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  CHAPTER 1


  If Natasha Simpson was guilty of smuggling cocaine, Brooks would nail her to the wall. So far, things were not looking good for Christie’s cousin.


  Natasha had been selling large quantities of western statuettes at tradeshows across the country. The statuettes matched a pair that ICE agents found stuffed with cocaine, and Natasha’s fingerprints were the only prints on the coke-filled resin art pieces.


  A special agent with DHS’s Immigration and Customs Enforcement, Brooks Allen found himself in a position he would never have imagined. It was his job to assist ICE in taking down a friend’s closest family member.


  He clenched his teeth, his body tense, as he held back words that didn’t come close to expressing how he felt at that moment.


  Brooks pushed up the brim of his Stetson as he tore his gaze from the iPad displaying Natasha’s electronic file and met his Resident Agent in Charge’s intense dark eyes. “Natasha’s prints were in the database?”


  Sofia Aguilar, the RAC of the Department of Homeland Securities’ ICE office in Douglas, gave a single nod. “She worked as a dispatcher for her local police department for a few years in Indiana, before she inherited a chunk of money and bought a craft store.”


  Brooks Allen’s jaw tightened as his gaze returned to the tablet with the file his RAC had transferred to his device. He swiped the screen, briefly scanning a few documents. He paused to study a surveillance photo of Natasha with a suspected drug supplier, Mark Okle, who was believed to work for the Jimenez Cartel based in Mexico. Okle allegedly trafficked cocaine and marijuana across the U.S., under the guise of a legitimate art dealership in southeastern Arizona.


  They had countless surveillance photos and video of Okle dealing with individuals who were known associates of the Jimenez Cartel.


  And then there was Natasha.


  The one time Brooks had met Natasha was when he was best man in Trace and Christie’s wedding almost ten months ago. Natasha had been a bridesmaid. Thanks to a car accident on the way to the reception at Bisbee’s Copper Queen Hotel, Natasha hadn’t made the event, so Brooks never had the chance to get to know her.


  In the short time since she’d moved from Indiana to Arizona, he had yet to run into her. Considering Bisbee was fairly spread out, with a population of over five thousand, it wasn’t surprising. Still, he’d thought he might see her at Christie and Trace’s home, but it had never worked out that way.


  He studied the surveillance photo, cataloguing details he wasn’t familiar with. She was a beautiful woman who had been described by her cousin as a free spirit with a mischievous side. Even though he had barely met Natasha, he remembered the sparkle in the brunette’s stunning blue eyes that were so like Christie’s. Hell, the women could have been twins if Natasha was a redhead like Christie.


  He had felt an immediate attraction to Natasha when she’d walked up the aisle during the wedding, but that interest had gone nowhere thanks to her accident and subsequent return to Indiana.


  How the hell did a woman like Natasha get involved in drug trafficking? He mentally shook his head. Sometimes the criminals who possessed the greatest air of innocence were the worst of them all.


  “Is this going to be a problem for you?” Sofia’s voice drew his attention from the photo to his RAC. “Out of any agent in the office, you have the best opportunity to get close to Natasha.”


  He held back a scowl. “I don’t like keeping Trace in the dark.”


  Sofia leaned forward, bracing her arms on the tidy surface of her desk. Her dark hair was pulled back so tightly that it stretched the skin on the sides of her face. “You know good and well that he’s too close. I’m sure we both have a good idea how he’d react to learning his cousin-in-law is a suspected drug trafficker.”


  Brooks let out a harsh breath. “This is one fucked up mess.”


  For the briefest moment, Brooks thought Sofia looked concerned for Trace and his wife. It was gone as fast as it came and her expression went rock hard. He wondered if he’d imagined the concern.


  “You’ve been undercover for the majority of the time you’ve worked at this office.” The only indication of Sofia’s anger over the situation was the tightness in her expression. “We’re certain no one in the cartel knows you’re with ICE. With that and your ties to Natasha’s family, you’re the perfect agent for the job. Not to mention the bullet you took for Christie. That alone should be good enough.”


  Brooks’s shoulder ached at the thought of that bullet, but he nearly growled beneath his breath. Christie had been through hell and back, and he had no desire to exploit what had happened at the Tucson airport when he’d been shot. Christie’s ex-husband, who had laundered money for the cartel, had put a bounty on her head from his jail cell.


  Instead of snapping at his RAC, he said, “What’s the plan?”


  “You’re going to Colorado next Wednesday, the day before Natasha is scheduled to sell artwork at another four-day trade show. Apparently it’s a big one—the Western/English Sales Association—also known as WESA.” Sofia didn’t move as she studied him. “I expect you to find a way to get close to her while she’s in Denver.”


  He set the iPad on the desk. “My cover story?”


  “As far as Natasha is concerned, you’re in town to train agents in the Denver office.” Sofia straightened before leaning back in her chair. “She’ll have no reason not to trust you, especially due to your connection with her through Trace.”


  Brooks had a strong desire to tell Sofia to assign another damned agent to that portion of the operation. At the same time, he wanted nothing more than to bring down a branch of the cartel he blamed for his older sister’s drug overdose— no matter who he took with them.


  Sofia shifted in her seat and leaned forward again. “Jase Wright will be working from the inside, undercover as a K9 officer on security detail.”


  Brooks settled on the mental image of the man he’d barely met. “The agent who transferred into ICE on Monday from Customs and Border Protection.”


  “Jase worked out of the CBP Seattle Field Operation Office.” Sofia’s dark gaze grew more intense. “He came with the highest recommendations.”


  Brooks rolled his shoulders, trying to release some of the tension. “Met him the other day. He’s made it this far, so I’m sure he’ll do his job well.”


  “He certainly will.” Sofia tapped one fingernail on her desktop. “Once we have enough on Okle, we’ll obtain arrest warrants and get him and the chains that lead to his biggest buyers.” Sofia had an edge to her voice that could cause a hardened criminal to shit bricks. “That chain includes Natasha Simpson.”


  Brooks’s body ached as his muscles tightened, and he had a difficult time reining in his anger and frustration. “Yes, Ma’am.”


  “Everything you need is in that file.” Sofia pointed at the iPad. “I don’t have to tell you what to do.”


  As he reached for the tablet, his overshirt slid forward, covering his shoulder holster. His weapon of choice was a Walther P99 9mm semi-automatic. “I’ll see what I can find out before I leave for Denver.”


  She gave him a dismissive nod. He pulled the brim of his Stetson down again and touched it in a polite gesture before leaving her office and heading along the hallway.


  His boots thudded on the linoleum as he worked the Natasha situation over and over in his mind. He glanced again at his iPad and the photo of her that was still on the screen. He was so absorbed in his thoughts he almost ran into Trace Davidson.


  Brooks came to an abrupt stop and Trace pushed up the brim of his western hat with one finger. “What’s got you so pissed off?” Trace drew out the words in his low Texan drawl.


  “The assignment I’m on.” Brooks barely had a chance to flip the leather flap of his iPad case over the screen before Trace could see Natasha’s surveillance photo. Brooks tried to relax his posture as he mentally added, the assignment that involves your wife’s cousin.


  Trace hooked his thumbs in his pockets. “Must be a good one.”


  “Just another drug supply chain.” Brooks wanted to get the hell off the topic. “How’s your baby girl?”


  Trace’s expression lit up like it was Christmas morning. “Jessica is six weeks old today. Looks more and more like her mother.”


  Brooks couldn’t help but smile at Trace’s obvious pride. “She’s a cute little thing,” Brooks said.


  “She sure is.” Trace’s grin broadened as he replied. “Been meaning to ask you. Why don’t you come on over for the playoffs?”


  Brooks gave a nod. “I’ll do my best to be there.”


  “Hope you can make it.” Trace adjusted the brim of his hat and clapped Brooks on the shoulder. “I’ve got to get to Sofia’s office. Something’s got her good and riled up.”


  Yeah, something did have Sofia pissed, and more than likely it had to do with what was on Brooks’s tablet.


  “It’s been a hell of a day.” As far as Brooks was concerned, he’d had enough. “I’m headed home.”


  After he left Trace, Brooks strode to the front, the tablet clasped in one hand. A thought crossed his mind that didn’t make complete sense. If Natasha worked for a PD at one time, wouldn’t she know having her fingerprints on cocaine-filled art pieces was a bad idea? Or was she overconfident? He doubted she was just plain stupid.


  When Brooks reached the main doors, a man pushed them open from outside, cool air following him into the entrance. Muted January sunlight silhouetted him from behind, before the door closed.


  It was Jase Wright, the agent who had transferred in on Monday. The man’s crooked grin gave him a friendly appearance but his brown eyes were appraising and intense. He had light brown hair and was as tall as Brooks.


  “I hear we’re on the same case.” Brooks held out his hand. “You’re working the inside of the WESA tradeshow.”


  Jase’s grip was firm but not hard as he took Brooks’s hand. “Good to know you’re on the team.”


  Brooks and Jase released hands and Brooks took a step back. “When are you headed to Denver?”


  “Monday.” Jase hooked his thumbs in his front jeans pockets. The movement pushed aside his overshirt and exposed the shoulder holster that held his firearm. “Have to get there early as part of the K9 officer cover.”


  “I take it you have training in that field,” Brooks said.


  “I was a Canine Field Operations Officer for CBP.” An expression crossed Jase’s features that Brooks couldn’t read. “My K9 partner, Karo, died in the line of duty a couple of months ago.” Jase looked at his boots for a moment before meeting Brooks’s gaze again. “We’d been working together for six years.”


  Brooks frowned. “Damn, that’s tough.”


  Jase shifted his stance. “Karo was one of the best K9s we had. He found almost twenty-five pounds of cocaine and a hundred pounds of marijuana over the course of his working career, along with other narcotics. He worked in countless multi-agency operations.” Jase shrugged, but it wasn’t casual. “He was my buddy.”


  Brooks shook his head. “It’s tough losing a partner. Doesn’t matter if he’s two-legged or four.”


  “Isn’t that the truth.” Jase’s expression relaxed as he changed the subject. “I got pulled onto the case this morning. I understand Natasha Simpson is related to Trace Davidson by marriage.”


  Brooks held back a sigh of frustration. “I’m having a hard time believing it, but you see everything in law enforcement.”


  Jase’s brows furrowed. “We sure as hell do.”


  “I’ll get with you sometime after Wednesday, when I arrive in Denver.” Brooks reached into his shirt pocket and drew out a business card. “My cell number is on here. We’ll schedule a meet and compare notes.”


  Jase took the card before pulling out his credentials, stuffing it into the wallet, and sliding out his own card. Jase shoved the creds into his back pocket as he handed Brooks his business card.


  Brooks took it and tucked it away. “See you in Denver.”


  “I’m looking forward to working with you.” Jase shook hands with Brooks again. “I hear you’re damned good at what you do.”


  “Can’t believe every rumor you hear.” Brooks found his lips twitching, almost into a smile. So far, from what he’d seen of Jase, he liked the guy.


  “See you in Denver.” Jase turned and headed in the direction Brooks had come from. No doubt Jase was meeting with Sofia, too.


  Cool wind chilled Brooks’s face and hands as he opened the door. It had been a mild winter in southeastern Arizona, but the evenings cooled off quickly and he was looking forward to the heat in the cab of his truck once he got the thing started.


  He couldn’t get his mind off the case and Natasha, even once he was on the road. It stuck in his mind like a burr irritating his brain. He glanced at the iPad, its screen covered with the leather case, before he looked back to the road.


  This assignment was going to be the hardest he’d ever faced. Whatever the outcome, it wasn’t going to be good. Trace would be pissed about being left in the dark, and a young woman might very well end up in prison. But if she was trafficking, it was exactly where she belonged.


  He guided his vehicle toward Double Adobe before heading up to Frontier Road where he had a small spread. It wasn’t a working ranch, but it was space. Nothing better than a hundred and sixty acres to call your own with a decent house smack dab in the middle of it and no neighbors for a good mile in any direction.


  Originally from Big Sky, Montana, where his family owned and operated a dude ranch on Lone Mountain, Brooks had been used to wide open spaces. But he was also used to a high of thirty degrees in January with an average low of zero at night. It frequently got even colder than that.


  Hell, forget the cold. He’d take southeastern Arizona’s January highs in the mid-sixties, with lows in the thirties any day. The rest of the year was even better.


  Once he’d gone into DHS, he’d been stationed in Seattle, which had been wet, dreary, and miserable as hell. Forget any wide-open spaces where he’d lived in Tacoma. When he’d had the opportunity to transfer to DHS’s Douglas ICE office, he jumped on it.


  The real reason he’d come to this state had nothing to do with the weather and everything to do with tracking down the Jimenez Cartel. This case was going to bring him even closer to putting away as many as he could of those ultimately responsible for his sister’s death.


  Even though Natasha hadn’t moved to Bisbee until seven months ago, she was now suspected to be a part of the organization that had been the reason he’d gone into ICE.


  He slammed his palm on the steering wheel so hard pain radiated through his hand. All he could say was this situation sucked. The whole fucking thing sucked.


  His friendship with Trace and Christie could be ruined by his involvement in taking down Christie’s cousin. He hated like hell the choice he was forced to make to achieve his goal of nailing the cartel. Trace might never forgive him.


  He gripped the steering wheel tighter and clenched his teeth so hard they ached.


  The “Survival Bracelet” on his wrist caught his attention. Kelly had it made for him out of military spec paracord from a specialty company. He never took it off—not only because it had been her last gift to him, but also reminded him daily of what his sister had been through and that she was gone. Not that he needed reminding.


  As he drove, his mind slipped back to the day he’d arrived in Arizona from Big Sky to visit his older sister, before he started his first year of college.


  He’d found Kelly dying in her Douglas apartment. She was passed out from a heroin overdose, the syringe lying next to her.


  She died in his arms before the ambulance had arrived. He’d tried everything he could to save her…but it had been too late.


  Too fucking late.


  The scenery slipped by as he drove and he barely noticed it.


  Across the apartment living room had been a strung-out loser, propped up against the wall. He’d been too incoherent to make any sense when Brooks had taken him by the collar and threatened him for information. Later, while the bastard was recovering in the hospital, he spilled everything to the police—where the drugs had come from and how he had convinced Kelly to try the heroine.


  Brooks had wanted to kill the sonofabitch in his hospital bed. But more than anything, he wanted to take down the organization ultimately responsible for his sister’s death—the Jimenez Cartel.


  He’d changed his major from animal husbandry to criminal justice the moment he returned to Big Sky. Not only did he want to avenge his sister’s death, but he wanted to save others from the same fate.


  The pain and anger in his chest expanded. It took effort to calm the fury that burned inside him every time his mind turned to that day.


  He slowed his breathing and his racing thoughts and concentrated on the road. It didn’t do any good to relive that day. He had to remain focused and do his job.


  His five younger sisters—Marcie, Julia, Roxanne, Stacy, and Laura, still lived in Big Sky. Stacy and Laura were the youngest and lived at home with Mom and Dad on the dude ranch. Marcie had married a good guy a year ago, Julia had a serious boyfriend, and Roxanne studied at Montana State College, working on a marketing degree. Kelly had been born twelve years, and Brooks eleven years, before their younger sisters.


  By the time Brooks reached his property, he’d managed to get control of his temper. He had to keep a clear head and that meant not getting emotionally involved. Regardless of the impact it might have on his friends, he had a job to do.


  He brought his truck to a hard stop in front of his house, kicking up a cloud of dust that was barely visible in the fading light. He parked and killed the engine, grabbed the iPad, and climbed out of the truck. For a moment he rested his palm on the chilly metal door before slamming it shut and heading for the house.


  It seemed that he couldn’t take a step without his mind going to Natasha. He gritted his teeth as he made his way into his home, slamming that door shut, too, and tossing his keys onto the flat surface of a small, elevated plant stand nearby. He hung his Stetson on the rack next to the stand.


  His stomach rumbled, but instead of going into the kitchen for dinner, he threw himself onto the overstuffed brown leather sofa in front of the wide-screen wall-mounted TV. He put his booted feet on the barn wood coffee table that matched the end tables. When he’d moved into the home, he’d paid a woman in Bisbee to decorate the place, and she’d made it rustic and livable with handmade furniture. It suited him.


  Instead of turning on the TV, he set the iPad in his lap and flipped open the case’s flap and folded it over so that it was behind the tablet. When he touched the Home button, the tablet recognized his fingerprint, and immediately a surveillance photo of Natasha and Mark Okle came up. In the picture, Natasha appeared to be focused on what Okle had to say.


  Brooks scowled and swiped his finger across the tablet’s screen to bring up another picture. This one showed her at a trade show, handing a suspected drug supplier one of the statuettes allegedly containing cocaine. If it was indeed stuffed with the same product found in the two resin statuettes ICE agents had gotten their hands on, Natasha Simpson was in deep shit.


  When he flipped to the next photo, he paused for a long moment, his heart giving a hard thump. The image was a brilliant color close-up of her alone. The surveillance agent had caught Natasha in a clearly vulnerable moment. Her expression was one of deep concentration, a touch of insecurity, and perhaps sadness, too.


  He traced the outline of her face with his fingertip before he even fully realized what he was doing. In that moment, he imagined trailing the pad of his finger along her jawline, down to the hollow of her throat. He almost felt the warmth of her body pressed close to his as he drew her into his arms to comfort her and take away the sadness that didn’t belong in those beautiful eyes.


  A low growl rose in his throat and he nearly flung the tablet across the room. Instead, he gripped it with both hands so tightly he thought he might crack the screen. What the hell was he thinking? Just one look at this beautiful woman was enough to make him forget his duty and his responsibilities?


  Christ. His duty was to get to the bottom of things and nail her.


  He snapped the flap up and over the iPad so the screen would go dark and hide her image. He tossed the tablet onto the coffee table, swung his boots onto the floor and surged to his feet.


  This was bullshit. He didn’t get close to suspects and he certainly didn’t have the urge to comfort them. He was tired and overworked—that had to be the explanation as to why he had these unwanted urges.


  His muscles ached with tension and his head throbbed. He strode into the kitchen to fix dinner, determined to get his mind off the assignment and the beautiful Natasha Simpson.


  CHAPTER 2


  Natasha hummed as she carefully wiped away dust that had settled on one of the cowboy sculptures in her Main Street shop. That was one thing about living in such dry country, even the high desert—dust. And lots of it.


  She didn’t mind, though. She liked to touch and caress the lovely pieces she had in her eclectic store. She’d moved to Bisbee seven months ago and had owned the store for almost six months. With the friends she’d made, and the life she’d created, it felt like she’d been here for years. She had bought the store with funds she received when she sold her craft shop in the small town in Indiana where she’d grown up.


  As she turned to look at the street running down the center of Old Bisbee, her multicolor long skirt swirled. She loved and almost always wore flowy outfits, as well as color and lots of it. She didn’t get on social media often, but she enjoyed Pinterest. She liked pinning ideas for decorating, works of art, and easy to make recipes.


  Her favorite board she had named, “Color makes me happy.” She pinned everything and anything that had to do with color in every shade imaginable. Paintings, photographs, clothes, furniture, stained glass, quilts, cloth, and other normal everyday items in a variety of shades and patterns. When she wanted a pick me up or to feel inspired, she went online and scanned the pictures she’d saved, and that did the trick.


  She touched the burnished copper butterfly clip that held back her dark hair, making sure it hadn’t slipped. She had lots and lots of colorful butterflies everywhere—they were a symbol of rebirth and transformation. Without question, the butterfly embraced change in its environment and life. Natasha considered herself to be similar in how well she adapted to changes.


  The big picture window in front of her art display gleamed. The gold frames around the original artwork glowed in the late afternoon sunlight.


  The warm light that spilled into the shop caused the old-fashioned gold lettering to glitter on the glass. Precious Treasures arced across the window, and in the lower right hand corner, also in gold, was the store’s website address, natashasprecioustreasures.com.


  Her cousin, Christie, made sure Natasha was always up to date on anything to do with the Internet, websites, mobile sites, and social media. All of that tech stuff pretty much sailed over Natasha’s head and she happily left it up to her cousin, who served as the store’s social media manager. Christie had several paying clients, but had insisted on doing it for free for Natasha.


  However, Natasha had won the argument—no social media managing unless she could pay her cousin for it. Christie had relented but insisted on a compromise of a reduced rate. Natasha was happy to pay her cousin for doing something that she had neither the time nor the inclination to take care of.


  Christie’s efforts had brought in mail orders from all over the country, and some even outside of the U.S. Many of Old Bisbee’s tourists, before they even arrived in town, were already familiar with Precious Treasures, due to Christie’s hard work.


  Natasha looked around her store, pleased, an air of happiness floating upward from her toes to her scalp, like a swarm of velvety butterflies. Yet, she couldn’t help but feel like something was missing from her life. What, she didn’t know. But something.


  Bells tinkled as the front door opened, cool air rolling into the store from outside. Natasha looked over her shoulder and smiled at her cousin, Christie. “Speaking of the devilette. I was just thinking of you.”


  Christie laughed as the bells tinkled again when the door settled shut behind her. “Hopefully it was nothing tame. It had better be about one of the hellacious things we did when we were kids.”


  The fact that her cousin was so full of life and happiness, now that her ex was gone for good, thrilled Natasha to no end. Christie’s joy had a lot to do with her marriage to Trace Davidson and because of their baby. Especially their baby, Jessica.


  Natasha stopped dusting the sculpture. “I remember every one of our exploits.”


  Christie plopped herself on one of the two gold and maroon-flowered brocade antique chairs that Natasha used for customers. Christie dropped her purse beside the chair, leaned against the cushioned back, and took a deep breath.


  She appeared as though she was melting into the chair. “I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll ever regain my energy.”


  “You look wonderful.” With a laugh, Natasha started polishing a carved wooden horse. “My darling niece still not sleeping through the night?”


  Christie shook her head, her gorgeous red hair sliding across her cheeks. “Thank God for her daddy. Even though Trace has to work the following day, he takes turns getting up with the baby and walking her until she falls asleep. I swear she goes to dreamland a whole lot faster for him than she does for me.”


  “And she’s got him wrapped around one of her tiny little fingers.” Natasha flipped the dust rag over her shoulder. “Chocolate?”


  “Oh, dear Lord, yes. I swear I feel as though Dementors have sucked the life out of me.” Christie straightened in her chair. “You are the Lupin to my Harry.”


  “You’ve been reading Harry Potter out loud to Jessica again.” Natasha snorted back laughter. “Someday Mommy is going to teach our baby not only about Hogwarts, but the Tardis, the One Ring, the Death Star, and the Enterprise.”


  “Mommy has already started.” Christie reached for the small packaged saddle-shaped piece of dark chocolate that Natasha handed her, then started to unwrap the plastic. “Jessica will grow up loving all the good stuff. Of course we’re starting out with the tamer stories. I think we’ll be on The Sorcerer’s Stone until she’s eight, toning down the slightly scary parts.”


  “Auntie Natasha will be more than happy to help in her training.” Even though Natasha was Christie’s cousin and not her sister, they were as close as sisters and had decided that Trace and Christie’s children should call Natasha “Auntie”.


  “This is so good.” Christie sighed and closed her eyes as she let a bite of the chocolate saddle melt in her mouth. She opened her eyes. “You don’t get the cheap stuff.”


  “Never do.” Natasha frowned a little as she looked at a bronze-colored resin statuette of a cowboy that was eighteen inches high. “Except these things. I really hate them. They are so damned ugly.” Resin looked like stone but didn’t chip as easily as plaster.


  Christie waved the partially wrapped remainder of the chocolate saddle, gesturing to the statuette. “Why do you sell the things if you don’t like them?”


  Natasha shrugged and unwrapped a green lollipop shaped like a saguaro cactus and sucked on it. Lime-flavored pure sugar. Yum. She set the wrapper on the desk in front of the chairs.


  She pulled the sucker out of her mouth and turned her gaze on a resin statuette of a Native American in full headdress. She shrugged. “My supplier told me they would sell like crazy at my trade shows. He pressured me and because I wanted his business, I made the concession.”


  Christie licked chocolate off of one finger. “How well do they sell?”


  “Like crazy.” Natasha waved her cactus lollipop in the air. “I’ve had different buyers come to all three trade shows I’ve worked and each buyer has purchased the entire lot of what I have on hand. Who’d have thought?”


  Christie cocked her head and studied the cowboy and Native American statuettes. “You’re right. They are kind of ugly.”


  “Your taste has always been good, like mine.” Natasha smirked. “These resin statuettes don’t sell well in Bisbee. Tourists buy them sometimes because they’re not too expensive compared to real art.”


  Christie nodded “I’ll take quality any day.”


  Natasha gestured to limited edition bronze sculptures by Ella McBride from Prescott. Ella’s work was similar to Remington’s. Natasha then pointed to fine hand carved wooden figurines, followed by original paintings. “All of this is real art.” Natasha nodded to framed, numbered prints. “Generally, these are purchased by private collectors.”


  “What about those?” Christie gestured to the framed prints.


  “Mark does give me some good prints along with the resin statuettes,” Natasha said. “He chooses great frames.”


  Christie balled up the plastic that had once held the chocolate saddle. “How do those sell at the trade shows?”


  “The prints sell very well, mostly to small gallery owners who snap them up.” Natasha took the plastic from Christie and also grabbed the cactus wrapper on the desk. She covered the remainder of her sucker before throwing it all away in a wastebasket next to the desk. “With the exception of the numbered prints, I don’t sell the good pieces nearly as often as I do the resin statuettes. The cost for the quality art is prohibitive for some, of course.”


  “When do you leave for the next trade show?” Christie asked. “Denver, right? Something called WESA.”


  “Yes, the Western/English Sales Association.” Natasha nodded. “I leave in three days, on Tuesday night. I need to set up my showroom on Wednesday and be ready for the show to start on Thursday.”


  “You’re such the social butterfly.” Christie smiled. “You enjoy the trade shows.”


  Natasha laughed. “I have to admit I have a lot of fun. The shows in Las Vegas, Nashville, and Phoenix were a blast.”


  Christie grinned in response to Natasha’s laughter. “When you’re socializing, you are in your element.”


  Natasha brushed her hands down her skirt. “You could say that.”


  Christie stretched her arms and sighed. “I feel decidedly better.” She straightened in her chair, looking a little more refreshed. “Chocolate is a cure-all, you know.”


  “Of course.” Natasha grinned as her cousin got to her feet. “Missing little Jess?”


  Christie smiled like the proud mama she was. “Since she was born, I haven’t been away from her for more than a couple of hours on two occasions.” She put her hand on her abdomen. “Now I need to work on getting rid of baby-belly.”


  Natasha hugged her cousin. “You’ll get back in shape in no time.”


  “If I ever get the energy to start working out, that is.” Christie shook her head. “I think that women who have flat bellies and can fit into their normal pre-pregnancy clothes after giving birth should be shot.”


  “But you have something they don’t have.” Natasha grinned. “You have one of the hottest lawmen ever, and he loves you exactly the way you are.”


  “I’m a pretty lucky girl to get an amazing man like Trace.” Christie looked like a schoolgirl whenever she talked about her husband.


  “And he’s darn lucky to have you.” Natasha took a step back, her flowing skirts brushing her ankles. “I told you lawmen are hot.”


  “I am going to have to figure out how to get you together with Brooks Allen.” A mischievous look crossed Christie’s face. “He’s almost as sexy as Trace.”


  “He’s not bad looking.” Natasha cocked her head to the side. “At least from what I remember of him. I wish I could have made it to your and Trace’s reception.”


  “I’m just glad all you did was break your leg in that accident.” Christie’s features always looked a little more serious when she talked about Natasha’s accident. Or rather, any of her accidents.


  Both bones in her lower leg had been broken in the crash—she was lucky it hadn’t been worse. Her leg ached just thinking about the accident.


  “I’m just sorry I missed all the fun.” She shook her finger at Christie. “You did not need to cut the reception short and come to the hospital when you heard what happened. I only broke my leg, for goodness sake.”


  Christie shook her head. “As if I wouldn’t want to see for myself you were okay. You would have done the same thing.”


  Natasha couldn’t argue with that.


  “Oh, I almost forgot.” Christie picked up her purse, dug in it, and pulled out a colorful butterfly pendant. “I saw this at a boutique in Sierra Vista, and it reminded me of you. It will go well with all of your other butterflies.”


  Natasha smiled as she took the pendant, feeling its contours and ridges in her palm. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”


  Christie got to her feet. “I’d better get home to Jessica.”


  “Thanks for stopping by, Chrissy.” Natasha hugged her cousin.


  Normally, she didn’t like being called Chrissy because it made her feel like a child again, but she let Natasha and Trace get away with it. She returned Natasha’s hug. “Have a good time in Denver. And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


  Natasha laughed as they parted. “Considering that you wouldn’t participate in half the crazy things I often do, that wouldn’t be any fun.”


  “Well, behave.” Christie slipped her purse strap onto her shoulder. “And don’t get into any trouble.”


  “Ha.” Natasha made a shooing motion. “Get back to the baby and your hunk of a man.”


  “I will do just that.” Christie gave a little wave before heading out the door.


  The moment the door shut with another jangle of bells, Natasha’s phone rang. Her ring tone was Imagine Dragon’s On Top of the World, a song that never ceased to put additional pep in her already bubbly personality.


  She pulled the phone out of her skirt pocket. She wasn’t much of a seamstress, but she had managed to put pockets into every one of her flowy skirts. When she checked the screen, she saw that it was Mark Okle, her biggest supplier. She pressed the answer icon and raised the phone to her ear. “Hi, Mark.”


  “How’s my favorite distributor?” Mark’s voice was booming and on the jovial side.


  She’d met him a few times in person and he wasn’t remarkable looking—slightly balding and always wearing a suit, no matter what the weather.


  Natasha shifted the phone to her other ear. “Everything is going well, and I’m ready for Denver.”


  “Good, good.” Mark sneezed then coughed before he spoke again, and she wondered if he was getting a cold. “Your shipment of numbered prints and resin statuettes will arrive in Denver on Tuesday.” Mark supplied her with the items in her store that were not originals, including the numbered prints.


  Anything original, she sold on consignment from the artists themselves, or purchased from a gallery in Tucson. She also had a different supplier for the chocolate mini saddles and suckers in a variety of western shapes, including saguaros, western hats, boots, and horse heads. Those sold well and were something her customers could purchase for their kids.


  “Thanks.” She tucked hair behind her ear. “Another two crates of twenty-five statuettes each?”


  “Four crates for a total of a hundred.” Mark chuckled. “They’ve been selling so well, I know you can move them.”


  “Let’s stick with fifty.” She really hated those things and didn’t want to worry about shipping those that didn’t sell back to Arizona. “I think that’s more than enough.”


  She wasn’t sure she imagined it, but she thought he had a hard edge to his voice. “They will sell, Natasha, and your commission will be exceptional.”


  The commission was what had sold her on the idea in the first place. She was accumulating a good savings and a “mad money” account.


  He sneezed again, and she was glad they were talking over the phone and not in person. The last thing she wanted to do was catch a cold. “Uncle Mark knows best, Nat.”


  She rolled her eyes to the store’s open ceiling. She did not like being called Nat by anyone outside her family, much like Christy hated to be called Chrissy.


  Natasha let out a sigh. “All right. But since I didn’t order them, you will take them back if they don’t sell. They don’t move in my shop.” But he did seem to have a “Spidey sense” when it came to moving product at the tradeshows.


  “Of course.” Mark still sounded jovial despite his sniffing. “However, I have complete faith in you.”


  “We’ll see what happens.” She glanced at the clock, surprised it had grown so late. Being around her cousin made time fly, and stores closed relatively early in a small town like Bisbee. “I’ll call you when I get back from Denver. I may get a hold of you sooner if all four crates sell.”


  “Good girl.” Mark sniffled. “Have a great trip and a prosperous show.”


  After Natasha disconnected the call with Mark, she turned the OPEN sign to CLOSED. She slipped into her coat, grabbed her bright yellow cloth purse with its fringe along the bottom, and left the store.


  A stroll down Main Street sounded nice, and she locked the door behind her before heading down the sloping street in the fading light. She could have gone out the back door, but she enjoyed looking into other shop owners’ windows and seeing what new things might be for sale.


  She liked to support her fellow business owners and operators, and had purchased handmade dinnerware from The Potter, furniture from Chic Antiques, and crafts from various shops. Her favorite boutique, Soul Made, carried the style of bohemian clothing Natasha loved. She fit in well with the artists’ colony that had made Old Bisbee a tourist destination and a thriving section of the town.


  Chill air bit at her cheeks and nose, but considering she was from Indiana, this was nothing compared to the winter cold of her home state. She stopped by the post office at the bottom of the sloping street, grabbed her mail from the old-fashioned brass box with its small window, and stuffed the mail into her purse.


  After waving to a few people she knew, she went to the parking lot up the hill, where she had left her new yellow VW Beetle. Bisbee was situated in, around, and on the surrounding mountains, so most streets were sloped and steep. The one time she had crashed her old car into the second floor of a two-story home had been one time too many, hence the new car.


  It wasn’t long before she reached her VW, climbed into the chilly vehicle, and drove home. Her house was on a canyon road above a big white fire station on Main Street. Homes peppered the side of the canyon, but she had become accustomed to driving along the narrow road to the parking area above her home—even if she still had the occasional nightmare about her brakes giving out and her car flying off the parking area and onto the houses below.


  She parked in front of the old railroad ties in the parking area designated for her and her neighbor, with a little room left over for any guests they might have. After she set the parking brake and turned off the car, she grabbed her purse, locked the Beetle, and jogged down the set of concrete stairs to her home’s kitchen door.


  The house had been built on the mountainside over seventy years ago, and strangely enough, it didn’t have a front entrance. One door led into her kitchen, and the second door was off of one of the bedrooms. It was a bit of an odd house on a weird-shaped lot, but she loved it.


  It was much warmer inside her home, and she shed her jacket. She retrieved the mail from her purse and hung the yellow cloth bag on the back of a chair.


  One of her least favorite things to do was cook, so she threw together a salad. She’d been a vegetarian since high school, much to the distress of her meat-loving family. She’d considered going vegan, but didn’t have a problem with cheese, milk, and eggs. However, they had to come from organic farms.


  She took her salad and a glass of ice water, along with her mail, and sat on the colorful Bohemian chair in her living room.


  The chair was near one of her favorite mixed media pieces. The artist had named the framed art “Explosion of Butterflies” and that was what it looked like. A countless number of the small creatures in brilliant colors shot upward to the yellow-tinted sky.


  She settled her glass on the round solid mango wood table. While she munched on her salad, she flipped through her mail and tossed it a piece at a time onto the table. Advertisement, advertisement, advertisement—she hated the use of paper spam. In this day and age no one should be chopping down trees when electronic mail was so much easier and efficient, and saved paper.


  She paused and set her salad bowl on the table when she reached the last piece of mail, an envelope with her name hand printed in blue ink, a cancelled first class stamp in the upper right hand corner. No return address. Who mailed real letters in this day and age?


  Not one for being patient enough to get a letter opener off the desk in her spare bedroom, she tore off one end of the envelope. She pulled out a folded sheet of plain white paper with a handwritten note in bold blue print.


  She scanned the note and her mind swam. She blinked, unable to believe what she was reading. She felt like her head might float off.


  Natasha,


  I have no choice but to be cryptic in this message, in case the letter falls into the wrong hands.


  No matter what happens, do as you are told. Do not involve law enforcement of any kind, including family members and friends.


  This means especially Trace and Christie. If you tell them, their lives, and the life of their daughter, will be in danger.


  This is not a prank or a joke. You are in a deadly serious situation, even though you do not know it. If something happens at one of your tradeshows, remember what I have told you.


  Your life depends on it.


  A friend


  


  Natasha swallowed hard as the paper shook. It took a moment to realize her hands were trembling.


  Your life depends on it.


  She took a deep breath and gathered herself. No matter what the note said, this had to be some kind of sick prank.


  Yet she couldn’t shake it off. Why would someone send her a note like this?


  The letter slipped from her now cold fingers, onto the tabletop. She pushed her salad away and read the message over and over again. The more she read it, the tighter her chest became. She wanted to show it to Trace, but the message had warned her against it.


  This couldn’t be real.


  But what if it was?


  She bit down on her tongue, as if that would keep her from spilling a word about the letter. She should go straight to the Bisbee Police Department and show them the message.


  What if it was true? The question kept peppering her mind. What if her family and friends were in danger?


  She rubbed her eyes with her thumb and forefinger. Even baby Jessica had been threatened. How could anyone harm a six-week-old child?


  Her throat worked as she swallowed. She couldn’t take the chance that any member of her family could be harmed, or any friends. She was grateful her grandparents lived in Florida. If something did happen, they would be safe.


  She tried to process the letter, but no matter how she worked it over, she couldn’t quite comprehend something so surreal. What could she possibly be involved in that would put people she loved and cared for, as well as herself, in such danger that their lives depended on her silence and cooperation?


  Her hands still shook as she folded the letter and replaced it in the torn envelope. She smoothed the envelope as much as possible, if only because she needed to do something with her hands.


  She got up and slipped the letter into her purse. It would remain there until she decided what to do with it. If anything.


  CHAPTER 3


  Natasha arranged her products in her WESA showroom, making the whole space look like a small gallery. One of the great things about this event was that they had showrooms as opposed to booths.


  Instead of her usual colorful, flowy skirts, she wore skinny jeans and a white peasant blouse embroidered with beautiful designs in brilliant-colored threads. It was easier to wear jeans and a comfortable top when she set up her showroom or booth. Thick gold bracelets slid along one wrist as she worked, and a slender butterfly watch-bracelet rotated around her other wrist. Since she was vegetarian, she didn’t believe in killing animals for leather, so she wore ankle boots of synthetic material.


  Strands escaped the rainbow scrunchie she’d used to hold her hair in a thick ponytail. She pulled her hair back tighter, adjusted the scrunchie, and then returned to work.


  She kept herself busy, arranging the sculptures, paintings, prints, and other pieces she had shipped ahead. Since the Ella McBride bronzes were so heavy, Natasha had enlisted help earlier in setting them up. Ella’s sculptures had been transported to Bisbee from Prescott, a good three hundred miles away.


  The ugly cowboy and Native American resin statuettes were another story. Ugh. And Mark had sent a hundred of the things. She hoped he was right and she could move them quickly. On the bright side, however, she made great commission on their sales.


  WESA ran under strict management, and it was not a “shop and take” market. Vendors couldn’t sell anything directly from their showrooms for a few reasons: collecting tax would be a nightmare for the vendor and the market organization; it would increase the possibility of thefts from the showrooms; and it would change the look of the room over the show schedule, which the powers-that-be didn’t like. They wanted the last store buyer to see the same items in the showroom as the first store buyer at the beginning of the show.


  The final reason was that it could create small side-drama due to this market organization’s rules. Showrooms had to be manned at all hours open and so on. The thousand-dollar fine was enough to keep vendors in line. Customers picked up their purchases at the last hour of the show, or later.


  When Natasha finished organizing her display, her mind flitted to the letter she’d received yesterday and her belly churned. She hadn’t successfully put the note out of her mind. She had managed to shove it back far enough that it no longer seemed real, and she could be herself. She didn’t know how to be anything but herself and she wasn’t going to start now.


  “How’s it going, Natasha?” A man’s voice came from the direction of the entrance to the showroom and Natasha looked up and smiled.


  It was Gary Grapefruit. His real name was Gary Orson, but she’d secretly called him Gary Grapefruit since he had brought her bags of grapefruit from his greenhouse in the metro Phoenix area—Litchfield Park, which was on the west side of the valley. They had met at her first show and had become good friends. They kept in contact over the months since they first met. They talked for extended times on the phone and she’d started to think of him as the brother she’d never had.


  At the start of each of the next two shows, he’d presented her with a good number of the fruit—it had become something of a game between them. Once again he was holding a large paper bag.


  “You brought me grapefruit.” She pointed to the bags. “You know the way to this girl’s heart.”


  He grinned as he walked toward her. “Is it working?”


  She laughed and brushed aside his teasing, knowing it was in good fun. “They’re sweet and not only make a great breakfast, but terrific juice, too. What’s not to like?”


  “Where do you want me to set them?” He nodded toward the table, his shaggy blond hair falling over his eyes. He shook his head back. “Under the table like usual?”


  “That’s perfect.” She moved toward him as he slipped behind the table she used to write sale contracts.


  He shoved the bag beneath and adjusted the tablecloth to cover the bag. When he straightened and rounded the table, they hugged. He always smelled like citrus and mint and was a great hugger.


  “A friend of mine, who lives here in Denver, is having a party at his place tonight.” Gary released her. “It’s not far from here, and the bigger his parties are, the happier he is. I think he likes to show off his place—it’s something else. You should come.”


  She enjoyed parties and it was always good to get out and meet people. “I’d like that.” She picked up her cell phone that was lying on the table by the tablet she used to take credit card payments. “Are you sure your friend won’t mind?”


  Gary shrugged. “He has a huge place. He doesn’t care if a hundred people show up. He’s got money and he likes to entertain.”


  “Okay.” She smiled. “Why don’t you text me the address?”


  “Perfect.” A sparkle lit his blue eyes. He looked more like a surfer dude from California than a Phoenix native. He pulled his phone out of his back pocket and bent his head as he used his thumbs to type.


  A moment later her phone chimed, telling her she had a text message. She glanced at the message. “Got it.” She looked back at him. “What time?”


  “Starts at eight, but you can come earlier or later.” He slipped his phone into his back pocket. “My showroom is set. I can walk you out to your car.”


  “Thanks, but I have a few more things to do.” She gave him another hug. “I’ll be leaving in a little while.”


  She released him and he shoved his hands into his front jeans pockets. “Anything I can do to help?”


  “Nah.” She pointed to the tablet. “I have a few inventory items I need to add to prepare for tomorrow. You go on.”


  He grinned at her. “Let me know if you have trouble finding the party.”


  “I have GPS on my phone, so I shouldn’t have a problem.” If she didn’t have GPS, she probably would get lost. The last time she’d gotten lost was when she’d ended up with her car parked in the master bedroom on the second story of someone’s vacation home.


  “See you tonight.” Gary turned and whistled as he walked out, his hands still stuffed in his pockets. He’d laugh if he saw his name listed as Gary Grapefruit in her contacts. One of these days she’d have to tell him.


  As far as a party, it would definitely help her get her mind off the darn letter.


  She chose a playlist on her phone and hummed along to Good Life from one of her favorite groups, OneRepublic. She sat behind the table to add the last three items to the sales app on her tablet. The app allowed her to take credit cards and email receipts to her customers after she took payment. Easy-peasy.


  When she finished, she shrugged into a heavy coat and grabbed her fringed purse. She locked her showroom behind her and strolled toward the building’s exit. A K9 officer stood by the door with a vested black Belgium shepherd at his side. The officer had Wright on a name patch on his uniform.


  “I love Belgiums.” She smiled at Officer Wright and he gave her a crooked grin. Most policemen seemed so serious, but this one didn’t. He was tall, a good-looking man with light brown hair and friendly eyes. “Belgiums are so intelligent. What’s her name?”


  “You’re right. They are extremely intelligent.” He glanced at the K9. “Her name is Taz.”


  “Taz.” Natasha smiled. “Do you mind if I pet her?” If the officer hadn’t appeared so friendly, she wouldn’t have asked him.


  He hesitated then nodded.


  Natasha was good with animals and they always loved her in return. She crouched and started to reach out to put her hand under Taz’s nose, so that the dog could sniff Natasha before giving permission to pet her.


  Immediately the dog snarled and barked. She pulled against her leash, straining to get to Natasha.


  Surprised, Natasha tried to stand and step away, but she fell and hit her backside hard on the concrete floor.


  She scrambled to her feet and backed away from the dog that the officer had instructed to sit.


  Eyes wide, Natasha looked at the officer. “What did I do?”


  Officer Wright frowned. “I’ll need to see your purse.”


  Natasha blinked, the request not registering for a moment as the dog rumbled. “Oh. Yeah.” She swung her purse off her shoulder and handed it to the officer.


  He searched the contents, which amounted to an egg-shaped lip balm, a pen, her checkbook, e-tablet, wallet, cell phone, and keys. Bewildered, she watched as he went through everything.


  He gestured to her. “Please take off your coat.”


  She obeyed and handed it to him. He searched her pockets, finding her gloves in one pocket and her scarf in another. When he found nothing, he scanned her figure, looking over the peasant blouse, skinny jeans, and at her ankle boots, probably checking to see if she had room for some kind of contraband in her clothing.


  He handed her coat to her and she slipped her arms in it and zipped it up before he returned her cloth purse. “Sorry about that, ma’am.” He didn’t look sorry. “If Taz gives signs that she’s found contraband, usually the person is hiding something.” His frown deepened. “Or has been handling illegal substances.”


  “I don’t know what she’s smelling on me, but it’s not drugs or any other contraband.” Natasha backed up, trying not to feel irritated. The officer was only doing his job, she knew that, but she still felt a sense of violation, and she didn’t like the mistrust. “Have a good night.”


  She turned and pushed the exit door open and walked into the cold Denver afternoon. Snow swirled in the air, flakes landing on her hair, face, and clothing. Her mind worked over the disturbing incident. She had no idea why the dog had reacted that way, but it unsettled her to the point she had a hard time shaking it off.


  By the time she was in her rental car, she had calmed from the experience. Things didn’t bother her for long—it had to be something serious to keep her down, and that had not been the case.


  She decided she needed some “peppy” music while she drove, so she turned on OneRepublic and sang to Life in Color, Counting Stars, and Love Runs Out, followed by Good Life again. She might not have the best voice, but she still sang out loud and bounced to the music as she drove.


  It was only ten to fifteen minutes, depending on traffic, to the place she was staying. By the time the fourth song started playing, she reached the hotel and pulled into the snowy parking lot. She drove around, trying to find a space, singing Good Life at the top of her lungs.


  A woman stepped out from between two vehicles and walked in front of Natasha’s rental car.


  Natasha’s singing turned into a cry as she slammed on her brakes. The wheels locked and the car slid on the icy asphalt toward the woman.


  A man appeared from nowhere. He grabbed the woman by the arm and jerked her out of the way. The vehicle came to a hard stop where the woman had been standing seconds before.


  Natasha couldn’t catch her breath and she was certain she was going to hyperventilate. She didn’t allow herself to take a few moments to recover. Instead, she turned off the car, leaving the keys dangling. She flung open the door and climbed out, almost slipping on the ice as she hurried to the woman.


  The tall man, who wore a cowboy hat, was standing next to the petite woman who had to be in her late twenties. She was gorgeous with white-blonde hair and big blue eyes that were narrowed at Natasha.


  Natasha reached the man and woman. She was breathless as she asked the woman, “Are you okay?”


  The young woman glared at Natasha before her expression shifted and she smiled at the man who’d saved her. “I’m fine. Thanks to this fine gentleman.”


  Feeling flustered, her face hot, words rushed from Natasha as she looked at the man. “Thank you so much. I didn’t see her until she stepped out from between those cars and when I slammed on the brakes the tires slid on the ice and I could have hit her and hurt her or worse, and oh, my God—” She sucked in her breath as she ran out of air.


  The man put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed. His touch calmed her. “Everything is all right, Natasha. She’s fine. You’re fine.”


  Natasha opened her mouth to say more, then clamped her jaws. He’d just said her name. How did he know who she was? She stared at him and realized he was vaguely familiar. She’d seen him somewhere before, yet she couldn’t remember where or when. Maybe she went to school with him? Or maybe he was one of the many people she’d met at one of the trade shows? Someone she’d run across in Indiana or maybe Bisbee? Surely she’d remember him. He was freaking hot.


  The younger woman scowled. “You two know each other?”


  “No,” Natasha said at the same time the man said, “Yes.”


  “I have to go.” The woman’s scowl vanished as she looked into the eyes of the man while she took a business card from her purse. “I’m Patricia. I’m meeting a client now, but let’s have a drink later. I would like to thank you properly.” Before the man could say anything in response, Patricia took his free hand and pressed the card into his palm. She folded his fingers over the card. “Call me. My cell number is on the front.”


  Patricia glared one more time at Natasha before turning and heading toward the front of the hotel. Somehow she managed to walk in high heels on the wet salted sidewalk without wobbling. Natasha had the sudden uncharitable desire to see the woman fall on her ass on the concrete.


  Natasha released the thought. It wasn’t like her to think that way, and she didn’t want to start now.


  As the woman marched toward the hotel’s big brass and glass doors, all Natasha could think to say was, “I can’t believe I almost hit her.”


  “Are you all right?” The stranger, or semi-stranger, took her by both shoulders, his touch steading her. “You look a little pale.”


  “And you look familiar.” She tilted her head to the side. “You know my name. Where have we met before?”


  “I’m Brooks Allen.” He gave the kind of grin that made a woman’s knees go weak. “I was best man at Trace and Christie’s wedding. You were a maid of honor.”


  Natasha slapped her gloved palm to her forehead. “Of course. Brooks.” She lowered her hand. “I guess I’m a little shaken up or I would have put two and two together.”


  “Why don’t I park your car and then we’ll head to the lounge and have a drink?” He released her shoulders. “I think you need to relax.”


  The adrenaline that had kicked in the moment she slammed on the brakes started to fade. She felt like she was coming down hard, and reality was setting in.


  She rarely drank anything alcoholic, but she found herself saying, “I could use a double mojito.” When she did it, she did it up good.


  “You’ve got it.” He smiled and gestured to the car. “Keys still in the ignition?”


  She nodded.


  While Brooks moved the car to a parking space, she shivered off to the side. The cold nipped at her face, but it was no doubt the near miss that had her shaking. She took a deep breath through her nose and let it out through her mouth. It was a “reset” exercise, relaxing her a little, and clearing her brain. She’d been taught that years ago by a therapist/life coach, and it helped.


  Brooks parked close, and she met him at the car as he climbed out. He moved aside and she leaned over the driver’s seat and grabbed her purse from the passenger side before stepping back and letting him close the door.


  “Do you have anything else you need to take in?” He handed her the car keys.


  They almost slipped from her gloved fingers before she pressed the lock button on the fob and then dropped the keys into her purse. “I checked in yesterday, so I’m set.”


  “Let’s get you that Long Island iced tea.” He gave a nod in the direction of the hotel.


  She took another “reset” breath. “I’m ready.”


  He pressed his palm against the small of her back. His touch, despite the coat, gave her a heady feeling that heated her from head to toe.


  While they walked toward the beautiful hotel’s doors, she pulled off her gloves and stuffed them into one of her pockets. It was nippy, but she’d be inside soon enough, and would warm up.


  Gradually, she calmed and started to feel more like herself. She took yet another reset breath and relaxed even more. Sometimes she had to repeat the exercise a few times to get to the point where she completely relaxed.


  She had to tilt her head a little to look up at the man who had saved the woman. Natasha found herself taking in his strong features that his western hat didn’t shadow, and the power in every movement he made. The hat shaded his eyes, so she couldn’t tell what color they were, but she could see the intensity of his gaze by the way his eyes crinkled at the corners.


  He wore a brown leather bomber jacket and she leaned back just enough to see his nice tight ass, molded by the dark blue Wrangler jeans he wore. There was just something about cowboy butts that drove a woman wild.


  Dang, but Christie had great taste. Ironically, this was the man she’d wanted to set up with Natasha.


  Natasha decided she wouldn’t mind one darn bit spending some time with Brooks to get to know him. A lot more of him.


  CHAPTER 4


  The doorman opened the large brass door, the clear glass sparking clean, and Brooks escorted Natasha through the entrance. After looking at so many surveillance photos of her, he had her features memorized, as well as her body. The coat hid the full curves of her breasts and her lithe form.


