steps to meet her. “No, no,” she called. “You stay there. We’re coming up.”

			Eulalie’s hair was bound in a silk handkerchief. She wore thick glasses and a sweater over her caftan. In the kitchen with Grace’s father, she’d been pretty to his plain, big to his small. She was still pretty, but the only thing that remained of her heavy figure was a pouch of skin beneath her neck and the sweater slipping from her shoulders. “What you wearin’, Gracie Boo?”

			Grace looked down at the sugar skull on the front of her hoodie and its crude middle-fingered salute. “Mardi Gras,” she said in excuse. Luis keened from the crook of her arm.

			“Who’s this little one?” Eulalie asked curiously.

			“Tante Lalie, I’d like you to meet Luis,” Grace said, gesturing to the cat. She stepped aside carefully as Javier squeezed onto the porch. “And this is the friend I was telling you about. Javier, this is Ms. Eulalie Breaux.”

			“Señora,” he greeted, dipping his chin.

			Eulalie leaned into Grace. “This your new man friend?”

			“Yes,” Grace explained. She saw Javier scanning the street and urgency got the best of her. “May we come in?”

			“Sure,” Eulalie said, turning and opening the door. “Just be careful. We don’t want to let the mister out. Last week, I had to chase his ass all the way down the canal ’fore he slowed down enough for me to catch him. Nearly had a heart attack. The Rhodes boy had to carry the both of us back.”

			“Who’s ‘the mister’?” Javier asked Grace as they followed Eulalie inside.

			If Grace was going to have to explain everything about him to Eulalie and everything about Eulalie back to him, it was going to be a long visit. “If you see something small and quick coming at you, just slide to the right and hope for the best.”

			The long post-Katrina recovery led to the eventual redesign of Eulalie’s house. Grace’s father had helped knock walls down, opening one room to the next. The cottage was no longer a testament to the historic shotgun design. A den yawned into the open space of a kitchen, and two bedroom doors and a bathroom were visible toward the back. The house smelled of red beans and rice. Grace’s stomach lurched in longing. Eulalie shuffled into the kitchen and rattled the lid off a pot. “That little one had anything to eat yet?”

			“Not since last night,” Grace admitted. “We were hoping you had some food for him.”

			“Let me see here now...” Eulalie opened the cupboard doors, banged them shut, opened others, took items down before turning to the fridge and opening it. Muttering, she pulled out ingredients before coming back to the stove. “How many weeks?”

			Grace looked at Luis and Luis looked at her. “I... I don’t know. I haven’t had a chance to take him to the vet. Eight? Nine maybe.”

			“Don’t matter none. This here’ll fix him up.”

			“Can I help you?” Grace asked, edging toward the stove.

			“You can stand there and look pretty,” Eulalie suggested. “Like your papa always asked you to.”

			Being with Eulalie brought back the smells and sounds of his kitchen. Grace waited for Eulalie to scoop, measure and mix while Javier surveyed the large sign that had once hung over the BBQ restaurant Eulalie and Grace’s father had made famous together. The words HEAD TO HIGHER GROUND were printed above an arrow. On the next sign, HIGHER GROUND was stacked in large type over the smaller words, BBQ. CRAWFISH. GUMBO. COLD DRINKS.

			Higher Ground had been in business since the early ’80s. Then Eulalie had taken over Dante’s custody and had left the busy restaurant life to care for the young boy. After Grace’s father died, Higher Ground had cycled through a few other chefs before finally closing, no longer able to live up to the hype it once had. People still spoke of Higher Ground in reverent tones before the regretful murmur of “Ain’t dere no more” capped the conversation.

			“Where’d you find yourself a Latin lover?” Eulalie asked philosophically as she poured the homemade cat food into a small dish.

			“He’s not my lover,” Grace muttered, pitching her voice to a discreet level. “He’s a friend.”

			“Friend?”

			As Eulalie’s gaze swung back to her, Grace tried not to swallow. “Yes, ma’am.”

			“Humph. He don’t look at you like no friend.” Taking Luis from Grace’s hands, Eulalie plopped him right on top of the kitchen counter next to the dish. “There you are, tiny. Have yourself some supper.”

			Grace didn’t need to think about how Javier looked at her. “Have you heard from Dante?”

			“He’s got a set of nice dark eyes, him,” Eulalie noted.

			“Dante?”

			“No. Pedro Pascal in there.”

			Grace opened her mouth, then closed it. Then she asked cautiously, “You know Pedro Pascal?”

			“Dante’s got that TV streamin’ service hooked up here now. We watch The Last of Us. I like that Joel Miller. Wouldn’t mind callin’ him ‘daddy,’ if you know what I’m sayin’.”

			The suggestion gave Grace a mild headache. “His name isn’t Pedro. It’s Javier.”

			“Nice eyes lie, too.”

			Grace shook her head. “Javy wouldn’t lie to me.”

			“You sure ’bout that?”

			Grace noted how Eulalie’s eyes had grown peaked, the skin of her eyelids pinched so that they pitched like gables. “He wouldn’t lie,” Grace said stubbornly.

			Eulalie lifted her chin. It wagged a bit as she swung back to her copper pot. “You hungry?”

			Again, Grace felt a pang in her stomach. “Yes, ma’am.”

			“Sit down at the table and I’ll bring you somethin’. You’re skin and bones. I told them Russo boys to feed you. ’Bout time I came for a visit. Maybe they’ll take me seriously when they see a marble rolling pin in my hand.”

			Grace looked down at the curves underneath her borrowed hoodie and jeans. She was hardly skin and bones. “Giovanni and Marco have been more than generous. They send up more food than anybody could handle.” After picking up Luis and balancing his dish on her other hand, she walked to the small round table clad in a clean white tablecloth. Catching Javier’s eye, she motioned for him to follow.

			“Has she said anything about her nephew?” Javier asked as they took their seats. He lifted the dish from her hand and set it in the center of the table.

			Grace released Luis, who surged back to the edge of the dish and lapped again with abandon. “No. She’s hung up on you right now. She thinks I need protecting.”

			“From me?”

			“My parents aren’t around to do it anymore, so...” Grace canted her head to the side. “She thinks you look like Pedro Pascal.”

			“From Narcos?”

			“Yes.”

			“He’s Chilean American, not Mexican.”

			“Would you like me to explain that to her?” Grace asked.

			Javier looked in Eulalie’s direction, then shook his head decidedly.

			“She also thinks you’re a liar.”

			His eyes widened. “A liar?”

			Grace watched the cat eat. She was almost hungry enough to lean over the dish and do the same. The power bar she’d eaten in the cemetery had burned off long ago. But the sight of trouble folding Javier’s mouth into a thin line distracted her. “I wouldn’t let it get to you.”

			Eulalie swooped in, setting a plate under Grace’s nose, another under his. “Don’t shove it down too fast, Dark Eyes. It’s as hot as the seat of your pants. Y’all want some corn bread?”

			“We’re fine,” Grace assured her. “Please sit and eat with us, Lalie.”

			“Don’t mind if I do,” Eulalie said with a good-natured chuckle, rounding the table again with a plate of her own. She waved a hand at the kitten when he sniffed the entrées. “Don’t go stickin’ your nose where it don’t belong, tiny.”

			“Luis,” Javier muttered at him, pulling him back from Eulalie’s plate. He set the cat in his lap, petting him from head to tail before digging into Eulalie’s cooking again. “This is delicious. Gracias, señora.”

			Eulalie peered at him. “You’re not from ’round here, are you, cher?”

			Grace cleared her throat, but Javier extended a good-natured smile. “Is it that obvious?”

			Eulalie cackled shortly, shook her head and went back to her food. “This here’s nothin’ special. Just enough to get you by.”

			“That’s not true,” Grace murmured. When Javier glanced at her, she added, “After my father died, Lalie made sure my mother and I didn’t have to cook for weeks. Every night without fail, she brought us a home-cooked meal. After my mother died, she did it all over again.”

			“Couldn’t let you go hungry now, could I?” Eulalie asked. “The grievin’ forget to cook for themselves for the sake of nourishment. They need others to do it for them.”

			Eulalie’s food and company had saved Grace from the brink of despair. She draped her hand over the knotted one Eulalie had braced against the table’s edge. A pair of Band-Aids crisscrossed over her knuckles. Still, it reminded Grace of her father’s hand. For a split second, she wanted to weep. “I should come to visit more.”

			“Why would you,” Eulalie asked, eyes shining with understanding and truth, “when it hurts still?” Brushing her fingers over Grace’s cheek, she tutted. “It’ll get easier with time, Gracie Boo. Then you can come visit me and the mister once a week.”

			“Who’s ‘the mister’ again?” Javier asked once more, trying to prevent the paw that had risen over the edge of the table from swiping beans off the edge of his plate.

			“What’d you say, Dark Eyes?” Eulalie asked, raising her voice and squinting through her glasses.

			Grace took pity on him. “‘The mister’ is Mr. Monty. Lalie’s...” She trailed off, wondering how to explain. “...companion?”

			Javier cast a glance down at Luis, whose wide eyes were now level with the edge of her table. The kitten shifted from side to side, as if to pounce. Javier cupped his hand over the cat’s ears and lowered him back to his lap. “Is it a dog?”

			Eulalie dropped her fork. “My mister’s no canine and he sure ain’t no ‘it.’ He is sensitive.” She thrust her finger in Javier’s face. “And you better not let him hear you comparin’ him to no dog. Not if you want to remain a guest in this house!”

			Javier held up his hands. “Permiso, señora. I didn’t mean to upset anyone.”

			“He’s just worried about Luis, is all,” Grace added. “Right, Javy?”

			He nodded rapidly. “Si. Yes. I’m sorry.”

			Eulalie raised her chin, her lips pressed together, measuring Javier across the blade of her nose. Finally, she groped for her fork and picked it up. “You better not give my Gracie any grief, either,” she muttered. “You do, you best believe me and Mr. Monty be comin’ after you. You may see an old lady with your eyes. But, underneath, I am one hundred percent Cajun.”

			“I hear you,” Javier assured her. “I would never hurt Grace. Créeme. Believe me.”

			Eulalie pursed her lips before shoving a forkful of rice into her mouth and chewing slowly, watchful. After a moment, she cut her eyes to Grace. “Take your hand off the man. I’m not goin’ to take a knife to him. Not yet.”

			Grace realized she had placed her hand on Javier’s knee under the table. She lifted it fast and avoided looking at either him or Eulalie in the eye. Her face filled with unwelcome heat, and she worried about the stain it would leave on her cheeks. Lifting her fork, she took a calming breath before taking another bite. After a moment, she tried to broach the subject of Eulalie’s nephew again. “Did Dante say when he would be here?”

			“Mm.” Eulalie shook her head unsatisfactorily. “Boy never says when he’s comin’ or goin’. These days, he just shows up.”

			“But he is coming,” Grace said cautiously. “Right?”

			“He’ll be here,” Eulalie pointed out. “He may not live here no more. But he knows better not to push his ole Lalie.”

			Grace bit her lip, then lifted the glass of sweet tea Eulalie had served her at the beginning of the meal and drank, hoping she was right. If she and Javier were to get to Casaluna before the break of day tomorrow, they badly needed Dante to show within the next few hours.

			Luis complained loudly from Javier’s lap, no longer content with batting the cords of his coat’s hood.

			“Tiny needs to go outside,” Eulalie noted. “You take him out back. Just mind Mr. Monty, like I told you. Don’t let him talk you into lettin’ him take another constitutional.”

			Javier lifted his napkin to wipe his mouth and pushed his chair back. “Thank you again for the meal,” he said before escorting Luis to the back door beyond the kitchen.

			Grace waited until she heard the storm door slap shut behind him. “There’s no need to give Javy a hard time, Lalie. He’s a good man.”

			“How long have you known him?” Eulalie asked, stacking Javier’s plate and utensil on top of her own.

			Grace decided the truth was better than a lie. “We met in Mexico.” When Eulalie’s head snatched back on her neck in surprise, Grace made herself continue. “Twelve years ago.”

			Eulalie’s wise eyes looked owlish behind her lenses. She planted her hands on the tabletop. “He the one you always talked ’bout—the one who got you and the other girls out?”

			“He’s the one,” Grace confirmed.

			“Well, if I’d known that, I’d have given him a hero’s welcome,” Eulalie informed her, “not the third degree. I expect it’s me who owes him the apology. Not the other way ’round.”

			A smile feathered across Grace’s lips. It took a lot to contain it and the amusement behind it. “When you hollered at him for Mr. Monty...”

			Guilty mirth spilled across Eulalie’s stern features. “He had every faith I’d come after him.”

			A laugh broke the surface. Grace clamped a hand over her mouth. Once she was sure she had a hold of herself, she dropped her forehead into it, shook her head. “Oh, Lalie. When he broke his nose last night, he didn’t turn as white as he did when you put your finger in his face.”

			Eulalie’s shoulders shook and the sound of her chuckle rang throughout the room. “Maybe he knows I’m the one your papa trusted to run a man off if he wasn’t worthy of you.”

			Grace stilled. “Daddy asked you...?”

			“He’d have done the same for me and mine. If the Le Bon Dieu had seen fit, he’d have had his hands tied with my sister’s boy.” Eulalie examined Grace carefully. “What’s really troublin’ you?”

			Grace looked toward the back door. “You don’t really think he’s lying, do you?”

			Eulalie thought about it. “He don’t just look at you like the cat eyes the cream. The need’s there. A heapin’ bucket of it. Think you can handle that?”

			Something inside Grace keened. She ran her hand up and down the line of her throat before pressing it to the ache behind her breastbone. It was sweeter than honey and just as thick. “I’ve never been very good at answering that look in a man’s eye,” she admitted dully.

			“But you see it, don’t you?”

			Grace gave a small nod. “Yes. But there’s a lot still that Javy and I don’t know about each other. I won’t lie and say it’s not thrilling, either.”

			“If it excites you, then why’re you so afraid of it?” Eulalie wondered.

			She released a breath, feeling transparent. “Because I shut down that part of me a long time ago. It was the part that led me to Mexico to begin with. Straight into a relationship with another man I scarcely knew—the one who tried to take everything from me.”

			Eulalie clicked her tongue. “You a long way from Mexico, Gracie Boo. You a long way from that girl that got taken advantage of.”

			“I know,” Grace said. “I know that. That’s why I... I need to know. Are you giving Javy a hard time because that’s what Daddy would do—or because you sense something about him you don’t like?”

			“You say he’s a good man,” Eulalie reminded her. “Is that your own instinct about him?”

			“Yes,” Grace answered. “But...”

			Eulalie let the unspoken sink in before she elaborated. “It’s easy not to trust your gut when it’s led you wrong before.”

			Her gut had nearly destroyed her. Grace swallowed the lump that had grown in her throat and waited.

			“I feel the good, too,” Eulalie told her. “‘Specially when he shines those dark eyes in your direction. But I see shame there. Guilt, too, maybe. What you see in him is truth. But there’s something underneath—something he hides from the light.”

			“From me?” Grace wondered and heard her voice drop to a whisper.

			“That I can’t see,” Eulalie claimed, picking up the plates again. She stood and leaned across the table to take Grace’s plate, too. “I read eyes. Not minds.”

			Grace took the three glasses left on the table and walked them to the kitchen sink, contemplative. “If I had your gift, I’d have saved myself a lifetime of regret.”

			“Regrets are for fools who don’t live their lives,” Eulalie stated, cranking the tap so that water flowed. She waited for steam to rise before rinsing. “You never struck me as a fool, chère.”

			Grace smiled, pouring what remained of the sweet tea down the drain. Eulalie’s sound advice never came softly. She turned into the woman, laying her head low on the bony shoulder of her rough-knit sweater.

			Eulalie shut off the tap and folded Grace in a warm embrace. She patted her shoulders and hair. “You always were a good girl. You made your mama and papa proud. Responsible. Hardworking. And cautious. Too cautious. Don’t let caution steal anything you might want. ’Fore you know it, life slips away and you haven’t lived it. Your folks were responsible and hardworking, too. But they lived. Ain’t you proof of that?”

			Grace didn’t lift her head or open her eyes. Eulalie’s embrace reminded Grace of how very much she missed her mother’s arms. Tears burned against their ducts, forcing her to breathe carefully in order to push them away. “I suppose I am.”

			“You take Dark Eyes up the bayou with you,” Eulalie advised. “You take the both of you on a holiday. And if you find there’s only one bed, you remember what I said about livin’.”

			Laughter burst free now from Grace’s chest. She shook with it and felt Eulalie do the same. The lightheartedness of the moment wrung out the grief and worry.

			The storm door slapped. A startled shout sliced through the cheer. Grace looked around quickly at the distinct sound of pitter-pattering. A large duck waddled across the floor, webbed feet slapping the linoleum.

			Javier appeared behind it, his dark eyes perplexed as he watched the creature disappear into Eulalie’s bedroom. The door shut slowly behind it. When he swung his gaze inquisitively back to the women at the sink, he said, “Mr. Monty?”

			Grace grinned at Eulalie’s answer. “The one and only.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 9

			Javier took to pacing the small rooms of Eulalie’s house. The light was low at the windows, the sun in freefall near the horizon somewhere beyond them. He roamed the floors enough to know which boards softened under his boots, which ones creaked and which ones moaned.

			Grace was curled up on the rug with Luis in the crescent shape of her body. She dragged her feather boa across the floor. The cat stumbled over his feet to chase it. Nearby, Mr. Monty lounged, watching the game with ennui. Eulalie had fallen asleep in the recliner after several episodes of Grey’s Anatomy.

			Javier eyed the phone charging on the kitchen counter. His gut tightened. It would be fully charged at this point. He didn’t want to check for missed calls. If he checked his voice mail, he would hear his brother’s voice.

			He raised his gaze to the ceiling. Careful to keep his voice to a whisper, he said, “He’s not coming.”

			“He could still show,” Grace considered. Her tone said something different. She cast a glance over the curtains on the door. “We are running out of time, though.”

			“If we had a car,” Javier said slowly, trying to think out loud, “could we drive to Casaluna?”

			“It would be safer by boat,” Grace noted. “We would slide completely off the radar that way. But yes—a car could get us there.”

			“Maybe that’s what we should do,” Javier weighed.

			“Whose car would we borrow?” Grace asked. Her eyes touched on the sleeping woman. “I’m not leaving Lalie without hers, and I can’t think of anyone who would loan us one so easily.”

			“We could call another cab,” he pointed out.

			“Casaluna is an hour north,” Grace said. “We may not have enough cash left over from Sabine to pay for another fare. I won’t ask Lalie for money, either.”

			“I’ll check the bag,” he told her before she could get up. She’d set it down in the kitchen. He flipped on the stove light, lifting the bag to the counter. From its depths, he pulled several more protein bars, three water bottles, several twenty-dollar bills, their edges curled around each other, and...condoms?

			Javier stared at the square packets, still attached by their perforated tear strips. They looked as out of place in his hand as the duck had seemed wandering Eulalie’s spick-and-span floors.

			“Is that what I think it is?”

			He jerked, upsetting the packets. He caught them, but not before they unfurled like a long guilty ribbon from fingers to floor. Grimacing, he saw Grace’s lips caught in a perfect O.

			Something surged up her throat, a breathy laugh she stopped by touching the back of her hand to her mouth. Her cheeks colored beautifully. The humor shined from her eyes. “Bon Dieu. What did Sabine think we’d be doing once we outran the trouble on Bourbon Street?”

			“Is it not obvious?” Javier wondered out loud.

			A giggle broke the seal of her hand. She doubled over, fighting to keep herself quiet by weaving her arms across her ribs.

			Javier liked to see her laugh. He wished Eulalie weren’t asleep so Grace could let loose. So he could hear her laughter ringing off everything.

			His phone chirped with the sound of an incoming call, and Javier felt the foolish grin melt from his face.

			Grace reached for it. He dived to pick it up before she could.

			Her laughter died in a clutch of surprise. “Who is it?” she wanted to know.

			“No one,” he said, shaking his head in a lie to match the one on his tongue. “It’s no one.” Swiping, he declined the call, then stuffed the phone in his back pocket.

			Realization and horror sprang to her face. “You are hiding something,” she said in a whispered rush.

			“I’m not.” He wanted to kick himself. Cursing, he turned away, stuffing the condoms back into the bag with everything else.

			Her hand flattened against the sleeve of his hoodie. “Javy.”

			No reprimand accompanied his name. The plea there, however, split him in two. Unable to face her, he tried to flatten out the twenties. “Your friend gave us more money than I thought. It looks like enough for cab fare.”

			Grace’s fingers curled into his sleeve. “You were talking to someone in the cemetery. You were on the phone. Who were you talking to?”

			He sucked in a long breath. “Grace...”

			“Javy,” she said again. “Please.”

			His pulse hammered. Still, he made himself turn. Meeting her eyes, he felt singed by shame. “I didn’t want you to be afraid.”

			She shook her head slightly and said nothing, eyes pinging from his right to his left in fast repetitions, searching wildly for the truth.

			Guilt had turned to acid in his throat. He tried swallowing. It didn’t work correctly. His voice roughened. “The man outside your apartment...”

			Her eyes widened. “You knew him?”

			“It was Carlos,” Javier explained, “a cousin of mine.”

			Her lungs rose in a sharp breath. She waited for more.

			“And the phone calls,” Javier went on, knowing she would settle for nothing but the whole truth. “They’re from Jaime.”

			She closed her eyes. Folding her arms around herself, she turned from him and took several slow steps away.

			He traced the line of her back through her hoodie with his gaze and felt the cord of trust she felt for him fray.

			She stopped to scrub her hands over her face. “Lalie said you were lying,” she mumbled. “Why? Why would you keep the truth from me?”

			“The same reason Sloane did,” he said.

			She spun back to him, her brows drawn together. “What did you say?”

			“Sloane kept the truth from you, too,” he reminded her. “She knew about Jaime’s prison break. She protected you. I wanted to protect you. I’d do anything to protect you.”

			“I don’t need or want that kind of protection,” she informed him carefully. He could see the anger and betrayal in her tight jaw and posture. She was skilled at tucking it behind the veil of her eyes, but he saw it there, too, all the same.

			He felt her slipping away fast. “I never meant to hurt you, Grace. Bonita.”

			“Don’t,” she said sharply. “Don’t call me nice names. It won’t fix it.”

			“What will?” he asked. Her eyes had gone stern, foreboding—possibly to hide the wet he saw behind them, too.

			“I don’t know,” she said scarcely.

			The sound of a throaty engine rumbled through the walls of the house. They heard the thumping of bass speakers. It rattled the plates on the walls.

			“It’s Dante,” she murmured, knowing without seeing. “Looks like we’ll get that ferry ride, after all.”

			

			“Where’d you say your boyfriend was from?” Dante asked from the driver’s seat of the brawny black pickup truck with the Breaux Bayou Tours decal spread officially across the back window.

			Grace frowned at the stripes in the road between the headlights. “Watch the road. You’re drifting. And I didn’t say.”

			Dante whistled as he peered at Javier in the back seat through the rearview mirror. “He in the doghouse?”

			“Eyes on the road!” she shrieked as the headlights of an oncoming car nearly overtook them.

			Dante swerved into his lane just in time, laying on his horn. He squinted out his driver’s side mirror at the taillights fading and the boat trailer he was hauling behind them. “You see that? People forget how to drive ’round here. Talk about.”

			She scowled. But Dante picked up a whistling tune, and she remembered how hard it was to stay mad at him. Eulalie knew that, too, which was the reason she’d forgiven him for his transgressions through the years. He had a boyish face well into his twenties, making it easy to remember the little boy he’d been when Eulalie took him in. The sad, angry-eyed boy who never cried, despite the pain of losing his mother. Grace had wanted to ask him why he never shed a tear. Now that she’d lost her own mother, she’d rather know how. “He isn’t my boyfriend,” she pointed out.

			Dante grinned a knowing grin and looked again at Javier in the rearview mirror. “You need some advice, amigo?”

			“Not from you,” Grace cut in. “Lalie says you’ve got a new girl every Tuesday.”

			Dante belted a laugh. “Sure ’nuff.”

			She shook her head. “You really think that’s healthy?”

			“Laissez le bon temps rouler.”

			She rolled her eyes but subsided. A black cat skittered across the road in front of the truck. Tensing, she wondered why it was always a black cat, never a ginger or albino one. She kept her hands in her lap instead of lifting them to the windshield to sketch an invisible X on the glass as her superstitious mother wouldn’t have hesitated to do.

			“You’re one to talk,” he said, giving her a playful punch on the arm.

			She whipped her head back. “What about me?”

			“Ain’t no ring on your finger,” he noted. “If you thinkin’ like Lalie, where’s your second-line wedding parade?”

			“Touché,” she decided after a momentary sulk. “How much farther?”

			“’Bout five minutes,” he said, checking the clock on the dash. He slowed for a turn and still took it too fast.

			She gripped the bar over her head and heard Luis yowl as Javier slid all the way across the back seat. “Lalie warned me.”

			“What?”

			“That you drive like the devil himself.”

			He laughed again. “She won’t let me drive her to the store no more.”

			“You are looking after her,” Grace asserted, “right?”

			“She doesn’t like being looked after.”

			“But you’re still checking in regularly?” Grace pressed. “She needs you.”

			“We have dinner twice a week,” Dante explained, taking his hands off the wheel to talk with them. “And not just cuz I can’t cook for myself. We watch TV. Me and Mr. Monty fix whatever needs fixin’ ’round the house. She hollers at me not to get a girl pregnant, describes every STD she knows and sends me away with the leftovers.”

			Grace breathed a little easier. “I worry about her.”

			“She worries ’bout you, too,” Dante warned. He jerked his thumb toward Javier. “She didn’t mention whether I should worry ’bout your beau back there. Too busy chastisin’ me for being late.”

			“You don’t need to worry about Javy,” she explained, though she frowned deeply.

			“You ever heard of a disease that turns a man’s thing green as swamp moss?” he asked experimentally.

			She wrinkled her nose. “No.”

			He swatted the steering wheel with the heel of his hand. “I knew she made that mess up. Couldn’t get my thing up for a week after she told me ’bout that one.”

			Grace flinched at the sound of ringing from the back seat. Closing her eyes, she told her nerves to settle.

			The phone rang again and Javier answered, “Bueno?” Then he cursed and ended the call.

			“Why would you answer?” Grace asked quietly.

			“He used a different number,” Javier explained. “I thought it might be Sloane trying to contact you.”

			It made sense. Still, Grace said nothing in return.

			He’d been lying to her since the moment trouble had come to her door. Jaime had come to New Orleans. To do what? Kidnap her again? Kill her? Were Pia and Sloane safe? Had he sent men after them, too?

			Why had Javier lied? She felt bruised by his untruthfulness. Didn’t he know how much she had trusted him? Did he know the walls she’d had to chip away to do that?

			She’d thought about kissing him in Eulalie’s kitchen. He’d looked so sweet with a blush crawling up his neck and a rueful smile taking hold of his face. He’d looked at her with those dark eyes shining and she’d wanted nothing more than to back him up into the still-warm stove and take the reins.

			She rubbed her temples where they hurt. Hadn’t she heard her father’s warning when she found Javier on her doorstep? Stay away from the dark water, minnow...swallows young ’uns like you whole... She thought back to her apartment. She hadn’t slept. Restless, she’d contemplated the morning. Waking up with Javier. Taking him to Café du Monde for beignets and chicory coffee, if he was interested. Maybe even inviting him to promenade the Moonwalk or the French Market if the weather cooperated...

			She’d tried to think of some excuse to stay in touch with him. Don’t be a stranger, vaquero. Call me next time you’re in town. Or, Let’s stay in touch. You can come back to Mardi Gras next year. My treat.

			If she had had time before her afternoon shift at the hospital, she would have gone with him to the airport. She’d wondered what goodbye would be like. Would he have hugged her? Would a kiss on the cheek be too much to expect?

			Grace cursed under her breath. New Orleans hadn’t desensitized her as much as she thought it had. The last twenty-four hours were all the proof she needed. She’d picked up a kitten on the street instead of walking away as dozens of others had done. For years, she’d ignored the freezing she’d experienced when confronted with physical danger, consoling herself with the fact that it never happened in the ER or her OR. The only place it reared its ugly head was on the streets when shots rang out in the distance or police cars screamed around a corner, chasing someone else.

			And Javier. These feelings for him were mixed up in her weakness, too.

			New Orleans wasn’t her chosen home because it was familiar, she realized. She’d chosen it, hoping it would make her as hard as it was. That person she’d been on the road between the Solaros’ hell and the embassy in Mexico...she’d needed to be that person. She’d needed to believe her friends had lived because of her fortitude. That was the strength she had carried into her life after Mexico.

			Had it all been a lie? An illusion? She felt frayed, not strong.

			Grace didn’t get Sloane and Pia out of Mexico. Javier did. It had been him alone—all along. He’d carried Pia and Sloane...and he’d carried her.

			On some level, had she always known that? Was that why she felt what she did for him? Were her feelings for him wrapped up in her own weakness?

			Deep down, had she thought she still needed him because she knew she was weak and he was strong?

			She pressed her fingers into her temples where her headache strengthened. Her thoughts spun wildly, as they often did when the gaps between decent nights of sleep yawned too widely. She needed daylight and clarity. Night had fallen on the parish, and it was going to be a long trip upstream riding shotgun with Javier. And once they got to Casaluna... What then?

			Sloane would need to question them about the break-in and the Bourbon Street shooting.

