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One




He had everything he ever wanted. Plenty of money. A successful business. A sprawling, custom-built home in the Sonoran Desert north of Scottsdale filled with pricey, original works of art. He had a sailboat in San Diego, wore custom-made suits, and had a woman in his bed anytime he felt the urge. Which was often.

Devlin Raines had it all. Yet lately he had begun to feel dissatisfied.

And he had no idea how the hell that could be.

Soaking up the rays of early-October sunshine, the best time of year in Arizona, Dev adjusted his wraparound sunglasses and stretched out on the chaise lounge beside the swimming pool. The sound of water cascading over the rock waterfall at the opposite end began to soothe him. He had almost drifted off when his friend and employee, Townsend Emory, shoved open the sliding glass door.

“Sorry to bother you, boss. There’s a woman here to see you. She’s damned insistent.” Town was a big, black, former tackle for the Arizona Cardinals. A neck injury had ended his career fourteen years ago, but Town had stayed in Phoenix and worked for a number of security firms, including Raines Security, before his old injuries had put him completely out of commission.

Fortunately, the man had brains as well as brawn and now worked at the house, handling Dev’s personal affairs. Along with Aida Clark, the housekeeper, Town managed the household and just about anything else that came along.

Dev pushed his sunglasses up on his head and frowned at his friend, who took up a good portion of the doorway. He had a standing rule: none of the women he dated came to the house without calling first. It saved a lot of embarrassment if another woman happened to be there. In his no-strings relationships, the rule had worked fairly well.
 
So far.

Swinging his long legs to the ground beside the chaise, he stood up, wondering who it was and why she so urgently wanted to see him.

“Hey wait a minute!” he heard Town say as a tall, shapely brunette sailed past him out the door onto the patio. “You can’t just barge in here!”

The woman ignored him and just kept walking. “You must be Devlin Raines.” She flashed him a bright, self-assured smile and extended a slender hand with nicely manicured, hot-pink nails. She was around five-nine, with very dark, jaw-length hair streaked with red. She was wearing skinny jeans and a pair of strappy, open-toed red spike heels.

He’d never seen her before. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. And she was sexy as hell.

“I’m Raines.” He flicked a glance at Town, telling him the situation was under control, and the big man slipped silently back inside the house. “What can I do for you, Ms.…?”

“Delaney. Lark Delaney. I came here to hire you, Mr. Raines. I’m hoping you’ll be able to help me.”

She was more than just sexy. She was a bombshell. Just not in the usual sense. This woman oozed energy and purpose. She was flashy yet somehow stylish with her big silver hoop earrings and oversize pewter-trimmed, paisley purse.

She wasn’t the sort of woman he preferred: a pretty little bit of arm candy who did whatever he told her. Yet he felt the pull of attraction as he hadn’t in a very long time.

He lifted his short-sleeved Tommy Bahama shirt off the back of a patio chair and shrugged it on, covering his bare chest and a portion of the navy-blue trunks he was wearing, probably a good idea considering his train of thought and what was happening to his body.

“Why don’t we sit down over there in the shade?” He indicated the huge covered patio that looked more like a living room, with a fully complete, top-of-the-line outdoor kitchen. The day was pleasantly warm but not so hot the automatic misters attached to the perimeter had come on.


They sat down in yellow overstuffed chairs around a big table inlaid with colorful mosaic tiles.

“So, Lark…how did you know where to find me?”

It wasn’t common knowledge, though he had certainly had enough parties here for word to get out. And of course there were the ladies he brought home.

“Actually, I stopped by your office in Phoenix. When they said you weren’t in very often, I came out here. A friend of yours recommended you. Clive Monroe. He gave me your address. He said the two of you served together in the army. He said you were Rangers.”

Clive “Madman” Monroe was more than a friend. He had once saved Dev’s life. “You’re here to hire a private investigator?”
 
“That’s right.”

“Didn’t Clive tell you I’m retired?” In the army, he’d saved his money and invested in the stock market before it took off—he’d been one of the winners, then gotten even luckier when he invested in Wildcat Oil. He and his brothers had won big on that one.

Lark smiled. She had very full lips painted the same hot-pink shade as her nails. His mind flashed on the erotic things lips like that could do to a man, and his groin tightened.

“Clive said you would help me. He said you owed him a favor.”

More than a favor. If it hadn’t been for the precisely placed round shot from Monroe’s M-4 carbine, he wouldn’t be lounging around the pool right now.

“So…are you and Clive…involved?” he found himself asking.


Her eyes widened. Big green cat-eyes that made the rest of her pretty face even more striking. “No. Actually, Clive recently got married. His wife and I are friends— Molly Harris, before she became Molly Monroe.”

“I hadn’t heard.”

“It was kind of a whirlwind romance. Molly’s how I met Clive. He’s a great guy. And he seems to think very highly of you.”

“That’s nice to hear. But like I said, I’m retired.” Mostly. Though at the moment, coming out of retirement to spend a little time with Lark Delaney sounded like a very good idea.

“Clive said you’d help me.”

Dev blew out a breath. There was no real choice in the matter. He owed Madman Monroe. Clive had never asked for any kind of payback. The favor of working with a gorgeous brunette—even if she was a hundred-eighty degrees from his usual type—didn’t seem like too much to ask.

“So what can I do for you, Ms. Delaney?”

She leaned forward in her chair. She wasn’t overly endowed in the bosom department but she had more than enough for him, and besides, he’d always been an ass man. From the fit of those tight blue jeans, Lark Delaney had a world-class ass.

“I liked it better when you called me Lark, and it’s kind of a long story. I’m not exactly sure where to begin.”

“Let’s start with what it is you’d like me to investigate.”

“I need to find my sister’s baby. A little girl. She was adopted four years ago. The files were all closed, the proceedings kept secret. But it was my sister’s dying wish that I find her daughter and make sure she’s being raised in a good, loving home.”

“Your sister is deceased?”

She nodded. For an instant, her pretty green eyes clouded. “Heather was only twenty-one. She lived here in Phoenix. She died of breast cancer three months ago. I spent the last few weeks with her. As I said, finding her daughter was her dying wish.”

“So you want to hire me to locate the family who adopted the child.”

“I want you to help me find them. I need to do this myself. I need to be involved. I promised Heather. I won’t let her down again.”

“Have you tried the internet?” Dev asked. “There are dozens of sites that specialize in locating birth parents, adoptees, that kind of thing.”

“I’ve tried the web, believe me. Genealogy.about.com. OmniTrace. GovtRegistry.com. MiracleSearch. I just don’t have enough information.”

Interesting lady, Dev thought. A brain, as well as a luscious little body. Too bad it looked like he was going to be working for her. Getting involved with a client was one rule he never broke.

“I’m going to have a few more questions. Why don’t I get us something to drink? A Coke, maybe, or how about a margarita? I promise I won’t make it too strong.”

“That sounds good.”

Moving toward the outdoor bar, he set to work, filling a blender with ice, pouring in a light amount of tequila, giving himself some time. He owed Monroe. But working with a woman as sexy as Lark would definitely be a test of his willpower.

As he turned on the blender, he studied her from behind the bar and a corner of his mouth inched up. His debt to Madman was about to be paid in full.

 

Lark shifted in her chair, her gaze fixed on Devlin Raines.

God, the man was gorgeous. She’d had no idea when she’d walked out on the patio. He was thirty-two, she knew, same as Clive. But a lot of men went to hell by then. Not this man.

He’d pulled a shirt on over his swimsuit but hadn’t bothered with the buttons. As he turned off the blender then picked up two wide-mouthed stemmed glasses and salted the rims, she could see the six-pack abs across his flat, suntanned stomach. Now and then, she caught a glimpse of a muscular chest darkened with a nice amount of curly dark chest hair.

The guy was totally ripped.

And those eyes. A bright crystal-blue in a face that could grace the cover of a GQ magazine.

Lark leaned back in her chair and gazed out over the city below, blocking his handsome image. She wasn’t there to ogle Devlin Raines. She was there for her sister. Heather was her first priority. She wasn’t about to fail her the way she had before.

Lark had been twenty-one when it had happened. She’d graduated early from UCLA and was trying to break into the fashion world while Heather was still in high school in Phoenix. The girls had lost their parents in a car accident six years earlier and fallen under the guardianship of their grandparents.

Then, the summer Heather turned sixteen, she had gotten pregnant. She was lonely and frightened but determined to keep her baby. Grandma Florence and Grandpa Joe, both devout Catholics, were equally determined that the right thing for Heather to do was to have the baby and give it up to a good family.

At the time, Lark hadn’t been certain her grandparents weren’t right. They were too old, they said, to raise another child and Heather was just too young.

Heather had been forced to give up the baby, but she had never gotten over the loss. For a while, she had turned to drugs and alcohol and though that period had ended, she had continued to suffer bouts of depression.

Now Heather was gone.

Lark had never forgiven herself for the way she had failed her sister in her time of need and she was determined to keep the promise she had made. She was going to find her sister’s little girl and make absolutely certain the child was being raised in a good and loving home.

She glanced up at the sound of Devlin crossing the patio and returned her thoughts to the business at hand. He set a frosty, salt-rimmed glass down in front of her and took his seat across the table.

“Getting back to your sister’s child,” he said, “I would think your parents would be able to help you.”

Lark drew a finger through the moisture on her glass. “My parents died when I was fifteen. My grandparents raised us.” She told him about Heather getting pregnant and how her grandparents had insisted she give up the baby. “Heather finally agreed, but she never really got over losing her child.”

“Do your grandparents have the adoption papers?”

“I’m afraid they’re gone, too, but I have the papers that Heather wound up with after my grandmother passed away. I’ve done my best to locate the agency, Loving Home Adoptions, but their address here in Phoenix is no longer valid and I haven’t been able to come up with anything else.”

“I’ll need to see the papers.”

Her eyes shot to his. “Then you’ll take the case?”

“Monroe knew I would when he sent you here.”

Relief swept through her. It was going to happen. She would be able to keep her promise. “That’s great. Terrific. Thanks.”

“I charge twelve hundred a day plus expenses. Could turn into a pretty hefty chunk of change.”

She noticed the way he watched for her reaction and thought he was more interested in her attitude than he was in the money.

“Not a problem. I’ll give you a check in advance as a retainer.” She lifted her purse off the ground and set it on the table, opened it and took out a business card. LARK Designs. It gave her office information in L.A., as well as her cell-phone number.

“I design handbags.” She pointed to her purse. “This is one of them. You might not recognize the style but a lot of women would. I can afford your fee, Mr. Raines, I assure you.”

His mouth edged up. “Since neither of us is that old, let’s just keep it Lark and Dev.” He assessed the quality of the bag. “Good-looking product. Designer bags like yours don’t come cheap. I had a hunch you were more than just a pretty face.”

She smiled. “I just hope you are.”

Dev laughed.

“As I said, I intend to be involved in the search. I can’t just sit on the sidelines. That wouldn’t be keeping my word.”

“All right, I guess I can handle that.”

Leaving her margarita untasted, Lark got up from her chair, and Dev stood up, too.

“We’ll start tomorrow,” he said. “Bring me everything you have. I’ve got an office here in the house that should suit our purpose.”

“I’ll be here at eight, if that’s all right with you.”

“Sounds good.”

She walked back through the sliding glass doors into the house, Dev right behind her, and crossed the Spanish tile to the heavy carved front doors.

“That your car?” he asked, his eyes going to the little silver Prius parked in front of the house.

“It belonged to my sister.” She glanced away, feeling the familiar bite of pain. “I haven’t gotten around to disposing of her things.”

“That’s got to be hard. There’s probably no need for you to rush.”

She nodded, liked that he seemed to understand.

He stood waiting as she descended the front porch steps. “See you tomorrow, Lark Delaney.”

She looked back at him. “See you tomorrow, Dev Raines.” And as she headed for her sister’s car, she realized she was looking forward to the meeting far more than she should have been.

 

Dev stepped back inside the house and closed the door, his mind on Lark Delaney. She was nothing like the women he dated, most of them content with the nonrelationship they shared as long as he bought them presents and took them to expensive places.

He had a feeling if he tried that same approach with Lark, she would laugh in his face.

Dev smiled as he continued down the hall to his office. Unlike the rest of the house, which was done in a contemporary southwestern style, his office was sleek and modern, and everything inside was first-class. A butter-soft tan leather sofa sat across from a gas fireplace built into a teakwood-paneled wall that hid a well-stocked wet bar.

A round teakwood table and four tan leather chairs sat in the corner for consultations. A big teakwood desk with a thirty-inch monitor sat in front of a matching credenza with another big screen. A high-powered Mac Pro served as his primary computer with a fully loaded quad core HP as his secondary.

The credenza also held the Mac Book he used as a backup and took with him whenever he traveled. All were linked together and wireless.

He sat down in front of the Mac Pro and entered Lark Delaney’s name as a search term, watched a long list of hits pop up. Scrolling past unconnected references like The Pheasant and the Lark by Jonathan Swift, he pulled up articles from countries around the world. She was good at what she did, he saw, well-respected in the fashion industry.

Which didn’t really surprise him. Though thinking of the flashy young woman who had walked through his door, maybe it should.

With her wispy, cherry cola hair, sassy makeup, and come-screw-me shoes, she should have come off as an airhead, but from the start, he had sensed the intelligence behind those cat eyes, along with an iron resolve and fierce determination that didn’t fit her sexy, modish appearance.

Which only made her more intriguing.

He clicked on www.LARK.com, her company home-page, and a sophisticated website popped up, with video trailers displaying the bags she designed as well as links to the various department-store locations where they could be purchased. There was a company history, photos of the design studio and shots of some of the team members at work.

Returning to Google, he clicked on a newspaper article that mentioned the death of her parents, the owners of a chain of Delaney’s Bar and Grill restaurants located across most of the western states. The couple had died in a violent car accident, and Lark and her sister had inherited a bundle of money.

In an attempt to go into business for herself, Lark had lost most of it right out of college. She had gone to work for the designer Michael Kors, then went on her own again, and the second time she made it.

Dev inwardly smiled. It appeared Lark Delaney could well afford his rates, though for Madman’s sake, he had no intention of sending the lady a bill.

He read a more recent article in a local paper that mentioned her sister’s death and how Lark had nursed Heather Delaney through the final days of her life at her home here in Phoenix. There was nothing that mentioned Lark’s current project—her quest to find her sister’s four-year-old daughter.

Once they located the adoption agency, the address of the adoptive parents should be easy enough to find. Assuming the agency people could be persuaded to give up the information.

Since all Lark wanted was assurance the child was in good hands, he believed there was a good chance they would agree.

There was only one fly in the ointment.

It was his strict policy never to mix business with pleasure. He had never been involved with a client and as tempting as Lark Delaney was he didn’t intend to start now.

In view of his considerable attraction to her, the best thing he could do was find the child, send Lark on her way and get himself back to work.

Maybe that was the problem. For a guy like him, early retirement probably wasn’t a good idea. He needed to find something to do besides bask in the sun and spend the money he had earned from Wildcat Oil, a company his brother, Jackson, had worked for as a geologist. The investment each of the three Raines brothers had made in the fledgling oil exploration company had paid off beyond their highest expectations.


Jackson had returned to their hometown of Wind Canyon, Wyoming, and bought the ranch he had always wanted. Gabe had become a real estate developer in Dallas. Dev had gone on to invest even more in the market right before the big escalation and sold just before the crash.

He had all the money he could spend. Still, he needed to find something more to do than travel from resort to resort and screw himself blind with women whose names he couldn’t remember.

An image of Lark Delaney flashed through his head, tall and sexy, a vibrant force that made him want to reach out and just grab hold.

Since that wasn’t going to happen, it was the perfect time for him to reform his wicked ways.

Or at least give it a try.

Dev bit back a sigh.








Two




“Promise me, Lark. Promise me you’ll do it!” Heather lay, pale and emaciated, a small shrunken figure in the rented hospital bed in her living room. Her hand tightened for a moment around Lark’s fingers.

A thick lump swelled in Lark’s throat. “You know I will, sweetheart. I’ll find her, no matter what it takes. I won’t stop until I do.”

Heather managed a last sweet smile, then her eyes slowly closed. A soft breath whispered past her lips and the lines of pain in her face eased away. A look of peace settled over her pretty features, now ravaged by the illness that had stolen her young life.

“I’ll find her,” Lark repeated, the ache in her throat so fierce she could barely speak. “I won’t let you down again.” Leaning over, she pressed a final soft kiss on her sister’s forehead and allowed the tears she had been fighting to cascade down her cheeks.

A knock at her door jolted Lark awake. She blinked owlishly, surprised to discover she had fallen asleep on the sofa in her hotel room. She took a deep breath, steadied herself as the dream faded away, and rose from the sofa.

Yesterday, after leaving the investigator’s house, she had driven over to her sister’s condo. It was past time she dealt with Heather’s belongings but the memories of those last final weeks had simply been too painful.

Perhaps it was talking to Dev about Heather, or maybe taking the first steps in the search for her sister’s daughter that had given Lark the push she needed. Whatever the reason, she felt ready at last to begin getting past her grief.

Thankfully the rented hospital equipment had all been taken away. Lark had spent the afternoon sorting through Heather’s clothes, bagging them up for Goodwill; boxing up the rarely used pots and pans; going through old photos, crying as she worked, and feeling a strangely comforting connection to her sister.

She had worked till well past midnight, then returned to her hotel room. This morning she had ordered coffee, sat down on the sofa to wait for its delivery and fallen asleep. Another knock sounded. She yawned as she crossed to the door, stepped back to let the room service waiter into the room with coffee and croissants.

She was staying at the Biltmore in Scottsdale, a beautiful old hotel designed by a student of Frank Lloyd Wright. She loved the art-deco architecture and her big, beautiful room overlooking the vast green sprawl of manicured lawns that stretched all the way to the foot of the rugged Arizona hills.


She could afford to stay anywhere she wanted, but the graceful hotel was a favorite and it had been redone several times so that it was completely modern. And the landscaped grounds were incredible.

She checked the time. It was seven o’clock. As soon as the waiter left, she poured herself a cup of coffee and carried it into the bathroom to shower and dress for her meeting with Devlin Raines.

She was excited to get started. And working with a good-looking man didn’t hurt, either. She hadn’t dated in months. She liked men, liked sex with the right man, but lately none of them seemed appealing.

She couldn’t say the same for Dev Raines. She hadn’t felt such a jolt of attraction in years. Maybe never. He was single, she knew. She wondered if their relationship would progress beyond client-investigator. Kind of hoped it would. Just for a bit of fun. She wasn’t interested in any sort of serious relationship.

Not with the plans she had for expanding the company and her goals already in place.

Still, the days ahead could be…interesting. As long as Raines did his job and helped her find Heather’s baby.

 

Lark arrived fifteen minutes late. Dev wasn’t surprised. He was a little unnerved by the rush of lust that hit him when she walked into his office, cherry cola hair fluttering beside her cheeks, long legs moving with determination. For an instant, he imagined those long legs wrapped around his waist, imagined cupping that amazing ass in his hands as he drove into her.

He shook his head, forced his imagination back behind the zipper of his jeans and reminded himself to concentrate on business.

“You brought the adoption information?” he asked, spotting the manila folder she carried beneath her arm.

“I brought what I had. I’m afraid there isn’t that much.”

He opened the file, began to thumb through the pages. She was right, there wasn’t much. The name of the agency, Loving Home Adoption, the name of the people who ran it, Evan and Martha Olcott and an address off the 101 on Shea Avenue. A copy of the baby’s birth certificate was attached. It listed Heather Delaney as the mother, Baby Delaney as the child’s name. No father’s name. Nothing that looked the least bit useful.

“As I said, the agency is no longer at the address listed on the papers.” Lark walked over and poured herself a cup of coffee from the pot on the wet bar. “Want a refill?”

“I’ll get it.”

As he walked toward the counter, she carried her mug over to the round teakwood table and sat down in one of the chairs. “I drove down there last week. There was a for-lease sign in the window. I talked to people in the office next door, but they didn’t know anything. No one had a forwarding address for the agency and nobody knew where the Olcotts went after the office closed down.”

Dev poured some of the fresh brew into his cup, carried it over and sat down across from her. “According to these papers, it was a closed adoption.” Dev skimmed the pages. “The name of the couple who adopted the baby was kept secret at their request.”

“Heather was only sixteen. I remember Gran saying the couple didn’t want any problems when Heather got older.”

“No father’s name is listed on the birth certificate.”

“Heather refused to tell my grandparents who he was.”

“She was trying to protect him?”

“I think she was ashamed she had ever had anything to do with him.”

He studied the papers. “How much did your grandparents know about the people who wanted to adopt? What made them decide these people would make good parents?”

She took a sip of her coffee. “My grandmother trusted Martha Olcott. Mrs. Olcott said the couple was young and had plenty of money and they wanted a baby very badly. She said they would provide a loving home and my grandmother was satisfied with that. I think she just wanted the problem to go away.”

“Did your sister ever meet the perspective parents?”

“No, but Martha Olcott was very persuasive. She gave Heather her word the couple would take good care of her baby. Heather finally agreed.”

Dev got up from the table and carried his coffee cup over to the computer on his desk. He sat down and clicked his mouse. When Google popped up, he typed in Loving Home Adoptions and was surprised at how little came up.

“I don’t see anything in general about the agency, no website, no contact information, nothing but a couple of minor mentions in other agency articles.”

“They were very discreet. That was one of the things my grandmother liked. At the time, I was busy in Los Angeles and I didn’t get involved much in the process. I trusted Grandma’s judgment. I never met Mrs. Olcott or her husband, but Grandma said they seemed extremely knowledgeable.”

“And trustworthy?” he asked as she walked up beside him.