  She looked a lot like Christie, with the exception of her long dark hair that was currently pulled away from her face. Yet there were clear differences in each one’s bearing, expression, and in their eyes.


  Natasha had the same shade of blue eyes as Christie, but there was a different light, a spark that set her apart. He’d seen it in the photos and he wedding, and he saw it now, even though she’d almost mowed down a pedestrian.


  Speaking of the pedestrian—he would drop her card in a waste can later. Last thing he needed was the woman coming on to him.


  Natasha had already taken off her gloves and had unzipped her jacket. Brooks stepped in front of her, bringing her to a halt. “Let me help you with your coat.”


  She raised her brows, a smile touching her lips. “A true gentleman? In this day and age?”


  He couldn’t help a grin. “That’s how my mama raised me.”


  “I like your mom already.” Natasha turned and slipped her arms from her sleeves.


  He folded her coat over one arm before he touched her waist again, guiding her toward the lounge. He liked to touch her, liked how warm she felt through her shirt beneath his fingertips.


  Damn. He was letting his attraction for the woman get ahead of him and that wasn’t a good way to be thinking right now. She was a suspect. He was supposed to get close, but not that close.


  They reached the lounge that had two long couches and several overstuffed armchairs. Guests relaxed in the comfortable-looking chairs, the cushions in shades of taupe and brown. A bartender used a white cloth to rub the gleaming mahogany bar top, before reaching for a martini glass amidst stemware hanging from polished wood racks above. The glass sparkled in strategically placed lighting. He reached for a bottle of Grey Goose that sat among countless bottles of alcohol that shone in the reflection of the mirrored wall behind it.


  Brooks gestured to a pair of chairs in one corner with a small round table between them. “That looks like a nice quiet spot.”


  She glanced at him and smiled, and it was like a glow lit her features from within. She was so vibrant, so damn beautiful.


  He could barely keep himself from clenching his jaw in frustration. He had to stop noticing things that made him want to steal her away from what she was involved in and make love to her six ways ’til Sunday.


  Jesus.


  A puzzled expression dimmed her beauty. “Is everything all right?”


  He forced as natural a smile as he could muster. “Perfect.”


  They reached the chairs and he waited until she was seated before he took his own. She set her purse on the floor beside the chair and crossed her slender jean-covered legs, the denim hugging her shapely thighs and calves. She adjusted her white top and brushed something from the hem.


  She reached up and pulled something rainbow-colored from her hair, one of those things his younger sisters used—scrunchies, he thought they called them. Natasha shook her hair free and let it fall around her shoulders. It was a beautiful mass of dark brown hair that flowed in shining soft waves to the top of her breasts.


  As she leaned to drop the scrunchie into her purse, he had to struggle not to stare at her generous breasts. They appeared large, even behind the loose top, in comparison to her slender frame.


  She straightened and bounced one boot-clad foot and he wondered if it was adrenaline from almost hitting the woman in the parking lot. Or was it just nervous energy? She was so beautiful, a beauty that shone from within as well as out.


  He looked away, desperately needing to get his attention off the woman and back to his job. He rested her coat over the arm of his chair before shrugging out of his own jacket.


  “I’ll take my coat.” Gold bracelets slid down her arm as she reached out one hand. He noticed a butterfly-shaped watch on her other wrist.


  He handed the coat to her and she folded it and rested it on top of her purse before relaxing in her seat. For a moment he saw exhaustion in her eyes and she looked like the seat was going to swallow her up.


  “Long day?” He set his own jacket over the right arm of his chair before removing his Stetson and setting it on top of the jacket. Natasha was to his left.


  “Katy at your service.” A server interrupted as she looked from Brooks to Natasha. “You both look like you could do with a little relaxing and something in your tummies.”


  Natasha grinned and her exhaustion seemed to drain away. “Mojito. Vodka instead of rum, and super sweet. Make it a double, please.”


  “I’ll have Carl make it sweet enough your teeth will ache.” Katy turned to Brooks as Natasha grinned. “And you, kind sir?”


  “That’s something I don’t remember being called.” Brooks laughed. “I’ll take a Maker’s Mark on the rocks.”


  “You’ve got it.” Katy smiled before she was off like a whirling dervish.


  “Where were we?” Natasha shifted on the seat as she met Brooks’s gaze.


  He settled back in his chair. “I asked you if you had a long day. I should have asked you why you’re in Denver, too.”


  “WESA. It’s a tradeshow.” She blew out her breath. “It’s always a lot of work preparing for the event. If I had any employees helping me it might be another story, but it’s something I do on my own.” She tilted her head to the side. “Why are you in Denver?”


  “I’m doing some training at the local DHS office.” He moved one forearm on the chair’s padded arm that didn’t have the hat and coat resting on it. “Department of Homeland Security.”


  “I’m familiar with it.” She nodded. “You work with Trace, Christie’s husband, in Douglas. The DHS’s ICE office.”


  He gave a nod. “I’ve known Trace for some time now.”


  “Amazing that you ended up at the same hotel that I’m at.” She smiled. “Fate works in strange ways.”


  He raised a brow. “Fate?”


  “Of course.” She grinned. “Everything happens for a reason, including the different ways someone comes into your life, whether for a moment, a season, or a lifetime.”


  “Like the woman you almost hit?” He couldn’t resist teasing her even as he wondered if she was coming on to him.


  Natasha groaned and flopped back in her chair. “You might say I’m a little accident prone.”


  The corner of his mouth turned up. “You’ve had more than one car accident?”


  She straightened in her seat. “My greatest feat was managing to crash into the top floor of a two story home. Try explaining that one.”


  “Your car ended up in the upper floor?” Concern for her had him furrowing his brow.


  She nodded. “I was driving on an icy winding road in the middle of the night. There were homes below the road. I hit a patch of black ice and next thing I knew I was flying off the edge of the road and crashing into a home.”


  “Jeez.” He studied her as if he might see some kind of injury. “Were you hurt?”


  “A little bruised, but nothing bad.” She blew out her breath. “It was a summer home, so the people who owned it were at their winter place in Florida. I say thank you to the stars every time I think of it. If they’d been there, they would probably have been sleeping upstairs.”


  He shifted in his seat. “That must have been scary as hell.”


  “You don’t know the half of it.” She gave a little smile. “It does make for some interesting dinner conversation.”


  “That’s the truth.” He looked up as the server arrived with their drinks on a tray that she held in one hand.


  Katy set a cocktail napkin and the mojito on the table between Brooks and Natasha, then another napkin and the Maker’s Mark close to Brooks. Katy looked at Natasha. “Sweet enough to put you into a diabetic coma.” She flicked her gaze from Natasha to Brooks and back. “Appetizers?”


  “I haven’t even glanced at the menu.” Natasha cocked her head to the side. “Do you have a cheese and cracker plate?”


  Katy held the tray in front of her. “It includes prosciutto.”


  “I’m starving.” Natasha put one hand over her belly. “I’ll have an order of that—but minus the meat. I’m a vegetarian.”


  Brooks wasn’t surprised that Natasha didn’t eat meat.


  Katy turned to him. He’d scanned the menu as Natasha told the server what she wanted. He ordered a plate of garlic fries. The server smiled and promised to return with their orders shortly.


  Brooks turned his gaze back to Natasha as she sipped her mojito. “What happened the day of Christie and Trace’s wedding?”


  “Oh, that.” Natasha picked up her mojito. “I was driving around the roundabout.” There was only one in Bisbee, so Brooks knew what she was referring to. “I missed a yield sign and flew right into the path of a big truck with tires practically as high as the top of my car.”


  “Damn,” Brooks said as Natasha sipped her drink. “I seem to remember Christie saying you broke your leg.”


  “Shattered the bones in my lower leg. It wasn’t pretty.” Natasha shook her head. “I’m just grateful no one else was hurt.” She looked a little sheepish. “The driver of the truck was pretty ticked off at me until he saw how badly the driver’s side door was smashed in and how I was pinned inside.” She sighed. “Of course my insurance paid for everything and my rates jumped even higher.”


  “I take it you’ve had other accidents.” Brooks raised the Maker’s Mark.


  “Bizarre things happen around me—I seem to draw them like a magnet.” She changed her voice to sound like an announcer at a football game. “Natasha ninety-two. Chance eight.”


  Brooks almost spewed the sip of his drink at the way she said it. He recovered and swallowed before he laughed.


  “Grandfather once said to me, ‘Natasha, you might as well never play the lottery.’” Natasha smiled. “I said, ‘Why, Grandpa?’ and he replied with ‘You waste all of your good luck getting out of all of your bad luck.’”


  Natasha smiled as she continued. “I prefer to think of them as educational experiences, not bad luck.”


  Brooks grinned. Natasha was engaging and amusing and he realized he was enjoying her company too much.


  Was this woman knowingly trafficking drugs?


  Maybe she was just a damned good actress.


  One way or another, he would find out, and he would do whatever had to be done.


  She smiled at him and it was like sunshine warming his body from head to toe. His chest felt tight. He didn’t know how the hell he was going to handle this case with the way she made things stir within him.


  Her attention turned from him to the people around them, as if she was searching for someone. Was she?


  He watched her, and she looked like she was deep inside her thoughts. In her eyes, he saw the same expression of concentration and insecurity he had noticed earlier in the surveillance photos. It touched him in a way he didn’t want to be touched.


  The evidence pointed toward her guilt, he reminded himself. Like what had been found in the statuettes with her fingerprints all over them.


  It would break Christie’s heart. After all that Christie had been through with her ex-husband who had laundered money for the cartel, why would Natasha become involved with those bastards?


  Many a formerly good person ended up on the wrong path. And whether or not she had started out as a good person, the proof of her involvement now pointed in the opposite direction.


  Katy showed up with the cheese plate and garlic fries. When the server left, Natasha turned her brilliant smile to Brooks. “Isn’t Trace and Christie’s baby the sweetest thing ever?”


  A grin came easy to Brooks as his thoughts rested on the adorable little one who had enchanted every person who met her. “She is a cute one.”


  “As Jessica grows up, Christie and Trace will teach her to call me Auntie Natasha even though I’m not her real aunt.” She picked up a piece of sliced cheese and a cracker. “I’m not sure I’ll ever have kids of my own, so I’ll live vicariously through them.”


  “You don’t want children?” Brooks ate a garlic fry.


  “Maybe, maybe not. I don’t know if I’m the mothering type.” She shrugged. “I do enjoy being around them, as long as I can give them back to their parents.”


  With Natasha’s sparkling personality, Brooks thought she’d be a great mother. “You might surprise yourself.”


  “Maybe.” She ate another cracker and piece of cheese, looking thoughtful again. “You know all about my small family. Tell me about yours.”


  “It’s not small.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “A large immediate family and an even larger extended family.”


  She looked intrigued. “How many sisters and brothers?”


  “Six sisters,” he said. “My parents are each from large families, too. My dad is one of seven and my mother is one of eight.”


  “Holy cow.” Natasha’s eyes grew wide. “I think it would be cool to have a large family. Can I borrow some of yours?”


  Brooks laughed. “Any time.”


  She grinned. “What was it like growing up with six sisters?”


  “It wasn’t a picnic.” He couldn’t hold back a grin. “They’re all great ladies.” His smile faded. “My oldest sister, Kelly, passed away several years ago.” He couldn’t restrain the tension in his voice but hoped it didn’t show anger.


  “I’m so sorry.” Natasha’s compassion was clear in her expression and voice. “May I ask what happened?”


  He was quiet a moment and almost absently brushed the survival bracelet with the pads of his fingers. “Kelly became involved with some bad people tied to a Mexican cartel, and ended up dying of an overdose.”


  “I can’t imagine what you all must have gone through.” Natasha laid her fingers on the paracord bracelet. “She gave this to you.”


  He looked at her, caught off guard. “How did you guess?”


  Natasha ran her thumb over the woven brown and black cord. “You touched it while you were talking about her, and I could see it in your eyes.”


  “I miss her like hell,” he said.


  “It was hard losing my uncle.” Natasha shook her head. “Losing Christie would be even harder. We’re more like sisters than cousins.” Natasha cleared her throat. “She said you were shot while protecting her. Everyone is grateful to you, including me.”


  “I would rather have been shot than see Christie get hurt.” His shoulder twinged whenever he thought of the incident. “But I just happened to be in the way of the bullet.”


  “You’re being modest.” Natasha shook her head. “If you hadn’t been there, that bullet could have reached her.”


  He chose to eat a few more fries instead of answering, and chased it down with the last of his drink.


  Natasha leaned forward. He had a feeling there was never a lull in conversation with her personality. “What kind of training are you doing up here?”


  “Drug trafficking and hunting down the sources.” He said it casually, but watched her for any change in expression and saw what looked like a flash of anger in her eyes.


  “Christie said you work with Trace for the Department of Homeland Security in the ICE division. Is the loss of your sister, which you said was tied to a drug cartel, the reason you decided to work in ICE?” She asked with no uncertainty in her words, as if she was already sure of the answer.


  He continued to study her. “You are naturally intuitive.”


  “Yes, I am.” She sipped her drink before setting it down. “A lot of drugs come across the border in Arizona, don’t they?” She looked so damned innocent as she took a small bite of a cracker. “I’ve heard Nogales is one of the biggest entry points in the U.S.”


  “That’s true.” Her question put him on alert. “A good deal comes over the border, but we take down more than gets past us. Eventually we track down the source.”


  The only reaction he saw was a keen thoughtfulness along with the appearance of anger at the drug traffickers.


  “I haven’t been in Bisbee long enough to know much about it, but I seem to remember something about a tunnel somewhere near town.” She said the words as if she truly wasn’t the least bit concerned that she would be caught doing anything illegal. If she was involved with the cartel, she was a fantastic actress.


  “Yep.” He continued to study her. He saw nothing but genuine interest in her gaze. “More than a hundred tunnels have been found leading from Mexico to the U.S. since 1990.”


  “I had no idea there were so many.” Her eyes widened. “I hope you find them all.” Her expression changed and hardened. “Those traffickers are responsible for a lot of bad things happening to good people.” The cracker broke in her grip. “Like your sister.”


  She was so adamant in her tone that it flashed through his mind that she could be innocent. He pushed the thought away.


  Evidence pointed in the other direction and he couldn’t let himself be swayed by what could be a pretty woman’s excellent acting skills. Not to mention a great pair of breasts.


  Christ.


  “What do you sell at the tradeshow?” He ate fries and centered his thoughts as he waited for her to respond.


  “Mostly good quality pieces of art.” She picked up another cracker along with a piece of cheese and paused. “Although my supplier sends me these resin statuettes that are kind of ugly. It’s crazy how well they sell. I wouldn’t put them with the rest of my art if they didn’t bring in so much money. I make a lot of profit on them and they help keep me in business.”


  Brooks listened to the inflection in her voice and saw the dislike in her eyes. Was it for the statuettes or the man who provided them to her? “Who’s your supplier?”


  “His name is Mark Okle.” Natasha pushed her hair over one shoulder. “Nice guy.”


  Like hell. Brooks had to keep a pissed-off expression from showing on his face. “How did you meet him?”


  “He came into Precious Treasures not long after I opened the store.” She crossed her legs in the opposite way. “He had some great works of art to sell on commission, and I decided to work with him.”


  Brooks liked the way her legs looked as she crossed them, and had to force himself to focus. “You took on those statuettes he wanted you to sell even though you don’ like them?”


  “Mark didn’t give me a sample of those until my first event. He convinced me to take them to the tradeshow, certain they would be an easy sell.” She started bouncing her foot again. “He was right. First buyer who came in saw the display models and bought the whole lot.”


  “How many?” Brooks asked.


  “Two crates, which is fifty of the things.” She sighed. “This time Mark sent four crates. I told him he’d have to take back any that didn’t sell, but he’s confident they will.” She shrugged. “We’ll see.”


  Brooks mentally calculated how much cocaine a hundred statuettes could contain. If they had as much coke as was stuffed into each of the two that had come into Federal agents’ hands, it was a hell of a lot. He had to admit it was a brilliant way to traffic product. Sell it inside works of art at tradeshows across the country—business could go anywhere she did.


  He set his jaw. Sonofabitch.


  “From what I’ve gathered from other law enforcement officers, what you do is both challenging and rewarding.” She brought him out of his thoughts and his attention back to her. “And tough, too,” she added.


  “My job has its ups and downs.” He didn’t want to talk about himself but what better way to gain her confidence to get close to Okle’s operation? “Some things are rewarding, when I can make a difference. Other things…” He shrugged. “Not so pleasant.”


  “I can see that being the case.” She continued bouncing her foot. She had the manner of someone ready to jump up and run, like she could barely sit still. He wouldn’t be surprised if she was ADHD. “You must see a lot of bad things happen.”


  “To good and bad people.” He spoke quietly. “And some people who appear to be good, but aren’t even close to that.”


  “You look at things in black and white.” She studied him, here expression thoughtful. “They are either good or bad in your book. You’re on the cynical side, too.”


  He shrugged. “Not everyone is who you think they are.”


  “I’ll give you that.” She nodded slowly. “But I think it works both ways. You could think someone is bad when they’re actually a good person.”


  “It happens.” He tapped his fingers on the chair’s arm. “But that’s a rarity.”


  “I guess you have to be somewhat cynical in your profession.” She looked like she was working it over in her mind. “Most LE officers seem to feel that they’re bulletproof, too.”


  “You have some experience with people in LE.” He already knew that, but could see it in her eyes, too.


  “For a while I worked as a dispatcher for the local PD in my home town in Indiana.” Her throat worked as she swallowed. “And my Uncle Dexter, who helped raise me, was a police officer.” Her voice grew a little husky. “He acted like he was bulletproof, but he wasn’t. He died in the line of duty.”


  “That’s a damned shame.” Brooks hated to hear of anyone in law enforcement being killed on the job.


  “Yeah, it is.” She sighed. “It was a very long time ago, but I miss him. A lot.”


  “I’ll bet you do.” He found himself feeling sorry for what she’d been through in her life, already knowing some of her background. He had to remind himself that she could be playing up his feelings.


  “He was a good man.” She gave a sad smile. “He tried to teach me to be wary of strangers, but I’m just not as cynical as he was. I find it difficult to think that way.”


  After talking with Natasha, Brooks wasn’t surprised. “How do you judge people you meet?”


  “I don’t.” She shrugged. “I see the best in people unless they prove to be other than a good person. If they show me that they aren’t who they presented themselves to be, then I sever ties and move on. Until then, people deserve to be treated with respect and trust.”


  “That’s incredibly naïve.” The words were out of Brooks’s mouth before he could stop himself. “You could end up in serious trouble for trusting the wrong people.” Was that what she was doing with Okle? He mentally shook his head. This woman was getting to him and he couldn’t allow that to happen.


  She gripped the chair’s fabric-covered arms and gave him a long look. “That’s who I am, Brooks. I’m not changing for anyone.”


  “Hey.” He found himself putting his hand over hers, where she clenched the chair’s arm. Her hand was warm and small beneath his palm. “I had no business saying that. It’s in my nature to protect and you are important to people I care about.” What the hell was he saying? The fact that she was a friend’s relative could color his judgment if he wasn’t careful.


  “I’m sorry.” She relaxed her hand and he saw tension drain from her. “I think I’m a little tired and I overreacted. I’m not usually defensive. I’m going to go up to my room and take a nap before the party tonight.”


  He moved his hand from hers. He definitely like touching her far too much. “Sounds like you’re going to have a fun night.”


  She picked up her purse and coat. “From what Gary Grapefruit says, it should be.”


  Brooks found his lips twitching with amusement. “Gary Grapefruit?”


  “Oops.” A grin spread over her face. “That’s how I think of him—every time I see him, he brings me bags of grapefruit from his greenhouse in a town outside of Phoenix, so he has them year round.” Her eyes sparkled. “He’s become a good friend but he still doesn’t know I call him that. He’d probably just laugh, but it’s my own private joke.”


  He liked how Natasha made him laugh. He’d intended to ask her to dinner, but now knew she had other plans.


  “Why don’t you come?” She opened her purse and withdrew a twenty. “Gary said his friend likes big parties and showing off his home. The more the merrier kind of thing.”


  It would be a good way to spend more time with Natasha. He pulled his wallet out. “I’m paying, so put that cash away.”


  She shook her head. “I pay my way.”


  “I’m sure you do,” he said. “But not with me.”


  She put her hands on her purse. “I have a feeling I’m not going to win this one.”


  “Your feeling is right.” The server hadn’t brought the bill yet, but he put more than enough cash on the table for a tip, their drinks, and appetizers. “I’ll walk you to your room.”


  She stood as she stuffed the twenty into her purse. “Your mom must be tough to raise a man like you.”


  “You don’t know the half of it.” Brooks chuckled. “Between me and my sisters, not to mention my dad and the dude ranch, she’s probably done it all.”


  “Your family owns a dude ranch?” Natasha grinned. “How very cool.”


  “It’s definitely different. He needed to turn the conversation away from his family and back to Natasha. “Why don’t I drive you to the party tonight?”


  “Thank you for asking, but I’d rather take my own car.” She slung her purse over her shoulder. “Who knows? I might want to leave early if I get too tired.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and brought up her text messages. “I’ll forward the address to you. What’s your phone number?”


  He gave it to her, and in moments his own cell vibrated in its holster. He pulled the phone out and verified it was a text from Natasha with the address.


  They walked to the elevator and she animatedly told him about her day. She held her jacket over one arm and still managed to use both hands to talk. She told him about some of the people she’d met at past shows who were at this one as well, and the friends she’d made.


  Natasha made the people sound interesting, even one woman named Izzy, who walked around with a dark cloud over her head. “Like Charlie Brown,” she added with a smile.


  He could picture everyone vividly as Natasha spoke. She seemed to have a great memory for detail and a gift for storytelling.


  Her personality drew him to her in ways he’d never been attracted before. She had qualities he didn’t even know he wanted in a woman until now. A bright effervescent personality, an ease in her mannerisms that told him she was comfortable in her own skin, and she seemed to genuinely care for those around her and the people she loved.


  Damn. He was having a harder and harder time believing she was guilty, and that wasn’t good. He wasn’t doing his job if he didn’t find evidence that she wasn’t involved. He needed to look at it logically, and when he did, he had to acknowledge the evidence pointing to her.


  When they reached the eleventh floor, she walked out of the elevator ahead of him and he let his gaze drift down her backside. She was slender, but had a nice figure, including good-sized breasts and a great ass—


  “Are you checking out my ass?” A glitter of amusement was in her eyes when she looked over her shoulder.


  Her amusement was infectious and he grinned. “Who, me?”


  “You’d better watch it, lawman.” She waited for him to reach her side. “I bite.”


  He snorted out a laugh. “One can always hope.”


  A groan nearly escaped him. I’m playing a part, he reminded himself. His comment was just a part of his cover. Yeah, right.


  Laughter bubbled up from her. “I have a feeling you’re a naughty boy, Special Agent Allen.”


  Naughty would be an understatement, he thought but didn’t say aloud. He’d love to get his hands on her, kiss the line of her neck to her breasts where he would gently suck her nipples…


  He cleared his throat. Jesus Christ. What the hell was the matter with him? She could be playing him for all he was worth.


  They reached her room and she swiped her keycard. The door unlocked with a click. She looked over her shoulder. “See you tonight, Brooks.”


  “I’ll be there.” He watched her slip through the open doorway and then the door closed behind her.


  He stared at the closed door for a long moment. He itched to touch her, wanted her naked and to feel her warm body against his.


  A feeling rose up in him with such intensity his head nearly swam with it. The desire to shelter her and make sure nothing bad ever happen to her made his gut ache.


  He ground his teeth. Maybe he would call Sofia and ask her to give someone else the assignment. If he couldn’t do his job, another agent should be on the case.


  If Natasha was guilty, someone had to bring her down.


  CHAPTER 5


  Mark Okle blew his nose on a tissue before tossing it in a nearby wastebasket. His sniffling and sneezing had to be allergies. He was certain mold must be in the retirement center’s vents or something—he wasn’t knowledgeable about that kind of thing, but he knew he’d been allergic to mold and dust mites from the time he was young.


  His mother would be so disappointed if he hadn’t stopped by today like he did every Wednesday and Sunday, so he hoped the runny nose and the damned sneezing wasn’t a cold coming on. He didn’t want to get his mother or anyone else in the retirement center sick.


  He approached her wheelchair from behind. It was positioned in front of the TV and she was watching the end of “Jeopardy.” He knew it was the end because he made sure to time his visits so that she would be finished watching her favorite show.


  Jeopardy’s theme music began as the host ended the episode, and the credits rolled. Mark knelt on one knee next to the wheelchair and looked into Martha Okle’s keen brown eyes when she turned to see who had arrived. Her features were heavily lined from years of sun exposure, not to mention the fact she was well over eighty now.


  “My boy.” Her features lit up as he rested his palm on the chair’s arm and she patted the back of his hand. “You are such a good young man to come see your mother.”


  “Of course.” He smiled at her. His mother had been his world since he was a young boy and his father had abandoned them. Mark gritted his teeth. My sperm donor, not father. “How are you today, Mother?”


  “As good as someone who’s eighty and in a wheelchair can be.” Martha cackled. “Raced George and Betty down the corridor this morning. I won.”


  Mark chuckled. “I bet the staff wasn’t too happy about you having wheelchair races in the home.”


  “I’m too old to give a damn what they think.” Martha waved away his comment. “Where’s that pretty girl of yours?” She looked behind Mark. “Here she comes.”


  Mark glanced over his shoulder to see Selena Gallo and his dick hardened at the sight of her lithe form and curves he knew so well. Even with the expensive tailored slacks and fitted jacket she wore, she looked both sexy and dangerous at the same time.


  She had pulled her hair back into a smooth knot, emphasizing her sharp cheekbones and exotic features that came from her Greek and mixed heritage. He had looked up the meaning of her first name—Moon Goddess. It fit her perfectly.


  He always wondered how he’d gotten so lucky to have a woman who could have been a runway model interested in him. They’d hit it off after a “business associate” introduced them, and had been together ever since. Wanting to appeal to her even more, he’d lost weight over the first six months they’d dated.


  These days he wasn’t told he could play the part of Santa Claus if he had a long white beard and a red suit. That had always pissed him off, so he’d worn thick black-framed glasses, colored what hair he had black, almost always wore business suits, and kept a close shave to help him look as different as possible. Once he’d lost weight, he’d ditched the glasses, but kept the rest. Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything he could do about his growing bald spot.


  The fact that Selena had talents beyond sucking his cock, talents that benefited his business, was purely a bonus. She more than earned every extravagance he attempted to bestow on her.


  When he’d learned that she had been an assassin for the cartel, he’d been a little intimidated when they met. That didn’t last for long—she’d gone down on him the same night they’d met and sucked him dry.


  “Lovey.” Martha spoke to Selena as she held her arms open, bringing Mark’s attention back to his mother. “Come give your future mother-in-law a hug.”


  Mark’s face warmed. He and Selena hadn’t said the “L” word, much less talked about marriage. But his mother was determined Selena and Mark would have a big wedding before she died. She didn’t want her only child still single when she passed away.


  “Hello, Martha.” Selena never seemed to mind his mother’s insistence on calling Selena her daughter-in-law. It made Mark wonder if Selena might love him. She leaned over and hugged his mother, a smile of genuine caring on his girlfriend’s gorgeous features.


  His girlfriend. It never ceased to amaze him. She did not appear to be interested in his money, which he had loads of. She brushed away talk of financial statuses and preferred that he not give her expensive gifts. She wouldn’t even take payment for the jobs he had for her, insisting that theirs was not a business arrangement, but a partnership that went deeper on an emotional level.


  But he liked to give things to her and she humored him by wearing a simple but very expensive diamond and gold tennis bracelet, along with matching earrings, and she used the various Versace purses that she deemed useful.


  The gift she clearly appreciated the most was the Beretta 92FS 9mm. It was considered a man’s handgun, but she said she preferred the solid design and the fact it was one of the best long-range pistols available. She used it and her skills at commanding his men well. She wore a Beretta Nano in an ankle holster and kept the 92FS in whatever Versace purse she was carrying that day.


  “What’s the plan?” Selena looked from Martha to Mark. “How about board games?”


  “We haven’t done that for a while.” He let his gaze drift over the crowd. “I’d say a game of Risk for half and Trivial Pursuit for the rest.” Both games allowed up to six players each. “For today let’s go with Trivial Pursuit’s Vintage Years edition.”


  “Sounds great.” Selena gave him a sensual look that nearly set him on fire. The woman was so fucking hot.


  She turned away to track down the well-used board games. It wasn’t long before Mark had the game of Risk going with four old men and two even older women with a few onlookers. Martha was with Selena and five other women, while two men sat nearby and watched. Both of the old men who didn’t participate were assholes, so Mark was glad they just watched. Their heckling was bad enough.


  Mark and Selena didn’t play—they refereed. Sometimes the games got a little heated with a bunch of old folks going at it, some of them crankier than others.


  Two hours later, the board games had been put away and Selena and Mark had said goodbye to each person in the home. Mark gave his mother a kiss, put on his coat, and pulled out yet another tissue on his way out the door with his girlfriend and lover.


  Girlfriend, lover. He loved to think of her in those terms. It was so hot when she went down on him and let him come on her bare breasts. He liked to fuck her, too, but she seemed to prefer oral to intercourse. He couldn’t remember how many times they’d actually fucked during the year plus they’d been seeing each other. He was happy to watch her beautiful mouth slide down his dick as she took him deep. She had the kind of body he had to explore whenever he got the opportunity.


  His coat kept him warm and Selena looked comfortable, despite the chill wind, in the mink coat he’d bought her for Christmas. The fur was one other thing she’d accepted from him. She turned and met his gaze. She was a little taller than him, even more so in her heels, but that sure as hell didn’t matter. She could have been a six-five Amazon for all he cared.


  They reached his silver Mercedes and climbed in. He used another tissue before he pulled the car into the street that ran in front of the retirement home.


  “Are you sure it’s allergies?” Selena’s brow furrowed, but she looked as lovely as always. “I would hate to see any of the elderly at the home get ill.”


  “Yes.” He snapped the words. “Just allergies.”


  She turned and looked out the window, as if irritated with him for acting the way he just had.


  “I’m sorry, babe.” He didn’t want her to be upset with him. He didn’t want to lose her. “I—” He barely managed to grab a tissue in time to sneeze into it. His nose was starting to feel raw from so much snot and the tissue.


  She was an enigma to him, somewhat of a puzzle. He enjoyed putting that puzzle together, piece by piece.


  He tossed the tissue onto the floorboard behind his seat as he drove. His phone rang and he sniffled as he looked at the caller ID. His stomach twisted into a knot. “Unknown Caller” was on the screen. Every single time Mark answered that ID, the unknown caller was Rodrigo Jimenez. Rodrigo was better known as El Verdugo, The Executioner. EV was the leader of the Jimenez Cartel and Mark’s employer. He was probably calling from the family compound in Mexico.


  Sweat broke out on Mark’s forehead. He positioned his Bluetooth earpiece in his right ear before touching the answer/disconnect button. “This is Okle.”


  “What is the status on the Denver shipment?” EV always sounded like he was pissed off—unless some piece of ass was sucking his dick while he was on the phone. EV was known for enjoying getting off while conducting business, likely forcing a young woman—one of the compound servants—to do it.


  “Everything’s in place.” Mark guided the car along the two-lane highway. He always tried to sound smooth and professional, as if EV didn’t scare the shit out of him. “The tradeshow opens tomorrow and the buyers are ready to go.”


  “Good.” EV had a hard edge to his voice. “The bitch is gold, so don’t fuck it up. I have millions invested in the product she is delivering to the buyer in Denver.”


  Mark had to bite his tongue. He, not EV, was the one who had come up with the way to move the product. He, not EV, had found Natasha and convinced her to sell the statuettes filled with product. The bastard should show a little respect. Mark didn’t give a shit about Natasha beyond the fact that she could make him some damned good money. She was a means to an end.


  Mark clenched his teeth before letting out his breath. “I’ll let you know as soon as the product is in the buyer’s hands.”


  “Yes, you will.” EV disconnected the call.


  Mark clenched the steering wheel tighter as the phone went dead. “Bastard.”


  A moment later, he removed his Bluetooth and tossed it into an empty drink holder. Sometimes he wanted out so badly that he had the desire to yell at EV and tell him to fuck off. That, no doubt, would get Mark executed. EV wasn’t called The Executioner for nothing. Mark had seen what the cartel leader did if his employees crossed him, and he had damn near shit his pants. What Mark did to men who deserved a little extra “attention” was child’s play compared to what EV could and would do.


  He’d gotten involved with EV for the money to get his mother into the best local retirement center. He’d done it for her. But then he’d grown accustomed to the perks as the money rolled in. Mark was good at what he did, which was moving product, and that afforded him a lifestyle he couldn’t have had any other way. He never used the product himself, something EV had made clear was against the rules for his key men.


  Yes, Mark had learned a lot from the cartel leader, from staying away from blow to torturing information out of anyone he needed to. He’d been surprised how easily that had come to him.


  He glanced at Selena to see her still staring out the window at the winter-yellowed grass and other scenery passing by. She didn’t pay attention when he was on the phone for his legitimate or illegitimate endeavors. She preferred to clean her Beretta or shoot someone rather than being concerned with his business.


  When they were alone, they sometimes spoke of politics, and he’d been pleased her views were much the same as his. She was a great conversationalist when she needed to be in social situations, while other times she remained quiet and let him do the talking. She always knew what to do or say at the right time.


  He smiled to himself as he paid better attention to the road, and narrowly missed a pothole.


  Selena was the perfect companion. Supermodel gorgeous, she was intelligent and easy to talk with. She refused to have anything to do with drugs, was pleased to donate her time to the retirement home, disinterested in his wealth, and smart enough to not pay attention to his business dealings. And cold enough to kill for him when he needed her to.


  Only one thing bothered him at times. She said little of her past and managed to turn the conversation back to him, asking him about his childhood and the artists and art pieces he worked with.


  She had known what he did with most of the art from the beginning. He used a great deal of it to move cocaine and heroin. He even dabbled in a little ecstasy, more recently known as Molly, and it was something he’d slipped into Selena’s drink a time or two. Come to think of it, those were the times they’d fucked. The thought of driving his dick into her wet pussy made him horny as hell.


  He might just have to put something into her drink tonight.


  CHAPTER 6


  The home Natasha parked near was on the outskirts of Denver. It was one of the biggest houses she’d seen outside of TV or the movies.


  Gary had said that the host liked to show off his house. This was definitely the type of home some people would love to put on display.


  Lights blazed from the sprawling two-story house and people were walking from their parked cars, up salted stone steps, and along a stone path. The path was lined with luminaries perched on the edge of every step. Each filigreed brown luminary gave off a buttery yellow glow from candles flickering within.


  It never failed to make her wince when she was about to go into a two-story home. The memory of climbing out of her car on the upper floor of that home she’d crashed into was still so vivid. Jeez, she’d had enough accidents and near misses to cover the rest of her lifetime.


  She was glad she had chosen one of her colorful flowy skirts and a pair of boots that reached just below her knees. They looked good with her outfit, yet protected her feet from the cold, ice, and snow. She didn’t feel overdressed or underdressed.


  The moment she killed the engine, cold air pressed against the windows as if it couldn’t wait to get inside and wrap itself around her. She tugged on her jacket as the car grew colder.


  She grabbed her purse, opened the door, swung her feet out, and stepped onto crunchy snow. She looked around at people parking their cars and heading toward the house as if they were children following the Pied Piper.


  Even though she had grown up in Indiana, she had already become accustomed to Arizona weather. Her fingers felt as if they had turned to ice and her teeth chattered. She buried her hands in her jacket pockets and started for the stone steps.


  Thoughts of her brief time with Brooks came to mind. He was so good-looking, in a hard, masculine way. She’d had the intense desire to touch him, to feel his hard body beneath her palms, but she had kept her hands to herself. She didn’t even know Brooks and she wanted to be all over him in a way she had never experienced with a man she’d just met.


  By the time she reached the entrance to the magnificent house, she knew she wanted to get to know Brooks a lot better. She hoped like crazy he would be here tonight.


  Gary met her at the door, as if he’d been waiting for her. Maybe he had. She smiled at him and he gave her his surfer dude’s grin.


  “I’m glad you came.” He took her hand and pulled her into the house. “You can put your coat and purse in the coatroom.”


  She raised her brows. “This place even has a coatroom?”


  Sure enough, she was taken to a massive walk-in closet with an attendant at the door who watched them closely.


  The closet was filled with rows of hangers, a good number of coats already there. After she removed her coat, Gary hung it up. She thought about how Brooks had helped her out of her coat unlike other men she had known.


  “You can leave your purse.” Gary gestured to the hanger. “There’s always someone on guard.” He nodded to the attendant.


  She smiled and arranged the cross-body strap so that her hands were free. “I’d rather keep it with me.”


  He shrugged and grabbed her hand again. “Let’s get to the party.”


  She squeezed his hand. He had become such a good friend that he made her smile. She started to tell him she’d invited Brooks, but Gary was being extra chatty, telling her about the house, and she let him go on.


  The moment he led her through a set of double doors, she was hit with the powerful smell of marijuana and was nearly overwhelmed with the haze filling the room. No way did she want to be someplace where drugs were involved. She started to step back before it occurred to her that she was in a state where MJ was legal. She didn’t like the smoke, and wasn’t crazy about the fact that the smell would cling to her hair and clothes, but she was here and might as well stick around. Brooks might show up and she didn’t want him to arrive after she had run off.


  “I’ll get you a drink and then introduce you to Mitch.” Gary gestured across the room to a guy with shaggy brown hair reclining on a gigantic curved couch made of black leather. A bong was positioned on the couch between Mitch’s thighs, and a blonde and a brunette cuddled close on either side of him. “What do you like to drink?” Gary drew her attention away from Mitch. “He always has a full bar and a bartender.”


  She definitely did not want alcohol at a party like this. “Coke would be great, if he has it.”


  “Mitch has everything.” Gary laughed. “You wait here.”


  He vanished into a small crowd to her right before she could say she’d go with him. She turned her attention back to the room, letting her gaze drift over the couples and groups mingling around the enormous place that had to be about half the size of a ballroom.


  She wanted to hold her breath, hoping she wouldn’t get high from secondhand smoke. There had to be a patio or something, maybe one with heaters. A guy who had this kind of place had to have heated patios. But when she thought about it, she realized this wasn’t Arizona and she doubted heaters could give off enough warmth to fend off the cold in the middle of winter in Denver. Maybe she wouldn’t stay too long.


  Gary showed up not much later, holding two plastic cups and handed her one. “Coke for you.” He handed a cup to her. “And vodka and Coke for me.”


  She sipped from the cup. It had a different flavor. She hadn’t felt any kind of alcohol warming her throat and belly as it went down, so she doubted it was his. “This tastes like vanilla Coke.”


  He shook his head and reached for the cup. “The bartender must have poured the wrong drink. I’ll get you another.”


  “This is fine.” She smiled. “It’s not a problem.”


  “If you’re sure.”


  “I’m positive.” She nodded. “It’s cold outside, but is there someplace we can get some fresh air?”


  “I know someplace pretty amazing.” Gary looked thoughtful as he considered her question. “There’s an awesome solarium off of Mark’s suite. He’ll probably let us use that.”


  “If it’s no trouble.” She smiled. “It sounds cool.”


  “I’ll introduce you to Mitch and we can ask him.” Gary took her hand and led her to the man he’d pointed out earlier. “Hey, buddy,” he said when they reached Mitch and the blonde and brunette pressed up against him. He had an arm around each woman now.


  “That’s one hot babe, Gary.” From Mitch’s eyes, it was easy to see he was stoned. “I saw her when you walked in. I’ll make sure you have a real good time.” He moved his arm from around the brunette’s shoulders, raised his bong, and offered it to Natasha. “Take a hit.”


  She held up one hand. “Thanks, but no.”


  “This is Natasha.” Gary put his arm around her shoulders. “She’d like some fresh air. Mind if I show her the solarium?”


  “Knock yourself out.” Mitch released his bong and set it between his thighs again. “I have a feeling you’re going to have a fun night, babe,” he added to Natasha with a wink.


  The guy gave her the creeps. But she gave a polite little wave to Mitch as Gary turned her away. He released her as soon as they were on the other side of the crowd.


  He rolled his eyes. “If Mitch knew you’re not tied to anyone, he’d be all over you. It’s better he thinks we’re together.”


  “Mitch seemed to have his hands plenty full.”


  “You don’t know Mitch.” Gary grinned. “The solarium is much quieter and no damned smoke.” He gestured to the doors they’d come through. “He has three different enclosed patios, but hardly anyone knows about the one we’re going to. Like I said, it won’t be filled with smoke. That shit clings to everything.”


  She walked with Gary to the doors, taking another sip of the vanilla Coke. She was glad to get out of the marijuana smoke-filled room. Her clothes and hair likely reeked already, and she hoped Brooks wouldn’t mind, then wondered why she cared if he did. But she’d definitely have to shower when she got back to the hotel.


  In moments she and Gary were out in the foyer with its soaring vaulted ceilings, and what appeared to be expensive Italian tile. He gestured to an arch to their left that opened into a wide hallway lit by a dim sconce at the entrance.


  She took a bigger drink and wished she had finished her appetizer when she was with Brooks earlier. She was starting to feel lightheaded from not eating enough.


  Gary talked about Mitch as they walked side-by-side to the hallway. “He acts like a stoner, but he’s sharp as hell. Made a shitload of cash before the big market crash.”


  When they reached the end of the hallway, he steered her to their right, into a huge room. “This is the master suite. We’re going to Mitch’s private patio.” He pointed to a pair of closed French doors on the other side of the room.


  As they walked, she felt even more lightheaded. She had the urge to stop walking but couldn’t seem to come to a halt.


  “This is about the freshest air you’ll find in this place in the winter.” Gary led the way to the doors and she followed a step behind. He opened the doors and warmth rushed in. “He keeps the solarium warm during winter parties.”


  She walked out through the open doorway. The solarium had three glowing heaters, as well as three tables with chairs. Snowflakes drifted down on the other side of the glass, and she felt like she was in a snow globe.


  A door was directly in front, and through the glass she could see a lighted swimming pool glowing in the night. She wondered if pools could ice over in this part of the country but guessed this one was heated.


  She walked up to the glass dome and placed her palms against the cool glass. “It’s beautiful.”


  Gary came up beside her as she saw steam rising from the pool.


  Her head felt like she was swimming in that pool now. She looked at Gary. “I don’t feel so good.”


  He frowned as he set his cup on a nearby table. “You’d better have a seat, Nat.”


  Without warning, her knees went weak and she nearly dropped her cup.


  He caught her by the shoulders and took the drink from her and placed it on the small table where he’d set down his own drink. His brows were kitted with concern. “Are you okay?”


  Out of nowhere a giggle rose in her, and she put one hand on his chest. “I think I need a chair before I end up on the floor.”


  Frowning, Gary studied her. “Something’s wrong. You’re acting strange, Nat, unless you’re really susceptible to alcohol.”


  “I do feel odd. I need to sit for a minute and I’ll be fine.” Natasha laughed like a young girl again before clenching his shirt in both hands as he helped her from falling.


  “The lady wants to sit.” A hard male voice cut in.


  Both Gary and Natasha turned to face the man who’d spoken. Natasha smiled and giggled when she saw who it was.


  “It’s the cowboy gentleman.” She tried to step away from Gary but her legs felt like gelatin and he caught her again. “Hi, Brooksie.”


  A rush of desire flooded through her at the sight of him and her nipples grew hard. She was suddenly so incredibly horny that she’d give anything to be alone with the man. It didn’t matter that she had barely spent any time with him. She didn’t sleep around, but for him she’d make an exception.


  She laughed and tried to step away from Gary.


  Gary’s hold tightened, mistrust on his features. He seemed to be gauging this stranger who had come out of nowhere. “Who are you?”


  Brooks stepped close and towered over Gary. Brooks was a good six inches taller. “I said, let her sit.”


  Why is he making such a fuss? Natasha wondered but didn’t question aloud. She liked the thought of him fussing over her.


  Brooks took hold of Natasha from her opposite side, and for a moment she thought they were going to start playing tug-of-war with her, pulling her back and forth between them.


  She giggled again, the thought incredibly funny as she pictured them doing just that, shaking her like a rag doll.


  Gary narrowed his gaze at Brooks. “Something is wrong with her.”


  “I’ll bet there is.” Brooks pulled her to him. She stumbled and he caught her. He kept an eye on Gary as he moved her closer to a table and eased her onto a chair.


  “Brooks, meet Gary Grapefruit.” She laughed as she held onto the arms of her chair. “Gary, meet Brooks.” She clapped her hand over her mouth as she realized she’d slipped and called Gary by her pet name for him. She lowered her hand as she laughed.


  “Who the hell is this?” Gary narrowed his gaze at Brooks.


  “Brooks is a good family friend.” She swayed in her seat. “A really hot friend.”


  Both Brooks and Gary looked at her and she shrugged and smiled. “Well, he is.”


  “I’ll handle his,” Brooks said, but Gary didn’t look convinced that it was a good idea.


  “Really, Gary. You can leave me with Brooksie.” She grinned. “I think that’s the best idea I’ve had all night.”


  “Are you sure?” Gary looked from her to Brooks and back. “I don’t think your judgment is very good right now.”


  “I don’t mind at all if you leave me with stud-muffin.” Natasha waved him off. “He’s totally safe.”


  “I’ll call you tomorrow, Nat.” Gary studied Brooks. “You’d better take damned good care of her.” He turned and left the solarium.


  


  It took Brooks all he had not to kick the guy’s ass for putting his hands on Natasha. Brooks ground his teeth as he watched Gary leave. Thank God he’d walked into the house in time to see Gary leading Natasha down the hallway. Brooks had followed them, something telling him he should.


  He turned his attention back to Natasha who appeared to be a little too happy as she sat in her chair with a wide smile. Considering she seemed to be an extraordinarily upbeat person, that was saying a lot.


  She tipped her head to the side. “Why did you make such a big fuss?”


  Brooks relaxed his jaw. “You’re important to people I care about.”


  “Gary’s one of my closest friends.” Natasha reached out and grabbed Brooks’s hand. Her fingers were cool despite the warmth in the solarium. “But I don’t mind being alone with you. Help me up.”


  He shook his head. “You should stay right where you are a while longer.”


  She pulled her hand from his and slid her palms down his abs to his belt buckle, nearing his cock.


  He caught her hands in his, then crouched and studied her. He narrowed his eyes. In the glow given off by one of the heaters, he could see her pupils were dilated. That, combined with the way she was acting had the signs that she was on some kind of drug. “What did you take?”


  “I don’t know what you mean.” She tried pulling her hands from his but he gripped her fingers tighter. “I want you.”


  “You’re on something.” He could hear the hardness in his voice. “What drug did you take?”


  “I don’t take drugs, silly.” She giggled and almost twisted her fingers out of his grip. “I don’t even like aspirin.”


  He narrowed his gaze and caught her by her wrists with one of his hands. He glanced at the table and saw two plastic cups. He pointed to them. “Which is yours?”


  She wriggled on the chair. “I dunno.”


  Still crouched, he picked up the cup closest to him—it was about a third full, and brought it to his nose. He caught the hint of anise seed, the smell of some forms of the drug Ecstasy. Heat rose in him as he dipped his finger in the drink and tasted it. He caught a faint almost bitter taste mostly covered by the stronger flavor of vanilla syrup.


  The rage burning through him came hot and fast. No doubt it was the bastard who’d just left the room who had slipped the drug into Natasha’s drink. Brooks was so pissed that he didn’t realize he was squeezing his hands tight around her wrists until she said, “That hurts, Brooks.”


  He released her wrists and immediately she leaned forward and wrapped her arms around his neck. She pressed her mouth against his so fast he didn’t have even a moment to react.


  Her lips were so damned soft and she smelled so good that he almost gave in and kissed her back.


  He stood, extricating himself from her hold while grabbing her wrists again. “Listen to me, Natasha. I think you’ve been given a drug called Ecstasy, also known as Molly. You aren’t yourself right now.”


  “I’m not Molly.” She laughed. “I’m Natasha. Or did you forget?” She tried to get to her feet.


  He had to get some help in case she’d been given a dangerously high dose. “Honey, just sit still.”


  “Nope.” She giggled. “I. Want. You.”


  What he wouldn’t give to have this woman say that when she wasn’t drugged.


  He mentally shook his head. What the hell was he thinking? She was a suspect.


  A low growl rose up in his throat. He wanted nothing more than to kick that sonofabitch’s ass. It had to have been the man she’d called Gary.


  The fact that Brooks was a Federal agent kept him in check. The last thing he needed was to have charges pressed against him. Law enforcement officers got a bad enough rap as it was.


  Most of all, Brooks couldn’t and wouldn’t leave Natasha alone for one moment.


  He held her wrists with one hand while pulling his cell phone out of its holster with his other. He’d call the local PD and have them handle the situation, and get the paramedics here for Natasha.


  


  A few hours and a houseful of arrests later, Brooks managed to find Natasha’s keycard in her purse and used it to open her hotel room. It was close to midnight. She was still giggly and clinging to him, not yet coming down from the drug since it had only been maybe three and a half hours, maybe four, since she’d ingested it.


  She might be calming some, but she was still coming on to him in ways that were about to drive him out of his mind.


  He kept his arm around her waist as he guided her inside. “That a girl.”


  She giggled and leaned against him as he flipped a light switch that flooded the room with a soft yellow glow. He helped her out of her coat and tossed it aside before he steered her to the bed. The whole time she was stumbling, laughing, and walking off balance.


  He set her purse on the foot of the bed. Natasha bounced onto the mattress. Her purse tumbled off and crashed to the floor, scattering the contents all over the carpet.


  Ignoring the purse and everything that had formerly been inside, he knelt to take off her boots. At the same time, she grasped the hem of her blouse and started to pull it over her head.


  “No.” Brooks pulled her top down so it covered her flat belly again, and put his hand over hers on her thigh. “Let me finish taking off your boots and then you can lie down for a moment.”


  She gave him a naughty grin. “It’s about time.” She flopped back on the bed, her head on the pillow and her arms above her head, her legs still hanging over the side. “I’m ready for you, Brooksie.”


  He nearly groaned. Back at the extravagant house, he’d had her checked out by paramedics. She wasn’t suffering any adverse effects, other than the euphoria and arousal she was experiencing. There was a good chance she’d crash hard and it wasn’t going to be pretty.


  She wriggled on the bed. “Stop making me wait.”


  Brooks sighed. It was going to be a long hour or two before she would come down, and hopefully she wouldn’t suffer adverse effects and he’d get her to sleep.


  He eased her feet onto the bed and then finished sliding off her boots. She wriggled and said, “Hurry up.”


  As he tugged off her socks, he thought about digging through the drawers and finding her pajamas or at least a T-shirt. No, not going there. It wasn’t a good idea to take her clothes off to change into something else. Once he’d removed them, who knew what she would do? She would just have to sleep in her skirt and blouse.


  Back at the party house, he’d contacted Jase, who had come straight to the scene to assist.


  When it was time to leave the scene, Jase followed with Natasha’s car, while Brooks drove her to the hotel in his truck. A local DHS agent took Jase back to pick up his own vehicle. The entire time Jase had avoided Natasha to make sure she didn’t see him. She might not remember him being there, but they didn’t want to take any chances.