			But after? Would she go back to her apartment, or would Sloane hide her away? Would that mean goodbye again for her and Javier? Was she better off that way—no contact? No visits. No breakfasts for two. No walks along the river. No phone calls between her and New Mexico. Just silence, like the kind she’d come home to every night since her mother had slipped away from this world in her sleep.

			Dante made the turn for the marina. The parking lot was empty. Dante cranked the wheel as he swung the truck around. He ground the shifter into Reverse and rolled down his window. Leaning out slightly, he backed down to the water. “Hope y’all bundled up. Gone be a cold one.”

			“Lalie sent blankets,” she said, thinking of the additional bag Eulalie had insisted they bring with blankets and a cooler full of food, drinks and more servings of homemade cat food. She’d sent blessings as she held Grace tight on the porch, the flat of her brow pressed to hers. To Javier she’d said, You take care of my Gracie Boo, Dark Eyes, you hear me?

			Dante braked suddenly, forcing Grace to brace her hands against the dash. He winked at her, putting the truck in Park. “She’s wet now.”

			As he opened his door to disembark, she did the same. The night breeze funneled beneath the collapsed hood of her jacket. The smell of the river sank in, tinged heavily in moss and fish.

			The truck’s back passenger door closed. She looked around and found Javier with the bags and Luis.

			Keeping her eyes low, she took the kitten. “Give me the bags.”

			Javier shrugged them off his shoulder and helped her take the weight of both. She didn’t want to think about the way his scent teased her over the river’s.

			She made the mistake of raising her gaze. His eyes swallowed her as the river had swallowed a good many secrets.

			“Forgive me,” Javier said softly. “Lo siento, Grace. Forgive me, por favor.”

			She heard the cranking of the winch. Stepping out of his warmth, she lowered her eyes again. “See if Dante needs a hand.”

			Javier paused only a moment before passing slowly around her. He followed the ramp to the water.

			Grace breathed a little easier. Toting the cat and the goods, she headed for the dock.

			Javier and Dante worked in tandem, one holding the bow rope while the other released the boat from the trailer. It drifted free of its moorings, slender and silent with its center captain’s console and rows of seats for passengers. The current tugged. Javier pulled on the rope, bringing her about. As the starboard side bumped against the pilings of the dock, Grace tossed in one bag, then the other. “I hope you’re not prone to seasickness,” she murmured to Luis as she lowered to the edge of the dock, hooking her toes over the gunwale to steady the boat enough to board.

			Tires squealed against the pavement. She looked around as several dark Suburbans careened into the parking lot.

			Dante was almost back to the driver’s door of the truck. He gripped the open window, assessing the situation. When one of the vehicles swung around and stopped, he turned, waving his hands. “Get low, Gracie!”

			Grace felt herself freeze as the windows of the SUVs rolled down and rapid fire exploded into the quiet.

			Javier crouched, raising one arm. “In the boat, Grace!” he shouted.

			“Dante!” she cried, holding Luis to her tight as she watched the man dive into the driver’s seat of his truck. The door closed behind him.

			“Grace!” Tossing the bow rope into the boat, Javier hunkered over her. “Get in the boat!”

			Feeling his hands low on her hips, pushing, she made herself fall. Her feet hit the deck.

			“Get down!” Javier told her and lifted his gun from its sheath at his waist.

			The glass over the captain’s console shattered. Grace screamed. She flattened herself to the deck.

			The sound of more tires and the crunch of metal and honking brought a break in the gunfire. She peeked over the bow.

			Dante had rammed his truck’s grille into one of the Suburbans. The vehicle had skirted sideways into the one beside it. Gunfire resumed, chasing Dante out of the parking lot. When his taillights disappeared, several men poured out of the vehicles.

			Grace spotted the man in the center—the long, slender one. He had wide shoulders and a buzz cut. The way he held himself—shoulders high and back—distinguished him from the others.

			She remembered Jaime. His hair had been long and sleek, and he had preferred to tuck his silk shirts into pressed slacks, the picture of sophistication.

			His face echoed none of that now. It had been bitten by incarceration—cheeks tucked in like his shirtwaist. Eyes like arrows notching hers in the dark. They left her cold. He lifted his gun and pointed it directly at her face.

			She ducked again. Bullets winged across the bow and console. She could hear them hitting the water. Enough shots had discharged she was sure he must have emptied the gun.

			A splash reached her ears. She looked around. “Javy?” she called. He wasn’t on the dock. “Javy!”

			One hand clapped over the edge of the boat railing. Then another.

			Grace placed Luis safely between the seats. She kept her head low as she rounded the console. The key was in the ignition. She cranked it. The engine fired at the stern. “Hold on!” she called before throwing it in Reverse. She hit the throttle.

			The boat shrank quickly back from the ramp. She waited until the bow cleared the dock before whipping the wheel around. As gunfire clattered after them, she lunged for the side of the boat. She grabbed Javier’s wrists and yanked.

			He hooked his elbows over the side. Grace latched onto his belt and pulled again.

			He fell to the deck, water pooling beneath him.

			“Are you all right?” she asked, helping him up.

			“Can you drive this thing?” he asked, pushing the hair back from his eyes.

			“Yes!”

			“Do it now!”

			She dived behind the console again. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the men running across the dock. The current pulled the boat away. She switched gears and gunned it.

			The engine roared. The smell of exhaust filled the air, and the bow pointed into the wind.

			Grace looked back to see the lone man standing at the end of the dock. Jaime watched them motor away. Even as he grew smaller in the distance, she felt the target on her back.

		
	
		
			Chapter 10

			“How did they find us?” Grace asked frantically. The freezing wind stole her voice. She hadn’t slowed the boat since leaving the launch. She could still see Jaime staring after them. He was a sunspot on the back of her eyes.

			Pablo Solaro’s role in human trafficking had been strictly business. He’d looked at Grace, Pia and Sloane as property. It had been the family patriarch that set the rules of the cartel. That was why nobody ever called the girls by name. Dehumanizing them made the Solaro men disassociate, disconnect. Alejandro had gone from murmuring endearments in Grace’s ear as they danced close underneath the stars to calling her names like carne fresca and not taking the trouble to look her in the eye as he forced her into the possession of hungry clients. The only time he touched her after she found out the truth of who he was and what he wanted from her was when she tried to run, and he beat her.

			Pia had experienced something worse. Jaime had chosen her. He’d kept her not in one of the Solaro trafficking hideouts as Sloane and Grace had been, but in his own home. He hadn’t sold her to other men. He wanted her as his own.

			Pia had been a virgin before Mexico—before disappearing behind the wide double doors of Jaime’s Spanish-style abode. She’d spoken of what had happened there to Grace and Sloane in whispers years later, after they’d drained a bottle of wine. It had been enough to make Sloane cry—and Sloane never cried.

			That was when the three of them had made plans to meet at Casaluna. As long as Jaime was alive, Pia would never be free of her nightmares. She could learn to live in the present. Being a mother to her daughter, Babette, helped tie her there. Her relationship with Sam did, too, though she’d hid from the subject of marriage and making things permanent with him like a thief in the night.

			Casaluna was the safety net they’d all devised should their demons cross into the refuge of their chosen lives.

			Behind Grace, Javier braced one hand on the console and the other between her shoulder blades. “I might know how they found us,” he said.

			She felt him shift over his feet. Looking around, she watched him take his phone out of his pocket. He swiped to unlock the screen. Several missed calls waited for him.

			In the blue lights of the console, he looked white under the black slashes of his wet hair and brows. The corners of his mouth tipped down, grim. The bruising around his eyes made them look sunken and pained. He must have been freezing in his wet clothes, she thought.

			“Could they have traced the call?” he wondered.

			She considered. “I’ll have to ask Sloane.”

			But Sloane wasn’t there. Javier held the phone in his palm, not wrapping his fingers around the edges.

			“You want to toss it,” she realized.

			“We can’t take the risk of them following us to the safe house,” Javier pointed out. “Do you know the way by water? Have you ever gone this way before?”

			“Yes,” she said. “My father had a boat. The safe house is Pia’s mother’s old plantation home.”

			“Your father took you,” Javier repeated. “That was before Mexico.”

			She saw where he was going with this. It had been over twelve years since the last time she had made this trip by boat. Twelve years of change for the bayou. Twelve years for her to forget the way entirely. She, Pia and Sloane had driven to Casaluna several times by car—once after Pia’s mother, Luna, passed away to clean out the house and grieve, again for the birth of Babette and a few other times to get away and reconnect with each other. Grace would have no problem driving there, even in the dark.

			But she didn’t know if she could find the way by water. And without light to illuminate the old guidance markers, the bayou was a watery labyrinth walled by thirsty cypresses, guarded by gators and patrolled by mosquitoes.

			The alligators would be in brumation, she thought, trying to think beyond the fear of the dark mass of trees growing thicker on either bank as the boat cruised farther upriver. They didn’t feed in winter. Not usually. The cold weather would have chased them out of the water into sunny spots where they’d be lying with their long mouths open.

			And while the mosquitoes colonized in water and the bayou must be like Disneyland for them with its wide wet footprint mushed into the earth, they didn’t breed in cold weather.

			That left the silent winding alleys of the bayou itself to contend with.

			Grace studied the console. She flipped on the screen. “There’s navigation on this thing,” she found.

			Javier leaned close over her shoulder. “Do you know how to use it?”

			“I think so,” she said. She knew the main channels of water they would pass through and the towns they would skirt. Keeping one hand on the wheel, she traced the water chambers with her finger. “This is the way. The hardest part will be up here when we get into these little rivulets.” She tapped the capillaries that weaved every which way—tiny unnamed passageways on a big green leaf. She pressed a button. A bright white light on top of the console switched on. It cast a spotlight across the water. “This should help me find the markers to Casaluna...if they’re still there.”

			Javier said nothing. Grace turned her head to him. Why did he look so pale? “Are you all right?” she asked.

			He nodded and shifted out of the lights.

			She grabbed the wet front of his hoodie to force him back to her. She throttled down a bit with her other hand, watching him blink slowly, his lashes long and spiked. “Look at me,” she instructed.

			He raised his eyes to hers with some effort. She heard his teeth chatter behind tightly woven lips. His hand loosened around the phone, and it dropped to the deck. He wavered over his feet.

			She powered the engine down to idle and let go of the controls. Placing both hands under his arms, she buffered her front against his. She spoke in clipped tones, maneuvering him back to the bench behind the console where Luis had burrowed into a pile of blankets, out of the wind. Taking Javier’s phone, she toggled the flashlight and shined it over him.

			He winced away.

			Cupping her hand around the side of his face, she brought it back to hers. “Where?” she asked. He shook his head. She gave him a small rap on the cheek. “Tell me!” she demanded.

			Wearily, he lifted a hand and motioned blindly toward his left shoulder.

			She grabbed his right sleeve and pulled it free from his arm. Then, carefully, she nudged the open neck over his head. Dampness glued the two shirts to each other. As she peeled them off, they unveiled well-defined muscles. He grimaced and she wished bitterly for scissors. As his clothes plopped heavily on deck, a kettle-whistle of distress flooded her ears. “Dammit!” she shouted as he turned his head away from the nasty smear of blood.

			She scrambled back to the console. Yanking open compartments, she fumbled her hands over a flare gun, a whistle, a handheld radio and a vial of Dramamine pills. She swept aside a bag of marshmallows Dante and his crewmate used to lure gators to the boat for the tourists to feed them and found the first aid kit underneath.

			When she kneeled in front of Javier again, she caught the way he was breathing. Shallow gulps against the pain and cold. Cursing again, she opened the kit. “Hold still,” she told him after tearing open a pack of gauze. Sweeping away blood from the bullet’s entry site, she examined it under the phone’s flashlight.

			The wound was still seeping blood. She pressed the gauze against it. “Hold this here,” she instructed. When he obeyed, she pressed her hand over the back of his. “Tight, okay?”

			He gave a slight nod. He tremored.

			Hurry, Grace thought. Hurry, hurry. She sat on the bench, probing the back of his shoulder. “There’s an exit wound,” she announced. “The bullet went through clean.”

			“I f-feel that.”

			She heard his attempt at levity and wondered at him. “There’s a lot of blood.” She dabbed, cleaned, cursed, dabbed, cleaned, repeat. “I don’t know if I have enough here to...” Her voice broke, and she gritted her teeth. Tearing off her hoodie, she turned it inside out and swiped more blood with it. She addressed the wound, desperately trying to stanch the flow. “You need sutures.”

			“I t-take it you don’t have those in your k-kit,” Javier muttered.

			“We need to get you to emergency care.”

			“A h-hospital?” He shook his head. “Not possible.”

			“Javy, this is serious,” she tried to tell him. She didn’t stop working, not even to argue. “Both wounds need to be closed. You’re losing blood. You may go into shock—”

			“You n-need to get to the safe house,” he argued. “Jaime c-could be close behind us. I can’t let him take you.”

			“I can’t let you stay in this condition,” she said heatedly. “You need to get to an emergency room.”

			“You’re a good doctor, Grace.” His eyes were soft on hers. “You can take care of me.”

			“You’re not listening, Javy!” she yelled and heard the quaver in her voice. She choked down the weakness. His gaze looked unfocused, despite her raised voice. “I don’t have what I need and I’m not going to let you go into shock or pass out or...” She couldn’t say the rest. They were running out of time. She wadded more gauze together and replaced the blood-soaked gauze pad, biting back the urge to yell. “I’m not going to let you,” she finished, shaking her head. “I’ll get you bandaged and warm. There’s a town on the water not far from here. The medical center will be closed, but I know someone who works there...”

			“It’s too r-risky,” he insisted.

			“We’ll take our chances.” He wouldn’t make it all the way to Casaluna.

			It was a risk, but Grace would gamble if it meant saving this man’s life.

			

			“What is this place?” Javier asked, watching houses on pilings creep out of the swamp like skeletons. It sent a chill down his spine. Or was that the cold? It sank into his bones, refusing to let up. He and Luis hunkered beneath a pile of blankets Grace had wound around them.

			“Bayou Saint Christopher,” she explained as she worked the wheel to bring them about. The boat bumped against the dock. When he sat up, she pointed at him. “Don’t you dare.”

			He’d have gone against her steely warning and helped her tie up at the dock if the pain hadn’t clamped down on his shoulder. Trying not to think about how bad it was or the fact that he had grown light-headed, he gathered Luis against his bare belly, drawing the warmest blanket close around his shoulders.

			He saw Grace’s silhouette in the moonlight as she bent over, knotting the stern dock line around a second cleat. She was wearing the T-shirt Sabine had given her. Her hoodie was with his on the floor, coated in his blood.

			She hadn’t let him fall asleep. She’d kept talking to him on the journey, nudging him if he was slow to respond, stopping the boat only to check the gauze and replace it with clean pads.

			Someone tapped his cheek, bringing him around. He heard himself moan. When he opened his eyes, she was in front of him. Her hands were cool as she turned them underneath his jaw, bringing his face close to hers. “Stay awake, Javy,” she said firmly. “I need you awake.”

			“Grace,” he groaned. “Mi sol...”

			“Goddamn it,” she whispered before slipping away.

			Don’t go. He heard dialing. The incessant shivering he’d endured on the ride was slowly slinking away, replaced by a numbness that was distressing but lulling. He heard Grace speaking, giving their location, talking medical jargon in urgent tones.

			He took her voice with him as he floated away from her and Luis and the pain and the boat entirely.

		
	
		
			Chapter 11

			“He needs a transfusion.”

			Grace nodded. She’d suspected as much. “Do you have the resources for that here?” she asked.

			Dr. Salim Ibrahim raised a brow. “There isn’t a hospital within forty miles of here. We have to keep the resources on hand.”

			She shook her head. “Right. You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

			Salim’s voice grew gentle. “It’s different when the patient’s someone you care about.”

			“I know that. You know I know that.” Salim had been at her mother’s funeral. He had comforted her and offered to stay with her for a time. They’d gone to medical school together. He’d been the one she’d turned to through the years whenever she’d needed something more to get her through the night.

			He was taller than any man she knew. His skin was as dark as the far side of the moon. Built like a steam train, he looked like he belonged on the New Orleans Saints’ starting line instead of here in a backwoods medical center where he’d taken the only doctor’s position in the community after marrying a woman from Bayou Saint Christopher.

			Grace wondered if Salim’s wife knew he’d offered to stay with her in New Orleans after her mother’s death, then shook the thought loose. Her mind scattered, her thoughts a downpour. She had no cover, no umbrella.

			It was why she had insisted that Salim see to Javier’s care, why instead of joining them in the OR she’d wandered through the rooms and offices until she found the laundry room and searched the scrubs stacked in cubbies for something of Javier’s size. He needed dry clothes. And he would need energy, something to eat and drink. She’d gone to the cafeteria as well, grabbed things blindly from the pantry.

			Now she stood with the things in her hands, which weren’t steady. Luis mewed. She opened her mouth, hating that she was at a loss. “I don’t know his blood type.”

			“I’ll figure it out,” Salim assured her. “Sit down, Gracie.”

			“I’m fine,” she began.

			He stopped her with, “You’re exhausted. Sit.”

			After lowering to the chair in the nurses’ station, she piled the things she had found on the desk and reached for Luis.

			Salim’s hand draped over her shoulder. “Later, you’ll tell me what this is about. Who shot him. Why you arrived in Bayou Saint Christopher by boat in the middle of the night. Who this man is to you.”

			“Later,” she agreed, keeping her head down as she pet the cat. The silky fur beneath her fingertips helped quiet a section of her mind. “Thank you, Salim. I’m sure Alicia wasn’t thrilled about you leaving so late.”

			“Alicia knows she married a doctor. That means I get called out of bed sometimes.” He squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll test your man’s blood and get him what he needs. You sit with your friend and rest.”

			As his hand slipped away, she eyed the doors to the OR. “Is he awake?”

			“He came to for a time while I closed the entry site, then drifted off again before I left. You can go in and see him, if you like, but the cat needs to stay here.”

			Grace glanced down at Luis. Contorted, he hiked one leg in the air and the other straight out to groom his unmentionables.

			When she didn’t respond, Salim asked solemnly, “Should I call the police? Do they know about the shooting?”

			“We’re meeting Sloane. She’ll know what to do.” But the transfusion. Javier would need to rest. It was routine for a patient who received blood to stay overnight under a doctor’s care. She’d left Javier’s phone on the boat, along with the bags. The phone on the nurses’ desk caught her eye. “What time is it?”

			“Just after one in the morning.”

			She frowned, studying her hands, and willing them to be steady. She’d always been able to count on them in the OR. “I can’t sit here and do nothing,” she decided. “Give me something. I need something to do or I’ll go...”

			Salim’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes, but he offered it just the same. “I thought you might say that. Scrub up, Dr. Lacroix. Let’s get you back in the OR.”

			

			When Javier came to again, Grace sat at his bedside. His eyelids twitched several times before he came awake, like a man breaching the surface after drowning. Placing her hand on his wrist, she stood up, touching his good shoulder to keep him from sitting up suddenly. “Easy,” she cautioned.

			He blinked at her, breathing fast. “Where’s Luis?”

			“In the next room,” she told him. “Animals aren’t allowed in the operating room.”

			“Operating room? Where are we?”

			“Bayou Saint Christopher Medical Center,” she explained.

			He closed his eyes and spouted something in Spanish she was certain was a curse. “Grace. I told you not to bring me here.”

			“Javy,” she said, level. “You passed out before Salim could get you in the ambulance. You lost so much blood you needed a transfusion. Coming here was the right thing and don’t you dare try to tell me otherwise.”

			He reached for his shoulder where a large white bandage winged from arm to neck.

			“Are you in pain?” she asked, watching his face. He had good color again—like copper pennies. If not for the bruising, he’d look almost normal.

			“Not like before,” he said after a moment’s thought.

			“If it gets to be too much, tell me or Salim,” she advised.

			“The other doctor.”

			“Yes,” she said. “Dr. Salim Ibrahim. He and his wife, Alicia, live just down the road. This is the closest medical facility for forty miles. He cares for the people of this parish.”

			“How do you know him?” Javier asked. “Do you trust him?”

			“I do,” she replied. “We went to medical school together.”

			Javier surveyed her. “What is he to you now?”

			Noting how rapidly his breathing was still, she used her grip on his wrist to check his pulse. It was strong again, if fast. “He’s married to a really great person who I happen to both respect and like. Trust me, there’s nothing there anymore.”

			“Anymore,” Javier repeated.

			She tilted her head. “He may have saved your life.”

			“I’m grateful,” Javier told him. “But I heard him speaking to you.”

			“And?” she said pointedly.

			“He calls you Gracie,” Javier noted. “Like Eulalie and Dante.”

			She looked away, rearranging the sheet. He was naked underneath, and she tried not to think about that as she drew the starch-white fabric from his waist to his sternum. He was still without a shirt. She pulled the blanket up, too. The room was warm, but she didn’t want him to feel cold again. “Because he knew my mother, and she called me that, too.”

			“Things must have been serious for your mother to get involved.”

			She shook her head. “Salim and I had an on-again, off-again kind of relationship. My mother liked him a great deal, and it disappointed her when she realized I didn’t have it in me to give him everything I am. Living with that has been harder than letting him go. He now has someone, though, who loves him without compromise.” When Javier only looked at her, she arched a brow. “Does that make you feel better?”

			He considered. “I don’t know.”

			“You’re hurt,” she told him, “and you’re tired. Your body’s telling you to rest.”

			“I’m too uncomfortable to rest, and it’s not safe for you here.”

			“We’re here and I’m not leaving until you are ready and able to travel again and there’s nothing you can say or do, Javier, to make me change my mind.”

			He dropped his head back to the pillows.

			She studied the line of his throat. The muscles were taut. She stroked his wrist. “Are you hungry? I can bring you something.”

			His hand latched onto her wrist and held. He pulled.

			She sat down on the edge of the bed. When the circle of his hand clasped her elbow, she leaned forward, planting her hand against the bedrail.

			His head turned on the pillow so that his face was beneath hers. His gaze stroked her. The hand on her arm lifted to frame her jaw. “Are you hurt?”

			She shook her head, trying to think through the pull of attraction. “Hurt?”

			“At the dock... Jaime and his men... They didn’t hurt you, too, did they?”

			“No,” she assured him.

			“I didn’t ask,” he said, his thumb skimming her cheekbone.

			“You were bleeding,” she reminded him.

			“I’m glad you’re all right,” he murmured. “Bonita.”

			She knew the nickname was his testing the waters. She fought a smile. “Vaquero.”

			His dark eyes flooded with relief and need so substantial it made her gasp.

			His fingers spread through her hair to the curve of her neck, urging her closer. He angled his chin.

			She let herself be led, knowing what he wanted—and wanting the same thing.

			His lips were softer than she’d imagined. Had she imagined? Yes, she thought truthfully. His fingers kneaded the space above her hip. Angling her head, she increased the pressure of her mouth to his, drawing a sharp breath in through her nose.

			She’d wanted this. And it might scare her, but was her weakness for him really a weakness when it flooded her with light?

			She dropped her chin, shying. Like a camera flash, what she felt for him was too bright. She had to blink or back away or...

			A satisfactory rumble sounded deep in his chest. “That’s worth living for,” he said huskily. When his nose nudged against hers, inviting her in again, she remained still. The hand on the back of her neck feathered, caressed. It passed from her hairline to her shoulder blades and back before he spoke again. “What’s wrong?”

			She thought about lying to him. No more lies, she decided instead. They would both be clear about their knowledge and intentions from this moment forward. “I’m afraid I want this too much.”

			He eased back against the pillows to gauge her. His touch dappled lightly over the point of her chin. “I’ve heard you say you’ve never given all of yourself to a man,” he said. “I don’t expect you to give all of yourself to me.”

			“I was incapable of giving all of me before,” she pointed out. “Not unwilling. But since you showed up again, you’ve helped me build bridges. It’s not that I feel remote anymore. I feel seen. I feel...touched. And I’m afraid.”

			“Because you may no longer be incapable,” he surmised.

			She nodded. “I guess I’m realizing why not every bird wants to fly away once the window opens. The last time I did this, I lost a big part of myself. You’re not Alejandro. You’d never hurt me—not like he did. But that doesn’t make the leap any less terrifying.”

			His expression had changed when she’d said Alejandro’s name. Threads of tension wove across his brow again.

			She frowned. “I shouldn’t be laying this on you now.”

			“Grace, I’m crazy about you,” he said in a burst.

			Her lips pressed together because his soul was in his eyes, and it hurt to look.

			“But I’ll wait,” he added, “until you’re ready.”

			“You’d...wait for me?”

			“Of course I’d wait for you,” he murmured.

			That part of her that was ready...the one that had already crossed the bridge to the other side, toggled. Grace eyed his soft lips, feeling torn between the past and the present and wishing she were free to take what she wanted. She hadn’t survived all she had, lived through everything, to back away from what she wanted.

			She heard her father’s voice—that low warning about the dangers of swimming in dark waters. But she also could hear her mother’s silent entreaty and Eulalie’s verbal one that she live her life...that she give and take, for once.

			He released a breath. She loosened the hand gripping his arm. “I’m sorry,” she blurted. “I’m hurting you.”

			The skin on his biceps didn’t feel like the rest. It was satiny in texture. She angled her head, examined it. “What happened here?”

			He didn’t reply. She traced the round, slightly discolored section, then leaned into what she had seen pass in and out of the ER through the years. It wasn’t a cut or burn. She’d seen laser treatments do things like this, but...

			Her hand lowered from the spot. Tattoo removal could look like this after a long period of healing. And the space was just wide enough to match the tattoo the rest of the Solaros had worn on their upper arms. She remembered the burned-black Aztec skull on Alejandro.

			“They branded you,” she realized. “They made you get the Solaro skull.”

			“I didn’t have a choice,” he told her.

			“When did you get it removed?”

			“As soon as I could afford the procedure,” he explained. “I had to travel to Taos to have it done, and it took several trips, but it’s no longer part of me.”

			She traced the skin again, this time more slowly. “I hear removal is as painful as getting the tattoo.”

			“It was worth it,” he said. “I wasn’t going to carry Pablo’s mark any longer than I had to. I’m not one of his.”

			“You were never,” she stated, knowing now how much Pablo and the others had tried to turn him into a cold-blooded monster—like Jaime. “Your mother would be proud of this...proud of you.”

			He blinked several times, then sat up, her name like a prayer on his lips.

			“No,” she refused, pushing him back to the pillows. “It’s my turn.”

			She kissed him decidedly. She kissed him until she felt both his hands knot in her baggy shirt, until they both sank into it.

			Grace kissed Javier until she felt another piece of herself let go.

			

			“I can move,” Javier insisted. Grace and Salim had been debating whether to keep him at the medical center or let him go on to the safe house upstream. He tried appealing to Salim. “The men who shot me most likely know I’m injured. They know we went upriver. The first place they’ll look for us is hospitals and medical centers. I need to get Grace out of here before they get to Bayou Saint Christopher.”

			“I can have the sheriff here in ten minutes,” Salim explained. “He’ll put guards in place.”

			“I know these men,” Javier warned him. “They’re not afraid of a badge.”

			Grace braced her hands on her hips. “Javier’s right.” She paced. “I’ve tried contacting Sloane again by phone. It’s not working. Maybe they got to her. Pia, too. What if the reason Jaime’s still chasing me is that I’m the last one? What if he’s caught the others?”

			Javier shook his head. “You can’t think like that. But without Sloane to supply transportation for us, I think the best place for us to go would be the safe house. Is there phone service there? If she or Pia or both are already there waiting for us, that could be why we haven’t heard from them.”

			“They turned the phone off after Miss Luna died,” Grace answered. “Pia never turned it back on. And there’s no cell service.”

			Salim nodded agreement. “I can take you to the safe house. We can transport Javier in the ambulance if that eases your mind about moving him after the transfusion.”

			“It would,” Grace considered. “However, I’m afraid of the road. Jaime and his men were out there. We know that for certain. They found us at the launch. I turned off Javier’s phone. If they’re tracking it, maybe that’ll throw them off.”

			“I don’t believe they can track it unless I answer,” Javier pointed out. “Wouldn’t they have found us at the cemetery if they could trace me through it without making contact?”

			Salim appealed to Grace. “If it makes you feel better, we can dispose of Javier’s phone and I can provide you with another so you can contact me, Sloane, Pia or the authorities—who I still think should be involved in this.”

			“They are,” Grace said. “We have Sloane.”

			“If she isn’t at the safe house and she still doesn’t answer your calls after daybreak, I would advise you to seek help elsewhere,” Salim insisted. “I’m acquainted with several of the sheriffs and deputies in this parish. You say the word and they’ll be at your door.”

			“Thank you, Salim,” she said. “Do you think I should move Javier?”

			Javier felt the probe of both sets of doctor’s eyes and tried not to fidget. Salim answered, “His vitals are strong. He’s thinking clearly.”

			“He hasn’t been out of the bed since the transfusion,” she noted.

			Javier tried not to roll his eyes. “Because you won’t let me out of bed.”

			“Let’s get him up,” Salim said. “Let’s get him moving. If he stumbles once or shows any sign of weakness, it’s transport by ambulance only. If he can get around with no issues, the boat shouldn’t be a problem as long as he’s kept warm.”

			Grace nodded. She approached the bed. “Let’s get you upright. If you have any dizziness, say so. If you can sit up with no problem, I’ll let you stand.”

			She reached for the sheet at his waist. He flattened her hand across his stomach. “I don’t think...”