“She thought so, yes.” She leaned over his shoulder to study the monitor. “You don’t…you don’t think something might be wrong with the adoption?”

He tried to ignore the fact she was standing so close, ignore the energy that seemed to vibrate from every curve in her body. He tried to ignore the scent of her perfume but it wound around him like an invisible thread. “No reason to think that. Not yet.”

She straightened away from him. “But it’s possible?”

“Anything’s possible.” He typed in Martha Olcott but nothing interesting came up. There were hits for an Evan Olcott who was the coach of a high-school football team in Sunnyvale, California, but it didn’t appear to be the right man.

“I read that an agency has to be licensed by the state in which it does business,” Lark said.

He looked down at the screen, typed in licensed private adoption agencies Arizona. A government site popped up, www.children.az.gov. and he clicked his mouse on it. It took a while to navigate the site, but eventually he found the list of licensed agencies for the state.

“I don’t see it listed.”

“Maybe the license expired, or they moved to another state.”

“We’ll find out. If we can’t find the agency, we’ll find the Olcotts.”

Lark’s features brightened. “Can we? Aside from looking on the internet, I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

“Internet’s still our best bet. I’ve got a friend who’s an expert at this kind of thing. Name’s Charles Denton. Chaz can make a computer smoke. If the Olcotts are still in business somewhere, he’ll find them. If they aren’t, he’ll find them anyway.”

Lark’s smile was dazzling, and when those full lips curved, it made her eyes tilt at the corners. Dev felt a rush of heat that went straight to his groin.

Clenching his jaw, he glanced away, hoping Chaz would succeed with his usual efficiency, they would find the adoptive parents and all would be well. Then he could send Lark Delaney on her way and end this unwelcome lust that went far beyond anything he had expected.

It occurred to him that if they found the little girl fast enough, Lark would become his ex-client and he had no rules about that. An intriguing possibility. Still, there was Madman to consider and the fact she was his wife Molly’s friend. It was better if the job was finished and Lark went back to L.A.

“What do we do next?” she asked.

Dev released a slow breath and pulled his gaze away from the sweet curve of her breasts beneath the sleeveless red handkerchief blouse she wore with another pair of form-fitting jeans.

“I’ll give Chaz a call. I think the best thing is just to go see him. We’ll take what little we have, see what he can do with it.”
 
“Sounds good.”

He walked back over to the table and picked up the paperwork Lark had brought with her. He was glad to see she’d been smart enough to bring a couple of extra copies. “We’ve got what we need. Let’s go.”

Lark grabbed her oversized purse and followed, but instead of leading her out front, he turned down the hall, led her through the utility room into the garage, and pressed the button for the automatic door opener.

Lark surveyed the interior of the garage and one of her dark eyebrows went up. “Nice combination. A Porsche, a Suburban and a Harley.”

He shrugged. “I like my toys. Besides, you never know which one might come in handy.”

“In your line of work, I suppose that’s true.”

He guided her toward his shiny red Porsche Carerra, opened the passenger door, waited until she settled herself inside and fastened her seat belt, then went around to the driver’s side door.

In minutes they were flying down the Alma School Parkway, turning onto Pima, then taking the 101. Chaz had an apartment on Hayden Road and it didn’t take long to get there.

At least it wouldn’t have seemed so long if it weren’t for the distracting presence of the woman in the passenger seat and the urge to pull over and plant a hot wet kiss on those full pink lips.

Dev inwardly sighed. The next few days were going to be a whole lot harder than he had thought. He shifted against the bulge beneath the fly of his jeans and fought not to smile at the pun.

 

There was no living room in Chaz Denton’s apartment, Lark noticed. Well, there was, but it was so full of computer equipment it seemed nonexistent. Chaz didn’t seem to care.

A young man late twenties, Chaz had shoulder-length light brown hair and sparse chin whiskers that looked more like he’d spilled his lunch. Computers were obviously his world and though Lark hadn’t the foggiest notion what most of the equipment was, she hoped Chaz knew how to use it to find Martha and Evan Olcott and help locate Heather’s child.

“Hey, man, good to see you.” Chaz greeted Dev as he walked toward them, his shoulders slightly rounded as if he spent too much time at his computer, which he clearly did.

“You, too, buddy.” The men bumped fists then did one of those weird handshake things. “This is my client, Lark Delaney. We’re hoping you can help us.”

“Lark.” Chaz stuck out his fist. Lark held out her hand and Chaz shook it, looking a little embarrassed. “Pleased to meet you.”

“You, too, Chaz.”

Dev had given his friend the basics on the phone as they drove over. He handed Chaz the paperwork and the man sat down to study the document in front of one of the many monitors, one even bigger than Dev’s, at least forty inches. A few minutes later, he set the paperwork aside and began to type, his fingers flying over the keys so rapidly they were nothing but a blur.

He didn’t use Google but instead went to a search engine called Dogpile Search and Rescue, then hit Web Crawler. Bing, Yahoo, Ask.com, Lycos and AltaVista followed with such speed Lark lost track.

“Not much here,” Chaz said, starting over in another direction. Lark watched in awe and even Dev seemed fascinated by his friend’s expertise. Chaz studied the copy of the documents Dev had given him and returned to his rapid typing, which brought up a list of hits. “You were right about the license. No record of one in Arizona.”

Lark didn’t like the sound of that. “Are you saying the agency never had one?”

“Not in Arizona.”

“What about another state?” Lark asked.

“That’ll take a little work. I’ll get around to it in a minute.” His fingers flew. He worked for a while, completely absorbed in his task.

Finally he sat back in his chair. “I may have something on the stationery.” He pointed to the logo at the top of the front page, then the image on the screen. The emblem of Loving Home Adoptions was a small house enclosed by a little picket fence. Chaz had found a printing company that showed the logo among examples of some of its work.

“Paradise Printing,” Dev said. “That’s right here in Phoenix.”


“Even if the agency moved out of state,” Lark said, “Paradise might still be doing their printing.”

“Could be,” Chaz said.

“The address isn’t far,” Dev said. “We’ll take a ride over there while you’re working.”

Chaz nodded, his fingers still flying, his eyes still glued to the screen. “Yeah, I could use a little time on this. I’ll check other states for a license.”

Dev nodded. “Let us know what you come up with.”

Making their way to the door, they stepped out into the late-morning sunshine. The day was crystal clear, a soft breeze moving the branches of the trees. The leaves, still green, hadn’t yet begun to change color. Traffic was heavy on the road but the trees and shrubs around Chaz’s building helped to muffle the noise.

“Think he’ll find anything else?” Lark asked.

“Oh, yeah.” Dev’s smile held a trace of amusement. “He’ll track the Olcotts down. There’s no place safe for them to hide.”

She caught the look of certainty on Dev’s face and smiled. She wondered if Chaz Denton’s talents included bypassing firewalls and hacking into private systems. Since she needed whatever information the man could come up with, she wasn’t about to ask.

They climbed back into the Porsche and Dev headed for the printing company that had done the design work for the Loving Home agency. As the car sped along, Lark’s sideways glance took in his profile, the solid jaw and slight cleft in his chin. His tanned hands expertly gripped the wheel, good strong hands with short, nicely trimmed nails.

For an instant, his amazing blue eyes sliced in her direction, studying her from beneath a row of thick black lashes. It was a hot, sultry glance and her stomach lifted. But when he looked at her again, she couldn’t find the least interest and she wondered if she had imagined it.

So far Devlin Raines had been all business. It was something she usually appreciated. But her attraction to him wasn’t usual, and it galled her that he seemed to feel none of the burning attraction she felt for him.

They pulled up in front of Paradise Printing and both of them climbed out of the car. Inside the building, the office wasn’t fancy, just a long counter where work orders were taken and a room full of printing equipment and computer screens behind a partial wall.

From the opposite side of the counter, a small, black-haired man wearing wire-rimmed glasses approached them. “May I help you?”

Dev slid the top sheet of the adoption papers across the counter and pointed at the logo. “You design this?”

The little man studied the page through his wire-rimmed glasses and stiffened. “We most certainly did. Loving Home Adoptions, as you can see by the name underneath.”

“Are they still one of your customers?”

“I should say not. They never paid the balance owed on their bill—which amounted to more than seven hundred dollars.”

“Do you have any idea where we might find them?” Lark asked.


“If I knew, I would take them to small-claims court.”

“How long has it been since you’ve heard from them?” Dev asked, sensing the guy was miffed enough to tell him whatever he knew.

“More than a year, I’d say. I should never have extended Evan Olcott credit. I should have trusted my instincts and got the money up front, but he was struggling to make ends meet and I felt sorry for him.”

“Anything else you can tell us about him or his wife?”

“As I said, now that I look back on it, I should have trusted my instincts. I had a feeling about him, something just didn’t feel right.

“Mind if I ask you what this is about?”

“We’re trying to find some information on an adoption. Appreciate your help.”

“Well, thank you for your time, Mr. Paradise,” Dev said.

He just nodded and turned away, resigned to the loss of his money.

“Well, now we know the Olcotts don’t pay their bills,” Lark said glumly.

“Yeah, well, maybe they just got in over their heads. Maybe that’s the reason they closed the agency.”

“I suppose.” But the thought that the couple seemed to have a lot less integrity than her grandmother had believed made a knot begin to form in Lark’s stomach.








Three




The sun cast early-afternoon shadows by the time they left the printing office and crossed the sidewalk back to the car. Dev waited for Lark to slide into the passenger seat then closed the door. He was rounding the hood to the opposite side when his iPhone started to chime. He pulled it out of the pocket of his jeans, looked down at the caller ID and pressed the phone against his ear.

“Hey, Chaz, what have you got?”

“Got an old address for the Olcotts in Mesa. Condo units. The Olcotts moved away more than a year ago, but I thought you might get something from the manager. A couple named Reynolds. They live in number thirty-two.”

“Great. Give me the address?” Chaz gave him the info and Dev repeated it back. “That’s forty-one, forty-one Dunbar. Got it. Thanks, buddy.”

“I’m just getting started.”

Dev smiled into the phone. “That’s why you’re on the payroll.” He ended the call and shoved the phone back into his pocket.

“Chaz came up with an old address for the Olcotts.” He slid behind the leather-wrapped steering wheel. “Condo rentals. They moved out over a year ago, but the manager might know where they went.”

“How did Chaz find them?”

Dev shook his head. “Better not to ask.”

Lark smiled. “I kind of figured that.”

She was plenty smart, he knew. Which could wind up posing a problem, since his methods didn’t always stay precisely within the letter of the law. But he also knew how much she wanted to find her sister’s little girl.

He reached down and cranked the ignition switch, heard the satisfying roar of the powerful engine. Pulling away from the curb, he set off for the address Chaz had given him then heard his stomach growl and glanced at his watch.

“It’s way past time for lunch. You hungry?”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I’m used to working long hours on nothing but air, but I could probably eat.”

If she were a different woman, not one his clients, he would take her to one of the upscale Scottsdale spots he favored. But she wasn’t, so he pulled into a local 4B’s and turned off the engine.
 
““This okay?”

“Sure, it’s fine.”

She didn’t seem offended by the casual coffee-shop atmosphere, which most of the women he dated would have been. Then again, they weren’t on a date. Their relationship was strictly business. A non-margarita lunch would keep it that way.

They went inside and slid into a red vinyl booth, and both ordered cheeseburgers. Lark ordered a Diet Coke while he indulged himself in a chocolate milk shake. The drinks were delivered by a chunky blonde, friendly but harried as she tried to keep her orders straight.

“Thanks,” Dev said, moving his shake a little closer in front of him.

“Clive says your family lives in Wyoming.” Lark looked up at him from beneath her lashes as she took a long drink from her straw.

His body tightened. He felt the pull of those sexy lips from his belly button to his groin.

He cleared his throat. “My brothers and I were born in Wyoming but we all moved away as soon as we got out of high school. Jackson, he’s the oldest, bought a ranch there a few years back and moved home. Gabe’s a contractor in Dallas.”

“Do you see each other often?”

“As often as we can. We kind of gather at the ranch a couple of times a year. Jackson and Gabe both recently got married. We keep in touch by phone or email.”

Lark glanced down, toyed with the straw in her Coke. “You’re lucky to have them. I was only a teenager when my parents died. My grandparents were good people, but they were a lot older than I was. And Heather was five years younger. We didn’t really get to know each other until she was dying.”
 
“That’s rough.”

“Yeah. I miss her.”


He caught the quick sheen of tears before she glanced away. Her parents were dead, her grandparents, now her sister. For years Lark had been mostly on her own. He admired the drive that had made her so successful.

“I can’t imagine not having my brothers around—even if they are a pain in the ass sometimes.”

She grinned. “The people I work with are my family. Scotty and Delilah, Carrie Beth and Dexter. They’ve been with me from the start. We’re really close-knit.”

“So they’re running the business while you’re away?”

“We close down the first two weeks of October every year. We use the time to rejuvenate. When we come back, we’re ready to start designing for the next season. We decided when we started that we were going to run the company and not let the company run us.”

“Sounds like a sensible plan. Must be good people.”

“The best. Like I said, they’re my family.”

The waitress arrived with their food, smiled at Dev, then hurried over to the next table. Lark wrapped her hands around the burger, which oozed ketchup onto her plate.

“So you have some very good friends.” He tossed a French fry into his mouth. “No husband, though.”

She swallowed the bite she had taken. “How did you…? The internet, right?”

He picked up his burger. “No wedding ring. Nothing on the internet, either. How about a boyfriend?” He knew he shouldn’t be asking but the question just wouldn’t stay locked in his mouth.

“Not at the moment.”


“Why not?”

She cast him a glance. “I guess I haven’t met anyone interesting.”

Their eyes held for a moment. He hadn’t met anyone interesting, either. Not since Amy. That had been nearly three years ago. A lapse in judgment that had ended in disaster.

The reminder had him straightening in his seat, digging into the cheeseburger with more gusto than he actually felt. They ate in silence, though several times he felt Lark’s bright green gaze assessing him.

When they finished, she pushed her plate away and sat up in the booth. “Time to earn your money, Mr. Detective.”

“Past time.” He left cash for the check and the tip on the table as the waitress walked up, a slightly less harried smile on her face. Dev winked. “Thanks, Myra.” The name on her badge.

“You’re welcome, honey. Come back anytime.”

Lark was grinning, he noticed as they walked out the door. “One of your girlfriends?”

He laughed. “Not interesting enough.” Though after Amy, that hadn’t really mattered. He hadn’t cared about anything but getting laid and having fun.

It had never occurred to him that kind of fun might actually get boring.

 

“Think the manager will be home?” Lark asked as Dev drove toward the address Chaz had given him in Mesa.

“They take care of the units. Good chance they’ll be there.”


A knock on the manager’s door proved they were. An older, retired couple, the woman wide-hipped, the man string-bean thin. They came to the door together and spoke through the screen they kept closed.

“May we help you?”

“We’re looking for a couple who rented from you a while back. They moved out a little over a year ago. We’re hoping you might be able to help us find them.”

“Martha and Evan Olcott,” Lark added. “They ran an adoption agency in the area.”

The old man grunted. “We remember them. Lived in unit fourteen. Left here in the middle of the night. Owed us two months rent when they took off.”

Lark exchanged a glance with Dev.

“Any idea where they went?” he asked.

The thin man eyed them with suspicion. “Why? They owe you money, too?”

“No, but there are people who’d like us to find them.”

Dev pulled out his Raines Security Company card and held it up in front of the door. Mrs. Reynolds slipped out a chubby hand and hauled it back into the house, letting the screen door fall into place. She studied the business card and seemed to relax a little.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Raines, but we have no idea where the Olcotts went.”

“Seemed like such nice people,” Mr. Reynolds grumbled. “Sure had us fooled.”

“You wouldn’t by any chance have the rental application they submitted when they moved in?” Dev asked.


Mrs. Reynolds brightened. “We surely do.”

Her husband opened the screen door, inviting them into the living room. “Me and Sarah, we keep first-rate records. Didn’t do us much good with those two.”

“Did you try to collect the money?” Lark asked.

“Turned them in to the credit bureau. Nothin’ come of it.”

Mrs. Reynolds sailed in from a room at the back with the Olcotts’ rental application. She handed it to Dev. “I made you a copy. You can keep it.”
 
“Thank you.”

“I hope you find them,” Mr. Reynolds said. “Keep some other poor bastard from losing his money.”

“Harold!” Mrs. Reynolds poked her husband in the ribs, eliciting a grunt.

“Well, it’s the truth, ain’t it?”

Lark bit back a smile. “We appreciate the trouble you’ve gone to. You’ve both been very helpful.”

“No trouble at all,” Mrs. Reynolds said.

Lark walked back outside. She stepped off the porch into the sunshine, Dev close behind her. They returned to his car and climbed in. Dev phoned Chaz and gave him the social-security numbers the Olcotts had written on the application.

“Let me know what you find out,” he said and ended the call.

“Don’t tell me he can get into the federal system.”

“Okay, I won’t.”

Lark’s eyebrows went up but she said no more as they drove back to the house. She wasn’t about to interfere in the investigator’s business, not when she wanted him to help her.

“It’s getting late,” Dev said, weaving the car expertly in and out of traffic. “That’s all we can do for today. We ought to hear something from Chaz by tomorrow. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”

“I’ll be over at eight.”

“Isn’t necessary. Like I said, I’ll call you.”

“I’ll be there. I’m sure I can think of something useful to do.”

Dev clenched his jaw but didn’t argue.

Which was a darned good thing. She was paying the man for his time and she meant to make sure he earned every penny.

It was almost dark by the time the Porsche pulled into the driveway and Dev turned off the engine. Instead of inviting her inside, he walked around and helped her out, led her toward her little silver Prius parked in front.

“I guess I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said.

She just nodded. As he opened her car door, she paused, her gaze going past him over the surrounding land. A dusky purple haze had settled over the landscape. Tall Saguaro Cactus rose up from the dry earth like armed sentinels. Long, feathery ocatilla waved gently in the breeze, keeping watch over the fuzzy gray rabbits that hopped from one place to another, then disappeared into the scrub.

“I’d forgotten how beautiful the desert can be.”

Dev’s gaze followed hers. “I’ve learned to love it here. Though I leave for a while every summer. That hundred and twenty gets to me after a while.”


She smiled. “I imagine it would, for a guy from Wyoming.”

“I’ve got a branch office in San Diego. I keep a sailboat in Mission Bay. I head down there when the heat gets too much.”

He was standing so close she felt the warmth of his lean, hard body. She moistened her lips. “I guess I’d better go.”

She couldn’t see his eyes in the darkness, couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

“Yeah…” he said a little gruffly, “you’d better leave.”

Her heart was pounding. It was ridiculous. The man hadn’t made the slightest overture of interest. In truth, he’d done his best to ignore her.

From now on, she vowed, she’d do a better job of ignoring him.

 

Dev watched Lark drive away.

Jesus.

His mouth felt dry. He was hard as granite, his balls tight and aching. Dammit, he couldn’t remember wanting a woman this way.

He thought of Amy, the woman he’d planned to marry. He’d wanted her, of course, but their relationship was more about love than sex. He had fallen hard for the blonde, blue-eyed country-club lady he had met though her father, a wealthy Phoenix investment banker who had hired Raines Security to provide protection for one of his billionaire clients when he was in town.

Amy embodied everything that Dev had dreamed of. She was beautiful and desirable, a woman of breeding and class from a family who could give him entrée into the top levels of society. A woman he had fallen deeply in love with and believed would make him a loving wife.

Instead, three days before the extravagant wedding they had planned, Amy had broken their engagement. If he closed his eyes, he could still feel each of her words like a knife stabbing into his heart.

“I’m so sorry, Dev. I never meant to hurt you. Surely you know that. But Jonathan and I… We’ve…we’ve fallen in love.”

He caught her shoulders. “Amy, what are you talking about? We’re getting married in three days.”

“I know Daddy wanted us to marry.” She eased away a little. “He wants grandchildren and he believed…well, you being a military man and all, he saw you as a real man, I guess. Good for the family bloodlines. But Jonathan and I…well, we’re much better suited. If you’re honest with yourself, surely you can see that.”

Which meant Jonathan Stanton had a lot more money than Devlin Raines.

“I just hope someday you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me.”

Now, standing in the darkness outside his house, Dev shook off the memory. With a drunk for a mother, he’d always had trust issues with women. After Amy, he figured he was better off staying single.

Still, lust and love were two very different things and as he watched the peppy little Prius disappear in the distance, Dev had no doubt which of those things he felt for Lark Delaney.


But wanting her didn’t change the fact she was his client. She was there because she needed his help, not the hard-on he sported every time she came around.

He needed to complete the job he had taken because his friend Madman Monroe had asked him, needed to find her sister’s little girl.

He needed Lark out of his life—before he did what he wanted and behaved in a way he would regret.








Four



Instead of going back to the Biltmore, Lark drove past the turn to the hotel and continued down the road to her sister’s condo. She had just pulled into the driveway when her cell phone started to ring. She dug through her purse, pulled out her BlackBerry and pressed it against her ear.

“Lark, it’s Brenda.”

“Oh, hi, Bren.” She fumbled with her keys, unlocked the front door and let herself in.

“Listen, I called your office but the answering machine said you were closed for the next two weeks. I tracked down Carrie Beth and she told me you were in Phoenix. Are you really here? Why didn’t you call me?”

Brenda Whitney was one of her very best friends. They had known each other since high school, stayed in touch through college, through Brenda’s marriage and divorce, then the awful weeks of Heather’s illness. Brenda was a single mother raising two children, and even the differences in their lifestyles hadn’t kept them apart.

Lark dropped her purse on the table and released a breath. “I’ve been meaning to call. I just…I don’t know. I needed a little time to get my head on straight.”