  To keep Natasha busy thinking of something other than getting naked with him, Brooks figured he’d ask her questions to take her mind off of sex. With him.


  “Where’s your family?” He sat in the padded chair he’d pulled up to the bed. “In Indiana?”


  “Grandpa and Grandma retired in Florida.” Natasha turned on her side and braced herself on her elbow, some of the arousal dimming in her eyes. “They raised me. So did my Uncle Dexter, who lived with us. I told you about my uncle being killed in the line of duty.”


  Brooks leaned forward in the chair, his forearms resting on his thighs. “What happened to your parents?”


  “My grandparent’s daughter, my birthmother, was too young to raise a child.” Natasha quieted some. “She and my birthfather were both only fifteen, so my grandparents adopted me when I was born.”


  The topic had definitely subdued Natasha. Brooks hadn’t wanted to bring up something painful, but she kept talking.


  “Both my parents, Margo and Tom, were in juvenile hall when they were teenagers, then prison once they were over eighteen. They were in and out for things like drug possession, theft, and forgery. Margo and Tom are both serving time now for armed robbery of a convenience store.” Natasha pushed thick locks of hair from her face. “My grandparents never allowed them to see me until I was eighteen, because they didn’t want that kind of influence around me.”


  Brooks thought about his own close-knit family upbringing. “That must have been rough.” Once the words were out of his mouth, he realized how lame that sounded after the trauma she’d been through.


  “I’m glad they weren’t around when I was young.” She shrugged one shoulder. “I saw them a couple of times when I was older, but they were strangers and I didn’t have the desire to get to know them. Just because they’re related to me, doesn’t mean I have to have anything to do with them. They had choices and they made the wrong ones. They could have cleaned up and been at least a small part of my life.” She shook her head. “But they didn’t.”


  “Their loss,” Brooks said quietly. “You’re a special woman, and they missed out.”


  He frowned to himself after his statement. But his gut was telling him she was innocent. Hell, after having parents into drugs, and with what Christie went through, that was enough to make Natasha want to stay at arm’s length.


  But then again, having parents into drugs could have made her into a master manipulator and liar, and could even have introduced her to that world.


  He dragged his hand down his face. This entire mess was going to drive him insane.


  Natasha’s expression shifted back to arousal. “Come on, Brooks. Enough talking. I want some action.”


  Damn, she was going to make him crazy.


  He tried to pull her focus back to talking about herself. “I take it you grew up with Christie?”


  “I wish.” Natasha gave a little smile. “She was raised in Bisbee. She and her parents traveled to Indiana to visit us fairly often, and Christie and I always stayed in touch.”


  “That’s right.” He nodded. “She was a part of the Circle of Seven with Belle and Dylan Curtis until the middle of their high school years.” Dylan was also a Federal agent and worked with Brooks in DHS’s ICE division.


  “Yes, Christie was a part of the CoS.” Natasha nodded. “All seven of them had been friends since elementary school and were so tight. It was horrible how Christie’s ex bastard of a husband started killing them off.” Her eyes narrowed. “Christie was devastated.”


  Natasha screwed up her face at the mention of Salvatore Reyes, before her features relaxed again. “At least that bastard has been taken care of.”


  Brooks nodded.


  “Anyway, Christie graduated high school and her parents moved back to Indiana after she married Salvatore.” Natasha’s voice was hard as she said his name. “I think it was almost five years ago that her father died of a heart attack, and about three years since her mother passed from a brain aneurism.”


  “Damn, that’s tough.” Brooks shook his head. And after what she’d gone through at he hands of her ex… “You were both only children, no brothers or sisters?”


  “Nope, no siblings. But she and I were like sisters.” Natasha looked away, as if deep in thought. “Almost like twins. When we were together, we could sense the other’s mood and finish each other’s sentences. We could often sense when something was wrong, even from a distance.”


  Brooks saw that Natasha was coming down more quickly than he’d assumed she would. She hadn’t finished her drink, so there was a good chance the dose she’d consumed hadn’t been as high as he’d thought.


  He glanced at the clock and saw they’d been in her room over an hour. It had been maybe five hours at most since she’d been drugged, but it was more than enough time for her to be coming down.


  “You mentioned you worked a couple of years as a dispatcher for your local PD.” He leaned back in his chair. Natasha wouldn’t know Sofia had already informed him. “What did you do next?”


  “When my uncle was shot in the line of duty, I inherited all he had, including his life insurance.” The words seemed to catch in her throat. “My grandparents apparently encouraged him to do that. He’d always said I should be running a boutique or something to do with crafts, instead of working as a dispatcher, so I took the inheritance and bought a small crafts store. I ran the place until I sold it and moved out here to be close to Christie and for Jessica’s birth.” She smiled. “I love being that little girl’s auntie.”


  Natasha’s features grew a little paler. She rolled onto her back, rested her head on the pillow, and put her hand to her forehead. “I feel strange.”


  “You need rest.” Brooks got up from the chair and sat on the bed beside her. It was clear she had lost interest in sex and was coming down hard. Damn, this was not going to be easy on her.


  He brushed hair from her forehead and felt the sweat beading on her forehead, one of the symptoms for some people coming off Ecstasy. It varied from person to person.


  “Don’t.” She shoved his hand away, an irritable edge to her voice. “I don’t want you to touch me.” Irritability. Another symptom.


  He stood and looked down at her to see her features now pinched. “Close your eyes and rest.”


  “I don’t need to—” She rubbed her arms with her palms. “I don’t feel so good.”


  Anger at that little shit who’d drugged Natasha made him want to slam his fist into the wall. He grabbed a folded cover at the foot of the bed and pulled it over her. “Close your eyes, honey.”


  She grabbed the cover, gripping it in her fists and lowered her eyelids. He could see movement beneath her lids as she struggled to calm her mind.


  It took a long while, a very long while, but finally her body went limp as she relaxed into sleep.


  Brooks bent to pick up the contents of her purse that had spilled onto the floor when he’d knocked the purse off the bed. An envelope stuck out of the purse, the only thing that hadn’t fallen out with everything else.


  He looked away from it and scooped up a brush, lip balm, and a wallet that had a butterfly on it. He also picked up a butterfly pin, like one of his mother’s old-fashioned broaches she’d gotten from his great-grandmother.


  He’d put the keys into her purse earlier and had noticed a butterfly keychain as well. He smiled. From what he had seen of Natasha, the butterfly was the perfect symbol for her.


  He grabbed her phone then tossed it into the purse, on top of the other items. He paused and peeked at he envelope that hadn’t fallen out of the purse with everything else. It was addressed to Natasha in block letters written in ink. One end of the envelope was torn off. A piece of paper was inside and he started to pull at it. He brought it halfway out and thought he could see a message written in ink on the opposite side.


  Handwritten notes were rare in this day and age of electronic mail and documents. For a long moment he stared at the paper, tempted to pull it all the way out and read it anyway, as if he had to read it.


  No. He blew out his breath and slid it all the way into the envelope and pushed it all the way into her purse. If the letter had something to do with the case, it wouldn’t be admissible in court if he removed and opened it.


  After he placed the purse on the nightstand, Brooks settled in the armchair, feeling exhausted, and praying that Natasha would be fine.


  CHAPTER 7


  A thudding, pounding pain in her head woke Natasha. It hurt so badly that for a moment she laid still, her eyes closed. She rarely had headaches and didn’t remember ever having one so awful in her life.


  Red and blue lights flashed in her mind. Emergency vehicle lights. It was like they were in the room with her, and she could almost hear the faint sounds of sirens. Had she dreamt of an accident?


  She breathed in deep and slow, trying to relax the tension in her head and body. Light came in from somewhere and it was red through her eyelids. She slowly blinked her eyes open and saw she was on her side facing a window with sun shining through a large gap in the black out shades.


  For a moment she was disoriented. Where was she? She frowned in concentration, which only made the pain in her head worse. Gradually everything came back to her. She was in a hotel in Denver for a tradeshow.


  Her brow furrowed. And last night she’d gone to a party that Gary had invited her to. A vise clamped around her head. She remembered Gary taking her out to a solarium and then Brooks was there.


  The moment she thought of Brooks, her cheeks flushed with heat. Had she been all over him? Had she felt such a strong attraction that she had thrown herself at him?


  Her face grew warmer. Her eyes widened. How had she gotten in bed? She looked down and saw a blanket around her waist and she was wearing the same top she’d been wearing last night. She was still wearing her skirt and could feel it tangled around her legs.


  Carefully, she rolled over, trying not to disturb her pounding head, which didn’t do a whole lot of good. She looked at the nightstand and squinted as the digital clock came into view. Her eyes flew open.


  “Oh, my God.” Headache forgotten, she threw aside her covers. “I’m going to be late.” She couldn’t afford the fine.


  She scrambled out of bed and stumbled into a chair pulled up to the bed—with a man sitting in it.


  A scream almost tore from her before she realized it was Brooks. Her whole body flamed at the sight of the man who looked at her with hooded eyes. His jaws were stubbled, his hat off and his hair mussed. He was wearing a shirt and jeans, the same ones she remembered seeing him in last night. He looked incredibly rumpled and sexy, and altogether an alpha male on watch.


  She didn’t have time to think about her mortification. She had to get out of here.


  “Are you all right?” His voice was deep and rumbly, in a way that shot sensations straight from her breasts to right between her thighs.


  “I’ve got to go.” She stepped over his long legs that were stretched out in front of him. “I’m going to be late. God, I can’t be late.”


  “Does it matter that much if you arrive a few minutes after the doors open?” he asked as she darted for the bathroom.


  “They fine a thousand if you’re not in your showroom on time.” She turned on the shower water. She felt grimy, could smell the marijuana smoke on her from the party, and likely it was in her hair, too.


  She only took enough time in the shower to wash her hair quickly and rub her body with quick swipes of a soapy washcloth.


  After the shower, she didn’t bother to blow dry her hair and just swiped it with a brush before she pulled it back in a damp ponytail.


  When she rushed out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around her, she was surprised to see one of her skirts and a blouse spread out on the bed, along with panties, a bra, and clean socks. Her boots were on the floor.


  “I hope this is okay.” Brooks stepped out of her way.


  “Perfect.” She reached the bed and let her towel fall to the floor. She didn’t have time for modesty. “Thank you.”


  The moment the towel hit the floor, a pained expression crossed his face. From the corner of her eye, she saw his hands clench at his sides as if he had to hold himself back from touching her. If she wasn’t mistaken, a bulge pressed against the front of his jeans.


  She dressed faster than she ever had. Only fifteen minutes had passed from the moment she saw the time on the alarm clock, to having her boots on, to letting Brooks help her jam her arms into her coat and then rush for the door.


  “My purse.” She whirled to look for it and found Brooks behind her, his armed stretched as he held out the fringed yellow bag to her. “Thanks.” She grabbed the purse, bolted for the door, and opened it.


  He followed her out the door. “I’m driving you.” His legs were long enough that he kept up with her even as she hurried to the elevator.


  She poked the down button over and over, as she waited for the damned elevator doors to open—as if that would make it move any faster. “I can get there myself.”


  “With your penchant for accidents?” He stepped into the elevator with her as the doors slid open. “I’ll get you there in time. I guarantee it.”


  She punched the lobby button. “I’ll be fine.”


  Her heart beat hard, matching the pounding in her head. She hit the door close button repeatedly even though she’d heard they didn’t really work. Door close buttons were supposedly put in elevators just to make people feel better. She didn’t know if that was true or not, but she felt entirely frustrated, her muscles tense, as the doors seemed to take forever to close.


  When they finally did, she looked up at Brooks. She tried not to feel any embarrassment as she met his gaze. “I’m sorry if I did anything I shouldn’t have last night.” She avoided his gaze and looked at the floor numbers as they flashed by. “I don’t know what happened—I can barely remember anything. But I think I came on to you.”


  “It wasn’t your fault.” His expression went hard. “You were drugged.”


  She whipped her gaze to his. “I was drugged?”


  He nodded. “Gary gave you Ecstasy in your drink.”


  Her eyes widened. “Gary would never do that. Ever.”


  Brooks just shook his head. “It has a lot to do with how rough you’re probably feeling.”


  “I don’t believe that he did it for a moment.” The elevator car came to a rest on the lobby floor and the doors slid open. She rushed out through the opening. “Someone else must have done it.”


  Brooks kept up with her. “He was the one who was with you when you were drugged.”


  “No way.” She shook her head. “Like I said, it had to have been someone else.” She glanced at Brooks as she walked. “Gary is a close friend.”


  Brooks’s eyebrows knitted together. “Are you certain?”


  “Absolutely.” She strode across the lobby to the front doors and flipped the hood of her jacket up and over her head with both hands. She said, “Thank you,” automatically to the doorman as he held the door open for them. She continued out into the cold with Brooks at her side as she turned her attention back to him. “Whoever did this is so dead.”


  “Gary is in jail.” Brooks words caused her to falter in her steps. “He was arrested at the party. He’s suspected of drugging you.”


  She came to a complete stop, her stomach clenching. “He doesn’t belong in jail. We have to get him out.”


  “You’d be late for the tradeshow,” Brooks said. “You’d have to pay that steep fine.”


  “He’s my friend.” A blast of cold air made her feel like her slightly damp hair was turning into ice on her scalp despite the hood. The cold didn’t matter—her friend had been unjustly accused. “I can’t leave him there.”


  “I’ll take care of getting him out.” Brooks spoke with more understanding than he had to begin with. She could tell he believed her now.


  “Thank you.” She frowned. “He’s going to be fined.”


  “Don’t worry about that,” Brooks said. “I’ll talk with whoever is in charge.”


  She let out her breath. “I appreciate that.”


  They reached the parking lot and she looked around for her car. “I didn’t drive to the hotel, did I?” The thought filled her with dismay, but then she knew that wouldn’t have happened with Brooks there.


  “I brought you to the hotel in my truck.” He touched her elbow and she let him guide her to a big black truck. “Another agent drove your car.”


  “Where is it?” She looked around as she stood by his vehicle.


  Brooks opened the door. “Jump in. You can worry about your car after the show.”


  She scrambled past Brooks, and he helped her into the frigid truck. She didn’t have time to search for her car or argue with him. “We need to go. I’ve got fifteen minutes to get there and in my showroom.”


  He shut the door behind her and jogged around to the driver’s side. She tossed her purse beside her on the seat. She shivered and put on her seatbelt as she waited for him to climb in, start the vehicle, and get the heater going.


  At first the heater blasted out cold air as they left the parking lot, but in no time it was warm and getting warmer.


  Traffic looked bad and panic rose inside her, burning her throat. “I’m going to be late. I simply cannot afford the fine.”


  He flipped a switch and a siren cut the air. “I’ve turned on the grill lights. “We’ll make it.”


  “Are you allowed to do that?” She stared at cars pulling aside.


  “No.” He shook his head. “I’m making an exception for you.”


  “As long as we don’t get arrested,” she muttered, and he shook his head, clearly holding back a laugh.


  They made it to the tradeshow with five minutes to spare, which would be enough time to get through the doors and to her display before the show started. The moment he parked in front of the entrance, she scrambled out.


  “Thanks.” She was so single-minded that she threw the word over her shoulder without looking at him, and hurried to the doors.


  She managed a grimace-smile at the K9 officer before she darted through the entrance and ran to her display. She felt like a baseball player stealing second base, sliding in just before the second baseman could touch her with the ball and the ref call her out.


  One of the show’s clipboard-carrying monitors rounded the corner at the same time Natasha threw her jacket and purse under one of the tables. She smiled at him as she tried to catch her breath. The monitor nodded at her before continuing his rounds.


  As the man moved on, Natasha glanced at Gary’s display area and saw the monitor frown at the unattended showroom. The man whipped up the clipboard, wrote on a paper with a pen then continued on his round.


  She felt a pang in her chest. Hopefully Brooks would be able to get Gary out of jail and all charges dropped. The police had no proof it had been Gary who had drugged her and she knew it wasn’t.


  But then who?


  Not only had someone drugged her, but had caused her to make a fool of herself with Brooks. How freaking embarrassing.


  She mentally shook her head. Brooks would understand—after all, he knew she’d been under the influence of what he called Molly. However, she may have said something that was true before she fell asleep. As a matter of fact, she was sure she had said some mortifying things. She just didn’t want to think about them.


  It took a few minutes, but she managed to shake off what had happened, for now. She’d worry about it later.


  She forgot to check the texts on her phone, and remembered there was at least one from Mark. She pulled up the messages and found two. One was from Christie, asking how the show was going. Natasha sent a quick text back that it was going well. She didn’t mention being drugged—it would only make Christie worry.


  The other text was the one she had noticed earlier from Mark. In his message, he asked her to let him know around noon how the morning went. She shook her head. He was always so damned anxious for news.


  A mere ten minutes had passed before her first customer came in. Natasha smiled and greeted the exotic-looking brunette whose hair was pulled back in a sleek chignon. She was dressed in a tailored red suit and black heels, and looked as if she was on her way to a board meeting for a Fortune 500 company.


  Natasha’s simple, yet colorful skirts whirled around her ankles as she approached the customer. Natasha wasn’t one to feel self-conscious as she greeted people in general, and that included potential clients. “Welcome to Precious Treasures.” She smiled and extended her hand. “I’m Natasha Simpson.”


  The woman barely spared Natasha a glance, and she lowered her hand. Not the friendly sort, she thought as the potential customer looked over her framed art.


  With a look of concentration, the woman withdrew a phone from her Louie Vuitton handbag and scrolled through a series of photographs. She appeared to be comparing the images to the art while she looked up from her phone to the numbered prints, then back to her phone.


  Natasha left the woman to examine the art, and turned to another customer who walked in. She recognized the woman immediately as Judy Pearson. At first glance, Judy had the appearance of a mousy, shy, and quiet individual, but that couldn’t be less true. Within moments, people realized she was buoyant, energetic, a truly delightful person who was fun to talk with. Like she had at previous shows, Judy bought cases of Natasha’s decadent chocolate saddles, which Natasha was able to carry since it was winter and the chocolate wouldn’t melt while being transported in Arizona. Summer was another story entirely, which Natasha learned the hard way.


  Judy also bought a case of the lollipops with different western shapes. The chocolates and lollipops were for a small store she owned in Santa Fe, New Mexico, that catered to tourists. Judy liked to travel to the various tradeshows rather than order direct—Natasha had a feeling that Judy wanted to socialize more than anything else.


  After they chatted a bit, Judy placed her order, set a time to pick it up, and scurried out the door. “I must stop and see Gary,” Judy called over her shoulder as she entered the doorway. “Bye, sweetie.”


  Natasha didn’t want to explain to Judy why she wouldn’t find Gary with his display, so she just smiled and waved. “See you later, Judy.”


  A few moments after Judy left, the classy brunette approached Natasha with purpose in her step. Without waiting for Natasha to speak, the woman swept her hand to indicate the framed numbered prints.


  “I’ll take all your prints for my gallery.” The woman gave Natasha a hard look. “What is your price for the lot?”


  Natasha blinked. “You want all twenty-four prints?”


  The woman scowled. “That’s what I said.”


  Completely taken off guard, Natasha ran through prices in her head before she named a figure roughly ten percent below the combined original asking price of the prints. She expected the woman to haggle, but the brunette slipped her hand into her purse, pulled out a wallet, and picked out a credit card. It was one of many cards stuffed inside the expensive wallet that matched her purse.


  Natasha took the American Express card and read the name printed at the bottom. Victoria Ash. The sophisticated-sounding name suited her. “I’ll charge your purchase to this card, and you can take possession at the end of the show, Ms. Ash.”


  “I am familiar with WESA’s rules.” Victoria waited while Natasha ran the card. Immediately, the transaction came back as approved and spit out a sales slip. Victoria took the slip from Natasha and signed it with an unreadable flourish. “You will make sure none of these are sold before I have them picked up?”


  “Of course.” Natasha didn’t let the woman’s irritating tone bother her. The commission on this sale would pad Natasha’s savings account nicely. She took the signed sales slip and handed Victoria the receipt that had printed out after the transaction was approved. “I will put sold signs on every one of the prints.”


  Victoria frowned. “I will be extremely displeased if even one of my purchases is not in the crates when I pick up the order. I will examine them, one by one.”


  “That’s fine, but you don’t need to be concerned.” Natasha tried to keep smiling, even though the woman’s attitude was on the verge of getting on her nerves. “I don’t double sell products. As far as the public is concerned, I no longer have numbered prints available. It’s as simple as that.”


  Victoria glanced at the receipt before sliding it into her wallet as she spoke. “My men will pick up the purchase, but I will be here to supervise.” She fastened the wallet before she dropped it into her purse.


  Natasha drew her phone out of one of the pockets she’d sewn into her skirt. She pulled up her schedule. “We need to set an appointment for your pick-up. How is thirty minutes after the show closing on Sunday?”


  Victoria consulted her own phone and keyed in the information as she said, “That will be fine.” She slid the phone into her purse.


  Natasha held out her hand. “I look forward to seeing you at the end of the show.”


  Victoria hesitated. This time she didn’t ignore Natasha’s hand but gave her a fingers-only limp-wristed shake. She pulled her cold fingers away almost immediately before turning and leaving the room with the same determined stride she had used when she’d arrived.


  Well, that had been interesting. And lucrative.


  A few moments after Victoria walked out, a dark-haired, dark-eyed man entered the room. He wore a sharp, expensive-looking suit, and his shoes were polished to a shine. Victoria and the man could have worked for the same company, as professional as they both looked. Maybe he owned a gallery, too.


  Natasha greeted him in the same way she had approached Victoria, and the man appeared to be much nicer and shook Natasha’s hand. Even though he seemed to be friendlier it was clear he was direct, with a keen gaze that was enough to throw anyone off balance. “I am Hector Gonzales.”


  “It’s a pleasure, Mr. Gonzales. I’m Natasha Simpson.” She smiled. “Whatever I can do for you, just ask.”


  His gaze drifted over her body from head to toe and back, and her cheeks warmed. If he made any lewd remarks to that innocent statement, she was going to punch him.


  Fortunately he simply gave a slight nod before scanning her showroom. “Is this all of your merchandise?”


  “It’s a sample of what I have brought to the show.” She gestured to the numbered art prints. “The prints are sold, but everything else is available. Some, like the paintings, are originals, but most of what I have comes in bulk quantities.” Another exception was that she only purchased one of each limited edition, numbered print.


  While Natasha stepped aside, he perused her paintings, sculptures, and other art. His gaze skipped the numbered prints before resting on the cowboy and Native American resin statuettes. He walked to the small display table where she had placed the pair.


  “Ah.” He picked up the cowboy, examined it, and smiled at Natasha as he set the piece down. “Exactly what I need for my store.”


  Her estimation of the man dropped about fifty points. No way was he a serious art dealer if he was buying the resin. She carried a very few in her own store, but she was in a small tourist town and had on hand a variety of things for customers who didn’t have the money for the real art.


  Well, despite the expensive suit, perhaps this man had the same kind of store she did, and carried a few things like the statuettes. Maybe he even owned a chain of stores.


  She almost shook her head. It had been a matter of perhaps thirty minutes before someone was looking to buy some of her resin inventory. It had been that way at every trade show from the very first one Natasha had gone to. Almost as soon as doors opened, there was always someone wanting to buy the statuettes. It was like the people made a beeline straight for her display.


  Was this crazy or what? She supposed a good number of storeowners shared information about where they had purchased their products.


  She moved beside him and stood next to the pair of eighteen-inch tall statuettes. She picked up the Native American. For some reason the statuettes always felt a little heavier at the shows. “Each one comes in a crate of twenty-five.”


  “How many do you have?” he asked.


  “I have two crates of Native American and two crates of cowboy statuettes.” Although she wasn’t likely to sell all four crates.


  He nodded. “How much for each crate?” She named off an amount and he said, “What will you take for all four?”


  She almost dropped the Native American statuette she was holding. Holy crap. Forty-five minutes from the start of the show and she was going to sell most of what she had brought with her? Well, maybe. She hadn’t given him an amount yet.


  Trying not to stumble in her excitement, she calmly gave him a figure with a discount of ten percent. Once again she expected her customer to haggle, but the man pulled a wallet from inside his suit jacket. “Is American Express fine?”


  Another AmEx? Hector and Victoria must have resources to use a card that had to be paid off right away.


  She was pleased with herself for her composure—she could be an excellent actress. She made an even bigger margin off the damned resin statuettes than she did the numbered prints.


  Hello, Caribbean cruise.


  She set the statuette on the table, next to the credit card reader. Once again she found an American Express card in her hand and was running it through her reader. The transaction was approved immediately. She had him sign and gave him his receipt.


  When she finished that part of the transaction, she set up a time for him to pick up the crates of statuettes. He tucked his wallet inside his blazer.


  “Thank you, Mr. Gonzales.” She picked up the statuette she had set next to the card reader. “This pair will go back in the crates before you pick them up.”


  “Very good.” He reached out his hand.


  She started to shift the statuette to one arm so that she could shake his hand. In her hurry, thanks to her excitement, she moved a little too quickly. The statuette slipped from her grasp. She gave a small cry as it crashed to the floor.


  The base of the statuette broke off in a huge chunk. With a groan of dismay, she crouched to pick up the pieces. “I’m so sorry. I’m a bit accident-prone at times. I can mail you another one to replace it as soon as I get back to—”


  She picked up the broken statuette and frowned as a bag of white powder dropped out of the base. “What in the world?”


  Did the manufacturer put bags of something in the bases to help balance the weight? Sand was often used, but white powder?


  Bewildered, she looked up, her mouth open to apologize again. Her eyes widened and her heart nearly exploded when she saw the barrel of a handgun pointed at her face.


  “Don’t say a word.” His voice was calm yet harsh at the same time. He held the gun close so that his open suit jacket hid it from view. A click and she knew the man had flicked off the safety. “Slowly put the bag back into the piece and put it all under the table. Make sure it is well covered.”


  Her heart thundered. So many things ran through her mind. Should she scream? Would he shoot her if she did? Why was he was doing this? All she’d done was break a resin statue—


  That had a bag of white powder hidden in the base.


  Everything flooded through her at once as she stared at the gun barrel. She had worked as a police dispatcher. Her uncle had been a police officer. On top of that, she’d seen enough law enforcement shows on TV to have a clear guess as to what was going on, especially with a gun in her face.


  The baggie of powder in the statuette had to contain a drug, likely cocaine. Why would cocaine be in the statuettes?


  The complete realization came to her in a rush. She was delivering coke-filled statuettes to buyers who came early to the shows to make sure they got their product. That’s why they sold so fast and so well.


  She’d never had a clue. She’d been trafficking drugs for Mark. It was the only answer.


  “Do what I said.” Hector’s voice grew icier. Meaner. “Now.”


  Her hands shook as she looked down at the broken piece before stuffing the bag of white powder inside the hollow statuette and gathering everything together. She nearly dropped the pieces before she thrust them beneath the table and covered it all with her coat.


  She swallowed as she looked at Hector again, and she didn’t dare speak. He no longer held the gun, but it didn’t make her breathe any easier. As a matter of fact, she was sure she was about to hyperventilate then pass out.


  “Okle told me you didn’t know, but gave me orders if anything was to happen.” Hector narrowed his gaze. “Now that you know what’s inside, you need to know a few other things.”


  Natasha’s skin felt tight and her head buzzed.


  “If you open your mouth, everyone you care about will die.” Hector’s words cut the air like knives, and Natasha felt as if they were slicing open her chest. “One person at a time.”


  Terror made her entire body shake and she swallowed down a scream.


  “I don’t know the details of who your family and friends are, but Okle does and that’s all that matters.” Hector narrowed his gaze. “I do know what will happen if you go to law enforcement. Wherever the people you care about live, they will be killed off one at a time. You will not die, at least not right away. Instead you will watch each of them as they suffer a slow, painful death.”


  Tears burned at the back of Natasha’s eyes. The thought of any of those she loved being murdered was enough to tear her apart.


  She heard laughter as someone entered her showroom. Hector straightened and changed his expression so that it was a pleasant one. His dark eyes remained cold. “Stand and smile.”


  Her legs vibrated as she got to her feet, her gaze never leaving Hector’s. She forced a smile and her lips trembled.


  “Greet your customers.” He maintained a pleasant expression. “Make sure they know the prints and statuettes are not available.”


  Why did he care about the prints? She faced three women who had entered the showroom and were discussing Natasha’s display.


  “Welcome to Precious Treasures.” Natasha heard the shakiness in her words as she projected her voice so the women would hear her. When she had their attention, she added, “The numbered prints and the resin statuettes are all sold. Everything else is available for purchase.”


  One of the women said something polite but Natasha couldn’t hear because her ears were buzzing so loudly now.


  The man continued to smile as she turned her gaze back to him. He kept his voice low enough that only she could hear, but the danger in his words was unmistakable. “Stay away from all law enforcement. Do not tell anyone. I have made it very clear what will happen if you do.”


  “My family and friends will die,” she whispered, holding back the tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks.


  He raised the receipt, almost looking friendly. “I will see you at our appointed time on closing day.”


  Natasha said nothing. Just stared after him without seeing anything.


  The letter. The image of the mysterious note she had received in the mail came to her in a rush.


  She realized one of the women was speaking to her. Natasha fixed a smile and somehow managed to reply automatically to whatever the question was.


  When the woman returned to the others, Natasha reached below the table for her purse, careful to not bump her coat or the statue. She reached inside and her fingers touched the envelope containing the letter, and she drew it out of her purse.


  She wondered if her hands would ever stop shaking. She slid the folded piece of paper out of the envelope. The paper shook, her fingers barely holding onto it as she read it over again.


  Natasha,


  I have no choice but to be cryptic in this message, in case the letter falls into the wrong hands.


  No matter what happens, do as you are told. Do not involve law enforcement of any kind, including family members and friends.


  This means especially Trace and Christie. If you tell them, their lives, and the life of their daughter, will be in danger.


  This is not a prank or a joke. You are in a deadly serious situation, even though you do not know it. If something happens at one of your tradeshows, remember what I have told you.


  Your life depends on it.


  A friend


  A friend. What friend would send a message like this?


  Yet it was strangely comforting. Someone out there knew what Natasha was going through. That meant she wasn’t entirely alone.


  She wished she knew who had written the letter. If it wasn’t for the paper in her hands, she might have thought she had just imagined everything that had happened in the last fifteen minutes.


  Her throat hurt from swallowing so much. She closed her eyes. How was she going to survive this?


  She opened her eyes again and stared out the showroom windows at the growing number of people.


  Whatever it took to keep everyone safe, she would do it. She would stay away from anyone in law enforcement, including her cousin’s husband, Trace. She’d have to grow distant, but she couldn’t let anything happen to anyone she loved.


  Tears bit at the backs of her eyes again. How could she stay away from people who meant more to her than anything?


  That was it. They meant too much to put them in danger.


  Her heart leapt into her throat as she saw the K9 officer walk by the showroom window with his canine companion. Panic caused her heart to slam in her chest. If they came into the showroom, the dog would no doubt sniff out the cocaine.


  God, she prayed they wouldn’t come in.


  The officer’s gaze met hers and she wondered if he could see the secrets and the lies she would have to tell for as long as Mark had this hold over her.


  Which could be for the rest of her life.


  CHAPTER 8


  The sound of chicken noodle soup being slurped by one of the retirees set Mark’s teeth on edge. He had the sudden desire to grab the bowl from Henry’s shaky hands and dump it on his fucking head.


  Mark forced himself to calm his emotions as he swept his gaze over the elderly gathered around the long dinner table in the retirement center. Some residents took their meals in their rooms, but most liked the social aspect of eating a meal together.


  In addition to the soup, today’s fare included the worst meatloaf Mark had ever remembered having, lumpy mashed potatoes, creamed corn, and canned fruit. At least the warm smells of a home cooked meal were good and the chocolate cake was decent.


  With the money he earned from his lucrative side business, Mark intended to have someone prepare meals for him when he retired. Perhaps a live-in housekeeper who also cooked, once Mark reached an age where he couldn’t do those things for himself. He was not settling for bad meatloaf.


  He looked across the table at Selena and his mother, Martha. Selena was so damned gorgeous that it made his chest ache. She was even more beautiful to him as she laughed and talked with Martha, who wiped her nose with a wrinkled tissue that she’d pulled out of the pocket of her flowered muumuu. It was obvious Selena cared for Martha, and that warmed his heart in a way that nothing else could or would.


  He always found it fascinating how a killer like Selena could be so friendly and caring.


  Guilt about getting his mother sick weighed heavy on his belly. Six of the center’s residents had come down with colds since he came last week, and two of them were having a hard time recovering.


  At least it wasn’t the flu, he told himself. Although most of those at the center were immunized every fall, at least one or two residents came down with a case of influenza, which was dangerous to the elderly.


  He covered his mouth with a napkin when he coughed. He was finally over the cold, but his cough had worsened. It had been a week since he came down with it, and even though he was still coughing, he was certain he wasn’t contagious any longer. At least he hoped not.


  His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he pulled it out to see a number with a Colorado area code. He pushed his chair back from the table and got to his feet. He gave his mother and Selena an apologetic smile, and held up his phone and five fingers to tell them to give him five minutes to take care of the phone call.


  While he walked to the center’s lobby, where he wouldn’t be overheard, he answered the phone with a clipped, “Mark Okle speaking.”


  “Mark.” A man with a semi-familiar suave voice spoke. “This is Hector Gonzales in Denver.”


  “Hector. Hello.” Mark felt a sense of foreboding wash over him. There was no reason for one of his buyers to be calling him, unless something was wrong. “Did you purchase the shipment?”


  “Yes,” Hector said. “I will take possession at the end of the show. It is an ingenious way to transport the product.”


  “Great.” Mark blew out his breath. Thank God. This had been one of his biggest sales ever, almost double the amount of the previous shows. “What can I help you with?”


  “We have a problem.”


  The sensation that he was about to get very bad news squeezed Mark’s gut. “What is it?”


  Hector had a knife-sharp edge to his words. “Your mule knows.”


  Sweat broke out across Mark’s forehead. “How did Natasha find out?”


  “She dropped one of the statuettes at the show.” Hector sounded like a man who was pissed to find himself in the middle of the situation. “The base broke and a bag of product fell out.”


  “Fuck.” Mark paced the empty lobby, staring at the floor as he moved. He rubbed his scalp with his palm. “What did you do?”


  “Followed established protocol, of course.” Hector flung out the words. “I threatened her and told her harm would come to every person she loved if she didn’t stay away from law enforcement. I made it clear that she either cooperates or she loses people she cares about one by one.”


  “Good, good.” Mark coughed into the napkin he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying.


  “Will this be an issue?” Hector’s voice was hard, as if he might pull a gun any moment. Mark was glad they were in separate states, because the bastard might have done just that. “Do I need to have one of my employees take care of her?”


  Mark had no problem being ruthless, even with women. But he liked Natasha enough that he didn’t want to hurt her. That would change if she didn’t do as she was told. Nothing interfered with his business and his own life. He’d worked hard to get where he was, and he wasn’t about to let anyone screw it up for him.


  “I’ll deal with her.” Mark rubbed his hand over his head again. Fuck, fuck, fuck. He didn’t need this right now. “Nothing will change. She will continue to move product through her shows. She won’t have a choice.”


  “When it is time to take possession of the product at the end of the show, I will have employees pick it up and deliver it to our warehouse.” The warehouse Hector mentioned was an enormous cave hidden in the mountains. “I do not plan to be anywhere close in case she does not behave.”


  “She’ll behave.” Mark spat the statement. “Or else.”


  He looked in the direction of the arched doorway that led from the living room into the lobby. Selena stood beneath the arch, her arms crossed over her chest, an unreadable expression on her beautiful features.


  She was probably annoyed with him for being on the phone while he was supposed to be spending time with his mother. This was important, and he wouldn’t allow Selena or anyone else to make him feel guilty.


  He waved her off. He was talking business and didn’t have time for her to scrutinize him. She didn’t leave, just watched him.


  “Thank you for calling, Hector.” Mark struggled to keep his frustration out of his voice. Damn Natasha. “Please update me if anything unexpected happens.”


  “Of that, you can be certain.” The phone went dead.


  Mark nearly flung the phone across the room.


  He stopped pacing and closed his eyes, lowered the phone, and stuffed it into his pocket. When he opened his eyes again, Selena was still standing in the entryway, watching him.


  “I am sorry, my dear.” Mark went to her and rested his hands on her shoulders. She smelled of honey and blossoms. “Business. It seems that one of my customers had a problem with the shipment I sent to her in Denver. Nothing to worry about.”


  “Something you would like me to deal with?” Selena tilted her head to the side as she traced the line of his jaw. The woman was so damn sensual. “You know how much I like to take care of your problems.”


  He thought about it a moment. It was tempting to do away with Natasha, but she was a huge asset, and had opened up an entirely new way of moving product. “I’ve got it under control.” He rested his hand on Selena’s waist. “If Natasha doesn’t cooperate, I’ll have you do what you’re so good at.”


  Selena gave him a slow, sexy smile. “I’d like that very much.” She ran her index finger from his collarbone down along the opening of his collared shirt. Her touch made him suck in his breath. “Your mother misses you and asked me to come find you.”


  “I promise to be a good boy.” He slid his arm around Selena’s shoulders. “Let’s get back to Mother.”


  “I like it when you are a good boy.” Selena gave him a sultry smile. “But I love it when you are a bad boy. A very bad boy.”


  Mark’s dick went hard, and he brought her into the circle of his arms. “I think we should say goodbye to Mother now, and I will take you home and show you just what a bad boy I can be.”


  “I have a better idea.” Her smile grew positively wicked. She nodded to the closet just off the lobby. “Let me show you what a naughty girl can do to a very bad boy.”


  Mark’s dick ached and he felt like it would jab a hole through his slacks like a spear. He was already unbuttoning his slacks as she led him to the closet.


  CHAPTER 9


  After Brooks checked his watch, he stuffed his cold hands into the pockets of his leather bomber jacket. He was on schedule for his meet with Jase Wright.


  The icy air chilled his nose. He’d grown up with plenty of cold weather in Big Sky, Montana, but he’d gotten used to the pleasant year-round climate in Bisbee. His dad would say Brooks had grown soft. Brooks would say he didn’t give a damn because he preferred not to freeze his ass off a good portion of the year.


  He walked up to Jase and his K9 partner at one corner of the tradeshow building, in a prearranged location. Brooks wasn’t worried about Natasha seeing them—he and Jase were in an out of the way location, and she would be busy with customers since she didn’t have an assistant with her.


  “Brooks, meet Taz.” Jase rubbed the top of his K9 companion’s head. “This is one smart girl.”


  Brooks crouched and put his hand under Taz’s muzzle. “Beautiful Belgium.” Taz sniffed his hand when Jase gave permission with a sign.


  “Taz is a hell of a partner.” Jase was smiling at the K9 when Brooks looked up at him. “The other night was a little crazy.” Jase’s smile faded as his gaze met Brooks’s. “I didn’t get the chance to tell you about my encounter with Natasha earlier that day, before the party.”


  A tickle traveled down Brooks’s spine as he got to his feet. “What happened?”


  “Taz let me know Natasha had come in contact with some form of an illegal substance.” He explained the K9’s reaction. “I had to search her according to the rules, but I came up with nothing.”


  “She must have handled a product containing something that’s being trafficked through her.” Brooks looked at the building as if he could see straight through it, to Natasha’s showroom. “I have to tell you, Jase. My instincts are telling me she’s being used and I don’t think she’s aware of anything to do with the drugs.” Brooks surprised himself with the admission, but every word he spoke came from his gut.


  When he turned his gaze back to Jase, he saw the agent watching him intently. “What makes you so sure?”


  For a moment, Brooks was quiet. “Spent some time with her and not a single red flag was raised. She comes across as friendly, genuine, open, and not capable of pulling off what she’s accused of doing.”


  Jase studied Brooks, as if trying to get a read on him. “You don’t think she’s just a damned good actress?”


  Brooks folded his arms across his chest, his hands in his armpits to keep his fingers warm. “I don’t think she has it in her to be someone she’s not. She also has a history of family drug possession and abuse by parents who have been in and out of jail, and it’s clear she disapproves. She won’t have anything to do with them.”


  Jase furrowed his brow. “You don’t think it’s a case of the apple not falling far from the tree?”


  “I considered that when she told me about her parents.” Brooks shook his head. “But no, I don’t think that’s it. Natasha is damned close to her cousin. What Christie went through at the hands of her ex was enough to keep anyone from being involved with the Jimenez Cartel.”


  Jase didn’t seem entirely convinced. “You can’t be certain.”


  “Everything I have is telling me she’s innocent.” Brooks blew out a breath of frustration. “My gut and my instincts are usually right.”


  “Those instincts can serve a good agent well.” Jase gave a slow nod. “But I’m not willing to believe she’s completely innocent. With everything pointing to her like it is, there’s a good possibility she is involved.”


  “We’ll work every aspect of this case.” Brooks had the intense desire to defend Natasha, but held himself back. “If she’s guilty, we will arrest her. But I intend to give her the benefit of the doubt. I think she’s being used.”


  “I went by her showroom a little earlier.” Jase frowned. “Her expression told me something was wrong and she looked scared.”


  A prickling sensation rolled over Brooks’s scalp. “Did you approach her?”


  Jase shook his head. “I didn’t want Taz to find the product before we’re ready to make a case against the whole ring. Arresting her now for possession would put a screw in the works. We want to bring down everyone at the same time and not scare anyone off.”


  “Right.” Brooks’s breath fogged in the cold. “Let’s proceed as planned and bring down the bad guys. Just know that I intend to do everything I can to prove Natasha is innocent—if she is. If she’s not—” He shook his head. “Then we’ll take her down with the rest of them.”


  “We have to do what we have to do.” Jase paused. “Even if it goes against what we believe. Sometimes our gut isn’t right.”


  “And sometimes it is.” Brooks touched the brim of his hat. “It’s getting close to the show closing for the day, and I’m going to wait for Natasha to come out. She was running late this morning, so I gave her a ride here. I’ll get her back to the hotel. That will give me a good opportunity to question her more.”


  “I’ll touch base with you if I learn anything else,” Jase said.


  “Same here.” Brooks pulled out his phone as he started to turn away. “Now I need to call Sofia.”


  As he walked to the front of the building, Brooks pressed speed dial for his RAC and brought the phone to his ear.


  “Sofia Aguilar,” she answered.


  “Checking in.” Brooks gripped the phone with his cold fingers.


  He could picture Sofia’s all-business expression. “What do you have?”


  Brooks explained all that had happened over the past two days, including the party and the arrests. He didn’t include anything about his “gut feeling” because he knew Sofia wouldn’t accept that as a reason to believe Natasha was innocent. He kept to the facts and simply told Sofia that so far he hadn’t come across anything that proved her guilt.


  “Are you certain she didn’t intentionally take the Ecstasy?” Sofia asked.


  Brooks hesitated. No, he couldn’t be certain—it would be a matter of Natasha’s word against Gary’s, or whoever else it could be. “I’ll keep working on the case.” Brooks’s fingers were growing numb from the cold and he switched the phone to his other hand. “I’ll report in tomorrow, or if anything develops that you need to know about immediately.”


  “Get me some proof, one way or another, Brooks.” She disconnected the call.


  She never was one for conversation, greetings, or partings. He sucked in cold air as he shoved the phone into its holster on his belt. Air fogged as he released his breath through his nostrils.


  He strode toward the building and then hitched his shoulder against the side of the building, close to the entrance. He should be able to see Natasha with no problem as she left.


  Not much later, people began pouring through the doors as the show reached the official closing time. He watched and didn’t see Natasha come out. He imagined she was wrapping up things with her display, making sure everything was ready for the next day.


  When she finally walked outside the building, he started to go to her but hesitated. Her complexion was pale, her eyes haunted, her entire bearing tense. She looked nothing like the free spirit she’d been before.


  He pushed away from the building. It didn’t take long to reach her with his long strides, and he fell into step beside her. “How did your day go?”


  She came to a stop, a terrified expression on her face as she cut her gaze to his. “What are you doing here?”


  He frowned. Something was wrong, seriously wrong. “What’s going on, Natasha?”


  “Nothing.” She snapped the word like a tiny firecracker. “I need to grab a cab and get back to the hotel.”


  She turned away from him, walking fast as she headed toward a line of waiting taxis.


  He kept up with her. “I’m here to give you a ride. You don’t need to take a cab.”


  “I don’t need a ride from you.” She didn’t look at him. “I don’t want a ride from you.”


  He grabbed her by her upper arm and pulled her to a stop, bringing her around to face him. “What the hell happened?”


  “Don’t touch me.” She jerked her arm from his grasp. “And stay out of my business.”


  He stared at her, trying to figure out the sudden change. Not only did she not look like the same Natasha he’d spent time with yesterday, she wasn’t acting like it. At this point, it was clear she wouldn’t be changing her mind about going with him.


  With a shake of his head, he held his hands up. “I won’t touch you, and I won’t try to convince you to come with me. But can you at least tell me—”


  She darted into the crowd, leaving him behind. He was tall enough that he could see her head as she pushed her way to the line of taxis.


  He wanted to get back to the hotel before she did. He jogged to his truck. Once he was on the crowded road, he used his flashers for the second time that day. As far as he was concerned, this was business and the use of the lights was necessary.


  The hotel was close enough that it took him less than ten minutes to get there by using his lights and going over the speed limit. He parked in a rush and strode toward the entrance. He gave the doorman a nod before letting his gaze drift over the lobby.


  When he arrived at the hotel the first day, he made a point of examining the area and had pinpointed two fairly secluded spots. Now he chose one of the two lobby chairs that would give him both a view of the entrance and the elevators.


  He wasn’t positive yet on what he was going to do. He would watch her when she came into the hotel, but he hadn’t decided on his next step. That would depend on her and once again, his gut.


  Not long after he made it to his watch post, she walked through the entrance. She looked much the same as she had when she’d left the show building, her face drawn and pale. She clutched her purse to her like a shield, as if protecting herself. With a single-minded expression on her features, she looked straight ahead, clearly not aware of her surroundings. Maybe she didn’t even care, but he wasn’t sure that was the case. It was possible she was afraid of what she might see.


  He furrowed his brow at the thought. What would she be afraid of? His mind worked over the behavior that seemed bizarre for this woman. Something had happened, and it wasn’t good. Had she been threatened?


  His skin chilled at the thought. It was possible the cartel or Mark Okle had threatened her for some reason. Maybe she wanted out. More probable in Brooks’s mind, she had discovered the truth. If she had, that would be more than enough to make her act the way she was.


  It wasn’t like him to be indecisive, but he wasn’t sure how to handle the situation. Should he go after her and demand she tell him now? Or should he wait and let her have time alone before heading to her room to confront her? The second choice was likely the smarter of the two in this case.


  He started to rise from his chair to go to his own room, when he saw a man walk through the entrance. Something about him caught Brooks’s attention. The man wore a blue ball cap and his hair stuck out from beneath it like dirty brown straw. Ball Cap had sharp, angular features, was of medium height and slender build, and had a casual stride that was too casual.


  Everything about Ball Cap told Brooks the man didn’t belong in the hotel. It was in the way he walked, the ragged cuffs of his jeans, and the scuffed blue nylon jacket. It was especially present in his hard expression that wasn’t characteristic of someone who would be a guest in a classy hotel like this.


  Any guest could walk into the hotel, looking furious after an experience that had pissed him off, or he could be some jerk with an attitude. Ball Cap was different. The man took quick glances around, his eyes shiftier than someone who was simply angry, or an asshole in general. His entire presence was wrong.


  Ball Cap strode in the direction of the elevators, where Natasha stood next to the call buttons, waiting. Brooks’s muscles tensed as the man neared her. Ball Cap slowed and came to a stop near a large potted tree, likely out of her view.


  Brooks had the keen desire to walk up to the man, take him by the collar, and make him talk. Not a smart idea, but the urge seared Brooks’s veins.


  Elevator doors slid open and Natasha stepped inside. Brooks was ready to go after the man if he intended to hurry to the elevator and get in with Natasha. But Ball Cap stayed put until the doors slid closed.


  The moment Natasha disappeared behind the doors, Ball Cap ducked out of his hiding place and walked toward the bank of elevators.


  Ice chilled Brooks’s veins. There was no doubt. Ball Cap was following Natasha.


  ~~*~~


  The key card slipped from Natasha’s cold fingers and dropped to the floor. Her hand trembled as she scooped it up from the hallway’s patterned carpet. She sucked in a lungful of air before letting it out slowly, and tried to calm her nerves. She’d been taking deep breaths ever since this morning when “the incident” had happened, and deep breathing hadn’t worked one damned bit.


  How she made it through the rest of the day, she had no idea. She had felt wooden, heavy, terrified. It had been all she could do not to break down and cry.


  Dear God, how was she going to make it through the next few days of the show?


  How was she going to make it through the rest of her life?


  She managed to slide the card through the slot on the door. The lock clicked as a tiny green light glowed before she pushed down on the handle and opened the door.


  It was dark in the room, and darker yet when the door slammed closed behind her. Every light was off and even the blackout shades were completely drawn. The maid must have done it because there had been a gap this morning.


  She ran her fingers over the wall behind her and stopped when she felt a switch. She flicked it on. Her entire body went cold when she saw the room in the light. Her purse slid from her grasp and dropped on the carpet with a thud.


  The entire room had been tossed. Drawers had been emptied and lay upside down on the floor, her suitcase open in one corner of the room, her clothes and other belongings scattered everywhere. Even the blankets and pillows had been pulled off the bed and tossed aside.


  Her heart pounded so hard her chest ached. She left her purse where it had fallen and took a step forward. Her legs gave out and she dropped to her knees. Tears stung the backs of her eyes.


  She knew she should probably be worried someone was still in the room, but at that moment she didn’t care. She had the errant thought that if someone murdered her, at least her family and friends would be safe. Mark would have no reason to go after them if she wasn’t alive.


  Her strong will to live never let her seriously consider the thought even though it had flitted through her mind. A side to her still existed that believed there was a possibility they could all somehow come out of this okay. Yet at the same time, the other side of her didn’t have that kind of faith.


  No, Mark likely didn’t have plans to kill her. He had the perfect set up for her to deliver his product across the nation. He’d probably force her to go to more shows than she’d planned to do so that he could make even more money. Now that he had her in a place where she couldn’t refuse him, he could force her to do anything.


  The invasion of her hotel room was a message. She had no doubt that he wanted to show his power over her, that at any time he could do whatever he wanted. And that included sending someone after her without her even knowing it, and violating her in this way. For all Natasha knew, he could have ordered her to be followed, too.


  She wrapped her arms around her knees and rocked as she shivered. She wasn’t cold. She was terrified.


  It was a long time before she gathered herself enough to get to her feet. Instead of cold and frightened, she had gone numb. She couldn’t involve law enforcement, so there would be no calling the police to report the invasion.


  When she was standing, she took another deep breath. This time she felt calmer. Or maybe she was simply more numb.


  She closed her eyes a moment before she walked into the bathroom to throw water on her face. The moment she stepped onto the tile, she flung her hand over her heart and gripped her blouse tight. It wasn’t the mess that had been left that caused tears to rush forward.


  Someone had scrawled a message across the mirror, and it couldn’t have been long ago. Droplets rolled down the mirror from the still damp, smeared words, written in something like blood. She almost screamed when she saw a huge dead, bloody rat in the sink basin.


  She backed up as she stared at the letters, tears flowing over her cheeks. Just one more message to emphasize that her life would never be the same.


  Talk and everyone dies.


  CHAPTER 10


  Natasha couldn’t face the dead rat or the bloody words at this moment. She left the bathroom, closed the door behind her, and forced herself to start cleaning up the mess in the bedroom.