			She closed her eyes as realization struck. “Bon Dieu. You’re still naked under the sheet, aren’t you?”

			“If you’d like to step out, Dr. Lacroix,” Salim said, “I can help the patient dress.”

			Grace nodded quickly, sliding her hand away from Javier’s. “I’ll try Sloane again on her cell, then make sure Luis hasn’t made any messes in the hall.”

			Salim waited until she left the room and the door clicked shut. He lifted the folded scrubs she had found for Javier and handed them over. Javier reached for them, muttering, “Gracias.”

			The muscles of Salim’s face grew rigid. “I don’t know who you are. I don’t know how you and Gracie know each other or where you come from. All I know is I care about her deeply, and whatever you’re involved in, she shouldn’t be.”

			Javier opened his mouth to reply, but Salim held up a large hand to stop him. “I’m sure you’ve got a story. From the sounds of it, the two of you have a history. Which means you know her well enough to know that she doesn’t deserve to be mixed up in whatever mess you got her into. The Gracie I know doesn’t like guns, much less the man with the gun. She may somehow have learned to trust you. But I don’t. And the only thing stopping me from calling Sheriff Beaumont is my word to her. You understand?”

			Javier frowned. “You care for her a great deal for a man who’s married to someone else.”

			Salim tilted his head dangerously. “Oh, we’re doing this now?”

			“Apparently.” Though Javier wished Salim had let him dress first.

			“Gracie is my friend,” Salim explained. “Foremost, we were always friends. Things might’ve progressed over the years. That part of our relationship ended, and I’m fine with that.”

			“I can see that,” Javier threw in, earning a threatening flex from the area around Salim’s jaw. “I can see a lot of things.”

			“She knows she can count on me,” Salim pointed out. “Can she say the same for you?”

			“I’m going to get her out of this,” Javier told him.

			“How’re you going to manage that when you’re flat on your back?” Salim wondered. “You’re lucky to be alive right now.”

			“I promised her I’d get her to Sloane,” Javier explained. “And I’d die before I let anything happen to her. I don’t expect you to believe that. As you say, I’m just the guy with the gun. But it’s the truth.”

			Salim crossed his arms over his chest in a slow motion, shifting his weight to his heels. “The truth.” Shaking his head, he looked at the closed door. “She has feelings for you. So, from one old friend of Gracie’s to another, you better succeed. And you better not break her heart in the process. Like her, I’m a highly trained medical professional. I know how to take pain away. And I know how to give it. Now let’s get you ready.”

			Javier tensed. “You think, after that, I’m going to let you dress me?”

			“I do,” Salim asserted. “And you’re going to let me because if she comes back in here and you’re not on your feet, she’ll have you back in bed before you can say ‘Allons.’”

		
	
		
			Chapter 12

			“Feels solitario,” Javier mumbled.

			“What’s that?” Grace questioned from the captain’s chair. She pried her focus off the beam of the spotlight, illuminating the winding corridors of the bayou. The pile of blankets at the boat’s stern didn’t stir. The man was doing as instructed and staying put, at least.

			“This place,” he spoke again. “It feels lonesome.”

			She spun the wheel hand over hand when a fallen tree’s branches leered into sight. She had cut the engine almost to an idle to avoid running adrift onto the close-wedged banks or veering into obstructions in the murky water.

			It felt wrong, too, to disturb the bayou’s thick sounds with the motor’s roar.

			The crickets and katydids were eerily silent, their loud cries replaced by a winter-breeding frog song. Even with that backdrop, the bayou did feel lonely. Its haunting mysticism gave her the impression of a lost world. Or a forbidden one. They were well past Bayou Saint Christopher. According to the navigation radar, the boat was traveling along one of the unnamed rivulets into what Grace would’ve thought was no-man’s-land had she not spotted the markers her father had taught her to look for as a child—an old plantation house crumbling into ruin on the west bank...an ancient cypress whose pregnant trunk was distinctive amid its counterparts with the words SWAMP COUNTRY carved from its bark...a large sign with painted letters warning that this was breeding ground for gators...

			The familiar sights had banked Grace’s anxiety about finding the right way upstream to a murmur. The bayou might have been a strange, solemn land where water and wild lived cheek to jowl. But it was also home.

			She’d spread her father’s ashes in these waters. Pia’s mother had died in the old white house her brothers had bought her after her mental breakdown, drowned in a bottle of her own regret. Babette was bayou-born. She had come into the world during a torrential flood—by accident, of course. Pia hadn’t wanted her daughter to be born in the same house Luna Russo had died in. But life, earth, space, time... They all worked in circles, Grace thought. She eyed Javier once more. He’d borrowed a ski cap from Salim to help keep him warm enough for the journey. Five-o’clock shadow sprawled across his trim jaw. It matched the dark shadows under his eyes, present even in repose.

			She hoped he was sleeping, not unconscious again. She thought of nudging him to be sure but decided not to disturb his rest if he was indeed snatching a few winks of healing sleep.

			Grace checked the radar again. The house should be just ahead. She should see it in the spotlight. The sagging dock...then the splintered boards of the boardwalk up to the sprawling front porch.

			Spanish moss hung along the shoulders of the bank, masking everything. Grace panicked again...

			A guttural cry caught her attention. Her head spun to port. Her mouth dropped at the sight of a lone pelican gliding alongside the boat, wings fanned wide. It flapped them once before gliding on an air current, inches from the water.

			She’d seen no other birds, no other creature at all since waving goodbye to Salim at the boat launch at Bayou Saint Christopher. The sight of the pelican sent dread into her bones. What was it doing this far upstream? Why didn’t the sight of the boat and the noise of the engine spook it?

			Its hoarse cry whisked from the deep pouch underneath its bill before it lifted on the wind and flew across the bow.

			Grace watched, transfixed, as it crossed into the spotlight, before its gray wings fluttered, lifting it higher into the canopy.

			The boat slowed and the motor complained as silt on the bayou floor rose up to grab it. Grace cursed, tightening her hands on the wheel to turn it before the bow could become wedged.

			Then she saw it—like a dried floral bouquet long after the wedding’s end. The white facade of Luna’s grand bayou house glowed at the attention of the boat’s searchlight.

			“Javy,” she said. She cut the engine and turned to kneel by the bench. Reaching into the blankets piled on top of him, she found Luis, who mewed irritably at being snatched from sleep. “Wake up, Javy! Wake up!”

			“Mmph,” he groaned, eyelids flickering. “Did we run aground?”

			“No,” she said, beaming. “We’re here.”

			

			Grace splashed into the shallow water to tug the bowline, guiding the boat the rest of the way to the dock. She secured it before switching off the searchlight. She turned on the flashlight she’d found among Dante’s supplies. “Uh-uh,” she called to Javier, who had stooped to pick up Eulalie’s and Sabine’s bags. “Let’s get you and Luis up to the house. I’ll come back for those.”

			“You jumped in the water,” Javier said, not resisting when she braced herself under his arm and boosted him to the dock.

			“It’s knee-deep,” she dismissed. “And the boat was hung up.”

			“You could have landed on an alligator.”

			“The gators are in brumation right now,” she explained. When he narrowed his eyes in misunderstanding, she went on. “Mammals hibernate. Reptiles brumate.”

			“They sleep through winter?”

			“Not completely. They wake up to drink to stop dehydration, but they don’t feed. When it’s cold, the gators either burrow into the mud or they’ll lie still in the water with their noses showing like a snorkel. On warmer days, you’ll see them basking on the bank. The scutes on their backs distribute heat through their bodies. You know when they’re warm enough because they’ll leave their mouths open to relieve some of it.”

			“They do this for how long?”

			“Depending on how cold it gets...anywhere from four to five months. They start around Thanksgiving.”

			He cursed after a moment. “It’s nearly March.”

			“So?” The boardwalk to the porch groaned under their feet. She kept the flashlight beam in front of them, watching for holes in the worn planks. The go-go boots had been waterproof. However, the chill of the night air seeped in around her knees, thanks to her wet jeans.

			“They’ll be waking up soon,” he said. “And they’ll be hungry.”

			“Most likely.”

			“If we let Luis out for a bathroom break, we’ll need to keep an eye on him.”

			“I won’t argue that.”

			“This is where Pia grew up?” Javier asked as the boardwalk inclined to the steps and the screen door beyond.

			Grace strained to hear voices from inside the house. It was still nighttime, but wouldn’t Pia and Sloane have heard the boat? She needed to know her friends were here. If they weren’t... “Yes and no,” Grace considered. She wrapped her fingers around those of the hand he’d thrown over her shoulders. “Her mother wasn’t what you’d call stable. She had a series of mental breakdowns after the death of Pia’s father. Her brothers, the Russos, bought her this house so she would have a place to recover—far away from the city’s vices.”

			“The same Russos who own the pizzeria below your apartment?”

			Grace watched the windows closely. There was no light anywhere inside the house. Maybe the drapes were closed. Luna Russo had commissioned blackout curtains for each room . When she was on a bender, she’d pulled all the drapes, closing the eyes of the house and her own to the world. “Yes. When Pia started Catholic school in New Orleans, she lived with Giovanni, his wife and kids. During summer and school breaks, she lived here. She’s gifted. Did you know that? Eidetic memory. Her IQ’s off the charts. She’s high-functioning and was summa cum laude, valedictorian... Not that that stopped any of our well-to-do classmates from calling her ‘swamp rat.’ She would have had a free academic ride to the college of her choice.”

			“I take it that didn’t happen,” he said solemnly.

			“No, it didn’t,” she replied. They’d reached the porch steps. She wished Sloane’s sharp-angled face would appear at the windows. Grace realized she wouldn’t feel entirely safe. Not until Sloane made her presence known. She searched with the flashlight, revealing empty garden pots and the glider that, like the boardwalk, needed repair.

			“Because of the baby?”

			Grace slid her gaze to Javier’s. His mouth was grim around the edges. And his eyes looked sad. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Then she nodded silently. “Nothing good came out of Mexico except Babette. She was born in this house. Several weeks early. We never would have coaxed Pia to come here for a babymoon if we’d known Babette would come early. There came a flood that washed out the roads, so when Pia started having contractions, we couldn’t get out and emergency personnel couldn’t get in. So Babette was born in the bed in the upstairs suite.”

			“You were by yourselves?”

			Grace widened her eyes for emphasis. “I don’t know who panicked more, me or Sloane. Pia just wanted the baby out. Babette came fast into the world. By the time Sloane and I got Pia up the staircase, the bayou was creeping up the porch steps and she was crowning.”

			“Who delivered her?”

			From the knowing look in his eyes, he already knew, but Grace said it anyway. “I did. Sloane took one look at the top of Babette’s head when we got Pia undressed and nearly sank to the floor, so I thought she’d be better in a support position behind Pia’s back. The first thing Babette heard or saw was the three of us screaming, crying...and then laughing because in spite of the fact that none of us had a clue what we were doing beyond the Lamaze classes we sat through together in varying states of denial and horror, that sweet little babe opened her mouth, took her first breath and started to scream and cry, too.” Grace felt the urge to sink to the porch step and lay her cheek to the foundation. Instead, she unwound Javier’s arm from around her shoulders and tried the door. “It’s locked.” She shook her head, unable to take it in. “They’re... They’re not here.”

			“No one’s been here for a long time,” he said. His hand touched the space above her hip. “It’s okay, Grace. I’m sure they’re all right.”

			She didn’t know what to believe anymore. “Sit here a minute. I need to find the key.”

			She made sure he sat on the stoop before she rounded the building. She kept her footsteps light and quiet, peering through windows and venturing a look at the long drive. There were no cars. No lights. No signs of life. The only footsteps in the damp earth around the house were her own. She found the key under the designated coffee can in the garden and went back to the porch.

			“Was that when you knew?” he asked as she worked the key in the lock.

			“Knew what?”

			“Did you know you wanted to be a doctor when you delivered Pia’s baby?”

			She blinked in surprise. “Yes,” she heard herself saying. The lock released. “After the initial panic, something came over me. This calm. It’d been so long since I’d felt calm after coming home. I could hear the clear-cut voice inside my head again—the one that helped you get Pia and Sloane to safety. It knew what to do. And, for the first time since we reached the embassy, so did I.”

			“You do know you’ve always been that person? You’ve always had that inside you. I saw it...that first night at the villa. I think that’s when I knew that I couldn’t stay inside the Solaros’ cartel. No matter the cost to my mother’s name. I knew I’d find some way to get you out.”

			She licked her lips, swinging the door open wide. They’d suddenly gone dry. He had one arm braced against the wall of the house. He was tired and bedraggled—he’d brushed by the graveyard tonight. And yet he shined at her out of the grim night like another one of those clear-cut markers, pointing her in the right direction. Before, it had happened here, too—ten years and ten months ago, almost to the day. Her heart picked up pace. For once, she didn’t try to control the knocking. She listened. “I would have asked you to breakfast,” she gave away, leading him inside.

			He seemed to know not to say anything. Even as the lines in his brow eased, he stilled to listen as she shut the door behind them.

			“Café du Monde,” she continued. “Beignets. Café au lait. A table for two with a view of Jackson Square. Would you have come?”

			He didn’t hesitate. “Si.”

			She took a steadying breath and rushed on. “I would’ve asked you to walk the Quarter with me after. Moonwalk. Market. Daiquiris before lunch.”

			“Yes, yes and yes,” he replied.

			She sighed and closed her eyes. “Lunch to follow because one drink makes me tipsy. Oysters Rockefeller to make you change your religion. To make you come back.”

			He shook his head quickly. “I had other reasons to come back.”

			“Mmm.” She rubbed her lips together. The urgency to kiss him built behind them. She smiled and hugged herself. “We could’ve walked some more. Caught a streetcar. Hit the Prytania for an afternoon showing of that new Tom Cruise thriller.”

			“The Disney one,” he offered as an alternative. “With the dog. I’m a sucker for a good tearjerker.”

			Her teeth flashed as joy eclipsed the need to contain whatever this was inside her—this lightning storm. Every bolt invigorated.

			“Where could I have taken you for dinner, after?” he asked, his easy grin flying in the face of his exhaustion.

			It looked good on him. “You would have missed your flight.”

			“And you would have missed your shift,” he added, pushing away from the wall of the door. He crossed to her.

			“Yes,” she admitted. “We wouldn’t have talked about Jaime. Though you wouldn’t have stopped looking over our shoulders.”

			“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “I’d have wanted another night at your place, watching over you and Luis.”

			His hand had risen to her temple. The pad of his thumb caressed the centerline of her brow. Hearing his labored breathing, she pulled him down with her to the dust cloth draped over the couch. “At what point in the day would you have kissed me, Javy?”

			He considered. “I’d have thought about it at breakfast, probably tried to hold your hand on the walk...”

			“Mmm-hmm.” She was close enough to him now she didn’t feel the chill anymore.

			“I would have put my arm around you during the movie, invited you to put your head on my shoulder.”

			“I’d have eaten most of the popcorn while you worked your way up to it,” she warned.

			A chuckle whisked through him. “I like that about you. I like everything about you.”

			His brow flattened against hers, and she lost her train of thought. They shared a breath. Two. She trembled. His hands passed over her arms. “It’s cold in here,” he said.

			She shook her head. “I’m still waiting for you to kiss me. Who knew vaqueros moved so slowly?”

			“We’re slow when it matters.”

			“Twelve years slow?” she teased.

			He sobered. “If I’d have kissed you in Mexico, it would have scared you.”

			She thought about it. “I wouldn’t have been afraid—not of you. Conflicted, yes. But not afraid.”

			“The doorstep,” he decided after a moment. “I’d have pulled you close on your doorstep after dinner.”

			His hands crossed over the small of her back, bringing her navel snug against his, as if showing her.

			His cheek grazed hers, rough with stubble, and his lips were at her ear. “Would you have asked me to come in?”

			She nuzzled a kiss against his jaw. “I would have pulled you across the threshold. And we wouldn’t have spent the next few hours talking.”

			He made a noise in his throat. Fingers spread through her hair, cupping the back of her head. His mouth fit to hers.

			She liked that he wasn’t too tall. She didn’t have to lift herself onto her toes to increase the pressure of her mouth. He trembled just as she did, and she enjoyed the long, covetous noise that escaped him as he opened his mouth to hers and she responded in kind. More, she thought, quickening.

			A small mew sounded from the wide pocket of his hoodie.

			She wouldn’t have stopped for anything else. “We—we’re crushing Luis.”

			“He’s okay,” Javier murmured. “Just hungry.”

			“He eats like a teenage boy.” And she was still trying to catch her breath. “I don’t know if it makes it better.”

			“What?” he asked, brushing the curls from her cheek with a sweep of his palm.

			“Knowing,” she replied. “What could have been.” When he caressed her cheek and frowned, she sighed. “You need to lie down.”

			“Lie with me?”

			She arched a brow. “You just had a transfusion.”

			The corner of his mouth lifted. “I meant to sleep.”

			“I’ll build a fire in the fireplace, get us all something to eat from Lalie’s bag...then we rest and wait for the others.”

			“They are coming,” he assured her as she trailed off.

			That voice inside her had its doubts. “I’m not sure I could live with the alternative.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 13

			The house had a strong musty tinge from disuse. It was clear no one had lived at Casaluna in some time. Grace located the power box and turned on the breakers. Lights flickered on in the outdated kitchen and den, golden and homey. A cloud of dust flew into the air as she yanked covers off the couches. Luis chased the motes, going up on his hind legs before sneezing repetitively and backing out of the room, back arched, tail high.

			Javier helped Grace turn on the water main. The pipes complained when she turned on the kitchen tap. She let it run for a minute before filling a glass and lifting it to the light to test the quality. Deeming it safe, she filled a crystal bowl with water and set about making a very early breakfast.

			As she reheated the leftover red beans and rice and the boudin Eulalie had packed for them in pots and pans on the stove, Javier walked through the house. There was no sign of forced entry. No broken windows. He stepped out onto the front porch, trying to pick apart one form from another. Trees tangled over the narrow, shell-lined drive. There was no protective screen. The porch was columned with a second-floor balcony sagging over it.

			Finding nothing threatening outside, he went back in. Floral wallpaper, framed photographs of bayou life and oil-painted seascapes covered the walls. There was one small portrait of a woman sitting by the sea in a straw hat, her knees drawn up, shins long, toes bare. She wore a sundress, and her straight, dark hair fell long and thick over her shoulders.

			Pia, Javier realized with a start. It took a moment to recognize her because she was smiling. Squinting into the corner of the painting, he tried to read the looping signature.

			Babette.

			Javier raised a brow. A child had painted this? He glanced over the seascapes and found the style and brush strokes were similar.

			Halfway up the staircase, he found the thermostat. The wind fluted down the fireplace, whistling. It had chilled the rooms at large. Hoping to coax some heat into them, he switched it on.

			A roar from the subfloor made him stare at the floorboards.

			Grace hurried into the room. “You turned on the heater?”

			“Si,” he said, eyeing the floor above them when it moaned, too.

			“You woke the beast,” she said apprehensively.

			“Turn it off?” he asked and jerked at the sound of knocking at the side of the house.

			She laid a hand on his arm when he moved toward the door again to investigate. “It’s the unit. Smell it?”

			The vent over their heads emitted lukewarm air. It curled, charred, up Javier’s nostrils. “That’s not good.”

			“Leave it on for a minute,” she suggested after some consideration. “If the smell doesn’t burn away, we’ll turn it back off.”

			“How old is the wiring in this place?” he asked. “Has there ever been a fire?”

			“No, to the second. As to the first, I have no idea. The plantation seemed ancient when Luna took it over. Floodwaters and time have done work on the place.” Her lips turned down as she reached up to touch her hand to his brow. “You’re clammy. Come sit. Your plate’s ready.”

			He followed her into the dining room. His feet felt heavier than they should, and his pulse was up. Fatigue pressed in from all sides. He didn’t so much sit at the table as slump. The sight of warm food made him perk up somewhat. He circled his hand around her arm and passed it over her wrist. “Gracias, mi sol.”

			She stroked the line of his shoulders before settling into the chair beside him. “Luis ate so quickly, I thought he was going to heave it all back up.” Watching Javier eat, she forked the savory leftovers to her mouth and chewed slowly. “There’s a bedroom on the first floor and a hall bathroom. We can use those to rest and freshen up. I’ll need to make the bed and uncover the furniture, clean out the tub before Pia and Sloane get here. I’d like to get the rooms ready upstairs for their arrival.”

			Javier studied her profile. She kept her eyes down. He wondered whether the doubt her friends would arrive safely was still there. “I’ll help you.”

			“Your job is rest and recovery,” she told him. “I want your feet up.”

			“I’m not sure I know how to put my feet up,” he admitted.

			“Vaqueros don’t take self-care days?” she asked.

			He slanted her a telling glance. “About as many as trauma surgeons, I expect.”

			She had no rebuttal. “Over the next two days, I’m going to have to insist you develop a decidedly laissez-faire attitude.”

			“Will our food supplies last that long?” he wondered.

			She pointed her fork at him. “Rest first. Then we worry about the practicalities.”

			He nodded in agreement, then sat back in the chair because he, too, was eating too fast.

			“Do you need pain meds?”

			Shaking his head, he closed his eyes.

			“I’ll go get the bed ready.”

			He caught her hand before she could leave. Tugging, he urged her into his lap. “You need rest, too, Grace. You’ve been alert too long.”

			“Are you saying I’m punchy?” she asked, amused.

			He smiled. “A little.”

			She surprised and thrilled him by lowering her face to his and slowly drawing the center of his lower lip into her mouth. She suckled, then nibbled lightly.

			His response was visceral and not at all consistent with the weak patient she presumed him to be. “Is this your usual bedside manner?”

			She kissed him flat on the mouth—a hot, stinging kiss—then patted him on the cheek a little harder than necessary.

			He laughed as she set herself back on her feet, grabbing both plates. “Five minutes, cher,” she instructed. “Then I’m tucking you in.”

			As she took the plates into the kitchen, he stared after her. When the hunger lifted once more, wolfish and enlivening, he forced himself to look away. He tipped his head against the high back of the wooden chair and breathed carefully.

			If Sloane didn’t show tomorrow, Javier wasn’t going to be able to stop Grace from assuming the worst.

			Sloane was FBI. She’d known about Pablo’s death and Jaime’s escape. She studied human traffickers extensively. No doubt, she’d done a thorough analysis on the Solaros.

			Which could only mean Sloane knew the truth—that Javier was Pablo’s third son. Javier dreaded confronting her again. There wasn’t any way she would lie to Grace, too.

			His identity would be revealed. And Grace would be lost to him.

			But if Jaime had captured Sloane or Pia or both, it would devastate Grace. The free girls weren’t whole without one another. That Javier had seen.

			The house whispered of history. It spoke of birth and death. Renewal and anguish.

			He felt like an intruder. An imposter. The feeling wouldn’t let him go, no matter how much Grace trusted him or how far and fast he was falling for her.

			Whether the other women arrived at Casaluna, Javier had to tell Grace the truth.

			

			Grace woke to find tender rays of midmorning sunlight reaching toward the bed from the parting of the drapes. She lifted her head, bemused she’d slept so late, and paused at the sight of Luis curled nose to tail on the pillow. His eyes remained closed, and his purring had fallen silent.

			About time, she thought, remembering how his burst of energy after the long boat ride had escalated into chasing dust motes across the floor, scampering from one end of the couch to the other and back, and batting the tassels of Luna’s old drapes. When she’d tried settling him in bed next to Javier’s sprawled form so she could shower, the feline had sat up against the pillow, his pupils large as they followed the restless pendulum motion of his tail.

			She’d failed again to shower. She’d gotten only as far as taking off her wet jeans. As soon as she turned on the spray and steam rose, pipes shrieking in protest, her nerve had vanished. Memories of unnamed hands snatching at the edges of her towel and Alejandro’s cruel, empty expression made her lower to the closed seat of the commode and drop her face into her hands.

			She’d settled for a sponge bath from the sink, chastising herself again for acting like a victim. She’d then changed into the old T-shirt, running shorts and roomy socks of Pia’s boyfriend, Sam, that she’d found in the dresser.

			She listened for noise from the rest of the house. Branches tapped against the windows. She could hear a squirrel scratching incessantly from somewhere inside the fireplace flue. But other than that...nothing.

			Her heart fell. Pia and Sloane still hadn’t made it.

			She felt a band around her middle and looked down to find Javier’s taut forearm pressed against her navel.

			Her lungs seized. She could hear his sleepy respirations, feel his exhales fluttering the curls over her shoulder. The heat of his form sank clean through the thin shirt and shorts, launching her awareness of him through the troposphere.

			In the night, he had turned to her, and she hadn’t pushed him away.

			The knowledge brought an unexpected smile. And the longing that swept her body brought her to the peak of wakefulness. Her eyes closed, and she sucked in a long breath, feeling the sweet, devastating arcs sink clean through her. The need was there—to turn to him, into him, return his embrace, validate it so the golden heat could take her away.

			She lay still, however. Not frozen. Just still. She’d only taken what she’d wanted with men when she felt safe. Javier made her feel protected. Cherished, even. Mi sol. She didn’t have a clue what it meant when he said it, but he’d said it at his weakest point...on the brink of unconsciousness... He’d said it when she’d been paralyzed by fear...at her lowest...

			She sighed. She knew what it meant.

			It meant everything.

			But Jaime was out there with his mercenaries. Pia hadn’t made contact. Sloane was missing in action.

			She couldn’t give in to her feelings. Not now with everything around them so uncertain.

			She lifted his arm from around her and scooted out from under it. Laying it gently on the hand-sewn quilt, her gaze snagged on his face.

			He snored lightly. She chalked that up to his broken nose. The five-o’clock shadow wove appealingly across his jaw. She curled her hand into a fist to stop her fingers from dragging across the new texture of his neglected cheeks. His midnight-black lashes lay heavy and closed, the bruising more red than purple now. The lines in his brow were slack and despite the exposure from the New Mexico sun weathering his skin, he looked almost boyish.

			Grace turned away from the sight of him, throwing her legs over the side of the bed. Her hair was in tangles. She desperately needed that shower.

			Balling her hands into the mattress, she pushed herself up. When Luis lifted his head, peering at her through narrowed crystal eyes, she held out her arms.

			He unfurled slowly, stopping to stretch his front legs long out in front of him, then staggered to the edge of the bed.

			Together, they ventured through the house to the front door.

			As Grace opened it, hope toggled briefly. But when she saw the empty shell-lined drive and yard broken only by puddles, her stomach did a sickening lurch.

			Where are they? Why aren’t they here?

			The early-morning air wasn’t as chilled as she anticipated. Rain had brought a small wash of humidity. The birds called from treetops and the frogs answered. Hints of spring, she thought, seeing the daffodils pushing up around the base of an ancient water oak. She set the kitten at the bottom of the wide steps and watched him pick his way slowly across loose shells and wet grass, wondering if last night’s pelican was somewhere close by.

			Or had she imagined it? Stranger things had happened here.

			She ran her fingers along the marks inscribed in the closest column, reminders of how far the bayou had risen with the name and date of the storm responsible—Ida, Laura, Katrina, Camille and over a dozen in between, some with only a date. Pia, Sloane and Grace had labeled one simply as Babette. Grace traced the letters lovingly, wishing her friends would come sprinting down the drive.

			She blinked rapidly. “I need to know where you are,” she said out loud. She strengthened the words. “I need to know.”

			Luis offered a solitary answer, hopping from the ground to the step to rub his cheek against her baggy sock.

			She lifted him and took one last look down the long, empty drive, before going back into the house.

			Luis followed her eagerly into the kitchen, clawing at her other sock. “All right!” she said and hissed as his claws dug through the fabric. “You’re hungrier than a bull gator.” Still, she took time to start the coffee she’d found in a plastic baggie in the pantry with the expiration date handily scrawled in Pia’s precise handwriting on the label. Everything in the pantry was labeled and arranged alphabetically. As Grace measured out the grinds, she shook her head fondly at her friend’s meticulousness.

			The kitten didn’t have to wait long for his second breakfast. She placed the bowl on the floor, then addressed the food items from Eulalie and Sabine.

			There were several power bars left. Some bottles of water. Not many, she considered, pursing her lips. She and Javier had barely made a dent in the red beans and rice container and the boudin would last them through three more meals. Making calculations in her head, she squeezed the sausage mixture from its casing into a sizzling pan on the stove. She found maple syrup, brown sugar, honey and cinnamon among the pantry items, too, and—perhaps best of all—a sealed package of quick grits. “That’ll do,” she murmured decisively.

			By this point, the morning light was white and brisk as it gleamed through the kitchen panes. It shot through the deep green glass bottles hanging from the boughs of the nearest tree, talismans to ward the inhabitants of the house from “haints,” or evil spirits. It was said the pretty green bottles caught more haints than clear ones. Grace had always taken that for a fact as she’d never seen a haint around Luna’s house, despite its lore.

			With her glassy eyes and flowing white nightgown, Luna herself was the closest thing to a ghost Grace, Sloane and Pia had ever seen in the bayou. Behold, the disappearing woman, Grace had thought, watching Luna float down the stairs, pale underneath the knotted reams of her dark hair, the liquor bottle sloshing in her hand seemingly more solid than she was. It had driven a chill through her bones more effectively than anything she’d seen in Lafayette Cemetery No. 1.

			Grace had learned that the living were far scarier than the dead.

			She found enough tea bags and sugar to make tea. If it was warmer, she would have set it out on the porch like her father had taught her. Sun tea’ll heal whatever ails ya, he’d instructed.