“Did you come to Phoenix to find the baby?”

Brenda knew about Heather’s dying request. She knew Lark would be back to start the search as soon as she could make the necessary arrangements.

“I’ve hired a private investigator. We’re working on it together.”

“Where are you?”

“I’m at Heather’s. I’m…I’m working on packing her things.”

“That’s great, Lark. I know how much you’ve dreaded doing it. I’m proud of you.”

“It isn’t as bad as I thought. I kind of feel like she’s here, you know?”

“Yeah, I do. I’ll come over and help. The kids are with their dad. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

It was odd. Yesterday she hadn’t wanted company. She needed time with her sister and the memories they shared. Today, the thought of Brenda coming over brought a feeling of relief. “That’d be great. I’ll see you soon.”

Lark began her task. Down on her knees, she opened one of the several boxes of photos and started sorting through the contents, spreading the pictures out on the carpet.

Twenty minutes later, a light knock sounded. Lark looked up as the door swung open and Brenda walked in. Red-haired and curvy, she set her LARK bag—a Christmas gift—on the coffee table and came over to where Lark knelt on the carpet, the cardboard box half-empty in front of her.

Brenda looked down at the volume of photos on the floor and a fond smile curved her lips. “She was a real picture hound, wasn’t she?” In jeans and a T-shirt, she sat cross-legged on the carpet next to Lark.

“I’m not much for taking pictures. Seems like you take them but never look at them again.”

“On the other hand,” Brenda said softly, “we’ve got all these lovely photos to help us remember her.”

Lark’s eyes filled. “Yes, we do.” She blinked, wiped away the tear that escaped down her cheek. She’d done enough crying over the weeks and months she had spent with Heather. It was time to move past the grief.

“So how is the search progressing?” Brenda asked, settling into the task of sorting and stacking, placing Delaney family photos in one pile, friends of Heather’s in another.

Lark rubbed a kink in her neck. “We’re only getting started.”

“And?”

“So far, it’s not going all that well. Seems the agency went out of business and the Olcotts—the people who ran it—have disappeared. On top of that, they may not have been as reputable as my grandparents believed.”

“That’s not good news.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“But you’ve got this guy, this investigator to help you, right?”


She nodded. “Devlin Raines. He seems to know what he’s doing and Clive trusts him completely.”

“And you trust Clive.”

“Clive was a Ranger and so was Dev. And Clive’s wife, Molly, is terrific. She lived in the condo next door until she and Clive got married.” Lark grinned. “There are things we know about each other we’ve vowed to take to our graves.”

Brenda laughed and so did Lark. Then she looked down at the photos of her sister spread out in front of her and her smile slowly faded. “She didn’t deserve to die so young.”
 
“Nobody does.”

“I’m going to find her little girl, make sure she’s in a good home.”

“You’ll do it. You’ll find her.”

“Dev says we will. He’s got the kind of confidence that makes it easy to believe.”

Brenda set a picture of Lark and Heather off by itself. “What’s he like, this investigator?”

Lark rolled her eyes. “Gorgeous. Ripped like you wouldn’t believe.” She grinned. “But I’m determined not to notice.”

Brenda laughed. “Single or married?”

“Single and loving every minute of it. At least that would be my guess.”

“In that case, you’d better be careful.”

“Oh, I am. Even if I decided to assuage my growing lust for his fabulous body, I’m not interested in anything more than a fling. I don’t know if he even wants that.”

“Better that way.”


“I know. Still, it’s been a while.”

Brenda placed another photo on top of the family pile. “Too darned long, if you ask me.”

Lark just smiled. Brenda knew her far too well, knew how particular she was. “So you see my dilemma.”

Her friend chuckled. “If he isn’t interested, he’s either gay or stupid.”

“I don’t get the least gay vibes and so far he doesn’t seem stupid.”

“Then you better just hold on, girlfriend, because you are definitely in for a ride.”

Lark laughed softly, wondering if it might be true. She looked down at the photos, noticed one of her and Heather when they were kids playing in the backyard sprinkler. She ran a finger over the fading color print, wishing her sister were there to join in their playful banter about men.

But the sadness of missing her was growing more distant, the pain of loss easing a little.

Heather was finally at peace.

Now in order to find peace herself, Lark had to keep her word and find her sister’s child.

 

Lark made it a point to be on time that next morning, which meant she was only ten minutes late. Dev was a Ranger and the ultimate macho man. He would probably expect a woman to be late. Which she usually was.

She knocked on his door at ten after eight and the same giant hulk of a man who had been there that first day pulled it open.

“Come on in,” he said. “Dev’s in his office.”


She nodded, followed his lumbering gait down the hall.

Seated behind his computer, Dev looked up as the man led her inside. “Lark, that’s Townsend Emory. He pretty much takes care of things around here. Town, meet Lark Delaney. We’ll be working together for a while.”

“Nice to meet you, Lark,” the huge man said.

“You, as well, Town.”

His expression remained serious as he quietly slipped out of the room.

“He wasn’t here when I came yesterday.”

“He was here. There’s a guest house on the other side of the pool. Town works in there sometimes. He and my housekeeper, Aida Clark, were going over the weekly shopping list and whatever else they need to do to keep this place running.”

“Ex-football player?” she asked, thinking of the man’s massive shoulders and the gnarled fingers that looked as if they had been broken.

Dev nodded. “Arizona Cardinals. Neck injury. Had to quit the game. Worked for Raines Security for a while before I put him to work here at the house. Town is tough as boot leather, but he’s also smart. I’m lucky to have him.”

“And he’s your friend. I could tell by the protective gleam in his eyes when I walked into the house.”

Dev shrugged. “We look out for each other.”

“And apparently that includes women.”

“Town’s wife left him when his pro-football salary took a nosedive. He isn’t very trusting of women.”

She arched a dark eyebrow. “How about you?”


Dev shrugged. “I like women just fine.”

“You mean they have their uses even if you don’t trust them.”

He looked up at her. “I guess you could say that.” There was something in his eyes, a secret that had to do with a woman and the distrust he admitted to feeling.

She sauntered over to his desk, looked down at his computer screen. “So what have we got going on this morning?”

Dev leaned back in his chair. “Chaz called. No license for Loving Home Adoptions showed up in any other state.”

“Not really a surprise since they didn’t bother to have one here.”

“No, not a surprise.”

She saw the worry lines across his forehead, sat down in the chair next to his desk. “Go on, tell me the rest.”

Dev released a slow breath. “Turns out there is no Evan or Martha Olcott. I gave Chaz the social-security numbers the landlord gave us. Chaz ran the numbers. They were bogus.”

“They weren’t using their real names?”

“No, but Chaz tracked them down. Their real names are Allen and Margaret Oldman. Before they came to Arizona, Allen Oldman did three years in the Nevada State penitentiary for fraud. Margaret Oldman, his accomplice, was put on two years’ probation. Three months after Allen Oldman was released, he and Margaret disappeared.”

Her heart was beating too hard. “You’re sure…sure the Oldmans are the Olcotts, the people who ran the agency?”

“It’s them.”

“Oh, God.”

“Doesn’t mean the baby didn’t get a good home.”

“No, but it wouldn’t have been a high priority for people like that.” She just looked at him. “If they didn’t care about the children they placed, what were they after? It had to be money.”

His gaze held steady. “Odds are.”

“How much money?”

“Could be as much as fifty to a hundred thousand, maybe more if the circumstances were right. I’ve heard of baby-selling scams that went as high as that.”

Lark moistened her lips. “Why would…why would the adoptive couple be willing to pay that much?”

He shrugged but she could tell he didn’t want to say. “Could be any number of reasons.”

“But likely it’s because they couldn’t qualify through regular channels. They had some problem that made it impossible.”
 
“That’s right.”

Lark shot up from her chair. “Oh, no.”

Dev stood up beside her, reached over and gently caught her shoulders. Those lean, powerful hands settled her down and calmed her nerves. “They might be just fine. The adoption laws can be pretty tough. Maybe the couple just wanted a baby very badly and there was some glitch in their past.”

She swallowed, nodded. “You’re right. There’s no need to panic yet.”


“Exactly.” He let her go and stepped away. “We’ll find them.” He gave her a smile. “That’s why you hired me, isn’t it?”

Some of the tightness in her stomach eased. “As a matter of fact, it is. Which reminds me…I forgot to give you that check.”

“Just hold on to it. We’ll settle up when this is over.” Dev’s gaze ran over her as if he had a different sort of payment in mind. The heat was there she thought she had seen before. Maybe he wasn’t as indifferent as he seemed.

But as he walked away from her without a backward glance, maybe he was.

 

“You aren’t going to like this,” Dev said to Lark later that morning as he hung up the phone on his desk.

“Tell me it isn’t more bad news.”

“I wish I could. That was Chaz. The adoption papers your grandparents signed were never legally recorded. There’s no record the adoption ever took place.”

Her hand started shaking, jiggling the coffee in her newly refilled mug. She leaned back in her chair. “But the documents were signed. They were even notarized. I heard you mention that on the phone.”

“That’s right. The notary’s name is on the seal, Caroline Demarco. I’m hoping she might be able to help us.”

“Her name is there but there’s no address. How do we find her?”

“Chaz took care of it. She’s working at McCleary Real Estate in downtown Phoenix.” He stood up from behind his desk. “Grab your purse. Let’s go see what Ms. Demarco has to say.”

They headed down the hall to the garage and he guided her over to his Porsche. He backed the car out of the garage and they were on their way.

“I wouldn’t have thought of talking to the notary,” Lark said as he drove toward the address Chaz had given him. “But then I guess that’s why you make the big bucks.”

Dev just smiled. Very little of the money he earned came from his work as an investigator. Mostly he just did it to keep himself entertained.

Soon they pulled up in front of the two-story, brick-trimmed building that housed the real estate office.

“Could turn out to be a good lead or nothing,” he said. “That’s the nature of the beast.”

They crossed the sidewalk and Dev shoved open the heavy glass door. The office was spartan, but clean, with ten oak desks divided by a center aisle. Only two were currently occupied. At the front of the office, behind the receptionist desk, an older, gray-haired woman sat with the phone pressed against her ear.

She hung up as they approached. “May I help you?”

“We’d like to talk to Caroline Demarco,” Dev said. “I believe she works here.”

“Why, yes, she does. Are you looking for a home or do need something notarized?”

Lark flicked him a glance. “We…umm need something notarized.”

The woman smiled as she rose from behind the desk. “Cookie’s a Realtor as well as a notary. If you decide you’re interested in buying a home, she’s a very competent agent.”

“That’s good to know,” Dev said.

The receptionist led them farther into the office and pointed to a woman in her early thirties seated behind a desk near the back. Cookie Demarco had frazzled, cinnamon-colored hair and so many freckles her complexion looked tan.

The phone started ringing and the receptionist paused. “I’ve got to get that.” She smiled. “I’m sure Cookie will take very good care of you.”

“Thank you,” Lark said as the woman hurried back to pick up the phone.

As they arrived in front of the notary’s desk, Caroline Demarco looked up from her computer. “Good morning. May I help you?”

“We’d like to talk to you about a document you notarized,” Dev said. Setting the adoption papers on the desk in front of her, he flipped them open to the last page, and pointed to the seal that had her name and the words Notary Public for the State of Arizona printed around the rim. “You notarized these papers, correct?”

Cookie checked the seal and her signature beside it. “Yes, I did.” Wariness creep over her features. “Is something wrong?”

“Nothing that has to do with you or your notary,” Lark reassured her with a smile, easing the woman’s nerves.

Good girl, Dev thought. They needed the woman talking, not clamming up.

“Ms. Demarco, do you happen to recall who brought the people in to sign these?” he asked.


“It’s been a while, but adoption papers aren’t something I deal with very often. I notarized the documents for Melvin Keetch. He’s an attorney.”

Lark’s face lit with excitement. “Do you know where we can find Mr. Keetch?”

“He used to work upstairs. That’s how I met him. But he moved away from Phoenix last year.”

Her shoulders slumped.

“Do you know where he went?” Dev asked.

“I’m afraid not. I didn’t really know him that well.”

“Heather Delaney was my sister,” Lark gently explained, pointing at the signature on the page. “She was pregnant when she signed these papers. Do you remember her?”

Cookie looked at the date on the signature page. “That was more than four years ago. No, I’m afraid I don’t.”

“Did you ever notarize anything for Mr. Keetch that involved other pregnant women?” Dev asked.

Cookie nodded. “I remember he did work on occasion for the adoption agency mentioned in the document you brought in.” She pointed to the name beneath the logo on the front page of the document. “Loving Home Adoptions. That was the name. There were a couple of other times he asked me to notarize papers like these.”

“Any chance you remember the names of the people who signed?” Dev asked.

“It’s really important we find these people,” Lark added.

“I remember the last one I did. It was just before Keetch closed his office. Her name was Caroline, like mine. That’s the reason I remember. She was maybe twenty, twenty-one. The people from the adoption agency brought her in. I don’t remember their names but I remember that once the paperwork was signed, the girl seemed relieved.”

Cookie turned a smile on Lark. “Sometimes adoption can be a good thing, you know?”

“Sometimes,” Lark agreed softly.

“Any chance you remember the young woman’s last name?”

Cookie pulled open her left-hand desk drawer. “Like I said, it was just about a year ago, right before Keetch moved out of his office.” She drew out her dog-eared notary book and began to turn the pages. “The law requires each person whose name is notarized to sign the book and write in their address.”

He knew that, was counting on it.

She looked up, suddenly wary. “I probably shouldn’t give out this information….”

Lark reached over and caught her hand. “My sister died three months ago. I promised her I’d make sure her baby was safe. We really need this information, Ms. Demarco.”

“Whatever you tell us goes no further,” Dev promised.

Cookie looked up at Lark, still a little uncertain.

“Maybe you’re a mother yourself,” Lark added. “You’d want to know your baby was safe, wouldn’t you?”

Cookie glanced away. She opened the book and started working backward through the pages to the approximate date a year earlier.


“Here it is. Caroline Egan. This is her address, or at least it was at the time.”

Lark picked a pen up off the desk and wrote down the street and number. “Thank you, thank you so much.”

Dev tried not to notice the flash of pain on Lark’s face, gone as fast as it appeared. He knew she was still grieving for her sister. He owed it to Clive Monroe to help her keep the promise she had made.

But he was beginning to wonder if maybe he was just doing it for Lark.








Five



“Are we going there now?” Lark asked as Dev’s Porsche roared away from the real estate office.

“No time like the present.”

She settled back in her seat. Outside it was another perfect fall day, the sky so clear and blue it looked surreal. This was why people moved to the desert, why they put up with the awful heat in the summer. It was why Heather had stayed when she could have moved away.

Lark sighed. So far they hadn’t found anything that would lead them directly to her sister’s baby, and yet she felt as if they had come a very long way. Dev seemed focused and determined. Once he set his mind on a course of action, he wasn’t about to give up. He would follow each lead to its conclusion and that, she was sure, would eventually take them where they needed to go.

And so she let herself be lulled by the roar of the engine, let the curve-hugging machine in the capable hands of Devlin Raines take them to their next destination.

As the car zipped along, she cast him a sideways glance. With his dark good looks and amazing blue eyes, he was one of the best-looking men she had ever seen. But already that seemed unimportant. It was his sense of purpose, the competence he exuded that attracted her. She bit back a grin. That and his incredible body.

He flicked her a glance. “What?”

Lark jerked her gaze back to the road. “Nothing.”

“I don’t think it was nothing. Whatever it was had you squirming in your seat.”

Oh, dear. She released a slow breath, giving herself time to come up with something he might actually believe. “I guess I was thinking of Steve.”

“Steve?” Those lean suntanned fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “Steve who?”

“Steve Rutgers, my attorney.” She couldn’t believe she was telling him such a bald-faced lie, but Dev was frowning, obviously disapproving, and that made her curious. “I haven’t dated anyone in a long time. Steve is handsome and single and I was just wondering—”

“Well, don’t,” he said darkly. “You’re here on business. Keep your mind on business.”

Interesting.

She glanced over at his grim expression and laughed. “I wasn’t thinking about my attorney.”

“What then?”

She almost smiled. “None of your business.”

Dev flashed her a look, but didn’t press the matter. She wondered if he knew how attractive she found him. Probably. A guy who looked like that had to have woman falling at his feet.

Maybe that was it. Maybe he was the kind of man who preferred the woman to be the aggressor. She studied his beautiful, slightly mysterious, dangerous-looking profile. Ranger. Macho man. No way.

Her mouth edged up as he pulled the car to the curb in front of a small, gray, single-story bungalow on the west side of the city and turned off the engine. Clearly, she hadn’t figured him out yet. But maybe that was okay. In fact, it was probably better if she didn’t make the effort.

Lark opened the door and swung her legs out of the car as Dev rounded the hood and came up beside her.
 
“Ready?”

She nodded and gave him her hand and he pulled her up out of the low-slung car. Together they walked up the cement path, climbed the wooden front porch steps, and Dev knocked on the door. No answer.

The door swung open when they knocked again. A petite blonde in her early twenties stood in the opening. She had big blue eyes, a soft smile, and she was at least six months pregnant.

If Dev was surprised, he didn’t let it show. “Ms. Egan? Caroline Egan?”

“Yes.”

My name is Devlin Raines.” He handed her his business card. “This is Lark Delaney. We’re here to ask you some questions about Martha and Evan Olcott.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know anything about them.” She started to close the door, but Dev stuck his foot against the frame and the door slammed against it, blocking her effort.

“We aren’t here to cause you any trouble,” he said. “We’re just trying to find them. Lark’s sister gave up her baby through the Loving Home agency. We need to find out where the baby went.”

She only shook her head. “I really can’t help you. My relationship with the Olcotts ended as soon as I delivered my baby and the Olcotts placed it with an adoptive family.”

“Are you aware the adoption might not have been legal?” Lark asked.

“That isn’t my problem.” Caroline tried to close the door, but Dev kept his foot propped against it.

“I see you’re pregnant again,” he said. “May I ask if you’re planning to give this child up, as well?”

Lark was surprised by the question. She assumed Caroline Egan had married or that she had gotten pregnant again because she wanted a baby.

“I’m giving it up, yes. Arrangements have already been made.”

“How much are you getting?”

Her lips thinned. “Not as much as I got from the Olcotts.” Her smile was as narrow as her lips. “I’m working with the Hancock Agency. You’re welcome to call them if you want more information. Now, please leave me alone.” She swung the door and this time Dev let it close.

Wordlessly, they turned and started back to the car.


“I can’t believe it,” Lark said. “The girl is a baby-making machine. That’s what she does for a living.”

“I’ll have Chaz look up the Hancock Agency but I remember seeing the name repeatedly on the web. I think they’re probably legit.”

“How can a woman do that?”

He shrugged his wide shoulders. “I guess she sees it as a job, just like any other. She makes babies instead of quilts or homemade candy or something.”

Lark made a rude sound in her throat as they crossed the porch and descended the wooden front steps. “What do you suppose she earns?”

“She’s blonde and blue-eyed. Caucasian babies are in high demand. Twenty thousand, maybe more. It isn’t against the law—not if the adoption agency is licensed and following all the state mandates.”

“That doesn’t seem like a lot of money, considering the trouble and the possible risks.”

“Could just be a way to earn a little extra.”

Lark paused next to the car, biting her lip to control a shot of anger. “What about the father?”

“Probably a sperm donor.” He opened the passenger door. “Provides more opportunity to get the most saleable attributes.”

“Which makes the baby worth more.”

“That’s right.”

She slid into the seat and Dev closed the car door. He rounded the hood and slid in behind the wheel.

“Heather didn’t get paid,” Lark told him. “I know that much. She wouldn’t have taken the money if it had been offered.”


He stuck the key in the ignition. “You don’t think your grandparents received any sort of payment?”

“Definitely not. They were Catholic. Very devout. And they didn’t need the money.”

“But the Olcotts did.” He cranked the key and the engine began to purr.

“That’s right, they did. But if they were paid as highly as we think, why couldn’t they pay their bills?”

“Good question. I’ll have Chaz look into it.” He pulled the Porsche into traffic and punched the accelerator.

“Do you remember how your grandparents first came across the Olcotts?” he asked.

Lark shook her head. “Through friends, I think. Or maybe someone in their church. I really don’t know.”

He slowed to take a corner, downshifted. “We need to find the Olcotts.”

“Even if we do, what makes you think they’ll tell us where to find the baby?”

He looked at her and his eyes turned a cold, steely blue. “Oh, they’ll tell us. I promise you that.”

Lark was beginning to know that look. It was one of fierce determination and she didn’t doubt him for a minute.

 

By late afternoon the following day, it was clear the job he had thought would be easy wouldn’t be easy at all.

The good news was, Chaz had located the Olcotts, formerly the Oldmans, now going by the name Mary and Benedict Fellows. They were managing a chain of child care facilities in Los Angeles.


“At least they aren’t selling babies,” Lark said from across the table in his office where she had been reading articles on black market babies she had printed off the internet.

“Not openly, at any rate.” At her sudden pallor, he regretted his words. “What I mean is, they’re still involved with children. Might provide opportunities to locate pregnant women willing to give up their babies.”

“Maybe the business is legitimate.”

“I think it probably is. The question is whether or not the Fellowses are managing it in a strictly legitimate fashion.”

She looked at him with those tilted green eyes that made his insides hot. “So when do we leave?”

“I plan to leave in the morning. Town’s already called Desert Air and made the arrangements. I rarely fly commercial anymore. It’s too much trouble. Especially since I’ll be carrying.”
 
“Carrying what?”

He grinned. “A gun, sweetheart. It goes with the job.”

She opened her mouth to reply, but no words came out and he knew she had spotted the dimple that occasionally appeared in his cheek.