  She put the drawers back where they belonged, picked up her skirts and blouses and hung them in the closet, put her undergarments in one of the drawers, and tucked her empty suitcase in a corner. She picked up the covers and laid them on the bed, along with the four pillows that had been thrown across the room. She left the blackout shades closed. The near darkness suited her at this moment.


  Her feet ached from standing in her boots all day, although that seemed a trivial thing to be thinking about. She sat on the edge of the mattress and tugged off her boots and socks. She put her feet onto the carpet and the texture of it against her soles seemed to ground her for the moment.


  The ring of a cell phone jerked Natasha out of her feelings of helplessness and horror. It came from her purse that she had dropped in the entryway. On Top of the World played as her ringtone as usual, but this time it made her sick to her stomach. If she couldn’t change her new reality, she would probably never feel on top of the world again. She had to get rid of that ringtone.


  She didn’t want to answer her phone. She didn’t feel composed enough to handle a call with anyone. At the same time, she knew she couldn’t let it go to voicemail. If it was Mark, she was afraid of what he might do if she didn’t answer.


  Trying to avoid looking toward the bathroom door, she hurried to her purse. She knelt beside it and found her phone at once in the pocket she kept it in. She glanced at the screen and her heart dropped. It was him.


  Mark Okle.


  She swiped the screen to answer it and brought the phone to her ear. The first thing that came out of her mouth was surprisingly calm despite the storm raging inside her. “Why are you doing this to me, Mark?”


  “That isn’t the way this conversation is going to go, Natasha.” Mark’s voice was firm. “The situation has changed. You are now my employee and you will do as I instruct you.”


  Her voice shook. “Employee?”


  “You will be compensated.” Mark spoke as if they were in a business transaction or he was in the process of offering her a job—except she had no choice but to accept the position. “We have rules you will follow.”


  She swallowed. “I can’t go to the police.”


  “Or any other law enforcement agencies.” Mark continued, “You will keep your distance as much as possible from your cousin and her Federal agent husband. You will limit your time with them.”


  “She’s my cousin.” Natasha wanted to break down and cry again. “She’s my best friend.”


  A part of her thought perhaps she shouldn’t be admitting to him how close she was to her cousin, but he likely knew anyway.


  “As long as you keep quiet about our business dealings, I don’t have a problem with you being with your cousin.” Mark sounded surprisingly pleasant. “But I do have an issue with you spending much time with Trace Davidson.”


  “How can I avoid him without them suspecting something is wrong?” Natasha tried to gather herself. “They’re my family.”


  “Do whatever you have to.” Mark’s tone changed to one of impatience. “But you will limit your time with him. Do you understand?”


  Natasha licked her dry lips. “Yes.”


  “I’m sure by now you’ve had time to think about the message I had left for you in your room.”


  She thought about the dead rat and the writing on the mirror. The taste of acid filled her mouth and she almost vomited. “That wasn’t necessary.”


  “I think it was,” he said. “You need to be aware that I mean business. I have no compunctions about carrying through with any of the threats I made sure were delivered to you.”


  “I believe you.” She swallowed, her throat aching with the effort. “I will do whatever you say, so no more messages are necessary. You have me, Mark. You have given me no options. I won’t put people I care about in danger.”


  “They’re already in danger.” He sounded pleased as he added, “But I am glad you are clear on the situation.”


  She gripped her phone tighter. “Very.”


  “Let’s continue where we left off, regarding your being in my employment.” Mark had the air of someone negotiating a business transaction. “You will carry my products in your store as you have been, however you will keep special items on hand for specific buyers.”


  Her stomach twisted. “You want me to deal drugs from my store.”


  “You aren’t the dealer, you are the middleman. Or middlewoman.” He laughed as if it was a joke. “I will send clients to you on occasion who will buy these specific items. Do you have that?”


  She put her hand to her forehead. It felt hot, as if she was burning up with fever. “Of course.”


  “You will make a considerable amount more than you do now. You will live comfortably.”


  “I don’t want your blood money.” People died dealing drugs from ruthless cartels murdering law enforcement and others standing in their way; to those who dealt on the street and got caught up in drug wars; to people who overdosed or became so addicted they might as well be dead. “You can keep it.”


  “That’s not how this works.” Mark’s words were laced with danger. “You will take the money. Put it into an education savings account for your darling baby niece and any brothers or sisters she might have.”


  “They wouldn’t want your blood money funding their college tuition.” Natasha wanted to scream at him. “I’ll give it to an organization for the treatment of drug addiction.”


  He surprised her when he chuckled. “Irony. I like that. You’re a smart woman, Natasha.” He stopped laughing. “Just don’t think you’re smart enough to outwit me or the Jimenez Cartel.”


  At the mention of “cartel,” her skin grew colder. “I would be working for the Jimenez organization?”


  “You are working for the cartel,” he said. “You have been all along.”


  She clenched her fist and bit her knuckles to hold in a scream. When she composed herself, she lowered her now aching hand. Crescent-shaped marks indented her skin from biting so hard. “What do I have to do for you?”


  “What you have been doing.” She could picture him smiling as he went on, “You are so innocent-looking that law enforcement won’t even notice you. This is very lucrative and ingenious. No one will suspect you.”


  She couldn’t speak as he went on.


  “You will be going to more shows across the country, delivering more product to pre-selected buyers. From this point on, you will know ahead of time who these buyers are.”


  “For your resin statuettes.” Each word tasted bitter on her tongue.


  “As well as the numbered prints.”


  “Drugs are hidden with the prints?” Her eyes widened. “That’s why you frame them. You put drugs inside the backing.”


  “Marijuana, to be exact.”


  Her mind went back to the statuettes. “Touching these things is why the K9 came after me,” she said aloud before she thought better.


  “What K9?” His words came out as sharp as a blade. “Explain.”


  “It was yesterday, after I set up for the show.” Natasha’s throat felt almost too crowded to speak, but she managed to push all of the words out. “I asked an officer if I could pet his K9. He gave me permission, and when I tried, the dog snarled and barked at me. The officer patted me down and checked my purse. Of course he didn’t find anything, but I wondered why the dog reacted like he did. Residue must be on the statuettes and I got it on my hands.”


  A pause, then Mark said, “This incident gives me an idea that will avoid any issues during the shows.” He sounded thoughtful. “I will send you with two statuettes empty of drugs that are well cleaned. That will solve the problem.”


  She said nothing, but he continued. “Of course, you do realize that if you are caught with the product on hand, I have things set up so that you take the fall and you will be the one to be locked away. None of it will come back to me.”


  Natasha closed her eyes at the mention of going to prison. It was a terrifying thought, yet at the same time it could solve her problems. If she was put behind bars, she couldn’t work for Mark and everyone would be safe.


  He was apparently a mind reader along with being an evil man. “If you go to prison, I will kill all of them, so don’t even think of allowing yourself to be caught.” She sucked in her breath as he added, “And if you try to be noble and kill yourself, they die, too.”


  The phone went dead as he disconnected the call. Natasha tried to hold back the tears, but she couldn’t stop them.


  She cried, deep, gut wrenching sobs nearly tearing her apart. For as long as she lived, her family and friends would be in danger. If she went to prison or died, they would be in danger.


  No matter what, that wasn’t going to happen. She would do whatever she had to in order to keep them safe.


  If Mark died would this stop? A thought went through her mind that she would never have dreamed of considering before.


  What if I killed Mark?


  Would everyone finally be safe?


  She shoved the thoughts from her mind. No matter how strong the desire was, she could never take the life of another human being.


  Even if that person intended to murder her loved ones?


  ~~*~~


  Brooks had excellent instincts, and in this case he figured Ball Cap hadn’t been sent to approach Natasha and threaten or harm her. The man was most likely there only to keep an eye on her.


  He had a good idea that the man who followed Natasha would be sitting and watching the bank of elevators on her floor. When Brooks had first walked Natasha to her room, he had seen two chairs, one to either side of a huge flower vase, directly across from the elevator doors. If Ball Cap sat in the chair on the far side of the flower vase, it would give him the perfect hiding place to see if someone came to her from the elevator, or if she left her room to take the elevator to the lobby or somewhere else in the hotel.


  The stairs would allow Brooks access so he could make it to the floor without being seen by Natasha’s tail. It took three minutes to reach the back stairwell, and the heavy metal door swung wide without a sound when he opened it. He began jogging up the eleven levels to her floor.


  He worked out to keep himself in shape, doing cardiovascular exercises as well as lifting weights to increase his strength. He wasn’t out of breath when he reached the landing for her floor. A big placard with the number 11 was mounted next to the door. Sweat beaded his forehead. It was warm in the stairwell, and a jog combined with a heavy jacket added to the heat on his skin.


  Before he opened the door, he looked through the small window at the empty hallway. He estimated he was standing only a few doors from Natasha’s room. He was also far enough away from the elevators that Ball Cap shouldn’t even know Brooks had been there.


  He eased the door open, thankful for a staff that apparently kept things moving flawlessly. He had seen pure professionalism and an extraordinarily well-kept property.


  The carpet dampened any sound his boots might have made as he strode toward Natasha’s room. He kept watch by checking behind him periodically.


  He closed in on the elevators. He paused and stayed hidden as he saw Ball Cap sitting in an armchair nearby, the brim pulled low to shade his eyes as he stared at the front page of a newspaper.


  When Brooks was satisfied that Ball Cap was staying on the floor’s elevator area for now, he headed to his room. He needed to give Natasha some time to calm down and then he would go to her.


  ~~*~~


  Two hours later, Brooks made it to Natasha’s floor again. He had left his Stetson and his jacket in his room, but wore his shoulder holster with his Walther beneath an overshirt.


  First thing he did was check to see if Ball Cap was still by the elevators. Sure enough, the man was still in the chair.


  Brooks returned to Natasha’s room and knocked softly at her door. No answer, so he knocked again. He heard the chain lock slide into place before the door mechanism clicked. Natasha opened the door only as wide as the chain would allow.


  Her eyes were bloodshot and puffy, as if she’d been crying. Red blotches covered her pale features and her lower lip trembled.


  “Go away.” She said the words in a low voice but they still came out sharp and angry. “Don’t ever come near me again.”


  She started to close the door, but he stuck his boot in the space between the door and the frame. “We need to talk.” He kept his tone down. “If you don’t open this door now, your tail might spot me, and I have a feeling that might not be a good idea.”


  Her eyes widened and the blotches faded as she grew paler. “I need to undo the chain lock.”


  He wasn’t sure she was using it as a ploy to get him to move his boot, but he did as she asked and she closed the door softly. He heard the scrape of the lock sliding free and then the loose jingle of the chain. The door opened and she looked out at the hallway from one direction to the other. She grabbed his hand and pulled him inside.


  She carefully shut the door behind her them turned on him. “What the hell are you doing here? You said I have a tail. What if whoever is following me, if that’s true, saw you?”


  “I’m a Federal agent.” Brooks studied her. “It’s my job to get into places without being noticed if I need to.”


  She folded her arms across her chest. She looked wild and beautiful even as tears dried on her face. She wore the same blouse she’d had on earlier, but he thought he saw a streak of red, like blood. Her skirt still flowed around her legs, but the material appeared wrinkled. Her feet were bare and she was digging her toes into the carpet like she was digging her nails into her palms.


  He wanted to gather her in his arms and never let anything bad happen to her again. Because whatever had happened, it must have been bad.


  “Why are you here?” The words were filled with anger and pain, as was her expression. “I didn’t invite you.”


  “You’re in some kind of trouble.” He watched a flicker in her eyes. “Tell me what it is and I can help.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She tightened her hold on herself. “I’m fine and I’m not in any kind of trouble.”


  He reached for her, not wanting to scare her away. She didn’t flinch as he touched her face and slowly stroked his thumb over her cheek. “You can trust me, Natasha. Know that you can always trust me.”


  She turned away, breaking the contact and tearing her gaze from his. With her back to him, her voice trembled. “You have to leave.”


  “I can’t do that.” His gut ached from seeing the pain she was in. “I won’t leave you alone like this.”


  She made a sound like her breath had caught in her throat. He wanted to fix this. Whatever was bothering her, whatever trouble she might be in, he had to make everything right again.


  For the first time since his teenage years, he was unsure of himself and how to handle this woman and whatever it was she was going through.


  A kind of desperation rose up inside him, so powerful it rocked him to his soul. Goddamnit, but he needed to help her. Needed to make her feel safe.


  Even if he wanted to try, he couldn’t stop himself. He walked up behind her, slid his arms around her waist, and brought her back against his chest. He rested his chin on top of her head and breathed in her scent of apples and sunshine.


  “Maybe we don’t know each other well, but I’ve grown to care for you in the short time.” Her hair felt so soft beneath his chin. “You’re important to my close friends, and you’ve become important to me.”


  With those words, she turned in his arms. She braced her hands on his chest and tried to push him away, but he was too strong for her. “You need to leave.” He saw her throat work as she swallowed. “It’s very important that you go. Now.”


  “Tell me why.” He moved his hands to her upper arms. “Why are you so upset? Why do I get the impression that you’re terrified of something or someone?”


  He couldn’t tell her his suspicions, because that could lead to questions he couldn’t answer now. Later, when she was cleared.


  “I can’t.” The words came out in a whisper. “You’re endangering everyone I love by being here. Just go.”


  His entire body went rigid even though he’d already suspected as much. “You’re being threatened. Why?”


  For a moment she appeared to be grasping for strength, trying to hold onto her composure. In the next moment, she looked away, her eyes glittering with more tears.


  “Natasha,” he said softly.


  A sob tore from her and she buried her face in her hands. Her entire body shook as she cried with deep, heart-wrenching sounds.


  “Oh, honey.” He drew her into his arms, holding her close. “You need to get it out.”


  She shook her head, her face sliding across his overshirt. “Hold me.” The word came out on another sob. “Please, just hold me.”


  CHAPTER 11


  Brooks held her close, whispering soft words as his arms enveloped her. “It’s going to be all right,” he murmured, but she only cried harder.


  It was clear she was in a hard place, and she felt she had nowhere to turn, and no one to talk to.


  If she wouldn’t share now, maybe he could get her to later. Maybe she needed time to trust him. For a long time he held her, feeling the softness of her body pressed to his, breathing in her scent so that it filled his entire being. The thud of her heartbeat matched his and it was as if he could feel the rush of blood race through her.


  Her body trembled even as he held her. He nuzzled the top of her head “Everything will be all right, sweet Natasha.”


  “If only I could believe that.” Her voice cracked.


  He slid his knuckles over her cheek. “Know that there’s nothing we can’t face together and triumph against.”


  His own words caused him pause. Where had that come from? He was talking as if they were together, a unit. As if he would be at her side, every step of the way, beyond that of being a Federal agent determined now to protect her.


  Maybe it was his weakness for vulnerable women that made him to feel so protective over Natasha. The strength of his belief that she was innocent floored him. Was it his weakness for women in distress that caused him to come to that belief?


  Despite the turmoil churning inside him, he relaxed as he felt tension drain from her body. She clung to him, appearing almost limp from exhaustion and turbulence that had clearly been raging through her.


  When had she begun to face alone whatever it was that had happened? “How long?” he said softly. “How long had this been going on?”


  “I can’t talk about it.” She clung to him. “Just stop.”


  He had no doubt it had happened sometime before he went to the tradeshow to pick her up. She’d changed from a vibrant joyous woman, to one filled with fear.


  Anger rose within him and he wanted to lash out beat the shit out of whoever had terrified her and threatened her. It had to have something to do with Mark Okle. Brooks wanted to kill the bastard.


  Her eyes were glossy with the tears she held in when tilted her head back. He hid his anger as their gazes met. He brushed loose strands of hair from her face and into the wind-tangled mass tumbling around her shoulders. “We won’t talk about it…for now.”


  She buried her face against his overshirt again. “You smell good.”


  “Not half as good as you.” He pushed his hand into her hair and his fingers caught in the tangles. He cupped her head and held her to him.


  She looked up at him, the back of her head still in his palm. Her eyes were wide and searching. She appeared confused yet certain, a combination he didn’t understand.


  Every thought fled as her inner glow, the person she was despite whatever had happened, shone like a beacon to his heart.


  “Kiss me.” A light burned in her eyes like a kindling fire. Flames of desire, need, and longing grew with every passing moment. “Please, Brooks.”


  He couldn’t refuse her. He lowered his head, gently brushing his lips over hers. She sighed into his mouth and raised herself on her toes as she pressed herself tighter against him and slipped her tongue into his mouth. She slid it out and lightly bit his lower lip.


  A groan rose inside him. The fire he’d seen in her eyes turned into flames within his own body. The heat expanded as their kiss grew more intense and they demanded more and more of each other.


  The way her hands roamed his body—it was like she couldn’t touch him enough. She pressed her lithe body to his, stealing and lending warmth at the same time.


  “You feel so good.” She let out a sigh. “I feel safe with you. I could stay like this forever.” She snuggled even closer so that her body was flush with his.


  Need rose inside him. He couldn’t hide his desire as his cock hardened and pressed into her. His breathing grew more ragged. He couldn’t think clearly. All that would come to mind was burying himself deep inside her, the two of them intertwining in every way possible.


  She parted her lips from his. “I love how hard your body is.” Her hands didn’t stop moving. She caressed his chest and slid her palms over his clothed body.


  “You’re so damned soft.” He cupped her ass and pressed her tightly to him. “You’re so beautiful inside and out. Every inch of you is perfect.”


  “You need to take your shirts off. I want to touch your skin,” she said a moment before her fingertips brushed his holster. She went still and looked up at him. “I keep forgetting who you are.”


  “Being an agent isn’t who I am.” He slid his arms out of his overshirt and tossed it aside. “It’s what I do.”


  She traced her fingers along his shoulder holster strap. For a fraction of a moment, he wondered if she was using him and if she would go for his gun and pull it on him. He dismissed the thought at once. That wasn’t Natasha.


  He unfastened the holster and removed it before he laid it on a nightstand beside the bed and moved his hand away.


  When did he decide he was going to go to bed with her?


  Christ. It was a bad idea. A very bad idea.


  Especially since he hadn’t told her why he was really there. He couldn’t take another step without telling her everything, and now was not the time.


  He started to reach for his holster to put it back on. He would tell Natasha that spending the night together would be a mistake they both might regret.


  Before he could complete the movement, she pulled her blouse over her head and dropped it to the floor. He went still. She wore a delicate lacy bra, sheer enough that he could see her large nipples through the fabric.


  She unfastened the undergarment and dropped it on top of the blouse. “Don’t—” He forgot whatever protest he’d been about to make as his sense of reason took a hike.


  Her breasts were gorgeous. Perfect. Full with rose-pink nipples and large areolas. He found himself mesmerized, unable to take his gaze from them until she took a step toward him.


  She grasped his T-shirt and pulled it from where it was tucked into his jeans. He helped her tug his T-shirt over his head and he flung it in the same direction his overshirt had gone.


  He drew her into his arms. Her naked breasts brushed his bare chest, her nipples hard nubs against his skin.


  She paused a moment and softly touched the scar from the bullet he’d taken when he, Trace, and other agents had been protecting Christie.


  Her gaze met his. “Is this where you were shot?”


  He had a hard time forming words with her nipples rubbing his chest and he gave a single nod.


  She pressed her lips against the scar, a light butterfly kiss. She looked up and met his gaze.


  He brought his mouth down hard on hers.


  The passion she responded with was so urgent, so intense that it nearly made him crazy. When she pulled away and took a step back, their breathing was hard and ragged. Her movements were frantic as if she couldn’t get the rest of her clothes off fast enough.


  She pushed her skirt over her hips and it slipped to the floor in a colorful pile. He liked how she wore so many colors that aligned with the woman she was.


  His heart caught in his throat when she shimmied out of her panties. She was so damned gorgeous. Her perfect skin, her wild mass of dark hair flowing over her shoulders, her slender form and generous breasts made him want to drop to his knees.


  “You are a goddess,” he whispered. He would serve her in any way she wanted him.


  She smiled for the first time that night and took a step forward. “You are just as much of a god. In every way.”


  Her scent of apples mixed with her heated musk as she reached him. She slid her palms down his abs to his belt buckle. He could tell her hands were shaking, but he wasn’t sure why. Was it desire or the fear she’d felt earlier?


  He removed his belt and all he carried with him for the job. When he’d set it aside, she put her hands on his chest and pushed him back as she moved forward, never taking her hands from his skin.


  For a moment his mind was too crowded with her and the desire he felt that he didn’t know what she was doing until the backs of his knees hit the mattress. He went with her clear demand and sat hard, the bed bouncing beneath his weight.


  The naked goddess knelt in front of him and tugged off one of his western boots before reaching for the other and working it off before she got rid of it, too. Each boot thumped on the floor when she threw them over her shoulder.


  “Such big feet.” She peeled off his socks and dropped them to the side. “Let me see your hands.” She grabbed both his hands. “They’re big, too. So, is what they say true?”


  At that moment, he had no idea what she was talking about. He could hardly think as he looked at her perfect form.


  She gripped his hands and pulled. “Get up, cowboy.”


  He pushed himself to his feet, as she demanded it. She reached for the button of his jeans and pushed it through before tugging down the zipper.


  He caught her face in his hands. “I’ve never wanted to be with a woman so much in my life.”


  Every girlfriend he’d ever had paled in comparison to Natasha. Hell, he couldn’t have remembered any of their names at this moment if he’d tried. She was beautiful, sensual, and he wanted to fill her in every way possible at the same time she filled him with the essence of her soul. He wanted to give as much as she gave.


  “Why?” She looked genuinely curious even with need burning in her eyes.


  He could barely get the words out. “Because of who you are. What you stand for. I want to be with you.”


  In all his life he never felt like this. As if he was a part of this woman. As if their hearts and souls were connected.


  My woman.


  “I’ve never wanted anyone like I want you, Brooks.” The truth was clear in her eyes. “Never.”


  His pants landed around his ankles when she pushed them down his thighs, leaving him in his boxer briefs. His cock was a hard ridge that pressed against the stretchy material. He would gladly have shoved them down on his own, but it was clear Natasha wanted control, as if she needed control. She grasped the waistband of his boxer briefs and tugged. His cock jutted out, the shaft harder than he could ever remember it being in his life.


  She made a soft sound of pleasure and ran her tongue along her lower lip. “That thing about big hands and feet—it is true.”


  He almost laughed at the look of satisfaction in her eyes, but every bit of him ached with desire too much to even smile.


  With one hand she pushed his boxer briefs the rest of the way to the floor. She wrapped her other hand around his cock.


  The feel of her small fingers grasping him caused him to grow even more rigid.


  Jesus. He shouldn’t be letting her do this. Shouldn’t allow himself to do this.


  It was too late for second thoughts. Unless she said stop, there was no turning back for him.


  Still, he managed to get out, “Are you sure, sweetheart?”


  “Yes.” She hissed the word. “Most definitely, yes.”


  He slid his fingers into her hair at the same time she took his cock in her mouth. She sighed with pleasure and he sucked in his breath, afraid he was going to climax from the feel of the silk of her mouth, the wet warmth, and the light suction she applied as she slid him to the back of her throat.


  It took a moment before he realized he was holding his breath and he groaned as he let it out.


  The feel of her mouth on him was almost too much pleasure, as if he was on sensory overload. She looked up at him as her head slowly bobbed. He could see in her gaze that he wasn’t just a means of comfort—she felt a deep connection with him, like he did with her.


  His eyelids almost closed from the sheer pleasure, but he didn’t want to stop looking in the depth of her blue eyes. She mesmerized him to the point that only she existed…her and her touch, her mouth…everything about her.


  He felt himself coming close to the peak of orgasm, sensation rushing to his cock and making him almost lightheaded.


  “Natasha.” He clenched his fingers in her soft, tangled hair, trying to hold her still. “You need to stop before I come.”


  She refused to stop, watching him with a burning light in her eyes, a determination that told him he was done for when it came to her. He would never be able to refuse this woman anything.


  His body trembled like it never had before. What was she doing to him?


  The rush of a climax charged toward him. He was helpless to hold back. “I’m going to come in your mouth if you don’t stop.”


  She sucked harder.


  He held back a roar as his climax slammed into him. He all but disintegrated with the sensations pumping through him. Colors, like the aurora borealis, flowed through his mind then crackled like lightning. It was the craziest thing that had ever happened to him, and the most intense.


  She drew out his orgasm, swallowing, licking, and sucking. “Stop.” His breath came in ragged huffs. “Please. Can’t take any more.”


  His cock slipped out of her mouth, glistening with moisture as she pulled away. She smiled and leaned back. The pleased look on her expression made it clear how much she had enjoyed herself by pleasuring him.


  She rose, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Thank you,” she said with a smile.


  “Thank me?” He looked at her with incredulity. “You just blew my mind, and you’re thanking me?


  A grin curved the corners of her mouth. “I loved doing that for you.”


  He kissed her hard, letting her feel the passion that hadn’t dimmed. He scooped her into his arms.


  “I adore you.” He laid her on the bed then crawled onto it and straddled her waist, one knee to either side of her. “You have no idea how much.”


  Her smile was soft. “I think I have an idea.” She reached up and palmed the back of his head before pulling him down for a kiss.


  He groaned. Heaven. Her kisses were sheer Heaven. His breath came out in a shuddering rush when he pulled away.


  “Come back.” She tried to hold onto him, but he pulled away from her grasp.


  He slid his lips along the curve of her jaw to her small chin before kissing his way down to the hollow of her throat.


  “Brooks.” She gasped and arched her back as his mouth slid over her nipple. “Fuck me. Please.”


  The way the word fuck came out of her sweet mouth made him so damned hard that it was like he hadn’t climaxed already.


  “I will fuck you.” His promise came out firm and matter-of-fact. “I have a few things in mind first.”


  She groaned. “Waiting is not my best quality.”


  He gave a soft laugh. “We’ll work on that.”


  Natasha started to protest when Brooks gently sucked her other nipple, the sensation traveled straight to her clit and she gasped instead.


  She almost couldn’t believe she’d told him to fuck her—it wasn’t a word she used. Somehow she needed the raunchiness of the word to tell him what she wanted. It also kept her from saying, “Make love to me,” because that wasn’t what this was. This was pure, raw sex.


  That was all she wanted. Wasn’t it?


  But she knew he could be a real danger to her heart and there were a whole lot of reasons why she shouldn’t, couldn’t, get involved with him.


  Tonight—she wasn’t going to think about that.


  He kissed his way from the valley between her breasts to the hollow of her throat. “God, you’re a special woman.” His words sent tingles through her.


  “You’re amazing.” She ran her hands over his shoulders, loving the strength and power of not only his muscles, but the strength of who he was as a person. He made her feel like nothing bad could ever happen as long as she was with him.


  During the time they shared, she wasn’t going to allow herself to feel any other way.


  He slipped from her hold as he shouldered his way between her thighs, spreading her wide, while he moved his lips down the center of her belly and her abs


  His lips brushed her bare mound. “I love that you shave your pussy.”


  The rumble in his tone sent a shiver through her. She had difficulty thinking as he sprinkled soft butterfly kisses over her mound and on the inside of each thigh. She grasped his hair and wriggled in his grasp, begging him without saying it aloud.


  “Tell me what you want, Natasha.” The way he said her name sent more shards of desire through her. “What do you need?”


  “I want—need—you to lick my pussy.” Another forbidden word, but it came to her so easily now. “Please.”


  He parted her folds with his fingers and spread her wide. His gaze held hers as he lowered his mouth and trailed his tongue the length of her slit.


  A small shudder ran through her as she moaned from pleasure. He slowly stroked her with his tongue in long swipes before concentrating on her clit. He slid one finger then two into her slick core and thrust them in and out while he licked and sucked her.


  She felt dizzy with pleasure. High on desire. Stoned on sensations. Everything she experienced from his mouth and hands was nearly overwhelming.


  He teased her with his tongue while moving his fingers in slow, deliberate movements. She was so wet and slick, and she knew he would be able slide inside her even though it would be a tight fit, considering how big he was.


  The mere thought of him being inside her triggered an explosion of butterflies in her belly. It felt like soft wingtips brushed her body, causing her to become more and more alive with every moment that passed.


  She felt herself rising, as if she was about to fly from the room. She was so close to an orgasm that her mind was blanking out and she could barely think. One moment she was consciously struggling to maintain a grip on reality and her sanity.


  The next moment she screamed—a primal scream that rose up deep from her soul.


  Brooks clamped his hand over her mouth and vaguely she was aware that it wasn’t a good idea to be making sounds, especially loud ones. At that moment she wasn’t sure she cared.


  She drifted down, trying to pull herself together. He moved his callused palm away from her mouth and gave her a long, solid kiss.


  “I don’t have any condoms with me.” He sounded apologetic. “I want to take you in so many ways I couldn’t begin to count them. But it will have to be another day.”


  “I have an IUD. I won’t get pregnant.” She pulled him down to her. “Now fuck me.”


  A vibration in his chest, like a low rumble, caused her nipples to tighten and sent ripples through her belly.


  His heated gaze melted her in a way that made her feel as if she had fused with him so that they were one being. He shifted in her arms and held her as he rolled onto his back, bringing her with him. She gasped and then she was on top, looking down at him.


  “Put my cock inside you.” He clasped her waist in his big hands. “I’m big and I want you to control how much of me fits inside you. I want you to feel only pleasure.”


  “I know that’s exactly what I’m going to feel.” She wrapped her fingers around his erection as she rose and placed the head of his cock against her opening. She held her breath, wondering how well he would fit since he was so big and she was so tight.


  Her eyes widened and she caught her breath as she started to slide down the length of his cock. She took her time, letting him stretch her and fill her. When he was fully inside her, she waited to become used to his length and girth. No kidding he was big.


  Exquisite pleasure filled her as she rose then lowered herself, his cock going deep every time she slid back down his shaft.


  She closed her eyes and arched her back as she rode him. He palmed her breasts and she gasped as he played with her nipples, heightening every sensation inside of her. He felt so good. So, so good inside her. She could stay this way forever, with him filling her in ways that made her feel safe and secure while pleasure rippled through her.


  “Let me see your beautiful eyes.” His voice was gruff. “I want you to watch me while you ride me.”


  She lowered her head and when their gazes met, it was like an electric current sizzled between them. Her body tingled and came even more alive as she almost felt sparks snapping in the air around them.


  An expression of fierce concentration crossed his face, his jaw tight, his features hard, as if sculpted from stone. His was the look of a man trying to grasp the last tendril of control, clinging to it with everything he had. But he was losing every last thread of it to her.


  The feeling of power she felt over him made her heady, and she loved the experience. The desire to strengthen his vulnerability to her had her riding him faster and harder. She wanted to shake his control, to have more power over him. She would take him places he had never been to before.


  Everything going through her mind was unfamiliar…thoughts like none she’d ever had before. But she felt stronger and stronger with every thrust of his hips when she came down on him.


  She wriggled, causing him to tighten his jaw even more and causing her own orgasm to fly toward her. Now she was trying to control the uncontrollable. Any moment now, she was going to lose it.


  His gaze moved to where they were connected. “See how we fit.”


  She obeyed, and her belly seesawed as she watched his cock sliding in and out of her. She braced her hands on his chest as he grasped her waist and she moved faster.


  “Look at me now.” It sounded as if he could barely speak. When she did what he told her, he said, “Fuck. I’m going to come, Natasha. I want you to come with me.”


  His words were all it took for the hovering orgasm to tip over the peak and come rushing through her body. She cried out then bit her lip, holding in another scream.


  “Jesus.” It tore from his throat as his body bucked against hers and his semen filled her. His eyes were wild, intense, almost feral. His inner beast tore from him and she almost felt as if he would consume her in that moment.


  He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her down to him so her damp skin was against his chest that was also covered in sweat. The smell of their sex clung to them and she shuddered as another ripple of pleasure traveled through her.


  For a long time they remained that way, and as long as they did, she knew she would feel safe. If only for now.


  CHAPTER 12


  An incessant ringing in Natasha’s head had her burying her head under her pillow. She felt like she had a hangover, but she couldn’t remember drinking a damned thing.


  Rinnnnnng, rinnnnnng, rinnnnnng.


  She tried to snuggle in the clean smelling sheets, tried to still her mind.


  Rinnnnnng, rinnnnnng, rinnnnnng. Pause Rinnnnnng, rinnnnnng, rinnnnnng.


  The phone. The ringing was the damned hotel phone.


  She tossed the pillow aside and blinked at the clock. Six-thirty. She frowned, grabbed the receiver off the phone, and put it to her ear. Was the freaking front desk calling her?


  “Hello?” The word came out sounding as groggy as she felt.


  “Good morning, sweetheart.” Brooks’s voice had Natasha bolting straight up in bed. “Sorry I’m not there. I had to leave early this morning to get to the training center.”


  Oh, my God.


  “I’ll see you tonight, and I’ll bring something to eat.” As she listened to him speak, Natasha’s heart nearly stopped. “Do you like pulled pork sandwiches? I was told about a great place.”


  Her mind spun and his words barely sank in. She’d slept with him last night. It was worse than just sleeping with someone she barely knew. He was a lawman. A Federal agent.


  If Mark or his men found out, or already knew…


  “Natasha?” Brooks’s tone held an edge of concern, and she realized it had been there even as he’d been speaking. “Is everything all right?”


  “Yeah.” She put her hand to her forehead. “Fine.”


  “I tried reaching you on your cell, but you didn’t answer.” She could picture him frowning as he went on. “I called to make sure you wouldn’t be late for the show.”


  She looked at the clock again. Enough time to get ready and solve this Brooks problem without being late. But how?


  “Thank you.” She opened her mouth to tell him not to call again.


  He continued. “I’ll be there at seven.”


  “You can’t come.” She rushed to get the words out. “What happened last night can’t happen again.”


  “Why?” His words were like a slap as he added, “Is there another man in your life?”


  “Do you think I would have slept with you last night if there was?” Heat rushed through her body. “What kind of woman do you think I am?” She swung her legs off the bed. “I’m going now. Thanks again for the call.” She hung up before he could respond.


  Tears rushed to her eyes, making them watery. The tears she held back made her eyes ache as if the pressure was going to push them out. She buried her face in her hands, afraid she would fall apart, and hoped that Brooks wouldn’t call back. The phone remained silent and she raised her head.


  How could she have allowed herself to sleep with him? A port in a storm. That’s what it was. After the “incident” at the show, her hotel room being tossed, the dead rat and bloody message, followed by Mark’s call—she had needed to cling to something, someone—and Brooks had been there.


  She shuddered as the image of the dead rat invaded her mind and she opened her eyes and raised her head. Getting rid of the rat had been horrible. She didn’t even want to think about how she’d dealt with it. She’d managed to wrap the body in a hotel hand towel and stuff it into a plastic dry cleaning bag that had been in the closet. She’d been ready to throw up, feeling too sick to her stomach to feel bad about using the towel and disposing of it all in the garbage receptacle by the elevators.


  A man with a baseball cap had been sitting in a chair near the elevators, reading a newspaper, but he hadn’t paid attention to her. She’d had a brief thought that maybe Mark had sent the man to watch her, but she had been far too overwhelmed to think much about it. She was glad she had cleaned up everything before Brooks arrived at her hotel room door.


  She inhaled and then blew out a long, slow breath. She did it over and over again until she had blanked out the image of the rat and the bloody message she’d had to clean up. She stuffed the memory back until it was on the fringe of her thoughts rather than consuming them.


  Her night with Brooks replaced the horrible thoughts and her belly tingled. Sex with him had been one of the most intense, incredible things that had happened in her life. His body against hers, his mouth and tongue on her, his cock deep inside. He had filled her in every way, giving her a sense of completion that had made her feel safe and desired.


  Words repeated in her mind, over and over. Yes. A port in a storm. A distraction. That’s all it was.


  Yet, a very strong part of her knew that wasn’t the only reason. She shoved the part that wanted him in so many ways into a capsule and tried to bury it in her thoughts. That wasn’t so easy.


  What if someone had seen Brooks come into or leave her room? She could have been followed. He was in law enforcement and would know how to avoid being seen… But he couldn’t possibly have any idea what had happened or know she couldn’t chance anyone seeing him around her.


  She needed to move to another hotel or to another room—someplace Brooks wouldn’t know about. She couldn’t risk him coming to see her again—ever. People’s lives were at stake and she wasn’t taking chances.


  Not to mention it would be good to get out of this room after what had been there for her when she’d come back to the hotel from the show. The vivid images of the rat and the bloody message came rushing back.


  Talk and everyone dies.


  She swallowed as she picked up the hotel phone and pressed the button for the front desk. Within moments she’d arranged to be moved to another room, after telling the reservations agent that the floor was too noisy. Her one piece of luggage would be moved from her room to the new location while she was at the tradeshow—she just needed to have it ready by the door.


  After she’d accomplished that task, she hurried to shower and dress. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning, since she’d found the cocaine, but she didn’t feel hungry. Still, she needed enough time to get something to choke down so that she didn’t get lightheaded during the show.


  This time she wore the plainest top she’d brought with her. She put on jeans and tucked her pant legs into her sturdy, functional boots before zipping up the footwear. She had no desire to wear any of her colorful skirts. Color had always made her happy in the past. Now she was nowhere near that emotion. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be happy again.


  After she packed, she set her suitcase by the door and shoved her arms into her coat sleeves. She shook her head as she pulled her hair out of the collar, before grabbing her purse and jerking open the heavy door. Her feet felt like lead, and her steps were heavy as she walked to the bank of elevators.


  A different man sat in the chair by the elevators, reading a magazine. A chill ran down her spine and she looked away from him. The way he was dressed in ragged clothes and his scraggly appearance, the man didn’t look like he belonged here.


  Since when did I become so judgmental?


  The answer was right in front of her. The distinct possibility Mark had sent the man to watch her had her questioning everything.


  She took the elevator and headed toward the hotel’s front entrance, but couldn’t help looking over her shoulder every now and then to make sure the man wasn’t following her. She walked past the registration desk. She would get a keycard for the new room when she returned.


  Cold air stung her cheeks when she walked out, as snowflakes lazily drifted through the air. She zipped up her coat and took in the newly fallen snow beside the salted sidewalks, on top of parked cars, and in mounds covering hibernating bushes in front of the hotel. It all looked so fresh and clean, and it was hard to believe the horrible things that had happened over the past few days. It didn’t feel like anything would be clean in her world again. Mark had polluted and stained her life.


  Nothing would ever be the same again.


  Last night she had thought about killing the bastard, and in that moment she thought she could do it. Shoot him. Poison him. Hire an assassin to get rid of him. She could almost picture his corpse being hauled off to the coroner’s and the relief she’d feel that he was gone. Gone for good.


  She looked over her shoulder, through the glass doors, to see if the man had followed her. A few men and women walked in and out of the entrance, and others sat in the lobby but the man she’d seen upstairs was nowhere around—unless he was good at hiding.


  Her mind returned to Mark as she faced forward. She knew she wouldn’t be able to follow through with murder, no matter how bad things got. The idea of killing him had been desperation speaking in her ears. It had been a loud voice that now returned with a fervor that made her shiver.


  Or was she more capable of murder than she would admit to herself? Wasn’t anyone capable of doing something so heinous to save his or her loved ones?


  For now she had to go along with Mark’s orders. She would do anything for her those she loved.


  Anything.


  ~~*~~


  Brooks worked everything through his mind over and over again as he watched the hotel entrance from his truck. He had parked across the street, far enough that he would be able to see Natasha when she came out of the hotel. He was certain she wouldn’t notice him from where he had positioned his truck.


  He examined each piece of what had happened in detail—every word Natasha had spoken and every action she had made. He analyzed the fact that she had been followed and a watch placed near her room.


  What had spooked her so badly and why was she being followed? He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. The one thing that kept going through his head was that Mark Okle must have threatened her. It was the only reason he could think of that would scare her so badly. She was clearly terrified and Brooks was determined to do something about it, whatever it took.


  “Whatever it took” hadn’t meant adding sex into the equation. He’d never intended to go to bed with her, even though he’d been attracted to her. She was his assignment for crissake. He’d intended to nail her for drug trafficking, not nail her in bed.


  Would he have had sex with her if he’d believed she was guilty?


  No, he told himself, then wondered if that was a lie.


  Guilt in not telling the truth before taking her to bed made him feel as though his gut was lined with lead.


  Shit.


  Natasha fascinated him in so many ways. Her intellect, her spirit, her laugh, her sense of humor when it came to herself and the situations she’d found herself in.


  Only now it was possible she was in a situation where no humor existed. The thought of Natasha’s spirit being repressed made his gut feel even heavier and his body tense. He was going to fix this, whatever it took.


  When he finished thinking about every nuance of what he’d seen so far, he placed each puzzle piece in separate mental compartments for later reference.


  His heart gave a strange thump as she walked through the hotel doors and into the gently falling snow. She was so beautiful despite the strained expression tightening her features. Fear was there, but anger too. He liked seeing the anger because it meant she wasn’t going to be beaten down by whatever the circumstances were that had her somehow trapped—at least not yet.


  Her hair fell over her shoulders, this time not pulled away from her face. The dark brown mass was smooth, not tangled as it had been last night. He had loved how it felt, how his fingers caught in the weight of it as he had cupped the back of her head.


  Now the dark hair emphasized her pale features that had been filled with vibrant color yesterday morning before he had dropped her off. Something had happened between that moment and the time she had left the building.


  He wanted to climb out of his truck, go to her, and bring her into his embrace. He wanted to hold her tight and take every bad feeling away from her. He wanted to make her feel safe and loved.


  Loved.


  It was a crazy word considering he barely knew her. Although, after meeting her briefly at the wedding, examining the surveillance photos so often, and everything he had heard about her from Trace and Christie…he felt as if he had known her for a long time. Years even.


  “Jesus.” He slammed his palm on the steering wheel hard enough that pain shot to his elbow. “I shouldn’t have fucked her last night.”


  Fucking. That was it. He dragged his palm down his face. The word “fuck” rang harsh and wrong when he thought about last night.


  Love…that emotion didn’t come into the equation, either.


  As he watched, she paused to look around her before she turned and headed for the parking lot. She jammed her hands in her pockets, her steps slow, as if she was dreading going to her destination. The first night, when they had talked in the lounge, he’d had the impression that she enjoyed working tradeshows and couldn’t wait to get started on this one. That had clearly changed.


  He waited until she drove her rental car out of the parking lot, and he made sure no one followed her. This morning a different man had been sitting near the elevators, and Brooks had been careful to avoid being seen.


  When Natasha was driving in the opposite direction of where Brooks had parked, he pulled his truck into traffic and followed her.


  Why had he asked her if she was in a relationship with another man? The question had come out of nowhere. A territorial feeling had gripped him and he’d wanted to make sure no other man had a claim on her.


  Even though the surveillance information indicated she didn’t have a relationship with any man, for all the agents knew she could have had someone back in Indiana and the pair kept in touch by telephone. They could even have seen each other at the tradeshows she’d gone to.


  Damn. This was getting out of hand. He was obsessing over her and had insulted her in the process. He already wanted her again, craving her in a way he’d never experienced with another woman.


  Like his heart would stop beating if he didn’t slide inside her again.


  It didn’t take long before they reached the tradeshow location and she entered the parking lot. Her car disappeared from view as she turned right and drove down a row of vehicles. He parked on the street and saw flashes of the car as she hunted for a parking space.


  Since no one had followed her from the hotel to the tradeshow, he felt reasonably certain she was safe in the lot. He waited in his truck, the heater blowing out warm air. He kept his gaze focused on the aisle that she would have to walk down unless she wound her way through parked vehicles. He waited for what seemed far too long, and started wondering if she had taken the latter option.


  He relaxed as she stepped into the aisle and walked along the right side toward the building. His heart walked toward the building with her.


  ~~*~~


  Natasha couldn’t shake the sensation that she was being watched. From the moment she had left her hotel room, to the time she walked up to the tradeshow building, she felt eyes on her. She still felt them as she stared at the big doors in front of her.


  Her thoughts returned to the scraggly man sitting near the elevators on her floor and she shivered. As far as she knew, he hadn’t followed her from the hotel. It was clear her imagination had to be in overdrive. Or was it? Mark had made a point of having her room trashed. It wasn’t beyond him to have her followed. Her throat worked and her stomach bottomed out. If that man had followed her, he could have seen Brooks last night.


  Her spine tensed as she passed the K9 officer and avoided his gaze. A small wave of relief washed over her as she entered the building and he hadn’t approached her. Unless he was overly suspicious, because of his K9’s reaction, he had no reason to bother her.


  While she walked toward her showroom, she felt as though a yoke weighed her down as she was forced toward a destination she didn’t want to go to. She could almost feel the snap of a whip hitting her from behind and hear the crack in the air.


  Gary was back in his showroom. He looked tired and haggard.


  She stopped by. “Are you okay?” she asked when he looked up.


  “I’m so sorry you were drugged, Natasha.” An angry look crossed his features. “The bartender, Jim, told the police what happened. Mitch told Jim to do it for kicks. I’m ready to kill him.”


  Natasha went to Gary and hugged him. “I’m so sorry you were taken to jail.”


  He hugged her back. “I’ll deal with him.”


  “Don’t worry about it.” Her mind started to slip away from that ordeal. She had far worse things to think about. “I need to get to my booth.”


  “I’ll talk with you later,” he said.


  She hurried to her booth, all but forgetting about being drugged. Being in Mark’s control was too overwhelming to put much thought into anything else.


  If only Brooks could rescue her from this mess.


  She was the one person who could help herself out of this disaster, this horrible situation, and keep everyone safe. But she saw only one way to do that.


  The day dragged. Fear expanded in her chest like hot lava the two times the K9 officer passed by her showroom and looked in.


  She jumped every time she saw a man who looked remotely like Hector Gonzales. When she had seen the cocaine and he’d pulled that gun on her, she’d known her life had changed forever.


  It was nearing the close of day when Hector walked through the door. He smiled broadly, as if sharing some kind of special secret. She wondered if she had it in her to kill him, too.


  “What do you want?” Her words came out in a snarl that surprised her.


  He raised his brows and made a tsking sound. “You should consider improving your attitude, Ms. Simpson.”


  “I’m doing what Mark wants.” She clenched her hands to keep from throwing something much harder than a grapefruit at him. She’d like to swing one of the damned statuettes at his head and feel the satisfying connection. “Leave me alone.”


  He laughed and the sound shot a horrible sensation from her head to her toes, like huge spiders scrabbling over her body. “From now on, you will be watched.” He shrugged. “Get used to it.”


  She would never get used to it. It didn’t come as a surprise to her that she’d been right. “Fine.” She glared at Hector. “Go ahead and watch me. Just don’t talk to me.”


  His face darkened. “I think you might need a lesson. I’ll speak to Okle about that.”


  Goose bumps rose on her flesh. “That won’t be necessary. Your secret and your product are safe.”


  “It had certainly better be.” He lowered his voice even though no one was in the room with them. “If it was up to me, you would be dead by now.”


  “Of course. I wouldn’t dream of crossing anyone.” She put on a sickly sweet expression and her voice dripped with poisoned honey. “Do have a wonderful day, Mr. Gonzales.”


  She turned her back on him and started dusting everything but the statuettes. They could be caked in dirt for all she cared.


  It was a long time before she looked over her shoulder and she let out a long breath of air. He was gone.


  CHAPTER 13


  Selena could be a cold bitch.


  Mark held back a grin as his gaze rested on her hard features as she took in the scene he had set up in the boiler room beneath the building he used as his warehouse. Of course he’d had the area cleaned when he bought the warehouse and it wasn’t quite as dark and dirty as it had been back when it was in use.


  Sometimes Selena took care of his “problems,” but she also knew how much he enjoyed dealing with them in his own way.


  He liked that she could be so cold in situations like this. Loved it, actually. She watched with disinterest as the short, sniveling excuse of a man begged for his life as he sat bound in a chair in front of them. He wondered if Selena experienced the same kind of pleasure he did in these moments.


  Mark turned his gaze from her and narrowed his eyes as he looked at the whiny little bastard who had been stealing from him and had gone to the Feds.


  Pancho stood nearby, his arms folded across his chest and his face tight, a witness to what would happen next. He would make sure the other employees knew every detail of what was to happen now.


  Francis Faderic would pay for his crimes in the most painful ways imaginable.


  And then he would die.


  The dark-haired shit thief and nark, who was all of five-six, shook and trembled in the chair he was bound to as sweat rolled down his narrow face. Mark hadn’t even touched him yet.


  “I—I didn’t steal from you. I’d never go to the cops.” Francis sniffed as snot ran from his nose and over his upper lip. “Pancho is fucking lying.”


  Mark gave an exaggerated sigh. “Let’s try this again.” He picked up a flat blue breaker bar he had lying on a nearby table and hefted it. The sharpened hammer claw caught a glint of light. This would be a good start, a warning to his other employees. “Not what it was intended for…” He examined the bar. “But it will do in a pinch.”


  “Wait!” Francis shrieked as Mark swung the bar. The shit screamed as the bar connected with his face. Blood spurted as the claw flayed his cheek open.


  Mark nearly smiled as he held onto the bar and surveyed the wound—not too deep and not too shallow. He wouldn’t kill Francis. Not yet.


  “I’ll talk.” Tears flooded Francis’s eyes as blood flowed down his cheek and he swayed in his seat. He shrieked the words this time as Mark swung the bar again. “I’ll talk!”


  The thrill of the moment sent a rush of pleasure through Mark. This time the tip of one claw sliced off a piece of Francis’s nose. The shit screamed and sobbed and his words came out with a strangled sound as more blood flowed. “I’m sorry. I—I’ll give it all back, Mr. Okle. It’s in my mother’s house.”


  “That wasn’t so hard.” Mark looked at Pancho. “Put Francis’s hand on the table.”


  “What?” Francis looked wildly from Mark to Pancho and back as tears and blood saturated his white T-shirt. “Oh, God. I said I’ll talk. I’ll tell you everything.”


  Mark turned to Selena. “You know what to do with Francis’s dear mother.”


  Francis’s eyes looked as though he’d gone insane as his gaze jerked from Mark to Selena. “Don’t hurt my mother. She didn’t do anything.”


  Selena stared at Francis, her expression as cool as it had ever been. She slid her attention to Mark. “I’ll take care of it.”


  “Bring one of the men with you,” he said.


  “I can handle one little old woman.” She brushed her lips over Mark’s before she left him and walked up the concrete stairs that led to a secret door into his warehouse office.


  “No!” Francis shrieked.


  When she was gone, Mark turned his attention back to Francis and nodded to Pancho.


  Mark watched Pancho cut the rope binding one of Francis’s hands from a chair spindle. Pancho grasped the shit’s right arm. Francis was still bound to the chair by his shoulders and his left arm and ankles.


  Mark had left enough leeway to allow Francis’s arm to be put on the table. Pancho pinned Francis to the surface by the wrist and elbow. The shit squirmed and yanked on his arm, trying to get it away from Pancho, but Francis wasn’t nearly as strong.


  “You are going to give us more information about the coke.” Mark raised the bar again. “First I want to hear exactly what you told the Feds.”


  “I—” Francis gave a terrified screech as Mark brought the claw down toward his hand.


  The claw severed Francis’s index finger. This time the shit didn’t stop screaming until Pancho backhand him. Francis bit his lip, twisting and sobbing, agony written on his face. It was clear he was in too much pain to get a word out as his stub oozed blood.


  Mark waited patiently for a good thirty seconds, watching the shit and letting his reality sink in. “Tell me how many times you talked to the Feds, and what you told them, Francis.”