			She knew someone who could use some healing.

			She thought of the man still abed. Wondering what her daddy would’ve thought of Javier, she filled one of the Blue Willow dinner plates with the bounty she’d scrounged. She stuffed the medicine bottle Salim had given her before their departure from Bayou Saint Christopher into the pocket of the running shorts and carried the plate and a bottle of water to the open door of the bedroom.

			Luis was back in bed, sprawled across Javier’s abdomen. The man was awake and petting the kitten in indulgent strokes.

			He was devastating and handsome despite the abuse to his face and he smiled at her when he saw her. “Luis tells me I’ve slept half the morning away.”

			“Luis should’ve let you sleep,” she rebutted, setting the plate on the bedside table. She cracked the cap on the bottle and thrust it at him. “Hydrate.”

			“Buenos días to you, too, bonita,” he greeted. He took the bottle and tilted his head. “You didn’t have to fix me breakfast.”

			“Doctor’s orders are for you to take it easy,” she reminded him. “When you’re recovered, you can cook for me.”

			“I look forward to that.” He grunted, attempting to sit up. A grimace painted his face.

			Grace braced a hand underneath his shoulder. “Go slow. You’re running on empty where Salim’s morphine is concerned. And pain’s always worse the day after.”

			“You’re telling me.” He reached for the bandage, muttering in Spanish.

			She mussed a hand over his messy hair. The strands were thick between her fingers. “You need food in your belly before you take your medicine.”

			She handed him the plate and fork and made a grab for Luis when he eyed it eagerly, standing on his hind legs to get a better look. “Down, boy,” she muttered into his fur before setting him on the rag rug at the bedside. Lowering to the edge of the bed, she placed her fingers on Javier’s wrist. She located his pulse. “It’s still higher than I would like, but I bet that will come down once the medicine kicks in and the pain lessens.”

			He ate quietly. The grooves dug into his brow, a road map of pain.

			She pressed the back of her hand to his brow, then his neck. “No fever. I’ll need to check your sutures, see if there’s any drainage.”

			“The bandage is dry,” he said between bites. “Your friend did a good job.”

			She wished he wouldn’t sound so grudging about it. “You’ll have to send him a thank-you. He prefers single malt brandy, by the way.”

			“He was in love with you once,” he reported. “You know this, si?”

			She closed her mouth quickly. “No.”

			Javier looked down at his plate. “He threatened me if I failed to keep you safe.”

			“Interesting,” she said after a moment’s thought. “He doesn’t still...”

			He shook his head, then dropped the fork to take a sip of water. When he swallowed, he replied, “His wife holds his affections now.”

			“How do you know he felt that way about me?” she asked curiously.

			Again, he didn’t meet her gaze. With a shrug, he settled for a nonanswer.

			She eased back, trying to read him.

			“You look pretty in the morning.”

			She reached for her hair. “I look like a haint.”

			“A what?”

			“Never mind. It’s my hair. It needs a wash.”

			He wiped his mouth with the paper napkin she’d brought. “Does the shower not work?”

			“The shower works fine,” she said. “Hot water aplenty. It’s me. I’m the dysfunctional one.”

			“What do you mean?”

			She’d already exposed her other failing to him—that she froze when confronted with real danger. Would he think she was pathetic if she told him about another? Particularly this one. Wanting to shrink from his sight, she picked a place on the wall and stared. “I can’t—shower.”

			“Why not?”

			She took a bracing breath. “Because I was showering when Jaime, Alejandro, you and the others stormed the villa in Mexico. Since you told me about Jaime’s prison break, I haven’t been able to bring myself to—”

			He dropped his fork with a clatter. “Grace.”

			She closed her eyes against the sound of pity. “Don’t, please. I already feel like a fool.”

			He reached for her, then stopped. His hand fell to the bed between them. Haltingly, he asked, “Is it me? Am I the reason you can’t shower?”

			She shook her head. Her fingers captured his wrist at the same time his linked hers. “You’ve never been the subject of my nightmares. Not once. But if someone else got into the house... I can’t hear through the sound of the spray. And when I’m naked, I feel more vulnerable, naturally. In the shower, you’re supposed to relax, let down your guard... It’s routine. A mindless task and a ritualistic one. And I can’t bring myself to do it. I can’t lower my guard enough.” The breath had backed up in her lungs, or the pressure was building in her chest. She exhaled, trying to release some of it. Training her eyes to the cords of his arm, she followed the rivers of veins underneath the surface, trying to anchor herself to him. When she caught herself tracing them in light strokes, she pulled away. “Finish eating so you can take the medication.”

			He didn’t let her go so easily. He held her wrist, firm. She dragged her stare back to him and he leaned toward her, reaching up with his free hand to tease the curls over her ear. “What if I guarded the door?”

			“What?”

			“What if I stood outside the door and guarded it?” he asked.

			She eyed the bandage peeking out from underneath the neckline of his shirt. “You can’t fight anyone right now.”

			“I still have this.”

			When he pulled the gun out from under the pillow, she fumbled. “How...”

			“Salim returned it to me,” Javier told her, “reluctantly. But he said if it would help me protect you, he didn’t see a choice.”

			When he let go of her wrist, leaving her hand limp on the quilt squares, he removed the catch and dropped the heavy magazine to his lap. Brows drawn together, he yanked back the slide and action, unchambering the round. When he saw her flinch, he stilled. “Guns scare you, don’t they?”

			“A kid died on my table this week after taking two .38 Specials. Before he went under, he begged me to save him, and I assured him he would wake up, good as new, in post-op. I lied, Javy. I knew his odds before I washed my hands and gloved up.”

			“I’m sorry, mi sol,” Javier murmured.

			“I’m not scared of guns,” she clarified. Her tear ducts burned. She blinked to clear them. “But they do make me angry.”

			He nodded. “Entiendo.”

			She eyed the one in his hand. “It went in the water with you last night. Does it even work?”

			“It’ll need to be cleaned,” he acknowledged, closing one eye as he angled the weapon and peered down the length. “I’ll need to test it.”

			“Not anywhere near the house,” she requested.

			“No,” he agreed. “I’ll clean it before you shower, then go to the woods and fire a few rounds away from the house.”

			“After you take your meds. And I check your wounds. And you rest a bit more.”

			He smiled, wiping the tension from his face. He tipped the gun to the bed and laid the magazine and the single round next to it. “Are those my orders?”

			“Si,” she replied. Then, because the conversation had taken the brightness out of the morning, she touched her mouth to his.

			He dropped his fork again and made a noise as he angled his head, accepting, giving back.

			Shooting stars rained down her chest and legs. Her pulse had quickened at his taste. The scrub of the early growth of beard abraded the soft skin of her cheek as she pressed it to his. He breathed against the line of her throat roughly. Closing her eyes, she savored being here with him. Her nerves danced, and for one blessed moment, her mind emptied. She laved the lobe of his ear lightly with her tongue, then whispered so her breath blew hot across the cool, damp surface, “Buenos días, Dark Eyes.”

			She felt a shiver go through him from head to toe and felt a satisfactory response far below the line of her abdomen. Her body hummed under his hands.

			More. The word came to her on a wave of recklessness and heat, just as it had last night. Always more with this man.

			She had to swim against the current to tug herself away from him. His eyes were half-lidded and as dark as ever. He didn’t look like a gunslinger, or even a man capable of violence. He looked adept at passion. The effect went straight to her toes.

			As she left the bed, she ran the back of her hand over her mouth, trying to wipe the tingles away—trying to savor them. She made herself go because as much as either of them might believe it, following the impulse to push him back to the bed and cover him like a blanket wouldn’t take away his pain.

			

			Javier waited until Grace had gone upstairs to make the extra beds ready for Pia and Sloane’s arrival before he slipped out of the house. He’d chosen not to tell her about the gun-cleaning kit he’d found below the kitchen sink. He’d disassembled Carlos’s handgun in the bathroom, oiling each piece carefully. There had been no corrosion, no fouling on the inside of the chamber. No moisture. He had one magazine and could only hope the rounds’ water-resistant casings had held up. Nowhere in the house had he been able to locate extra ammo.

			Javier wove through a maze of towering camellias. They were in full bloom, their perfume heady. Blossoms littered the moss-covered path.

			A pain in his shoulder stopped him next to a fallen fig tree. He glanced back at the windows of the house. Grace had warned him to stay relatively close. The pain meds from Salim had worked to dull the bite of the wounds, but the ache was still there. Javier liked that they didn’t make him addled. He felt clearheaded and could even appreciate that they didn’t take away the pain entirely. Long ago, he’d learned that pain could make him more aware. Better tuned to his surroundings.

			The thicket became less mossy and more tangled as he sought the privacy of the trees. He ducked under low-hanging curtains of Spanish moss and high-stepped through kudzu. The sound of lazy, lapping water and the sight of cattails bobbing, top-heavy, told him the land was falling away to the water, so he adjusted his course, pushing through palmettos until he found heaps of red bricks leaned against one another in the shade of an arch-backed tupelo tree.

			Former slave quarters, he discerned, seeing a statuette rising from the undergrowth. The bowed head of a young woman seemed to burst from the vines. She cradled a baby in her arms. Someone had placed a rosary around the angel’s neck.

			The cold season had taken the tree’s vegetation, but its thick arms spread east and west, open arms calling people home. Silence here was thick and far more absolute than what Javier had experienced in Lafayette Cemetery. The tupelo stood between the slave quarters and the house, a shield.

			He walked on, careful not to disturb what remained. A wooden ladder leaned against a tree trunk, and a well covering crouched between shoots of spider lilies. The stilts of a hunting blind somewhere in midcollapse buckled.

			The blind faced a clearing. Javier crouched over the earth and recognized recent two-toed impressions. Deer. Doe and fawn. Then baby-like handprints. Raccoon. The webbed lines of duck tracks going toward the water were easily discernible. But there was one more set of tracks he couldn’t place. They were similar to the deer—two-toed, hooved, but rounder. Javier wondered if there were boars here in the bayou, as he frowned over them.

			The glint of metal caught his eye. Across the clearing, someone had nailed a paneling of old roofing to a tree. Painted circles spread outward like ripples from the center, and bullet holes pocked the target area. Spent shell casings littered the ground, some covered with dirt or growth.

			Javier looked back in the direction he’d come. The target faced the house. The shooter had been shooting away from the people there.

			Grace didn’t like guns, but someone had set up a gun range at Casaluna and had regularly practiced their marksmanship. Was it Sloane? Pia or her boyfriend, Sam?

			He reached around his belt and palmed the handgun. He took the magazine from his pocket and slid it into place with a satisfying chink. Taking off the safety, he squared off with the target.

			His mother’s voice came to him. It wavered on a memory. He hesitated, letting it play out in his mind.

			Both eyes open, mijo.

			The gun’s heavy, Mami. I’m not big enough.

			You’re big enough. You must be.

			My heart’s beating too fast.

			Take a deep breath. If you hold it, your heart will beat faster. Hold the stock in a firm grip. Steady.

			My arm’s shaking.

			Hold it like this. See? Now, take one more breath and lay your finger over the trigger...

			I’m not ready—

			You’re ready, mijo. Believe me. Let half the air out of your lungs. Good. Hold the next breath and squeeze.

			The gun had kicked like a mule. The bullet had winged far left of the target. Tears had come, the concussion loud in his ears. The existential crisis of firing a live weapon for the first time had been inevitable for a child as soft as him.

			His first lesson in firing had come after his abduction. Jaime Solaro and his men had snatched him out of the stables while his mother met with sponsors. Jaime had gunned down both of Javier’s bodyguards before throwing a bag over his head and tossing him over his shoulder.

			The bag had stayed on Javier’s head long after the bumpy car ride to whatever hideaway they put him in. Finally, Jaime had snatched it off, presented him with food and called him hermano for the first time.

			He’d attempted to lure Javier with details of his lavish lifestyle. He’d told him about his cars, his clothing, his women... He’d invited him to meet their father, Pablo Solaro. It’s your birthright, Jaime had said. She’s hidden it from you. You’re free now. Free to take what you want.

			Javier had fallen asleep as day turned to evening. He woke when he heard crashing in the next room. Gunshots. The door had opened. Javier had expected Jaime and put up his small, shaking fists in defiance.

			He saw his mother instead. She’d scooped him into her arms. Close your eyes, mijo. Don’t open them until I tell you.

			She hadn’t let him open them until they were clear of the house.

			Valentina Rivera nearly killed Jaime Solaro that day. She thought she had killed him until news had come. After finding out Jaime lived, she’d taken Javier to the shooting range.

			I told you, Mami, Javier had cried as she took the gun from his limp fingers. I’m not like those men. I can’t use a gun.

			The first time is always the hardest.

			I can’t do it.

			Look at me, Javier. It is not normal to hold something between your hands, knowing it will explode. Knowing it might take a life. But you must take the next shot, Javier. You have no choice. To them, a gun is power. To you, it is survival.

			Javier caught himself holding his injured shoulder. It throbbed in tune with the ache in his chest where memories of his mother—where her words were alive. He planted one foot in front of the other, gripping the weapon’s stock. He raised the barrel. A zing of protest from his shoulder smarted as he sighted the target...

			...both eyes open, mijo...

			He took a breath, let it halfway out, squeezed.

			The bullet ate through the middle, a new hole near the center.

			You didn’t aim for the brain stem.

			But I did, Javier had said, well into his teens and years into practicing hitting the target with his mother.

			When Jaime comes again, he won’t shoot to kill. He’ll shoot to disable, then do as he wishes with you and with me. We won’t give him the chance. Shoot again, Javier. And this time, don’t miss.

			The target had had Jaime’s face and shoulders pinned to it. Valentina had already put several rounds in his throat. She had taught Javier more than grammar and mathematics in the little schoolroom she’d fashioned for him in their home. She’d taught him about the Solaro family.

			We fear what we do not understand.

			She taught him that Pablo had three sons, each by a different woman. The first, Jaime. He was Pablo’s illegitimate child. And Pablo never let him forget it. This is one thing that makes Jaime so dangerous—his thirst for legitimacy. He will do anything, Javier, to be seen as Pablo’s equal. The second child, Alejandro, resulted from Pablo’s first marriage. Pablo doted on Alejandro and bred him to be the next Solaro crime boss. He also bred competition into him, which he used to pit Alejandro against Jaime in every aspect of life—from the fighting ring to business.

			Valentina, Pablo’s second wife, grew to fear Jaime more than her ex-husband. More than any of the Solaros. Jaime had made it impossible for her to stay in the Solaro family.

			Javier didn’t know the details until after her death, when Jaime had taunted him with them in Pablo’s fighting ring.

			Maybe you’re not his son. Maybe you’re mine.

			The resulting rage had nearly been enough to overtake Jaime in a fight for the first time. Jaime had revealed a knife at the last minute and had nearly taken Javier’s ear off. Weapons were forbidden in Pablo’s ring. Jaime’s cheating had gravely displeased Pablo.

			You are not a man, Jaime—any more than you are my son.

			The declaration had made Jaime seethe.

			Javier scowled at the target. He imagined Jaime’s face in the center. He had seen his brother at the boat launch after Dante had escaped. Javier had seen the long scar across his face—the one Sloane had put there before Jaime turned his cruelty on her. Javier had seen Jaime’s sunken cheeks, his shaved head. Anyone who didn’t know Jaime would think prison had eaten away at him.

			Javier knew that wasn’t so. Prison had honed him. It had reinforced his tendencies. Javier had seen that in his malevolent stare.

			He took aim at where the center of Jaime’s throat would be. He wasn’t protecting himself or his mother now. It was Grace Jaime would shoot to disable. So he could do as he pleased with her.

			Knowing what Jaime did with his women, Javier took one breath in. Let half a breath out. Squeezed. Followed through.

			The metal opened with a plink where the center of Jaime’s throat would have been.

			The trees stirred, leaves whispering. A voice came to him on the breeze. Niño?

			He strained to listen, his pulse lifting. Si?

			Leaves rustled around his feet as the wind strengthened, carrying a faint reply. Be ready.

			He lost a breath, the wariness sinking into his bones.

			Estoy listo, he thought. I am ready.

			The wind died away slowly until the last of the leaves grew still and the surrounding trees hushed again. He was alone.

			The ache inside him had nothing to do with his wound. He rolled his sore shoulder. Then he took the magazine out of the gun and stuffed it into his pocket, saving the spare rounds, trying to ignore the boy inside him reaching, wailing.

			When he came face-to-face with Jaime again, he would need the rounds. He would make each one count.

			He would finish what his mother had tried.

			Javier would finish Jaime for her and the trio of free girls he’d brought home.

			Fatigue wove cumbersome webs throughout his body and mind as he trekked back to the house. He caught the flick of a curtain at the upstairs window and stopped, searching for Grace through the glass.

			He found Luis instead, pawing at the abandoned cobwebs that had torn from the mosquito screen and were flagging raggedly in the wind. Javier grinned.

			The sound of shells crunching under tires made him reach for the gun on his belt instead. He sprinted the rest of the way to the house and pressed his back against the wall as he crept to the front.

			Peering around the corner, he spotted the large black SUV coming down the drive.

			Javier cursed and ran.

			The door slammed behind him as he entered the house by the screen porch. He bolted the locks.

			Grace pounded down the stairs. “What’s wrong?” She watched him slide the magazine into place. “Javy.”

			“Black SUV,” he told her. Why weren’t there windows along the front of the house?

			“Jaime?” He heard the unease in her voice as she fell in behind him.

			“Go back upstairs,” he instructed.

			She went into the kitchen instead. He braced his shoulder against the wall next to the door. There wasn’t a peephole. Who built houses like this? Javier gritted his teeth, his weapon in a two-handed hold, the safety off.

			He glanced back at the sound of Grace’s footsteps and eyed the cast-iron skillet in her hand.

			She held the handle in two hands like a gunstock. “Sword and shield, cher,” she said in answer to his bald stare.

			He opened his mouth to tell her she hadn’t frozen—that she was stronger, braver than she thought she was. He wished she could see what he saw.

			Someone pounded on the door from the other side. Javier jerked his chin at Grace, motioning for her to get out of range. When the door opened, Jaime’s men would open fire.

			The knock came again, hard enough to rattle the hinges.

			Javier waited, breathing carefully through the thunder drum of his heart. The adrenaline was thinning the medicine in his blood and pain bloomed fresh in his shoulder, blistering enough to make his eyes water.

			The door splintered, swinging in a burst of sound and movement.

			Javier crossed in front of Grace, weapon high.

			Sloane charged, her weapon drawn, too. “Put the gun down!”

			Javier raised both his hands.

			She took him down anyway, dropping the butt of her gun over his head.

			He saw stars.

			Her well-aimed kick knocked his legs out from underneath him.

			He found himself on the floor, disarmed, with her face over his. “Sloane, it’s me! Javier Rivera.”

			“I know who you are,” she growled, showing her teeth. A vein pulsed in her temple. Her eyes were red-rimmed. They were snakes, dark, coiled, venomous. “Turn over, you son of a bitch! Put your hands behind your back!”

		
	
		
			Chapter 14

			“You cuffed him.”

			“Damn right I did,” Sloane replied before biting into the flesh of a large green apple. “He’s lucky that’s all I did before you yanked me off him. You’re a buzzkill, Lacroix.”

			Grace frowned deeply. Her relief at knowing it was Sloane kicking down the door and not Jaime still rang true. However, it had dulled swiftly when she’d taken Javier out at the knees. “You interrogated him.”

			“He held up to questioning,” Sloane said, sounding disappointed by the fact.

			“You played bad cop.”

			Sloane lifted her hands. “I’m always bad cop.”

			“It was unnecessary,” Grace pointed out, “and cruel.”

			“I noticed when I swept the place that only one bed was turned down,” Sloane noted. She arched one long, thin brow. “Was that his idea or yours?”

			“The man’s been shot, Sloane,” Grace pointed out. “I needed to keep an eye on him. And don’t forget. If it wasn’t for him, they would’ve killed me.”

			“He’s the idiot who led Jaime Solaro right to your door.”

			“Jaime was already there!” Grace volleyed back. “He was watching me, waiting for news of his escape to come down the pipeline so he could follow me to Pia. He wants me and you, but Pia’s his primary target. Where is she, Sloane? Why isn’t she here?”

			“I don’t know!” Sloane shouted. “Dammit, I have men searching for her in every parish. In every Gulf state. She and Babette have gone into the wind.”

			“If she’s on the run, she would have come here,” Grace said. “This was always the place we were supposed to meet. How do we know Jaime doesn’t already have her?”

			“Because he asked me where she was,” Sloane shot back.

			Grace faltered. “You’ve had contact with Jaime Solaro?”

			“I ran into him and his men at a gas station thirty miles south of here,” Sloane revealed. She untucked her silk shirt and peeled the waistband of her black slacks down to reveal a bandage on her hip. “We had a nice little chat.”

			Grace crossed the kitchen. “He shot you, too?”

			“I’m fine,” Sloane said, batting Grace’s hands away. “The bullet didn’t do much more than graze me. That’s why I’m late. I called Remy. He lives close by. He was a navy SEAL who specialized as a medic, and he patched me up.”

			Grace could see the man lingering in the den—all six feet three inches of Cajun good looks and a glowering stare to pin Javier in place on the couch where Grace had forced him to sit after Sloane had nearly ripped his stitches. “Why does he look familiar?” she asked, dropping her voice.

			“He was my bodyguard,” Sloane admitted, tucking in her shirt in punchy movements. “The one my mother hired to follow me around after we came back from Mexico.”

			“‘Thirst Trap’ Remy?” Grace asked, stunned. “That’s ‘Thirst Trap’ Remy?”

			“Not so loud!” she hissed. Before Grace could get a better look at him, Sloane dragged her into the dining room. “Jaime doesn’t know where Pia is because he asked me where I was hiding her.”

			“What about Sam?” Grace asked.

			“He’s in the Middle East,” Sloane reminded her.

			“I know that, but maybe she’s tried to contact him,” Grace said. “She can reach him in the event of an emergency. Maybe he knows where she’s hiding.”

			“I spoke to him last night,” Sloane pointed out. “He’s getting a flight out tomorrow. He’s sick with worry. And while he had missed calls from her, there was no voice mail, and the line was dead when he tried calling her back. She’s lost her phone, or it’s dead and she can’t recharge it.”

			Grace straightened as she thought of something. “We think Jaime was tracing Javier and me through his calls to Javier’s cell. That’s the most likely reason he found us at the boat launch. Could he have been tracing Pia through hers, as well? Maybe she turned it off or dumped it.”

			“It’s possible,” Sloane said, nodding shortly. She was grim around the mouth. “I refuse to accept the other possibility.”

			“That she and Babette fell into his hands after the standoff with you last night?” Grace asked.

			“Or he’s killed one or both of them,” Sloane said, her voice dropping away fast.

			“No,” Grace said, shaking her head automatically. “He wants Pia alive. He’s probably still under the delusion that she belongs to him.”

			“And Babette?” Sloane said with a shake of her head. “It won’t take an advanced understanding of arithmetic for him to figure out how old she is.”

			Grace held up her hands. “Stop. Okay? Just stop.”

			“I can’t,” Sloane argued. “Not until we find them.”

			Grace took Sloane’s hands in hers. “I have faith he hasn’t found them. I have faith they’re holed away from him somewhere. Pia’s gone off the grid before. She can do it again. Jaime won’t get his hands on our baby. Pia won’t let him. Her mama bear tendencies engaged the moment I placed Babette in her arms.”

			Sloane nodded after a moment. She took a breath. “That’s true.” Her phone rang. Grace jumped, and Sloane stiffened. She pulled it from the pocket of her slacks and checked the screen. Turning the screen around to face Grace, she showed her the display.

			Grace deflated. She sighed in disappointment as Sloane answered, “Hey, have you got anything?” She listened, eyes narrowing to slits. “When?” She checked her watch, then shifted her feet. “Where did the call come from?” Glancing at Grace, she frowned. “And where did she say they were?” She cursed. “I figured. The call may be a problem. You need to make it clear she can’t call you from that number again. No, Sam. Listen. Solaro may be tracking them both through one or both of their mobile devices. When’s your flight out? Okay. Text me that number. I’ll put my guys to work on tracing their location. Don’t try to contact her again.” She rolled her eyes. Placing her hand over the bottom half of the phone, she whispered, “Papa Bear’s ready to throw down.”

			“Yeah, well, Tante Bear isn’t far behind him,” Grace drawled.

			Sloane uncovered the speaker and said to Sam, “Let me know if you hear anything more and call me when your plane touches down tomorrow in Delaware. Yeah, you, too. Bye.”

			As Sloane ended the call, Grace raised her shoulders. “Well?”

			“Babette called him,” Sloane revealed. “Apparently, Sam gave her a cell phone for Christmas. She didn’t tell him where she and Pia are, but she said that they’re safe.”

			“When was this?” Grace asked anxiously.

			“Twenty minutes ago.”

			Grace closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around herself. “Oh, thank God,” she breathed.

			“Yeah,” Sloane echoed.

			“Okay,” Grace said, dizzy with relief. She pressed her hand to the wall for balance and bobbed her head in a nod, trying to think everything through. “We need... We need a plan.”

			“The plan is to put you under heavy guard,” Sloane replied.

			“And Javy,” Grace added.

			Sloane cut her eyes toward the den and shook her long black hair back from her face. “He’s a witness, so I’m obligated as a federal agent to guarantee his safety, even if I have to separate you two to do it.”

			“I’m his doctor,” Grace reminded her.

			“We have other doctors,” Sloane said, unmoved.

			Grace came right out and said it. “I don’t want that.”

			“You don’t want what?”

			She balled her hands into fists, the nails digging into her palms. “To be separated from him.”

			“Hmm,” Sloane said knowingly. She held up an informative finger. “That was a test. You failed spectacularly. And that’s unlike you.”

			“Fine,” Grace bit off. “You want me to say it? I’ll say it.” Lowering her voice, she said, “I have feelings for him.”

			It did not move Sloane. “You’ve known him, what? Twenty-four hours? Who are you—Sleeping Beauty?”

			“I’ve known Javy twelve years,” Grace argued.

			“That’s debatable.”

			“He saved our lives.”

			“Also debatable.”

			Grace groaned. “Look, I know your mother has her own narrative about what really went down in Mexico.”

			“Um, I was there,” Sloane said. “I know what went down in Mexico.”

			“Your mother,” Grace went on, undeterred, “needed to lay the blame at somebody’s door for what happened, and she knew you did, too. She made Javier the scapegoat. And so, by extension, did you.”

			“He was there the night we were abducted, Gracie,” Sloane said in a deadly voice. “You saw that.”

			“If Javier wasn’t the one who got us out, then why did your father expedite his citizenship to the US?” Grace asked insistently.

			“He...what?” Sloane faltered. “You don’t know that.”

			“Nobody else involved in this has that kind of pull,” Grace pointed out. “He was a senator, for God’s sake.”

			Sloane’s mouth had dropped. She shut it carefully, pressing her lips inward.

			“They told you, too, at the embassy that Javier was working for the police. He was their informant. He wasn’t one of the traffickers. You’ve just chosen to forget that. It helped you work through the trauma, the pain, and that’s okay. But now?” Grace placed her hand on Sloane’s arm. “You have to let that go. You have to stop blaming him as much as you blame Pablo and Jaime and Alejandro for what happened.”

			“If he’s such a damn hero, why’d it take him three weeks to get us out of there?” Sloane wanted to know. Before Grace could answer, she threw in, “Exactly.”

			When Sloane walked toward the front door, Grace asked, “Where are you going?”

			“To make some phone calls,” Sloane replied. “Signal’s better up the road. And I need to walk.”

			“It’s not safe out there,” Grace began.

			“I’m trained in marksmanship and hand-to-hand combat, and I have a gun. If you’re worried about you and your cowboy friend, Remy will stay behind.” She looked back, saw Grace’s face, and softened. “Please, don’t follow me. I need time, okay? It’s a lot to process.”

			“I know,” Grace said. “We’re in this together, Sloane.”

			“I’ll have a new location for both of you in twenty minutes,” Sloane promised before she swung open the broken door. It hung crooked when she shut it.

			

			“Are you okay?”

			Javier turned to Grace in the back seat of Sloane’s SUV. He didn’t like the worry in her eyes. “Estoy bien, bonita.”

			“I should’ve checked your stitches again before we left.”

			He twined her fingers through his. “They’re all right. There’s nothing to worry about, Grace.”

			She slid her gaze away, unconvinced. “Sloane was too rough with you.”

			“She’s your friend, and she’s protective,” Javier reminded her, meeting Sloane’s eyes in the rearview mirror. The woman may have been driving, but she was still watching him. “I’ve been through worse.”

			“Don’t tell her that. She’ll take it as a personal challenge.”

			“I’ll keep it quiet.”

			“At least she doesn’t plan to keep us in separate locations.”

			“No?” he asked, hope lifting.

			“Not for the time being,” Grace said cautiously. “Though she stipulated we’ll need to stay in separate rooms.”

			Javier tried to think his way around that and the resulting disappointment. He’d enjoyed sleeping with Grace beside him. He’d loved turning into her warmth in the night, fitting his body against hers. “For your safety?”

			“For my virtue,” Grace pointed out, “which she conveniently forgets I lost to her cousin, Enrique, when I was sixteen.”

			Javier raised a brow. “And she let him live?”

			“She says he’s still alive,” Grace said thoughtfully. “Though I haven’t seen the guy in fourteen years. So, who knows?”