“That dimple is really overkill, you know.”

He just shrugged. “Sorry. I didn’t put it there.”

He didn’t like the look on her face, as if he had just gone down a notch in her book. Most women thought it was sexy, dammit. Then again, Lark Delaney wasn’t like most women.


“So am I meeting you here or at the airport?” she asked, returning their previous conversation.

“You aren’t meeting me anywhere. You aren’t going.”

She smiled sweetly. “If that’s what you’re thinking then you would be wrong. I told you we would be doing this together. I meant it.”

He clenched his jaw. “I can be there and back a lot faster if I travel alone.”

“I might have questions, something about the adoption that you wouldn’t think to ask. I’m going.”

He growled low in his throat. He’d known she would be trouble. He had sensed it from the moment he had first seen her. “Fine. Be here at seven. We’ll be flying out of Scottsdale. We can drive to the airport together.”
 
“All right.”

“And don’t be late.”

She gave him one of her sugary smiles. “I was here on time this morning, wasn’t I?”

Dev cast her a knowing glance. “How often does that happen?”

“It’s going to happen tomorrow, so you don’t need to worry.”

He just laughed. Women. You had to love ’em. Or at least he’d like to love this one for at least a couple of nights. He didn’t think one steamy round of sex with a lady this hot would be enough.

“Are we done for the day?” she asked.

“We’re done. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“You’ve got my cell number. Let me know if anything comes up.”


He didn’t answer. Something was already up, pressing hard against his zipper. And now she was going with him to L.A.

He wanted to punch Madman in the nose for sending her his way.

 

The chartered Navajo twin-engine plane made a smooth landing at the Burbank Airport and taxied across the tarmac to the executive terminal.

“Thanks, Tom,” Dev said to the pilot as they prepared to depart the plane. “Nice flight. Great job, as always.”

“We’re heading back tonight, right?”

“If everything goes as planned. I’ll call you as soon as I know for sure.”

“Great.”

Lark stepped into the aisle and Dev moved behind her as she made her way toward the door. The pilot, Tom Dominguez, flicked her a friendly glance as she reached the door. He’d been extremely professional all day, pleasant but never overstepping the bounds between pilot and passenger.

“It was nice meeting you, Ms. Delaney,” he said.

“You, as well, Tom.”

Lark smiled as he went ahead of her down the steps, then waited for her near the bottom, took her hand and helped her to the asphalt. Tom retrieved their bags from the cargo bay, then she and Dev crossed the tarmac to the car Dev had rented.

Each of them had brought an overnight bag. There was no way to know where the information Chaz had turned up might take them and, like Dev, Lark wanted to be prepared.

He tossed their bags into the trunk of the inconspicuous dark brown Buick rental while Lark climbed inside and fastened her seat belt. Once he was behind the wheel, Dev punched the address Chaz had given them for the main branch of Blue Bunny Day Care into the navigation system and a map appeared on the screen.

The system’s female voice began giving directions and Dev put the car into gear. “All right, Gretchen,” he said to the invisible navigator, “we’re ready when you are.”

One of Lark’s eyebrows went up. “Gretchen?”

Dev chuckled. “She kind of reminds me of a Nazi commandant. You had better do what she says or else.”

Lark laughed because it was true. She had a similar system in her own car and she often felt as if the invisible woman telling her where to go had some strange power over her.

From Burbank, they drove down Victory to the Hollywood Freeway, exited, and started up Franklin.

“Should be up here on the right somewhere,” Lark said, checking for which side had the even street numbers. Eventually she spotted the blue-and-white sign that read Blue Bunny Day Care. “There it is.” She pointed to a flat-roofed, nineteen-fifties-era building with a small parking lot in front.

“Got it.” Dev wheeled the Buick into the lot, found a space, and killed the engine. They climbed out of the car and headed for the door.

Inside the doors was a large open area where kids were playing, all of them shrieking and laughing. If only life continued that way, Lark thought ruefully, the world would be a far better place.

A receptionist stood behind the counter, pouring over a stack of paperwork as Lark took stock of her surroundings. A huge plastic blue rabbit dominated the center of the room, with stairs the kids could climb to get inside the body. The eyes were windows they could see out through and there were small holes to crawl through in each of the toes on the rabbit’s hind feet. There was a slide that looked like a caterpillar and a merry-go-round in the shape of a coiled snake with a goofy smile on its face. Several young women roamed about, keeping a gentle eye on the kids’ activities.

While Dev went to speak to the receptionist, Lark found herself wandering toward the sandbox, where several children were busy drawing designs in the sand.

“That’s very good,” she said to a little, cocoa-skinned boy about five years old who had drawn some sort of dragon.

His grin went ear-to-ear. “That’s Barney. He’s a dinosaur.”

“Oh, yes, now I see. I should have recognized him right away.”

The little boy laughed, pleased, she thought, and dashed over to say something to a little girl with pigtails so pale they looked silver.

“The Fellowses are out of town,” Dev said as he returned. “Mrs. Neidemeyer fills in when they’re away. She’ll be out to speak to us as soon as she gets off the phone.”


Lark looked back at the children. She had always loved kids.

“You like children,” Dev said, following her gaze back to the sandbox.

“I do. Someday I’d like to have a family. Just not right away.” She looked up at him, suddenly curious. “And you? I don’t suppose kids are in your plans for the future.”

“I wouldn’t mind having a couple—if I didn’t need a wife in order to get them.”

She laughed and shook her head, not surprised and somewhat relieved. Marriage was not in her plans anywhere in the near future, either. She glanced around, spotted an attractive dark-haired woman in her forties walking toward them.

“Hello, I’m Mrs. Neidemeyer,” the woman said. “Karen tells me you wish to see me.”

“Actually, we’re looking for Benedict and Mary Fellows,” Dev said. “I understand they work here.”

“They manage the Los Angeles region, but I’m afraid they aren’t in today. They had some business to take care of out of town. They’re due back in tomorrow. I believe Mary will be in first thing.”

“And Benedict?” Dev asked.

“Well, ah, Ben usually works out of his home office.”

“And that would be up on Prospect Drive,” Dev said, the address Chaz had given them.

Mrs. Neidemeyer’s dark eyebrows pulled together as she tried to understand how he knew and where this was leading. “I presume you and your…wife are interested in child care?”

Lark opened her mouth to say no and felt a faint nudge in the ribs.

“Yes, we are,” Dev said, casting her a loving glance that looked more pained than real. “We’re very eager to speak to the Fellowses.”

“As I said, they’ll be back tomorrow. Mary will be working here and Mr. Fellows is always available if he’s needed.”

“He must be very conscientious,” Dev said with only a hint of sarcasm.

“Why, yes, he is.”

“And his wife is that way, as well?” Lark pressed. “Oh, yes.”

Apparently, the Fellowses could do no wrong. Lark was beginning to see how her grandparents had been duped. It was going to be interesting to meet Benedict and Mary Fellows.

“Well, thank you for your time, Mrs. Neidemeyer,” Dev said.

“Perhaps you’d like to leave your number so I could have Mrs. Fellows call you when she comes in.”

“I think we’ll just drop by.” Dev nudged Lark toward the door. They left the child care center and returned to the car.

“What did you think?” Lark asked as Dev started the engine and they pulled out onto the street.

“Too soon to tell. Place looks well run. Efficient. Clean. The kids seemed to be well-supervised and happy.”


“That’s good, isn’t it? Maybe the Fellowses or Olcotts or whatever they’re calling themselves aren’t as bad as we think. Maybe they actually were concerned about the placement of Heather’s baby.”
 
“Maybe.”

But the set of Dev’s jaw made it clear he didn’t think so.

And Lark was beginning to trust his instincts.








Six



“We need to find a hotel.” Just saying it made him think of sex with Lark. It was crazy, this constant lust he felt for her, but there was just something about her. Those long legs and that perfect ass, the sexy way she moved, the way her green eyes seemed to sparkle, even the way she smelled. Everything about her turned him on.

“We don’t need a hotel,” Lark said. “We can stay at my place. There’s plenty of room, and it’ll give me a chance to check on things and water my plants.”

His mouth edged up and he slanted her a glance. “You sure you can trust me?”

She looked back at him and smiled. “Any reason I shouldn’t?”

Plenty of reasons, he thought. Like he wanted to see her naked. Like he wanted to climb into bed with her. Like what he wanted to do to her once he was there.

“I guess not.” He looked away at the lie, used the turn signal and changed lanes. “Downtown, right? What’s the address?”

“Five hundred block of South Hewitt. It’s in the Arts District not far from where our design studio is located. If you don’t mind, I’ll give you directions. I don’t think I can stand any more of Gretchen.”

He chuckled. “Not a problem. She gets on my nerves sometimes, too.” Turning off the nav system, he settled back, preferring the sound of Lark’s voice to the harsh tones of the Nazi pathfinder.

They drove through traffic, which was getting pretty heavy this late in the afternoon, and finally exited off the 101 into downtown traffic. Eventually, they reached their destination, an address on Hewitt Street.

“Pull into the underground garage,” Lark instructed as they approached a huge, remodeled, five-story brick warehouse. “Use space forty-two B. That’s my second parking spot.”

Dev pulled into the space beside forty-two A, next to a little silver Mercedes coupe. “That yours?”
 
“It’s mine.”

“I guess you’ve got a few toys of your own.”

She just smiled. “I’ve also got a Jet Ski and a sail-board, but I keep them at the beach.”

He flicked her a glance as he turned off the engine, impressed in spite of himself. He enjoyed all kinds of sports but he was rarely attracted to athletic women. With her tight jeans and spike heels, Lark completely had him fooled.

“My condo’s on the second floor,” she said. “The elevator’s this way.”


The five-story building had been converted into two floors of open, loft-style condominiums, he discovered, as Lark unlocked the door and he followed her into her unit.

“Wow.” His gaze went from the tall windows to the open ceilings crisscrossed with the original heavy wooden rafters and exposed round silver heating and cooling ducts.

“It’s different, I know.”

The original warehouse hardwood floors were polished to a glossy sheen. The big, open, ultramodern kitchen had sparkling white cabinets contrasted by black granite countertops.

“I like it,” he said. “It’s interesting.” Basic white accented with brilliant colors, from the contemporary artwork on the walls to the shag throw rugs in geometric designs on the floor. The sofa and chairs were white with a mountain of throw pillows in scarlet, yellow, orange and purple.

Now that he’d seen it, with her vibrant energy and sense of style, he couldn’t imagine her living anywhere else.

“The guest room is this way.” Lark took off down the hall and Dev followed.

There were two guest rooms, he discovered, each with its own separate bath. There was a queen-size bed in one and two twins in the other. She led him into the room with the queen and he tossed his bag on top of a brilliant purple patterned bedspread.

“Nice,” he said, allowing his gaze to wander.

“You don’t mind the purple?”


He shrugged. The rest of the room was blond wood furniture, beige walls, and a thick, beige shag throw rug. There were a few purple accents here and there but it wasn’t overwhelming. “You did a nice job.”

She looked at him and smiled. “Thanks.”

“Where’s your room?” he asked, wishing he’d be sleeping in there instead of in here and knowing damned well he wouldn’t be.

“Next door.” She caught his hand and tugged him farther down the hall, through a door leading into an airy open-ceilinged area. She turned, surveying the room. “What do you think?”

After seeing the rest of the house, it was not what he expected. And yet in a way it was. An iron four-poster king-size bed covered by a fluffy white down comforter dominated the room, with embroidered white sheets, a matching dust ruffle, iron headboard and miles of plump white embroidered pillows.

He looked at the bed, looked at Lark, and the blood in his veins rushed south. He could almost see her naked, propped up on one of those pillows with her legs spread while he did wicked things to her with his mouth. Or maybe he would turn her over, prop up that luscious ass—
 
“Well?”

He took a calming breath. “Very feminine. I should be surprised since the rest of the house is so contemporary, but somehow I’m not.”

One of her sleek dark eyebrows arched up. “Why not?”

He could hardly say that from the start he’d had her figured as a very feminine, very passionate woman. One he wanted in the very worst way.

“Instinct,” he said. “It’s part of the job.”

They were both standing in the doorway. When she turned, he realized she was closer than he thought. He could smell her soft perfume, a fragrance he had noticed before, lilac with a subtle hint of spice. It suited her, feminine yet zesty and full of life. He breathed her in and his arousal strengthened.

Lark stood so close he could see the tiny pulse beating at the base of her throat. In heels, she was as tall as he was. If he leaned over just a little, moved the slightest fraction, he could settle his mouth over those plump pink lips, taste them as he had been wanting to do since the day she’d walked out on his patio.

Her eyes locked with his. Her lashes were thick and dark, and they began to slowly descend. He bent toward her, inhaled lilacs and spice, felt his erection throb. She was breathing hard and so was he.

Then his cell phone started to chime and he jerked away as if someone had dumped a kettle of scalding water over his head.

He cleared his throat and backed away, turned and walked off down the hall toward the open living room. He swallowed, tried to slow his heart rate. “Raines,” he said hoarsely as he answered the call, not bothering to check the caller ID.

“Hey, Daredevil.” His Ranger nickname. “It’s Clive. Word is you’re in L.A.”

Dev closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “Madman. How’d you know where to find me?”


“Talked to Town. He said you flew in. I guess you’re with Lark.”

He thought of what had almost happened in her bedroom and thanked the cell phone gods for the timing of Madman’s call.

“We’re following a lead. We found the people who arranged the adoption of her sister’s baby. We’re talking to them tomorrow. All we have to do is get them to give us the couple’s name.”

“Might not be that easy. Those folks can be sticklers.”

He thought of the babies they’d sold and his tone hardened. “We’ve got enough on them to make them talk whether they want to or not.”

Madman chuckled. “Sounds like fun. Need any help? Be just like old times.”

“Yeah, well, thank God those times are over.”

Clive’s deep voice roughened. “Listen, Dev. Lark’s a nice girl. I know she’s hot, but believe me, she’s not your type. I don’t want to see her get hurt.”

“I don’t mix business with pleasure. You know that.”

“You’re right, I do. That’s the reason I’m not worried. She needs your help, Dev. Finding that baby is really important to her.”

“I know. We’ll find her.”

“I knew I could count on you. Listen, Molly and I were wondering if you two might want to meet someplace for dinner. It’s been a while and you haven’t met my wife.” There was something there when Clive said wife, something intimate and possessive Dev had never heard before.

“To tell you the truth, I didn’t know you were married until Lark told me. What’s up with that?”

“Damn, I thought you knew. Sorry, buddy. I guess I was afraid of the competition.”

Dev chuckled. “Dinner sounds good. We’re at Lark’s place downtown.”

“I know where she lives. Molly used to live next door. There’s a restaurant, the Strip House. It’s walking distance from the condo. Great steak and seafood. How about we meet there at seven? Give us time for a drink.”

“Sounds good.” Dev turned to Lark. “Dinner with Clive and Molly?”

She smiled and nodded.

“All right,” he said to Clive, “we’ll see you there.” Dev ended the call and looked up to see Lark eyeing him with interest.

“You don’t mix business with pleasure?”

He shook his head. “Never. It’s a rule I don’t break.”

“Then what just happened in there?” She tipped her head toward the bedroom. What had happened? He’d damn near gotten exactly what he had been wanting. “Moment of weakness. It won’t happen again.”
 
“You sure?”

He thought of the consequences of sleeping with a client and how screwed up things could get, thought of Madman and the debt he had not yet repaid. “Damned sure.”


“I see.”

But of course she didn’t see at all. She thought he didn’t really want her, that resisting her would be easy. He wished he could tell her the lust he felt for her was way out of all proportion. That wanting her the way he did was driving him crazy.

“Are we going to the Strip House? That’s one of Clive’s favorite places.”
 
“Yeah.”

“Then I guess I’d better go shower and change.”

His mouth went dry. He imagined Lark naked in the shower, water cascading over her upturned breasts…

She sauntered toward him, lightly brushed against him as she passed. “Too bad you don’t mix business with pleasure.” Without looking back, she turned and sashayed back down the hall.

Dev watched the sway of that great ass and silently cursed Madman Monroe.

 

Lark wondered if it could really be that simple. She was his client. Dev didn’t get involved with his clients. It made sense, she supposed. The man was, after all, a professional.

Which, in the time they had been working together, had become crystal-clear. From the way he handled an interview, to the endless stream of information he seemed able to come up with, as well as the focus he showed in following a lead.

Thinking of the single moment in her bedroom when he had let down his guard, she smiled. He might be a professional, but he was an extremely virile man, and now she knew he wasn’t completely immune to her.

Her mind strayed to the dimple that occasionally popped into his cheek. The man was already as tempting as ten pounds of chocolate. As handsome as sin and a body that made her stomach quiver. The dimple was completely over the top.

It reminded her of the male models she dealt with in her business, most either gay or so in love with themselves it made her nauseous. To her, pretty boys weren’t the least attractive.

Then again, even with the dimple, it was hard to think of Devlin Raines as a pretty boy. His jaw was too hard, his dark eyebrows too slashing, his cheekbones a little too carved. The man was a full-blooded male, no question about it. And she was wildly attracted to him.

Still, in a way she was grateful that his personal set of rules made her off-limits. She wouldn’t mind a few nights of shared passion, but she was afraid a few nights with Dev Raines might not be enough. She couldn’t afford that, couldn’t afford to get involved in any sort of relationship.

Better to ignore the attraction, keep their association exactly as it was.

Lark finished her shower and dried her dark hair, fluffing it into the wispy, upturned style that she favored. Next she applied her makeup, choosing pale green eye shadow that complemented her eyes and her favorite fuchsia pink lipstick. From the bathroom, she walked into her closet to pick out something to wear.

A short black skirt, a hot-pink top and strappy silver spike heels. She changed purses, choosing a smaller, black-and-pink fabric bag with a silver chain handle, one of last year’s LARK designs.

Big silver earrings and an oversize pink rhinestone bracelet and she was ready for the evening.

“What time is it?” she asked as she walked down the hall to the living room.

Dev rose from his place on the sofa. He looked great in tan slacks, an open-collared blue-and-tan pinstriped shirt and a navy-blue Armani blazer. She’d noticed the seven-hundred-dollar Italian loafers he wore with his designer jeans, and gave him high marks for his taste in clothes.

For several seconds he didn’t move.

“It’s a quarter to seven,” he finally said, his gaze running over her from to head to toe, his eyes as blue and hot as the tip of a flame. “God, you’ve got great legs.”

Her pulse kicked up. She grinned, turned in a circle to give him a better view. “Thanks.” He might have his own set of rules, but so did she, and there was nothing to prevent her from having a little fun at his expense.

Dev walked toward her. “I want to take you to bed,” he said. “But then you must know that.”

Her breathing quickened. A little unnerved by so much masculinity standing so close, she took a step backward. “Actually, I wasn’t really sure.”

“It isn’t going to happen. I don’t do business that way.”

She shifted a little, straightened. “Good. Then I won’t have to worry about it.”


He cocked a dark eyebrow. “Were you? Worried, I mean?”

“I thought maybe you were gay and I was just reading you wrong,” she teased.

“I’m not gay.”

Dear God, there was no chance of that. “I didn’t really think so. My instincts in that regard are usually spot-on.” She slung the chain strap over her shoulder, backed up a little more. Now that he had admitted his attraction, she felt oddly out of control. “Shall we go? I know how you hate being late.”

The corner of his mouth edged up. “You’re right. We’d better get started.”

She felt his hand at her waist, guiding her toward the door. It made her hot all over.

“I don’t think it’s fair for you to wear clothes like that while we’re working,” he said, looking her up and down once more.

“We’re going out to dinner with friends, but I’ll keep that in mind for next time.” Not that it was going to change anything. She always dressed this way and if it bothered him, so much the better. No matter what did or didn’t happen between them, it was a relief to know the attraction she felt for him was returned.

And if their luck held, tomorrow they would discover the name of the couple who had adopted Heather’s baby. After that, it shouldn’t take long to find them. If they were decent, loving parents, she would let the phony adoption stand. She wouldn’t take the little girl’s family away from her.

If all went well, and she prayed that it would, then her status as Dev’s client would be over. She could decide then whether or not to take their relationship to a sexual level.

But first they had to find Heather’s child and make sure she was okay.







Seven



The Strip House was an interesting place, with old-fashioned red leather booths and gilt-framed pictures on the wall. The interesting part was that the pictures were old, twenties-era photos of actual strippers, some of them nude.

“You gotta love this place,” Madman said as Dev ushered Lark inside the restaurant and found his friend waiting.

“I have to say, it isn’t what I expected.”

“Strip House,” Clive said. “Play on words. Great steaks.”

Dev offered his hand. “Good to see you, buddy.” Clive shook, gave him a man hug. He was a big guy, nearly a foot taller than the petite, auburn-haired woman beside him with the big brown eyes and a bosom a little too large for her tiny stature. Madman had always been a boob man.

Clive leaned over and kissed Lark’s cheek. The women hugged. Madman turned to his wife of less than six months. “Dev, meet my wife. Molly, this is Daredevil Raines.”

“It’s just Dev.” He leaned down and gave her a welcoming hug. She was married to one of his best friends, a man who had backed him up and helped him stay alive in places he’d rather forget. That made her part of a very special family.

She smiled up at him. “It’s really nice to meet you, Dev. Clive has told me so much about you.”

Dev cast his friend a glance. “Not too much, I hope.”

“Nothing too awful, I promise.” With sandy hair and hazel eyes, Clive was even taller than Dev’s own six-foot-two-inch frame, and heavier through the chest and shoulders.

“That’s good to know.” He winced at the thought of Clive repeating some of their more colorful escapades.