  “One time. That was all.” Francis was drenched with sweat, snot, and blood. He rushed his words as he spoke. “I only told the Feds when the next shipment is due. I didn’t tell them where or who the supplier is.” Francis’s throat worked. “I swear.”


  “Why don’t I believe you?” Mark set the bar on the table and braced his hands on the scarred surface. “I think you are holding information back.”


  Francis looked from Mark to Pancho and back. The shit’s entire body shook. “That’s everything. I swear, that’s everything.”


  “I think we should clean those wounds and stop the bleeding.” Mark nodded to Pancho, who grabbed a bottle of rubbing alcohol that Mark had set out with a variety of tools.


  Francis shook his head, screaming. “No. Please, God. No.”


  “I am not God.” Mark braced his hands on the table, avoiding the blood as he stared at Francis. “But I do control whether you live or die, and just how much pain you will feel.”


  Tears gushed down Francis’s face. Pancho picked up pile of rags and dropped them beside the bottle of rubbing alcohol. He grabbed Francis’s arm. The shit struggled, but Pancho got a good hold on the arm.


  Pancho held the bottle of rubbing alcohol over the stump of Francis’s index finger as the shit continued to beg. Mark knew just how much agony Francis would be going through at that moment, and Mark wanted to laugh. Pancho tipped the bottle and the clear fluid spilled out and splashed over the shit’s bloody stump.


  Francis’s screams echoed in Mark’s ears as he smiled and turned away.


  CHAPTER 14


  Natasha’s entire body ached as she unlocked the door to her Bisbee shop Monday morning. Bells tinkled above her as she stepped through the opening, cool Arizona January air following her inside. She shut and locked the door behind her. She didn’t bother to turn on the lights. She leaned against the door, dropped her purse on the floor with a thunk, and tipped her head to look up at the dark ceiling.


  She was glad to be away from the tradeshow. The last days had been a nightmare come to life. She had startled at the slightest movement; wanted to throw up every time she saw Hector or someone who looked like him; had the desire to duck under a table and hide whenever the K9 cop passed by her showroom; and her whole body turned into one big ball of nerves every time she was certain she was being watched.


  Her nails dug into her palms as she clenched her fingers. She hadn’t been able to stop trembling while she had supervised the “buyers” taking their purchases at the end of the show. Knowing that the framed and numbered prints had marijuana hidden in the backing, and that the crates of statuettes were filled with cocaine, had caused her stomach to churn. She’d never been so relieved in her life to see anything or anyone go as the trucks left the building.


  A part of her had wanted to see Brooks again, but she hadn’t. Sometimes she was positive she felt his presence, as if he was watching over her, but she never saw him. Apparently when she changed rooms and refused to take his multiple calls, he’d gotten the message. The thought of not seeing him again, never being with him again, made her chest hurt and she pressed her hand over her heart as if that would alleviate the ache.


  The memory of their night together had stayed with her. Somehow it was the one light during the dark days that had followed.


  She blew out her breath and lowered her head to stare at the things in her shop. She had to pull herself together. She brushed her sweating palms on her denim-clad thighs. Instead of boots she wore robin’s egg-blue Keds, one of the most subdued colors of the many pairs of Keds she owned. The long flannel sunrise-pink shirt was warm enough to keep the chill from her torso, but not warm enough to chase away the chill in her belly. She hadn’t worn any jewelry, including her butterfly watch. She didn’t have it in her to wear pretty things.


  Her gaze drifted over the art and other things she enjoyed. Or had enjoyed. Even though she was glad to be away from Denver, she wanted to be anywhere but Bisbee. No amount of perusing her “Color makes me happy” Pinterest board would make her feel lighter or happy now. Maybe forever.


  The idea of moving to Arizona had been so exciting—an adventure waiting to happen. She should have stayed in Indiana and been content with her life as it was. The slow, sleepy little town that had once been so boring would be a welcome refuge now. None of this would have happened if she hadn’t felt that sense of wanderlust and desire to experience new things and start a new life.


  Her throat ached. Would she ever be the free spirit she had once been? How could she when she was trapped like this? She had been someone who danced in the rain, sang in the shower at the top of her lungs, ran barefoot through the grass, talked easily with anyone she met, spoke without thinking, laughed until she cried, and loved with all her body and soul.


  Was that woman gone?


  The ringing of her cell phone startled her. She wasn’t used to the generic ring she’d changed it to. Somehow it seemed too harsh, too loud. She dug the phone out of her purse and looked at the screen. Mark. Of course.


  She answered the phone in a flat tone. “What do you want?”


  “I’m checking in on my investment.” He sounded hearty and smug, and she wanted to stab him. Multiple times. “And you, my dear, are my biggest investment.”


  She squeezed her eyes shut. Screw you. “You’ve talked with me. Now you can leave me alone.”


  Mark’s voice hardened. “Watch your attitude, Natasha. I saved you by keeping you in my employment. That could change.”


  “What can I do for you?” She hated how resigned she sounded.


  “The Seattle show you told me about will be here before you know it,” he said. “I want to make sure you’re prepared.”


  Her dry throat felt scratchy as she spoke. “Everything is in place, like usual.”


  “We are going to ship more prints and statuettes than ever before,” he said. “We’ll be moving a lot of product.”


  “That’s wonderful.”


  He didn’t miss the sarcasm in her voice. “I told you to watch it, Natasha.”


  She opened her eyes and stared at an antique stained glass lamp. “Is there anything else?”


  “Know that I will always have an eye on you.” Mark’s cold statement caused her to shiver. “If you go to any law enforcement agencies, I will find out. I will know every move you make.” His mood seemed to lift as he added. “I’m sending you a message to show you I mean business.”


  “That’s not necessary.” She swallowed as a chill ran through her. “You have my cooperation and you know I’m not going to cross you.”


  “Consider it a reminder.” He disconnected the call.


  Natasha found her breathing coming hard and fast as she leaned her back against the door. What was Mark going to do to make it clear how much power he had over her?


  The door handle rattled and she nearly screamed. She pushed away from the door and spun to see Christie on the other side of the glass.


  Christie smiled and gave a little wave.


  At first Natasha felt a rush of relief that it wasn’t someone sent by Mark. But then her gut clenched. It was dangerous for anyone she loved to be near her.


  Truth was, whether or not they were around her, they were in danger.


  Natasha forced a smile, unlocked the door, and opened it.


  “Good morning, dear cousin.” Christie came in with a grin and a whoosh of motion. “Are you open? It’s kind of dark in here.”


  “Just walked in.” Natasha let the door fall shut with the happy jangle of bells before she flicked on the lights. She was going to rip down those damned bells. She followed her cousin to the antique chairs she kept for customers. “You look like you’re in a great mood.”


  “Fantastic.” Christie spun in a circle and her turquoise skirt fanned out. Her glorious red hair lifted as she twirled. “Could life get any better?”


  Yes, yes it could. Natasha’s lips trembled as she tried to broaden her smile. Mark could be tortured then killed by the cartel. Maybe while he was still alive the cartel would boil him in oil, drop him down an abandoned mineshaft, or bury him while he screamed. Maybe all of the choices, one after another.


  Since when did I ever think like this? Of course the answer was, The moment my family and friends were threatened.


  Natasha sat on one of the antique chairs and looked up at Christie while she danced. “What fantastic new thing is going on now?”


  “Absolutely nothing.” Christie laughed and dropped into the other chair, and set her pink purse on the floor. She pushed up to her elbows the sleeves of the cardigan she wore over a blouse. It was barely the middle of January and it was mild enough that one didn’t need much more than a sweater. “I never dreamed I could be so happy. Trace and my baby, my new life, and the fact that you’re here and I can see you anytime I want.”


  “It is all wonderful.” Natasha found herself falling into her role of happy cousin. “I think you’re right, life couldn’t be any better for you.” Except that the threat of death is hanging over your head if I screw up.


  Christie perched on the edge of the chair. “Now if you would find the love of your life, everything would be perfect.” She gave a sly smile. “I heard you ran into Brooks while you were in Denver.”


  Heat rose to Natasha’s face as thoughts rushed through her mind—how had Christie found out so quickly? Did she know about Natasha and Brooks sleeping together?


  Natasha kept the smile on her face. “That was quick. News flies around here.”


  “Trace stopped by Brooks’s place yesterday afternoon.” Christie grinned. “Brooks mentioned he ran into you, and he joined you for drinks.” She leaned forward in the chair. “I think he’s sweet on you.”


  Natasha tried to throw it off with a laugh. “Does anyone say ‘sweet on you’ anymore?”


  Christie fell back in the chair, her forearms resting on the chair arms, and she giggled. “That is a little antiquated, but I think in this case it’s true. He asked about you and if we had seen you since you returned. Trace said Brooks acted like he was concerned for you. I think the man was just digging for more information because he likes you.”


  Natasha shook her head. “Nope. He just knows you and I are related and he wants to make sure I’m okay. He said as much, in a brotherly way.” The truth was there had been nothing sibling-like between them since the first moment he’d saved that woman in the parking lot. “And then there was the fact that he rescued me from another accident. More like he rescued a woman.”


  Christie’s eyes widened. “He didn’t mention that.”


  Natasha sighed. “A woman walked in front of me in a parking lot, and when I slammed on my brakes I skidded right toward her. If Brooks hadn’t been there to get her out of the way, things could have been very bad.”


  “Yikes.” Christie shook her head. “I still remember what Grandpa told you.”


  Natasha gave a little smile. “That I waste all of my good luck getting out of my bad luck.” Isn’t that the truth?


  “That’s it.” Christie reached out and put her hand on Natasha’s knee. “You need to take care of yourself. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.”


  Tears ached at the back of Natasha’s eyes. “You know I feel the same about all of you. I would do anything for you.”


  Even kill for you?


  Christie frowned. “Is something wrong?”


  Natasha shook her head. “I’m a little tired from the five days in Denver. It was busy and physically exhausting.” Not to mention emotionally exhausting.


  Christie didn’t look like she believed Natasha was telling her everything, but only asked, “How were sales?”


  “Very good.” Natasha tried to act more natural. “Exciting in fact.”


  “Tell me.” Christie smiled. “What did you sell?”


  “Nearly everything I took with me.” Natasha talked about the original oil paintings, stained glass pieces, and other things. She skipped over the prints and statuettes.


  Christie looked around the store and spotted the pair that Natasha hadn’t hidden like she’d planned to. “What about those things you hate?” Christie pointed at the resin cowboy and the matching resin Native American. “Those statuettes.”


  Natasha shrugged. “They all sold early, as usual.”


  “Isn’t that weird?” Christie stared at the pair. “They’re so ugly.”


  Uglier than you know. Natasha pushed loose strands of hair from her face in a nervous movement. “They’re cheaper than any other item I carry, and for resin they aren’t bad.” But I hate them enough to use them as bats and swing them at both Mark’s and Hector’s heads.


  “I stopped to invite you to our house this coming Sunday.” Christie smiled. “To save me from incredible boredom and all that testosterone while the men watch the Divisional Playoffs.” She gave Natasha another sly look. “Brooks will be there.”


  Natasha’s skin went cold. These were the kinds of things that would come up and she would have to say no to. Not only would Trace be there, but another lawman, too.


  Christie would be hurt if Natasha stopped coming around, but what else could she do? What kind of excuses could she make?


  “You have no excuses.” Christie’s words jerked Natasha out of her thoughts. She stared at Christie, wondering how she could know, and then continue to answer unspoken questions. “I can see it in your eyes. You’re trying to think of some reason not to come.” She tilted her head to the side. “Although I’m not sure why.”


  Natasha felt stiff and unmovable, like one of the resin statuettes. “I have so much to catch up on and—”


  “That’s not it.” Christie shook her head. “You have plenty of time. Today’s Monday, so it’s a whole week away.” She studied Natasha. “Did something happen between you and Brooks that makes you not want to come?”


  Natasha didn’t say anything for a moment. Would that be a good excuse? “Yes, that’s true.”


  Christie cocked her head to the side. “Did you sleep with him?”


  For the second time since Christie came, Natasha felt her face grow hot. When she didn’t reply, Christie said, “What happened?”


  Natasha shrugged. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Since when did you start not telling me about things?” Christie looked hurt. “We’ve always talked about everything. We’ve never held anything back from each other. Have we?”


  “No.” Natasha shook her head. “We never have.”


  Christie was still frowning. “What’s different about now?”


  Natasha shrugged. “It was a one-night thing. That’s it.”


  “What did he do?” Christie clearly didn’t know what to think. “Did he hurt you somehow?”


  “No, he didn’t.” Natasha shook her head. “I—I just can’t see him again.”


  Christie appeared to be genuinely perplexed. “I don’t understand.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it right now.” I can’t talk about it ever…unless Mark doesn’t exist anymore. “Another day, okay?” In about a thousand years. Natasha got to her feet. “I’d better get ready for my customers.”


  “So you’re kicking me out.” Christie said the words quietly as she stood. “This isn’t like you.”


  “I’m not kicking you out.” Natasha went to Christie and hugged her tight. Her cousin smelled good, like a sunny day and Jessica’s baby powder. Natasha leaned back as she held Christie by her upper arms. “Just give me a bit, okay?”


  Christie nodded. “All right.” She took Natasha’s hands and squeezed them. “But it had better be sooner rather than later.”


  Natasha squeezed Christie’s hands in return, and forced tears back as the backs of her eyes started to ache. “I love you, Christie.”


  “I love you, too.” Christie hugged her again. “I’ll see you soon.”


  With her purse slung over her shoulder, Christie walked to the front door of the shop. “I will drop by tomorrow.”


  Natasha accompanied Christie to the entrance. Bells jangled as Christie opened the door. She stepped out and Natasha stood in the doorway to watch her cousin leave. When Christie reached the crosswalk, she gave Natasha a little wave before looking for traffic and stepping into the crosswalk.


  Christie was almost halfway across the street when a car engine roared to life. Natasha cut her gaze to the vehicle that pulled away from the curb.


  The driver gunned the engine. In the next moment, the car barreled down the street, picking up speed, and headed straight for Christie.


  ~~*~~


  Brooks had sat in his truck for a good long time in the parking lot near Natasha’s shop. He riffled through one thought after another. He wasn’t sure it was a good idea to visit Natasha when she was so frightened.


  Likely the best thing he could do was stay out of sight for now, and watch her place to see if she had any suspicious-looking visitors. He’d head into the pottery shop across the street first, and move from one spot to another as he kept watch.


  For one moment he hesitated as he looked at the small blue velvet bag on the passenger seat. He waited a couple of heartbeats before he picked up the bag and stuffed it into his front jeans pocket. Maybe he’d see Natasha after all.


  After he grabbed his Stetson and pulled the brim low on his head, he left his truck and rounded the corner of the building housing the pottery shop among other boutique stores. He hesitated when he saw Natasha standing in the doorway of her place as she watched Christie head toward the crosswalk.


  Natasha had pulled her hair back from her face, just a few loose strands free. She crossed her arms over her chest as if holding something in, holding herself back from being her normal generous self.


  The sound of a big engine jerked Brooks’s attention up the street. He narrowed his eyes as he saw a boxy brown ancient Volvo pulling away from the curb. From where Brooks stood, he could see the man behind the wheel, his features determined, his eyes staring straight ahead. Brooks moved away from the corner and to the sidewalk.


  He glanced to the crosswalk in time to see Christie halfway across.


  The car’s tires screeched as they spun and then the car shot down the street—headed toward Christie.


  Brooks bolted at a dead run into the crosswalk just as Natasha screamed. He shoved Christie, who stumbled and fell to her hands and knees on the asphalt, but away from the car. Brooks tried to get out of the way of the oncoming vehicle, but it winged him in his left thigh.


  Pain exploded in Brooks’s leg. The momentum knocked him into the street and he skidded partly on his belly and partly on the left side where his gun was holstered. More pain burned through him as the weapon buried itself into his side.


  The old Volvo shot down the street. Brooks immediately looked for a license plate number, but the car didn’t have a plate. The left side of the rear fender was damaged and hung lower than the right side.


  “Brooks.” Natasha knelt beside him, sounding frantic.


  “Oh, God.” Christie was on his other side and he heard tears in her voice. “The car hit him.”


  “It just clipped me.” Brooks pushed himself up, trying not to wince and show the amount of pain he was in. He put his arm around both Christie’s and Natasha’s shoulders, rushing them at the same time he hobbled to the sidewalk, pain shooting through his leg. “Get out of the street.”


  Brooks stopped long enough to scoop up the pink purse Christie had dropped and his Stetson that had flown off when he’d gone down. He continued to glance over his shoulder, but the car didn’t return. They didn’t stop moving until they were inside Natasha’s store.


  Tears rolled down Natasha’s cheeks as they insisted on helping him into a padded chair. Christie hadn’t stopped talking from the time they got to him in the street to the moment he sat in the chair.


  “Are you all right?” She crouched beside the chair and he saw her wince when she touched the chair’s arm with her hand.


  “I’m fine.” He felt like a car had mowed him down, which it pretty much had, but otherwise he was okay. “I need to make a quick call.”


  He pulled his cell phone out of the holster on his belt, made the call to Sofia about the incident, and shoved the phone back in its holster. He needed to make other calls, but he’d do it as soon as the women were attended to.


  Brooks frowned and took Christie’s wrist and saw the skin had been scraped from her palms, and they were bleeding in several places. “We need to get you cleaned up.”


  He looked up and met Natasha’s teary gaze as he spoke to her. “Do you have any supplies on hand? We also need to get to a sink where we can clean Christie’s palms.” He looked at the hem of Christie’s skirt as she stood, and saw that was torn and spotted with blood. She had landed on her hands and knees. “Her knees, too.”


  “I’m okay,” Christie said, but Natasha and Brooks ignored her protests.


  Natasha appeared to be so distraught that he wasn’t sure she would be able to get a word out. She nodded and her voice was hoarse and choked with tears. “Follow me to the restroom. I do have hydrogen peroxide, Betadine, and an antibiotic ointment.” She headed to the back of the store as she spoke.


  Brooks got up and balanced on one leg. His other hurt like a sonofabitch. He glanced at the front entrance. The closed sign was still up. Christie insisted on helping him walk to the restroom, even with her hands scraped raw.


  They entered the restroom and Brooks guided Christie to the sink. While Natasha ran the water, he set his Stetson on a small corner table that had a vase of flowers and a couple of magazines.


  Natasha tested the water with her fingers. “Cool, but not cold.” She pushed up Christie’s white cardigan sleeves and began rinsing off the pebbles and asphalt. The cardigan was dirty at the cuffs.


  “This is the second time you’ve saved my life.” Christie’s eyes were glossy as she looked at Brooks. “How could I possibly thank you enough?”


  “Bake those sour cream chicken enchiladas that are so damned good this Sunday during the playoffs.” He gave her a teasing look. He wanted to make her feel better, and he knew this would do it. “And how about your mother’s incredible red velvet cake for dessert?”


  Christie smiled. “You’ve got it. I’ll have plenty of your favorite beer on hand, too.”


  “I’d say we’re even.” He his gaze met Natasha’s as she cleaned Christie’s palms. Natasha looked away.


  “I think I’d need to cook and bake for you for at least a year.” Christie flinched as Natasha tried to gently take gravel out of Christie’s palms. “Make that two years—one for taking that bullet and the second for saving me from being run down. I think maybe a third year because you were hit by the car.”


  Brooks smiled. “Just feed me when I come to see you and the baby doll, and I’ll be happy.”


  “That car…” Christie shook her head. “I saw the man’s eyes and I could tell he was aiming straight for me. Why would he want to run over me?”


  Natasha said nothing as she turned off the water. She grabbed a clean white towel from beneath the cabinet. Brooks saw the tension in her features. He felt it deep in his gut that she was taking the blame for this, and it had something to do with why she’d been so upset and withdrawn.


  “I don’t know why.” Brooks let out his breath. He wouldn’t insult Christie’s intelligence by brushing it off by telling her the guy probably hadn’t seen her, just to make her feel better. “Could have been a case of mistaken identity. I just don’t know.”


  Christie winced again as Natasha poured hydrogen peroxide over one injured palm. “It’s crazy. Why would anyone want to kill me?”


  “Brooks might be right.” Natasha didn’t look at Christie. “The man probably thought you were someone else.”


  “Maybe.” Christie stared at her hands where the hydrogen peroxide bubbled and foamed on each cut and raw area.


  Blood made the foam pink. Christie remained silent as Natasha finished up by patting her hands dry with the towel, putting Betadine on the wounds then put a little Neosporin on each of the bigger injuries. Natasha finished by wrapping gauze around Christie’s hands.


  “I feel like I have mummy hands.” Christie plopped on the closed toilet lid as Natasha forced her down and examined her knees.


  Natasha proceeded to grab a clean white cloth in the cabinet beneath the sink. She wet it and set to working on Christie’s knees.


  Christie glanced at Brooks. “We need to take a look at your leg.”


  “I’m not pulling my pants down for either of you ladies.” Brooks winked at Christie who laughed.


  They both turned to Natasha as red crept up her neck to her face. She refused to look at either of them while she finished attending to Christie’s knees. He had a strong feeling that Christie knew he’d spent the night with her cousin.


  Natasha finished cleaning with the hydrogen peroxide, Betadine, and Neosporin. “Looks like your palms took the worst of it.”


  “Thanks, Nat.” Christie looked at Brooks. “Your T-shirt is torn, and so is your overshirt.” Christie gestured to his belly. “If you won’t remove your pants, you can at least take off your two shirts and let us check out your abs.” She wore a mischievous expression.


  Brooks held back a grin. “If it will make you happy.”


  She nodded. “It will.”


  He shrugged out of the overshirt and tossed it aside before removing his shoulder holster and setting it, Walther and all, on a small table in the restroom. He tugged his now ragged and slightly bloody T-shirt over his head and let it land on top of the other shirt. Natasha stared at his chest, as if unable to look away.


  “Talk about definition and a hard body.” Christie spoke as Brooks watched Natasha. “Don’t you think so, Nat?”


  “I think you’re right—Brooks needs to be cleaned up.” She dropped the cloth that was pink with Christie’s blood into the sink. Natasha knelt and grabbed another fluffy white washcloth from the cabinet under the sink again before straightening and wetting it. “He has several cuts and scrapes.”


  “You’re scraped down your side and getting a bruise where your gun was.” Christie gestured to his side. His body ached like hell, especially in that location. “You must have landed on the holster. I bet that hurts like crazy.”


  “Yep, I did land on it.” He looked at his side. He had a feeling the imprint of his holster would be purple in no time. “But it’ll be fine.”


  Natasha looked wary as she approached him and still wouldn’t meet his gaze. He could have told her he’d do it himself, but he wanted to feel her delicate fingers on his skin. God, how he wanted to take her in his arms and hold her.


  He watched as she started washing the affected area. Just her soft touch made his groin tighten and he felt his cock hardening.


  Shit. Not a good thing with Natasha’s cousin watching.


  Old Mrs. Whitcomb’s tits, old Mrs. Whitcomb’s tits, old Mrs. Whitcomb’s tits.


  The thought of the old bat who had terrorized him and her other students back in Big Sky Elementary was enough to douse his arousal. He relaxed as his cock did the same.


  He sucked his breath in through his teeth when Natasha touched a sensitive location on his side.


  “Sorry.” She gave him an apologetic look. Their eyes met and held for a few moments before she tore her gaze away. “Other spots are probably going to hurt more.”


  “Don’t worry about me.” He clenched his teeth as she cleaned more blood away, along with a great deal of asphalt. The cloth grew increasingly red-streaked and spotted with his blood.


  “You need to get an x-ray of your leg to make sure nothing is fractured.” Natasha now ignored the grimaces Brooks tried to hold back as she cleansed his wounds. “You should go straight to the hospital after I finish here.”


  “I’m sure my leg is fine.” He almost laughed when Natasha narrowed her eyes as she looked up at him. “I’m just sore and could use a long hot bath.”


  “Hospital,” Natasha said curtly. “When you leave.”


  “I don’t need to—”


  “I mean it.” She glared at him, a deadly stare if he’d ever seen one. “Do it, Brooks.”


  He raised his hands. “All right, Nurse Natasha.”


  She made a humph sound as she got to her feet and dropped the washcloth in the sink next to the one she’d used on Christie. Natasha gestured for him to come closer. “I’ll finish up and you can get to the hospital.”


  “Natasha’s right.” Christie looked at her gauze-wrapped hands. “You shouldn’t chance anything.”


  He shook his head, wanting to laugh. He had no plans to go to the hospital but he figured he had to appease them, and if lying did the job, so be it. “Message received. Loud and clear.”


  “Good,” Natasha and Christie said at the same time. They looked at each other and laughed.


  Seeing Natasha laugh made Brooks smile. For that one moment he could see the woman he’d met in Denver, the same one he’d seen in the surveillance photos, the one Christie always talked about.


  In the next moment, the laughter was gone from her eyes, leaving a sadness so profound it made his heart ache for her.


  Heat rose within him and he wanted to kill whoever had taken her joy.


  CHAPTER 15


  When both Christie’s and Brooks’s wounds were attended to, he pulled on his ragged T-shirt, secured his shoulder holster, and settled his western hat on his head. He watched Natasha without letting her know that was what he was doing. He shoved his arms into the sleeves of his torn overshirt, while trying to wrap his thoughts around what had been happening since the first day of the tradeshow.


  He had no doubt the incident with the man trying to run down Christie was related to Natasha’s behavior, and the fear even more present in her eyes.


  Christie looked from Brooks to Natasha. “I’d better get home.” She bit her lower lip. “I don’t feel right being away from Jessica right now.”


  Natasha’s expression was twisted with concern and she gave Christie a hug. “Do you need me to drive you?”


  “I’m fine.” Christie shook her head. “I just need to get home.”


  “I’ll walk you to your car.” Brooks adjusted his shirt so it covered his weapon. “Do you have everything?”


  “My shoulder bag.” Christie looked around the restroom and Natasha handed her the pink purse. Christie hooked it over her shoulder and gave Natasha a big hug. She leaned back. “Are you okay, Nat?”


  “I’m the one who needs to ask you that.” Natasha’s eyes grew glossy, as if she was about to cry. “You could have been killed.”


  “But I wasn’t.” Christie smiled and looked at Brooks. “Thanks to this wonderful white knight. Twice now.”


  “At your service.” He tried for a teasing tone.


  “Sour cream chicken enchiladas and red velvet cake.” She grinned. “Next Sunday, don’t be late.”


  He chuckled. “You don’t have to worry one little bit about that.”


  Christie gave Natasha another hug. “I’ll call you. And you will be at next Sunday’s football party.”


  Natasha smiled, but Brooks could tell she had to work at it. “Be careful driving home.”


  “Definitely.” Christie turned to Brooks. “I’m ready.”


  He made what could be considered a gallant bow that a knight might give a lady in the old tales. “After you, Lady Davidson.”


  Christie laughed and her eyes sparkled as she glanced at Natasha. “What did I say? A true white knight.”


  Natasha smiled. “I’ll call.”


  “You’d better.” Christie left the restroom and walked into the store.


  Brooks gestured for Natasha to go in front of him and then he followed both women to the front entrance. The women couldn’t resist hugging each other one last time, and then Brooks escorted Christie outside.


  He looked at Natasha who stood in the store’s doorway. “I’ll be right back,” he said.


  “Not necessary.” She shook her head. “I have a lot to do.”


  “I’ll be back,” he repeated.


  Doing his best not to limp, he put his hand on Christie’s shoulder and escorted her across the street, after making damned good and sure no cars were even close. He also checked to see that the vehicle used in the attempt to run her down was nowhere in sight.


  Her SUV was parked close to his truck, and he opened the door for her after she pressed the unlock button on her fob. She winced as she climbed into the vehicle.


  He braced one hand on the top of the SUV and one on the door. “Sure you’re okay?”


  She nodded. “I’m going to be sore and my hands sting a bit, but otherwise I’ll be just fine.”


  He thumped the side of the SUV. “Be careful driving home.” She nodded and smiled, and he closed the door for her.


  His phone vibrated in its holster on his belt. He pulled out his cell and checked the display. It was Jase Wright.


  “Jase.” Brooks walked toward the street, back the way he’d come, and grimaced from the pain. “What’s going on?”


  “A call came in about Natasha Simpson.” Jase sounded concerned. “An unidentified woman left a tip that Natasha is in trouble and has been an unwitting pawn until recently. The caller said Natasha discovered she was being used, and her family and friends’ lives have been threatened. According to her, everyone Natasha is related to is in danger.”


  “Shit.” Brooks let out a harsh breath. “I had a feeling that’s what was going on.”


  “The woman said all of Natasha’s family needs to be under watch without letting anyone know that’s what’s happening.” Jase’s voice grew tighter. “If they go into protective custody, bad shit will happen.”


  Brooks cursed as he walked back to the sidewalk from the parking lot. “Was the call traced?” He didn’t have any real hope it had been.


  “The phone was a burner and tossed in a garbage receptacle not far from Natasha’s store. Near the old post office,” Jase said. “No prints on the phone.”


  “I was just at Natasha’s shop.” Brooks glanced at the street. “Someone deliberately tried to run Christie Davidson down.” He didn’t mention his own injuries or how he got them. “She’s lucky to be alive.”


  “Goddamn.” Jase growled the word. “Do you want to call Trace or should I do it?”


  “I’ll do it.” Brooks reached the sidewalk and looked across the street at Natasha’s shop. It looked darker inside than it had been, and he realized the lights had been turned off. He frowned. “Is Trace at the office?”


  “He’s out on assignment,” Jase said. “Are you going to be in contact with Natasha even though she’s been threatened if she goes to law enforcement?”


  “Already have been.” Brooks looked up and down the street. “I’m just hoping no one knows I’m with ICE.”


  “You were undercover for so long, it’s possible they won’t,” Jase said.


  “That’s what I’m thinking, but I’m not going to take chances.” After checking both ways, Brooks started across the street. “I’ll get to her, and make sure the people threatening her won’t have a clue.”


  “What can I do?” Jase asked.


  “I’ll call and let you know.” Brooks reached the opposite side of the street. The crosswalk was a couple of doors down from Natasha’s shop. “Just be prepared.”


  “Will do.” Jase signed off.


  Brooks pressed the “end call” icon on his phone and walked up to Natasha’s store. It was definitely dark inside. He tried the door handle. Locked.


  He cursed. It was likely Natasha had left, probably through the back exit. He was LE and no doubt she felt in danger around him. He couldn’t say he blamed her.


  Regardless, he had to talk with her and work something out. He had to help her—he wouldn’t allow her, or the ones she loved, to remain in danger.


  He checked to see if he was being watched. He couldn’t be entirely positive. Someone might be watching from a shop across the street, just as he’d planned to watch Natasha’s store before he saw the car bearing down on Christie.


  If Natasha had gone out the back door, there was a chance that whoever was watching her wouldn’t know. He shoved his hands in his pockets, giving off a casual appearance, and walked toward the rear of the building. When he was out of sight of the street, he jogged to the back in time to see Natasha heading up a street toward a parking lot on the hill. He winced as he hurried, the pain from the accident causing him to clench his jaw.


  He looked around again before walking along the sidewalk behind her. His strides were much longer and he reached her in moments. He caught her by the arm, forcing her to stop.


  She let out a cry of surprise and her eyes went wide when she saw it was Brooks. She held her hand to her heart as her eyes flickered with relief, followed by anger, then fear and panic.


  “Go.” She jerked her arm away from him and took a step back. “I don’t want you near me.”


  “I know something is going on, Natasha.” Brooks hardened his expression. “We know what happened to Christie was intentional, and I’d bet any damned thing in this world you know why.”


  “I told you to stay away from me.” Natasha’s face went red. “I’m more grateful than you can imagine that you saved Christie. But I don’t want you near me.”


  “You mean you can’t have me near you.” His words came out harsher than he’d intended. “Someone has warned you to stay away from law enforcement.”


  A greater look of fear passed over her face, so much so that Brooks let her back away from him. “Get out of here, you bastard.” She hissed the last word.


  She whirled and practically ran up the hill.


  He ground his teeth and did his best to ignore the pain as he jogged down to the alleyway behind Natasha’s shop and then to the street again. He made sure it was clear before striding across it and going to his truck. He knew Natasha’s address and she would have to drive past him to get to her home.


  It was later in the morning, and tourists and locals were walking up and down either side of the street. He saw a man and woman stop by Natasha’s and look at her window displays before seeing that the shop was closed and moving on.


  Usually he had no problem being patient. Not this time. What if he’d been wrong to leave her alone? He clenched his jaw then relaxed it as he saw her car come up the street. She had the window down, as if needing the fresh air to clear her head. Her dark hair had loosened a bit more, and it fluttered around her face. She had both hands on the wheel of the new yellow Beetle as she drove from Main Street and further up Tombstone Canyon, to the street on the hillside where she lived.


  He waited to make sure she didn’t have a tail. He was about to head out of the parking lot to follow her, when a 1970’s green Ford Maverick pulled away from the curb and slowly traveled behind Natasha’s vehicle.


  Brooks was certain the man was tailing Natasha. Brooks drove his truck out of the parking lot and followed both the Maverick and the Beetle.


  While he drove, he connected his phone with his truck’s Bluetooth and called Trace by voice command.


  Trace answered in two rings. “What’s going on, Brooks? I bumped into Jase about two minutes ago and was about to call you.”


  Brooks figured a face-to-face would be better when it came to telling Trace about the investigation that included Natasha. So he decided on the bare bones.


  “I need you to understand that I can’t explain everything right now.” Brooks guided his truck up through Tombstone Canyon as he followed Natasha’s tail. “It’s important you listen to me and take my word for it.”


  “What the hell are you getting at?” Trace had an edge to his voice.


  “You need to get home and stay with Christie and the baby.” Brooks blew out his breath. “Something is going down that has to do with Natasha and her extended family. Natasha and Christie’s grandparents in Florida are in danger.” He held back fury burning in his gut, not wanting to worry Trace even more. “First of all, Christie is fine. But someone tried to run her down earlier.”


  “Jesus.” Fear for his wife was clear in Trace’s voice. “Are you sure she’s all right?”


  “She’s a little scraped and bruised.” Brooks worked for a calm tone. “Otherwise, she’s okay.”


  “Shit.” Trace blew out the word in a growl. “I’m headed out the door, but you damned well better tell me what the fuck is going on. Does it have to do with Christie’s ex and the cartel?”


  “No.” Brooks clenched the steering wheel. “Natasha’s in trouble, and we can’t allow anyone to know law enforcement is involved. This is life or death for her and everyone she’s related to. Just get home with your girls and I’ll talk with you about it when I can. Right now I’m tailing someone who I think is following Natasha.”


  Trace let out more expletives and Brooks heard the sound of an engine roaring to life. “I want a full explanation and you’d better get it to me soon.”


  “You’ll get it.” Brooks disconnected the call.


  He set his jaw. His gut clenched when the car took a turn by the firehouse, not too far behind Natasha. It was unlikely that the man just happened to be driving up the same narrow street as she was.


  Brooks waited a heartbeat before heading up the street himself. He paused at the beginning of the street to Natasha’s home. From the reports, he knew he was close to her home.


  He saw Natasha climb out of her car in the parking area above two homes while the Maverick slowed and turned into a pullout at the side of the narrow street. The vehicle was not too far from where Natasha was now walking toward stairs that led down to the houses. Brooks continued on, past Natasha’s street, and then turned onto a side street.


  It was another winding, one-lane narrow street bracketed by old pines and walnut trees, and it took a while for Brooks to find a good place to park. He hadn’t been in the Bisbee-Douglas area long enough to know it well. He had memorized the location of Natasha’s home, but that was as far as it went for this particular area.


  Brooks backed his truck into a place just big enough to park in without blocking the street. He always parked so that he was ready to go without having to back up. Officers and agents in LE tended to do the same—they needed to be able to take off at a moment’s notice, without delay.


  After grabbing a wand he kept to detect listening and recording devices, Brooks locked his truck. He shoved the wand into his back pocket and headed down the steep wooded hill, grinding his teeth as he favored his injured leg.


  When he reached the street above Natasha’s house, he looked for a way to get to her home without being seen. He shook his head. The way her house was built on the side of the hill, it appeared that the door closest to the concrete steps that led down from the street served as the main entrance.


  It was an oddly built house. Getting into her home without being seen wasn’t going to be easy. He’d have to get inside from the left side of the house, where he saw a set of steep wooden steps leading to another door. He didn’t think that door could be seen from the vantage point of the man watching her home.


  Brooks found a small path to walk down. Bushes and trees lining the unmaintained path scratched at his arms, and his leg and side ached as he moved. When he got to the rear of the house, where the mountain dropped steeply below the backyard, he searched for a gate and located one. Another set of concrete steps led from the gate, a good distance down the hillside—he couldn’t see where the steps ended. That was not unusual from what he knew of Bisbee.


  He shook his head as he looked at Natasha’s place. This was a crazily built house, but then a lot of homes built on the sides of the mountains in Bisbee were just as crazy if not more so.


  From the time he left the truck to the time he made it up the stairs to the door on the side of the house, a good twenty minutes had passed. His injury certainly hadn’t helped his speed, and the terrain hadn’t helped much, either. He thought about knocking, but he wasn’t sure how Natasha would react.


  He pulled out his wallet and slipped out the small lock-picking tool.


  CHAPTER 16


  Natasha clung to her purse as she stood in her kitchen. Her nerves were shot. She couldn’t stop shaking, her chest was tight, and her body cold. Christie could have died. Brooks could have, too.


  All because of Natasha getting involved in something bad. Really bad. Did Brooks’s hanging around have something to do with it?


  She pulled at the end of her braid until her scalp hurt.


  What could she do? How could she end this?


  Kill Mark.


  She shuddered as the thought passed through her mind again. Maybe she should buy a handgun—for her safety and the safety of anyone who might be with her, of course. As a result of growing up with a police officer for an uncle, she knew how to handle a pistol. Dexter had insisted she learn how to protect herself and had taken her to the range many times. It had been years since she’d handled a handgun—since her uncle’s death. She was rusty, but she knew she could pick it right back up. She’d been good at it.


  But she wouldn’t really kill Mark…


  Or would I?


  It took some effort for Natasha to calm her breathing. She dropped into a chair at the kitchen table and tossed her purse on the chair next to her. She stared at the peach accent wall behind the fridge and counter. Sun shone through the one kitchen window and Copper-bottomed pots gleamed from where they hung nearby. She rarely cooked, so the pots stayed shiny.


  She braced her elbows on the table and buried her face in her hands, trying to blank out the image of the car bearing down on Christie and then Brooks. Natasha raised her head and blinked. Closing her eyes only made it worse.


  It was still early in the day, but she had closed up because she couldn’t take the chance of Brooks coming into the shop and her being caught with a lawman.


  Yet she was more than grateful he’d been there—he had saved Christie’s life. Now she had to see if more of her family was in danger because he had, thank God, been there.


  It was such a mess. Everything was an awful mess.


  She needed to check on Christie, who should be back on her ranch by now. She grabbed her purse and fished out her cell phone. Christie was on the favorites list on the phone and she touched the contact image to dial her cousin.


  Natasha’s heart thumped as she waited for Christie to answer.


  “I’m so glad it’s you,” Christie answered.


  Natasha relaxed to hear her cousin’s voice before she tensed again. “Is something wrong?”


  “No, not at all.” Christie sounded less shaky than she had earlier. “Brooks called Trace, though, and what happened upset him enough that he’s on his way home. I imagine he’ll be here at any time. I’m going to have to talk to Brooks. I hate for Trace to be worried when he has his job to be concerned with.”


  Natasha let out her breath, relieved to hear that Trace would be with Christie. “I think it’s good he’ll be home with you today. With your hands injured, it’s not going to be easy to care for Jessica.”


  “I’m fine.” Christie used an admonishing tone. “Don’t worry, okay? It was just some insane driver, maybe like one of those crazy people who push commuters in front of oncoming subways.” Her tone changed. “That wasn’t funny.”


  “No, it wasn’t.” Natasha inhaled deeply before letting her breath out. “But I know what you’re saying. Likely he was some random homicidal bastard.”


  Although she was certain he wasn’t random.


  “Yeah, I’m sure you’re right.” Christie sounded cheerful as she continued, but Natasha thought it was forced. “I sent the sitter home. My hands aren’t so bad, so Jessica and I will be fine.” She paused. “To be honest, though, it will be good to have Trace home. Being in his arms makes me feel so safe—like nothing bad could ever happen. You know what I mean?”


  Natasha thought about the night with Brooks. He had made her feel safe, too. She decided not to answer the question and heard Jessica start crying in the background. “Sounds like my adorable niece needs her momma.”


  “Yes, I’d better get going.” Joy was in Christie’s tone and it made Natasha’s stomach twist at the thought of her cousin losing that joy. “Love you, Nat.”


  Natasha was afraid her voice would tremble, but she kept it calm. “Love you, too.”


  She disconnected the call and closed her eyes. She didn’t want to think about what was happening, but it was all she could think about. It ruled her life and she didn’t know how she was going to live like this.


  Her throat worked as she swallowed. She dropped her phone back into her purse in the chair beside her.


  For a long moment she stared into space, trying to make her mind go blank instead of pinging from one thing to another.


  A ring that sounded shrill to her ears came from her purse and she jumped. A sense of dread came over her as she stared at her purse. It could be Mark or even Brooks. It might even be Christie. Natasha didn’t want to talk with anyone, but it was clear she didn’t have a choice when it came to Mark.


  Her hands trembled as she dug through her purse and pulled out her phone.


  Mark Okle.


  The pit of her stomach dropped out.


  She pressed the answer icon and put the phone to her ear and tried not to sound hysterical. “Why did you try to kill Christie? I’ve been cooperating.”


  “I want to make sure you know I’m serious.” Mark chuckled. “If it hadn’t been for the Good Samaritan, you would be less one family member.”


  A loud moan reached Natasha’s ears over the line and a faint bit of morbid curiosity come over her. The moan grew, and then a cry sent a chill down her spine.


  “I’ll tell you anything you want, Mr. Okle.” A male sob. “Anything. Please.”


  “Shut him up,” Mark snapped, his tone slightly muffled, which indicated he’d moved the phone away from his mouth. “I’ll deal with that piece of shit when I’m off the phone.”


  The chill she’d felt turned into icy fingers of dread. Mark was torturing someone. Or was that a set up for her benefit? She mentally shook her head. The voice had sounded far too real.


  Mark’s voice was clear again as he came back to her. “What happened with Christie was just an example of the kind of accident one of your family members or friends could experience. Next time some stranger won’t be around to save her.”


  “I already told you, I will do whatever you want.” Natasha focused on keeping her words steady as she spoke. “I won’t tell anyone about this, especially law enforcement. I’ll take the merchandise to sell at the tradeshow. Please, don’t send any kind of message again. I believe you will hurt them.”


  “Whether or not they are hurt is up to you, Natasha.” The smug-sounding bastard continued. “You had better keep your promise. Every time you disobey me, I’ll kill someone off, one by one, until you are the only one left.”


  “I’ve got it, Mark.” Anger powered through her coming out in a heated rush. She’d never been so furious at anyone than she was now. “You’ve made your point loud and clear.”


  Mark laughed and disconnected the call.


  She nearly slammed the phone on the table. God, she had to get that gun.


  Her brow furrowed. Mark had referred to Brooks as a “Good Samaritan” and “some stranger.” Was it possible he didn’t know who Brooks was? Mark knew about Trace, so why not Brooks? Whoever was watching her in Colorado also probably hadn’t known who Brooks was, either. She prayed it was true and that Mark didn’t know anything about Brooks.


  Even though it wasn’t even noon, and she’d had a shower that morning, she felt dirty. It was probably Mark’s smarmy voice and personality rubbing off on her. Maybe another shower would make her feel better. Or a long, hot bath.


  She walked out of the kitchen and through the living room. She stepped into the spare bedroom—and smacked into a man.


  Terror stabbed her like a thousand knives and a scream started to tear from her. She struggled as the man grabbed her and slapped his hand over her mouth.


  Adrenaline pumped through her body, fueled by her fear. Her heart thudded as she fought with everything she had, trying to get away from the man holding her tight. She kicked, her heel connecting with booted shins. She heard a muffled grunt of pain when she hit the man’s left leg and she tried to kick it again.


  She clawed at the forearms holding her, her fingers digging into flesh. She struggled, but arms clamped around her, so tightly she couldn’t move her torso.


  “Natasha.” A familiar male voice penetrated the fear tearing through her. “Natasha.”


  She went still, only her chest rising and falling from effort.


  Brooks.


  Her knees gave out on her in relief and she sagged in his arms. He caught her to him and held her in a tight hug before he removed his hand from her mouth.


  “I’m sorry for scaring you.” He kissed the top of her head as her eyes filled with tears. Every emotion came rushing forward as she let him hold her. He moved his lips to her ear. “I need to make sure your home isn’t bugged. Just stand here and I’ll do a sweep.”


  Her eyes widened. Bugged? Her home could be bugged?


  Her breathing was still ragged, and she wanted to scream at him to leave. Instead, she watched him as he went through every room in her home. He had taken a long, thin device that she knew was a wand used to detect recording and listening devices.


  When he returned to her, he shoved the wand in his back pocket and looked relieved. “I did a thorough search and as far as I can tell, your place is clean.”


  She let out a breath of relief. “Why did you sneak in?”


  “I needed to get in without your tail seeing me.”


  She stilled. “Someone followed me?” She shouldn’t be surprised, but it still hit her hard, like a slap meant to bring her back to attention. She was being watched so closely that everything she did could come back to haunt her.


  “Yes, you have someone watching you.” Brooks smoothed loose hair away from her face. “I know something’s wrong, and denying it isn’t going to work. You’re being followed, you’ve pushed me away, Christie was deliberately almost hit by a car, and you’re clearly terrified.”


  Natasha swallowed but said nothing.


  “When I put the pieces together,” Brooks went on, “it comes down to the fact that it’s clear you’re being threatened. I have a damned good idea that Mark Okle is the bastard who has you so scared. He has you under his thumb. Or thinks he does.”


  Anger and fear rose inside her, ready to spew like a geyser. “Then you know you’re putting everyone I love in danger by being here.”


  “Like I said, I had to get in without your tail seeing me, and I worked hard to do just that.” He drew back and kissed her forehead. “I’m sure he doesn’t know I’m here.”


  She hated the rollercoaster she was on. It was going nowhere, just around and around and around to the same places in an endless loop. Yet it moved so quickly it made her head spin. She was so up and down that it was going to drive her out of her mind.


  Her emotions had never been so tumultuous as they had since she’d broken that damned resin piece. She would rather have continued living in ignorance than this. Being used without her knowledge was horrible, but being in this situation was worse. At least when she didn’t know what was going on, people she cared about hadn’t been threatened.


  Would ignorance truly be better? Or was it better to know?


  She pressed her face against Brooks’s chest, breathing in his masculine scent. He felt solid, his presence lending her strength that she so desperately needed right now.


  “I want to kill him.” The words came out before she could stop them. “I want to kill the bastard.”


  Brooks didn’t stop stroking her hair. “I have that urge, too, and I don’t even know the whole story.”


  He leaned back and she held onto him as he cupped her face. “Tell me. I need to know everything.”


  Her heart thumped so hard her chest hurt. “I’m afraid.”


  “I understand.” He rubbed his thumb over her cheek before wrapping his strong arms around her again. “I will help you out of this mess, whatever it is. I promise.”


  “I can’t see any way out, unless Mark ends up dead.” She bit her lower lip and it stung with the strength of her bite. She took a deep breath before she spoke again. “He said if I involve law enforcement, he will murder every member of my family, as well as my friends, one by one. If I decide to be ‘noble’ as he called it, and turn myself in to the police, he’ll kill those I care about. If I kill myself—which I would not do—he’ll murder them.”


  Brooks gripped her with such strength and power—his arms like steel bands—that she gasped in pain.


  “I’m so sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” He relaxed his grip. “I want to kill the sonofabitch.” His voice had taken on a deep growl.


  Words stuck in her throat that she wanted to say, but didn’t. No. I want to kill him… And I might just do it.


  “Let’s sit down, and tell me everything.” He held her by her upper arms. “Everything. Okay?”


  She trusted him and knew he would do everything in his power to help her while keeping every one of them safe. She nodded. “I won’t leave anything out.”


  “Good girl.” He kissed her forehead, and she let herself relax. He made her feel secure, in ways she had never felt before.


  He took her hand in his and she squeezed his fingers, her fear causing her to hang on tighter than she normally would have. His hand was dry and warm, his palm callused, his grip firm.


  At the doorway from the bedroom to the living room, he paused. He scanned the room and she imagined he was checking it out to make sure they couldn’t be seen through the windows. That was true, they couldn’t be seen, because the big picture window faced the hillside. The house was built so that the side facing out was high, like a two-story building. It wasn’t possible for anyone to look in, even if they had binoculars. As far as the other areas of the house where someone could see in, the windows were closed off. The curtain on the kitchen door window was drawn, as were the curtains over the sink.


  “You have a beautiful view.” He squeezed her hand and looked from the picture window to her. “I think we’re safe in here.”


  She nodded, but didn’t release his hand. She drew him with her as she walked to the love seat, in front of the round table. They reached it and she tugged on his hand and brought him down with her.


  They settled into the loveseat. He set his hat on the table and then wrapped one arm around her and pulled her close so that her head was on his chest. For a long moment they were quiet and he just held her as she thought about all the horrible things that had been happening. She did need someone to talk with. She had no one to discuss what was happening, and it had been driving her crazy. But a lawman—she hadn’t planned on speaking to anyone in law enforcement.


  She had certainly never expected to be telling Brooks everything, much less with her head on his chest and his arm around her. No matter how much she wanted him to make everything right, she knew it wasn’t possible. She only saw one way out. One terrible way out of this entire mess.


  I have to stop thinking about that. She mentally shook herself. I’m not a killer. That’s just desperation and fear talking. I could never go through with killing Mark.


  “Start from the beginning.” Brooks’s voice was gentle but firm.


  For a long moment she didn’t speak, then she let out a long sigh. “It started with Mark coming by my store, a couple of days after I opened. The previous owner, Jane Adams, had more of a gift shop than an informal gallery like I have. Mark sold a few things to Jane regularly, but was looking to move more product. He asked me if I’d ever thought of tradeshows.”


  Brooks held her even tighter when she faltered. “Go on.” His encouragement gave her strength.


  Her chest rose and fell as she took a deep breath then slowly let it out. “I had already researched tradeshows and told him I was, in fact, considering taking my art around the country.” She shrugged. “It’s a good way to build a business beyond your current market and bring in additional income. After we talked it over, Mark said he’d be glad to supply me with high quantities of several quality items for the shows, and he’d take back anything I didn’t sell.”


  Brooks waited with barely restrained anger, and it didn’t surprise her. She was just as angry.


  She gritted her teeth before relaxing her jaws and continuing. “Turned out everything he provided me with did sell—every single statuette and print. The statuettes aren’t that great of quality and I didn’t think they would go, but they moved so quickly.” Her jaws ached from grinding her teeth before she continued. “Now I know why.”


  Brooks rubbed her shoulder hard enough to make her flinch, then seemed to realize how rough he was being and relaxed his touch. “How did you learn the truth?”


  She explained to him what happened at WESA and the threats that had followed, and about her hotel room being trashed and the bloody message and dead rat. She couldn’t see Brooks’s face with her head against his chest, but she could feel how rigid his body had gone, and she sensed more fury roiling inside him.


  The memory of the letter she received before she’d found out about the drugs came back to her. She told Brooks about the message and retrieved the envelope from her purse. He read the letter, his features hard.