			Javier wouldn’t be surprised if cousin Enrique’s toes were pushing up daisies in a flower bed somewhere in New Orleans’s Garden District.

			Sad mewing from the seat behind them made Grace look back. “It’s okay, Luis. We’ll be there soon.”

			“She didn’t have to have her man put him in a cat carrier,” Javier muttered.

			“Sloane’s not a cat person,” Grace remarked.

			“She’s more partial to cobras?” Javier guessed, when Sloane’s stare spit venom at him through the mirror.

			“Now that you mention it, she isn’t much of an animal person at all,” she replied. “Her parents never wanted pets in the house, so...”

			“I overheard her speaking to Dante,” Javier mentioned.

			Grace brightened. “Did you?”

			He nodded. “He’s all right. It sounds like he and Eulalie took Mr. Monty to see some friends in Shreveport until the heat dies down.”

			“Thank goodness,” Grace breathed. “I wondered if Jaime had seen the bayou tour sticker on Dante’s back window. It would have led him to Dante and Lalie. It was smart of him to get her out of the house. Though I’m sure she wasn’t pleased about leaving.”

			“Sloane mentioned Eulalie fought him like a wet cat.”

			Grace tried to hide a smile. He was pleased to see it didn’t work. It faded quickly, however, as she said, “She took your gun.”

			“She did,” Javier acknowledged, sobering.

			“I could ask her to give it back.”

			He squeezed her hand, then lifted it to his lips. As hushed as it was, he heard the quick catch of her breath and lingered. Running his thumb over the back of her knuckles, he murmured, “She’ll give it back when she’s ready.”

			Grace’s eyes were soft as they caressed his face. “You do realize she may never be ready.”

			“I’ll earn her faith and trust,” he pledged. “Just as I earned yours. Even if it did take me twelve years.”

			“Yes,” she admitted. Her arm linked through his as she lowered her cheek to his shoulder.

			His pulse quickened. He hadn’t yet told her the truth about who he was to the Solaros. And he got the impression that Sloane was looking for the most opportune moment to drop that bombshell.

			

			Like New Orleans, the city of Biloxi, Mississippi, was a city on the water. And while Biloxi could boast twenty feet above sea level to New Orleans’s two feet, it stood with open arms to the Mississippi Sound, protected only by barrier islands from the whims of the warm Gulf.

			Once, the casinos of Biloxi were only allowed dockside or on the water. After Hurricane Katrina, the Mississippi legislature saw fit to allow gambling establishments as far inland as eight hundred feet, which was how Grace found herself in a one-bedroom hotel room in the Beau Rivage.

			The casino wasn’t what she’d imagined as a hideout, but she had to admit it made sense. Guards were posted outside her door 24/7 and at Javier’s, just across the hall. There was an FBI detail downstairs at every entrance. Security footage was scrutinized minute to minute.

			Grace frowned as she sat on her bed. The room was pristine. It even had that retail smell. The carpet was soft under her toes. The bed was firm under her hips. Sleeping there hadn’t been a problem, though she’d missed Javier and wondered how he was faring across the hall. There was a mini-fridge. Room service was comped. She could order whatever she liked.

			Most tempting of all was the white-tiled bathroom, complete with a wide jet tub and rainfall showerhead.

			She’d sunk into the tub the first night while Sloane roamed the carpet of her room, making call after call to field agents, protection officers, her superior, even the US marshals involved in the search for Pia, Babette and the Solaros. But Grace had stayed submerged long enough only to shampoo, rinse, soap and rinse again. There had been no lingering—no soaking until the tension in her muscles loosened and fell away, even with Sloane’s generous and knowing gift of her favorite shampoo, conditioner and body scrub.

			Sloane had grudgingly allowed Luis to stay with Grace in her hotel room and had Remy bring him a litter box and food plus various kitty accessories, including toys, scratching post and collar. I guess I went overboard, he had admitted as Grace unboxed the purchases.

			Ya think? Sloane had intoned under an arched brow.

			Grace knew Sloane had placed Remy in charge of her daytime protection. The man was standing outside the door now. She’d grown comfortable with him. He kept Sloane on her toes and Grace knew that, despite outward appearances, it was one of the few things preventing Sloane from losing her mind.

			However safe she felt with Remy on guard, Grace still couldn’t bring herself to stand under that lovely rainfall shower and let it wash the wretchedness of the last few days down the drain.

			She’d come close yesterday after noticing how badly she needed to shave while trying on the large bag of new clothes Sloane had had one of her fellow agents pick up at the nearby shopping mall. You can’t wear go-go boots forever, Sloane had said as an excuse as Grace purred over a pair of boots ripe with the smell of fresh leather. The bag had also held a new silk pajama set that didn’t feel right with a few days’ worth of stubble on her legs.

			Grace had waited until Sloane and Remy left the room to strip off her clothes. She’d opened the glass door of the shower and reached for the tap.

			Her muscles had gone stiff. No matter what she did, she couldn’t bring herself to turn on the water. She’d made herself stand under the showerhead, counting the seconds up to a minute before backing out like the coward she was. She’d shaved at the sink, chastising herself.

			Curling her fingers into the thick white duvet, Grace gritted her teeth. If Sloane allowed her to go home to Saint Peter Street, was it still going to be like this? How long? Would she never heal? Is this what her life would be—living in the spaces between episodes of terror?

			She flopped back onto the bed. Raking her hands through her hair, she scowled at the ceiling.

			The cheerful tinkling of bells announced Luis’s landing on top of the bed. She felt the pressure points of his paws on her thighs. They scaled her torso to the space in between her breasts before he chucked his head beneath her chin.

			Her lips curved slightly. “I know,” she said, lifting her hand to him in response. “I’m pathetic, right?”

			His purring started slowly, then revved as he continued to nuzzle her jaw. He curled up over her throat.

			“Tired already?” she asked, amused. He’d spent the better part of the morning diligently trying to bite the head off of a felt fish, chasing a laser up the wall, scratching his post with front and hind legs, rolling luxuriantly in the patch of sunlight Grace had revealed by breaking one of Sloane’s rules and opening the curtains a scant six inches and chasing the feet of whoever dared walk around his favorite hiding place under the bed.

			Grace sighed as the purring vibrated her collarbone. She couldn’t lie anymore. She’d accepted this creature as her companion. The Jinx to her Eartha Kitt. The Jiji to her Kiki. Her Thackery Binx.

			“What would you do, hmm?” she whispered, tracing the shape of his tail with the tip of her pinky finger. She scoffed. “What am I saying? Cats don’t like water.”

			Luis lifted his head and sneezed.

			“Scat.” When he stood to do a circle over the bodice of the emerald cashmere blouse she’d chosen from the shopping bag, Grace added, “Maybe one day we’ll go home again. Would you like that? Will you live with me...furever, as they say?”

			Luis licked his lips and blinked sleepily. Then he cleaned the fur on his chest in diligent laps.

			“I want that, too,” she returned. She had no idea why she was whispering still.

			It was the first time she’d said it out loud.

			Why hadn’t admitting her ridiculous shower fears to Javier been enough to overcome them?

			...I’ll guard the door for you...

			Could Grace have done it then, knowing Javier was outside the door? Not Remy. Not Sloane, even. Javy.

			Their protection detail had supervised every interaction she and Javier had had over the last few days. Sloane had a knack for knowing when Grace poked her head out of her room, asking for a word with the sexy, dark-eyed man across the hall. Sloane pointedly watched any wound checks. Any meetings they had as a team were headed by Sloane. Any walks they took down the hall to stretch their legs or to stop cabin fever from setting in were no doubt seen by Sloane in the surveillance footage.

			Grace wondered what she had to do to get her friend to lay off the Marmee tendencies.

			Plus, Sloane was hiding things from her. Things about Jaime and his cronies. Things about Pia, Grace feared.

			Keeping Grace in the dark was no doubt some form of protection. But it had only been a few days since Grace had told Javier off for doing the same.

			Grace rolled toward the bedside table, dislodging Luis. His purring rolled into a disgruntled growl. She picked up the hotel phone and dialed the number Sloane had had her memorize. It rang once before her friend answered with the traditional New Orleans greeting, “Where y’at, chère?”

			“Meet me in the bar,” Grace demanded.

			“The bar? I don’t have guys down there.”

			“How long will it take to put them in place?”

			“I don’t know. Half an hour, minimum.”

			“Make it happen,” Grace persisted. “I’m coming down.”

			“And you started giving orders when?”

			“Since I realized how badly I need a glass of wine.”

			“I’ll have a bottle sent up.”

			“The bar,” Grace said again firmly. “Twenty minutes.” And she hung up.

		
	
		
			Chapter 15

			“You didn’t have to make everybody else leave.”

			Sloane looked satisfactorily around the empty bar and lounge. “It’s one o’clock in the afternoon. If anybody needs a drink that badly, they need an intervention.”

			“I’ll try not to take that personally,” Grace muttered. She canted her head to take a good hard look at the man who appeared behind the bar. “Bon Dieu. You look an awful lot like my protection officer.”

			Remy picked up a shot glass and tossed it. It arced through the air before he snatched it. “Sloane tells me you’re in need of liquor.”

			“Remy’s one of those handy jack-of-all-trades,” Sloane pointed out. “He bartended for a little while before he signed up for BUD/S. Or was it after? I can’t keep it straight.”

			He rolled one large shoulder in response.

			Grace squinted at the labels behind him. She pointed. “That rosé looks promising.”

			“You and the rosé,” Sloane chided, seating herself on Grace’s right. “Committed to each other, eternally.”

			Grace eyed Remy again, the sleeves already rolled up his muscled forearms, the ink that flashed on each one as he selected a clean, long-stemmed wineglass from the mirrored shelf. “I don’t suppose G.I. Joe knows how to make a Bloody Mary.”

			He made a face. “You insult me, Dr. Lacroix.”

			“I’ve told you,” Grace replied, watching him replace the wineglass on the shelf. He reached for a highball instead. She whimpered at the promise of vodka and tomato juice, that unlikely couple that had cured more woes than the drink’s designer could have anticipated. “You don’t have to call me that. It’s Grace.”

			Sloane made a disagreeable noise. “He’s never called me Agent Escarra.”

			He arced a knowing brow. “I still remember the lippy senator’s daughter, with the fake ID and the mile-wide chip on her shoulder.”

			Sloane frowned, folding her hands over the top of the bar. Grace knew her little duck feet churned under the surface and blistering words scored her tongue.

			Sloane preferred not to speak of the months after her leg had healed from her injury at Jaime’s hands. Back stateside, she’d lived like Mexico never happened. She’d chased her PTSD with Bourbon Street hand grenades and dancing till dawn. Instead of facing the cold light of day, she’d slept through most of those hours, resenting anyone who tried to pull her out of her freefall.

			It was Luna’s death and Pia’s subsequent plea for Sloane to stop spiraling down the same path that woke Sloane up at last. Not long after, she’d reenrolled in college courses. She’d finished her associate degree before applying to the FBI, finally finding her calling.

			Remy set a mixed Bloody Mary on the bar in front of Grace. “Couldn’t find the celery,” he confided when she fingered the okra spears sticking out of it.

			“That’s all right, cher,” she assured him. She sniffed, then took a testing sip. “Ooh, he’s good,” she confided to a surly Sloane. “This here’s almost better than Hugo’s.”

			“Don’t flatter him,” Sloane warned. “He’s insufferable enough as it is. And I’ll tell Hugo you said that next time I stop in for the special.”

			“You wouldn’t,” Grace said, then sipped again and forgot everything with another “Mmm-mmm.”

			Remy met Sloane stare for stare. “You gonna order or what?”

			“I’m on duty, jockstrap,” she said, peeling back her vest to reveal the badge and gun strapped to her hip.

			“That wouldn’t have stopped the Sloane I used to know,” he noted.

			“Yeah, well, I haven’t shimmied up a trellis in a minidress and Manolos in ten years,” Sloane informed him, “so you can roll with the times or bend over and kiss my ass.”

			He set a glass in front of her.

			Sloane stared into the fizzy, pink concoction crowned with three cherries. “The hell is this?”

			“Shirley Temple.” When she hissed at him, a grin cleaved his hard features. It was dark, dangerous. Oddly disarming—a smile that hit a woman in the glands while raising the hairs on the back of her arms at the same time.

			The straw Grace was sucking on made a guttering noise, drawing Sloane’s narrowed eyes her way. Grace cleared her throat and set the Bloody Mary down. “Wow. That went down quick.”

			“Don’t,” Sloane snapped before Remy could wrap his fingers around the highball. “She doesn’t need another.” She pointed to the corner. “Go sit over there.”

			As he rolled his shoulders back and obeyed, Grace pouted. “You didn’t let me tip him.”

			“You left your bank roll back in Nawlins,” Sloane reminded her. “What isn’t tied up in student loans, anyway.”

			“Mais la.” Grace pursed her lips. “This is what he still does for a living—protect people?”

			“No,” Sloane said. “Officially, he’s a bounty hunter.”

			Grace licked the juice off her lower lip, considering. “Sounds like he’d be much more useful tracking Jaime Solaro than standing at my door.”

			“I don’t trust anyone else with your protection,” Sloane pointed out. “Once you’re in a safe house, I’ll put him on Jaime.”

			“How much are you paying him?”

			Sloane paused, then revealed, “I’m not.”

			Grace looked long in Remy’s direction. “So...you whistle and he does what he’s told?”

			Sloane chose her words carefully. “When I joined the FBI, and he was certain I could defend myself, he told me that if ever the Solaros were a problem for me again to call him.”

			“Why would he do that?”

			“He saw me at my worst, Gracie,” Sloane admitted. “He was a big reason I could claw my way out of that hole. I’d pay him if he let me. But this is every bit as personal for him as it is for me.”

			And damned if that didn’t make “Thirst Trap” Remy that much more likeable. “I get why you had a thing for him,” Grace noted.

			Sloane’s voice was in her ear. “If you tell him I wanted to bounce on him, I will lock you in the Koenig Tomb and throw away the key.”

			“Didn’t you used to put your panties in his pocket?” Grace widened her eyes for emphasis. “I’m pretty sure he already knows.” She took out an okra spear and took a large bite.

			“My taste in men is still superior to yours,” Sloane told her.

			Grace nearly choked. She swallowed carefully. “I’m sorry. How many mama’s boy trust fund babies did you trade hickeys with before raising your standards?”

			“Hey, at least I raised mine,” Sloane pointed out. “Give me that.” She took the okra from Grace’s hand and bit it clean in half.

			“This is about Javy,” Grace surmised.

			Sloane raised one hand. “Look, I’m Latina. I get it. Dark eyes have an effect on a woman. Add in the accent, some Spanish, and I’m halfway there, too. But Javier Rivera is too close to what went down with us twelve years ago. I don’t know how you look at him and see anything else.”

			“I’m not asking you to understand,” Grace stated, stirring the ice in her glass with her straw.

			“What are you asking for, Grace?” Sloane asked. “My permission?”

			“I didn’t think I needed it,” Grace said.

			Sloane seemed to deflate. She chased the okra with a long sip of the Shirley Temple and winced. “It’s so sweet, it makes my eyes water.” Pushing it away, she shook her head. “This is neither the time nor the place—”

			“Maybe not,” Grace granted. “But since we got back from Mexico, I’ve stayed on the sidewalk. I’ve kept my eyes on the ground. I played it safe. I went out with men I knew I couldn’t make myself available to or who weren’t emotionally available to me. You’ve taken risks—with men and with your career. Pia, too, took chances with her passions, her work, Sam...”

			“Javier Rivera is no Sam Filipek,” Sloane reminded her.

			“But Javy’s my choice. I’m done saying no to what I want because I’m scared. I’ve been scared for too long. I can’t live my whole life ignoring my gut.”

			“Your gut?” Sloane said cautiously. “Or something bigger?”

			Grace thought about it. “At least I’m willing to open myself up.”

			“Couldn’t you have found some golden retriever of a man? Someone with no connection to the past? Wouldn’t that have been simpler?”

			“Is life simple?” Grace asked. “Would you say that’s been your experience?”

			Sloane groaned. “No.”

			Grace saw the weight of everything riding on Sloane’s shoulders. “You realize it’s not your job to hold our lives together? Somehow, through the years, you’ve shouldered a responsibility neither Pia nor I ever asked you to.”

			“Nothing matters more than your well-being,” Sloane noted. “Yours, Pia’s, Babette’s... That’s paramount. You still blame yourself for the kidnapping. Neither of us asked you to do that, either.”

			“If I hadn’t fallen under Alejandro’s spell...”

			“We all fell under Alejandro’s spell,” Sloane countered. “I told you to go for it with him. Daddy Lacroix died six months before we went away. It did Pia and me good to see you smile again. We wanted you to be happy. None of us had a clue it would lead us into sex trafficking.”

			Grace badly wanted to change the subject. She’d keep blaming herself for Mexico, just as Sloane would still see her and Pia’s safety as her responsibility.

			Grace cleared her throat. “I noticed Thirst Trap’s not wearin’ a ring. You want me to talk you up?”

			Sloane somehow smiled and winced at the same time. Running her tongue across her top teeth, she slid a long-lidded stare off in Remy’s direction. “You’ll have to get me tipsy first. Bourbon Street tipsy. Then you’ll have to convince him to stop seeing me as the entitled eighteen-year-old who used to scream at him, come on to him, puke on him and cry on him...all within the space of a night, every night—wash and repeat—for the better part of six months.”

			Grace’s eyes had gone round. “That may be a tall order.”

			“And now you know why I don’t believe in getting involved with anyone from the past,” Sloane said, raising the Shirley Temple in toast.

			“Where’s Pia?” Grace asked.

			Sloane’s mouth tightened unsatisfactorily. “That was sneaky.”

			“You’ve been keeping things from me,” Grace noted. “Everything, in fact.”

			“I don’t know where Pia is,” Sloane admitted, resentful again. Where there was resentment, there was helplessness and worry.

			“But...” Grace prompted and waited.

			Sloane’s jaw clenched. Pushing out a breath, she folded her arms on the bar top. “Authorities found her boat twenty miles from the beach house.”

			“Empty?” Grace asked, alarmed.

			“Empty, burned and on the bottom of the Gulf.”

			Grace missed a breath. “Burned?” she asked in a scant whisper. “That means...”

			“Jaime found her,” Sloane finished.

			Now Grace understood why Sloane had been so tightly wound over the last few days—why her fuse had been short. “Maybe she and Babette got away,” Grace suggested, grasping at straws because it was all she had and she hated the alternative. “Didn’t Babette just earn her scuba diving certification?”

			“Yes,” Sloane said after a moment.

			“If the boat was empty...” Grace left the sentence open-ended with the possibilities.

			“It’s possible,” Sloane decided. “But I think it’s far more likely that they’re in Solaro hands or...”

			Grace shook her head quickly, unwilling to accept anything more final. Despite the fist of despair knotted in her stomach. “They’re alive. They have to be. We have to believe it.”

			“It’s my job to consider every angle,” Sloane said heavily. “Even the one that says they’re adrift or dead.”

			Grace felt sick. “If you find Jaime, you might find them.”

			Sloane’s gaze sharpened, focused. It burned. “Why do you think I’ve got every field agent in the Gulf states hunting that jackal? Whether he’s holding them or not, when I meet him again, Gracie, he’s not walking away. I’ll risk my badge to put a bullet between his eyes.”

			Sloane had scaled so many walls to earn her place in the fight against human trafficking. She’d come so far. But Grace knew if she were in Sloane’s shoes...if she ever came face-to-face with Jaime Solaro again... She hoped she’d have the guts to end his life.

			And if Pia’s and Babette’s blood was on his hands—there wasn’t much Grace wouldn’t risk, either, to avenge them.

			

			Javier wandered, confused, into the bar on the first floor of the casino and stopped when he found Sloane there, alone on a barstool.

			“Gracias,” he said to the agent who’d summoned him from his room and escorted him down.

			Sloane turned her head, one viper eye aimed over her shoulder. “Join me,” she said, kicking out the stool next to hers.

			Javier heard the doors close at his back. With one look around the room, he realized they were alone. Knowing she was armed, he approached slowly. “I was told you wanted to talk.”

			“Sure do.” When he hesitated, she scoffed. “Have a seat, Rivera. I won’t bite.”

			He wasn’t sure about that. Still, he followed instructions, folding himself to the stool. “Is the bar closed?” he asked, looking for the bartender.

			“You want a drink?”

			She lobbed the question at him. “No,” Javier decided.

			She jerked her chin in a nod. “Good choice.”

			“Have you located my cousin?” he probed. He’d been told nothing since he and Grace arrived at the casino. His questions about Jaime’s whereabouts had been ignored.

			“Your cousin,” she repeated, as if weighing the words. “You’re still living under that lie?”

			Javier’s hands wrapped around the edge of the bar reflexively.

			Sloane eyed him, knowing. “Or is that just the line you’ve been feeding Gracie?”

			His lungs wouldn’t inflate. She looked more than venomous. She looked perfectly capable of wrapping him in her coils and squeezing.

			She picked up the near-empty glass in front of her and tossed it back. An ice cube crunched between her back teeth and she chewed, considering. “What else are you lying to her about?”

			“That’s all,” he said, finding his voice flat.

			“You didn’t swear on it,” she noted. “That’s something. In my line of work, I’ve learned that swearing on the Almighty is all but a confession.”

			“I’m telling the truth,” he said dully.

			“The truth is twisted,” Sloane replied, “especially for you. Pablo Solaro’s third son. Jaime’s brother.”

			“Half brother,” Javier argued.

			“It’s all the same when you get down into it,” she told him. “And trust me, I’ve done extensive background into your family. I know more about the Solaros than you do.”

			“I don’t doubt it,” Javier muttered.

			“Would you like to know what really happened to your mother?”

			Javier’s head snapped up. “What?”

			Sloane’s frown was grim and foreboding. “Your mother. Valentina Rivera. Did you know she was murdered?”

			Javier’s knuckles whitened on the edge of the bar. “It was never confirmed.”

			Sloane scrutinized him. “If I tell you more, you and I have to agree on one thing.”

			Javier measured the silence. “You don’t want me to see Grace anymore.”

			“I’d love that,” Sloane admitted. “Would you take that deal?”

			His gaze raced across her face. “Isn’t that what you’re offering?”

			She waited a beat. Then she exhaled, the breath winding out of her reluctantly. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s nothing and no one that means more to me in this world than Gracie and Pia. And I’d love nothing more than to show you the door. But despite what you may think of me, I’m not that underhanded. They’ve let me make my own choices, even when they disagreed. I’m not their friend—not really—if I don’t give them the same grace.”

			Javier did his best to absorb this. “So, what do you want?”

			“If your feelings are anywhere near what hers are,” Sloane noted, “I want you to honor her the same way she will you. I want you to love her the way she deserves. She deserves a man. Don’t make her settle for less. If that’s too tall an order for you, I’ll ask you to let her down easy. Don’t leave her hanging for another twelve years.”

			Javier couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You’re...giving me permission—”

			She let out a humorless laugh. “She’s made it very clear she doesn’t need my permission. And I’m willing to accept that as long as you assure me in no uncertain terms that this cliff I see her heading toward isn’t her undoing. After Mexico, Pia and me... We both came undone. But Gracie... She held it together. She was damaged. But she wasn’t lost like we were.”

			“Sloane,” he said carefully, “I would protect Grace with my life. Her heart should be protected. If I can’t keep it safe, then I don’t deserve her.”

			Sloane’s expression hardened. “I need your word.”

			“You have it.”

			“Tell her who you really are,” Sloane demanded. “Tell her you’re Pablo Solaro’s biological son. Then we’ll see.”

			He nodded, trying to unwind the knots of apprehension building inside him. “Si.”

			Sloane’s brows came together. Then the truth surged. “Jaime killed your mother.”

			It felt like a blow to the chest. Javier took the punch. He needed to feel it—all of it. “You have proof of this?”

			She nodded. “The original autopsy report was false. Post-mortem photos recovered from Jaime’s office after his arrest show ligature marks. His DNA was found under her fingernails.”

			Javier sensed there was more. As the pause lengthened between words, he felt Sloane hanging back and knew the next part was worse. So much worse.

			She licked her lips. “I see it every day. I face it every day. But it still sucker punches me.”

			“You don’t have to say it,” Javier said in a flat, calm voice that surprised him. There was bile in his throat. “I know what he did to her. He did it before she left Pablo. It’s the chief reason she left the Solaro family.”

			“It’s consistent with his behavior,” Sloane revealed. “It’s what he did to Pia. He took her against her will with his hands around her throat. The only difference is he never exerted enough force to kill her.”

			“I saw the marks on her,” Javier noted. “Pia. I saw the bruising on her throat.”

			Sloane traced a path through the sweat on her water glass. “Someone needs to put him in the ground. I want that person to be me. Are you okay with that?”

			“Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“Because you’ve got a score to settle now, too,” Sloane said knowingly.

			“I’ve always had one.” Because Javier had known on some level Jaime had won. He’d killed Javier’s mother.

			She clapped her hand over his wrist before he could rise. “One more thing, cowboy.” When she raised her eyes again, they were fierce. “These phone calls you received from Jaime... I need to know exactly what he said. Anything he might’ve told you could lead us to where he is now.”

			“You’re FBI,” he said in disbelief. “How could you not have some notion of where he is?”

			“Your brother’s the rat everybody smells but nobody sees,” she growled. “Help me find him so I can find Pia and her daughter.”

			“He’s got them,” Javier realized.

			“What did Jaime tell you?” Sloane pressed.

			Javier settled back in the chair, thinking over his conversations. “He said there was a plane waiting somewhere.”

			“Where?”

			“He didn’t say. He told me it was reserved for Pia and him...and me, if I turned Grace over to him and helped bring you in, too.”

			Sloane’s eyes scanned every angle of his face. “What else?”

			“I don’t have anything else,” he admitted. “Other than I heard you talking to Grace at Casaluna. You wondered why it took me three weeks to get you, Grace and Pia out of Solaro hands.”

			“I did say that,” she noted.

			“A few days before you were taken from the villa,” Javier said slowly, “I faced Jaime in the fighting ring.”

			“Your father, Pablo, had quite the thing for watching his men one-up each other,” Sloane said knowingly. “From what I heard, you never made an impression there.”

			“I didn’t,” Javier acknowledged, rubbing his right ear. The scar was still there. “But the last time I had faced Jaime, he cheated. He had a knife on him and would have cut off my ear if it hadn’t been for Pablo.”

			“You wanted another shot,” she surmised.

			“I knew I could beat him,” Javier said. “Pablo sensed it, too. And that made Jaime uneasy. He made a point of breaking my elbow.”

			She nearly grimaced. Her eyes cleared. “I remember you wearing a sling when you and the others came to the villa,” she realized.

			He nodded. “I would’ve gotten you and Pia out sooner. I knew where you were. But not Grace.”

			He lifted her chin. “Only Pablo knew where all the hideaways were.”

			“It took some time to heal,” he explained. “I used that time to follow Alejandro. I knew he was Grace’s handler. I found her the day after you escaped yours and tried to get Pia out of Jaime’s house.”

			She was silent on that point. Idly, she smeared water rings on the countertop as she waited for him to continue.

			“He tightened security after that,” Javier told her. “Otherwise, I would have been able to get Pia out first.”

			“You want me to say it was stupid to try?”

			“No,” he said quickly. “You realize the only person who ever put a mark on Jaime like that before was my mother? He’s had to carry yours on his face every day.”

			“I used to hope the vain prick thought of me every time they let him look in the mirror,” she pointed out. “Now I know he did, and maybe it’s the reason he couldn’t forget Pia, Gracie and me. Maybe that’s what made him bide his time for the right moment to escape and come after us again.”

			“You’re not to blame for all this,” he said.

			She released a weary sigh. “Neither are you.” Catching his stunned look, she nodded affirmation. “I realize that now. And I’m sorry for taking you down at Casaluna. Gracie’s right. You didn’t deserve it.”

			Javier cleared his throat. “If Jaime ever faced you in the ring, he’d have been hard-pressed to come out on top.”

			If he wasn’t mistaken, a small smile touched her lips. “Now,” she weighed, tilting her head, “that may help me sleep at night.”

			

			Grace heard the knock at the door. Quickly, she knotted the belt of the knee-length hotel robe over her middle.

			Glancing through the peephole, she spotted Javier and Remy at his shoulder.

			She clutched the lapels of the robe together. Underneath, she was bare. She’d attempted the shower again. She needed a distraction from what Sloane had revealed in the bar downstairs. Pia’s fate and Babette’s were tied up inside her. She couldn’t unknot them until she knew they were safe.

			Javier’s gaze raced across her face when she snatched the door open. He took a step forward. “Are you all right?”

			She frowned in answer. “I could use some company.”

			Javier was halfway across the threshold when Remy cleared his throat.

			Javier froze in midstep. Grace sighed in exasperation. “What’s going to happen?” she demanded of her bodyguard. “I spent two days alone with him. We kept each other alive. What’s another hour?”

			Remy considered. “Sloane will want to know.”

			“Sloane knows already,” Javier revealed.

			“She does?” Grace asked, surprised.

			“Si.”

			His dark eyes reached for her. She spread the door wider, daring Remy to say anything further in protest. “We’ll be fine,” she assured him.

			He gave a slight nod. She knew he would call Sloane as soon as Grace was out of sight.

			Grace closed the door and bolted it from the inside before she turned to Javier.

			His back was to her as he kneeled to pick up Luis. He didn’t murmur as he usually did to the kitten but busied his hands stroking his fur.