“Why don’t we get something to drink?” Molly suggested. “Lark, I want you to tell me everything that’s been going on with the investigation.” She tried to climb up on a tall stool at a round table in the lounge and Clive gave her bottom a boost. A hot look passed between them that made Dev think of Lark and what they wouldn’t be doing when they got back to her condo.

He bit back a groan.

Molly reached across the table and took hold of Lark’s hand. “Clive says if anyone can find your sister’s baby, it’s Dev.”

Lark caught his eye across the table. “I think maybe Clive’s right.” When the waitress arrived, she ordered an appletini, a drink that was exactly the green of her eyes. She and Molly talked over their drinks while he filled Madman in on what they had discovered so far.

“Then tomorrow’s the big day,” Clive said, taking a drink of his Jack and Coke.

Dev had ordered Jack Daniel’s and water, just for old times’ sake. “Should be. We’ve dug up plenty of dirt. Enough to squeeze them for the info we need.”

“Then this should all be over soon.”

“Should be.” He felt a faint vibration in the noisy bar and realized his cell was ringing. He didn’t give out his personal number that often so he didn’t get a lot of calls. When one came in, especially at night, it was usually important.

“Be right back,” he said to the group as he slid off the stool, pulled his phone out of the pocket of his slacks, and pressed it against his ear. “Raines.”

“It’s Riggs. I got that information you wanted.”

Dev had called his friend a couple of days ago. Johnnie Riggs was an ex-Ranger who a P.I. license who worked for him on occasion. Living in L.A., he kept an ear open for word on the streets, which made him good at getting answers to difficult questions. “What’d you find out?”

“Margaret Oldman, AKA Martha Olcott, AKA Mary Fellows had the gambling monkey on her back. Her husband was into cards, enough he couldn’t complain when either of them lost.”
 
“Big dollars?”

“Would be for someone like me. Together their habit ran fifty to a hundred thou a year. They’re not what you’d call heavyweights, but it ain’t chump change, either.”

Amusement curved Dev’s lips. “No, it isn’t.”

“I can’t say whether or not they’re still at it.”

But the couple was currently out of town, likely at the gaming tables someplace. “Anything else?”

“If there is, I’ll call you.”

“Thanks, John. Town’ll make sure you’re taken care of.” The call ended, Dev shoved his iPhone back into his pocket and returned to the table.

Lark looked up at him expectantly.

“Our friends, the Fellowses, spent their hard-earned dollars in the casino.”

“That’s what they did with the money?” she asked.

“Apparently.”

“If they’re gamblers,” Clive said, “odds are they’ll need more. Gambling’s a hard habit to kick.”

“Especially if you don’t really want to,” Dev said.

“You think they’re selling babies out of the day care center?” Lark asked, her voice going up a notch.

“I think they might be using the center as a resource for locating pregnant women who might be desperate to find their newborns a home.”

“We have to stop them. They don’t care what happens to those babies. We can’t let them get away with it.”

Dev blew out a breath. What the hell had ever made him think this was going to be easy?

“It isn’t that simple,” he said. “A lot of the information we’ve got didn’t exactly come through legal channels.”

Lark seemed to mull that over. “Well, there must be something we can do.”


“She’s right, Dev,” Clive said. “If the bastards are black-marketing babies, you can’t just let them keep doing it.”

Dev took a long, slow drink of his whiskey, giving him time to think. “Let’s get through tomorrow first. Then we’ll see what we can do.”

Lark looked at him as if she’d just moved him back to the top of her good-guy list.

“That’s right,” she said optimistically. “We’ll figure something out. First we have to find Heather’s little girl.”

 

Lark didn’t sleep well that night. Between knowing Dev was asleep in the room next door and worrying about what they might find out tomorrow, she tossed and turned and finally gave up a little after 4:00 a.m.

Putting on a pair of jogging shorts, a tank top and her Reeboks, she grabbed her house key, crept down the hall past Dev’s closed door, left the condo and headed for the stairs to the building’s exercise room.

On the main level behind a wall of glass, a mirrored room housed rows of rowing machines, ellipticals, stationary bikes, treadmills and a half dozen miscellaneous types of weight equipment. At this hour, there would likely be no one there.

When she shoved through the door, she jerked to a halt at the sight of Devlin Raines doing push-ups on the exercise mat.

He didn’t see her at first and she was able to watch all those beautiful muscles at work. The sinews in the backs of his legs gleamed with sweat. Biceps bulged. Back muscles tightened beneath his thin white T-shirt. It made her insides soften, turn hot and quivery, made her sex feel damp and achy.

He was counting past five hundred when he spotted her in the mirror, stopped, and gracefully came to his feet. He blotted the sweat from his forehead with the towel draped around his neck.

“I guess you couldn’t sleep, either,” she said as she walked up to him.

His gaze dropped to her bare legs. “I guess not.”

“How’d you get in?”

“The cleaning staff was in here, they let me in.”

Why wasn’t she surprised?

She watched a bead of sweat roll down his suntanned throat. “I’ve got a few more things to do before I finish and head back upstairs,” he said.

She held up the apartment key she’d brought down with her, jangled it in front of his nose. “If I hadn’t come down, how did you plan to get back in?”

He grinned and the dimple appeared. “In this case, don’t ask, don’t tell is probably the best policy.”

Her eyes widened. “You were planning to break in?”

He just smiled.

“Okay, okay, I don’t want to know. Let’s get to work.”

They hit it hard for an hour, then took the stairs back up to the condo. Wordlessly, they disappeared into their respective bedrooms to shower and change.

Dev was setting plates filled with bacon and eggs on the table by the time she finished drying her hair and applying her makeup. She had dressed down today in tan slacks, a light blue short-sleeve, cotton-knit sweater and sandals. No spike heels today. She wasn’t sure exactly what she would be dealing with, and it wasn’t that easy to run in six-inch shoes.

The bacon and eggs, coffee and toast were delicious.

“You know, you’re going to make someone a very good wife,” she teased, taking a sip of the dark, aromatic brew.

Dev tossed her a look. “Thanks.”

“So what’s the plan?” Lark ate another mouthful of her eggs, took a big bite of toast and closed her eyes at the flavor.

“It’s still early. If we leave soon and go directly to the house, we can confront them together.” He bit the end off a crisp piece of bacon. “Might be able to press them harder.”

“I thought the cops liked to separate the criminals so they couldn’t get their stories straight.”

“First—we aren’t cops. Second, we know they’ll probably lie. We also know they aren’t going to want us going to the police with the evidence we have.”

“I thought we didn’t have any evidence.” She began to work on her second piece of toast, which she slathered with boysenberry jam.

“We’ve got evidence. Some of it we just can’t hand over to the authorities. Fortunately, the Fellowses don’t know that. Besides, when they skipped, they broke parole. That’s enough to get them arrested.”

“Got it.” Lark finished eating and so did Dev. Polishing off the last of her coffee, she came to her feet, carried the empty plates over to the sink, rinsed them and put them in the dishwasher. Dev brought over the empty mugs.

Lark looked up at the clock. “We need to get on the freeway before it gets too crowded.”

“Right. You ready?”

She dragged in a nervous breath. “I guess so.”

“Everything’s going to be fine. Just let me do most of the talking.”

Lark nodded. Hurrying back down the hall to her bedroom, she grabbed her big LARK bag, and they headed downstairs. A few minutes later they were on the road in Dev’s rented Buick.

He took the freeway to the Hollywood Boulevard exit and they eventually made their way into the Hollywood Hills. Turning onto Prospect, he drove up a steep, narrow driveway to the address Chaz had given them. Two cars were parked in the carport, a black Nissan Altima and a white Honda Accord.

Dev parked in an open area off to one side and they climbed out of the car. Lark felt his hand at her back, guiding her up to the porch, and took a steadying breath.

Dev knocked firmly. Benedict Fellows answered the door in brown slacks and a yellow button-down shirt. A man in his late fifties, he was handsome, even dapper, with thick silver hair and pale blue eyes. Mary Fellows appeared beside him, also in her fifties, her short brown hair threaded with gray. She was dressed for work in a simple beige pantsuit and low-heeled brown leather pumps.


“Mr. and Mrs. Fellows?” Dev asked.

“That’s right.” There was only a hint of wariness in Ben Fellows’s voice. “What can I do for you?”

Mrs. Fellows stood close to her husband, the epitome of the wholesome American couple, and Lark thought how easily they had duped her grandparents into trusting them. Anger flared inside her. She took great care not to let it show.

“I’m Devlin Raines. This is my client, Lark Delaney.” He smiled, but it didn’t look friendly. “You might remember the name. Four years ago, under the alias Martha and Evan Olcott, you conducted an illegal adoption of Heather Delaney’s baby. We’re here to find out what happened to the child.”

Benedict’s face turned as white as his hair. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Why don’t you let us in so we can discuss it?” Dev said. “We aren’t here to cause you problems. We just want information.”

“I think you’d better leave,” Mary Fellows said.

“I think you’d better hear us out, Mrs. Oldman, or you’ll find yourself back in prison.”

The woman gripped her husband’s arm and a look of fear passed between them.

“Come inside,” Benedict Fellows said stiffly, stepping back to allow them into the house.

Lark followed Dev through the door, her heart hammering as the Fellowses led them into the kitchen: yellow wallpaper and ruffled yellow curtains, ceramic tile floors.

No one sat down.


Mary Fellows fixed her attention on Lark. “What is it you want?”

“I want to know the names of the people who adopted my sister’s baby and I want to know where to find them.”

“All we want,” Dev added, “is to be sure the baby was placed in a good home. We need to be sure the child is safe and well-cared for.”

“Even if what you are accusing us of were true,” Benedict said, “we couldn’t help you. The adoption was closed. The adoptive parents were adamant their names would never be divulged. We can’t break that confidence.”

Dev stepped closer, well into Benedict’s personal space. “I don’t think you understand, Ben. You broke every law in the book when you ran an unlicensed adoption agency. You never even recorded the documents. The Delaney adoption was totally bogus, nothing more than the black-market sale of a baby. Tell us what we need to know or we go to the police.”

Fellows didn’t move. “You can’t threaten me.”

“Can’t I? With the information we have, you and your wife will be hauled straight to prison. By the time you see the light of day, you’ll be walking with a cane.”

“We just need to be sure the baby’s all right,” Lark added. “If she is, we have no intention of taking her away from the only parents she’s ever known.”

Mary Fellows sank down in one of the kitchen chairs, her hands falling limply into her lap. “We didn’t sell her. We found the baby a home. It was the best thing for everyone.” She looked at Lark and a faint sheen of tears glistened in her eyes. “Whatever we’ve done, we’ve never hurt anyone.”

Benedict moved to his wife’s side. “How can we be sure that if we give you the information, you won’t still turn us over to the police?”

“Our interest is in the welfare of the child,” Dev said. “But I warn you, if you don’t tell us everything—and I mean everything—you’re both going down for this.”

Lark flicked him a glance, unsure what he meant to do with the Fellowses once he had the information. Whatever it was, they couldn’t let these people continue selling babies.

Mary looked up at her husband. “Ben…?”

“Give them what they want, Mary.”

She gripped her hands tightly in her lap. “We haven’t kept in touch with them. I can give you their names, and the address and phone number we had for them four years ago. That’s the best I can do.”

“How much did they pay you for the baby?” Lark asked.

“I don’t…don’t remember the exact—”

“Ninety thousand dollars,” Benedict said. “The couple had a good deal of money. The husband was a very successful businessman. They couldn’t have a child of their own and his wife desperately wanted a baby. We felt they would make good parents.”

“Why didn’t they adopt through legal channels?” Dev asked.

“The husband had served time in prison. It was years earlier when he was just a young man, but it was still on his record. It would have kept them from legally adopting.”

Dev pinned the man with a hard blue stare. “All right, here’s what we’ll do. You give us the information, we don’t give you up to the police. But if you call the parents, try to warn them in any way, the deal is off. We go to the cops and you do not pass Go, you do not get to take another turn around the board, you just go straight to jail. Got it?”

Benedict swallowed so hard his Adam’s apple moved up and down. Lark realized Dev was trying to make sure the adoptive parents had no warning of their arrival. She needed to know the truth about these people’s lives, see the way they actually lived, not just some act they put on for their benefit.

“That won’t be a problem,” Ben finally agreed.

“I’ll get you the information.” Mary hurried out of the kitchen, her low heels thumping down the hall.

She returned a few minutes later. Her hand shook as she handed Lark the paper with the information written on it. “Here it is.”

Lark reached out and took the paper. “Catherine and Byron Weller,” she read. “The address is in Phoenix.” She looked up at Mary Fellows, feeling a tightness in her chest. They were almost there. Soon, she would be able to fulfill her promise.

“What…what did the Wellers name the baby?”

Mary stared down at her hands. “They named her Christina. Catherine called her Chrissy.”

A lump rose in Lark’s throat. She could still see Heather’s face as she begged Lark to find her child.


“One more thing,” Dev said. “If we find out you’re still working your con, if you’re using your job at the Blue Bunny Day Care to further your black market activities—”

“We aren’t,” Benedict interrupted. “I swear. We gave all that up when we left Phoenix. We have a good life here, good jobs. We’ve changed our ways. Please, you won’t find any wrongdoing on our part. Not anymore.”

“Then I suggest you get some help with your gambling problem, or you’ll be right back where you were before. And that means heavy-duty prison time, my friend.”

Benedict shook his head. “We don’t gamble—not anymore. If you think that’s where we were while we were gone, you’re wrong. We were at a child-care conference in San Diego.”

Dev’s look remained hard. “Just remember what I said. One screw-up, you’re finished.”

Benedict slowly nodded. Mary reached out and caught her husband’s hand.

Dev turned to Lark. “I think we’ve got what we came for.”

Lark stared at the names on the paper until her vision began to blur. She nodded, swallowed past the lump in her throat. They had what they’d come for. She prayed the Fellowses were telling the truth and Catherine and Byron Weller were loving parents to her sister’s little girl.

Unfortunately, there was the not so small matter of the husband’s prison record.

Ignoring a shiver, Lark let Dev guide her out of the house.








Eight



They were back in Phoenix, perfect October weather, sunshine and shirtsleeve heat, the sky a brilliant shade of blue. Lark had returned to her room at the Biltmore, which was good as far as Dev was concerned. He didn’t need any more sleepless nights. He didn’t want her close enough to feed his unwanted desire.

The good news was, they were back in town. The bad news was, the Wellers no longer lived in the house on Apache Lane in the Apache Ridge subdivision, the upscale residential community east of town where they were living when they had adopted baby Chrissy.

Lark called her that now, and Dev had begun to think of her that way himself, as a real person, a child whose welfare might be in question.

A little girl Lark already loved though she had never seen her.

Dev sighed. Lark would be here any minute and he still hadn’t heard from Chaz, who was working on getting a current location for the Wellers. He and Lark had gone to the address the Fellowses had given them as soon as they got back to Phoenix late yesterday afternoon but ended up with a big fat zero.

“I’m sorry,” said John Orlando, standing next to his wife, Rachael, at the front door of their home.

“The Wellers haven’t lived here for some time,” he said. “Not since a year ago July.” He turned to his wife. “Isn’t that about when we closed escrow on the house, honey?”

Rachael Orlando smiled. “July twenty-fifth. I remember we moved in on the twenty-seventh.”

“Do you know where they went?” Lark asked hopefully.

“I’m afraid not,” John said. “I know they were building a really nice home in one of those resort communities south of Tucson but I don’t know which one. I think the house was just about finished.”

“That’s right,” Rachael agreed. “I remember Catherine Weller saying how excited she was to be moving in.”

“Did you ever see their little girl?” Lark asked.

Rachael smiled softly. “I remember seeing her. She was adorable. She was with her nanny outside the closing room in the escrow office. I think her name was Cathy…or Candy…something like that.”

“Chrissy?” Lark supplied.

“Yes, that was it. Chrissy. Such a sweet little girl.”

Lark smiled but her eyes glistened.

“Thank you for your help,” Dev said. Catching Lark’s hand, he led her down the front porch steps back to the car and settled her inside. “Don’t worry, we’ll find them. At least it looks like the Fellowses were telling us the truth.”

Now as he sat in his office, he fidgeted, waiting for Lark, waiting for Chaz to do his computer magic and find the Wellers’ current address.

The phone on his desk began to ring. He recognized the caller ID, saw it wasn’t Chaz, picked up the receiver and leaned back in his chair. “Hey, bro.”

Jackson’s deep voice scraped over the line. “Haven’t heard from you in a while. Thought I’d check, see if you’re still holed up at home or off somewhere with a pretty señorita.”

Dev smiled, always happy to hear from his oldest sibling. “I’m here. Working on a case at the moment.” He filled Jackson in on his latest client, the phony adoption and Lark’s quest for her sister’s little girl.
 
“Sounds interesting.”

He nodded though his brother couldn’t see. “She’s definitely that and a whole lot more.”

“I meant the case,” Jackson said, “but I can see there’s more going on than you’re telling me. What’s she look like? I’m guessing blonde and blue-eyed, petite and big-busted, not much in the brain department.”

Dev laughed. “Actually, she’s smart as hell. A tall brunette with a great ass and legs that go on forever.”

Jackson chuckled into the phone. “Interesting.”

“I think that’s been said.” Dev sat up in his chair. “Listen, she’s due here any minute. I’m trying to get a new address for the kid’s adoptive parents. With luck, Chaz should have the info any time.”

“Take care, then. Talk to you soon.” Jackson hung up and Dev set the receiver back in its cradle. Down the hall, he could hear his buxom, silver-blonde housekeeper, Aida Clark, humming as she dusted the furniture. Then he heard the front door open and close, and Aida introducing herself to Lark.

He smiled as he recognized her long, purposeful strides approaching down the hall. Lark buzzed through the open doorway, ruby-streaked hair flying around her face. She caught his smile as he rose to greet her and when she smiled back, an odd feeling swelled in his chest.

“Did Chaz call?” Lark asked.

“Not yet.”

“Maybe he sent an email. Did you check?”

He could have missed it during his brother’s phone call. “I’ll check again.” Sitting down at the computer he used for his mail, he searched for a late arrival but there was nothing new.

“I like your housekeeper,” Lark said, standing behind him to look over his shoulder. “She seems really nice.”

“Aida’s the best. Her sister, Livvy, works for my brother in Wyoming. When I found out Aida lived in Phoenix and was looking for a job, I snapped her up. I’m damned lucky to have her.”

Full of energy as always, Lark sauntered over to the wet bar and poured herself a cup of coffee. “Let’s call him,” she suggested. “Press him a little.”

Dev shook his head. “No way. I’ve tried it. Just slows him down. Chaz’ll call as soon as he’s got the info.”

She started pacing back and forth, sipping from the mug, pausing to snatch a chocolate doughnut from the box Town had set on the counter earlier that morning.

Dev’s phone started ringing. “It’s Chaz,” he said, noting the caller ID. Lark raced over, hovered behind him.

“Hey, buddy,” he said to Chaz. “Lark’s here. I’m putting you on speaker. What have you got?” He pressed the button and Chaz’s voice floated out.

“Your intel was right. The Wellers built a house south of Tucson. It’s in the desert below an old historical town called Tubac. There’s a fancy resort there, homes built around a golf course. I’m emailing you a map of the community showing the roads and the location of the house.”

“You’re a prince. What have you got on the Wellers so far?”

Chaz’s chair squeaked into the phone as he shifted his position. “Wife owns a candle shop in Tubac called La Candalaria. It’s the name of some Catholic virgin or something. Tubac is a tourist town, lots of art galleries, gift shops, that kind of thing. Catherine does okay, doesn’t make anywhere near enough to pay for that fancy house they live in.”

“What about the husband?”

“Byron Weller imports corrugated steel shipping containers from Mexico. Company’s called Global Direct. It’s big business these days.”

“So he’s got plenty of money.”

“The place he lives, High Plains Resort and Golf Course, ten to twenty thousand square-foot homes. Takes very big bucks to live there.”


“I guess so. He have an office?”

“One listed in Tucson and one in L.A., but a lot of this kind of selling is done on the internet, so he may work mostly out of his house.”
 
“Anything else?”

“Not yet, but I’ll stay on it.”

Dev hung up and turned to his computer, brought up Google and typed in Global Direct. The website came up, showing the Tucson office address as well as the office in L.A. There were addresses and phone numbers but not much of anything else.

He typed in La Candalaria, Tubac, AZ, and the website popped right up. Black background, candles flickering, glowing in a dozen different holders.

“Nice page,” Lark said from behind him.

“Check out the right-hand corner.”

“Oh, my God, it’s her!”

“Catherine Weller, owner, operator.” The words were printed beneath her photo.

“She’s pretty,” Lark said.

She had strawberry-blonde, shoulder-length hair and a bright white smile. “Maybe a few years older than you,” Dev said. “Late twenties, early thirties.”

“She looks nice, kind of friendly.”

“We’ll know soon enough. By the time Chaz gets finished, we’ll know everything there is to know about Byron and Catherine Weller. In the meantime, we’re off to Tucson, pretty lady. You still got that bag packed?”

Her gaze flew to his face, her cheeks turning pink at the endearment he hadn’t meant to say. Damn, what the hell was the matter with him?


“I tossed it into the car just in case.”

“Great. I think we might as well drive. It’s about a hundred and fifty miles but if we fly, we’ll still need a car and the nearest place to rent one is probably Tucson, which would leave us a fifty-mile drive, anyway.”

“Plus, we don’t know how long we’ll need to stay.”

Excellent point. He had no idea how long this might take, but Lark would want time to talk to the Wellers, meet little Chrissy, and satisfy herself that the child was in good hands.

He was beginning to understand the way her mind worked. Dev figured that might take a while.

“We’ll take the Suburban. It’s more comfortable.” And there was more room in case they needed it. He blocked that thought from his mind. The Wellers were obviously substantial people. They were probably wonderful parents.