  “Do you think someone who works for Mark sent it?” Natasha asked.


  Brooks placed the folded piece of paper and the envelope on the table before he met her gaze. “It’s possible, but hard to say. I’ll take it with me and have it analyzed for fingerprints.”


  Her throat worked as she swallowed. “I would never have dreamed anything like this could happen to me in a million years.”


  “Whatever it takes, I am going to see you smile in the same beautiful way again.” His voice started out hard but softened as he spoke. “I will see the sparkle in your eyes and hear you laugh and hold nothing back. You will feel joy again.”


  Brooks let silence fall around them before he added, “The sonofabitch isn’t going to get away with what he’s doing.”


  Natasha let his words sink in and felt a lightening of fear in her chest. She barely knew Brooks, but she felt as if their hearts and souls were somehow connected.


  I could fall for him. Her throat ached as she swallowed. Maybe I already have.


  “You are a white knight.” She spoke softly. “To Christie, to me.”


  “I’m not even close to being one.” Brooks’s voice had an edge to it. “I just happened to be in the right place at the right time with Christie.”


  “What about with me?” Natasha shifted so that she was sitting and looking into Brooks’s warm brown eyes. “You’re intentionally putting yourself in danger to help me.”


  He stroked her hair as he met her gaze. “I’m doing my job.”


  “It’s more than that.” She searched his face for some kind of indication that what she said was true. “You care. Not only for my safety, but for everyone else. You love my family, and by protecting me, you’re protecting them.”


  “That doesn’t make me a white knight.” He ran his knuckles along the side of her face, close to her hairline. “This is my job.”


  “Don’t minimize it.” She placed her hand on his chest and felt the beat of his heart beneath her palm. “Okay? You are on the verge of insulting my intelligence.”


  He studied her. “You’re right. I care for them. I care for you. And I would do anything to make sure all of you are safe and never have to fear for your lives again.”


  “Was that so hard?” She gave him a gentle smile. “Admitting you care is the sign of strong character.”


  “If you say so.” His gaze fixed on her mouth, and for a long moment he didn’t seem to be able to look away.


  When he finally did, he shifted and slid his hand into his front pocket. She tilted her head to the side as she watched him.


  He pulled out a small blue velvet bag and held it in his palm. “It comes in a box, but that wouldn’t fit in my pocket.” He took her hand and turned it palm up before placing the bag on her hand. “This made me think of you.”


  She looked at him before looking at the bag. The name “Swarovski” and the company’s swan symbol were on one side of the blue velvet. Tingles ran through her body as she loosened the drawstring, tilted the bag, and let a three-inch wide crystal object slide onto her palm.


  Her breath caught. It was an elegant crystal butterfly. She stared at the simple but gorgeous piece of crystal as its cuts and contours caught the light in brilliant glimpses of rainbows. Swarovski used silver instead of lead to make their brilliantly clear, faceted crystal pieces.


  Overwhelming emotion crowded her throat until it ached. He had chosen the butterfly, knowing how much she loved them. She ran her fingertip along the back of the piece, feeling the crystal’s edges and smooth planes.


  “I don’t know what to say.” She raised her head and looked into Brooks’s eyes. “It’s the most gorgeous butterfly I’ve ever seen.”


  He smiled and slid his fingers along her cheekbone. “It’s not nearly as gorgeous as you.” He touched her chin and lowered his mouth to hers.


  The kiss was so sweet, so intensely beautiful that it took her breath away.


  When he drew away, thoughts of that one night together seared her mind and she found herself focusing on his lips. She wanted them on hers again, and more than anything, she wanted him inside her.


  This time she wasn’t sure who moved first—maybe they moved at the same moment. Their lips met in a gentle kiss. This time it wasn’t a hard and desperate meeting. This time it was slow and sensual, and somehow healing to her heart and soul.


  The kiss was longer and deeper, an exploration of two people who had been drawn together under horrible circumstances, a situation which didn’t seem to matter at this moment. Instead it was warm and brought a sense of peace to her, if only for this place and time.


  CHAPTER 17


  Brooks took the butterfly and set it on the round coffee table before he reached behind Natasha’s head. His touch was simply erotic as he pulled her loose braid completely apart. He slipped his fingers into her hair and cupped the back of her head.


  He didn’t seem inclined to break the kiss. Instead, he deepened it until her mind was flying and her thoughts and hormones threatening to spin out of control. But it was clear he was fully in control and he was going to hold her together despite the circumstances.


  Circumstances that right now started to slip away to the back of her consciousness.


  His stubble was harsh, abrading her skin until it felt raw. Somehow every brush, every touch, made her come alive in ways she hadn’t felt in a long time. If she was honest with herself, he made her feel in ways she’d never felt before.


  He slid his hand from her hair, trailing his fingers along the side of her neck to her throat. He skimmed her breast, the light touch through her flannel shirt sending tingles through her. She caught her breath when he cupped her breast and rubbed her nipple with his thumb. Even through the light flannel she could feel it as if the shirt wasn’t there, and more tingles shot straight to her sex. Her panties dampened as she ached for him to be seated between her thighs.


  His lips were firm yet soft. He broke the kiss and nibbled and kissed his way to her breast. She held her breath as he undid the top three buttons of her shirt. He pushed it aside, exposing her pink lace bra.


  She cried out and slid her fingers into his hair when he circled her nipple with his tongue, wetting the lace and causing her nipple to tighten to a hard nub. She arched her back and held his head to her breast.


  Her body was on fire, her hips squirming as she grew wetter. He slid her onto his lap, and she saw him wince and remembered his injured thigh. Still, he shifted her so he could suck her other nipple through the pink lace of her bra. A moan rose inside her and escaped in a loud sound that spoke of how much she wanted him.


  “I need you, Brooks.” Her voice was shaky. “Now. Please.”


  He scooped her up, one arm beneath her knees, and one around her waist. He rose to his feet, easily bringing her up with him. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he started back toward the room they’d come from.


  “Your room through here?” He carried her in that direction even as he spoke.


  She kissed the line of his jaw as he entered the room. “First door on the left.”


  He turned and swept her through the open door of her bedroom and carried her to the queen-sized bed. He set her on her feet beside the bed and he glanced to the window, which was covered by closed dark blue curtains. He turned his attention back to her and kissed her before raising his head.


  “Are you sure, baby?” He ran his hands up and down her arms. “You regretted it the last time. No regrets allowed this time.”


  “I didn’t regret our night.” She swallowed. “I was terrified that Mark would find out or already knew. I think if it wasn’t for the circumstances, things would have been a lot different.”


  “In what way?” Brooks held her to him, their bodies pressed together. It was clear he was aroused, but he wasn’t acting on it in this moment.


  She searched his gaze. “I think we would have eventually ended up in bed together, but in a much better situation.”


  He smiled gently. “I think you’re right.”


  She rose onto the toes of her Keds and kissed him again. He unbuttoned her shirt the rest of the way as they kissed and pushed it over her shoulders. She let it slide down her arms and fall behind her. She toed off her shoes and kicked them aside. He reached around her and unfastened her bra, and she helped him pull the pink lace down her arms and it dropped to the floor.


  Her breasts felt free, her torso cool in the dim bedroom. Normally the curtains weren’t drawn. She was the type of person who preferred to have all the curtains open wide, letting the sunshine in. That had changed. Ever since she’d returned from Denver, she’d wanted to shut out the world, as if that could keep her away from all that was happening.


  Brooks raised his head, his gaze holding hers as she shoved away negative thoughts and gave her full attention to him. She worked on unbuttoning his shirt as he unfastened her blue jeans. He pushed the denim over her hips and her pink lace panties, and knelt as he brought the jeans down to her ankles. She stepped out and he scooted the jeans aside before taking one foot at a time and removing her pink socks.


  He stayed on his knees and stroked her lace-clad hips. She preferred hipsters over bikini panties, so there was more lace for him to explore. He ran his finger along the elastic waistband and tilted his face up to look at her. She bit her lower lip to hold back a moan as he pressed his lips to her mound.


  The sound of his audible inhale mingled with his groan of desire. Her belly fluttered as he slid her panties to her ankles, and she braced her hands on his shoulders as she stepped out of them.


  He placed his hand on the insides of her ankles. “Move your feet apart.”


  She swallowed and obeyed. He moved his hands to her ass and pressed her mound against his face. He swiped his tongue along her slit. A cry broke free from her and she shivered from pleasure. She clenched her fists in the shoulders of his overshirt, afraid her knees would buckle if she didn’t brace herself.


  He parted her folds with his thumbs, exposing her fully to him. His hands were long enough that they spanned her narrow hips even as he used his thumbs to hold her folds apart.


  The moment he licked her clit, her cry was louder than before. She had to fight to control the volume of her moans and cries, in case someone stood outside her bedroom in an effort to watch her. The thought of the danger made it easier to hold back the sounds that wanted to tear from her.


  Brooks licked and sucked. He dug his fingers into her ass, offering a sort of pain and pleasure that she welcomed. An impending orgasm teetered on the peak, the sensations in her body bringing her closer to the pinnacle that would set her free.


  He made a rumbling sound of pleasure against her clit, and the vibration was enough to cause a scream to tear from her. She barely bit the back of her hand in enough time to hold in the scream, muffling it.


  She tilted her head back, her eyes squeezed tight, and shook and whimpered as he continued licking her. Sparks flashed behind her eyelids and her thoughts whirled. Her legs gave out in the next second and she dropped to her knees. Only Brooks’s firm grasp kept her from hitting the wood floor hard enough to cause her any pain.


  He kissed her and she wrapped her arms around his neck. Even on their knees, she felt his power and the one of many kinds of support he offered her.


  She’d never felt so fulfilled as she did when she was with Brooks. She felt safe and secure. Another emotion was there, but she wasn’t positive what it was. Or was she? Did her heart know something her mind didn’t?


  Her hands trembled as she reached for his torn overshirt and pushed it over his shoulders. Seeing the holes in the overshirt made her stomach bottom out as she thought of how he could have been killed.


  Somehow that made this moment even more important. He shrugged out of the overshirt, leaving him in the torn and slightly bloody T-shirt with his shoulder holster secured over it. This time, the weapon didn’t take her aback. No, his having a gun made her feel safer. Maybe he could protect her and those she loved.


  Maybe.


  He unfastened his shoulder holster. They were near her nightstand, and he set the holster, weapon, wand, and everything else, on the stand. She thought again of how she needed a gun.


  On his belt he carried handcuffs, a medium-sized sheathed knife, his cell phone, and an extra magazine for his gun. He took off the belt and laid it over the shoulder holster and pistol. It must have hurt when he landed on his belt, too.


  He pulled the T-shirt over his head and her gut twisted when she saw the scrapes along his side. Her fingers skimmed the area around the bruise from his shoulder holster. Mark had done this, but she felt as if it was her fault. “Does it hurt?”


  “Could be worse.” He gave her a smile. “I’m fine.”


  If he was hurting, he was doing a great job hiding it. She accidentally skimmed her fingers over the scrapes up his side and he winced. “Sorry.” She swallowed. “I’m so sorry you were injured. But so grateful you saved Christie’s life. I was scared for you both.”


  “Shhh.” He cupped her face in his hands and brushed his lips over hers. “We’re fine. I’ll fix this, Natasha.”


  He kissed her, long and sweet. She slid her palms over his muscular torso, careful not to touch the injured parts. The heat of his skin nearly burned her fingertips. He was so solid, so real. He was a man with integrity and a protector of the innocent. She was certain he was a man who did the right thing, but also that wouldn’t hesitate to perform a questionable action if it meant he could save someone he cared for.


  She found that sexy as hell and it seemed to back up her own thoughts as to whether or not she could do the same.


  He clasped her waist as he broke the kiss and brought them both to their feet. He slid his fingers through her hair, letting it float around her shoulders.


  She reached for his jeans. He sucked in his breath when she slid her fingers inside the waistband and grazed the head of his cock through the stretchy cotton covering it. She smiled at his reaction, loving the feeling of power it gave her to affect him that way.


  He released her and toed off his boots before kicking them across the room, then reached for the button of his Wrangler jeans. “Can’t get these damned things off fast enough.”


  A soft laugh bubbled up inside her as he pushed his jeans down. The laugh vanished when she saw that his left leg was bruised from his upper thigh to his knee. A dark, nasty-looking bruise.


  “Stop thinking about it.” He smoothed her hair as he studied her. “Okay?”


  She placed her hands on his chest as she looked up into his eyes. “I’ll try.”


  He lifted one foot and pulled off his sock before doing the same with his other foot to remove the remaining sock. He dropped them on the floor. He wore boxer briefs that molded to his body and showed the large outline of his cock. She remembered how good it had felt inside her, and she couldn’t wait to feel it again.


  “Let me do it.” She pushed away his hands and tugged down his boxers, freeing his erection. She pushed them down and they dropped to his feet, and he kicked them aside. She pointed to the bed. “Sit.”


  Brooks raised an eyebrow, wondering what the sexy naked woman in front of him was up to. He eased to the mattress and seated himself, trying not to flinch from the movement.


  He didn’t like how much it bothered Natasha that he was injured. He wanted to see her smile, and not see expressions of regret and pain from seeing his injuries. He wanted to hear her laughter, not sobs. Every time she looked at his injuries he was afraid she would start crying.


  She knelt in front of him and pushed his knees apart so she could get close enough to kiss him. His cock twitched and ached as the hard length of it pressed against her belly. Her kiss was intense and urgent. Until this point their kisses had been gentle and sensual. This kiss was powerfully erotic.


  They were both breathing hard when she drew away and dropped to her haunches. She reached for his erection as she looked into his eyes. He held his breath as she wrapped her warm fingers around his width. With her gaze still on him, she lowered her mouth and licked the head of his cock.


  He clenched his fingers in the comforter to either side of him and gritted his teeth. He wanted to grasp her head between his hands and hold her still while he moved his hips and drove deep into the wetness.


  Yet, he wanted to take it slow with her. Their time together had been shared at an intense but gentle pace. It was one of the most sensual experiences of his life. If not the most. Something about her rocked the foundation of his being and he knew he’d never be the same.


  He groaned as she lowered her head and slid him into her mouth. She sucked, while at the same time her tongue did tantalizing things to the length of his erection. She moved up and down in a slow, erotic motion that drove him toward an orgasm faster than he’d ever gone before.


  She paused and let him slide from her wet warmth. “I want you to come in my mouth.”


  “Are you sure?” He growled the words.


  She nodded. “I want to taste you. I want to swallow all of it.”


  The thought of her doing that was enough to make him groan. She smiled and slid her mouth over his cock again.


  He watched her head moving up and down at a slow, erotic pace, felt the silk of her mouth as she slid his cock in and out. He slid his fingers into her hair as he moved closer and closer to climax.


  His body tightened, aching with the need for release. Yet he held back, wanting to draw out the moment as long as he could.


  He shouted, his voice hoarse and raw as he made a sound he couldn’t control. The sensations centered in his groin expanded, burning a path to every last nerve ending in his body.


  She sucked, drawing out the sensations that were almost too much to bear. The rush of heat through his body was a continuously burning fire. He shut his eyes and all he could see were red and orange flames in his head.


  And then it was too much. She had sucked him dry and he couldn’t take another second of the pleasure she was giving him.


  She let his cock slip from her mouth as he opened his eyes and took her by the shoulders. His breath came in harsh pants. “That was fucking amazing.”


  Her smile was filled with sensuality and mischief too, and she rose from her haunches onto her knees. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.


  It was a long, searching kiss. He hadn’t thought the heat in his body could get any more intense, but it felt like his skin might burn away. His cock grew harder and harder. God he had to be inside her.


  He grasped her, his hands almost encircling her slender waist. He lifted her and rested her soft bottom on his uninjured thigh. She tipped her face and looked into his eyes.


  Something strange happened in his chest. A hard thump followed by heat expanding from the region of his heart.


  He kept his gaze focused on her as he shifted her again, this time so that she was straddling him. A brief flash of pain in his hip and thigh caused him to clench his jaw, but he blocked it out and focused on the pleasure of having her in his arms.


  The feeling of being inside her with no condom had been bliss the first time, as she was already protected against pregnancy. He knew having no barrier between his cock and her wet heat would be Heaven again. He adjusted his erection so it was positioned at the entrance to her core.


  Concern widened her eyes. “Your injuries—”


  He cut off her words as he brought her down hard on his cock at the same time he thrust up.


  She gasped, her eyes widening, and she gripped his shoulders, digging her nails in hard enough to leave marks in his flesh. The feeling impossibly added to his need for her.


  His words came out in harsh grunts. “Ride me.”


  Brooks felt hard and thick inside Natasha and she shifted in his lap, her body adjusting to his girth and length. She sucked in air, trying to breathe again after the way he had entered her. He filled her so well.


  She hoped she wasn’t hurting him, but those thoughts vanished when he said, “Don’t stop until we both come.”


  Her thoughts whirled as she obeyed him, moving up and down his length. He held onto her waist, bringing her down hard every time she rose.


  “Come on, baby.” His face was a mask of intensity. “Fuck me.”


  The way he said it was so damned hot. Her belly flip-flopped and she started riding him harder and faster. Whimpers and moans escaped her as his cock reached deep inside. Her breasts bounced, her nipples rubbing against his chest.


  He lowered his head as he placed one palm between her shoulder blades as he nuzzled her breasts and drew her nipple into his mouth. She cried out, the sensations of him sucking her nipple and having his cock inside her almost too much to bear.


  She felt like she might have melted and slid from his lap if he didn’t have his palm on her back, holding her in place. She gripped his shoulders tighter. The smell of sex and the feel of his damp skin against hers, mingled with his groans and her whimpers, and their harsh breathing. An orgasm had started to build inside her the moment he drove his cock into her core.


  So many sensations whirled through her body, nearly overwhelming her. She bit her lower lip to try and hold it all together, but nearly lost it anyway as she spiraled closer and closer to climax.


  “Let it go, Natasha.” His features appeared strained as he spoke. “I want you to come for me and come hard.”


  Her eyes went wide, her heart nearly exploding as her orgasm slammed into her. A scream started to tear from her, but once again he clamped his hand over her mouth, holding it back.


  It was as if a series of explosions went off inside her. She couldn’t catch her breath as her body throbbed, pulsed, and twitched with the extreme pleasure. The orgasm continued and she wondered if she’d ever come down from the place it had taken her.


  Brooks had a grip on her waist again, thrusting up, every stroke deep and hard. She held onto him and gasped as he crushed her against him, growling out words she didn’t understand as he came hard.


  She nearly screamed as another orgasm took her by surprise. It expanded throughout her, touching every part of her from head to toe. She felt lightheaded and was grateful he was holding onto her tightly so she wouldn’t slip from his arms into a puddle on the floor.


  He continued thrusting as he held her, continued drawing out both their orgasms.


  And then they were falling back onto her mattress. In a smooth motion he drew them both onto her bed so they were lying in each other’s arms.


  It didn’t feel like she would ever come back down to earth again. She felt as if she would be flying forever.


  When she did finally come back into her body, she let out a deep, shuddering sigh. He held her tightly to him, spooning her. She snuggled back against him and grasped his arm as it encircled her waist.


  She closed her eyes, feeling safe in his embrace and like everything was going to be okay.


  CHAPTER 18


  Nothing would be okay. Likely not ever again.


  Natasha lay in bed with her forearm over her eyes, blocking out the afternoon light as she tried to block reality, too.


  Her throat hurt as she swallowed. How could having sex with Brooks lull her into such an overwhelming sense of trust that everything would go back to the way it used to be? It was completely naïve to believe that he could fix everything and keep all of them safe.


  She flung out her arm to the side and it flopped onto the sheets that were still warm from his body. She opened her eyes and stared up at the ceiling. Brooks had walked into the bathroom moments before. Now that he wasn’t holding her, it was like she’d been thrown into the storm of evil once again. How could she feel so safe in his arms when nothing would be safe ever again?


  The sex—that had been incredible, no doubt about it. Her state of mind was another matter altogether. She grasped the pillow he’d been lying on, covered her face with it and blocked out the light. The truth was she needed to smell him again. The fresh scent of clean linen mingled with his musk and the warm smell of sex. Her nipples tightened as lust rose inside her.


  She tossed the pillow aside and pushed herself to a sitting position. She felt a little lightheaded, probably dehydrated after all of the activity she’d just enjoyed.


  Several rounds of unbelievable sex called for a nice warm shower. Thing was, if she walked into that bathroom, she and Brooks might just end up having sex. Again. She couldn’t deny that shower sex sounded pretty damned appealing. Better than appealing.


  With a shake of her head, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and stared at the bathroom door. She couldn’t believe Brooks was in there now. She couldn’t believe she’d had sex with him when it was an incredibly dangerous thing to do in her situation.


  Situation was far too mild of a word.


  She put her hands to the sides of her head. God. She was going to go crazy from her emotions going up and down and up and down. She was going to need to be on a mood stabilizer if this kept up.


  The sound of the shower starting had her looking in the direction of the bathroom. Brooks walked out, and she stared at him, taking in every nuance of the man she was coming to know.


  Now here was a sculpture. Living, breathing, perfection. And she’d had her hands, lips, and tongue on almost every part of that amazing body. Even with the scratches and bruises, he was nearly perfect.


  Yes… Her hands itched to touch him again. She could almost feel the steel of his shoulders and his finely honed biceps beneath her palms. His solid pectorals had grazed her nipples when she’d straddled him, and she grew damp between her thighs as the memory of riding his cock came wild and unbidden to her mind.


  She wet her lips as she thought about grazing the hard plain of his ripped abs with her teeth. Her fingertips had skimmed his trim hips to his muscular thighs, avoiding his injuries, and she’d dug her nails into his tight ass that she now had the crazy urge to bite.


  An amused smile tipped the corner of his mouth. “You look ready to eat me up.”


  The depth of his tone and the rigid length of his cock told her he was more than amused. He was aroused again. All she had to do was crook her finger and he’d slide back into bed with her.


  She couldn’t help a little smile of her own. “Behave, or I might just do that.”


  He held up his hands. “Do what you will.”


  She laughed. “I think it’s time for a shower.”


  “Shower sex works for me.” His grin was sinfully wicked. “The water should be warm by now.”


  She almost laughed as his thoughts mirrored her own. “If there wasn’t the possibility the heater would run out of water, I’d let you take your shower alone. But I don’t want to take the chance of a cold shower.”


  “Good excuse.” He grinned and held out his hand. “Let’s go save some water.”


  She shook her head, unable to stop smiling despite her earlier thoughts. She got to her feet and padded across the floor toward him. She liked the way he looked at her, his gaze taking in her body from head to toe. It was clear from the smoldering look in his eyes that he liked what he saw. She’d never been one to be vain, but she was glad he appreciated her—she certainly appreciated him.


  He took her hand when she reached him and he led her into the small bathroom that she’d had remodeled not long after she moved in. Instead of the old-fashioned small claw foot tub, she’d had a tiled shower installed with a big showerhead. She loved showers, loved to stand under the spray and let warm water flow over her. This was the first time she would be in the shower with someone else, and she found herself looking forward to sharing it with Brooks.


  She walked into the shower and stood beneath the water. The setting it was on felt like warm rain pouring down on her. She liked a gentle shower to start out with before changing it to a more powerful spray when she washed and rinsed her hair, then finishing with the setting of falling rain.


  The moment Brooks stepped in with her, he took her in his arms and kissed her beneath the gentle spray. Water rained down her face, rolling down her body like her lover’s caress.


  He pressed himself to her and his erection felt good against her belly. She wanted to drop to her knees and take him in her mouth again, sucking his cock until he came and spilled his semen into her mouth. She’d never had a lover who had the kind of stamina that Brooks had, and he satisfied her completely.


  “Turn around.” He took her by the shoulders and twisted her so that her back was to him. “Brace your hands on the wall.”


  A feeling of anticipation rippled through her belly. She leaned forward, her palms on the smooth tile, and he positioned the head of his cock, ready to penetrate her.


  He buried himself inside her in one smooth thrust. She let out a soft gasp of pleasure. His thrusts never failed to cause her to make sounds of desire and need. Every time he entered her was as if it was the first time he’d been inside her.


  His strong fingers gripped her hips as he took her. With one long series of moans, she arched back against him, meeting his every thrust and loving how deep he went.


  “Yes.” She let out the word with a soft cry. “Make—” She almost said, “Make love to me” but changed to the harder words that didn’t share the crazy emotions going through her body. “Fuck me, Brooks. Fuck me hard.”


  A grunt of dominance escaped him as he rammed into her, taking her hard and fast. She loved the way he mastered her in sex, made her feel like she belonged to him. An oncoming orgasm spiraled closer and closer until she could barely think. All she could do was feel.


  Her cries grew louder as he met her every need and desire once again. He reached around and stroked her clit and she caught her breath as he brought her closer to climax. Her eyes widened as she panted. He rubbed her clit gently, just the way she liked it, driving her toward the pinnacle.


  She toppled over the peak with his next thrust. This time she did scream, and he let her. She was barely conscious of it, but she knew the shower tile would muffle what would have traveled through the thin walls of her home.


  He shouted as he came, a rough masculine cry that reverberated through her and added to her own thrill and pleasure.


  His pace slowed and then he was leaning over her back, holding her. She felt the beat of his heart and felt the heaviness of his breathing against her back. She tried to gather her wits as she slowly came back into her body.


  He slid his cock from inside her and embraced her, so her back was now against his chest. She let out a long sigh, loving the feel of the warm water and his hard body pressed to hers.


  Again he took her by the shoulders and brought her around to face him. He lowered his mouth, covering hers with his and gave her a long kiss. When he broke it, he stared into her eyes.


  He searched her gaze, his expression now intense and almost serious. “Is it really possible that there’s such a thing as love at first sight?”


  Her eyes widened and she couldn’t get a word out. Yes, she thought, I believe there is.


  Cold water came from the showerhead, causing her to yelp. “We used all of the hot water.”


  He nodded, but the serious look didn’t leave his expression. “Yes…it’s true.”


  It seemed like an odd response to her statement, but then she didn’t think he was talking about the cold water.


  ~~*~~


  Brooks watched Natasha as they ate vegetable fajitas with flour tortillas. The mixture had chunks of tofu for protein since she didn’t eat meat. He’d grown up on beef and chicken and had never tried tofu. He couldn’t say he liked it—it didn’t taste like much and he wasn’t crazy about the texture. But he was hungry as hell and ate several tortillas with the vegetable-tofu mixture and washed it down with iced tea.


  She didn’t look at him during their meal, clearly pretending he hadn’t said anything about love at first sight. She chattered as if nervous, looking anywhere but at him, which didn’t surprise him considering the situation she was in and the “almost” L-bomb that he’d more or less dropped on her.


  He didn’t regret what he’d said. It had come to his heart at that moment, something that had been building inside him since he had started studying her surveillance photos. He’d more than noticed her at the wedding, and he had a feeling that was when he’d fallen for her smile and her normally vivacious personality. He wondered what might have happened if she had made it to the reception.


  It was also why he’d been so pissed when Natasha had been identified as a suspect in the case, and so much evidence had been against her. He hadn’t been angry just because she was a part of Christie and Trace’s family, but because his heart had recognized something in her that he wanted to claim as his own.


  “You need to have your leg x-rayed.” She brought his attention away from his thoughts when she finally spoke. She gave him a reproachful look when his gaze met hers. “What if it’s broken?”


  “I wouldn’t have made it down the hillside and around to your back door if it was fractured, and it doesn’t hurt.” It did hurt like hell, but the wounds were superficial. “I have bruises and some scratches.” He set his fork on his plate. “The car clipped my thigh, that was it. The femur is the strongest bone in the body, and it takes one hell of a lot to fracture it.”


  She winced, as if the thought of breaking a femur hurt as much as the actual injury. “You should still have had it checked out after you walked Christie to her SUV.” A look of concern washed over her face and she dropped her fork, and it clanked on the china. She clenched her hand on the tabletop. “I need to call her again and see how she is. I should have done that earlier.”


  “She’s fine.” Brooks put his hand over her small fist. “Trace is with her.”


  “Thank you for contacting him.” Natasha studied Brooks, her features still drawn and tight. “Christie needs him after a scare like that.”


  “Of course.” He unfolded her fingers and gripped them in his hand. “I care about her. I care about you. Now you need to let me do my job and get everyone out of this mess.”


  Natasha hesitated and then nodded slowly. “All right. If you think you can do it without anyone getting killed, I’ll do whatever it takes to help you.”


  He felt a wave of relief wash over him. She wasn’t going to fight him anymore when it came to helping her.


  “I am going to need your help.” Brooks didn’t like the idea of Natasha having to do anything that could put her in more danger, and he’d do his best to minimize that potential. However, he would need her.


  “Do you have any ideas?” She looked hopeful. “What do you need me to do?”


  “Right now the best thing is for you to hold tight.” He gripped her fingers. “Keep the status quo so that Okle doesn’t get suspicious.” He paused. “Trace is going to get Christie and the baby out of town, so they’ll be safe.”


  Conflict warred in Natasha’s gaze. “I’m glad they’ll be safe. What about our grandparents and Trace? Mark threatened them, too, if anyone acted suspicious, which would include any of them leaving town.”


  “You’re going to have to make Okle believe that it had nothing to do with you.” Brooks considered it. “You could tell him that Christie’s nerves are shot from the near miss, so she’s going to Tucson. I don’t know where Trace is sending her, but it’s not there. It’s better we don’t know.”


  “I could tell Mark that Christie said she’s going to visit a spa to get pampered and to relax, but I don’t know which one.” Natasha tilted her head to the side. “Do you think a spa in a resort with a daycare, with a room reserved in her name, would work?”


  “That’s good.” Brooks nodded. “I’ll arrange it and have a Tucson agent stay in the room in Christie’s place so that someone is using it if Okle checks out your story. The agent can wear a red wig and carry a doll wrapped in a blanket or in a stroller.”


  Natasha’s shoulders sagged, as if in relief. “That’s got to work.”


  “It will.” Brooks gave her a gentle smile. “Our agents are the best.”


  She put her free hand over his. “Thank you for everything.”


  He leaned forward and brushed his lips over hers before drawing back. “We’ll get this bastard.”


  CHAPTER 19


  By the time Brooks left Natasha’s, it was after two in the afternoon. It was a mild January day with only a hint of a chill.


  He made it up the hill and to his truck, certain he hadn’t been seen. A different car was parked where her tail had been, and even from a distance, Brooks could see the asshole had binoculars, directed right at Natasha’s house.


  Brooks was careful, so he wasn’t worried he’d been seen in her home or leaving it. However, he didn’t like it one damned bit that Okle had people watching Natasha. And he didn’t like this fat bastard behind the wheel just waiting for a chance to get a peek at her. Natasha was keeping the curtains drawn, so Brooks didn’t think the man would get even a glimpse of her. Still, Brooks clenched his jaw. He couldn’t raise Okle’s suspicions, and kicking the ass of one of the man’s employees wasn’t going to help in that regard.


  He tossed his hat onto the passenger seat before he climbed into his truck and jammed the key in the ignition. He put his foot on the brake and started the vehicle so the truck’s engine rumbled. A sharp pain went through his thigh when he made the motion.


  It was true he didn’t think his femur was fractured, but his leg hurt like a sonofabitch. Hiking up and down the mountain hadn’t helped at all.


  Sex with Natasha—fucking amazing sex—had made him forget about his injuries. When he was with her, this kind of pain didn’t exist. She was a witch who had cast a spell on him the moment he’d laid eyes on her, and her magic took all hurts away.


  He let the truck idle as he checked his phone. Damn. Two missed calls from his RAC, two from Trace, and one from Jase. Brooks connected his phone to his truck’s speakers via Bluetooth and gave the command to call Sofia Aguilar.


  “Where the hell have you been?” His RAC’s voice was hard when she answered. “Between Jase’s reports, Christie Davidson nearly being run down, and you having gone missing, I’m bordering on way past pissed. You know damned good and well you should have reported to me the moment Trace’s wife was nearly hit.”


  Brooks dragged his palm down his face. “I’ve been working the case, Sofia. I should have called in, but there have been developments.” Like me fucking the former suspect. He continued before Sofia could interrupt. “I got Natasha to talk and we have a serious problem.”


  He put his truck into drive and gave Sofia every detail necessary as he headed back down the hill and on through Old Bisbee. He made it clear he was certain Natasha was an innocent being used, and Sofia expressed her agreement, based on all that had happened.


  The anonymous phone call backed up Brooks’s convictions, although that could have been done to throw them off. Brooks and Sofia concurred that was likely not the case, and that Natasha was being used by Okle.


  Brooks passed the fenced-off open pit mines as he told Sofia the plan he’d been working on in his mind.


  “I need to pull a select team together, and that includes Trace.” Brooks knew that wasn’t going to go over well, and Sofia didn’t disappoint.


  “Out of the question.” He could picture her shaking her head as she spoke, and the hard line of her jaw. “Trace is to stay out of the loop.”


  “He knows something’s going on.” Brooks worked to keep his tone even. “His wife was almost run down in the street. I had to tell him to get Christie someplace safe because something’s going on with Natasha. He deserves the whole story.”


  A long pause and he imagined wheels turning in Sofia’s brain. She was an intelligent woman, one of the best agents and RACs he’d ever worked with. When she made a decision, she calculated all options and risks, and he knew that was what she was doing now. She wasn’t one to be too full of pride to change a decision when other facts or alternatives were presented to her.


  “Agreed.” Sofia’s voice showed she was still in control when she spoke. “Trace is at home with Christie. I’ll call him and discuss the case.”


  “It might be better if I talk with him face-to-face.” Brooks dreaded the meeting, but he knew in his gut that was how it had to be dealt with. “He’s not going to be pleased with the situation, but it needs to be done.”


  “All right.” A sound like the shuffling of paper came over the line. “In the future, apprise me of any further developments immediately. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  “Explain the plan you alluded to.” It was an order, not a request.


  “I’d like to get a Title III wiretap to record Okle’s phone calls.” Brooks gripped the steering wheel tighter. “We have what we need to get the request through. The surveillance images and video of Okle dealing with individuals who are known associates of the Jimenez Cartel contributes to our case, but we need more.”


  He continued, “I’d also like to monitor Natasha’s cell phone as well, but with her permission.”


  Another pause from Sofia. “You have your team, but we’ll discuss your plan when you get into the office, after you talk with Trace.”


  It was the best he was going to get at the moment, and he could live with that—for now.


  Sofia disconnected he call and Brooks drove to Trace and Christie’s small ranch where they kept four horses and several head of cattle. Christie had never lived on a ranch, but she’d taken to it like she’d been born and raised in the country.


  With the demands of Trace’s job, he had hired a ranch hand long ago to take care of the animals and chores. Christie had insisted on jumping in and they’d increased the size of the herd as well as buying two more horses and adding a small garden.


  Brooks took the turnoff from the highway onto Double Adobe Road before turning down High Lonesome, a dirt road at the base of the Mule Mountains. Dust roiled in his wake as he drove down the road flanked by mesquite bushes on one side and tall yellow grass on the other. When he reached the ranch, his truck tires rumbled over a cattle guard before he guided his vehicle onto the driveway.


  His gut turned over when he saw Trace’s Ford Explorer parked in front of the slump-block ranch-style home.


  This wasn’t going to be easy, not one damned bit.


  Trace pushed open the wrought iron screen door to the sun porch as Brooks parked. Trace had a hard set to his jaw.


  Brooks climbed out of his truck and shut the door with more force than he’d intended. When he reached the house, he greeted Trace. “How’s Christie?”


  “She’s shaken up, but otherwise she’s fine.” Trace closed the screen door behind Brooks and went to one of the cushioned patio chairs on the porch. He gestured to a chair closest to his and Brooks took it. “At least she says she is.” Trace snarled, his Texan accent stronger than normal in his anger. “She won’t let on, but I know her hands have to bother her when she holds the baby.”


  “Shit.” Brooks took his Stetson and set it on a small patio table. “I’m so damned sorry she got hurt.”


  “So am I.” Trace’s expression softened for a moment. “She said you pushed her out of the way and saved her. I can’t thank you enough.”


  Brooks studied Trace’s features that were strained from worry for his wife. “You know I’d do anything for you and your family.”


  “I know.” Trace nodded. “I feel the same about you.” He glanced at Brooks’s clothing. “Christie said you were hit. Looks like you’re a little worse for the wear.”


  “I’m fine.” Brooks shrugged. “A few scrapes and a bruised thigh—nothing out of the ordinary for the line of work we’re in.”


  Trace shook his head. “Just like you to be so damned modest. Hell, you were shot protecting my wife.”


  “You’d do the same.”


  Trace’s expression went hard and serious. “You said Natasha and their grandparents are in danger. Explain.”


  Brooks leaned forward, his forearms on his thighs as he studied Trace. “What I have to say isn’t going to be easy.”


  “Get it out.” Trace’s voice was rough. “Now.”


  Brooks could understand Trace’s intensity, the raw look on his face and the anger in his gaze. Hell, he’d be all over Trace if the situation was reversed.


  “Natasha is in trouble.” Brooks outlined what had happened and what he’d finally gotten out of her.


  Trace’s tanned complexion had reddened by the time Brooks was finished. “Natasha was a suspect and you didn’t tell me?”


  “I was following orders.” The useless words hung in the air.


  “Fuck orders.” Trace’s face grew redder. “I should never have been left out of the loop. I should have been told what was going on from the start.”


  Brooks looked at his hands for a long moment before moving his gaze back to Trace. “For what it’s worth, I agree and I’m sorry. What matters now is that we get Christie to safety, get a watch on their grandparents, and figure a way to get Natasha out of this mess without her or anyone else getting killed.”


  “We’ll deal with putting them under watch first.” Trace didn’t look one damned bit happy. “We’ll deal with the other next.”


  “Other” meaning Trace being left out of the team working to take Okle down when Natasha was a suspect.


  Brooks explained Natasha’s idea about checking Christie into a spa in Tucson, but using a decoy while Christie was taken someplace safe, away from that city. “It will be easy for Natasha to explain—Christie shaken up and in need of some relaxation, it all fits and Okle will likely believe her.”


  “Good plan.” Trace looked deep in thought for a moment. “I know who we can call to get to watch their grandparents without arousing suspicion. Joe Black and his spec ops team, Black Sky International.”


  “Landon gave me a few details about BSI over a couple of beers one night.” Brooks looked out the screened-in porch to the barn and workshop. “They helped save his wife, Tori, by breaking her out of the Jimenez compound in Mexico.”


  “That’s right.” Trace leaned back in his seat. “I’ll give Landon a call and see about Joe’s contact info to get someone from his team out to Florida to keep watch from a distance and protect their grandparents.”


  Trace pushed himself to his feet, and Brooks stood as well.


  “I don’t like being left in the dark,” Trace said, “But I appreciate you coming to tell me in person. I’m going to get my wife someplace safe and hire a couple of Joe’s men or women operatives to stay close to her and the baby, too.”


  Brooks clapped Trace on the shoulder. “You’re on my team once you get Christie squared away.”


  “I’ll give you a call.” Trace walked with Brooks to the front door. “Promise me you won’t let this happen again—shutting me out from anything that involves family.”


  Brooks nodded. “Let’s hope to hell there isn’t another time.”


  They shook hands and slapped each other on the back before Brooks picked up his western hat and left. Normally he would have gone in to talk with Christie, but he knew Trace would be packing his wife up to take her somewhere and she would be getting the baby ready to go.


  It was late afternoon when Brooks left the Davidson’s home. As he drove down the dirt road, back to Double Adobe Road, Brooks’s phone rang from where he’d set it on the console tray. He glanced at the screen and saw it was Jase Wright.


  He answered via the truck’s Bluetooth. “What’s going on, Jase?”


  “I’ve had Okle under surveillance like we discussed earlier,” Jase said. “Followed him to his warehouse. He’s been in there all damned day. A couple of his key men have gone in and out, along with his staff.” Jase referred to Okle’s employees with distaste.


  Brooks “Anything interesting?”


  Jase sounded thoughtful as he spoke. “I keep asking myself what’s a gorgeous woman like that brunette, Selena Gallos, doing hanging around someone as bad, not to mention bad-looking, as Okle? The woman is hotter than the desert sun.”


  “Good chance it’s his money.” Brooks pictured the stunningly exotic, leggy, model-beautiful woman from surveillance photos with Okle. Brooks agreed with Jase—how could a woman like that go for a loser like Okle? In the photos she looked intelligent and sophisticated, not like some gold-digging bitch fawning over the bastard. But then it took all kinds. “From all we’ve gathered, he’s loaded, thanks to his dealings with the cartel.”


  “You’re probably right,” Jase said. “Damned waste of one fine-looking woman.”


  “We need to know if Selena Gallos is involved with Okle’s drug trafficking.” Brooks frowned as he halted his truck at the stop sign at Double Adobe Road and Highway 80. “And just how deep the woman is involved.”


  “I’m up to the challenge.” Jase had a note of exaggerated humor in his voice. “Just put me in a bar with her and a few beers, and we’ll be tighter than barbed wire strung to a fencepost.”


  Brooks couldn’t help but laugh. “You wish.”


  “I sure as hell do.” Jase snorted. “If she’s innocent. She looks like she’d be a wildcat in bed.”


  Brooks pulled his vehicle onto the highway and headed toward the DHS/ICE office near Douglas. “You’d better stop thinking with your dick and see what you can learn.”


  “Yes, sir.” Jase said it with mock seriousness before his tone went hard again. “Another thing is bothering me.”


  “What’s that?”


  “One of Okle’s lowlifes was supposed to meet Dylan Curtis yesterday, some creep named Francis Faderic.” Jase went on, “Faderic told Dylan he had information to sell on Okle—about a location for a drug shipment—but the scum never showed up to the meet.”


  “Okle might have gotten wind of it.” Brooks passed a slow-moving car on the left before returning to the right lane. “If Okle did, Faderic is probably dead.”


  “Or wishes he was,” Jase said.


  “You could be right.” Brooks considered it as he closed in on another vehicle a good distance ahead. “Murder is just one more charge we should have against Okle by the time we’re finished. He’s had more than one employee and associate vanish. Not to mention death threats against Natasha and her family and friends, and for ordering the attempt on Christie’s life.”


  “I’ll get back to this exciting surveillance assignment.” Jase spoke in an exaggerated bored tone. “I’ll keep you updated.”


  “Same here.” Brooks approached the brown car ahead of him. He narrowed his gaze. “Hold on a sec.”


  “All right,” Jase said, but Brooks barely heard him as he neared the car.


  A damaged fender, no license plate, and an older model rusted brown Volvo.


  Heated fury rose inside Brooks. “I need backup.” He gained on the car in front of him. “I’m driving behind the sonofabitch who tried to run down Christie.” He gave his location.


  “Holy shit.” Jase said. “Will do.” He disconnected the call.


  Brooks flipped on his grill lights and siren.


  The car sped up, shooting down the highway. A more powerful engine than what the car had been manufactured with had to be under the hood.


  Brooks floored the accelerator. Considering his truck had been intended for use in law enforcement, the engine had been built with more horsepower than standard vehicles. Still, Brooks had some difficulty catching up with the car in front of him.


  He clenched his jaw, and closed in on the vehicle.


  The driver slammed on his brakes and spun the old Volvo around on the two-lane highway, barely avoiding going into the drainage ditch. His car was small enough that he was able to make the turn without much effort.


  He straightened out the wheels and swerved into Brooks’s lane, coming head-on toward the truck. Brooks didn’t waver, keeping his truck steady. Hell if he’d play chicken. His truck was bigger and the other guy wasn’t likely to come out ahead.


  At the last moment, the car swerved into its own lane, headed back toward Bisbee.


  Brooks made sure both lanes were clear on the little-traveled highway before he jerked the wheel and turned his own vehicle in the opposite direction. His big truck didn’t make the turn as easily on the two-lane highway as the Volvo had. The vehicle’s wheels slid partially into the drainage ditch. The powerful truck gained traction, tires churning earth, and was back on the highway in seconds.


  He radioed in the change in direction as he chased the Volvo. His truck was fifty feet behind the car when, at the last moment, the man jerked the wheel to the right onto Double Adobe Road.


  Brooks stomped on the brakes at the same time a car rounded the curve from the direction of Bisbee. Brooks’s truck skidded to a stop, passing the Double Adobe turnoff. The driver of the oncoming car clearly saw Brooks’s lights flashing and probably heard the siren. The driver pulled his vehicle to the side of the road.


  An open dirt area, that had once been the parking lot for some long defunct restaurant, gave Brooks enough room to spin his truck and head back the hundred feet to the exit for Double Adobe Road.


  The Volvo was almost out of sight as Brooks crossed the cattle guard and headed down the narrow two-lane road. He jammed his foot on the accelerator and tore after the car. He called in the new information.


  Shit. Too much damned territory for law enforcement to easily cover. One thing about this part of the country was that with the low mesquite bushes, one could see for miles in the mostly treeless valley. The fact that the bushes were leafless from the cold of winter also helped with visibility.


  He bore down on the Volvo that was a good distance ahead. He closed in again. In a mile they would reach a dangerous curve where Frontier Road bisected Double Adobe Road. Brooks wanted to pass the Volvo and cut off the driver before they reached the intersection.


  Brooks started to pass the Volvo when the driver began swerving from lane to lane, blocking Brooks from passing the car.


  He gritted his teeth, falling in behind the Volvo again.


  When they were six hundred feet and closing in on the intersection and the curve, Brooks slowed considerably, knowing better than to navigate the area at high speed.


  The driver reached the intersection, not slowing, his brake lights never flashing. He spun the Volvo to turn north onto Frontier Road.


  He miscalculated the dangerous turn.


  The car fishtailed and slid across the asphalt toward an enormous telephone pole.


  Brooks came to a stop before the intersection as the Volvo’s driver lost control.


  The Volvo slammed headlong into the telephone pole. The crash was loud enough to be heard over the truck’s siren.


  Metal buckled around the pole, compacting the entire front end of the car.


  Shit. Brooks had wanted to question the suspect, maybe even get him to turn on Okle. Brooks doubted the driver had survived.


  Brooks radioed in again as he parked his truck cattycorner to the accident. He gave his location to the dispatcher, and requested an ambulance. Considering how far out of town they were, it would take a while for the paramedics to arrive.


  Not that Brooks thought the driver had survived the crash.


  He pulled his Walther and climbed out of the truck. He checked for traffic. Clear. He jogged across the intersection, holding his weapon down in a two-handed grip. The tick of hot metal and the sound of dripping gas hitting the dirt were the only things he heard.


  The gasoline smell was strong. When he reached the back of the car, he raised his weapon, slowly stepping around to the driver’s side.


  He took care as he cautiously approached and peered into the small space that was left of the driver’s side.


  All that remained behind the wheel was a compressed, headless corpse. The hood of the car had come through the window and decapitated the driver. Beneath the angle of the hood, Brooks saw that blood splattered the body’s clothing.


  More blood had sprayed the safety glass of the shattered window and the hood that was now inside the car. The door was crumpled—there would be no opening that door, so he didn’t bother. He couldn’t see past the body or over the twisted metal to check if someone was or had been in the front passenger seat.


  Brooks remained on guard, not knowing if someone else could be in the back of the car and have survived the accident. It was possible. Anything was possible.


  He flung open the rear door with his gun still raised. The only thing in the back seat was the driver’s head, its eyes wide and sightless. Brooks recognized the open-mouthed head as the man who had been driving the Volvo when it almost ran down Christie and him.


  Brooks rounded the rear of the car to the opposite side and opened the right rear passenger door. Nothing was there but a pile of empty soda cups, fast food containers, and candy bar wrappers.


  The front passenger door was as smashed in as the driver’s side and the window was shattered. Brooks continued to hold his Walther up as he looked through the broken window. The seat was empty.


  When he had cleared the car of any potential threats, he looked through the passenger side window, surveying the scene. He glanced at the floorboard and caught a glimpse of a manila file folder. A portion of the contents had partially slid out, onto the floorboard. Several black and white photos peeked out of the folder, but he couldn’t tell what the subject matter was.


  The crumpled door was impossible to open. Brooks knocked out remaining broken shards of the window with his weapon. He pulled a latex glove out of a pocket and slid it on one hand.


  He leaned into the car, ignoring remnants of the window’s glass poking him through his T-shirt, pressing against his abs. He was tall and his reach long enough that he was able to push the photos back into the folder before he scooped it up and brought it out of the car.


  He moved to the back of the Volvo and set the folder on the trunk. In the distance he heard sirens. He opened the folder with the gloved hand and a chill rolled over his skin as he flipped through the photos one by one. The early evening winter sunlight was just enough to see the subjects of the photographs.


  Natasha. Christie. A close up of baby Jessica. An elderly couple—probably the grandparents. And a photograph of Trace. Pictures of people he didn’t recognize with the exception of Gary Orson—Natasha’s friend from the tradeshow.


  A handwritten list was behind the photographs. Home addresses for Natasha, the Davidsons, and a Florida address, which probably belonged to the grandparents. Work addresses for Natasha and Trace were also there. A few other names, including Gary’s, were below the information for each of her family members. The ones he didn’t recognize had to be more of her friends.


  Brooks almost crumpled the photographs in his fury and wished to hell the bastard hadn’t died in the crash


  If the man had survived, Brooks would have killed him.


  CHAPTER 20


  “Shut the fuck up.” Mark brushed Selena off with a wave of his hand when he had the desire to use his fist. “I fucking know it’s my morning to see Mother and I don’t need you reminding me.”


  Her expression turned unreadable and her dark gaze studied him coolly. It was clear she didn’t like that he’d gone off on her.


  Right now he didn’t give a shit. No, that wasn’t true. He was afraid of losing Selena, so the fact was he did give a shit. It also hit him that she was a cold-blooded killer. It probably wasn’t a good idea to piss her off.


  “Sorry I snapped at you.” His words still came out with a furious edge to them. “I have a lot on my mind.”


  “Of course.” Her expression hadn’t changed but she sounded like she was restraining anger at the way he’d spoken to her.


  “Considering the mood I’m in, I wouldn’t be good company for Mother.” He might even break the neck of one of those irritating bastards who always got on his nerves when he visited his mother.


  “Do you have something that would start your day out better?” Selena tilted her head to the side. “Perhaps torturing the man you are holding downstairs?”


  It was the first time Selena had brought up the subject of the torture Mark was fond of. It made him feel powerful, untouchable, when he had someone else’s life or death in his control.


  Selena always seemed to know the right way to soothe and calm him. She also usually knew when to shut her fucking mouth.


  “Romero could have killed Natasha’s cousin.” Rage built up in Mark again and he felt like he might explode. “All I wanted him to do was scare the bitch. Instead Romero nearly runs the cousin down and hits some Good Samaritan who pushed her out of the way in time. EV gave the order. It should have come from me.”


  Mark balled his hands into fists then forced himself to relax. El Verdugo didn’t give a flying fuck if Christie was killed. Mark did. He liked the way business had been going with Natasha moving his product. He needed Natasha’s loved ones to keep her in line—if he started killing them right away, he would lose leverage.


  He wasn’t taking any chances. If Natasha panicked and went to the cops, he’d kill all. He had men following each one of them and they wouldn’t survive two minutes after he gave the order to eliminate them.


  “Join me downstairs.” Mark put his fingertips at Selena’s slender waist. “I know you enjoy seeing me torture scum like Faderic.”


  He thought he felt a shudder go through her but she remained calm and cool. “As usual, you are correct.” She smirked. “I like seeing you enjoying yourself.”