			She tilted her head. “Are you all right?”

			His shoulders rose and fell. “Si.”

			They stood, her with her back to the door, him with Luis across the room.

			He read her. “You heard the news about Pia.”

			“Sloane told you, too?” Grace asked.

			He nodded silently. The cat tried to crawl into the front pocket on his button-down shirt. Javier tightened his hold on him, pressing him to the heat of his skin at the opening of his shirt. The cat calmed.

			Grace would have purred, too. She focused on that expanse of tan skin, feeling aches spring up everywhere. They were so much better than the helplessness she’d felt before he’d knocked.

			He eyed the place where the lapels of her robe parted. “Were you changing?”

			She shook her head. “No. I thought I’d try to shower.”

			His gaze touched the dry curls around her face. “Did you?”

			“No.”

			His lifted his chin, understanding. Carefully, he set Luis on the bed. He walked around her into the bathroom.

			She watched through the door as he stepped into the shower stall and turned on the tap.

			Something else was wrong, Grace thought. There was anger in him. She’d seen it burning bright like hers. But there was sadness, as well. As he stood with his hand under the spray, waiting for the temperature to warm, she moved across the cool marble floor. “Javy.”

			He turned to face her. His cheeks stretched down into a frown.

			She lifted her hand to one of them, running her thumb across the ridge. “What else did Sloane tell you?”

			The drain sipped the puddling water. The spray beat on the tiles. Luis mewed, pleading from the bed’s edge. Still, Javier said nothing.

			When he veered around her, she braced him in place with a hand on each arm. “It’s me, Javy.”

			“I’ll keep watch,” he offered. “You don’t have to worry about anyone coming in. I won’t let them.”

			“I know you won’t,” she acknowledged. And she wanted that. But she needed to know what had hurt him. “Tell me,” she persisted.

			He lifted his chin, flashing a glance at the ceiling as if hoping for interference. Then he settled, his shoulders sagging into a defeated posture. He drilled his gaze into her exposed collarbone. “Sloane told me the truth—about my mother’s death.”

			Grace’s fingers tightened reflexively on his sleeves. She flattened her hands over his triceps. “You thought she may have been murdered.”

			“She was,” Javier explained. “She was murdered. Sloane found confirmation of it. In Jaime’s office. Photos. Lab reports. He bought the coroner’s silence, convinced him to give a false report and kept the real one. Like a trophy.”

			“Jaime...” Grace lost her voice. She shook her head in refusal.

			“He killed her,” Javier pointed out. “He waited until I went to the States, waited until he could get her alone.”

			She shook her head again, this time fervently. “You can’t blame yourself. He waited for you to get out of the way. That shows he’s more afraid of you than you think.”

			“He should be afraid,” Javier said tonelessly. “I want him to be afraid. I want to end this, Grace. It’s me or him.”

			She swallowed. “Sloane won’t let you go. You can’t just leave...” She stepped into the space between them and pressed her brow to his. “Javy, look at me.” Raising her hands to his face, she brought his chin up. “Look at me, cariño.”

			His eyes sprang to hers and he blinked several times.

			“Sloane just told you this, didn’t she?” At his nod, she added, “Then you need to take a beat. Just take a little while. You can’t be practical when you’re emotional. You’re too angry and sad right now to go running off unarmed into a city you don’t know.”

			She ran her hands over his arms, up his shoulders and back down. “What do I do?” he asked, at a loss. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “What would you have me do?”

			She thought about it. The sound of the shower toggled something. A dream, or a wish. She glanced at the rainfall. “Would you like to shower with me?”

			Again, he blinked. His gaze raced across her face, as if trying to determine if she was kidding or not.

			Grace kept her eyes level. Even as her heart pounded, she refused to waver.

			At last, he stopped searching. She saw his throat move. Then he gave a nod.

			Her pulse stumbled. She slid her hands off him to wrap them around the belt of her robe. Tugging, she loosened the knot.

			Javier didn’t move. She wasn’t even sure he breathed as she parted the lapels, revealing a line of flesh from her throat to her navel. He wasn’t so shy, she found, that he looked elsewhere. He looked, dark eyes growing fathoms that were immeasurable.

			Shrugging, she felt the robe slide down her back. It dropped to the floor in a chenille puddle. She shivered, feeling naked in more ways than one. “You... You can’t get your stitches wet. Promise.”

			“Lo prometo,” he said quickly, the words tripping over one another. She wondered if he even knew what he was saying.

			“Your turn,” she told him. Unwilling to let this bravery she felt emboldened by dissipate, she stepped around him to the open shower door.

			She ducked her head under the spray. It trickled warmly through her hair, running in rivulets down her face. She raised her hands, tensing, then stopped.

			It felt so good. It felt like glory. Warm, cleansing glory. The tension in her shoulders eased slightly. She gasped, not letting herself move.

			The shower door closed with a thud. She jumped slightly.

			His hands warmed her shoulders. She felt his face in the back of her hair. One hand lowered to her hip. Then it wound around to her belly, soothing.

			She sighed, feeling as if she were about to jump out of her skin but at the same time... Oh, God, at the same time, she knew in her bones there was no other place she’d rather be.

			With Javier at her back, she could go anywhere. Do anything.

			“Your bandage isn’t getting wet, is it?” she asked.

			“No.”

			She didn’t know whether to believe him, but still couldn’t bring herself to turn. She felt brave, sure, but she was also certain she’d never made herself this vulnerable to anyone.

			She took another gasping breath. “The maid came in this morning. She’s this sweet Latina lady. I struck up a conversation with her. My Spanish may be better than I thought it was after all these years.” You’re rambling, Grace, she told herself. She got to the point, the confession tumbling out fast. “I asked her what ‘mi sol’ meant.”

			“Did she tell you?”

			Grace licked the water off her lips and turned.

			Javier’s shoulders flared wide, like she remembered—burnished copper. The bandage wasn’t wet, she saw with relief. She didn’t dare touch it with damp hands. His waist was square and trim, neatly packed with firm muscles at the core. Dark hair spanned the length of his torso, gathering low where it thickened.

			She took a breath. Two. Then she threaded her hand through the hair on the back of his head, inviting his mouth to hers. Her body flushed high with heat as he took the kiss deep.

			Mi sol. My light. My sun.

			He broke away. “You do know that I love you?”

			She kept her eyes closed. The way he said it...like music... Everything inside her wakened. “Say it.”

			“I love you.”

			“No, Javy.” She took his face in her hands again, delicate. “Say it.”

			He understood. And his expression softened. “Ah, mi sol. Te amo.”

			Her smile bloomed, burrowing into the curves of her cheeks as triumph erupted in twin jets of happiness and radiance. She reveled in all of it, laughing against his mouth as he smiled, too, then kissed her again.

			Water rained, pooling at their feet, as Javier’s touch swept her away alongside kisses. His calluses grazed the hollows of her throat, collarbone, sternum. Palms teased her ribs, then flattened against the outer curve of her breasts.

			“Bonita,” he murmured, his mouth against her throat. He suckled. Her chin tilted, giving him plenty of room to work. He traced the shape of her breasts in a barely there caress that sensitized her flesh. By the time he closed the peaks between his fingers, he didn’t have to use much pressure to bring her up to her toes. Shudders racked her.

			She grabbed his shoulders, then remembered the bandage. Pressing her hand to the center of his chest, she backed him up to the shower wall, away from the spray. Putting her fingers to his lips, she dragged each word out. “Hold very still.”

			He held up his hands in acquiescence, eyes hooded and watchful. His lips quirked at the corners. “Doctor’s orders?”

			“Si,” she whispered before taking his mouth decisively with her own.

			Her hands roamed freely. They ranged across his shoulder blades, making muscles twitch underneath her fingers, low over his hips, over his chest, good shoulder and throat. They trickled down his spine. The hair on his chest was soft. Softer below the waist.

			A noise in his throat caught as she took him in hand, not squeezing. Not stroking. She held him, testing the length of him, the weight. She reached lower still.

			Javier nearly swallowed his tongue. His hands were still high. His mouth was open. “You know how to bring a man to his knees,” he rasped.

			“You’re still on your feet, soldier,” she observed, then she pushed him one step farther, back to the marble bench. He buckled to it.

			His hands came to the backs of her thighs, urging her forward.

			She stepped in the space between his parted knees.

			His stubble, so new it barely showed on his jaw, raked light across her belly. He drew her toward him until her hands were against the wall above his head.

			Playful, venturing, he took his hands up over her rear to her waist, back down, flattening, firm. He planted her foot on the bench beside him. He traced her instep, turning his lips to her inner thigh.

			She felt the heat of his mouth, his breath blowing across her center. She froze. Not in fear this time.

			He closed his lips over her. Everything inside her pooled, molten, arrowing toward the pull of his mouth.

			She hadn’t made a noise, she realized, her jaw locked tight. She could see light behind her eyes when she closed them, but her lips pressed taut, white, trapping urgent notes behind the seam.

			It had been so long since she’d reached this point. Everything building, clamoring, firing. She’d thought it was as broken as her fight-or-flight reflex, another casualty of captivity.

			Her breaths came in pants through her nose. Her teeth clamped. The muscles in her thighs quaked.

			A mew escaped. One followed another, unable to be contained. Her nails were digging into the bed of his uninjured shoulder, her other hand clenched in his hair.

			She was hurting him, she thought, but she couldn’t loosen her grip. He sipped and laved, nibbled and groaned so that the nerves around her labia vibrated and sparked.

			Grace got her first glimpse of stars.

			If he stopped now, she’d beg.

			It was a miracle he hadn’t already. How was she still standing? Her joints were pliant, her legs butter.

			She clung to the edge as he held her in thrall, one arm under her raised thigh, the other arm over her standing leg so that his hands met behind her, rocking her in waves against his mouth.

			Breaking didn’t happen all at once. The climax dragged itself out, splitting atom by atom, until she was sated and she sank.

			He held her as gingerly as he had held Luis, cradling.

			She caught her breath. “We’re not done here,” she managed.

			Javier’s smile came freely, knowing. “No, mi amor,” he agreed. He turned his mouth to hers, dipping her back in the crook of his arm. “We’re not done.”

			

			Grace was somewhere between awake and dreaming. The bed hugged her. Her body hummed.

			“Are you sleeping, bonita?”

			A lazy smile grew from the ball joint of her jaw. It spread to the cheek against the sheet. “Not on your life.”

			Javier’s hands continued to knead the muscles around her spine. She felt his breath across her ear before his lips pressed, soft, to the skin just beneath.

			Grace closed her eyes as he nuzzled through curls, working his way around her neck, unhurried. She wasn’t sure she’d ever felt so lax.

			The shower had just been the beginning, she’d found. The relief that had come with not just conquering her shower fears, but with her enjoyment of what they had done together.

			She hadn’t abstained from sex, but sex had often come as a disappointment after her experience in trafficking. For a while, sex had been downright confusing. This was normal for survivors. Sloane had told her how it had taken a long time for sex to make sense again and even longer for it to feel right. Pia had explained in halting whispers how long it had taken her to feel comfortable enough in the bedroom with Sam for her to come close to orgasm.

			Normally, sex was a frustrating or fruitless enterprise. The buildup was nice. The anticipation sparkled. But the actual deed... How was Grace supposed to come when she was still on that island inside her mind?

			It didn’t make sense for Javier to be the one to fix it. It didn’t make sense that the walls would break now. Somewhere over the last few days, those bridges she had built between herself and him had steeled.

			She’d trusted lovers in the past. She’d trusted Salim, implicitly, but to little success. So why now?

			You’ve given all of yourself, some part of her answered.

			When had she made that choice? At what point had she given Javier her heart?

			In increments, she realized. Slow, steady increments. And she had grown bolder and braver with each piece she gave, so that when it came time to offer herself wholly... She hadn’t hesitated. She’d barely even thought about it.

			She hadn’t told him she loved him in the shower. But it was true. She loved him. And that would be terrifying...so utterly terrifying if they hadn’t survived all that they had.

			His kisses had spread down her spine. His hand cruised beneath her hip. She shifted, giving him access. She was already wet when his fingers found the juncture of her thighs.

			“Am I hurting you?”

			She arched her back, humming as sensation reigned again. “No.”

			“Tell me if I hurt you.”

			“You won’t hurt me.”

			When she moved with him, cranking the tension, his head bowed to her shoulder and he groaned. “Grace.”

			Her hand found his. “Farther.”

			At her urging, he inserted a finger.

			She felt his arousal low against her thigh. She felt his body tightening. He nibbled the area between her neck and shoulder. Urgent, she keened and writhed as the kneading quickened. The callus of his thumb dragged across her. Sensation took on the acute edge of exigency. Her need grew sharp. It was white hot. Hotter than stars.

			The stars cartwheeled. She groaned, the base of her spine drawing up, then back as her lungs released and her pulse gamboled. The sheet was damp and she realized it was from her own skin. She sighed. “I did it again,” she said, the declaration muffled by the bed.

			His hand was in her hair, brushing it away to find her. He kissed her temple, then her cheek. “What did you say?”

			“Nothing.” She rolled into him, chest to chest, so that their legs lay akimbo and she could confront the hot line of his mouth.

			His arms ranged across her back. “I’m happy we kept Sabine’s bag. It’s coming in handy again.”

			The condoms in Sabine’s bag, specifically, Grace thought, amused. She rolled on top of him. “How’s the shoulder?”

			“What shoulder?”

			He knew it had to be hurting him. He’d carried her from shower to bed like a queen. She saw no blood on the bandage but should probably take a moment, check his sutures...

			He reached for her. She answered, turning her mouth to his palm when it cupped her jaw. As she lifted her hips, opening for him, she thought fleetingly, Later.

			She liked to watch, she found, the way their bodies met and meshed. She liked to watch Javier’s muscles lock and release. She loved watching ardency and caution fight behind his eyes. Even after what they’d done in the shower, he banked his own needs and let things play out slow.

			She didn’t mind going slow. She didn’t mind the long buildup. When his hips rolled beneath hers in a circular motion, she dropped her head back. She hissed in pleasure, tuning her motions to his in exquisite counterpoint. Panting now, she moaned, “Again.”

			He met her stroke for stroke, hands seated on the curves of her waist. Vaguely, she wondered who was driving whom. Then the stars bottled themselves again, and she abandoned all thought completely.

		
	
		
			Chapter 16

			“Room service.”

			Grace opened eyes languid with sleep. She’d burrowed under the thick, white duvet.

			When Javier had heard knocking, it had taken a lot of self-talk to climb out of the nest of blankets and thighs.

			She frowned. “Pants.”

			“What?”

			“You’re wearing pants.”

			He looked at his jeans. “I couldn’t answer the door without them. Sloane’s man would have tossed me out.”

			“I think Remy knows you and I are tied up in more than the Cajun two-step in here,” she drawled, propping her head on her hand as she angled her elbow into the sheets.

			Her curls were a dark halo around her head, huge, messy and adorable. There was a small mark where her neck met her shoulder from his mouth.

			“What’re you grinning at?” she asked.

			“A hungry queen,” he ventured.

			A smug smile pulled at her mouth. It stopped when he handed her a plate. “Wait. Wait. Wait. Slow down.”

			“What?”

			“Before this goes any further,” she said soberly, “I have to know one thing.”

			“Ask,” he invited, apprehension tightening his gut.

			“Are you a morning person?”

			The laughter shook him.

			“I’m serious,” she said as she balanced the plate on her hand.

			“I have no doubt.” He snuck a kiss, unable to resist. “Bonita.”

			She pushed him back with the heel of her hand. “Answer the question,” she said, even as her eyes deepened.

			He’d seen them plead, go hazy, darken and glaze. The thought made the skin at the small of his back draw up in response.

			He’d had her, and she’d most certainly had her way with him. Then they’d poured themselves into bed and, after a short recuperation, they’d done it all again.

			One time. He’d thought one time with Grace would be enough to last a lifetime. As he watched her whip the lid off her plate to sniff the quesadillas stacked there, he realized he wasn’t done. With Grace, it would never be enough. He’d come back again and again, begging for more.

			Turning away, he picked up his own plate before getting back in bed, stacking pillows behind him as she had and setting the plate in his lap. He uncovered the chicken Parm he’d ordered and unwrapped the silverware.

			Luis stirred from his throne atop the scratching post. He stood, stretched his back in a long arch before jumping down.

			“Incoming,” Grace warned a second before four paws met the bed and the kitten wound his way up Javier’s legs. “He’s going for yours because he knows you’re a pushover.”

			“He likes chicken better than...” He eyed her plate. “Whatever that is.”

			She gestured to the quesadillas. “This is Mexican.”

			He frowned, shook his head. “A distant cousin, maybe. Ask them a question. I bet they don’t even speak Spanish.”

			Grace smiled in spite of herself. “You are a morning person.”

			“Si, but there’s a bright side,” he suggested, cutting the chicken with the edge of his fork. “You get to have breakfast in bed every morning.”

			Her eyes widened. “You cook?”

			“Breakfast,” he said. “Just breakfast.”

			She considered as she took a bite. “What would you have made me—the morning after our date in New Orleans?”

			He thought about it. “Assuming you had everything in your fridge...”

			She bobbed her head in affirmation.

			“Chilaquiles,” he told her, “with black coffee and a fruit cocktail.”

			She licked the sour cream off the end of her thumb, intrigued. “And the next morning?”

			The next morning... He grinned. “Huevos rancheros. We’ll polish it off with horchata de arroz.”

			“Mmm,” she said with a slight shake of her head. Forking another bite to her mouth, she muttered, “I’m going to be late to work for the rest of my life.”

			The rest of her life. For a second, Javier didn’t think he could breathe. Then he did, in a burst of excitement. Before he could say something foolish, he stuffed chicken Parm into his mouth and tried to chew around the urge to smile like an idiot.

			She took his silence to mean something else. “Was it all too much?”

			“Was what too much?”

			“What we did?” she asked. “All that. Just now.”

			“No,” he murmured, searching her. He cursed. “I did hurt you, didn’t I?”

			“No,” she answered quickly. She smiled. “I intend to talk to Remy and Sloane if I have to. You’re staying here tonight.”

			Longing overwhelmed him. He touched her chin. “Grace, would you consider coming to New Mexico with me?”

			She stilled. “New Mexico?”

			“I’d like to show you the mesa.” He could see it. Grace and the open sky wheeling above her. “I’d like to see you ride a horse.”

			“That would be a first.”

			He gawped. “You’ve never been in the saddle?”

			“We both know I have,” she said with a sly grin.

			“A Western saddle,” he clarified.

			“No,” Grace said. “To tell you the truth... I was always a little afraid of horses.”

			He shook his head. “The woman who wades into alligator bayous is afraid of horses.”

			She considered. “You could teach me—to love horses. To ride them. I think I’d like that.”

			He would, too. “We could camp under the stars. There are more of them in high desert country than you can fathom. We could build a fire, listen to the wind, share a sleeping bag...”

			“Will you keep me safe from bears?”

			“We don’t get many bears in northeast New Mexico,” he considered. “Mostly rattlesnakes. And cougars.”

			“Bon Dieu.” She shook her head. “Sounds terrifying. And exciting. I must be crazy. You’re crazy for wanting to take a city girl out on the range.”

			“Anyone who could sleep between the tombs of Lafayette Cemetery can handle a night in the wilderness,” he wagered. “So will you? You’ve shown me some of the places that made you who you are. I’d like to return the favor. I’d like to show you mine.”

			She softened. “Si,” she decided. Then, more certainly, she nodded. “It’s a date.”

			He cupped her cheek, kissed the other, then her brow, the tip of her nose before seizing her mouth again. He would unerringly return to this, always.

			Kissing Grace was coming home.

			He kissed her long enough that Luis snuck a bite of chicken off his plate and retreated under the bed. Grace reached for Javier and their plates nearly upended.

			“We can’t,” he told her.

			“Why not?” she asked.

			“I don’t know if either of us can handle any more,” he said, out of breath already.

			She grinned. “I love proving a man wrong.”

			He angled his head, willing to risk it. Risk everything for her.

			The phone rang.

			She groaned. “If that’s Sloane...”

			“Tell her to call back,” Javier finished.

			Grace swung away. She knocked the receiver out of the cradle, then picked it up. “You rang?”

			Javier felt more than saw her tense. She pulled the phone away from her ear, stared at it for a second before pushing it toward him. “For you.”

			Javier frowned as he took the phone. He placed his plate on the nightstand, tossed the duvet off and planted his feet on the floor. “Aló?” he answered.

			“Hermano,” Jaime responded briskly. “Have you thought anymore about my offer?”

			Javier gnashed his teeth. “What offer?”

			“Your freedom for the doctor and the she-bitch.”

			Javier’s blood boiled. “What have you done with Pia?”

			He heard Grace’s sharp intake of air as Jaime paused. “Pia.”

			“Si,” Javier snapped. “Pia Russo. Where are you holding her?”

			Jaime’s voice treaded lightly. “She’s with me.”

			“You’re lying,” Javier discerned. He straightened. “You don’t know where she is. That’s why you need the others. You want to extract the information from them.” He felt a lick of relief. “It won’t do you any good. They don’t know where Pia is, either.”

			“You’re the liar,” Jaime lashed. “They know where she is. They know where she’s hiding. And so do you. Stop cowering in that casino behind the FBI. Bring me my women.”

			“I know what you did to my mother,” Javier heard himself say. His muscles had gone rigid. His lips were the only thing that moved. “Tell me where to find you. I have a bullet with your name on it.”

			Jaime chuckled. It might’ve been a warm sound to anyone else’s ears. It made Javier want to reach through the phone and grab him by the throat. “She died in her place—with my name on her lips.”

			Javier stood up, unfolding himself carefully. “Where are you?”

			“Meet me in the parking garage four blocks south and two blocks west,” Jaime instructed. “Come alone and unarmed, or the casino comes crashing down.”

			

			Grace watched, arms hugging her middle, as Javier slowly walked around the bed to replace the phone in the cradle. “That was him, wasn’t it?” she asked, the words muffled against the back of her hand.

			He stood for a moment, looking toward the shaft of light between the parting of the curtains. The city was going dark.

			Grace sat up on her knees. “Javy.” She reached for his hand. “What did he want?”

			He shook his head slightly. Fingers circling reassuringly over hers, he lowered back to the bed. “Nothing.”

			“Don’t,” she warned. “We’re beyond lies. Aren’t we?”

			The way he looked at her... It was as if she were on the far side of the world. Agony worked across his face before he looked away again.

			“Javy?” she said, barely above a whisper now.

			“You’re right,” he said, his chin near his chest. He nodded to himself. “We’re past that point...”

			She waited with bated breath, watching his shoulders rise and fall.

			He spoke by rote, as if sounding out words he’d never wanted to speak. “Pablo Solaro had three sons.”

			She shook her head. “Pablo what?”

			“Jaime was the first,” he went on, undeterred. “He was illegitimate.”

			“Why are you telling me this?” she blurted.

			“Alejandro was the second,” Javier went on again, “the only child from Pablo’s first marriage.”

			When he paused, she asked, “Why is this relevant?”

			Javier seemed to brace himself for whatever came next. “After his first wife died, Pablo married a fifteen-year-old girl from Guanajuato. He thought she wasn’t able to give him a child so...when she bartered for her freedom, he let her take it. He let her go.”

			Grace’s eyes widened as the story tugged at ribbons of memory. “Are you...” She stopped, held up her hands as the picture cleared. “Wait. Wait a minute. Are you saying that—”

			He nodded warily. “Pablo’s second wife was Valentina Rivera. My mother.”

			She had to close her mouth to form the next question. “And that would make you...”

			“Pablo’s third son,” Javier confirmed.

			Her breath stuttered out. “Which would make Jaime your...”

			“Half brother,” he confirmed.

			“And Alejandro?”

			The devastation on his face was real, but his voice remained flat. “Also my half brother.”

			She stared at him in horror.

			“I’m not proud of it, Grace.”

			“You...” She tried to get the words out. Couldn’t. Started over, this time raising her hands. “This whole time...from the beginning... You’ve lied.”

			He nodded grimly. “I did.”

			“Why?” she demanded.

			“If I had told you,” he wondered, “from day one that I was Alejandro’s brother? Would you have trusted me? Would you have left that house with me?”

			“It’s been twelve years, Javy,” she snapped.

			“Si, twelve years,” he acknowledged. “And I’m still afraid you’ll see me in the same light you see them. And I didn’t expect to love you like this. Like it’s all I have.”

			She looked away. He’d made her so happy minutes ago. She choked back the happiness now because incredulity and pain were overriding it. Cursing, she said, “You know, my mother used to say...it’s not the lie that makes the man. It’s the act of lying. You lied, knowing it’s one thing I’d have the most difficulty forgiving.” When he only looked at her, she threw in, “Alejandro lied, too.”

			He grimaced. “I am not Alejandro. If you can’t see that...if Mexico didn’t show you that...if the last few days haven’t proved that, then what am I doing here? Why are we together? Why are you with me?”

			“That anger you’re feeling right now,” she said knowingly, “that betrayal... It burns. Doesn’t it? It hurts like you’ve hurt me.”

			“Grace. Do you look at me and see him?”

			She folded her arms over her breasts, leaning back against the headboard. Her lip trembled. She bit the inside. “I don’t know what to see. Or say. Or feel.”

			“Do you want me to leave?”

			Didn’t he hear? She couldn’t think. She couldn’t feel. His betrayal had numbed her. How was she supposed to know anything anymore?

			How could she look at him and not see this?

			She looked away as her eyes filled. Her heart guttered and twisted. Why couldn’t he have just told her the truth?

			It took her a minute to realize he’d left the bed.

			He dressed silently. She watched in a faraway daze as he put on his boots.

			He stopped, meeting her eyes.

			She wanted to look away, couldn’t bring herself to, cursed herself again for every weakness she’d ever felt...

			His eyes were so dark.

			Dark water.

			Why hadn’t they made her run for the shallows? Why did she feel them pulling her under still?

			The undertow was strong with him. It always had been.

			“Buenas noches, Grace,” he muttered. Then he unbolted the door and left.

			

			If Javier didn’t get to the parking garage in the next hour, Jaime might make good on his threat.

			He waited until he’d slipped past the guard on his door and Remy. Sloane provided an opportune moment by showing up a half hour after he left Grace’s room. They had roped the man at the elevator into the status update. While their heads were together and their voices mumbled, Javier edged out of his room and down the wall of the hallway. He slipped through the door to the stairwell.

			He couldn’t do anything about the cameras. He just hoped whoever Sloane had manning the security feed looked in the other direction as he passed several of them between his floor and the lobby.

			Avoiding more agents by striding onto the casino floor, he immersed himself in the raucous crowd of gamblers. Machines rang out, coins dropped, the roulette wheel ticked, people shouted. Servers breezed by with trays of drinks. Javier saw the agent posted at the door to the pool deck and backtracked.

			The kitchen offered another escape route. He passed through steam fragrant with steak and lobster, pushing toward the open door to the street.

			A delivery was in progress. Sloane’s guard was checking the delivery person’s credentials. Javier ventured out of sight before he’d finished.

			He found a pay phone two blocks away. Dropping change into the dispenser, he dialed the number.

			It rang once before Sloane answered. “Escarra.”

			“Get out of the building,” he told her.

			“Rivera?” She stopped, likely to check the caller ID. Her voice dropped. “Where the hell are you and why aren’t you upstairs?”

			“Did you hear me?” he asked insistently. “You need to get Grace and everyone else out of the casino now.”

			“Why?” she demanded. “What’s happening?”

			“Jaime called,” he explained. “He knows Grace is there. And you. He doesn’t have Pia. But he threatened to bring down the casino if I didn’t meet him alone and unarmed.”

			She shouted something to someone with her. Javier heard other shouts and instructions echoing. Finally, Sloane said, “Where is he meeting you?”

			Javier stared at the parking garage. He could see it from his position, a mass of gray, slitted concrete. The lights were on, though the sun wasn’t quite beyond the horizon. “He said to meet him alone.”

			“I need this,” she growled. “You know I need this. Give me the location. You agreed to let me have him when the time came.”

			Javier hadn’t known he was lying then. But then... She died in her place—with my name on her lips...

			“You’re not a hero, Javier,” Sloane chided. “Do you hear me? You are not a hero.”

			Javier agreed. How did the saying go—a rat may run the race, but at the finish line, he was still a rat? “Tell Grace...” He hesitated. “Tell her I love her. Tell her I’ve always loved her.”

			“Get back here and tell her yourself, asswipe!”

			He hung up as Sloane smoothly switched to creative Spanish expletives. Then he shoved his hands in the pockets of his jacket and crossed the street.

			Five stories up, he stepped off the elevator into a sea-salt breeze blowing swiftly off the Gulf.

			The lot was empty. But for a few cars, he was alone.

			He went to the railing, looking long toward the Gulf.

			Jaime should’ve been here.

			Javier fought a wave of uneasiness. He looked toward the Beau Rivage.

			Had Sloane gotten Grace out? Was she safe?

			Was the reason Jaime was late because Javier had made a mistake telling Sloane he was going to blow up the casino? Would he do it, anyway, when he saw them evacuating?

			The shriek of tires made him pivot toward the on-ramp. A black Suburban roared into view.

			Javier removed his hands from his pockets. He spread his feet and stood his ground as it accelerated.

			The SUV screamed to a halt, the passenger side facing him.

			The doors opened. Javier stared, blank, at the battered face before him. “Where’s Jaime?”

			Carlos sneered. “I have orders to bring you to him. Otherwise, I put this barrel in your mouth.”