“That thing is a major gas hog,” Lark said with a smile. “My sister would not have approved.”

He chuckled. “I don’t use it all that often.”

While Lark went out to retrieve her overnight bag, Dev headed for the master bedroom to get his own. They were on the road fifteen minutes later and heading southeast on the 10 Freeway toward Tucson. Normally, he would enjoy the drive out through the open desert country. But spending so much time with Lark in the confines of the car, no matter how roomy it was, was bound to be torture.

Very sweet torture, but torture just the same.

He clamped down on every urge he possessed, forced his mind on the task ahead, and said a silent prayer that when they found the Wellers and little Chrissy, everything would be all right.

 

Lark sat in the deep leather passenger seat of Dev’s big, fully loaded, white Chevy Suburban. She was enjoying the scenery, admiring the beauty of the dry desert landscape when a sound caught her ear and she realized her BlackBerry had started to ring. Digging madly through her oversize red suede LARK bag, she managed to get to the phone before she lost the call.

Recognizing Brenda’s number, she pressed the phone against her ear. “Hi, Bren, what’s up?”

“Just checking in. Haven’t heard from you in a while. Thought I’d better find out what’s going on.”

“At the moment, I’m on my way to Tucson—well, a little town called Tubac to be precise, which is fifty miles south of there.” She smiled. “We found her, Bren. We found Heather’s little girl.”

“Oh, my God, that’s wonderful!”

“Her name is Chrissy. Chrissy Weller. I saw the mother’s photo on the internet. She owns a candle shop in Tubac. She looks nice. We’re on our way to meet them.”

“Oh, Lark, that’s great news. Your sister must be lighting up heaven with her smile.”

“Maybe. But I don’t think she’ll be happy until she knows for sure Chrissy is in a good home.”

“You’ll make certain she is.”

Lark thought of Heather and nodded, felt a lump rising to her throat.


“So what did you decide about the condo?” Brenda asked.

“I called the Realtor. She’s getting the paperwork together to put it on the market.”
 
“Lousy timing.”

“I know.”

Voices sounded in the background at the other end of the line. “Listen, the kids are arguing about something. I better run. Let me know what happens, will you?”

“I will, I promise.” Lark ended the call, thinking how lucky she was to have Brenda for a friend. She opened her purse and this time shoved the phone into the pouch designed to hold it.

“Friend?” Dev asked, flicking her a sideways glance.

“Since we were in high school. Brenda’s divorced, raising two kids by herself. We’re totally different but it doesn’t seem to matter. We’re still great friends.”

“Brenda lives in Phoenix?”

Lark nodded. “Not too far from Heather’s condo. She’s been helping me clear it out, get it ready to sell.”

“Market’s bad right now.” He put on his turn signal, passed a slower car, and pulled back into the right hand lane. “You could just keep it, you know. Give you a place to stay when you’re in town.”

There was something in his voice, something Lark couldn’t quite decipher. “I don’t get to Phoenix that often.”

“Yeah, I figured.”

There it was again. It sounded almost like disappointment.


Inwardly, she scoffed. Devlin Raines wasn’t the kind of man who tied himself down to a woman. Maybe he was hoping she’d spend a few days in town now and then and he could make an occasional booty call.

She looked him over, admired his handsome, confident profile, noticed the tanned, capable hands wrapped around the steering wheel, and the notion didn’t sound all that bad.

The freeway stretched in front of them, a wide black ribbon of pavement lined with sand and a variety of cactus. A few fluffy clouds floated overhead but the air was crystal-clear. She leaned back and continued to enjoy the ride.

When they reached Tucson just under two hours later, Lark’s stomach grumbled. Dev must have been hungry, too. He pulled off the freeway into a Burger King and they went inside for sandwiches and a pit stop. After a lunch of hamburgers, fries and Cokes, they hit the road again, turning south from Tucson onto Highway 19.

As they made their way toward the little town of Tubac, the route turned even more scenic, with craggy gray peaks rising up from a desert floor dotted with mesquite, and a sky the same fierce blue as Dev’s gorgeous eyes. Birds occupied the branches of spindly ocotillo and a coyote darted along the stones in a dry stream bed beside the road.

Lark dug out the Arizona map she’d found in a pocket in the passenger-side door and stretched it open. She looked from the mountains in the distance to the tiny words printed on the map.


“It says those are the Santa Rita Mountains. Pretty amazing, aren’t they?”

His gaze moved to the east side of the road. “They look damned rugged. I’d hate to get lost out there.”

Lark’s gaze remained on the rocky gray peaks. “Me, too.” But she was imagining what it would be like to climb to the top and look out over the valley floor below. As a kid, she had hiked with her dad. The family had even gone camping on occasion. The memory was bittersweet with both her parents gone.

They drove in silence for a while, admiring the landscape and thinking their own private thoughts.

“We’re getting fairly close,” Dev said as the miles slipped away. “Probably be better if we head straight for the house. Maybe we’ll get lucky and Catherine or Byron will be home with Chrissy. If not we can go back to the candle shop.”

“That sounds like a good idea.”

“It might be better if we take them by surprise. We don’t know how these people are going to react when they find out we know about the illegal adoption. We don’t want them running, or shipping the baby off somewhere we can’t find her.”

Lark fell silent. In her mind, she had already decided the Wellers were going to be really great people who loved little Chrissy as if she were their biological daughter. They would be wary of her and Dev at first, but in the end, they would open their home and their hearts to Chrissy’s aunt and the man who’d helped find her niece.


That was what she believed, but deep down she knew there was a chance the outcome could be far different.

The historic town of Tubac loomed in the distance. Following the print of the computer map Chaz had emailed to Dev, they stayed on the road and continued toward the High Plains Resort and Golf Course.

“How far out of town is it?” Lark asked.

“Less than twenty miles. According to Chaz, the development is only twenty-five miles from the border.” Dev handed her the map. “The development’s too new for the roads to show up on the nav system. You’ll have to play copilot.”

She looked down at the map, the tension beginning to build. “We’re getting close to the turnoff.” She found herself perching on the edge of her seat as she checked the map, looked up and excitedly spotted the exit they were looking for.

“There it is!”

Dev pulled the Suburban off the highway onto a frontage road marked with arrows pointing toward the High Plains Resort. The entry was impressive. A huge arched gate marked the palm-lined road leading to the clubhouse, a Spanish-style building on the eighteenth hole of an immaculately maintained golf course.

“Take the first street to the right,” Lark instructed, keeping a close eye on the map. “It’s just past the tennis courts. Then take the first left.” A series of winding roads led them through the impressively landscaped community.

“It’s gorgeous,” Lark said, caught up in the size and luxury of the homes being built around the course, which sparkled with lakes surrounded by smoke trees.

Only about a quarter of the housing development was complete. Another quarter was under construction, and the other half of the oversize lots were still for sale. With the backdrop of the rugged desert mountains, it was beautiful, the huge homes all built in a Spanish, tile-roofed motif, yet the variety of the architecture was spectacular.

“I’m surprised it isn’t gated,” Lark said as they made their way toward the address Chaz had given them.

“I imagine it will be, once all the construction is finished. Right now, it wouldn’t do much good, not with so many workmen and vehicles going in and out.”

Which, of course, was to their advantage. As Dev had said, there was no way to know what sort of reception they might receive. If there was a guard at the gate, the Wellers might not grant them permission to enter.

Not that it would keep them away for long.

“Make the next left, drive down about two blocks, and the house is on the right.”

They passed several sprawling mansions, then spotted a house up ahead with vacant lots marked with for-sale signs on each side.

“There it is! 2828 Desert Drive.” A big Spanish-style home, at least twelve thousand square feet, with red tile roofs, four chimneys, a round turret on the left side and a five-car garage that wrapped around the house on the right.

“Impressive,” Dev said, slowing the vehicle as they approached.


But all Lark could think of was seeing her sister’s baby. Her heart was thumping, trying to pound its way through her ribs. The afternoon was slipping away. She prayed the Wellers would be home by now and she and Dev would be welcomed into the house.

She was so excited it took her a minute to realize Dev was slowing the car, pulling over to the curb before he had reached the front of the house.

“What’s the matter?”

“I don’t know. Something’s not right. See that car?”

A big black Cadillac Escalade with the windows tinted so dark it was amazing the driver could see out.

“What about it?”

“I don’t know. Look at the house. The front door is ajar. Something just doesn’t feel right.”

“Maybe they’re visiting.”

“Maybe.”

And then she heard it. A loud pop, pop, popping sound.

“Gunfire. Christ. Get down!” Dev jammed the Suburban in Reverse and shot back down the street the way they’d just come. “Wh-what’s happening?”

“Stay down!” He shoved her head below the level of the windows, braked the car, and ducked down himself. “Call 911. Tell them shots are being fired at 2828 Desert Drive.”

“Oh, my God, Chrissy’s in there!”

He turned off the engine, reached beneath the seat and pulled out a gun she hadn’t known was there and an extra clip. “Stay here and don’t get out of the car until I come back for you.”

“But Chrissy—”

He grabbed her arm, jerked her down again. “We don’t know for sure she’s in there. If she is, I can’t help her if I’m worried about you getting killed. Now call the police and stay here until I come back and get you.”
 
“But—”

“Do it, goddammit! We’re wasting time!”

“I’m calling! I’m calling!”

“Stay down. Don’t let them see you.” She settled into the well in front of her seat, dialed 911, and pressed her cell against her ear with a shaking hand. Her head jerked toward the sound of the quietly closing driver-side door.

But Dev was already gone.








Nine



Dev left Lark in the car, though it was the last thing he wanted to do. If the shooters spotted her, she was as good as dead.

But he had parked down the block and he didn’t think their arrival had been noticed. He had made sure the van was empty, and he didn’t have much of a choice. Odds were, the child was in the house and that child meant everything to Lark.

Dev steeled himself and ran toward the dwelling, staying low and taking a zigzag path that kept him out of sight of the windows. When he reached the house, he plastered himself against the wall on the east side of the building.

More shots went off inside. A single, another single, then a short burst of gunfire. AK-47, he guessed, and figured from the pattern of the shots, there were at least three armed men in the house.

The front door stood open about eight inches. If he went around back, the door might be locked. He took a deep breath, held his Browning 9 mm in front of him with both hands, and prepared to round the corner, take the front porch steps, and disappear inside the house. Instead, he heard men’s voices in the entry. The hinges on the heavy wooden front door creaked as it swung wide open, then he heard the clatter of running feet as the men raced down the wide porch steps.

Dev crouched low, ducking out of sight behind the newly planted shrubs next to the house. Three men dressed entirely in black, ski masks over their faces, two armed with pistols, one carrying an automatic weapon, ran across the lawn to the big black Escalade. They jerked open the doors and climbed in, disappearing behind the dark tinted glass.

As the engine roared to life, Dev pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, aimed it at the car and took a series of pictures.

The car peeled off down the street, the camera clicked several more times, catching the plate numbers, but the passengers’ faces were too well hidden. The Escalade roared past his Suburban and flew off down the road, and Dev breathed a sigh of relief.

Lark was safe. Now it was time to find out what had happened to the Wellers and little Chrissy or whoever had been shot in the house. Dev was certain the shooters had left death in their wake.

Carefully, he made his way to the ornate front door, gun braced in both hands, nudged the door open with his foot, and stepped into the entry.

Body number one. The housekeeper, an older woman dressed in a little pink uniform with a white ruffled apron, lying in a pool of blood on the Spanish-tile floor, shot point-blank in the heart.

The coppery smell hit him, bringing old memories of death and carnage during his days with the Rangers, and he clenched his jaw. He checked his surroundings but saw and heard nothing. Keeping his back to the wall, he edged carefully down the hallway. The living room was empty. He had almost reached the first door on the right when he heard a shriek in the entry and swung his Browning in that direction.

Lark stood in the entry, staring at the housekeeper and shaking from head to foot.

Dev lowered his weapon. “For chrissake, lady, are you trying to get yourself killed?”

She made a sort of mewling sound and his anger instantly faded. He strode toward her, caught her against him and just hung on tight.

“It’s all right. I’ve got you.”

Her fingers wound into his shirt. She pressed her face against his shoulder, and for a moment, just clung to him.

“Go back to the car,” he said gently. “I’ll take care of this.”

She took a shaky breath, swallowed and stepped away. “We need…need to find out what happened to the Wellers.”

He could see she wasn’t leaving. Not without knowing what had happened to the child. “I was about to do that. If you’re coming, stay close behind me. We’ll clear the downstairs first, then go on up.”


She nodded, squared her shoulders. He motioned for her to get back against the wall and the two of them made their way along the corridor. The first door led into a beam-ceilinged, book-lined study. Dev stepped inside.

Body number two.

Behind an ornate oak desk, a man sprawled back in his chair, his eyes and mouth wide open, a bullet hole neatly placed in the center of his forehead.

Lark made a sound in her throat. “Do you think…think it’s Byron Weller?”

“Yes.” Late thirties, dark brown hair beginning to recede a little, he was dressed in a pinstriped suit that hadn’t been purchased off the rack at JCPenney.

Lark swallowed. “We have to find…find Chrissy.”

He moved backward out of the room and they continued their search, taking one room at a time, trying not to waste precious moments. He listened for the sound of sirens, but Tubac was twenty miles away and it would take a while for the sheriff’s deputies to get there.

They made their way into the kitchen. Nothing there. Then continued down the hall toward the back of the house. As they reached the double wooden doors leading out to the swimming pool, he paused.

Body number three.

“Houseboy,” he said as Lark grabbed hold of his arm. He pointed to the young Hispanic boy. An upended silver tray littered the floor with broken glass and ice cubes. “He was carrying drinks out to the pool.”

Lark’s eyes welled.


“Why don’t you stay here?” he said. “I’ll take a look out back.”

She swiped at her tears and shook her head. “Let’s go.”

He’d heard gunshots that could have come from the patio. Dev led the way in that direction.

Body number four. A beautiful strawberry blonde in a skimpy blue bikini sprawled facedown near one of the lounge chairs, a spreading pool of blood on the tile beneath her.

Dev walked over and pressed his fingers against the side of her neck searching for a pulse, but there was no sign of life.

He looked up at Lark and shook his head, came to his feet. “She must have heard the shots and tried to escape.”

Lark’s face was as white as paper as she glanced around in search of the little girl, but there was no sign of a child anywhere in the area.

“Maybe…maybe they didn’t go upstairs. Maybe that’s…that’s where Chrissy is.” Her voice sounded high-pitched and strained as she turned and started back inside the house.

Dev caught her arm and pulled her behind him, walked down the hall and headed cautiously up the stairs. He didn’t expect to encounter resistance. It appeared as though the shooters had left the house. But his years of training had taught him that in a situation like this, if you wanted to stay alive, you never assumed anything.

They climbed the stairs and moved along the hall, checking out the bedrooms, one by one. The last room they came to was the nursery. Decorated in pink and white with tiny pink-and-white carousels on the wallpaper, the room was frilly and sweet, perfect for a little girl.

Lark looked down at the foot of the canopied bed and made a choking sound.

Body number five.

“The nanny,” he said. A heavyset Hispanic woman with thick black, silver-streaked hair pulled into a bun at the back of her neck. A spray of bullets had left a string of holes across her chest, each marked by a darkening spot of blood. Dev knelt and checked for a pulse, found none.

“Maybe Chrissy wasn’t…wasn’t in the house. Maybe she was staying with friends or…or having a play date or…or something.” Her voice broke on this last. “Maybe wherever she is, she’s safe.”

But Dev’s instincts were telling him something else. From the nanny’s position on the carpet, it looked as if she had been standing in front of the closet when the gunman walked in.

Finding the little girl dead inside was the last thing he wanted Lark to see.

“I want you to go downstairs and wait for the cops. We need to be sure they know we aren’t the bad guys. I’ll be right behind you.”

Dazed now, still hoping Chrissy was safe somewhere else, she didn’t argue, just moved woodenly past him out into the hall and off toward the stairs. In the distance, he could hear the wail of sirens. Better late than never, he’d always thought.

In this case, late was just too late.


Steeling himself, whispering a silent prayer, he opened the closet door. There, huddled on the floor, curled into a ball beneath the hanging clothes was a little girl with messy dark brown curls and a rumpled pink sundress. She looked up at him with big green eyes that reminded him of Lark, and his heart twisted hard.

Dev shoved his pistol into the back of his jeans and knelt in front of her. “It’s all right, Chrissy. The bad people are gone. I’m going to take you out of here.”

She stared up at him, her cheeks streaked with tears. “Where’s Nana? I want my nana.”

“There’s someone downstairs you’re really going to like. Your aunt, Lark. She came all the way from Los Angeles just to meet you.”

“I’m scared. I want my nana.” But she didn’t cry when he reached down and scooped her into his arms, settled her against his shoulder. “Everything’s going to be okay,” he promised. “We just need to get you out of here.”

Turning her head into his chest so she couldn’t see the horror around her, he walked past the nanny out into the hall. He carried her down the stairs, shielding her from the housekeeper lying dead in the entry, and made his way out the door.

Lark was talking to two sheriff’s deputies in dark green pants and beige shirts who had just arrived at the house.

“I found what you’ve been looking for,” he said as he approached.

She turned at the sound of his voice and her eyes filled with tears.


“Chrissy!” Lark ran toward them, slowed when she saw the child flinch.

“It’s all right, sweetheart,” Dev said. “That’s your aunt, Lark.” He handed the little girl into Lark’s care, saw her arms close protectively around the child, and turned to the deputies.

“I’m a private investigator,” he said. Slowly, he raised both hands. “My name is Devlin Raines. My wallet is in my front pants pocket. I’m licensed to carry.” He turned so the officer could remove the pistol from his waistband, which one of them did, the older of the pair, gray-haired with craggy features. The other, Hispanic and good-looking, stepped in and carefully pulled the wallet out of his jeans.

“What the hell is going on here, Raines?” the older deputy asked, apparently satisfied with the credentials.

“You’ve got a house full of dead people. None of them shot by me.”

The deputy sniffed the barrel of the weapon to make sure it hadn’t been fired. Another sheriff’s car pulled up and more uniformed deputies climbed out. From there the chaos expanded as the men went into the house, eventually came back out and began to cordon off the crime scene.

An ambulance arrived and Lark took Chrissy over to be checked out.

More cars pulled up. Men poured out and went into the house. A few minutes later, one of them came back out, a tall, solidly built man in his forties. He walked up to where Dev stood on the lawn.

“I’m Detective Wilkins with the Pima County Sheriff’s Department.” He’d been in the house for a while, which accounted for the grim look on his face. He flipped open the little spiral notebook he carried and found a clean page.

“I know you’ve talked to the deputies, but I need to ask you a few more questions.”

“Yeah, I figured. I took a picture of the car on my cell. The vehicle was pretty far away but maybe you can enhance the plate numbers. I’ll transfer the pictures to your cell. What’s your number?” Dev sent Wilkins the info and saved a set for Chaz, though he figured the plates were probably stolen.

Wilkins pulled a pen out of the frayed pocket of a dark brown sports coat that had seen better days.

“Why don’t we start from the top? How was it you and Ms. Delaney just happened to stop by for a visit while five people were being murdered?”

Dev geared himself up to repeat the story and went through the entire scenario for the third time in the past hour, explaining how they had been searching for little Chrissy, Lark’s niece, for some time.

“So you just happened to be here. You have no idea what the motive for this might have been?”

“Not at the moment. But you’re going to find Bryon Weller has a record. And the adoption of his daughter, which cost him ninety grand, was illegal. I suppose that’s a clue to his character.” And he would know more as soon as he heard from Chaz.

“You think drugs were involved?”

Dev looked past him to where the coroner stood over the housekeeper’s body. “It was that kind of hit. The entire household taken out. Somebody was pissed at Byron Weller and they wanted to set an example.”


The man lived in a twelve-thousand-square-foot home. The containers he imported came from Mexico. Of course drugs were involved.

The detective nodded as if he didn’t already know and made a few more notes.

“We need to get the little girl out of here,” Dev said.

“I’ve got no legal authority to hand her into your care. She’ll be placed with Child Protective Services in Tucson until this can all be worked out. They should be on their way by now.”

“Lark’s her aunt, her only family. The child’s lost the only parents she’s ever known. She’s bound to be traumatized by what’s happened. She needs to be with someone who cares about her.”

“Sorry. I can’t make it happen.”

“Listen, detective. Lark Delaney is a highly successful, highly respected businesswoman. And we both know as a family member, she’ll take the best care of that little girl.”

“Look, unofficially I think you’re right, but it doesn’t matter. The law is the law.”

Dev pulled out his phone. “If you’ll excuse me a minute, maybe I can do something about that.” Sliding through his phone book, he found the private number of the Phoenix Chief of Police.

“Hello, Chief, it’s Devlin Raines. I really hate to bother you, but I’ve got a problem and you’re the only man who can solve it.” He went on to explain about the murders and the urgent need for the surviving little girl to be allowed to stay with her family.

He knew the police chief would listen. Dev might not run his investigations exactly by the letter of the law, but he was ex-military and a strong supporter of law enforcement. He also had plenty of money, an impressive amount of which he gladly donated to various police charities every year.

“I think I can help,” the chief said. “What did you say that detective’s name was?”

“Wilkins.”

“I’ll put a call in to the Pima County Sheriff. He can talk to his detective. But I’ll need to assure him you’re willing to take full responsibility for the woman and the child. And Ms. Delaney won’t be able to take the little girl out of state.”

“Not a problem. You might recall I’ve got a guest house on the other side of my swimming pool. My housekeeper raised three kids and I know she’ll help, so we’ll be fine. And Lark can stay in Phoenix for as long as it’s necessary.”