  Her answer made him smile. It was intoxicating having this beautiful woman at his side, a woman who clearly reveled in the same things he did. She was the perfect partner. A life partner.


  Marriage had been something he’d thought was not for him. Selena was changing his mindset day by day. He wanted her at his side, attached to him by the marriage bond.


  Later. He would consider that later.


  He guided her through the warehouse where he kept art objects that he used to transport drugs when he had an order to fulfill. Natasha had been instrumental in some of the biggest deals he had arranged in the past six months. She was making him rich. Fucking richer than he was already.


  It was never enough. The more money, the more power he had. He was surprised he’d ever considered getting out of the business. It was far too lucrative.


  They went to a corner of the warehouse where his office was, and strode into the room. Mark guided her to the closet where a hidden set of stairs would take them to the old boiler room.


  He slid open the paneled door then placed his hand on Selena’s tailbone, at the top of her ass, as they walked down into the concrete-sided and floored basement. The floor was rust brown from blood in areas surrounding Mark’s favorite torture location. To the left were huge rusted black pipes and ancient pieces of equipment, including the boilers, which would be considered antiques if anyone cared to dismantle and sell them.


  Mark smiled as his gaze rested on the scum who had betrayed him in more ways than one.


  The sniveling shit now hung naked from his ankles over a fifty-gallon barrel of acid. A candle had partially burned into a heavy rope attached to a ring in the wall and looped over a pulley above Francis Faderic’s head. Mark had lit the candle earlier with no intention of killing the bastard—yet. But psychological torture was one of Mark’s favorite ways to deal with employees who tried to cheat or ruin him in any way.


  The candle had burned down so that the flame barely licked at the rope suspending him over acid. But the rope was thick—later Mark would make the flame more intense.


  Faderic’s tiny dick was shriveled and sweat rolled down his naked body. He wasn’t blindfolded—Mark wanted the shit to watch the candle burn into the rope. The room stunk of Faderic’s fear as he shook above the barrel of acid. Mark was certain the short man had pissed himself, the urine likely running over his face and the cut on his cheek from the breaker bar.


  His missing index finger was wrapped for the time being. It had been enormously satisfying, almost erotically so, to listen to his screams when the rubbing alcohol was poured over the bleeding stub.


  Feeling particularly sadistic this morning, Mark picked up the acetylene torch. He placed the cold nozzle beneath the rope where the candle had partially burned through.


  “No.” Faderic flailed above the drum of acid, tears rolling from his eyes, over his forehead and into his hair. Droplets of sweat and tears plopped into the acid. “Please. You gotta believe me. I told you everything. Don’t kill me.”


  “You cost me a lot of money because I have to change the location of the delivery.” Mark narrowed his gaze. “The price dropped by a hundred grand and I won’t get paid until the new date. All thanks to you and your fucking big mouth.”


  Mark turned on the torch and bright blue flame tinged with yellow shot out of the nozzle and began burning into the rope. “By the way. Your mother has been dealt with and I have the drugs and money you stole from me.”


  Faderic burst into tears. He was incoherent as he sobbed and watched Mark burn away more of the rope.


  Mark’s mobile phone rang. He shut off the torch, and Faderic’s sobs were louder. Mark pulled his cell out of his pocket, and when he saw the screen, he knew without a doubt it was EV.


  “Shut the fuck up,” Mark commanded Faderic. “Or I will finish burning through the rope and you will die here and now.”


  The sniveling bastard bit his lip, his features strained to keep from letting out any sound.


  Mark looked away from Faderic and answered the phone.


  “I want you to recruit more fucking mules to traffic my merchandise at every tradeshow possible.” El Verdugo immediately launched his demand in Spanish. “We can move more product across the U.S. and give the fucking addicts what they crave. Find enough mules and I will arrange for buyers in every city.”


  For a moment, Mark was too stunned to speak. “I’m in a small town and my operation isn’t large enough. Anything bigger would draw attention.”


  “You think I give a shit?” EV snorted. “Open a branch in Tucson and prepare to move more product.”


  “I don’t have the cash to start up a whole new operation.” Sweat rolled down the side of Mark’s face as if he were Faderic, hanging over the barrel of acid.


  “I will get you the cash.” EV growled out the words. “You get the mules and the operation going.”


  “Yes, El Verdugo.” It was the only thing Mark could say. He had no options. No options at all. “Right away.”


  When EV disconnected the call, Mark stood in place for a long time, not aware of anything but EV’s voice in his mind. Every word the cartel leader had spoken played on an endless loop in Mark’s head.


  His phone rang again and he jumped. He prayed it wasn’t EV calling back. Mark looked at the screen and saw that it was Pancho.


  “What do you want?” Mark all but screamed when he answered.


  When he spoke, Pancho had a note of fear in his voice, as if he was afraid of Mark killing the bearer of bad news. “Last night Romero died…and the woman with the baby is gone.”


  Heat tore through Mark from his head to every extremity, and the hand holding the phone trembled. “Start with Romero.” The man had been one of EV’s hired killers and had been the one to almost kill Christie Davidson.


  “Some cop spotted his car and there was a chase. Romero crashed into a telephone pole. My sources say he died instantly.”


  Mark was certain his entire body was turning dark purple with as much rage as he felt. EV would be beyond furious to lose one of his best men, and Mark might pay the price in some way. At least Romero couldn’t talk. He might have if he had survived and been taken into custody.


  “What about the woman?” Mark ground his teeth as he waited for Pancho to answer. “You were to watch her.”


  “She left in the night.” Pancho cleared his throat. “I tried to follow her but I lost her in Tucson.”


  “You fucking idiot.” Mark’s voice rose to a near scream again. “Get back here—to the boiler room.” He nearly threw his phone as he ended the call.


  Mark was aware of Selena standing next to him and for the second time he wanted to hit her, just because she was the closest person to him. She would probably shoot him between the eyes without a second’s hesitation.


  Instead, he strode over to the corner where he kept all of the tools and instruments of torture he kept. He selected a bullwhip.


  The terror in Faderic’s eyes grew as Mark reached him and raised the whip.


  CHAPTER 21


  Natasha reached into the pocket of her skirt, pulled out the crystal butterfly, and let it rest in her palm. She moved it in the light that streamed in through the shop window and it threw rainbow prisms of light onto the wall behind her.


  That Brooks had given her such a special gift pulled at her heart in unexpected ways.


  For a log moment she studied the beauty of the piece, marveling at its loveliness.


  The cell phone rang, jerking her out of the trance she’d been in. No doubt it was Mark. She’d been dreading the call. Afraid of it.


  Last night Brooks had returned and stayed with her until early this morning. Being with him made her feel safe, and as if she wasn’t alone in this.


  But now that he wasn’t with her, she felt beyond alone.


  She slid the butterfly into her skirt pocket and stared at the phone. It was face down on the table beside the cash register, and she was unable to see the screen. She bit her lower lip as she reached for it, wrapped her fingers around it, and turned it over. Her stomach flipped over, too.


  Mark could be calling about Christie. Or he could be calling about Brooks, who’d spent the night. What if Mark had found out who Brooks was and that he was a Federal agent?


  Or Mark could be calling about both.


  She swallowed and answered, going for the more casual-nothing’s-changed route. “What do you want, Mark?”


  “You warned Christie.” Mark had fury in his voice. “She’s gone.”


  “I didn’t do anything. You did.” Natasha sharpened her tone. “You had someone nearly kill her and it scared her to death, not to mention she’s injured. She took the baby and went to Tucson to a spa to recover and relax. She’ll be back when she’s ready.”


  Mark was silent for a moment. “You’d better not have warned her. I have your grandparents under watch. If I find out Christie did go into hiding, your grandfather or grandmother is as good as dead.”


  A chill rolled over Natasha and goose bumps erupted on her skin. “I told you, Christie is in Tucson. She knows nothing of what is going on. If that was the case, they would have hidden Grandma and Grandpa, too.”


  Each word Mark said was ice cold. “If that happens, your friends are dead.”


  “I understand.” She let some of her nervousness show through. “I haven’t said anything to anyone and I won’t. I care for all of them too much to put them in danger.”


  “Good we’re clear on that,” he said. “Tell me where Christie is.”


  Natasha walked to the front door of her shop and peered out, wondering if someone was watching her store. The street was shaded in the morning sunlight and a few tourists walked up and down the sidewalks. “Trace didn’t tell me where. He just said she went to a hotel with a spa in Tucson. I figure she’ll get a hold of me when she’s settled in and isn’t so upset.”


  “As soon as you know, call me,” he demanded.


  Screw you, she wanted to say, but of course she didn’t. She blew out her breath. “Okay.”


  Mark shifted gears, now sounding pleased with himself. “You’re going to be spending most of your time attending tradeshows now.”


  “What?” Her throat constricted as she stepped away from the window. “I have my store to run.” And I don’t want to be a pawn in your freaking game.


  “You’ll hire someone.” His smirk was so clear in her mind she could puke. “As a matter of fact, I’m sure I can find an employee to manage your business while you’re gone.”


  “I’ll find my own employee.” She clenched the phone. “I need someone I can trust and I know won’t steal from me. Someone who understands the business.”


  “You have two days,” he said. “If you don’t find an employee who can manage your store when you are gone, which will be regularly, I’ll take care of it.”


  “Two days?” She couldn’t believe what he was saying. “You’re only giving me two days?”


  “You have a tradeshow to go to in Los Angeles this coming weekend,” he said.


  “This weekend?” Her breath caught. “I’m not ready.”


  “It’s all set up,” he said. “All you have to do is show up and do your thing.”


  “My thing?” She understood why men wanted to punch walls or people when they were angry. She wanted to punch Mark. “My thing isn’t to traffic your damned drugs.”


  “Now it is. And you’re going to deal with it.” He disconnected the call.


  Her breathing came harsh and heavy as she stood near the front entrance of her store, shaking with fury. She saw a couple coming up the street and she flipped the Open sign to Closed. She couldn’t deal with anyone right now, whoever he or she might be.


  She strode to the antique desk that she used for transactions. She had thought to sit and go through her list of contacts to find an employee, but began pacing instead. There was no question who she wanted. Jane Adams. Right now the retired former owner of the shop filled in every now and then when Natasha needed help. She didn’t know if Jane would mind working more than an occasional day, but it was worth a shot. She pressed the icon for Jane in the favorites menu on her phone.


  “Hi, Natasha.” Jane greeted Natasha when she answered the phone. “How are you?”


  “Great.” Pleasantries. Natasha didn’t want to mess with them right now, but she did her best to sound like her normal, formerly happy self. “What do you think about coming out of retirement part time? You wouldn’t have the responsibility of being a business owner, which you told me is one of the reasons why you sold the shop.” Natasha didn’t want to give Jane a chance to refuse. “You can work for me part time and I’ll pay you well.”


  “This is sudden.” Natasha could picture Jane with her head tilted to the side, her silver chin-length hair swinging against her face. “Is everything all right?”


  “It’s wonderful.” Act bubbly, act bubbly. “The tradeshows have been so successful that I’m going to do them on a regular basis. Some of my merchandise sells like crazy.” To drug dealers who want the cocaine or marijuana hidden inside.


  “How often would you need me to work?” Jane asked.


  “Three to five days a week, depending on the length of the tradeshows.” Natasha seated herself behind her desk and fidgeted with a pen. “My store is open Monday through Saturday and closed on Sunday. I need to leave a day early to set up and prepare, so that’s why I might need you Wednesday through Saturday.”


  “Hmmm.” Jane didn’t sound like she was interested. “I’ll have to think on it.”


  Natasha threw out a number that she knew would be appealing for someone in a small town taking on a part-time job. “I’ll pay you twenty an hour.”


  “Twenty?” It was clear Jane was surprised. “I never paid more than ten an hour for my part-time employees. You must be doing well.”


  Natasha knew she was close to clinching the deal. “The tradeshows are fairly lucrative, and as long as I can attend them, I can afford to pay you that much.”


  “That number doesn’t take much considering at all.” Jane laughed. “I’ll take the position and we can see how it goes and if I like being out of retirement. I have to admit I am getting tired of crocheting Afghans and scarves.”


  Relief lessened some of the tension in Natasha’s body. “Fair enough. I hope you’ll want to stay on, but if it doesn’t appeal to you after a while, I’ll find someone else. I just knew you would take care of the place with the kind of pride I have for it.”


  “You know me well,” Jane said. “When do you want me to start?


  Natasha crossed her fingers. “Thursday.”


  “Day after tomorrow? That doesn’t give me much time.” Jane was clearly surprised.


  “I have a show in Los Angeles this weekend, starting on Friday,” Natasha said. “I have to get there a day early.”


  “You work fast.”


  “I’ve been known to speed my way through things.”


  “I’m not surprised.” Jane laughed again. “I’ll stop by in an hour and you can show me around so I can get familiar with all your merchandise and how you do business.”


  Natasha sank back in her seat, her body going limp. “Thank you, Jane. You’re the best. I’m so thrilled to have you to work with.”


  “You’re a good woman, Natasha,” Jane said. “I’m actually looking forward to it now.”


  After they disconnected the call, Natasha leaned forward and folded her arms on the table before she dropped her head and buried her face in her arms.


  ~~*~~


  Muted early morning sunlight illuminated the curtains in Natasha’s bedroom and Brooks blinked as he woke. They were spooned together, their bodies tight, her ass pressing against his morning erection.


  He nearly groaned at the first thought that went through his mind. All he had to do was slide his cock inside her, and she would wake, warm and pliant in his arms. He raised himself up on one elbow and studied her face. She looked far too peaceful to disturb. He hadn’t seen her features this relaxed since they’d had drinks in the lounge in Denver a week ago.


  It felt like a lifetime.


  He resisted the urge to stroke her cheek and nuzzle her hair. He breathed in her scent, filling his lungs.


  Last night she had already been asleep when he made it back to her home. After removing his Walther and the Sig Sauer he had started carrying in an ankle holster, he’d crawled into bed. He’d wrapped his arm around her belly and she’d snuggled back against him. God, he’d wanted her then and he wanted her now. He always wanted her—in every way possible.


  His head ached and his bruised body protested as he eased away, careful to avoid waking her, and slid out of bed. She stirred in her sleep and her brow furrowed, as if thinking of something troublesome. He caressed the worry wrinkles on her forehead with his fingertips. She relaxed and her forehead smoothed.


  He still needed to tell her the truth, the whole truth. He hated to add one more thing to what she was going through—she would feel hurt and betrayed. Was there a way to make her understand the position he’d been put in? One thing he couldn’t explain his way out of was the fact that he’d taken her to bed before he’d told her everything.


  Christ.


  Today. He’d do it today.


  He slid out of bed and paused when he saw the butterfly he’d given her resting at the center of the surface of her mirrored dresser. The mirror reflected the crystal that sparkled in the morning light. The moment he had seen the butterfly in the hotel gift shop, he had purchased the piece that had instantly made him think of Natasha. It had been the last day of the show, and he’d had to watch her from afar, but he’d fully intended to find a time when he could be alone with her and give her the gift.


  Breakfast sounded good, and he hoped she had more than tofu in the fridge—he wasn’t in the least bit hopeful he’d find any sausage links, but there had to be something he could make.


  Thank God being a vegetarian didn’t keep her from drinking coffee. First thing he made was a mug from the one of the pods she had in a rack near the Keurig machine. A Kona dark blend sounded good to him.


  It didn’t take long before the smell of coffee filled the small kitchen. It was like some kind of magic potion, and his head already started to clear. Once he’d downed a few swallows, he was halfway back to feeling human again. He left the Keurig on so the water would already be hot when Natasha joined him.


  He searched the fridge and freezer, and found a loaf of bread, carton of eggs, block of cheddar cheese, bag of baby spinach, and a package of tofu. He skipped the tofu.


  It wasn’t long before the first omelet was made and he started on the next. He felt her presence before she wrapped her arms around his belly and pressed her body against his back, her head on his shoulder.


  He poured an egg mixture into the pan. “Good morning, sweetheart.”


  “Good morning.” She yawned and burrowed her face against his back then sighed. “Why didn’t you wake me when you came in?”


  “You looked tired.” He shrugged. “You shouldn’t leave the door unlocked.”


  He looked over his shoulder to see her smiling. “I wanted to make it easy for you to come in.”


  “If you’ll remember, I don’t need a key.” He turned back to the pan and the omelet he was making. “This one is done. I’ll be finished with the other omelet in a few moments.”


  “I need coffee before I turn into a gremlin.” She drew away and reached for a mug out of the cabinet. The shirt she wore hiked up her long legs to her upper thighs before lowering again when she retrieved a mug with rainbow-colored butterflies on it. She moved to the coffee maker, picked out a Belgian chocolate-flavored coffee pod, and soon the smell of chocolate joined the aroma of coffee.


  “You’d make a hell of a sexy gremlin,” he murmured and she grinned.


  He finished making the second cheese and spinach omelet and they sat down at her kitchen table with tall glasses of orange juice and mugs of more hot coffee. She smiled at him as she cut into the eggs. “Thank you for making breakfast.”


  “Sorry there’s no tofu.”


  She laughed. “No you’re not.”


  He grinned. “I don’t think I could ever get used to the stuff.”


  “Sure you could,” she said in between bites. “It’s high in protein and takes on the flavor of whatever you’re cooking.”


  “I have a thing for texture.” He shook his head. “Tofu just doesn’t quite cut it.”


  She laughed. “I’m sure we can find more middle ground. Like eggs.”


  Her smile lit up his world and he felt as if anything outside of the moment didn’t exist. He wanted to know everything about her, from the foods she liked and her favorite color, to the mischief she likely got into as a child. When they’d first met, she’d had an air about her that told him she was normally mischievous. He wanted to see that side of her.


  She set down her fork and reached for her coffee. “How do you know I love butterflies so much?”


  “Your watch and keychain for starters.” He gestured to the butterfly mug and then to the painting on the wall that looked like an explosion of butterflies rising up from a field. “You have them everywhere.”


  “I’ve always loved them.” She smiled. “There’s something beautiful in a tiny creature that starts out in one form and then blossoms into another. The beauty isn’t just in the butterfly. It’s in nature’s magic.”


  He liked the way she thought about things. “What else do you enjoy?” He shoveled more of his omelet into his mouth. It wasn’t bad at all.


  “Anything colorful.” She pushed loose dark hair over her shoulder. “The brighter the better. Color makes me happy.” Her smile dimmed. “Usually.”


  He put his hand over hers. “Let’s not think about anything outside this room for now.”


  Her eyes were filled with longing as she studied him. “How can I not think about what’s happening when it’s destroying my life?”


  “Okle won’t get away with this. I promise you.”


  She searched his face, as if looking for something. Finally she wiped away a tear that trickled from the outside corner of her eye and nodded. “I believe you. I believe in you.”


  The simple statements made his heart squeeze.


  She raised her chin and shook her head back. “If you could travel anywhere in the world, where would it be?”


  “Australia.” He didn’t hesitate as he pulled his hand from hers and picked up his glass of orange juice. “There’s something about the Outback that appeals to me. I get a wild sense of freedom when I read about it or see pictures.”


  “I think I’d like Australia, too, although I’d prefer the greener areas.” She considered the question. “New Zealand is more my style. It has everything—glaciers, huge mountains, a volcanic plateau, rolling hills, a subtropical forest, and miles of coastline with beautiful sandy beaches.”


  “Paradise.” He smiled. “Suits you.”


  She pushed her plate away and braced her forearms on the table. “List five items always in your fridge.”


  “Where did that question come from?” He laughed as she shrugged. “Pork sausage links.” He grinned as she made a face. “Ketchup, hot sauce, butter, and raw carrots.”


  “Carrots?” She raised her brows.


  “My favorite vegetable. I like the baby ones.” He inclined his head in the direction of the kitchen. “I already know what’s in your fridge. Tell me what’s your favorite season and why. Five reasons.”


  “That’s easy. I love spring.” Her eyes lit up. “Especially in Arizona. Why I love it is a no brainer. The weather is mild, wildflowers bloom early, the rain here is refreshing, birds sing happy songs, and it smells like Heaven.”


  God, he loved looking at her, listening to her when she wasn’t terrified and sad. He never wanted to see her that way again.


  Her expression hardened even as he had the thought.


  “I want a gun.” Her words took him aback. “This is a right to carry state. I want one.”


  “It’s not as simple as going out and buying one.” He watched her expression. “To get a concealed weapons permit, you have to complete a firearms safety training program, then submit an application to the Department of Public Safety along with your fingerprints. The wait just for processing and approval is at least two months.”


  “I know how to shoot—my Uncle Dexter was a police officer and he made sure I knew how to handle one.” She leaned in close. “I want a gun without going through the process—I don’t have time to wait because I might need to protect myself. Arizona is a lenient state. You can get me one.”


  Brooks let out his breath. “I’m a Federal agent, Natasha.”


  “And you know where to find one that’s right for me.” The determination in her expression told him she wasn’t going to give up. “It will be easier for you to get one without Mark finding out. He’ll know if I try to buy one myself.”


  “Honestly, I would be happier knowing you have something to help you protect yourself.” He paused as he worked it through his mind. A thought occurred to him that he didn’t like. He didn’t think Natasha would do it, but he couldn’t discount it. “You have to promise me you won’t go after Okle yourself. That’s not the way to handle this.”


  A look of surprise flickered across her features. He’d been right. He’d just touched on a plan she’d been formulating in her mind. She’d been considering going after Okle.


  She calmed her features. “I want to protect myself.”


  He frowned. “That’s not what I asked. Promise me you will not go after Okle on your own.”


  She bit the inside of her lip and nodded. “I promise.”


  He had a feeling that she was mentally searching for some kind of loophole and he didn’t want her to have one. “If he comes after you, or has someone else do it, then protect yourself. Otherwise you keep this weapon close, wherever you go, wherever you are.”


  Frowning, not at all confident in this decision, he got to his feet and said, “Give me a moment.”


  He went to her bedroom and retrieved the Sig Sauer from the ankle holster he’d left on the nightstand late last night. When he was on certain assignments, and he knew things could be going down at any time, he wore athletic shoes instead of western boots. He was able to use the ankle holster to carry the backup weapon and cover it with his jeans.


  Still doubting his sanity, he returned to the living room and handed the weapon to her. “I’m going to take your word for it. You won’t go after Okle.”


  “I hear you loud and clear.” She set the Sig on the table in front of her. “I need an extra magazine.”


  “I’ll get you one. In the meantime, this should be all you need.” He held her gaze. “How well do you know how to handle that pistol?”


  She picked it up and demonstrated her knowledge of the weapon, including how to remove the magazine and insert it. “I told you, my uncle trained me so I know what I’m doing. Going to a firing range with him was a normal activity. As a matter of fact, I learned how to shoot with a Sig.”


  Brooks tried to let tension out of his muscles. He felt wound so tight his head ached. “It’s been a while since you’ve shot a gun, hasn’t it?”


  “It’ll be like getting back on a bike.” She made sure the safety was on and deposited the Sig inside her purse. The gun was registered to him and he could get in a shitload of trouble for giving it to her. But it was more important she was safe.


  “I need to talk with you about another topic.” Brooks caught her attention. “I want to monitor your cell phone. All we need is your permission.”


  Her eyes widened. “That would be an invasion of my privacy.”


  “Yes.” He couldn’t argue with her. “But as long as you stick to conversations with Okle, it won’t be. It will help us build a case against him.”


  She nodded. “There’s really no question. You can monitor my phone.” She rubbed the back of her head, ruffling her hair. “That reminds me.” She told him about a conversation she’d had earlier with Okle when he’d called her. When she finished, she said, “Is Christie someplace safe now?”


  “I can guarantee it.” Brooks leaned forward in his chair. Heat had built inside him as she told him about the call. He could picture himself crushing Okle’s windpipe with his bare hand. “You and I both know that Trace would never let Christie out of his sight without making sure no one could harm her.”


  Natasha looked both tense and relieved. “What about our grandparents?”


  “We have some of the best men in the business of protecting individuals making sure nothing happens to them. No one will get past these guys.”


  “That just leaves Trace, and I know he can protect himself.” Natasha’s shoulders sagged as if a weight had been lifted from her. “This is one time I’m glad our family is small. Fewer people to protect.”


  “Everything’s going to be all right, Natasha.” He scooted his chair close to hers and brought her into his lap. “We’re going to get Okle and he’ll never hurt or threaten anyone ever again.”


  “Thank you.” She sighed. “I have to leave town tomorrow for Los Angeles.”


  Brooks frowned. “Why?”


  She explained the other part of the conversation she hadn’t shared with him yet. “Jane Adams will work for me and take care of the store while I’m at the tradeshow.”


  “You’re not going to Los Angeles alone.” Brooks set his jaw. “Okle won’t know it, but I’m going with you.”


  CHAPTER 22


  Brooks’s mind wandered as he lay beside Natasha in her bed, staring up at he ceiling. She seemed as lost in their thoughts as he was.


  They had just spent the tradeshow days in Los Angeles with Brooks staying out of sight and Natasha forcing herself to act natural when he knew she wanted to scream instead. Every night she had told him how he day had gone, and every night he only wanted to kill Okle more.


  If it weren’t for having the tremendous weight of the danger to Natasha’s friends and family, it would be good to be back home.


  “Having you with me in L.A. helped me survive with my sanity intact.” Natasha smiled at Brooks as she rose and rested her elbow on the mattress, the side of her head in her palm. “Thank you.”


  His heart seemed to expand in his chest at just the sight of her lovely face and the sound of her voice. She was so beautiful, inside and out.


  “I wouldn’t have let you go without me.” He stroked her sex-tousled hair from her eyes. “I know you would have done fine on your own. You’re one of the strongest women I’ve ever met, but I’m never letting you face this without me.”


  Pain and fear filled her eyes, the light that had been there moments before vanishing. “Now that I know what I’m selling at the tradeshows…” Her throat worked as she swallowed. “Without you I don’t think I could have made it through each day knowing I was moving cocaine-filled products for the cartel. God, Brooks. I’m working for the cartel.”


  He took her in his embrace and held her. “You’re not working for the cartel. You’re stuck in the middle of a bad but temporary situation. We are going to fix this.”


  She nodded, her face against his bare chest. “I believe in you.”


  “And I believe in you.” He would do anything to protect this woman, including killing the man who had threatened her and those she loved.


  “I suppose we should get up.” She tilted her face to look up at him. “I need to get to my shop so I can be ready to open at nine.”


  “I need a shower.” He released her and he scooted up and swung his legs off the bed before getting to his feet. His leg still ached a little, but for the most part his injuries from nearly being run over didn’t bother him anymore.


  His phone vibrated on the nightstand, and he glanced at the screen to see that it was Dylan Curtis. “Right after I take this call.”


  “You’d better hurry or I’m going to use up all the hot water.” She grinned as she teased him then rolled out of bed and to her feet. She hurried past him, naked, and he swatted her on the ass. “Just for that, you are getting a cold shower.”


  He smiled and shook his head, and then answered the call with, “It’s early.”


  Dylan laughed. “Crime waits for no man.”


  Brooks looked at the bathroom and heard the shower going. He imagined Natasha’s lithe, nude body and his cock hardened. “What’s up?”


  Dylan’s tone changed. “Our surveillance and phone taps on Okle have given us enough to obtain a search warrant for his home and his warehouse.”


  A rush of excitement shot through Brooks. “Did you get the warrant?”


  “Working on it now,” Dylan said. “I think another thing is going to interest you. Take a look at those surveillance photos Sofia gave us at the start of the investigation.”


  Brooks reached for his duffel bag and pulled out his iPad before sitting on the edge of the bed. He used the fingerprint identification option to unlock it before opening the app where he accessed the files on the case.


  He pulled up the surveillance photos, including a couple of Natasha and Okle together, and scowled. Was it just a couple of weeks ago that he’d thought she was guilty, when in fact she was being used?


  “Go to the pictures with Okle’s girlfriend as they’re walking into the retirement center he keeps his mother in.”


  Brooks slid his fingers across the screen and scanned the photos until he reached the one Dylan wanted him to see. “Got it.”


  “Good. See anything unusual?”


  Brooks studied the photograph of Selena Gallos walking up the stone steps into the retirement center. “What am I looking for?


  “Look at her right ankle.”


  The woman had great legs. She had great everything. But it was the sun glinting on metal, just below her slacks’ cuff that caught his eye. Not only that, but he saw the outline of an object behind what looked like silky-ish material. “She’s packing.”


  “Now the question is why?” Dylan sounded thoughtful. “Maybe she’s Okle’s bodyguard—that would explain their relationship.”


  Brooks considered it. “Could be she keeps it around for protection.” He thought about the Sig Natasha now carried that he’d given her.


  “She might even be one of Okle’s hired assassins.” Dylan said. “She sure as hell looks deadly.”


  Brooks shook his head. “What gives you that idea?”


  “I’ve been analyzing dates of disappearances of key individuals, those that happen to coincide with Selena not being seen for a couple of days,” Dylan said. “Could be she kills off men or women Okle wants eliminated.”


  “That’s a possibility.” Brooks looked over the picture of Selena. “She does have an ice-cold look about her. She just might be cool enough to be a killer.”


  “Exactly.” Dylan went on, “Not only is she carrying and disappearing at interesting times, there’s something else. We got her print. A perfect one.”


  “And?”


  “We ran the fingerprint and she has a record.”


  Brooks felt a stirring of keen interest. “What’s on it?”


  “Drug trafficking charges, but she got off.” Dylan paused. “And, get this. She was tried but not convicted for attempted murder.”


  “Sonofabitch.” Brooks raked his fingers through his hair. “She could be working for the cartel. She might even have been sent to keep an eye on Okle.”


  “Even if that means fucking him.” Dylan had a bite to his tone.


  Brooks glanced at the bathroom. “Let me know when you get the warrant.”


  “Will do.”


  After Brooks signed off, he remained sitting and stared at the iPad, flipping through one picture after another as he thought about his discussion with Dylan.


  He reached a photo of Natasha and paused. The sunlight shimmered on her glossy hair and an almost amused smile touched her lips. She was looking at one of the statuettes she hated, and he thought she was holding back a laugh.


  God, she was incredible. He’d seen that in her even when he’d been pissed that she might have been involved in the drug trafficking.


  He traced his finger over Natasha’s features before holding the iPad in both hands and studying her photograph. He couldn’t get enough of her.


  How did this happen? How had he fallen for her so damned hard?


  He knew why. It was everything about her from her laugh to the way she made love to him with everything she had. Even something as simple as the way she drank coffee was sexy. She was genuine, intelligent, strong and caring. Before everything had gone wrong, she’d been vibrantly alive with her view of the future.


  No doubt about it, he was a goner. He was in love with Natasha and he would never let her go.


  ~~*~~


  Steam fogged the bathroom mirror and Natasha didn’t bother to wipe off the moisture. She ran a brush through her tangled, clean hair.


  Brooks had all but said he’d loved her when he’d asked if she believed in love at first sight. Or had it just been an offhand question? It sure hadn’t seemed like it at the time.


  A feeling like warm water filled her to the brim. She didn’t know if this was love, but she’d never felt this way before. Maybe it was love and she just wouldn’t or couldn’t admit it?


  If it was, shouldn’t she embrace it? She clenched the brush in her hand. If she did she might slip somehow and put him in danger just by loving him.


  “That’s your paranoia speaking.” She braced her hands on the sink as she stared at the mirror that was growing less foggy. “You’ve always embraced life with joy. Why not this, too?”


  Because I’m afraid, went through her mind. I love him, and I’m afraid.


  She almost snapped at herself, but kept her voice to a whisper. “Get over it. Love doesn’t come every day, you know.”


  For a moment she shut her eyes, waiting for her fears to subside and her strength to replace it. Brooks had said she was one of the strongest women he’d ever known. She was strong. She wasn’t a wilting flower, and she could handle anything that came her way. She would tell Brooks she loved him. If he rejected her, fine. At least she’d know.


  Why not now? She straightened and took a deep breath. Before she could change her mind, she walked out of the bathroom.


  I love you, Brooks, went through her mind. I love you.


  He sat on the edge of the bed. He looked so good he nearly took her breath away. The strong line of his jaw, his morning stubble, and his tousled hair were endearing to her heart. His broad shoulders and excellent physique—bonus.


  He stared at his iPad intently, and she wondered what could have captured his attention so fully. Her bare feet sank into the carpet as she approached him.


  Chills rolled over her skin and she came to a stop. He was looking at a black and white photograph of her. The photo had been taken months ago, long before she’d met Brooks during WESA in Denver.


  She remembered the day clearly. Mark wasn’t in the photograph, but he’d been near her. She’d been standing outside her shop, holding one of the statuettes that he’d brought with him to her to sell her on the idea of taking them with her to her first tradeshow. She had been staring at it, trying not to laugh because the statuette was so ugly. He’d made her an offer she couldn’t refuse at the time. If the items sold, she’d make a good profit. Of course now she knew the reason he’d been so certain.


  But who had taken the photograph? And why was it only of her with no one else in it with her?


  And why would Brooks have that particular photo of her? The question caused her head to throb. What reason could he possibly have?


  Just like it had come to her when she’d realized the white powdery substance in the statuette had been cocaine, she knew where these photos had come from. Even though her law enforcement background was limited, it wasn’t hard to figure this one out. That was a surveillance photo. Federal agents had been watching her.


  Brooks had been watching her.


  Even as the thought came to her, she mentally shook her head. That was one hell of a leap to make. Her intuition was usually right on, but she had to be wrong about this.


  But why did he have the photo of her from that day?


  A pounding started in her head and her throat grew dry. She felt so mentally exhausted from the constant pressure and stress she’d been under since she first dropped that damned statue.


  Her mind and body felt stretched thin, tight enough that she might snap at the slightest thing, he tiniest thing—or something as massive as betrayal.


  And being used.


  She flexed her hands, squeezing them tight into fists then unclenching them before tightening them again. “Why do you have a surveillance photo of me?”


  He jerked his head up, surprise and guilt in his expression. He got to his feet. “I can explain.”


  “You can explain?” She stared at him in disbelief as he used words that, as far as she was concerned, implied guilt.


  Everything was clear now by the look on his face. “I meant to tell you. I know it was wrong, but I never could find he right time.”


  “You’ve been using me.” She found it hard to speak and she looked down at the picture. “You had to get close to me.” She said it as a statement, not a question when she looked up at him.


  He didn’t deny it. “Please let me explain.”


  “I don’t want to hear it.” She pointed at the door to the bedroom. “I want you out of my house. Just be careful that you’re not seen so you don’t get everyone killed.”


  “Natasha.” He took a step toward her and she took a step back. “I’ll tell you—”


  “No.” She shook her head, her face flaming hot. “If there wasn’t a chance I’d be heard, I wouldn’t be this quiet.” He opened his mouth to speak and she pointed toward the door again. “Get the hell out.”


  She turned and walked into the bathroom, and slammed the door hard before locking it.


  Tears threatened to spill down her cheeks but somehow she held them back.


  She’d gone cold without realizing it until this moment. Despite the warmth of the steamy bathroom, her whole body shook with the chill and her teeth chattered.


  A knock at the bathroom door caused her to jump as the sound reverberated through her.


  “Natasha.” Although muffled through the door Brooks tone was even and somehow calming.


  She had no desire to be calmed. “I told you to get out. Don’t fight me on this.”


  His words were low but vibrated through her. “I should have told you before now.”


  Heat flared through her, replacing the cold. She grasped the doorknob and jerked the door open. It slammed against the shower’s glass wall. “Yeah, you damned sure should have. You’ve been fucking me to get information because you thought or think that I’m guilty in this whole damned mess.”


  The word “fucking” sounded harsh as she flung it out between them, but it was accurate. That’s what he’d been doing, fucking her.


  “Dammit, Natasha.” He put his hand on her bare arm. “Listen to me.”


  “Fuck you.” She yanked her arm away from his touch. “I don’t want to talk to you now. Not ever.”


  He gave her a long look that she couldn’t read.


  “Get out.” She barely kept from screaming the words.


  He blew out his breath and turned away. She watched as he pulled on his discarded jeans. “I’m sorry. I—”


  She slammed the door shut again and knew next time she opened the door he would be gone.


  ~~*~~


  Brooks stared at the closed bathroom door. He wanted to tear the damn thing off its hinges and force her to listen to him. It was clear she wasn’t ready to hear a thing he said. He’d have to let her cool off and then he would make her listen.


  He’d fucked up and good. He should have told her sooner, but he hadn’t known how to do it. While they were in L.A., he’d started to tell her more than once, but it had never seemed like the right time.


  How did a man tell a woman he’d fallen in love with that she’d been his assignment?


  He scooped up his T-shirt and tugged it over his head before he grabbed his shoulder holster, slipped it on, and fastened it. He slid his belt through the loops on his jeans, then picked his phone up off the nightstand and shoved it into the holster on the belt.


  After he finished dressing, he settled his Stetson on his head, strode from the bedroom to the back door, and let himself out.


  The air cooled his skin the moment he stepped onto the landing of the wood stairs leading down to the ground. It was cold this morning, or maybe it was because he’d lost Natasha’s warmth.


  Chills rolled down his arms and his gut twisted. A sense of unease came over him as if something bad was about to happen. He rolled his shoulders, trying to get rid of the feeling.


  It was probably due to leaving Natasha on such a bad note before he and the team Sofia had put together went to Okle’s home and warehouse with the search warrant. He rolled his shoulders, trying to shrug off the sensations.


  Even though he was leaving, the last thing he was going to do was let her go out with no one keeping an eye on her to make sure she was safe.


  He un-holstered his cell phone and located Jase’s number. “I need someone to watch over Natasha,” Brooks said as soon as Jase answered.


  “I’ll head on over,” Jase said. “Her home or business?”


  Brooks glanced at the door he’d just closed. Natasha was inside, hurt and alone, and it made him sick to his stomach knowing he’d caused her to feel that way. “She’s home. You have her address?”


  “I’ve got it right here. It’s in her file on my tablet.” Jase had a frown in his voice. “What’s going on?”


  Brooks started down the steps. “I’ve just got a bad feeling.”


  “Trust your gut.” Sirens were in the background and Jase spoke louder. “I’m in Douglas. I can make it to her house in thirty minutes.”


  Brooks reached the concrete pad at the bottom of the old staircase. “I’ll stay until you get here.”


  After Brooks ended the call, he made his way to his truck, going the same route he’d been taking every day since he’d started staying at Natasha’s. This was the first time he’d left feeling like something was desperately wrong.


  Something was wrong. He’d hurt the woman he loved.


  He reached his truck, unlocked it, and climbed in after tossing his hat on the passenger seat. With the narrow streets, it was difficult to park where he could get a good vantage point to watch Natasha’s home and the man Okle had on her today. He drove the truck down the hill and pulled to the side the best he could to allow vehicles to pass.


  Twenty minutes passed, and Natasha hadn’t left her home.


  His phone vibrated in its holster, and he pulled it out and checked the screen. Sofia.


  “Get your ass to Okle’s home.” Sofia said as soon as Brooks answered. “We have reports of activity and we need you there with the rest of the team.”


  As she spoke, the man watching Natasha’s home started his car and pulled into the area where Natasha parked. He used the area to turn his vehicle around and was back on the street and headed away from her house.


  Brooks blew out a breath. She’d be fine now that the bastard wasn’t watching her. Likely it had something to do with whatever was going on at Okle’s.


  “How close are you to Okle’s?” Sofia was asking.


  Brooks started his truck and drove down the hill. “Fifteen minutes.”


  “Make it ten.” Sofia disconnected the call.


  Brooks couldn’t get himself to leave Natasha alone. He called Jase.


  “ETA?” he asked when Jase answered.


  “Five minutes,” Jase said. “Just passed the Lavender Pit.”


  Five minutes. She’d be fine for the few minutes difference between the time Brooks left to when Jase would arrive.


  Brooks thanked Jase before he disconnected the call. He switched on his flashers and siren, and headed away from Natasha’s home, hell bent for leather to get to Okle’s and take the man down once and for all.


  CHAPTER 23


  When the back door closed, Brooks took a part of her with him.


  Natasha left her bathroom, walked across the floor nude, and searched for something to wear in her lingerie drawer. Her entire body ached, as if everything was broken and not just her heart.


  He’s been using me.


  No matter how many times the thought came to her, she still couldn’t quite comprehend it. Everything that had happened between them had been a lie. Or, at the very least, built on a foundation of lies.


  She grabbed a set of undergarments and sat on the bed instead of putting them on. She had to think of this logically. Maybe he really did care for her now, but maybe not. Was his getting close to her for his job something that was forgivable? They’d gone to bed together not long after they’d met. Had he just been fucking her because it was part of his job?


  Was he such a good actor that he could fake the emotion she was certain she’d seen in his eyes? She supposed he didn’t have to be an actor. Undercover agents faked everything they did when they infiltrated gangs, cartels, mafias, or other shady organizations. Had the Feds thought she was a threat because she had associated with Mark?


  She could see how she looked guilty by association and because she had been selling Mark’s illegal drugs. They wouldn’t know it was without her knowledge, and her fingerprints were likely all over a great deal of what had been sold. Could she forgive Brooks’s suspicions?


  Maybe. What she couldn’t forgive was the fact that Brooks had taken things to this point not only sexually but also emotionally—and he’d done it without telling her the truth.


  It hurt so much that she felt like her chest was being crushed and she could hardly breathe. What he’d done—it wasn’t something she could easily let go of.


  Her throat felt as if something hard and large was lodged inside, and she held her hand to her bare chest, over her heart. She took a deep breath, let it out, and then grabbed the underwear sitting on the bed beside her.


  Over the past week, she’d thought that just maybe he would help her out of this mess. She had grown to count on him. Now she didn’t know what to think.


  She paused for a moment and her skin prickled.


  Maybe it was time to take care of things herself.


  It was time for all of this to end before someone she loved died.


  She slipped on the bright pink panties and matching bra she’d taken out of her lingerie drawer. She wasn’t in a bright mood, but everything she owned was colorful and cheerful. Black lingerie had never been on her shopping list, but she wished it had. It would better go with her mood.


  Everything that had happened whirled around in her mind and she had a hard time focusing on this one important thing that had happened. There were too many important things happening.


  She walked to her dresser with the big vanity mirror. She didn’t look at her reflection, certain her face would be pale with black circles under her eyes.


  Her heart ached as she reached for the crystal butterfly Brooks had given her. She held it up and turned it around, watching sparkles dance from each facet. Would he have given her the butterfly if he didn’t care? It had been so touching—he had noticed her love for butterflies and the gift had tugged at her heart.


  She clenched her hand around the butterfly and gritted her teeth, tempted to throw it across the room so it smashed against the wall and shattered into a thousand pieces.


  Like her heart.


  For a moment she gripped the butterfly before placing it hard enough on her dresser for it to make a loud thunk, but not break.


  As she stood there, what she needed to do now became crystal clear. Everything came into sharp focus and the question she had asked herself over and over again had been the right question. Desperation had given her the only possible answer.


  She picked out a pair of worn, comfortable jeans, along with royal blue Keds. A plain top was harder to find, and she had to dig in a drawer of old T-shirts until she found a black one with Zombie Apocalypse First Responder Team in red lettering on the front. She’d had it for years—Uncle Dexter had given it to her as a joke when she started working as a dispatcher for the police department. She couldn’t bear to part with anything he’d given her, so it had been with the rest of her T-shirts since he passed away.


  Her hair had dried and she brushed it out and braided it tightly to keep it out of her face. She didn’t need any distractions.


  The small Sig Sauer that Brooks had given her, before she worked the tradeshow in L.A., rested in the top drawer of her nightstand. She’d felt safe with him there, so she hadn’t left it out. She took the Sig and checked the magazine, not fully trusting Brooks. For all she knew he could have emptied it since he hadn’t wanted to let her use it in the first place.


  The magazine was full and she shoved it back in place. She chambered a round before making sure the safety was on. She intended to be ready.


  Since she didn’t have a holster, she found a small cross-body purse and slipped it over her head and shoulder before sliding the gun inside. She dropped her car and house keys inside the purse, along with her driver’s license—if this went bad, they might need it to identify her body.


  Yes, she would die for her family and friends.


  And if she was successful, she was prepared to face the consequences of premeditated murder. She would go to jail for the rest of her life to save the lives of so many others.


  It would be worth it.


  She didn’t bother with a jacket because she didn’t want to wear anything cumbersome. She shivered from the cold air that swirled over the threshold when she opened the kitchen door. Goose bumps rolled over her bare arms.


  She looked at the parking lot above the steep concrete stairs and saw the front bumper of her Beetle. Was someone parked on the street above, watching her? If someone was still keeping an eye on her, likely he would follow her to Okle’s warehouse.


  Let him.


  For a moment she wished Brooks was with her and she felt the traitorous ache of her love for him. Was it possible to get past the lies?


  She closed the kitchen door behind her and locked it. She ground her teeth, forcing herself to remember her anger and the fact that he’d used her.


  Those thoughts calmed her desire to forgive him considerably. Thinking about it also pissed her off all over again and she rolled her shoulders to try to relieve some of the tension that instantly gripped her.


  The stairs had never concerned her, but as she climbed them, it felt like there were twice as many steps and it was twice as steep. She made it to the top and scanned the area. No cars on the street. The only other vehicle belonged to Mr. McMahon, the old man who lived in the house next door.


  She hurried to climb into her car, but didn’t take the purse off before she buckled in. The Beetle didn’t make much sound when she started it, and then she drove it out of the parking lot and onto the street.


  The warehouse would be the first place to start—it was where she had met with Mark on a few previous occasions. She had never been to his home, but didn’t think she’d have a problem locating his address if she needed to.


  Her intuition told her he was at the warehouse, and she always trusted her intuition.


  That was when she listened to it and didn’t ignore what her senses were trying to tell her. The times she ignored it tended to be the times she’d end up in one mishap or another.


  She didn’t see any vehicles parked where there shouldn’t be any as she guided the Beetle down the hill. Once she felt comfortable that no one was following her, she drove toward Okle’s warehouse. It was on the south side of the sprawling town of Bisbee that was broken up into smaller satellite communities. His warehouse was in an area farther south of the community of San Jose.


  The time it took to drive from Old Bisbee to San Jose gave Natasha enough time to prepare mentally, to think through what she was about to do. As far as she was concerned, she had set the course and nothing would stop her. Going back and changing her mind was not an option.


  She reached the warehouse, but passed it and parked a ways down the road where it couldn’t be easily seen. She climbed out, stuffed the keys into her purse, and headed back to the warehouse.


  Even if someone did spot her, Mark had no idea what she planned to do, so she still had the element of surprise.


  Gravel crunched under her shoes as she walked into nearly empty parking lot. Why wasn’t it as full as it had been on previous visits? It was Monday. Shouldn’t his employees be here?


  She ignored the chill in the air. She settled her palm on her purse for a moment, feeling the comfortable bulk of the Sig Sauer. She hoped she wasn’t too rusty—she hadn’t been able to practice like she’d wanted to. Mark would have suspected something if she had been followed to a shooting range or a place in the desert where she could set up cans and shoot them. She unzipped the purse so that she could easily grab the weapon.


  Her heart beat faster as she climbed a set of concrete steps with crude handrails made of partially rusted pipes. From outside appearances, the warehouse might as well have been abandoned. It was obvious Mark didn’t put any effort or money into its appearance.


  When she reached the side door of the warehouse, she saw an older model car and a rusted truck parked in back. On the other side of those two vehicles was Mark’s silver Mercedes. Her stomach flipped as she wondered just who was in the building besides Mark.


  It didn’t matter. As long as she killed Mark, anything that happened to her was meaningless.


  No doubt Mark had been operating under the orders of the cartel. But with Mark gone, they wouldn’t have the same links to the chain. They wouldn’t have Mark’s contacts or his suppliers. This part of their operation would be completely exposed and they would have to shut it down.


  God, she hoped she wasn’t being naïve. She remembered he conversation in Denver that she’d had with Brooks.


  The though of him made her stomach twist and her resolve to harden.


  She reached for the side door’s knob. It squeaked when she turned it and she winced. The loud creak that followed when she opened the door was even worse. She rested her hand on the opening of her purse, the gun within a fingertip’s length. She held her breath, waiting for someone to investigate the noise, but the warehouse remained quiet. She let her breath out slowly.


  Tables and tools filled the area where employees normally worked on the damned items she sold for Mark. She’d thought the employees just painted the statuettes and framed the prints, but this must be the place they stuffed the resin pieces with cocaine and padded the backsides of the prints with marijuana.


  Two forklifts were in the back of the warehouse. Crates were stacked two-high down the center of the warehouse, dividing it into two parts. The employees worked in two-thirds of the warehouse, and the other third, normally visible, was usually a mostly clear area in front of a walled-in office in the corner.


  Maybe whoever was here was in the other section and she just couldn’t hear them.


  Her Keds were silent as she crossed the floor. Her heart beat like crazy as adrenaline pumped through her veins. She slid her Sig out of her purse and wrapped her fingers around the grip before holding it in front of her with both hands like her uncle had taught her.


  When she reached the crates, she eased along, her back to the wood. She peered around the corner and into the second part of the warehouse that had been hidden by the crates.


  Nothing more than some scattered boxes and a row of tools.


  A faint inhuman scream tore her attention to her right, in the direction of the office. A chill rolled over her skin. Had that been a man? It almost sounded like a wounded animal.


  She clenched her Sig’s grip even tighter as she moved to the office. It had big picture windows and she could see no one was there.


  Another scream and prickles scrabbled down her spine. It was still distant, but the scream came from the empty office.


  One step then another. She reached the doorway and slipped inside.


  A third scream and loud sobs had her gut clenching. She followed the sounds to a closet with a partially open door. Through the foot-wide opening, she saw a paneled door, slightly ajar. If it had been closed, it was likely the door would have been invisible as it blended with the paneling around it.


  But it was open. And the sobs were louder.


  She held her breath as she touched the door and slowly pulled it open. The hinges didn’t make a sound, and she let out her breath in a moment’s relief.


  On the other side of the door was a concrete landing with steps leading down into a dimly lit underground room. She eased onto the landing after checking to make sure no one was looking in her direction in case people were in the room. Immediately a smell like urine and filth wafted toward her and she came close to gagging.


  Staying in the shadows, she crouched on the landing and surveyed the room.


  Directly in front of her, she saw the large area was mostly filled with ancient black pipes and strange-looking black metal things like furnaces and boilers. It was probably some kind of old boiler room. One light hung from the high ceiling, illuminating a scene below.


  She barely held back a gasp at the next thing that registered, and she almost lost hold of her gun.


  A filthy, bloody, naked man hung from a rope, dangling above a fifty-gallon drum that was filled with fluid. The man’s body was covered in long welts and cuts, some fresh and some starting to scab over. A whip had clearly been taken to him many times. He shook and terror was obvious on his dirty, swollen and tearstained face that was dark purple from all the blood that had rushed to his head from hanging upside down.


  The horror that filled Natasha was unlike anything she had ever felt before. Never in her most frightening dreams had she imagined seeing anything like this happening in front of her. Seeing something like this on TV and or in movies was one thing, but this was real.


  “I’ve told you everything.” The man’s voice was so low and harsh that it sounded as if he had been screaming for days. “Kill me… Just kill…me.”


  She wondered who he was talking to until Mark’s chuckle echoed in the boiler room.


  Natasha’s skin went ice-cold the moment she heard him.


  “I haven’t decided exactly how I’m going to kill you,” Mark said to the man. “The acid might be too simple.”


  Acid? Natasha’s heart slammed against her chest as she almost said the word aloud. That must be what the fluid was in the barrel beneath the man.