			Javier eyed the gun in Carlos’s hand. “He said he’d be here.”

			“Too much heat in the city,” Carlos revealed. “Too many cops with his picture.” He used the gun to gesture. “Turn out your pockets.”

			“I’m not armed,” Javier told him.

			“Turn out your pockets,” Carlos said again firmly.

			Warily, Javier looked around. When he was sure it was just him and Carlos, he turned the pockets of his jacket inside out.

			“Open it,” Carlos demanded.

			Javier unzipped the camel-toned garment and parted it wide.

			Carlos stepped forward. He patted him down with one hand, the other never losing its grip on his weapon. When he was done, he said, “You’re clear.”

			Before Javier could take a step forward, Carlos’s fist whistled forward. The blow snapped Javier’s head back. It clamped his tongue between his teeth.

			Carlos leaned in as Javier staggered. “You were smart to leave the doctor lady. Jaime wanted her alive, too. But after what she did to me in that alley, I would’ve thrown her off an overpass.”

			Javier spat a stream of blood on the concrete. “She’s beyond your reach, primo.”

			Carlos stuck his boot in Javier’s back, shoving him toward the open door of the vehicle. “Get in the car. I’m looking forward to watching Jaime rearrange your face. Just like he did all those years ago. There’s no walking away this time. You know this, si? You know the only thing waiting for you at the end of this journey is a box.”

			Javier watched him close the door behind them. The driver took off. Javier grabbed the armrest on the seat as the Suburban careened out of the parking lot. “Si,” he said gravely.

		
	
		
			Chapter 17

			Sirens flashed and screamed. The crowd of evacuees had been pushed a block away from the casino.

			Grace searched the milling emergency workers, raising her arm when she saw Remy striding toward the barricade. “Over here!” she called.

			He veered straight toward her. Grace was relieved to see the bundle under his arm. When she held out hers, he handed Luis to her. “He was in your room under the bed.”

			Grace rocked the kitten. “Michi,” she murmured. “You must’ve been so scared.” Sloane hadn’t given her a chance to hunt for him before snatching her from her hotel room and rushing her out of the building. “You went back in for him?”

			“There are still some who aren’t accounted for,” Remy explained. “I searched a couple of floors...”

			Grace searched the people on each side of the barricade again. “Javy?” she asked.

			Remy paused. Then he shook his head. “Nobody’s seen him.”

			“If he evacuated, he would have found me by now. He would have checked on me, made sure Luis and I were okay...”

			“Sloane accessed security footage remotely,” Remy explained. “She’ll find him.”

			“We had a fight. He was upset when he left. He told me a secret...something from his past. I called him a liar. What if he left...ran away?”

			“Rivera doesn’t strike me as the type who’d run away when things get hard,” Remy said after a moment of thought.

			She realized she was holding Luis too tightly. She readjusted him, tucking him inside her jacket when she remembered the way he’d sought the warmth of Javier’s skin. “Will you find Sloane—see if she knows anything?”

			He shook his head. “She’s asked me to stay with you.”

			She glanced over her shoulder at the agent Sloane had assigned to her. “I have Agent Sapello.”

			Remy didn’t spare the agent a glance. “Sloane wants me on your six.”

			“Wow,” Grace murmured, consoled somewhat by the kitten’s little ball of heat across her middle. “She really does trust you.”

			Remy lifted a shoulder, head swiveling to scan. He was tall enough to see over the bulk of the crowd. “She sees enough in hindsight to appreciate how hard she made my job when she was eighteen. She went looking for trouble—I brought her home.”

			“You deserve a medal,” Grace noted. “I remember that version of her. I wondered how she managed to avoid getting involved in something she couldn’t get out of. Addiction. Sex trafficking, again. If you get swept up in it once, you’re bound to fall victim to it again. But she had you. You saved her.”

			“People save themselves,” Remy told her. “Some people either choose not to see that or they’re so far into the abyss, they don’t want to save themselves. For a while, she was the latter. Then one day she decided that wasn’t the way she wanted to go.”

			Grace thought of the conversation at the bar. “She’d rather die with a gun in her hand.”

			“She’s too involved in this,” he said. “She’s running at a wall and doesn’t care what happens when she hits it. She’s willing to jeopardize herself and her career to cut this bastard off at the knees.”

			“I agree,” she said. “I’d rather you had her back than mine. You kept her from tipping over the edge before. You can do it again.”

			“She wants to be the one who puts Solaro down,” Remy added. “She wants it like her next breath. But if he crosses my sights, I won’t hesitate to finish it for her. Even if she never forgives me for it.”

			Remy wanted to avenge the girl he’d pulled away from destruction. “She’s lucky she’s got you.”

			His brows rose. “Tell her that.”

			“I will,” Grace decided.

			“As to Rivera,” Remy said, knotting his arms over his chest, eyes moving across every face, cataloging, “don’t think too badly of him. You say he told you something from his past,” Remy reminded her. “As someone who’s got plenty of ghosts, as long as he didn’t hurt or kill anyone who didn’t deserve it, I say go easy on him. He came out of your room looking like the world was coming to an end.”

			“I...”

			Before Grace could get the words out, Sloane hailed her. “Where have you been?” Grace asked her. “Why was everyone evacuated? Do you know what happened to Javy?”

			Sloane held up her hands. “We need to get you to a secure location. Then we can talk answers.”

			Grace shrugged Sloane’s hand off her arm. “Answer now,” she said. “What is going on, Sloane? Why was the hotel evacuated?”

			Sloane glanced around. Stepping closer to Grace, she lowered her voice. “There was a credible threat against the structure.”

			Grace gawped. “Like a bomb?”

			“Shh!” Sloane hissed. “You can’t toss words like that around without inciting a panic!”

			“I’m sorry,” Grace said quickly, lowering her voice, too. “Am I right, though?”

			“Maybe,” Sloane said. “The bomb squad’s sweeping the place now.”

			“Bon Dieu,” Grace breathed, reaching inside her jacket to touch Luis’s silky back for comfort. “Where did the threat come from?” She sucked in a breath. “Jaime?”

			“Yes,” Sloane answered. Her jaw tightened, then released. “It was Javier who called it in.”

			“Javy?” Grace said, stricken.

			“He said he had contact with Jaime.”

			Grace nodded. “There was a call to my room. The man asked for Javy. He confirmed it was Jaime after hanging up.”

			“Did you overhear any of the exchange?” Sloane asked urgently.

			“Stuff about Pia,” Grace said numbly. “Jaime said something that made Javy think he didn’t have her. It sounded like Jaime wanted you and me. He thinks we have information that’ll point to wherever she’s hiding.”

			“You should have brought this to me straightaway,” Sloane informed her.

			“I was...” Grace’s eyes filled. God, Sloane was right. “I didn’t know about the bomb threat. I didn’t hear any of that.”

			“Javier went to confront Jaime,” Sloane said.

			“What?” Grace asked. “Why? How did he get out of the hotel—past his detail? The other agents? Surveillance? He’s unarmed. You took his gun. What does he think he’s going to do once he gets there—talk Jaime out of killing him? He’ll kill him, Sloane. Jaime blames Javy for bringing about the Solaros’ fall. He’s going to kill him!”

			Sloane grabbed Grace by the arms. “You’re no good to me hysterical. Take a breath, Gracie. Take a deep breath and think. Was there anything else from the call you can remember?”

			Grace couldn’t see anything but Javier’s face as he left. “He knew... When he left my room, he knew what he was going to do. He said goodbye.”

			“You could save his life.”

			“He’s Pablo’s son!” Grace said, shaking her head. “He’s Jaime’s brother!”

			“I know,” Sloane said impatiently.

			Grace faltered. “What do you mean, you know?”

			“I’ve known about Javier’s mother and her marriage to Pablo since I joined the FBI eight years ago.”

			Grace felt like someone had knocked the wind out of her. “You didn’t think to tell me? You kept me in the dark, too?”

			“I wasn’t authorized to tell anyone anything.”

			“What a load of bull!” Grace shrieked. Heads swiveled in their direction. “You were protecting me—again! I need everyone to stop protecting me!”

			Remy grew restless beside her. “Sloane, we need to move.”

			“I know,” Sloane said. “There’s a car down the street waiting.”

			“Hold up!” Grace tried to push them both away. “I’m not going anywhere with you!”

			Sloane sighed, defeated. She reached into Grace’s jacket.

			“What are you doing?” Grace demanded.

			Sloane took Luis from her. Holding the cat at arm’s length with one hand, she snapped her fingers with the other. “Remy, do your thing.”

			Remy didn’t so much as grunt as he hauled a seething, struggling Grace over his shoulder. He didn’t slow when she raked her hands down his back or kicked. The crowd seemed to part for them. Remy and Sloane bundled Grace and Luis into the waiting vehicle. The door closed. A siren chirped. The driver pulled away from the curb.

			Grace didn’t speak for a while. Not until they were outside the city and Sloane turned to her, her face shrouded in darkness. “I’m sorry.”

			It sounded sincere, at least. Still... “I called him a liar. I compared him to Alejandro.”

			“That’s not why he left.”

			“What do you know?” Grace lashed out. “If Jaime has him, he’s dead already. Javy asked me before he left if I looked at him and saw Alejandro, and I didn’t answer. I let him walk away.”

			“That’s why I need you to think,” Sloane said gently. “Is there anything else you can remember from Javier’s conversation with Jaime? Anything? It doesn’t matter how insignificant it may seem.”

			Grace closed her eyes, scrubbing her temples. Luis had settled, indignant, on the seat next to her. He wasn’t fond of cars. Or Sloane. “They talked about Javier’s mother.”

			“Anything else?”

			Grace screwed up her face, trying to bring the fuzzy details to the surface. “There was something about...a parking garage?”

			Sloane took out her phone. The screen illuminated her face. “Anything else?”

			Grace shook her head. “South? Southwest, maybe?”

			Sloane started typing. A map of Biloxi showed up on-screen. She searched the area, zooming in, panning. “There are a dozen parking decks within a five-mile radius of the Beau Rivage.”

			“Something private,” Remy suggested from the front seat. “It’s Saturday. Something business related that would be empty near sunset.”

			Sloane nodded, narrowing her search. “Three possibles.”

			“Can you pull security footage off of them without a warrant?” Remy wondered.

			Sloane tilted her head. “I think the owners will cooperate when I tell them my request is linked to the bomb scare at the Beau Rivage.”

			“If you find the parking garage...” Grace began.

			“We find a plate,” Sloane finished. “Add that to the APB on Jaime, and it’s only a matter of time before we get eyes on that vehicle.”

		
	
		
			Chapter 18

			They drove for nearly an hour, far from city lights. Far from anything.

			The airfield seemed to appear out of thin air. One moment, there were trees everywhere. The next, the dusty, red-dirt expanse stretched beyond the path of the vehicle’s headlights.

			Another Suburban, this one dented and pitted with bullet holes along its broad side, loomed out of the dark.

			The driver slowed. Carlos glanced at Javier. “I hope you’ve made your peace.”

			Javier thought of Grace and knew there would be no peace if he couldn’t call her his own. He said nothing as the vehicle stopped.

			Several men piled out of the other SUV. Carlos opened the door and jumped down to the ground, gesturing with his gun for Javier to do the same.

			Javier didn’t see that he had any choice.

			“He’s unarmed,” Carlos told the other men when they approached, guns drawn. He pushed Javier forward roughly.

			The men parted. Behind them stood a tall figure, his silk shirt the color of oxblood. The material rippled across his chest in the breeze. It was tucked into a pair of nicely pressed black pants.

			His hands cupped his mouth and the spark from his lighter wavered bright against his face, highlighting the jagged, thin scar. The lighter’s lid clicked smartly as Jaime flicked his hand, closing it and extinguishing the flame. He drew on his glowing cigarette, watching Javier in the crossbeam of the headlights. Exhaling smoke through his teeth, he crossed to him and used the hand with the cigarette to wave an encompassing hand over Javier’s front. “I’d be happier to see you, hermano. But you didn’t bring my women.”

			“Because they’re not your women,” Javier replied. Prison had boiled Jaime down to his essence. Javier felt a waver of fear, and he felt rage. Doing his best to keep it contained, he remained in place. He was unarmed, outnumbered six to one. “They never belonged to you.”

			Jaime laughed silently, releasing more smoke into Javier’s face. His grin was no longer appealing. It was grim. There was a finality to it that was cold and sure. He took a step closer to Javier, the toes of his patent leather shoes inches from Javier’s. It forced Javier to look up. Cut down to a lean figure, Jaime seemed even taller.

			Javier held his ground. “I came to tell you to stop looking for them. The FBI’s onto you. Your face is on the news. There’s not a cop or federal agent who isn’t looking for you right now. It’s only a matter of time before they find you. And you only want Grace and Sloane so they can lead you to Pia. Your obsession with her was your downfall before. It’ll be your downfall again.”

			Jaime’s eyes practically glittered in the dark. His lips pursed around the end of the cigarette before he lowered it again. “Would you let that stop you? You and this... Grace. You see her as yours, no?”

			Javier didn’t like Grace’s name in Jaime’s mouth. It made the skin on the back of his neck prickle uncomfortably.

			Jaime went on, “Would you let anything stop you...from claiming her?”

			“She’s not my property,” Javier informed him. “Nor is Pia yours.”

			Jaime’s brow arched. “A man’s wife is his property.”

			“Wife?” Javier shook his head. “Pia was never your wife.”

			Jaime ran his tongue over his teeth as he circled Javier. “She’s my wife. Just as certainly as Grace is your lover.” He leaned in close over Javier’s shoulder, smelling. “I can smell her on you, hermano.” When Javier flinched, he added experimentally, “Would you like to see her live?” When Javier said nothing, Jaime pulled on the cigarette again. He released a torrent of rich tobacco smoke. “Then tell me where I can find Pia and the girl.”

			So Jaime knew about Babette. Javier wondered if he knew where the child had come from and if that factored into how badly he wanted to locate Pia. “I don’t know where she is. Even if I did, I wouldn’t give her to you.”

			Jaime wound back around to Javier’s front. He dropped the cigarette on the ground and crushed it with his heel. “Why are you here, then?”

			“You know why I’m here,” Javier said darkly, wishing he had a weapon. Any weapon. His fists knotted at his sides. They quaked.

			“Ah,” Jaime said, and he laughed again, facing Javier fully. “This is about Valentina.”

			“You’re not allowed to say her name,” Javier said through gnashed teeth.

			“She thought she was untouchable,” Jaime noted. “Invincible. The iron woman. That’s what they called her. And I crushed her. I crushed her under my boot like a daisy.”

			A chortle went up through the surrounding men. The bones of Javier’s hands vibrated, wanting to strike. “You waited until I was gone.”

			“You would have just got in my way,” Jaime said with a shrug. “My little, insignificant brother.”

			“If I was so insignificant, why did you wait until my back was turned?” Javier asked in a low, throbbing voice.

			Jaime stilled as his men grew quiet.

			Javier advanced. “You should have gone through me to get to her. Not waited until I wasn’t there. You should have faced me, man-to-man. But you’re not a man, are you, Jaime? You’re a covarde. A coward.”

			Jaime’s smile had fled. “She wasn’t defenseless,” he claimed. “I’ve carried her marks with me. I’ve carried them and thought of her every day of my life.”

			“You owe me a debt,” Javier informed him. “A fight. You and me.”

			“That didn’t work so well for you in the fighting ring.”

			“I nearly beat you once,” Javier reminded him. He nodded grimly when he saw Jaime remember. “I would’ve had you had you not cheated.”

			Jaime lowered his voice. “And I would have killed you had our father not put a stop to it.”

			“Pablo’s not here anymore,” Javier reminded him. “It’s you and me.”

			“You made sure of that,” Jaime pointed out, “when you betrayed us all.”

			“It’s not a betrayal,” Javier explained. “Not when I never believed in the cause to begin with. I joined the Solaro cartel, knowing I would be the one to blow it up from the inside. And I’d enjoy every minute of it.”

			Javier was quick enough to see the muscle in Jaime’s jaw cheek twitch just once. Control, Javier saw. Something Jaime had apparently learned in prison. All that waiting. All that planning.

			And now to have all that thwarted—not being able to find the woman he was still under the delusion was his. The old Jaime wouldn’t have waited to blow the casino. He would have already lit the world on fire.

			“You plan to execute me anyway,” Javier pointed out. He spread his arms out to either side. “Fight me, Jaime. Let’s fight this out honorably—like Pablo would have wanted us to.”

			Something changed in Jaime’s face. The hard mask of brutality snapped into place. He reached for the small of his back. The glint of steel in the moonlight showed Javier the elegant, long-barreled handgun. The successive click-click made him brace.

			The gun was Pablo’s but the eyes in the hard face were the old Jaime’s.

			As he closed the distance between them, Jaime’s voice simmered. “You talk of honor?”

			Javier’s eyes closed automatically when the barrel pressed to the center of his forehead. He raised his hands slowly, choosing his words carefully. “Jaime...”

			He spat a curse in Javier’s face. “There was nothing honorable about what you did. Nothing.”

			Javier could feel the watchfulness of the others, their readiness and speculation. They were far too accustomed to watching people bend to Jaime’s will. Jaime had brought them to heel with professions that he was Pablo Solaro’s sole heir.

			If they knew Pablo dismissed him regularly, doubling down on Alejandro’s status as second-in-command from the time his favored son could walk... Javier knew how that had eaten at Jaime, how it had nearly broken him—how it had given life to the old Jaime. At his core, Jaime was still that volatile man ruled by his predilections for iniquity and savagery.

			Backing down from a challenge wasn’t part of his programming, especially in front of men who carried Pablo’s brand on their arms like talismans.

			“What are you afraid of, hermano?” Javier asked, using the term for the first time. Jaime blinked and Javier pushed. “The same thing that kept you from facing me the night you killed my mother?”

			Jaime’s eyes widened. He glanced around at the men shifting warily around them, sharks scenting blood. He stared holes into Javier’s face for several more seconds before lifting the gun. Bending his arm, he pointed it idly at the sky, his lungs lifting and falling.

			“Put the gun down,” Javier said, trying to sound as calm as he needed to. He opened his jacket and peeled it off, feeling the bandage over his shoulder pull and hoping it was tucked out of sight. If Jaime knew about his injury, he would use it to his advantage. “Let’s finish this.”

			Jaime watched Javier loosen his cuffs and roll them up his forearms. He looked to Carlos. Carlos looked back at him, expectant.

			Jaime was the first to look away. He handed the weapon off to Carlos, who muttered encouragement. The other men joined in as Jaime reached for his collar, popping buttons to loosen it. He, too, rolled up his sleeves, watching Javier with predatory aggression.

			Javier walked to the place between the vehicles where the headlights crossed streams. In Pablo’s ring, they’d adhered to street fighting rules. The rules were there were no rules...except no weapons. Weapons were allowed on the streets, but Pablo had made an exception, not wanting to lose a man to a knife wound or gunshot.

			The fight wasn’t over until someone was unconscious or unable to gain his feet.

			Jaime had been a master of the ring. For years, he’d allowed Alejandro to come out on top. His love for Alejandro had been as pure and uncompromising as Pablo’s. However, too many years of Pablo’s chiding and scorn had tipped the scales and Jaime had finally beaten Alejandro, unleashing himself from that last vestige of humanity. Alejandro may have been Pablo’s favorite, but Jaime was the strongest and the most brutal of his sons.

			As Jaime came into the light, Javier watched his gait carefully for weaknesses. Bad knee, hip? He moved easily for a large man, particularly one who had been confined to a prison cell for twelve years. Javier put up his hands.

			His mother had taught him to shoot and, while Javier didn’t like to think that Pablo had taught him anything, he had to admit that his father had taught him to fight. Not by instruction. Pablo had thrown him into the ring to fend for himself, interested only in the outcome.

			And though Javier was beaten every time, he’d learned things.

			Hands up. Chin down. Jaw locked.

			Javier drew on what he remembered of Jaime’s beatings. He liked to circle, drawing the anticipation of the spectators, egging them by grin and gesture.

			Jaime didn’t grin now. Nor did he acknowledge the circle his men formed around the makeshift ring. He did roam around, slowly, forcing Javier to turn to keep him in view. He scanned Javier from head to toe, looking, too, for weaknesses.

			Jaime liked his opponent to strike first. Another reason for the circling and jeering, to make his opponent anxious, to draw him forward.

			Javier waited him out, staying in the center, counting silently to himself to keep his adrenaline from spiking. He breathed in and out. Careful, controlled draughts, watching Jaime’s eyes.

			It was watching Jaime fight others that had taught Javier not just to strike at his opponent, but to imagine his strike going through him. That devastating follow-through was the difference between hitting and disabling.

			Jaime bounced on the balls of his feet, his hands coming up. He was losing patience.

			Good, thought Javier. Don’t flinch, he schooled himself. Don’t close your eyes. He waited for the right moment when Jaime’s arms opened up, his weight came to the balls of his feet and his fist sang forward. Javier ducked then lunged, following through with a strike to the nose.

			The men shouted as Jaime’s head snapped back. Javier’s knuckles stung, but he didn’t waste time. He threw the next strike into Jaime’s center mass. The kidney was a center for pain, a fact Javier had become all too familiar with. Being smaller came to his advantage, making it easier for him to deliver the blow.

			Jaime staggered, unsteady on his feet for a split second. Then the pain connected to the short circuit in Jaime’s brain that made him deadly. His fight reflex engaged. Javier saw the violent veil come over his eyes and braced himself for what was coming.

			Jaime struck, leading with the bull rush of his rage. The punch to the throat was quick, debilitating. Javier lost his breath long enough to open himself up to the onslaught of Jaime’s fists.

			Javier kept his feet. With a quick ball change, he used the first pause in Jaime’s advance to deliver a blow between the eyes, then another one low, near the groin.

			Jaime didn’t keel, but grunted and backed away several steps, allowing Javier to take stock. His shoulder throbbed. His nose was weeping blood again and his ribs protested when he filled his lungs. His kidneys felt as if they’d swapped sides. Still, he kept his hands up.

			Jaime’s punches were devastating, but he wasn’t accustomed to close contact. Once he was on the ground, he threw his weight around, but fought without finesse.

			Javier waited for his next charge. Then he went low.

			They landed in a sprawl in the dirt. Javier heard Jaime’s expensive shirt tear. He heard the wind leave his lungs. Before the man could recover, Javier put him in a wrestler’s hold.

			Jaime fought like a snake. The men shouted unheard advice. They closed in so that the lights from the vehicles glowed in the stripes between their legs.

			Javier didn’t let up. His stitches ripped. The blood on his face blinded him. His ribs screamed, but he didn’t release the pressure. He could hear Pia weeping, Sloane screaming...

			He could see Grace. And his mother. Both of them battered but strong.

			Javier locked his arm over Jaime’s throat. He applied more pressure. Enough to make Jaime gasp, then flail... There was rushing in Javier’s ears now, roaring, drowning the men’s protests.

			Something sank into his thigh and pain razored through him. The hold broke. Jaime twisted. A knife gleamed in his hand. It arced up to meet the line of Javier’s throat.

			Javier stilled. He met Jaime’s gaze. The knife nicked the skin. His leg was agony. Blood soaked the denim of his jeans.

			Jaime spoke, baring his teeth as he did so. “You learned nothing in the ring, hermanito.”

			Javier should’ve known. He should’ve had Jaime turn out his pockets.

			“I wonder what Pablo would say if he knew,” Jaime ventured.

			“Knew what?” Javier wheezed. The wound in his leg hadn’t just crippled him. The amount of blood soaking his pant leg indicated that Javier would likely bleed out if the knife at his throat didn’t kill him first.

			Jaime made a satisfactory noise. “That the son he didn’t want turned out to be the last one standing.”

			Javier lowered his head back to the ground. He closed his eyes.

			The knife lifted ever so slightly. On the wind, Javier heard a familiar twump-twump-twump.

			The men shouted and scattered. Jaime gained his feet and lunged after them.

			Javier grabbed his retreating ankle.

			Jaime fell in a resounding heap. He kicked. Javier rolled to avoid a foot to the face.

			The oncoming hum of the helicopter closed in on the trucks pulling away from the scene. The spotlight from above replaced the flagging headlights, pinpointing the tangle of limbs that were Jaime and Javier. Dust blew up from the abandoned airfield, blinding them.

			Jaime coughed. He gained his feet again and attempted to flee.

			Javier missed his ankle. He flopped onto his back, bracing his hands over the wound on his thigh. The pain was a red-hot poker. It was bigger than he could comprehend. It would rend him in two.

			The dust storm and helicopter noise escalated. Javier stayed down. He thought he heard the distant cacophony of gunshots.

			Then he heard a voice screaming over the whirring engine. “Javier!”

			Sloane dropped next to him, holstering her weapon. She looked him over. “Christ!” she cursed. Turning her head, she barked at someone over her shoulder. “Hold on!” Her hands replaced his on the wound on his leg. “Lie back!”

			Javier wished she and the helicopter would stop screaming at him.

			Other figures circled him. Men in gleaming black helmets. Hands busied themselves on his leg. His pant leg was torn away. “Pressure!” someone shouted. Another yelled, “Stretcher!”

			Together, they strapped him onto a board and rushed him toward the noise of the helicopter.

			As they boarded, he looked for Sloane and saw her crouching near the open door, watching some point in the distance as the helicopter lifted, engine whining. When she finally drew her attention back to him, he asked, “Did you get him?”

			The grim set of her mouth told Javier everything. He turned away from the sight. Failure twisted alongside pain.

			Someone touched his arm. He looked down to see that it was her. She was no longer looking at him, but she held on as the airfield fell away beneath them and the darkness of the countryside swallowed everything else.

		
	
		
			Chapter 19

			Grace found Sloane leaning against the wall outside the operating room, arms crossed, eyes far away.

			Remy stood against the opposite wall. He met Grace’s gaze and shook his head.

			Grace was weary. Surgery had gone as expected. The doctor in charge had generously let her sit on the operation. They’d had to close the wound on the front of Javier’s shoulder again and repair the damage to his thigh.

			She shuddered at how close he’d come to bleeding out. Jaime’s knife had penetrated deep. The road to recovery wouldn’t be short or easy. Javier was stable, however, and would be moved to post-op just as soon as he regained consciousness.

			Grace wanted to be there when he did, but she’d needed to step out for a minute. Center herself. Just breathe.

			Her hands had been steady in there. Now, with the gloves off, not so much.

			She leaned against the wall next to Sloane, wrapping her arms across her middle. She let out a long breath, closed her eyes. “He’s going to be okay.”

			Sloane made a noise.

			Grace turned her head to study her friend’s profile. “Before the anesthesiologist put him under, he told me you saved his life.” When Sloane didn’t stir, Grace pressed. “Well? What do you have to say for yourself?”

			The frown deepened. “I must have lost my mind.”

			Grace turned her shoulder to the wall. Bracing her elbow against it, she cradled the side of her head. “Let me see if I’ve got this straight. You had Jaime Solaro in your sights. And you let him go to save the man I love?”

			Sloane made another noise, this one just as expressionless as the last.

			Grace moved to her, throwing her arms around her.

			At first, Sloane stiffened. Slowly, she eased, and her arms rose to link around Grace’s waist.

			Grace pressed her face into her friend’s shoulder. “Thank you,” she breathed.

			Sloane’s arms tightened. “When it’s my turn,” she stated, then stopped because her voice wasn’t steady. She started again. “When it’s my turn to fall for some good-for-nothing guy, you owe me.”

			“Damn right I do,” Grace agreed. Over Sloane’s shoulder, she could see Remy. His head tipped back against the wall and relief painted his face. Sloane had torn off into the night without either of them after word got back to her that the Suburban from the parking garage’s location had been pinpointed near the border between Mississippi and Louisiana.

			Together, Grace and Remy had ridden out the wait. When Remy’s phone finally rang, she hadn’t wanted to hear the news trickle in that Javier or Sloane, or both, were dead.

			Jaime was once again unaccounted for. But having Sloane and Javier back, alive... It was a bright spot.

			Sloane’s cell phone rang. The tension surged back into her frame. She nudged away, drawing the phone out of her pocket. She checked the screen. “I need to take this.”

			“I know,” Grace said. “We’ll talk later.”

			Sloane nodded, then headed off, answering the call as she went.

			Grace looked at Remy as her voice faded down the corridor. “Any news of Pia and Babette?”

			He shook his head. “Sam’s out looking for them. He may know to look somewhere no one else does.”

			Grace nodded slowly, clutching her elbows. “I hope he finds them.” If Sam couldn’t locate them, then who could? She scanned Remy as he eased his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “You may still get your shot.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You want to be the one to put Jaime Solaro in the ground,” Grace noted. “Javy tried and failed, from the looks of things. Sloane missed her shot to save him. Once Javy and I are tucked away in whatever safe houses Sloane puts us in, it’ll be your turn.”

			Remy lifted his chin in understanding. “There’s a silver lining.”

			“If you do get that shot,” she told him, “don’t just take it for Sloane. Take it for me. And Javy. Pia, too. And Babette. And don’t miss.”

			He regarded her in all seriousness. “I won’t,” he pledged.

			“I should get back inside,” she said. “See that Sloane gets something to eat?”

			Now he smiled and tipped his fingers to his brow in a small salute. “Consider it done, Dr. Lacroix.” And he left, too, to go after her.

			Grace waited until she knew she was steady. Then she pushed through the doors and went back into the OR.