After that, Dev had no idea what she meant to do about the child.

“I’ll see what I can do,” the police chief said.

The call ended and Dev’s gaze swung in Lark’s direction. She was sitting cross-legged on the lawn, Chrissy in her lap. They were playing some kind of clap-your-hands game and Lark wore the faintest of smiles.

One thing became crystal-clear. Lark wasn’t giving that child away to someone else. She was about to become a mother, whether she was ready or not.

Dev just shook his head. But as he watched them together, saw the love in Lark’s pretty face, an odd feeling settled in his chest.







Ten



By the time they were on the road home, the sun had dipped below the horizon. The EMTs had phoned an on-call physician, who had authorized something to help Chrissy sleep.

Lark fashioned a bed for her in the backseat of the Suburban with the blanket Dev kept in the car, got her settled, then sat with her until she dozed off. While she slept, Dev drove to the Walmart in Tucson to buy a few of the things the child would need.

“I’ll stay out here,” he said as he pulled the SUV into the lot. “You do the shopping. You know a lot more about it than I do.”

“Are you kidding me? I don’t know anything about kids. I’ll have to learn as I go.”

He cast her a sideways glance as he expertly navigated a parking space. “’Learn as you go?’ Does that mean you’ll be going for permanent custody?”


“It’s a little early to be asking me that, don’t you think?”

“Not by the expression on your face when you look at her.”

Lark glanced away. “I don’t think I really have a choice.”

“There’s always a choice.”

“All right—I can’t imagine giving her to someone else. I can’t stand even to think about it.”

Dev just smiled. “That’s what I thought. Now go get whatever it is you think we’ll need.”

She couldn’t help noticing the we. According to Dev, the authorities had insisted she stay in Arizona and that Dev take responsibility for her and Chrissy. She had tried to convince him to let them stay in her sister’s condo, but he wouldn’t hear of it.

“No way. The chief expects me to be responsible for you and the child. That’s what I’m going to be. Responsible.”

She arched a dark eyebrow. “That’s kind of above and beyond, isn’t it? I mean being accountable for a woman you barely know and a four-year-old child?”

He just shrugged. “I follow the job where it takes me.”

Funny thing was, she was glad she would be staying at the house with him. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw bodies, blood and death. The housekeeper. Byron Weller and his beautiful wife. The young Hispanic houseboy and Chrissy’s nanny—Lupita Martinez, the deputies had said was her name.

She couldn’t imagine getting any sleep tonight. But if she had the slightest chance, it would happen because Dev was in the house just across the terrace.

She remembered the way he had looked, his jaw clenched and a pistol gripped in his hand. It was as if the weapon were an extension of his arm, as if it were simply a part of him. He’d looked like the dangerous man he was and as she climbed out of the car in the Walmart parking lot and headed toward the electric sliding doors, she was glad he had been with her today.

If he hadn’t been, she might be as dead as Chrissy’s parents.

Her stomach rolled. She tried not to think of them, tried not to remember the way they had looked in death.

And she wondered… So far the little girl had asked incessantly for her nanny. She hadn’t mentioned her mother or father. Lark was beginning to think it was the nanny, Mrs. Martinez, who had been raising the child.

She thought of the black-haired woman who had placed herself in front of the closet where she had hidden little Chrissy to protect her from certain death and believed the woman had loved her.

Lark’s throat tightened. She shook away the tears and shoved through the automatic doors. Managing a smile for the ancient Walmart greeter, she grabbed the shopping cart he handed her and headed for the children’s department. She needed clothing, some kind of comfortable shoes that would hopefully fit Chrissy’s small feet, blankets and a car seat. She grabbed a couple of stuffed animals off a shelf as she passed and tossed them into the cart.


It took longer than it should have, having no idea what to buy. Eventually, with the help of a clerk, she found what she needed, made her way through the checkout line and returned to the car.

“I’m sorry,” she said as she quietly opened the door. “It was harder than I thought.”

“Yeah, I can believe that.” Dev helped her put the packages in the back of the Suburban and they set off on the last leg of their journey.

The sky was black velvet and sparkling with a spray of stars by the time Dev pulled into the garage. Chrissy fussed for a moment as he lifted her out of the vehicle, then went back to sleep against his chest.

Dev had been terrific today. Earlier, he had called his housekeeper, Mrs. Clark, and she was waiting for them when they stepped inside the house.

“Thank you for coming, Aida,” Lark said, and to her surprise, her eyes filled with tears. “I don’t…I don’t know a thing about children.”

Aida patted her shoulder. “It’s all right, dear. I’ve raised three of them. I know everything there is to know about kids.”

Lark managed to smile, wiped away the wetness on her cheeks. “I’m sorry. It’s just…it’s been a bad day.”

Dev scoffed. “You might say that.” He stood right behind her, still holding the girl in his arms. A dangerous man like him holding a sleep-rumpled little girl. It should have looked incongruous but somehow it didn’t.

“You ready for us, Aida?” he asked.

“All set. As soon as you called, Town went out and bought a rollaway bed. He set it up in the living room over in the guest house. I can sleep there for a while. We thought it might be better if Chrissy slept with Lark for the first few days.”

The lump returned to Lark’s throat. “Yes, that’s a good idea. Thank you.”

Aida squeezed her hand. “Everything is going to be fine. Come on. Let’s get that child in bed.”

While Town unloaded the car, she and Dev followed Aida’s broad-hipped, swaying gait down the hall, out the doors onto the terrace, and around the pool to the guest house. It was larger than Lark expected: a separate living room with its own fireplace, kitchen, bedroom and bath.

“There are maid’s quarters in the main house,” Aida said. “A room right off the kitchen. It’ll give me a place to hang my clothes and shower in the mornings. Give you and the child a little space if you need it.”

Lark just nodded.

She followed Dev into the bedroom and waited as he gently settled Chrissy on one side of the queen-size bed. Her dark-brown, shoulder-length curls fanned out over the pillow.

“I’m jealous, you know.” His gaze moved to Lark, taking in her exhausted features, the worry she couldn’t quite hide. “I had high hopes the person on the other side of your bed tonight would be me.”

She had hoped for that same thing, yet she couldn’t quite muster a smile.

Dev reached out and touched her cheek. “Things happen, love. Life happens. You’ll get through this and so will Chrissy.”


She felt like crying again, somehow managed not to. “I know.”

“Tomorrow you’ll call your friend Brenda. Tell her what’s happened and where you are staying. If she wants to come over that’s fine.”

She nodded. “Yes, I should have thought of that. Brenda’s great with kids. I’m just…I’m not thinking very clearly right now.”

Dev leaned down, brushed a light kiss on her cheek. “Try to get some sleep. It won’t be easy, but maybe with Aida in the living room and me on the other side of the patio, you’ll manage to get some rest.”

She reached for his hand. “Thank you for what you did today.”

He shrugged as if he put himself in the middle of a gunfight every day. “I didn’t really do much of anything.”

“Yes, you did. If you hadn’t figured out something was wrong, we might be lying in there with the Wellers.”

Dev gently caught her shoulders. “Don’t say that. Don’t even think it. We’re alive and so is Chrissy. Sometimes life takes a different course than we expect, that’s all. But we’re alive. Now it’s up to us to make the most of it.”

His eyes held hers, the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. “Did you learn that in the Rangers?”

“I suppose I did. There were times I wasn’t sure I’d see another day. I came out alive, and since then, I’d like to think I’ve never wasted a single moment of my life.”

Lark didn’t say more. He was a complicated man, one she was coming to admire more every day. Turning, he walked out of the bedroom into the living room, passing Aida and Town, who were busy unpacking the items she had purchased.

“I didn’t know what to buy,” she told them helplessly.

“You did just fine,” Aida said.

Dev crossed to the door. “If you need anything, you know where to find me.”

“Thank you,” she said again. “For everything.”

Dev nodded and started across the patio. Lark watched him until he disappeared through the sliding doors leading into the house.

 

Dev tossed and turned, trying in vain to sleep. What Lark had said was true. If they had arrived fifteen minutes sooner, if he had parked in front of the house instead of down the block, if they’d gone up to the door while the men were inside, they might well be dead.

His stomach knotted at the thought of Lark lying lifeless in a pool of blood, her vibrant energy gone forever.

Staring up at the ceiling, he released a ragged breath. Thank God, Clive had brought him into the search. Thank God, Lark hadn’t gone to some hack detective who didn’t know his ass from a hot rock.

He reminded himself to call his friend tomorrow morning and tell him what had happened. He’d let his brothers know, as well. He refused to let his thoughts go any further. He had houseguests now. A child was in residence, which would definitely cramp his style. He wasn’t sure how long that would continue.


He should be lamenting his fate. Instead, all he could think of was how glad he was they were here with him and safe.

He didn’t believe they were in any sort of danger. The shooters had taken out the Wellers and anyone else they found in the house, but a four-year-old child they managed to overlook was unimportant.

The message had been delivered loud and clear.

Byron Weller had an enemy he shouldn’t have crossed.

If someone else was thinking of trying the same thing, he wouldn’t do it now.

Dev heard a familiar chiming on the bedside table, reached over and picked up his cell phone, sure it would be Chaz. Dev had called him hours ago and filled him in on the shooting. His friend was working overtime to come up with everything he could on the Wellers, and what they might have done to get themselves killed.

Dev pressed the phone against his ear. “Tell me your hard work paid off.”

“Oh, it has.”

He sat up straighter, propped his back against the carved wooden headboard. “What have you got?”

“An earful. You might want to sit down for this.”

“What is it?”

“Some of this intel is way off the record.”

“With you it always is.”

“To start with, Global Direct is owned by the Bannock Corporation. Turns out they’re owned by a company registered in the Cayman Islands called International Designs. When you dig deep enough—and I mean deep—you find some interesting names. One of them is Antonio Alvarez. That name mean anything to you?”

“Antonio Alvarez runs the Las Garzas drug cartel, one of the biggest operations in Mexico.”
 
“That’s right.”

“Marijuana, methamphetamines, cocaine. Alvarez does it all. The Mexican government’s been trying to nail the bastard for years.”

“That’s him. And when I checked Byron Weller’s credit-card records, guess what I found?”

“I’m afraid to.”

“Airline tickets to Hermosillo, Mexico. Direct flight from Tucson. Credit-card receipts for a rental car and restaurants in and around the city. Hermosillo is where Antonio Alvarez lives.”

Dev hissed in a breath. “So Byron Weller handled things for Alvarez on this side of the border.”

“Bingo.”

Dev raked a hand through his short dark hair. “The container import business was a money laundering scheme.”

“Probably just part of a larger network. I also found personal emails between Weller and a guy named Jorge Santos. I haven’t had time to figure out the connection between Santos and Alvarez, but I’m betting there is one.”

“So what did Weller do to piss off Alvarez?”

“Hard to tell, but I’ll keep looking.”

“I think it’s time to give Johnnie Riggs a call.”

“Might be worth a try.” Chaz yawned into the phone.


“Why don’t you get some sleep?” Dev suggested. “Call me tomorrow if anything else turns up.”

“Will do.” The call ended and Dev looked down at his cell, tried to read the names in his phone book in the moonlight pouring in through the window. He found Riggs’s number and sent the call. Along with Phoenix, L.A. was a major drug center. Maybe if Riggs put his ear to the pavement, he would hear something on the street.

The ex-Ranger answered on the second ring. “Riggs.”

Dev could hear the heavy beat of music in the background. Riggs was a night owl. Dev figured he’d be awake at least until the clubs closed at two.

“John, it’s Dev. I need you to see what you can find out about a problem between Antonio Alvarez and the Las Garzas cartel and a guy named Byron Weller.” Dev told him everything he knew about Weller and the execution-style murders of him and his family. “Weller had business connections in L.A. And the name Jorge Santos popped up.”

Riggs whistled into the phone. “Santos is one of Alvardo’s most trusted lieutenants. He’s got a mean reputation. Some folks say he’s the power behind the throne, if you know what I mean. I don’t know much more than that. I’ll have to bring in some help on this one.”

“Do whatever you need to.”

“I’ll be in touch.” Johnnie hung up and so did Dev. He didn’t really think Lark and Chrissy were in danger, but he had learned from experience the more you knew about the players in the game, the more likely you were to win. In this case winning meant keeping everyone safe.

Dev set the phone back on the bedside table. He plumped his down pillow, trying to get comfortable, hoping this time he’d be able to sleep.

Instead, when he closed his eyes, he saw Lark standing in the doorway, her big green eyes widened in horror. He thought of how brave she had been, how strong and determined. She wasn’t like any other woman he had ever known.

Certainly, she was nothing like Amy.

His ex-fiancée had been soft and loving, the kind of female who would faint dead away at the sight of all that blood. She was the kind of sweetly feminine woman he had always wanted. The kind a man married, not the kind a man just wanted to fuck.

Amy had made him want her, but not with the kind of gnawing hunger he felt for Lark.

He thought of the woman sleeping on the other side of the pool, her thoughts full of murder and worry for the sweet little girl who had lost her family. There was no way she was thinking of him or of sex, or better yet, of sex with him.

Still, just imagining her in bed made him hard.

Dev sighed in the darkness. It was not quite two in the morning. After the day he’d put in, it seemed a lot later.

Get back to the problems at hand. First thing tomorrow, Lark needed to call her attorney. Steve Rutgers, he recalled, the one she was thinking of having sex with.

A bitter taste rose in his mouth. No way, he vowed. His job was almost over. If Lark wanted sex, he’d be more than happy to give it to her.

Realizing he was veering off track again, he began to mentally go over what he needed to do in the morning.

Then Lark would no longer be his client. Till then, taking her to bed would have to wait at least a few more days.








Eleven



As the hour grew late, the wind came up, rattling dry leaves and the stiff spines of an ocotillo against the window. Next to Lark on the other side of the bed, Chrissy began to stir, her small legs moving restlessly beneath the sheets.

Lark watched her with growing concern. So far the child had mostly been sleeping, the sedative and the events of the day leaving her completely exhausted. Now, she tossed and turned. With a sudden sharp gasp, she sat bolt upright in bed, her eyes darting frantically around the room.

“Where…where is this place? Where am I?”

Lark eased closer, slid an arm around her shoulders. “You’re with your aunt Lark, Chrissy, remember? You and I spent the afternoon together. You came with me for a visit.”

“I want my nana.” Chrissy started crying.

Lark moved over to the little girl’s side of the bed, swung her legs to the side and sat on the edge. She straightened the cotton pajamas she had bought herself at Walmart since she usually slept in the nude, lifted and settled the child in her lap.

“Please don’t cry. You’re safe and everything is going to be all right.”

“I want my nana,” the child repeated. “Where’s my Nana Lupita?”

Lark had been avoiding the answer to those sorts of questions all afternoon. It was getting harder and harder to do.

“Your nana went away for a while, sweetheart. She asked me to take care of you while she was gone.”

Chrissy looked up at her, her eyes wet with tears. “Where’s my mommy and daddy?”

Lark felt a tug at her heart. Memories of blood and death returned but she quickly forced them away. Chrissy sniffed and started crying again.

“Don’t cry, honey, please.” But the words didn’t stop the tears.

At a loss as to what to do, Lark looked up to see Aida Clark bustling through the open doorway. The housekeeper swept into the bedroom in a pink quilted bathrobe that floated out around her wide-hipped body. Her sleep-mussed silver-blond hair stuck up in several places and clung to the back of her neck.

Getting a relieved look from Lark, she lifted Chrissy into her arms and settled the child on her hip.

“I’m Mrs. Clark,” she said. “You and I are going to become great friends, did you know that?”

Chrissy sniffed, looked up at Aida with interest.


“We’re going to play games together and bake cookies. You like cookies, don’t you?”
 
Chrissy nodded.

“What kind of cookies do you like?”

Chrissy just stared at her.

Aida jiggled her a little to recapture her attention. “Surely you have a favorite. Everyone does. Is it coconut macaroon?”

Chrissy shook her head.

“What then?”

“Chocolate chip.”

Aida smiled. “Well, now, that’s your aunt Lark’s favorite cookie, too.”

Chrissy looked over at Lark for confirmation.

“That’s right,” Lark said though her favorite was really oatmeal with nuts and raisins. “Mrs. Clark promised to make us some tomorrow.”

“And I get to help?” Chrissy asked.

“You sure do,” Lark said.

“In the meantime, why don’t I fix you a nice warm cup of cocoa?” Aida suggested. “That’ll help you go back to sleep.”

Chrissy rubbed her eyes. She looked into Aida’s pleasant face. “Okay.”

“Good. Now how do you like your cocoa? With a little extra sugar? Or would you rather have it plain?”
 
“Sugar, please.”

“All right, then. Let’s go in the kitchen and we’ll fix it just the way you like.”

Lark sighed with relief at how well Aida’s distractions were working, silencing Chrissy’s tears at least for a while.

They sat around the small, bleached pine kitchen table and drank cups of cocoa, then when Chrissy’s eyelids began to droop, Lark carried her back to bed. This time, she settled the child next to her, cuddled her close, and pulled the light down comforter up over them.

In minutes, the child was fast asleep.

Lark smoothed back an errant dark curl. She couldn’t keep avoiding Chrissy’s questions. Tomorrow she would make an appointment with a child psychologist, someone who could help the little girl get through the trauma of discovering neither of her parents nor her nanny would ever be coming back again.

Tears threatened. No matter the reason, no one deserved to die the way they had. And if it hadn’t been for Nanny Lupita, Chrissy might be dead, as well.

Lark fluffed her pillow, trying to get comfortable. Along with the psychologist, she needed to call her attorney, get the paperwork started to secure Chrissy’s permanent guardianship. She didn’t think it would be much of a problem. There would be background checks and paperwork, but she certainly had the financial means to support a child, and with Heather gone, Lark was her nearest relative.

The guardianship should only be a formality. The real problems would come from trying to raise an orphan—or any child for that matter, since Lark hadn’t the least experience.

It’ll all work out, she told herself firmly, hoping she was right.


Bending down, she kissed the top of the little girl’s head. One thing was clear. Her life was about to change.

She thought of Devlin Raines and the fierce attraction she felt for him and released a sigh of regret.

Too bad she hadn’t acted on that attraction before it was too late.

 

Dev sat behind the desk in his office. The morning was a little cooler, the sun’s rays not as fierce as they had been the day before.

“I’ll keep you posted,” Dev said, ending his conversation with his oldest brother, setting the phone back in its cradled. An instant later, it started ringing again. Recognizing the caller ID, he reached over and picked it up. “Hey, bro.”

Gabe’s deep voice answered. “Hey, little brother, how you holdin’ up?”

Stories of the murders in Tubac and the miraculous escape of the Wellers’ four-year-old daughter were all over the national news. Jackson knew enough about Dev’s investigation to figure out the child was the one he’d been searching for. Jackson had probably called Gabe. Or his middle brother had caught a glimpse of Dev on CNN holding the little girl in his arms.

Dev inwardly groaned. Only a local Tucson news team had been on the scene when they left for home. Apparently, it was a big enough story to go national.

“I’m all right, considering. There’s an army of newsmen camped among the cactus in my front yard, which I have to admit, caught me a little off guard. I should have known they’d track us down, but I guess I was just too beat last night to think clearly.”

“How’s your lady doing?”

Dev smiled. Jackson had definitely called. “My client, you mean? She’s way tougher than I thought. Stayed with me every step of the way through that house of horrors. Determined to find the little girl.”

“Sounds like a keeper to me.”

“She’s leaving as soon as she gets things settled with the Child Protective Agency, going back to her place in L.A.”

“That so,” Gabe said.

“How’s Mattie? She hasn’t wised up and dumped your sorry ass for another guy?”

Gabe chuckled. “Not yet. She had a little morning sickness for a while, but she thinks it’s over.”

“That’s got to be good news.”

“Yeah…listen, about the murders…anything I can do?”

“No, but I’m glad you called. This thing is a mess and Lark is right in the middle of it.”

“If she’s as tough as you say, she’ll be fine.”

“I know, but still…”

“But still you care about her and you wish she and the little girl didn’t have to go through any of this.”

“She’s my client. Of course, I care.”

“Right.”

“Look, I gotta go. One of the herd is pounding on the door and if they don’t stop, Town’s going to eat ’em alive.”

Gabe just laughed. “Take care, little brother.” He signed off and Dev hung up the phone. He rubbed a hand over his face, felt the beard stubble he hadn’t bothered to shave, and wished he’d slept better last night.

“What are we going to do?”

Dev looked up to see Lark standing next to his desk. There were smudges beneath her eyes and her skin was a little too pale. She looked beautiful and fragile and amazingly undaunted. His admiration grew.

“We’ll handle the press,” he said. “This is a big human-interest story. Chrissy and the fate of her parents. If you think it’s bad now, wait till word gets out that she was a black market baby and you’re the aunt who came to her rescue.”

Lark sank down in the chair beside his desk. “Oh, my God.” Absently she reached up to massage the back of her neck and he could almost feel the tension zipping through her body.

He rose and moved behind her. “Here, let me do that.” Gently his hand took the place of hers and he began to massage the tightness away. Lark bent her head to give him better access.

A little moan escaped. “That feels heavenly.”

“When the time is right, I plan to massage you all over.”

A blush slipped into her cheeks. “I bet that would really feel good.”

He imagined touching her, watching her passion spring to life. “Yeah” was all he said.

With a sigh, Lark rose from her chair. “We need a plan.”

Dev rose, too. “You’re right, let’s figure out what we need to do.” Crossing to the wet bar, he poured each of them a cup of coffee and they carried their mugs over to the teakwood table and sat down.

“I called my attorney,” Lark said, blowing on the liquid to cool it. “He said he’d be here as fast as he could.”

Dev’s jaw tightened. “Good ol’ Steve.”