  “Francis, you know you’re on the verge of being finished off.” Mark nodded to a burning candle and Natasha saw a thick rope above the flame was burned most of the way through. The rope was strung over a pulley and Francis hung from the opposite end of the rope. Once the fire ate through the rope, the man would fall into the acid and die a horrible death.


  Rage burned through Natasha and she raised her gun and sighted it on Mark’s chest, aiming for his heart. She was going to kill him now.


  To the right, a movement in the dim room brought her up short. Her stomach clenched. She counted at least five men standing in the near darkness. Men with guns of all sizes.


  She lowered the Sig and tried to make herself smaller and slow her now rapid breathing. This would all end with her death. She would kill Mark and then his men would shoot her.


  “I’ve had you up and down for days.” Mark smiled a sickly evil smile as he spoke to Francis. “You don’t know how you’re going to die or if you will live.”


  “You’re going to kill me…” Francis’s words came out slow and uneven, and resigned. “You’ll never let me live.”


  Mark shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not.” Her stomach churned as he walked to a selection of tools. “I have enjoyed our talks, Francis.” Mark chose a pair of pruning shears. “Now I think it’s time you lose the rest of your fingers.”


  “No, God no.” The man wailed, tears flowing from his eyes over his forehead, followed by snot, as Mark gave him a slow smile that could only have been described as evil. “Don’t cut off my fingers. Just kill me.”


  Mark started to walk toward Francis.


  Click, click, click. The sound came from behind Natasha, like high heels on concrete. Natasha’s stomach dropped. She pressed her back against the wall where she crouched and looked up.


  A gorgeous woman in flowing cream slacks and a matching jacket strode through the door and onto the landing of the concrete stairs, a foot from Natasha. She had what must have been a $3,000 Versace shoulder bag in a pale orange shade that went well with her cream outfit.


  She was beyond beautiful—no one word could describe the woman more than “stunning”. Her high cheekbones and exotic features made her look like a Greek goddess.


  Natasha had seen glimpses of her before. She always seemed to make herself scarce when Natasha was around.


  “Selena.” Mark laid the pruning shears down on an upturned paint can and went to the foot of the stairs. “My darling.”


  She arched perfectly shaped brows. “I did not know you had company.”


  He frowned. “Company?”


  The beautiful woman looked down at Natasha, who felt blood drain from her face. “Hello, Natasha.”


  Mark’s gaze cut toward Natasha’s former hiding place. His features turned livid. “So the bitch has come to me. That makes things much easier.”


  Selena spoke in a smooth voice as she looked back to Mark. “Did something happen?”


  His voice hardened. “Federal agents are searching my home now, thanks to her. Even though they won’t find anything there, they will come to my warehouse.”


  Selena cocked her head. “What agents?”


  “ICE.” Mark’s face darkened as he bit out the word. “Just found out she’s been fucking one of the agents. I had her home bugged over the weekend while she was in L.A. This morning I learned about the raid on my home. All they were waiting for was a judge to sign off on a warrant. Earlier Pancho called and told me the raid had begun.”


  Natasha’s heart skipped a beat. He knows about Brooks. She slipped the gun into her purse, glad her right arm was still in the shadows.


  Fury screwed up Mark’s face and he pointed to Francis. “Thanks to that sniveling traitor, I still have inventory in the warehouse because he disclosed our last meet location. Otherwise the agents would find nothing.”


  Selena turned her gaze back on Natasha. She had a cool, unreadable expression.


  “Get up.” Mark shouted at Natasha, his complexion growing darker. When she didn’t move, he yelled so loud his voice echoed in the room. “Get the fuck up or I’ll have my men dump you into the acid with Francis.” He narrowed his gaze as he continued, “It’s sulfuric acid. It will not only burn and damage skin tissue, but it can expose and dissolve bones.”


  Ice froze Natasha’s veins and she rose slowly and stood. She felt the weight of the gun in her unzipped purse, just waiting for her to take out and shoot Mark when the opportunity came. God, she hoped it came.


  “That bitch has destroyed everything.” Mark ground out the words. “I will lose all I’ve built and I’ll have to start over.” He gave Natasha such a poisonous look that she almost cringed. Instead she raised her chin. That was until he said, “I sent the order to have your friend, Gary Orson, killed after I heard the conversation with the agent you’re screwing.” He had a maniacal look as he added, “I got the call a little while ago from one of my men. Your friend is dead.”


  The feeling of devastation and horror that swept through her made her head spin. She stared at him, unable to accept what he’d said. “You’re lying. You want to scare me.”


  “Orson is dead all right.” He gave an evil smile as he went on. “As far as the fucking agents, we’ll be safe as long as we stay hidden in the boiler room. They will never find the hidden doors.”


  “Someone left the office’s paneled door open, which no doubt is how Natasha got in.” Selena kept her voice low. “I closed it when I came through.”


  Apparently Mark hadn’t stopped to think how Natasha got in. Maybe he’d been having too much “fun” with Francis.


  Mark cut his gaze to the men lined up in the darker part of the room, his expression furious. “Who the fuck left the door open?”


  Two of the men shifted their stances, but no one answered.


  Mark scowled and whipped his attention back to Natasha, who felt like the earth was tilting from the news about Gary. “Come here. I have something special planned for you.”


  CHAPTER 24


  “Nothing.” Brooks stood in Okle’s home office and clenched his hands into fists before attempting to relax them to avoid showing how pissed off he was. Although it was no doubt clear in his words and his expression. “Not one goddamned thing here to tie Okle to the Jimenez Cartel.”


  Trace scanned the room. “We may not be able to prove his ties to the cartel, but we’ve got him one way or another.”


  “We need more to make this case as tight as possible.” Brooks ground out the words. “I want the cartel. I want Rodrigo Jimenez.” No doubt existed in Brooks’s mind—El Verdugo and his cartel were at the root of it all.


  “We’ll get Jimenez. It will happen. It’s just a matter of when.” Trace dragged his hand down his face. “It’s possible Okle has a hidden safe in his home office like Salvatore Reyes did, or he might have one somewhere else in the house or in his warehouse office.”


  “Agents will be combing every inch of this place.” Brooks nodded. “In the meantime, we’ll go to Okle’s warehouse and see what we can find.”


  Brooks and Trace fell into step as they headed out of the residence.


  Trace’s expression was tight. “I want to get that sonofabitch by the balls. If it hadn’t been for you, Christie could have died because of Okle. I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”


  “I already told Christie that her sour cream enchiladas and red velvet cake would make us even,” Brooks said.


  Trace shook his head, but Brooks had made his friend smile. “My wife does make the best of both.”


  Brooks managed a smile, too. “Damn straight she does.”


  When they were outside the house, Brooks watched the activity going on around him. “We’ll leave a team here. Maybe we should have started at the warehouse.”


  “We still have the recordings and other intelligence we’ve gathered,” Trace reminded Brooks. “We have plenty to put him away.”


  “I’d prefer to see him six feet under,” Brooks said.


  Trace nodded. “You and me both.”


  Brooks reached Sofia by phone. She told him she would handle arrangements when it came to searching Okle’s residence and gave him additional instructions for the raid on the warehouse.


  When Brooks was off the phone with Sofia, it wasn’t long before he and a team were headed toward the warehouse. The team included Landon and Dylan, who also would like nothing more than to see the end of the Jimenez Cartel.


  Trace drove his truck and Brooks rode in the passenger seat as their vehicle led the team. Dylan and Landon traveled in the vehicle behind them, with more agents following in larger vehicles.


  Brooks’s phone vibrated. He removed it from its holster and checked the display. Jase Wright.


  “Is Natasha at work?” Brooks asked Jase when he connected the call.


  “Her car was gone when I arrived,” Jase said. “I’m at her store now, but it’s locked. I tried to look through the windows, but it’s dark inside.”


  Brooks’s skin prickled. “Maybe she’s working on something in the back.”


  “I’ll go to the rear of the building and see if she’ll answer the back door,” Jase said.


  “If she doesn’t answer, go in anyway.” The bad feeling from earlier washed over Brooks and he didn’t care if he was instructing the agent to break and enter. He considered the situation a matter of life or death. “Call me as soon as you talk to her.”


  “Will do.” Jase ended the call.


  Brooks felt as though spiders crawled over his body. He had to shake it off. He was a professional and Natasha was fine.


  She had to be.


  They were almost to the warehouse when this time Trace’s cell hummed. He drew it out and glanced at the screen. “Blocked call,” he murmured. He answered the phone with, “This is Agent Davidson.”


  Brooks turned to look at Trace, who frowned as he listened to whoever was on the other end of the line.


  “Is everyone all right?” Trace had a rough note in his voice before his shoulders sagged, a look of relief flashing across his features. “Thanks, Joe. I owe you one.”


  Trace disconnected the call and went on. “Hell, I think I owe everyone.” When he’d holstered his phone, Trace met Brooks’s gaze. “You know that Joe Black has had a team of men watching Natasha and Christie’s grandparents’ home.” Brooks nodded and Trace continued. “Two men just tried to go into their home, carrying handguns with silencers. Joe’s men stopped the bastards. I’m not sure what Joe’s guys did with the bodies, and I’m not going to ask.”


  Brooks felt as if his skin was growing tighter. “Okle ordering a hit on the grandparents is a bad sign—a real bad sign.”


  Trace hit a speed dial number, his features tense. “I’m checking up on Christie.”


  Brooks was tempted to do the same with Natasha, but Jase would call if there was a problem. He prayed everything was fine. She’d been upset and tired, a rough combination.


  He hoped she’d decide to stay home. But if he knew her like he thought he did, she’d go into work sometime today, no matter how many things bothered her.


  Trace was off the phone in a matter of moments. He told Brooks that Christie was fine, but two of Okle’s men had the resort staked out where the agent who served as her double was staying to throw off Okle.


  The warehouse came into view and Brooks narrowed his gaze. His instincts told him they’d find something here. Hopefully it was enough to put Okle away for a long time.


  When they reached the warehouse, Trace parked his truck just down the street, as did the other agents. The team of agents, including Trace and Brooks, still had on their gear, including the ballistic vests they’d worn during the raid on Okle’s residence.


  Once they had gathered and were ready to go, it wasn’t long before they had the warehouse entrances and exits covered on all four sides.


  Trace and Brooks, along with other agents, took the front entrance, including Landon and Dylan. Each agent held his or her weapon in a two-handed grip, ready for whatever might lay beyond that door once it was opened.


  A surge of adrenaline rushed through Brooks. Okle was here—he knew it with every fiber of his being. The bastard was in the warehouse and they were going to get him.


  Brooks’s phone vibrated just as he raised his foot to kick in the door. He couldn’t stop to check the call, which was instantly put out of his mind as he carried through with his kick, jamming his boot against the door.


  It slammed open.


  Brooks and the other agents shouted, “Police!”


  When they were certain they weren’t facing any potential threats, agents flowed into the warehouse. In moments they had the immediate area cleared. The continued, calling out “Clear,” for every section they searched. When the agents had finished, they found the place empty of people, including Okle.


  ~~*~~


  Natasha startled as a phone’s ring cut through the pause that had followed Mark’s order for her to go to him. Mark dug in his pocket, pulled out his cell, and answered it.


  “What do you have on the agents, Pancho?” Mark listened a moment, stiffened, and then shoved his phone back into his slacks’ pocket. “They’re already inside the warehouse.”


  Natasha’s heart leapt. She might live through this after all.


  If they found the hidden door. A second one must be in the boiler room because Mark had used the plural, doors.


  “Do you still have the monitors set up?” Selena’s voice remained calm, as if the announcement was of no concern.


  Mark rubbed the bald spot on the top of his head. “I didn’t get a chance to update the technology like I wanted to, but at least two of the old monitors work.”


  “Let’s watch what we can.” She turned her attention to Natasha, and touched her wrist. “I think you should join us.” Natasha jerked her hand away, but Selena grabbed her upper arm and squeezed. “You don’t want to fight me.”


  By the chill in the woman’s voice, Natasha knew she wasn’t bluffing.


  Natasha walked down the concrete stairs. When they reached the bottom floor, Mark swung his arm and backhanded her.


  The blow came so swiftly that it caught Natasha by surprise. An explosion of light erupted in her mind as pain burst through her head. She stumbled backward but didn’t fall because Selena had a tight grip on her arm.


  “I’ll take care of you soon enough,” he snarled at Natasha before turning away.


  He strode to a corner and Selena pulled Natasha along behind him. He flipped a switch on the wall and another dim light illuminated an area with a bank of boxy monitors along with an old Compaq computer, all covered with dust. The technology must have been built in the late 80’s.


  Mark bent and turned on the computer, which took several moments to boot up. Two of five monitors came to life with grainy black and white images showing men and women searching the warehouse—the parts of the building visible on the two monitors. Even though the monitors were fuzzy, it was still clear the men and women in the feed were agents and had their guns drawn. With the pictures so grainy, it was almost impossible to read the block letters across the backs of their jackets.


  Natasha caught her breath as she saw an image of two men. She knew them so well that she was positive they could only be Brooks and Trace.


  Mark turned his gaze on Natasha. “Good to see your cousin’s husband and the agent you’ve been fucking are here. It will save me time because I won’t have to send my men after them.” His smile turned purely evil. “I’ve already put hits out on the rest of your family. By now your grandparents and cousin should be dead.”


  Natasha felt like her head was going to spin off and she would drop to her knees. Selena gripped her arm tighter, digging her nails in. “Keep it together, Natasha.”


  The way the woman said it gave Natasha pause. Maybe the woman didn’t want Natasha to end up like that man hanging over the acid.


  “I’ll take a team upstairs.” Selena pointed to a screen. “No one is near that camera, which is close to the hidden door on that side of the building. We’ll take care of the agents and then we can get the hell out of here before more come.”


  “My love.” Mark went to her and smiled. He brushed his lips over hers. “Be careful.”


  “Of course.” She opened her Versace purse and withdrew a Beretta 9mm. Natasha recognized it from when her uncle had taught her to shoot his, in addition to the Sig. Selena gave a nod in Natasha’s direction. “It is probably not a good idea to damage the goods if we need her as a hostage.”


  “They would take her regardless, if it came to that.” Mark cut his gaze to Natasha and his expression chilled her to her marrow. “While you are destroying the filth upstairs, my darling Selena, I will be enjoying my time with this bitch. I will make her suffer before they get their hands on her.”


  Selena said nothing and turned away, leaving in the opposite direction from where she had made her entrance. She disappeared behind black pipes and ancient machinery. All but one of the men followed her.


  Natasha set her jaw as Mark turned his attention to her.


  Instead of the prickle of fear, Natasha grew angrier and angrier. “You are an evil bastard, Mark. You tricked me, used me, and now you’re going to make me suffer for your crimes. But I’ll tell you this. One way or another, you will pay.”


  Mark glared at her. “Shut the fuck up or I lower you feet first into the acid right now. You’ll live long enough to feel the most excruciating pain of your life.” He nodded to the one man who had stayed behind. “Come here and watch her.”


  The man pointed what looked like an automatic weapon at her as he stood between her and the barrel of acid.


  Blood drained from her face, leaving cold where there had been heat. She could be killed by bullets or eaten alive by the sulfuric acid. If she went feet first into it like Mark had threatened, she would feel every agonizing moment of her oncoming death. Bullets would be better.


  She clamped her jaws tight but she was certain she couldn’t keep the hatred out of her gaze as she glared at Mark.


  He stared at her for a long moment before he smiled and leaned down to pick up the pruning shears he had left on the upturned paint can. “First Francis needs to lose a few fingers. Then I’ll start on yours.”


  She felt sick to her stomach at the thought of losing her fingers in such a horrible way. But losing her family would be far worse than any pain she would experience at Mark’s hands.


  Mark gripped the shears and walked toward Francis who flailed and screamed as if already being subjected to more mutilation.


  The rope holding Francis above the acid snapped.


  The fluid drowned Francis’s scream as soon as he hit it face-first.


  Acid flew out of the drum as his body slammed into it. The deadly substance splashed across the floor and bulleted through the air.


  Large drops landed on Natasha’s thigh, her calf, the top of her foot, above her wrist, and on her right shoulder. She cried out as the acid ate through jeans, canvas, and cotton, and reached her flesh. Pain brought tears to her eyes and she couldn’t hold back cries.


  It was nothing compared to what happened in front of her.


  The acid had splattered Mark, who shrieked. Acid burned through his skin on one cheek and large areas on his arms. It ate huge holes in his slacks and shirt as it made its way to his skin. His shrieks grew louder and louder.


  The man who had stood between her and the drum of acid had gotten the brunt of it. He screamed even louder than Mark as he writhed on the floor, acid eating flesh from bone over his face and his eyes. Dear God. He clawed at his eyes even as the acid ate at his neck and arms. It burned holes through his clothing, exposing then devouring his chest.


  His weapon clattered to the floor. He kicked it as he thrashed in agony. The gun slid across the concrete and hit the wall with a thump.


  The man went still, the acid clearly having eaten through his vital organs.


  She crammed her shaking hand into her purse and brought out her weapon. She held the Sig in both hands, trying to hold it steady, and pointed it at Okle.


  “Center mass,” Uncle Dexter said in her mind. “Your best chance of hitting your attacker and bringing him down is always center mass.”


  Sobbing and shaking with pain, Mark looked at her.


  She squeezed the trigger.


  He shifted a fraction before she got off the shot. Blood spread over the right side of his shoulder. He stumbled as he turned to run.


  She pulled the trigger a second time, but heard the clang of the bullet against metal as she missed him and hit a piece of machinery to his right. He disappeared around pipes and more machinery.


  ~~*~~


  Brooks gritted his teeth. “Fuck.” He’d been so sure they’d find Okle here.


  Dylan shook his head. “Where the hell is he?”


  Trace gestured to an area filled with more crates than Brooks could count in a sweep of his gaze. “How much you want to bet we’ll find some of those god-awful statuettes with coke in them?” Trace asked.


  Brooks shook his head. “Considering I’m of the same mind as you, no bet.”


  “I have to say I agree,” Landon said and Dylan nodded.


  Brooks glanced around and spotted a crow bar that employees clearly used to open crates they received. He snatched up the bar and walked to one of the crates. It took some effort, but with Dylan’s help, Brooks pried off the lid and shoved it onto the floor. It hit the concrete with a crash, but he was more interested in what was inside than the noise.


  Brooks pulled on a latex glove just as Landon said, “Those things really are us ugly as sin.”


  Dylan nodded but said nothing as he watched.


  Brooks lifted one of the statuettes with his gloved hand. He looked at the bottom of the piece and saw no way to gain access to whatever might be inside. He dropped the statuette on the floor.


  The resin broke into four pieces that scattered across the concrete. In the midst of the broken statuette lying on the floor, was a clear baggie filled with a powdery white substance.


  Brooks and the other three men glanced at each other before Brooks crouched and picked up the baggie. He hefted it in his hand. “I think we just hit the jackpot.”


  Trace knelt on one knee beside the shards. Brooks opened the baggy and did a quick test. “Yep.” Brooks nodded as he looked at the crates. “If every one of these crates holds multiple statuettes filled with this much coke, and each crate has the same number of statuettes, we’re talking millions.”


  Trace normally would have looked more pleased, but no doubt his mind was on Christie and what Okle had done.


  Dylan added, “This gives us what we need to put Okle away for a long time.”


  “We have him recorded threatening to kill Natasha and her family, but I think we can get him for murder.” Brooks’s eyes narrowed. “Too many mysterious disappearances around Okle.”


  “Yep.” Trace studied the stacks of crates. “We’ve got him on the drugs. Now we just need proof of murder.”


  “I think we need to take a closer look around the warehouse.” Brooks’s muscles were as tight as bowstrings. “Something here will tell us where he is.”


  Brooks’s phone vibrated in its holster and he cursed beneath his breath. In the adrenaline-fueled raid, he’d forgotten about the call that had come in at an inopportune time.


  When he checked the display his skin prickled. Maybe Jase had good news and had spoken to Natasha at the store.


  “How is Natasha?” Brooks asked when he answered the phone.


  As Jase spoke, Brooks’s skin went cold. “She didn’t answer when I knocked on the back door. I let myself in and searched the store.”


  Brooks held back a dozen curses. “Find anything?”


  “No.” Jase sounded like he was trying to remain calm. “I searched the parking lots up the hill, and the one on the other side of Main Street. No sign of a yellow Beetle.”


  “Call Sofia and let her know.” Brooks clenched the phone. “She’ll take it from there. In the meantime, we’re at Okle’s warehouse. You might want to join us.”


  “I’m headed back to my truck now.”


  Heart pounding like it was going to explode, Brooks jammed his phone into its holster, unable to get out another word.


  “Natasha’s missing?” Trace’s expression had gone livid.


  Brooks clenched and unclenched his fists. “She might have gone after Okle herself. She has a gun.”


  Trace looked like he was going to explode with rage, mirroring the way Brooks felt. “Where the hell did she get a gun?”


  Brooks dragged his hand down his face. “I gave it to her.”


  Trace wore an incredulous expression. “You gave her a goddamned gun?”


  “Fuck.” Brooks slammed his fist against one of the wood crates, barely noticing the pain radiating from his knuckles up his arm.


  “Brooks. Trace.” Landon spoke in a calm but deadly tone. “Turn around slowly.”


  Both men turned to see Selena with a gun to the head of one of their forensics experts, Jack. The man had come in with a team of experts after the agents had cleared the building.


  Selena tipped her head to the side. “Well, isn’t this going to be quite the party?”


  Ice formed in Brooks’s veins. His fingers itched to un-holster his Walther and kill the bitch.


  Shit. Dylan’s theory, that Selena might be a hired assassin for Okle, seemed to be right on the mark.


  “Slowly raise your hands and lace your fingers on top of your head.” Her voice was firm and calm, no trace of fear.


  She made a gesture with her head, nodding toward the center of the warehouse, where they were surrounded on one side by the crates.


  Eight men with automatic weapons came from the opposite side of the crates. They walked into the area, each man holding a forensics expert or agent hostage in front of them.


  “Have the agents kneel.” Selena nodded toward the center of the area. “Facing the four standing in front of us. Do not execute your hostage until I tell you.”


  A chill rolled through Brooks.


  The men, every one of them with a weapon, obeyed—each prepared to kill his hostage.


  “Don’t do this, Selena,” Brooks said in a calm tone.


  She ignored his words. When her men faced away from her, Selena kept a gun trained on Jack with one hand while reaching beneath the soft fabric of her flowing jacket with the other. She pulled something out that looked like a wallet. She held it up and let it fall open so that Brooks and the other three agents could see a badge glinting under the warehouse lights.


  Stunned, Brooks started to unlace his fingers. Thoughts flew through his mind. Selena was a UCA? If that badge was real, what agency was she undercover for?


  She tossed the credentials on the floor, turned her gun away from Jack’s head. She shoved him away and he scrambled across the concrete.


  Selena raised the gun and aimed it at Okle’s men. “Put down your weapons and face me, boys.” She added in Spanish, “Now, Jaime, Rico, and Paul. All of you.”


  Okle’s men look puzzled. They didn’t put down their guns. Instead they whipped around and saw her aiming her pistol at them. They started to swing their weapons up to fire at her.


  Brooks and the other three agents with him had their weapons in their hands in seconds.


  Three of Okle’s men dropped immediately from Selena’s bullets. Brooks, Landon, Trace, and Dylan finished off the five remaining men who went down before one of Okle’s men had a chance to get off a single shot.


  “Holy shit.” Brooks spoke under his breath as he trained his Walther on Selena. He couldn’t accept that she was a law enforcement agent so easily. He had to make damned sure she was who she claimed to be and wasn’t playing them. Killing her men didn’t mean she was on the other side.


  Trace also didn’t lower his weapon. “Didn’t see that one coming.”


  Selena had set up her men. Okle’s men. She officially gave them a chance to drop their weapons. She hadn’t outright executed them, but she might as well have.


  “I’m Special Agent Selena Athanas. DEA.” Selena nodded to Brooks and Trace, along with Landon and Dylan. “We don’t have time to waste. Okle has Natasha—”


  A shot cracked the air.


  Selena crumpled to the concrete.


  Blood spread across the left side of her chest, turning her cream suit red.


  ~~*~~


  Natasha chased Mark through the boiler room, amongst the maze of pipes and ancient equipment. Part of her couldn’t believe she had shot a man, and another part of her wished she had killed him with that one shot.


  His groans and whimpers echoed, bouncing off of walls, making it hard to tell which way he had gone. Red spotted the floor in places where droplets of blood had splashed the concrete from his wound.


  He sounded as though he was trying to stifle his cries through gritted teeth. She rounded a rusted black machine and saw him disappear through a door a good thirty feet away.


  “No you don’t!” She doubled her speed.


  The door had almost closed when she planted her hands on the surface and shoved at it. Mark shoved back from the other side. She strained with all she had and then stumbled forward through the open doorway as he stopped pushing and ran from the door. She regained her footing but couldn’t aim fast enough to shoot him again.


  Thank God he hadn’t been able to lock her in. No doubt the gunshot and acid wounds had weakened him. She bolted into the warehouse.


  Mark vanished around crates stacked two high. She rounded the crates in time to see him dodge to the opposite side of a forklift.


  Her own acid wounds burned badly enough that tears flooded her eyes. However, it couldn’t be but a fraction of what Mark must be experiencing at this moment. The bastard deserved to have been splattered in the same acid he’d used to kill Francis. She didn’t feel one damned bit sorry for Mark.


  She tried not to think about the other man who had died from being splashed by the acid. She didn’t know if his crimes were as horrible as Mark’s. Regardless, she couldn’t find it in her heart to feel any pleasure in his death.


  Mark was a different story.


  She gripped the Sig tighter. She was surprised how fast Mark could run with his injuries. He knew the place better than she did, though, and he moved around obstacles far quicker than she was able to.


  She bolted past another stack of crates and came up behind Mark.


  He stood straight and still, one arm extended, holding his gun.


  She hesitated, not knowing what he was pointing at. She looked past him and saw he was aiming at Selena. The woman stood just in their line of sight, her voice loud enough to hear, but Natasha couldn’t see who she was talking to.


  “I’m Special Agent Selena Athanas. DEA,” Selena was saying in a loud, clear voice and Natasha’s eyes widened. “We don’t have time to waste. Okle has Natasha—”


  “You fucking bitch.” Mark squeezed the trigger and a shot rang out.


  Selena collapsed to the floor.


  Natasha’s heart nearly stopped beating and she wanted to scream. Instead, she aimed the Sig at Mark, who still faced away from her. Her hands trembled, her wrist on fire from the acid eating away her flesh.


  She tried to pull the trigger, but no matter how hard she attempted to force herself, she couldn’t shoot him in the back.


  She found a deadly calm deep within that replaced the hatred and violence inside her. “Put down your gun, you sonofabitch.”


  Mark whirled, his weapon pointed at her.


  Center mass.


  She fired.


  Pain exploded in her abdomen.


  The gun slipped from her fingers and hit the concrete with a loud clatter as a wave of nausea caused bile to rise in her throat.


  Slowly, she looked down and saw blood covering her right hand and more blood rapidly soaking her shirt and seeping into her jeans. She held her palm against her belly, the thought going through her mind that she must have pressed her hand to the wound instinctively after she dropped the gun.


  Agonizing pain screamed through her and she couldn’t look away from the blood. So much blood.


  And the pain. God, the pain was unlike anything she had ever experienced in her life.


  Dizzy, she was certain her mind would vacate her body. She stumbled to the side, trying to comprehend what had happened. Mark must have shot her at the same time she squeezed the Sig’s trigger.


  Did she hit him? She hoped to God she had.


  Faintly, she heard more shots before shouted orders.


  Voices. They mixed together and she didn’t understand any of it.


  She finally tore her gaze from her blood-soaked black shirt and her hand that was now stained red.


  Her gaze rested on Mark. He lay flat on his back. Sightless eyes, wide with shock, bulged from his face that was horribly disfigured by the acid. He stared up at the warehouse rafters, as if he couldn’t believe Natasha had shot him.


  Did I kill him?


  She’d heard shots. Had someone else’s bullet done what hers hadn’t?


  The corner of her mouth turned up, and she felt almost giddy. It didn’t matter. Her family and friends wouldn’t be harmed in any way. Christie, Trace, Jessica, Grandma and Grandpa… And Brooks. Dear God, Brooks wouldn’t be a target because of her.


  Almost everyone in her life that she cared for—Mark could never hurt anyone again. But Gary. Tears squeezed from her eyes and her heart ached for him. It was her fault. If she had just made Brooks stay away, it would never have happened, because Mark would not have overheard the conversations in her home.


  Funny, but all the pain she’d been feeling slipped away. She no longer felt the bullet wound in her midsection. She didn’t feel the acid burns. Instead, her body had turned icy and numb.


  She shivered, now violently cold.


  Her knees gave out as a blur rushed toward her.


  “Natasha.” The voice was distant, as if a man shouted at her through a roomful of wool.


  “You’re going to be okay, baby,” the voice said as a man caught her and wrapped his large arms around her. Brooks. It was Brooks. “Stay with me,” he said, his tone urgent.


  “I love you.” She smiled and faded away.


  


  CHAPTER 25


  Natasha slept, looking sweet and peaceful, as if everything was good and right in the world. Brooks gripped her cool hand and his chest ached as he studied her. He’d been sitting in the hardback chair at her hospital bedside since she had come out of surgery last night. He hadn’t slept—he didn’t want her to wake alone.


  Okle had shot her in the right side of her abdomen. She had been lucky, damned lucky, that none of her internal organs had been hit and the bullet had gone straight through. If it hadn’t exited, it could have caused enough damage to kill her.


  The thought of losing her would have driven him to his knees if he hadn’t been sitting.


  She had lost a lot of blood, but the ambulance had made it to the warehouse in time.


  He looked at her small hand in his larger one. A bandage around her wrist covered a two-inch wide by three-inch long area, like a thick bracelet, where sulfuric acid had eaten away her skin. Her wrist had gotten the worst of it. Other places on her body were bandaged as well, where the acid would cause significant scarring. But it could have been worse, much worse.


  Would the scars from her ordeal be worse on the outside or the inside? Would she be able to live with the fact that she had been the one to kill Okle?


  The scars would be worse on the inside, no question.


  Natasha had been through hell and back, but she was a strong woman with a positive outlook on life. If he knew her as well as he was certain he did, she would bounce back and move on. No doubt she would be more cautious of choosing those she wanted to work with, but she wouldn’t let her experiences with Okle dictate how she spent the rest of her life.


  Being the one to kill him, though, might be a little harder to get past. Not to mention Gary’s murder.


  Morphine blocked the pain of her gunshot and acid wounds, and she had drifted in and out of consciousness since she’d been transported to the hospital yesterday.


  He glanced at the window, the early morning sun peeking through the blinds. He wanted her to wake so that he could say everything he hadn’t been able to, but right now rest was what she needed more than anything.


  When he looked away from the window and back to Natasha, a small jolt went through him. Her eyes were open and she was watching him.


  Her lips curved into a smile. “Hi, Agent Allen.”


  “Hey, precious.” He squeezed her fingers. Warmth filled him as she squeezed back. “I think your Grandfather was wrong and you should play the lottery.”


  Amusement lit her features. “And why is that?”


  “I think you’ve had your share of ‘educational experiences,’ as you called them.” He rubbed his thumb over hers. “You’re due for a hell of a lot of good luck.”


  “I have all the good luck I need.” She looked happy, as if nothing bad had ever happened to her. “I have you.”


  He raised her hand and brushed his lips over the back. “You have every bit of me.”


  “I meant what I said.” A light shone in her eyes. “I love you, Brooks.”


  He felt as if light shone from him, too. “I love you, Natasha. When I asked you if you believed in love at first sight, I meant it. When you were in Christie and Trace’s wedding with me, I wanted to get to know you more than anything. It just didn’t work out then.”


  She studied him for a long moment. “I wonder how different things would have been if I hadn’t broken my leg.”


  “I would never have let you near Okle.” His smile turned into a frown. “That’s one thing I know for sure.” He didn’t bring up the fact that she had promised that she would not go after Okle herself. There was no point in it. What was done was done, and she probably saved lives in the process.


  Her own smile slipped away and he saw darkness start to creep in as if the pain meds no longer clouded her memory. “How is everyone?” Her expression tensed and her throat worked as she swallowed. “Is all of my family okay? What about my friends?”


  “Yes.” He nodded. “Your grandparents are on their way here from Florida. Christie and Jessica left with Trace last night. They were here during your surgery but had to take Jess home afterward. We’ve been checking with everyone on the list we got off of one of Okle’s men, and so far so good.”


  He wasn’t sure he should bring up Gary Orson.


  “Thank God everyone else seems to be fine.” She glanced down at her hands then looked at Brooks. “Mark said he killed Gary.”


  Brooks sighed. “I’m sorry, honey.”


  Natasha wrinkled her brow. “There was a list?” she asked, as if just realizing what he’d said.


  He nodded. “I didn’t mention it when we acquired it because I didn’t want to worry you.” He went on, changing the topic before she could respond. “You’re going to be in pain for a while, and you’ll be in the hospital at least a couple more nights. You were lucky—no serious damage. You will be scarred from the acid.”


  “I don’t care about the scars.” She brushed it away with a wave of her hand. “All that matters to me is that everyone else is fine.” She shifted in bed and winced. “What about Selena? Is she all right? Is she really a DEA agent?”


  “Careful.” He leaned closer and stroked Natasha’s upper arm. “You don’t want to pull your stitches.” When she stilled, he said, “According to the doctors, Selena is in stable condition. She is with the DEA and it turns out she was the individual who called the ICE office with the tip that you were in danger.”


  Natasha looked thoughtful. “I wonder if she’s the one who wrote the letter.”


  “Yes, she is,” he said. “Dylan talked with her earlier and she told him what she could.”


  Selena had given them a lot. Her “record” had been a part of her cover, which Brooks had assumed when it had been confirmed that she was an undercover agent. It turned out that each time she wasn’t around Okle, when certain individuals disappeared, she was helping most of them go into hiding or WITSEC.


  She had also saved Mrs. Faderic, who was the mother of the snitch Okle had murdered in the boiler room. Selena had been ordered to dispose of the woman, but got her out alive instead. Selena had searched the house and found Okle’s missing drugs and the cash that Faderic had stolen. She returned the coke and money to Okle to avoid suspicion.


  “I’m glad Selena was there.” Natasha gave a little smile. “Kind of like having a guardian angel.”


  Brooks answered her smile. “Selena wanted to warn you without compromising the case she and the DEA were building against Okle and his affiliates.”


  Natasha cocked her head to the side. “How is it that your agency didn’t know about the DEA’s involvement? Or did you?”


  “We didn’t.” Brooks shook his head. “Sometimes agencies cross paths and end up unknowingly working on bringing down the same organizations.”


  She stared at the ceiling for a moment before meeting his gaze again. “Mark is dead, isn’t he?”


  “Yes.” Brooks studied her. “Okle won’t ever put anyone you care about in danger again.”


  She blew out her breath, her features tight. “I killed him. I’m sure of it.”


  Brooks didn’t want to respond, but he knew there was no putting her off. “Ballistics still has to confirm it, but yes, we believe your shot was the one that killed the bastard.”


  She was quiet for a long moment. “I agonized over that from the time he started the threats. I wondered if I could kill Mark to save my family and friends.” She looked lost in thought before she came back to Brooks. “I can’t regret it.”


  He took her hand in both of his. “I have no doubt you saved a lot of lives. You have nothing to regret.”


  “I do have one regret.” She narrowed her gaze. “That I didn’t kill him before he had Gary murdered.”


  “Don’t carry that on your shoulders.” Brooks rubbed her shoulder as if making sure she wasn’t. “That was all on Okle.”


  “I know.” She sighed. “But I feel bad for him and the people who loved him. I’ll miss him.”


  “Natasha!” Christie’s relieved voice came from the doorway. She practically ran to the bed before coming up short. “Are you okay? How are you feeling?”


  Brooks got to his feet. “I’ll let you two talk.” He bent and brushed his lips over Natasha’s forehead then drew away. “I’ll be back in a bit, sweetheart.”


  She raised her hand that didn’t have the IV taped to it, and trailed her fingers over his stubbled jaw. “I love you.”


  A delighted sound came from Christie, but he couldn’t take his eyes from the woman he loved.


  He caught Natasha’s hand and held it against his face. He knew now what it was like—to have the feeling that his heart was swelling with love. He’d heard the expression and read it. Now he believed it. “I love you, Natasha.”


  She smiled at him. He gave her a smile before he released her hand. He looked at her for one long moment before he pulled on his Stetson and left the room, leaving her for some time alone with Christie.


  ~~*~~


  “Okay, where are we going?” Natasha looked at Brooks as he drove the rental car from the Auckland port and through the gorgeous New Zealand scenery on their way to some secret destination. “We’ve been driving for over an hour.”


  He flashed her a grin. “Almost there.”


  She rolled her eyes. “You’ve been saying that for the past half hour.” She really didn’t mind his teasing or secrecy, or the time they had spent in the car. She drank in every bit of this wonderful country and couldn’t get enough of it.


  The cruise from Melbourne to Sydney had been incredible, but she thought she’d died and gone to heaven when they started visiting New Zealand ports. Auckland had been their seventh port and she still hadn’t tired from all of the traveling. It had been seven months since she had been shot, so she didn’t tire easily any longer.


  “This has been the most amazing trip.” She smiled, feeling happier than she had in her life. “Our stateroom on the cruise ship is fantastic and it seems like every destination gets better and better.”


  They reached the historic town of Thames before driving some two miles out of the town limits.


  Brooks was grinning as he pulled into a lot and parked the rental car next to several other vehicles. “And we’re here.”


  She looked directly in front of them and caught her breath when she saw the sign:


  Butterfly and Orchid Garden


  “Brooks!” She laughed and flung her arms around him. “You brought me to a butterfly garden.”


  He laughed and kissed her. “I though you might like it.”


  “You are probably the most thoughtful man ever.” She scrambled out of the car, not waiting for him to come around and open her door like he preferred to do. She shut the door with a hard thump and bounced on her toes like a schoolgirl. “Hurry up, slowpoke.”


  He shook his head, his pleasure in her joy clear to see.


  It wasn’t long before they had their tickets and were in the building with its incredible exotic orchids, the numerous finches flying around, and of course countless gorgeous butterflies from all over the world.


  She was delighted with each and every part of the garden. When she’d explored it from one end to the other, she and Brooks settled on a bench, each enjoying an ice cream cone while they watched shimmering butterflies in an array of colors.


  With a happy sigh, she leaned her head against his shoulder when she had finished her ice cream cone and had wiped her fingers on a napkin. “You are absolutely the best, Brooks.”


  “I know,” he said in a tone that made her laugh.


  She smirked as she looked up at him. “And apparently big-headed.”


  He chuckled. “My hat isn’t going to fit my head by the time we get back to the States.”


  “You truly are wonderful.” She kissed him, tasting the sweet flavor of the vanilla ice cream he had just finished. “Someday I might even ask you to marry me.”


  He gave her an amused look. “Might?”


  She grinned. “We’ll see.” She placed her hand over her heart. “No matter what, we’ll enjoy every precious moment together.”


  “We will.” He pressed his lips to hers, his kiss sending a thrill skittering through her belly. “But I can only be patient for so long.”


  She tilted her head to the side, considering his words. “You know what? You’re right.”


  He watched her with interest as she slid off the bench and knelt on one knee.


  She took his hand, and in all seriousness said, “Brooks, will you marry me?”


  He laughed, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe what she’d just done and said.


  She cocked her head. “Is that a yes or a no?”


  “Oh, sweetheart.” He took her by the shoulders and brought her to her feet as he stood. “I would marry you right this second.”


  Joy so sweet and wonderful flowed through her, almost surprising her with its intensity. “We’ll find the closest marriage celebrant and see what we need to do.”


  “Marriage celebrant?” He raised an eyebrow. “You’ve already been studying up on marriage in New Zealand?”


  She shrugged. “I happened to run across it when I was reading up on New Zealand in our stateroom.”


  “Uh-huh.” He drew her into the circle of his arms. “I can’t wait to make you mine.”


  “I asked you first.” She tilted her head and smiled at him. “I love you, Brooks Allen.”


  “You are so precious.” He brushed his knuckles along her cheek. “I love you more than I could ever have imagined.”


  Happiness bubbled up inside her as she grabbed his hand and led him toward the garden exit. “Let’s go found one of those celebrants.”
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  Almost absently, he rubbed his thumb along Tori’s delicate jawline while they both remained quiet. He liked the way she fit in his arms. It felt…right.


  It was the right time to tell her about what happened with Brian. Landon knew he should do it now.


  And then every good intention vanished as she tipped her face up to look at him. Her eyelashes glittered from the remainder of her tears and her brown eyes seemed even darker than normal. As their gazes met and held, he didn’t think he’d ever be able to look away from her again. She drew him to her in so many ways and he was helpless to stop himself from wanting to get closer to her.


  The other agents were downstairs and he was upstairs, alone. With Tori.


  This wasn’t smart.


  Hell, it was a long, long way from smart.


  He held his breath, then let out a slow exhale as he lowered his mouth to hers.


  The moment their lips met, she gave a sigh, surrendering herself to his kiss. That sense of surrender fueled him, somehow making him desire her even more than he already did.


  He moved his lips over hers, hungry for the taste of her, the feel of her. Her scent filled him, as if a part of her was now inside him. Her lips were so soft, her taste exquisite on his tongue. God, he knew he could never get enough of her.


  She leaned into him as their body heat melded, fusing them together in a way that defied explanation. Her sighs turned into a soft moan as he moved his hands over her shoulders, down her arms, and to her waist. She was wearing one of her new T-shirts and he pushed the hem up just enough that he could feel her soft skin along the waistband. He gripped her slender waist in his hands, his fingers brushing the base of her spine where she’d been tattooed.


  Her hunger and his grew in matching intensity. She moved her palms up his chest to his shoulders and gripped them like she was afraid she would slide away if she didn’t hold on tightly.


  He slipped his palms from her waist to her ass, feeling the perfection of it as he squeezed her closer to him. His cock was impossibly hard, pressing against her, straining to get free from behind the tough denim of his jeans.


  Their clothes—too much cloth was between them. He wanted to feel her warm silky skin against his, nothing keeping them apart. He wanted only to slide between her thighs and drive his cock deep inside her heat.


  The rumble that rose up in his chest was like a lion staking a claim on his territory, and she made an answering purr, giving herself completely to him. Not just surrendering, but offering herself for his pleasure. She asked for nothing, just gave him everything she had.


  She sighed again as he slid his lips along her jawline to her ear. She gasped when he nipped at her earlobe and shivered in a delicate way that told him he’d just found one of her erogenous zones. He sucked the soft flesh into his mouth and nipped at it again. He felt another shiver run through her body.


  He moved his lips down the column of her neck to the hollow at the base of her throat. The soft purring sounds she made caused his cock to grow even harder and he rubbed himself against her in a slow deliberate movement, like what he’d do when he was inside her.


  A gasp escaped her as he cupped her breasts and flicked his thumbs over her taut nipples that pressed against the fabric of her T-shirt. She slid her fingers into his hair and encouraged him to lower his head so his mouth was even with her breasts. His body was close to shaking from the power of his need for her as he circled her nipple with his tongue, wetting the T-shirt and causing her to suck in her breath. She gave a small cry and gripped his hair tighter as he moved his mouth to her other nipple.


  He had to taste the salt on her skin, feel its softness in his mouth. He pushed her T-shirt over her perfectly sized breasts and licked each of her nipples through her satin bra. She caught her breath as he pulled her bra beneath her breasts so they were bared for him.


  She pushed his head down again, guiding him so that his mouth was directly over her nipple. He skimmed his lips over the hard nub and she moaned as he sucked it and flicked it with his tongue. Her nipples were hard peaks as he nipped at each one. God, but he loved the way she tasted. He loved that she wasn’t afraid to show him what she wanted. He loved everything about her.
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  “Can I help you?”


  A deep, masculine drawl from behind her send a shiver down her spine and she lowered her camera and let it hang around her neck. She turned to face one hell of a fine cowboy, easily one of the sexiest she’d seen in all of her twenty-nine years.


  At least six-three with broad shoulders and a cowboy’s build, he had blue flame eyes and black hair that curled slightly beneath his cowboy hat. His skin was well tanned and his arms roped with muscle.


  “Sure.” She smiled. “You can help me anytime.” He raised an eyebrow and she grinned as she held out her hand. “Jessica Porter,” she said. “But please call me Jessie. I’m here to photograph the ranch and the upcoming wedding.”


  “You’re my kid sister’s friend.” The cowboy took her hand in a firm grip. “Welcome to the Bar C.”


  Jessie’s heart started to pound like crazy as the cowboy’s warm touch sent fire through her body. Her mouth grew dry and she bit the inside of her lower lip. It was the most enticing reaction that she’d ever had to a man.


  Before he released it, he said, “I’m Zane Cameron.”


  The disappointment that swept through her was a surprise. She didn’t even know Zane, so what difference did it make that he was getting married in just weeks?


  What a shame. All of that hot man flesh would soon belong to some other woman.


  


  The green-eyed redhead was so sexy that he’d damned near gone hard when he’d clasped her hand. She had a cute grin and shapely body and her nipples were hard, poking against the light cotton of her T-shirt.


  She wasn’t wearing a bra.


  For one moment Zane thought about carting Jessie off to the ranch house and taking her six ways ’til Sunday.


  Well hell. He mentally shook his head. He had no business thinking about another woman and his body had no damned excuse to react the way it had.


  Except that Jessie Porter was one hell of a woman. And he was a red-blooded American male and he’d just had a natural reaction to her.


  Keep telling yourself that, Cameron.


  “Congratulations,” she said. Her smile was enough to make him crazy.


  For a moment he didn’t know why she was telling him congratulations, but then he regained his senses.


  “Thanks.” He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, feeling like he needed to anchor them to make sure he kept his hands off of her.


  She tilted her head to the side, which caused her dark red hair to slide away from her elegant neck. “Is the bride-to-be here?”


  “Phoebe’s at her place.” He dragged his hand down his face then gave a nod in the direction of the house. “You can photograph anything you’d like to around here. Danica wants to give the album to our aunt.”


  Jessie nodded. “Danica mentioned that your aunt took care of the two of you along with your three brothers. Raising five kids is quite a feat for one woman.”


  “Sure as hell was.” He glanced at Jessie as she fell into step beside him.


  “Danica said two of your brothers are twins,” she said. “Wayne and Wyatt.”


  Zane nodded. “Yep, and our youngest brother is Dillon.”


  Her smile was pure sunshine as she looked at him.


  God only knew why he found himself comparing Phoebe with Jessie.


  He’d begun to feel a little uneasy about his relationship with Phoebe and he’d managed to put off the wedding another couple of months, but here it was, creeping back up. To him Phoebe had been the picture of sweetness and intelligence, but lately it seemed that there had to be another side of her that others had seen but he hadn’t, but then maybe it was the pressure of the wedding. It did concern him, though.


  Ah, hell. Maybe his concern was just a case of pre-wedding jitters. Although he had a good mind to move the date again.


  He glanced at Jessie and thought how different she looked from Phoebe who was pale blonde and petite at five-one. Jessie, on the other hand, was no shorter than five-eight. Both women were beautiful as hell, just as different as sunrise from sunset.


  He ground his teeth. He’d never been one to compare women, especially not now that he was about to be married. It was time he settled down and had a couple of kids to carry on the Cameron name. No one else in the family seemed to be inclined to head down that road. Someone had to do it.
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  The afternoon was cooling off as it turned to dusk and then darkness descended on them. They each grabbed a light sweat jacket from the camper and slipped them on.


  Ryan took a couple of steaks out of the cooler to cook over the fire. Megan sliced the potatoes and wrapped them in foil with butter and seasonings and put them in the coals first. Ryan buttered, salted, and peppered the corn on the cob and wrapped them in foil, too. When it was time, they placed the corn along the edge of the fire. Ryan had cored out the onion and put butter in the center and wrapped it in foil and put it in the coals, as well. The steaks went on last, when everything else was just about finished cooking.


  When it was ready, they sat on the camping chairs in front of the fire and ate dinner.


  “This is unbelievable,” Megan said with a smile.


  Firelight flickered on her pretty features, casting shadows in the darkness as they ate. He thought about what he’d said to her earlier.


  “I might be falling for you, Meg.”


  He didn’t regret his words. He’d dated a lot of women in the past but there’d just been something missing. Something intangible that he hadn’t been able to name.


  He’d never been a love ’em and leave ’em kind of guy, but some thought so. He just wasn’t going to hang in there with someone if he knew she wasn’t the right one.


  He’d never felt the same way with anyone that he did with Megan.


  Last night he’d taken her hard and rough, and the memory caused his groin to ache. Damn she’d been amazing. But she needed to know that he wanted more from her than a night of good, hard sex.


  When they finished dinner and had cleaned up, he brought a blanket from the camper and handed it to her before he put out the fire. After he extinguished the fire, he lit a candle within a glass and metal hurricane lantern.


  He took her by the hand. “I’ve got something I want to show you.” Her hand was warm in his.


  She smiled up at him, her smile causing something deep inside him to stir. He led her into the forest, candlelight from the hurricane lantern lighting the way. The candlelight was much gentler than a regular camping lantern and the shadows from it bounced from tree to tree.


  “I saw a place somewhere over here,” he murmured as they walked through the forest then came to a stop. “Here we go.”


  A small clearing lay on the other side of a fallen tree, a bed of leaves at the center of the clearing. They stepped over the tree and then he found a sturdy place to set the hurricane before taking the blanket from Megan and spreading it out on the leaves.


  He slipped out of his jacket and set it on the fallen tree. “I’ll keep you warm,” he said as he held out his hand.


  She looked up at him, slid off her sweat jacket, handed it to him and he set it on top of his own.


  He sat on the blanket and beckoned to her. She eased onto her knees beside him and he cupped her face in his hands and lowered his head and kissed her.


  Her kiss was sweet and his desire for her kicked into full gear. He wanted to take her hard again, right now. But more importantly, he wanted to show her that it wasn’t only about rough sex with him. It was all about her.


  When he drew away from the kiss, her lips were parted, hunger in her pretty green eyes.


  “You’re an incredible woman.” He brushed his thumb over her lips, which trembled beneath his touch. “I’ve loved every minute of this weekend.”


  “So have I,” she said, her voice just above a whisper. “I wish it didn’t have to end.”


  “It doesn’t.” He nuzzled her hair that was silky now that it had dried. “When we return, we just pick right back up where we left off.”


  She smiled and he kissed her again. She felt so soft and warm in his arms. He slid his hand under her T-shirt, pleased she didn’t have her bra on as he cupped her bare breast and rubbed his thumb over her nipple. He watched her expression as her lips parted and her eyes grew dark with need.


  He drew the T-shirt over her head and set it on the fallen tree. Candlelight flickered, gently touching her bare shoulders and chest.


  “You know how much I love your body and how beautiful I think you are,” he murmured before stroking her nipples with the back of his hand.


  He cupped her breasts, feeling their weight in his hands before he lowered his head and sucked a nipple.


  She gasped and leaned back so that her hands were braced behind her on the blanket, her back arched so that he had better access to her breasts. He pressed them together and moved his mouth from one to the other, sucking one nipple before moving his mouth to the other one. Her nipples were large and hard and he loved sucking on them.


  “I want you on your back, looking at me.” He adjusted her so that she was lying on the blanket. Her eyes glittered in the light, desire on her features.


  He was surprised at how she made him want to go slow with her, to be gentle and show her how much he cared. She stirred things inside him he’d never felt with another woman.
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