			

			Morphine did wonders. It swam through his bloodstream, chasing pain and painting pictures of beautiful dark-skinned women at his bedside. Women that looked an awful lot like Grace.

			His mouth was cotton dry. He parted his lips, licked them. “Bonita,” he muttered.

			The visions of Grace and her doubles coalesced into one. Her features sharpened as she sat up in her chair at his bedside.

			Her scent washed over him, lovely and intoxicating. He closed his eyes and rode the wave. He rode it until she tapped his cheek, making him blink at her again.

			Her face was above his. Concern webbed between brisk doctor’s eyes. She peeled the lids of his eyes back. After a moment’s perusal, she decided, “Your pupils look good.”

			She stared at the machines beeping nearby. “Your vitals are holding steady. Though your pulse is up.”

			Could she not understand why? She’d need to assume from now on that if she was close enough to take his pulse, it would be racing.

			“Take a few deep breaths for me.”

			He did so. She watched the machines. He wished she would look at him.

			Finally, she nodded. Her fingers wove through his. Together, their hands lay on his sternum.

			“Grace,” he whispered. “Look at me.”

			Her gaze returned to his. She drew closer. “Are you in pain? Do you need something? What is it, Javy? What do you need?”

			He just looked at her, unable to draw the words out. All the doubt and heartbreak he’d felt leaving her hotel room muted him.

			She seemed to realize what he was thinking. She eased down onto the bed at his hip. “I’m not going anywhere.”

			“Why?”

			Her chin wobbled. On an inhale, she said, “Because I love you.”

			The words echoed through his head, but they didn’t register. “You...love me?”

			“Yes,” she said, drawing the word out patiently.

			“I’m a Solaro,” he blurted.

			“Javy,” she began. “Not now.”

			He sat up, eager to prove that his condition had no bearing on his ability to converse sensibly. Halfway, white lights popped in front of his eyes.

			She scoffed. “Back down,” she admonished, helping him settle once more on the pillows. “And thank you for proving my point.”

			“I left without telling you why,” he reminded her.

			“I know why you left,” she replied. There was no sting of reprimand. She smoothed his blankets over him, then brushed the hair back from his brow. “You thought you could play chess. You thought you could check the king.”

			“I did,” he revealed. “I did check him.”

			Grace’s throat moved in a swallow. She was smoothing his hair in repetitive motions. Her face had gone taut, her eyes wet.

			He hadn’t thought she would touch him like this again. Javier’s chest tightened.

			Gathering herself, she spoke again. “If that’s the case, then why isn’t he the one in the hospital bed? Because he brought a knife to the fight?”

			“Because he doesn’t know how to fight fair,” Javier told her. “I thought I could end it—for you. For my mother.”

			“I never asked you to finish it,” Grace pointed out.

			“So you are angry with me,” he surmised.

			“Not for the reason you think I am,” she argued. “I don’t care that you’re Jaime’s or Alejandro’s brother. I don’t care that your Pablo’s son. It hurt knowing you lied. But I can understand why you felt you had to hide it.”

			“Lying meant losing you,” he said. “Deception was the one thing you couldn’t forgive. You deserved the truth about who I am. From the beginning.”

			“I know who you are,” she murmured. Again, she had her hand in his hair. She couldn’t seem to stop herself from running her fingers through it. “I’ve always known.”

			It sounded like forgiveness. It looked and felt like forgiveness. But the morphine drip was doing its work. He wasn’t certain if the dream was reality. “You wanted me to leave.”

			“I wanted you to go back across the hall,” she corrected. “Not run off into the night sacrificing yourself. That’s twice now I’ve nearly lost you. You have to stop trying to get yourself killed.”

			“I’ll never stop protecting you, Grace,” he said. “I’ll never be sorry for it.”

			She shook her head at him. Again, there was no admonishment. Her eyes circled his face, swimming.

			The first tear slipped away. Before it could slide, he intercepted it with his thumb, and smeared it. “Where’s Luis?”

			“With Agent Sapello,” she said, sniffing. She ran her hand under her nose. “Turns out, she’s quite the cat person.”

			“She can’t have him,” he warned.

			She let out a watery laugh. “She promised to return him.” Releasing a quiet sob, she asked, “Can we at least put a lid on the heroics until you make a full recovery?”

			He looked down at his battered body. “I don’t have much choice.” By then, Jaime could get away. He could find Pia and escape to whatever hideaway he’d already arranged for them. He could kill Sloane and could try for Grace again.

			“Sloane wants to turn us both over to the US Marshals,” Grace said.

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means a new place to live,” Grace said. “It means a new life, at least until they apprehend Jaime. New identities. Everything.”

			Javier didn’t like the sound of that. “We have names and lives already. Homes, too.”

			“My home’s been destroyed, Javy,” Grace pointed out. “My friends have gone into hiding. I can’t go back to New Orleans until this is over.”

			“Come with me,” he urged.

			She frowned. “To New Mexico?”

			“My boss has fourteen hundred acres of cattle lands,” Javier explained. “There are places we could hide out there. He’d help us. We’d be safe. And if Jaime ever found us, I know the territory. I know how the land works. I would defend you.”

			“I don’t doubt that,” she murmured. “Sloane won’t like it.”

			“Isn’t it your decision?” Javier asked. “She can’t force you to go with the marshals, change your name, be someone else. Is that what you want?”

			“Are you asking me to come with you because you know witness protection means we’ll likely be separated?” she asked carefully.

			That was part of it, he had to admit. He couldn’t imagine being separated from her again. If he had beaten Jaime and his men at the airfield...if he’d walked away and they were both free, he couldn’t contemplate a life without her. Not if he’d earned her forgiveness. Not if she loved him as much as he loved her. “Grace,” he whispered. “Come home to New Mexico with me. I’ll keep you safe.”

			“I know you will,” she murmured. “I know that, Javy. But if we didn’t have to worry about Jaime...if we were free to do whatever we wanted... If I asked you to live with me in New Orleans—would you leave everything? Would you come live with me?”

			“Si.” The choice would have been simple. “If that’s what would make you happy, I’d join you and Luis in the apartment on Saint Peter.”

			“A cowboy in the Crescent City?” she asked with a small smile.

			“There are stranger things to be found on those streets, no?”

			She had to nod.

			“If you want to come back when this is all over,” he said, “we’ll come back. I’ll follow you. I’ll follow you anywhere.”

			She paused, tracing his knuckles as she held his hand between hers. “Maybe I should change my name,” she considered.

			He felt another wave of heartache coming on. “Is that your choice?”

			She nodded. “Yes.”

			That cabin in the mountains—that vision of living side by side on the desert plain—vanished in an instant.

			She leaned in, stretching out beside him in the hospital bed. “Don’t look so sad, vaquero,” she told him. “It’s not every day a woman agrees to be Señora Rivera.”

			“What?”

			She laughed at his utter lack of understanding. “I’m telling you I want to run away with you. I’m telling you Luis and I are coming with you to New Mexico to hide away with the horses, rattlesnakes and cougars. Bon Dieu.”

			“You’re...coming with me.” It dawned slowly—like light breaking into the world for the first time. It touched everything, taking its time, bringing clarity and life.

			“I’m coming with you,” she repeated. “And I’m going to be your wife. How does that sound?”

			He had multiple wounds on his body. He’d just come out of surgery for the second time in a week. But he’d never felt happier. “It sounds like I’m going to have to ask Tante Lalie for your hand. And Sloane.”

			“Your battles aren’t over,” she warned, and she laid her head snugly on his unbandaged shoulder, curling her body into his as she draped her arm over his waist. “But at least you won’t have to fight them alone anymore.”

			“No,” he said, and couldn’t fight the grin that had overtaken his face. He drew her chin up so her eyes yawned, dark and vivid for him. “Neither of us will fight our battles alone again.” It was a pledge. “Te amo, Grace. Mi sol.”

			“Javy,” she murmured, angling her mouth to his. “Cher. Te amo.”

			

			Keep reading for an excerpt from Second-Chance Bodyguard by Patricia Sargeant.
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			Second-Chance Bodyguard

			by Patricia Sargeant

			Chapter 1

			“Ms. Archer, I’m Hezekiah Touré of Touré Security Group.” Hezekiah spoke gently, leaning toward the grieving widow. “My brothers and I are so very sorry for your loss.”

			Jayne Archer huddled on a scarlet-cushioned dark wood chair in the front row of the large Elizabethan-style salon at Eternal Wings Funeral Home Friday evening. The carpet was an abstract navy-and-scarlet pattern. The cloud-white walls were framed in dark wood trim. Family and friends who cared about the middle-aged woman surrounded her in the stuffy room, holding her hand, rubbing her back, patting her arm. A hymn, “Blessed Assurance,” played softly on the funeral home’s sound system. The comforting scent of lavender floated around him.

			The wake for Jayne’s deceased husband, Dean Archer, had just ended. Hezekiah had found it emotional but inspiring and at times joyful. Random descriptives from family members’ and friends’ remembrances echoed in his mind: honorable, caring, professional and corny. The few times Hezekiah had met with the older man, Dean had struck him as being all those things, as well as having a quick, if corny, wit.

			“Thank you.” Jayne raised her head. Her voice was raw from crying. Her large brown eyes were pink. Fat teardrops rained down her round chestnut cheeks. “Touré Security.” She frowned as though searching for a memory. “Dean mentioned he’d hired your agency to provide security for the company. He’d been looking forward to working with you.”

			He smiled at her kind words. “My brothers and I had been looking forward to working with him, too.”

			Hezekiah’s two younger brothers—Malachi and Jeremiah—were his equal partners in the family-owned security company their deceased parents had founded more than thirty years ago in Ohio’s capital city of Columbus. They’d been shocked and saddened to learn of their newest client’s sudden death a week earlier. Hezekiah had offered to attend the wake to represent their company and family.

			None of them had attended a funeral since their mother had died two years earlier, three months after their father. He’d appreciated the expressions of sympathy from vendors and industry colleagues, as well as from friends, neighbors and their security contractors. He hoped to provide the same comfort to Dean Archer’s widow.

			Hezekiah pulled a business card from his black faux-leather wallet. “Ms. Archer, please call us if there’s anything we can do to help you.”

			She accepted his card. Her smile trembled at the edges. “Thank you.”

			Hezekiah returned his wallet to the front pocket of his black suit pants. With a final goodbye and condolences, he turned to leave the stuffy salon. It was crowded with other mourners waiting patiently to express their sympathy. Many were drying tears, giving comfort, receiving comfort or all three. The scene brought back painful memories of his parents’ funerals. Straightening his shoulders, he maneuvered his way out of the room and toward the business’s exit.

			“It was decent of you to come.” The voice originated from somewhere behind him in the funeral parlor’s lobby. Detective Eriq Duster, a forty-plus-year veteran of the Columbus Division of Police, approached him. Like Hezekiah, the homicide detective wore a tailored black suit with a bright white shirt. But instead of a broad black tie like Hezekiah’s, Eriq wore a simple black bolo. The bronze slide clip was shaped like a trout.

			Hezekiah retraced his steps to meet the older man halfway. “I’d hoped to get a chance to speak with you privately. I’m so sorry for your loss, Eriq. Dean told us you’d been friends for decades.”

			“Since high school.” The wrinkles creasing the sixty-something’s dark features seemed a little deeper. “He was like a brother. We were both only children. My late wife introduced him to Jayne. I wouldn’t have made it through losing my Addie without them.”

			Hezekiah felt Eriq’s sorrow like an expanding balloon, pressing against his chest. He searched his mind for words of comfort. “He spoke highly of you. I could tell he valued your friendship. Thank you again for recommending my brothers and me to his company. We appreciate your referral.”

			Having a veteran homicide detective recommend their security consulting company was a tremendous honor.

			Eriq’s smile didn’t quite lift the clouds of sorrow from his jaded brown eyes. “You guys have earned it. Your parents would be proud of the way you’ve built on their legacy.”

			“Thank you.” Hezekiah felt like a fraud accepting the compliment. How could his parents be proud of him when he’d dragged the business they’d created to the brink of financial ruin?

			Eriq reached out to pat Hezekiah’s shoulder. The detective’s throat muscles worked as he swallowed. “You’re welcome.” His voice was husky. He dropped his arm. “I’m going to check on Jayne. Thanks again for coming.” He turned toward the large salon.

			Hezekiah stopped him. “Eriq, let us know if there’s anything we can do to help. If you want to talk or anything, please call us.”

			Eriq’s smile was a little more natural. “Will do.”

			Hezekiah watched him disappear into the salon before he turned toward the funeral home’s exit. He’d left his black SUV in the adjacent parking lot. Pushing his way through the glass-and-metal door, he paused at the top of the five-step entrance. He closed his eyes and pulled in a deep breath, catching the scents of lilacs, fresh-cut grass and automotive fuel. He needed to break the bonds of grief that had shackled him since he’d walked into Dean Archer’s wake. It had brought back the pain of his parents’ deaths, which he’d shared only with his brothers.

			His eyes snapped open. A prickly sensation crawled down his spine. Someone was watching him. He was sure of it. It was an unsettling feeling. From his vantage point at the top of the steps, he scanned both sides of the street. He stared at the dozen or so pedestrians on the sidewalk below. No one looked back. Most strode past at a brisk pace. A few meandered in groups, deep in conversation. He tracked the cars rolling down the avenue. Maybe the feeling was from an incidental encounter, a casual glance from a passerby. But it had felt like more than that. Hezekiah took another deep breath. The tightness in his back and shoulders had burrowed in. His black cap-toe oxfords tapped gently on the concrete as he jogged down the steps.

			He strode the short distance over the sidewalk before turning left into the funeral home’s black asphalt parking lot. The disturbing sensation of being watched continued. He glanced over his shoulder and around the nearby perimeter. Nothing. Hezekiah frowned. His father had often quoted to him a line from Joseph Heller’s Catch-22: “Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not after you.” So true.

			Hezekiah pulled his keyless car entry device from his right pants pocket and pointed it toward his SUV. Nothing happened. Curious. He continued forward and pressed the button again. No reaction. He knew he’d activated his car alarm before leaving the parking lot. Even if he hadn’t, his alarm was set to automatically activate. Had his keyless-entry battery died?

			He stopped beside his car and tested the driver-side door handle. It was unlocked.

			What the...

			His body chilled. He circled his vehicle, scanning every inch of it—body, windows, tires, muffler. Everything. He stopped beside the passenger door. A large manila envelope sat on the front passenger seat. He grabbed it, looking around the lot again. A few people were trickling out of the funeral parlor, but no one paid attention to him.

			He opened the envelope and saw two eight-and-a-half-by-eleven sheets of paper. He pulled them out. The first was a plain white sheet. Two words were written in black marker. “You’re next.” The second sheet was a printout of a black-and-white image of him getting into his car that morning. His blood went cold. His father had been right: he may be paranoid, and someone was out to get him.

			

			“Earth to Celeste. Come in, Celeste.”

			Celeste Jarrett dragged her eyes from her laptop Friday evening. Anything to encourage her business partner to get to the point. Her attention settled on the other woman seated at her office’s conversation table across the midsize square room. “What?”

			Nanette Nichols, part owner of Jarrett & Nichols Investigations, rolled her big brown eyes. Beneath her shimmery silver shell blouse, her chest rose and fell in a sigh of disappointment. “I’ve been calling you for five minutes.”

			“No, you haven’t.” Celeste’s tone was as dry as dust.

			Nanette continued as though Celeste hadn’t spoken. “If I’m the one planning my wedding, why are you the one having bride brain?”

			Celeste sent a pointed look to the stacks of champagne-colored envelopes spread across her conversation table’s blond-wood surface. “Why are you filling out your wedding invitations in my office?”

			Nanette shrugged. “So we can keep each other company.”

			“Hmm.” Celeste didn’t recall saying she needed company. She returned her attention to her computer screen. “My brain hasn’t checked out. I’m doing research for my case.”

			Nanette continued shuffling through the invitations. The event was less than three months away. Nanette’s boyfriend of two years, Warren Collingsworth, worked in the marketing department of one of the top health insurance companies in the country. With Nanette’s blessing, he’d applied for a promotion, which would mean relocating from Columbus, Ohio, to San Diego. As soon as he’d been offered the position, he’d proposed, and Nanette had been in her element, planning their San Diego destination wedding.

			Celeste was happy for Nanette. Warren was perfect for her. But she was going to miss the other woman. They’d been patrol officers and then homicide detectives together with the Columbus Division of Police for a little more than a year. They’d taken a year to plan their investigations agency, which had opened almost three years ago. Nanette insisted Celeste could visit the couple in San Diego whenever she wanted, but it wouldn’t be the same.

			“Is this the case with the widow of the security-company owner who doesn’t believe her husband committed suicide?” Nanette tapped her professionally manicured ebony-tipped nails on the table. It was a tell that she was biding her time before changing the subject. Nanette could only go so long without being the center of attention. That was probably one of the reasons they got along. Celeste preferred being in the background.

			“Uh-huh.” Celeste only half listened as she scrolled through her internet search result links. “Meryl Bailey, Arthur Bailey’s widow. He’d founded Buckeye Bailey Security.” She’d agreed to take the case after meeting the grieving widow yesterday morning.

			“So? What do you think? Did he kill himself—or did someone do him in?” Nanette had wrapped up her final case two weeks ago yesterday. She continued to come into the office, allegedly so they could keep each other company while Warren was at work. But after nine years of friendship, Celeste knew the truth. Nanette needed attention. Celeste liked Nanette, but her business partner was high maintenance.

			Celeste lifted her eyes from her screen again. She folded her arms under her chest and contemplated Nanette. The other woman looked photo-session ready. Her perfect makeup emphasized her wide, light brown eyes in her warm brown face. A wealth of long, shiny raven tresses framed her oblong face and pooled on her shoulders. Celeste was doing well when she remembered her lipstick.

			“I don’t know. He was under a lot of stress.” Celeste counted some of the reasons for his tension on her fingers. “His business wasn’t doing well. He’d lost another big account. And he was behind on his loan payments.”

			Nanette affixed a clear mailing label to another envelope. “Despite all those strikes against him, his widow doesn’t think he committed suicide because he’s Catholic?”

			Celeste shrugged. Her job was to gather the facts, not debate her clients. “She said her husband had been afraid of losing his immortal soul. She claims he would’ve declared bankruptcy before he’d commit suicide. And she’s adamant he wouldn’t have wanted her to find his dead body. He wouldn’t have wanted to upset her.”

			Meryl had indeed been very agitated when she’d found her husband in his car, locked in the garage, with the engine still running.

			“Then who does she think killed him?” Nanette held an envelope in one hand and a stamp in the other.

			Celeste reached for a sheet from her writing tablet. She flipped it so Nanette could see both sides. “It’s a long list...mostly competitor companies, employees, clients, vendors and a few relatives.”

			Nanette gaped. “It’s sad that she thinks so many people would want her husband dead. Just sad.”

			“I know.” Celeste set the list aside. Her internet searches focused on queries for connections that might reveal a common link. She was starting with Buckeye Bailey Security’s competitor companies.

			“So, have you decided who you’re bringing as your plus-one to my wedding yet?” Nanette made it sound like an idle question.

			Celeste knew that with Nanette, there were no idle questions. “For the half a billionth time, I’m not bringing anyone to your wedding. I’m traveling on my own. I will entertain myself on my own. Then I will leave on my own. I’m a capable, responsible person who can fend for herself, as you well know from our long and illustrious association. Don’t worry about me.”

			Nanette gave another long-suffering sigh. “What about that hot security consultant you’ve been dating?”

			Celeste gave her a second look. “How do you know he’s hot?”

			Nanette rolled her eyes. “I was curious about the man who finally convinced you to break your vow of celibacy, so I looked him up. His photo on his company website is H-O-T hot.”

			Celeste returned to her research. “We’re not dating.” And she was still celibate. “We had coffee and lunch.”

			She’d invited him to coffee on a Sunday, after which he’d asked her to lunch later that week. Both times, she’d remembered her lipstick. And she’d enjoyed his company. He’d been interesting, intelligent, charming and surprisingly funny. Apparently, she hadn’t impressed him the same way.

			He’d called her after their lunch date. It was as though he’d known the exact moment she’d return to her office and settle behind her desk. Her heart had skipped a beat when she’d recognized his number. And then he’d explained why he was calling.

			“Celeste, I don’t think we’re compatible. I enjoyed working with you during The Bishop Foundation case, but I don’t think our personalities are the right fit for anything more. I wish you all the best.”

			She’d been too stunned to ask him what was wrong with her. That had been seven weeks ago today. It was still a sore spot.

			Nanette tsked. “Why are the good-looking ones so hard to nail down?”

			Celeste blinked. “What are you talking about? Warren’s very handsome and he’s been yours since the day you met two years ago. You’re both lucky.”

			“Yes, we are.” Nanette sighed. Celeste could almost see the stars in her eyes. “I’m excited about our future together, even though I know it’ll be hard work starting an investigative agency on my own.”

			There she goes again. The lingering sentence. The side-eye. It was emotional extortion.

			“You’ll get plenty of references from past clients—and me. And you won’t have to worry about money. You’ve got savings, and I’ll be sending you regular payments for your share of Jarrett and Nichols.”

			Nanette set aside another completed invitation. “Or we could relocate Jarrett and Nichols to San Diego. Have you given that any more thought?”

			Celeste sighed. “I’ve already said I don’t want to move to San Diego. I’ve lived in Columbus for more than thirteen years. I don’t want to uproot and start over in a new city where I won’t know anyone.”

			“You’ll know me and Warren.”

			“And I’m sure Warren would love to have me over every night for dinner and just to hang out.”

			Nanette shook her head as she sealed another envelope with tape. “All I’m saying is that you don’t have anything to keep you here. What do you have to lose if you come with us?”

			“That’s not the compelling argument you think—” Celeste’s hand froze on her touch pad. Her lips parted in surprise.

			The headline for one of her search results triggered alarm bells in her head. “Owner of Archer Family Realty Remembered.” Quickly scanning the article, Celeste learned Dean Archer had died unexpectedly of a heart attack in his office two weeks after Meryl Bailey’s husband allegedly committed suicide.

			And that had been less than two months after losing Dean Archer’s contract—to Touré Security Group. She caught her breath.

			Could that be their missing link?

			“Earth to Celeste. Come in, Celeste,” Nanette’s voice sang out.

			Celeste slowly rose from her seat. She held tenuously to the dots she was just starting to link. “I may have found our connection.”

			Nanette’s brown eyes widened. “Did you find a motive for Arthur Bailey’s murder?”

			“Possibly.” She looked down at her computer. “But I’ll have to speak with Zeke Touré.”

			Her heart flipped with nerves—or perhaps nervous excitement?

			

			“How was the wake?” Kevin Apple greeted Hezekiah from his seat behind his U-shaped gray-laminate reception desk Friday evening.

			In the three months the twentysomething had been the Touré Security Group’s administrative assistant, he’d proven himself to be an asset to the agency. He was professional, intelligent, motivated and personable. Kevin had been up front about his goal of becoming a personal security consultant. Jerry had put him on a training schedule. They’d have to find a new admin soon. In the meantime, Hezekiah was enjoying the organization and efficiencies Kevin brought to the agency.

			Kevin also had a bit of hero worship for Jerry. He’d recently gotten a similar haircut, and Hezekiah could swear his youngest brother also had the same bronze pullover and charcoal slacks that clothed the admin’s gangly frame. He and Malachi had bets on when the two men would come to work wearing the same outfit.

			“It was nice. Thanks.” Hezekiah’s fingers flexed on the manila envelope. He loosened his tie.

			A movement in his peripheral vision brought his attention to the hallway that led to the agency’s offices and conference rooms.

			“Zeke.” Malachi came to an abrupt stop beside Jeremiah in the reception area. He’d loosened his tie and rolled the sleeves of his ice-blue shirt midway up his forearms. “We thought you were going home after the service.”

			Hezekiah glanced at Kevin before responding. “I want to check on a couple of things before the weekend.”

			Malachi and Jeremiah exchanged a look. Hezekiah’s tension eased. The gesture showed his brothers understood his subtle message. They sank into two of the four overstuffed slate gray armchairs that followed the reception area’s perimeter. Malachi set his black briefcase on the floor beside his armchair and laid his steel gray jacket, a match to his pants, over its arm. Jeremiah dropped his tan satchel between his feet.

			Kevin’s dark brown eyes twinkled with humor. A wry smile creased his thin brown face. “That’s my cue to leave.” He tugged his own tan satchel—a match to Jeremiah’s—onto his shoulder. “I’m meeting my girlfriend for dinner. Have a good weekend.” He waved over his left shoulder as he pushed through the Plexiglas doors with his right hand.

			“You, too.” Hezekiah echoed his brothers’ farewell as he watched the younger man disappear down the staircase.

			“What’s up, Number One?” Jeremiah set his right ankle on his left knee. He was slim and fit, in a cobalt blue polo shirt and smoke gray slacks. “You’ve got that Houston-We-Have-a-Problem look.”

			Hezekiah offered the envelope to Malachi, who was closest to him, as he lowered himself onto the third armchair. “I found this on the front passenger seat of my car after Dean’s wake.”

			Malachi pulled the two sheets of paper from the envelope, holding them so Jeremiah could also see them. They skimmed the first page, then the second. Their heads snapped up. Their nearly identical dark eyes widened with shock, then narrowed with fury.

			Jeremiah exploded out of his chair. “You found this in your car? How is that possible?”

			“The perp must have used a key jammer.” Malachi’s voice was low and controlled. His eyes scanned the printout of the image of Hezekiah climbing into his car that morning. “It blocks the signal from your key fob, preventing your door from locking and your alarm from activating.”

			Hezekiah gestured toward the papers in Malachi’s hands. “How close does someone have to be for the device to work?”

			“A few feet.” Malachi moved his shoulders beneath his shirt. It was more of a flex to ease tension than a shrug.

			Hezekiah looked between Malachi and Jeremiah. “Have either of you received any threats or suspicious packages or phone calls? Anything?”

			“No.” They shook their heads, echoing each other.

			“We would’ve told you.” Malachi lowered the printouts.

			Hezekiah’s tension eased a bit more. The furrows across his brow disappeared. His brothers hadn’t been threatened. At least, not yet.

			Jeremiah dragged both hands over his tight dark brown curls. He marched across the plush dark gray carpet to Kevin’s desk, then back to his armchair. His movements were stiff. “How could they have known you were going to Dean’s wake?”

			“They couldn’t have.” Malachi sat back against the armchair. “They must’ve followed you from your house to our office and then to the wake. But how did they know where you lived? And what time you left for work?”

			Jeremiah bit off a curse as he crossed back to Kevin’s desk. “They’ve been following you for a while.” He turned, pinning Hezekiah with an intense look. “Have you noticed a car or any vehicle hanging around?”

			Hezekiah unfolded from his armchair. He shoved his hands into his front pants pockets and considered the carpet as he paced to the wall on the other side of Kevin’s desk. “No, I haven’t noticed any tails.”

			“They must be good.” Jeremiah completed another round trip to his vacated armchair. “You would’ve noticed if someone had been following you.”

			Pausing with his back to his brothers, Hezekiah pinched the bridge of his nose with the thumb, and index and second fingers of his right hand. The office suite had seemed comfortably cool when he’d first entered. It had quickly become stuffy and oppressive. The tension blanketing the room added to his anxiety. There were too many unanswered questions. His mind had tried to fill in the blanks during the half hour commute back to the office from the funeral parlor. Who was targeting him? Since when? Why? What was their next move?

			Are my brothers in danger?

			Hezekiah lowered his arm. “I haven’t noticed any tails, but I did sense someone watching me as I left the funeral parlor.” He turned to face his siblings. “I didn’t see anyone looking back at me, but I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being surveilled.”

			Jeremiah folded his arms across his chest. “That’s it. You’re staying with me until we figure this out.”

			Malachi narrowed his eyes at his younger brother. “He should stay with me. My house has the most secure system.”

			Jeremiah leaned toward Malachi. “I’m the one who’s a trained personal security guard. I can better protect him if he’s in physical danger.”

			Hezekiah reared back at the idea of his younger brothers coming to his rescue. He was the eldest. He was supposed to protect them.

			Are they in danger?

			“Hold on.” He raised his arms. “First, Mal, your security system may be more advanced than ours because you’re into the techy gadgets, but we all have high-quality systems. Second, we’re all well trained in self-defense, thanks to Mom and Dad. I’ll be fine on my own.”

			“That’s crap, Zeke.” Malachi’s measured tone was misleading. Hezekiah could feel Malachi’s temper emanating from him like a force field. “If this had happened to me or Jer, you’d relocate us to another country for our safety. Why are you any different?”

			Because I’m the oldest.

			Hezekiah dragged his hand over his clean-shaven head. “If I were to stay with you, I’d be putting you in danger. I’m not doing that.”

			Jeremiah set his hands on his lean hips. “So you think you can handle this on your own? I’m sick of your lone-wolf act, Zeke. There are three of us. Let us help you.”

			Malachi swept his arm out. “We don’t even know where the threat’s coming from.”

			“I may be able to help with that.” Celeste Jarrett’s voice came out of his dreams and into his agency.

			The ground shifted beneath Hezekiah’s feet. He turned toward the suite’s entrance. His eyes swept her lithe figure. She stood in the threshold, wearing her usual black slacks and T-shirt. Her wide hazel eyes pinned him in place. A cool smile curved her full, heart-shaped lips. “Hi, Zeke. Long time, no speak.”

			He swallowed, easing his dry throat. Ouch.
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