She looked up. “That’s right. Steve can handle the press and do the paperwork necessary to get Chrissy into my custody. As soon as that happens, the two of us will be out of your hair.”

“You aren’t in my hair. You can stay as long as you like.”

She cocked a dark eyebrow. “We wouldn’t be cramping your style?”

He flashed a smile. “Depends where you’d be sleeping.”

Lark laughed.

“We need to arrange for a psychologist,” Dev said, “get one to come to the house.”

“Already done. Steve knew someone in L.A. who recommended someone in Phoenix. Eva Rossi will be here at eleven.”

“Leave it to efficient ol’ Steve.”

She just smiled. “Anything else?”

“Stay out of sight as much as you can until good ol’, efficient Steve gets the news boys off your back.”

Her laugh was softer now, a little less strained.

“You gonna be okay?” he asked.

She sipped the coffee as if she wished it were a shot of whiskey. “I’ll be okay. You’ve really been great, Dev. Whatever amount I owe you won’t be enough.”


“You don’t owe me anything. I was never going to take your money. I owed Madman. Once everything’s settled with you and Chrissy, my debt will be paid.”

She eyed him with interest. “It must have been a very big debt.”

“You could say that.”

“Go on.”

“It happened when we were in the Rangers. A mission in Colombia that went wrong. Nothing you would have heard about. Nothing in the news.”
 
“And?”

“And Clive saved my life.”

Her eyebrows went up. “That’s as big as it gets.”

“Yeah.”

Lark glanced down at the dark brew in her mug. “It shouldn’t take long to get the paperwork done.”

“Depends on good ol’ Steve.”

Those lush pink lips edged up. “When I get home, I’m going to ask Clive about that time in Colombia.”

He just shrugged. He would rather forget it himself.

“The coffee was great,” Lark said, taking a last sip from her mug as she rose from her chair. “Aida’s been a godsend, but I don’t want to leave her with Chrissy too long. I’ll let you know how the appointment with Dr. Rossi goes.”
 
“Do that.”

She stopped when she reached the door. “Maybe you could…ummm…come over and join us for lunch.”

Dev felt the unexpected pull of a smile. For some insane reason, having lunch with Lark and a four-year-old girl actually sounded good.


“That’d be great. I’ll send out for pizza.”

“Aida’s making macaroni and cheese.”

He wrinkled his nose.

“I’m making a salad and there’s chocolate-chip cookies for dessert.”

“Sold. I’ll see you at lunch.”

“One o’clock. We thought we’d eat out by the pool.” She waved a brief farewell as she disappeared out the door. It took a couple more seconds for her image to fade from his mind.

He sat back down at his desk. Things were moving forward, slowly getting resolved. In the meantime, he was hoping Johnnie Riggs would call with more information. He wondered if the police would come up with any leads that would point them in the direction of the shooters, but he really didn’t think so.

The house was only twenty miles from the border. The men could have crossed into the States, made the hit, and returned to Mexico before the law even knew what had happened.

The authorities would probably never find them. But the Wellers had been responsible for their own troubles. The important thing was that little Chrissy was safe.

Dev tried not to think of the rough road ahead for the child, thought instead of his one-o’clock macaroni luncheon, and found himself smiling again.








Twelve



“We’ll see you tomorrow, then. Thank you for coming, Dr. Rossi.”

Lark watched the sleek, striking brunette disappear inside the main house. Italian, with a slightly Roman nose, Eva Rossi had flawless olive skin and gleaming black hair pulled into a fashionable knot at the nape of her neck. Her business suit and low-heeled shoes said professional top to bottom.

Lark closed the door and breathed a sigh of relief. The initial appointment was over and Chrissy’s questions about her family’s death had been answered.

At first the little girl had been shy and hesitant to talk to the doctor, but with gentle words and genuine interest in what the child had to say, Dr. Rossi had been able to reach her.

“Do you know where my nana Lupita is?” Chrissy had asked as she had a dozen times.

“Yes, I do. I also know how much she loved you and how much you loved her.” They sat in the living room. Lark and Chrissy on the sofa, Eva Rossi in a chair beside them.

“Where are they?”

Dr. Rossi ignored the question. “Did your daddy and mommy ever take you to church?”

Chrissy shook her head. “But Nana Lupita took me to St. Ann’s every Sunday.”

“Then you know all about heaven.”

Chrissy nodded solemnly. “I know about heaven and about the baby Jesus.”

“That’s good, Chrissy. Because that’s where your nana Lupita went. She went to heaven to be with Jesus.”

Chrissy frowned. “Did my mommy and daddy go with her?”

“Yes, sweetheart, they did. They’re all up in heaven together.”

Chrissy’s eyes welled, brimmed with tears. “Why didn’t they take me with them?”

Lark reached over and took hold of the child’s small, cold hand, her heart aching for the little girl.

“It wasn’t time for you to go with them,” Dr. Rossi explained. “But someday you’ll see them again. When it’s time for you to join them in heaven.”
 
“But when?”

“Not until you’re all grown up. But I want you to know that your family didn’t really leave you and they never will. They’ll always be in your heart.”

Chrissy pressed a small hand against her chest. “Here?”

Dr. Rossi nodded. “Right now they’re looking down on you from heaven, watching you, making sure you’re all right.”

“I want them to come home.”

“I know you do. And I know they would if they could. But they had to go and be with Jesus and until it’s time for you to be with them, you have a new home with your aunt Lark. And you know what?”
 
“What?”

“Your aunt Lark loves you just as much as your mommy and daddy and your nana Lupita.”

Chrissy started crying and Lark lifted the child into her lap. “It’s all right, sweetheart. You’ll be living with me and I’m going to take very good care of you.”

Chrissy looked up at her with teary green eyes. “But I miss them!”

Lark’s heart twisted. “I know you do, sweetheart.”

“Just remember,” Dr. Rossi said, “if you ever have a problem and you need help, you can talk to your family and they’ll hear you. If you listen really hard, they’ll tell you what to do.”

Chrissy pressed her face against Lark’s shoulder and cried a little more. Lark gently stroked her dark hair and told her again how everything was going to be all right.

The session ended with the doctor’s promise to return the next day. “It’ll take some time for her to completely accept that they’re gone, but talking about it helps. Children that age are amazingly resilient.”

Aida arrived in the living room at exactly the right moment as she seemed to have a knack for doing. “I thought maybe you could help me with the mac and cheese,” she said to Chrissy. “There’s probably a special way you like it.”

Chrissy looked up at her. “Are you part of my new family, too, Mrs. Clark?”

Aida’s eyes glistened. “I sure am, honey. Anytime you need anything, you just let me know.”

Chrissy glanced toward the kitchen. “I think I need a chocolate-chip cookie.”

Aida smiled. She and Chrissy had made them earlier that morning. The older woman dashed away a tear. “I don’t suppose just one will spoil your lunch.” Aida took hold of the little girl’s hand and the pair headed off to the kitchen.

“It’s fortunate she’s as young as she is,” Dr. Rossi said as she collected her purse and Lark walked her out to the patio. “In time, she’ll forget her old life completely and accept her new family as if there had never been another.”

Lark thought how well the doctor had handled the death of Chrissy’s family. “Thank you, Doctor. I couldn’t have managed alone.”

Eva Rossi reached over and squeezed her hand. “You’re going to be fine. I can tell how much you love your niece already. May I make a suggestion?”

“Of course.”

“When the time is right, you might consider letting her call you mommy. She’ll begin to think of you that way.”

Lark’s throat swelled. “Yes, yes, of course. There’s just…just so much I have to learn.”

“As I said, you’re going to be fine.”


Lark watched her cross the patio and disappear inside the house. Behind her, she could hear Chrissy in the kitchen helping Aida start the macaroni and cheese.

Lark took a deep breath and returned to the guesthouse. She’d had no idea how difficult it would be to raise a child. It seemed like every minute of the day was taken up by one need or another. And yet there was so much pleasure in accomplishing each small task. She found herself smiling whenever she looked at the little girl and realized that she would soon have a daughter.

It wasn’t what she planned. A week ago, it wasn’t what she wanted.

Now she couldn’t imagine leaving without taking Chrissy with her.

Her stomach rumbled as she walked back into the house. She had been too nervous to eat breakfast. She looked at her big red leather wristwatch. It was getting close to lunch time, thank heaven.

“Lunch in fifteen minutes,” Aida sang out from the kitchen doorway a few minutes later.

“Lunch in fifteen minutes,” Chrissy repeated, turning to follow the older woman back into the kitchen.

Tears burned Lark’s eyes. Chrissy is going to be fine, she told herself again. The child was already beginning to adjust to the changes in her life. And Lark meant to give her all the affection her nanny had given her plus the love her parents apparently never had.

A knock at the front door sounded. Lark walked over and pulled it open. Townsend Emory, big, dark and forbidding, stood next to a familiar handsome blond man with golden brown eyes. “Steve! Thank God you’re here!”

“Dev said to bring him on over,” Town explained.

“Thank you, Town. And thanks for keeping the multitudes at bay.”

Town grinned, a flash of white in his very dark face. “No problem.” The hulking man eased out of the room and closed the door, and Lark returned her attention to her attorney.

“Thank you for coming, Steve. I appreciate your getting here so quickly.”

Steve caught her hands, leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Are you all right? The murders are all over the news. It must have been terrible for you.”

She shook her head, refusing to let the memories return. She glanced toward the kitchen to be sure Chrissy couldn’t hear. “It was worse than terrible, Steve. Worse than your most horrible nightmare.” She managed a shaky smile. “But Chrissy is here and safe. Now we just need you to make it legal.”

He tipped his head toward the door. “Those reporters out there…they aren’t going to leave until they talk to you.”

“I was hoping you’d take care of it.”

“I can do that. We’ll decide what you’d like to say. You can tell me a little of what happened and I’ll do my best to satisfy their curiosity and send them on their way.”

“That would be great.”

She took his hand and led him into the kitchen. The smell of chocolate-chip cookies still lingered in the air. “Steve, this is Aida Clark. She’s been wonderful helping me with Chrissy. Aida, this is my attorney, Steve Rutgers.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Aida said.

“Thanks for your help,” Steve said.

Lark looked down at the dark-haired child with the big green eyes and felt a catch in her throat. She summoned a reassuring smile. “Chrissy, this is Mr. Rutgers. He’s a friend.”

The little girl turned shy, hiding behind the seat of Aida’s pants.

“Hello, Chrissy,” Steve said. “I know we’re going to be great friends.”

Chrissy peeked around Aida and her lips curved into a smile. “I’m getting a lot of new friends.”

Lark walked over, bent, and gave her a hug. “Yes, you are, sweetheart, and you’re going to get a whole lot more.”

Another knock sounded. Lark return to the living room, Steve following a few steps behind. As she reached for the doorknob, it turned and Dev walked in.

His gaze zeroed in on Steve. “I see you made it.”

“Wasn’t much chance of getting lost. Not with three hundred pounds of muscle making sure I didn’t go anywhere else.”

“Two-eighty, but who’s counting.” Dev still hadn’t shaved and he looked utterly disreputable. Dark and dangerous, and ridiculously handsome. When his eyes met hers, a funny little flutter rose in her stomach.

“I thought we were having lunch,” Dev said darkly, his piercing gaze flicking toward the blond man at her side.

“We are. Steve is joining us.” She turned away, took a breath to calm herself, and headed back to the kitchen. Putting together another place setting, she carried it out to the table on the patio.

The men followed her outside and stood there frowning at each other. She wasn’t sure what was going on between them, some sort of male pissing contest, she figured, fighting not to roll her eyes.

“Why don’t you both sit down and I’ll help Aida carry out the food?”

“I’ll help, too,” the men said in unison.

They all returned to the house and everyone carried something back to the table.

“How did it go with the doctor?” Dev asked softly.

“Better than I thought. Dr. Rossi says Chrissy’s young enough to put this behind her fairly quickly.”

“That’s good to hear.”

They all sat down at the round mosaic table set with colorful place mats and mix-matched colored plates and glasses.

It was a festive table, yet lunch was oddly strained, the men saying little, Chrissy surprising them with bits of conversation.

“I had a dog once,” she said, shoveling in a bite of cheesy macaroni. “But he got hit by a car. I was really sad but Mama said he was too much trouble anyway.”

Dev’s glance mirrored her notion that the child’s home life had not been that great.

“I love dogs,” Steve said cheerfully.

“So do I,” Dev said with a dark look at Steve. “I was thinking about getting one. A Doberman pinscher.”

Lark bit back a smile.


“I’d love to have a kitten,” Chrissy said. “They can stay inside the house and you don’t have to worry about them getting run over.”

Lark leaned over and hugged her. “I think a kitten would be fun. Maybe we can see about getting you one.”

Chrissy beamed. “Could I name him?”

“Sure you could. We could think of names together.”

Chrissy’s expression shifted, turned solemn. “Do you think my dog is in heaven with Mommy and Daddy and Nana Lupita?”

The bite Lark had taken stuck in her throat.

“I’m sure he is,” Dev answered gently. “What was his name?”

“Rex. I named him myself.”

“That’s a good name for a dog.” He cast Steve another dark glance. “If I get a Doberman, maybe that’s what I’ll name him.”

Thankfully, before Dev could swing anymore verbal blows, Chrissy started talking. “I can count to twenty. My nana Lupita taught me.”

Lark smiled. “That’s wonderful, sweetheart. Why don’t you show us?”

Chrissy started counting. “Uno, dos, tres, quatro, cinco, seis, siete, ocho, nueve, diez, once, doce, trece, catorce—”

“Tu hablas Español, muchacha?” Dev asked, and amazingly, Chrissy answered, Sí, señor, and began to rattle off a stream of conversation in Spanish.

“Wow!” Lark was impressed. “I guess her nana taught her more than just numbers. I’ll have to make sure she continues her lessons.” She looked over at Dev. “So where did you learn?”
 
“South America.”

“That’s right, you were there with the Rangers.”

He just nodded.

They finished the meal and Steve stood up from his chair.

“We’ve got a lot to discuss, Lark. We’d better get started.”

The smile Dev cast Steve’s way looked downright wolfish. “Why don’t you use my office,” he suggested. “Lark, you know where it is…just down the hall from my bedroom.”

Her eyes widened. Dev’s tone made it sound as if she’d been sleeping there. She looked over at Steve, who was frowning.

Denying it would only make things worse.

“Let me get my briefcase,” Steve said drilling Dev with a glare as he started back to the guesthouse and Aida began to clear the table.

Lark helped Chrissy down from her chair. “I’ll be back in a little while, sweetheart.” She flashed a payback smile at Dev. “Why don’t you go play a game with your uncle Dev?”

Chrissy turned and looked up at him. “Are you really my uncle?”

Lark grinned at the black scowl on his face.

“Close enough, sunshine,” he said. Swinging her up behind him piggyback style, he carted her into the house.


 

Lark and Steve finished their meeting and returned to the guesthouse. Dev wished he had been a fly on the wall.

An hour ago, Steve had gone outside to speak to the media camped in front of the house. He had handled the reporters with the same smooth demeanor that had irritated Dev from the moment he’d met him.

That and his tall, blond good looks and his obvious interest in Lark.

Dev told himself it didn’t matter. He and Lark shared a sexual attraction, nothing more. Once the itch was scratched—and he was determined it would be—they could both get on with their lives.

He had to admit, the woman had kept his interest beyond anything he had expected. She was intelligent, courageous and caring, and he had come to admire her.

Still, he was a dedicated bachelor, and Lark was a woman who was now raising a kid. He rarely dated single mothers. Fatherhood was nowhere in his plans.

His mind strayed to the little girl with the big green eyes. “Are you my uncle,” she’d asked.

Sure, kid. Better your uncle than your daddy.

But she was really a sweet little girl. If he ever had a daughter, he hoped she would be like Chrissy.

Sitting in the leather chair behind his desk, Dev raked a hand through his hair. Soon his guests would all be gone and he’d have his old life back. Once things settled down and Lark had returned to L.A., he’d give that hot little Tawny Bowers or one of his other lady friends a call, see if one of them wanted to take off for a few days, head for Sedona, maybe. Or maybe Vegas, see a few shows.

Dev leaned back in his chair, thinking of Lark and wishing she was the one going with him.

 

Lark didn’t find time to call Brenda until the next day.

“I’m sorry, Bren, I meant to call yesterday, but so much has been going on… I just… I haven’t had the chance.”

“If you hadn’t called me today I would have called you. I heard about the murders. I saw it on the news. Is Chrissy all right?”

“She’s doing better than I would have guessed. She’s still really young. The psychologist says that’s a saving grace. Kids that age adapt to new circumstances very quickly.”

“That’s great, Lark.”

“She’s a wonderful child, Bren. Heather would have adored her.”

“You’re keeping her, right?”

“There was never any other choice. Not for me.”

“Do you want me to come over and help? I could bring Megan with me if we came after school. They’re close to the same age.”

Lark released a sigh. “I don’t know. I’d love for the girls to meet and yesterday I would have said yes, but things are pretty crazy around here right now. My attorney is here and it’s a media circus outside, and the police are still coming around asking questions.”


“Sounds crazy, all right. How’s it going with the hunky detective? Does he still seem as yummy as he did?”

Lark smiled. “Oh, he’s yummy, all right. But with everything that’s going on—”

“I get the picture. When are you heading back home?”

“As soon as the custody papers get processed. Which should only be a few more days.”

“I’m really happy for you, Lark. Promise you’ll call if you need anything. Even if it’s just someone to talk to.”

Lark’s throat tightened. “I promise. Thanks, Bren.”

The call ended and Lark sat back in her chair. It seemed as if her life had been turned upside down and still another problem loomed ahead.

How to raise a four-year-old while trying to run a company. Lark had worked hard to build LARK, Inc. into the successful business it was today. She loved what she was doing. She wasn’t ready to give up her career.

On the other hand, she refused to put Chrissy in the same situation she had been in before, with a family who mostly ignored her. Or at least, since Chrissy rarely mentioned them, it certainly seemed that way.

She flicked a glance toward the bedroom, where the little girl was taking a much-needed nap. She was still worrying over the problem when Aida walked into the living room.

“I’ve been thinking about what you and I talked about…how you were worried about working and being able to raise your little girl.”


Lark pushed her hair back from her face. “That’s right.”

“I may have an idea that could help.”

Lark straightened. “I’m certainly open to suggestions.”

“I was talking to a friend of mine in L.A. I mentioned you and she said she’d seen the story on TV. I asked her if she might be interested in going back to work.”

Lark’s interest sharpened. “What did she say?”

“Marge said she would love to be doing something useful again. She said she would be willing to live in the house with you and Chrissy and act as a full-time nanny.”

“Sounds good so far. What can you tell me about her?”

Aida smiled. Once she got started, she couldn’t say enough about Marge Covey, her longtime friend.

“Margie loves kids. She’s raised four of her own and put them all through college. But her husband died four years ago and I know she’s been lonely. And she could sure use the money.”

Both fifty-five years old, they’d been best friends since high school in Wind Canyon, Wyoming, where they had been born.

Marge sounded like an answered prayer. “When could she start?”

“Tomorrow if you need her.”

Lark felt a wave of relief. She was losing Aida, but she had come to trust Dev’s housekeeper and if Aida said her friend was good with kids, willing to live in and help with household chores, Lark was ecstatic.


The way things were going, with Steve staying in the main house to work on the legal aspects of the custody case, in a few more days, she would able to return to L.A. She was eager to get there, excited to start a new life with Chrissy.

Except that every time she looked at Dev, she felt a hollow ache in the pit of her stomach.

She tried not to wonder if he would regret her leaving.

Probably not.

Dev was a man who enjoyed the single life, enjoyed his freedom. She had known that from the moment she had met him.

Still, when she looked at him, she felt as if she were leaving something undone, as if some part of her yearned for something more.

She didn’t think it was going to happen.

Not with Steve still there. And there was the time she spent taking care of Chrissy and so much left to do before she went home.

Which was probably for the best.

Still, she couldn’t help wondering what it might have been like to make love with him. To find out if there could have been something more.








Thirteen



The guardianship proceedings were progressing even better than Dev expected. Three days after Steve Rutgers arrived, a custodial hearing was held. A DNA sample had been taken the day of the murders and, as expected, Chrissy’s DNA matched Lark’s, proving they were related.

There would be more paperwork to deal with, in-home visits to Lark’s condo in L.A. until the final judgment was granted, but basically Chrissy Weller, soon to become Chrissy Delaney, belonged to Lark.

The criminal investigation continued. The sheriff in tended to question the Olcotts/Fellowses in the matter of the illegal adoption, which didn’t bode well for the older couple, but with five people dead, there was no longer a way to keep their role in the matter a secret. The attorney, Melvin Keetch, would also fall under scrutiny.

Dev was still waiting to hear back from Riggs. Nothing so far. The police had also come up with zilch, just as he had expected.

The good news was, late this afternoon Steve Rutgers had left for the airport. By now he had boarded an evening flight to L.A. Lark wouldn’t be leaving until tomorrow, flying back with Chrissy in the morning.

The sun had set, night had begun to settle in, and the house was empty. Town was running errands and Aida was with Lark out in the guesthouse. A storm was moving in, and thunder rumbled in the distance. A smattering of rain beat against the window panes.

Sitting in the darkness in the living room, Dev released a slow breath. Since he’d had no chance to be alone with Lark, he was finally coming to accept the fact that taking her to bed wasn’t going to happen. He wondered how long it would take to get over the desire for her that refused to go away.

He stood up and began to pace in front of the empty hearth, wishing Lark were there, wanting to see her, wanting at least a private goodbye.

Just plain wanting her.

Maybe he should go over there, ask her to come back with him for a drink. But what if her thoughts were running in an entirely different direction? Maybe toward Steve Rutgers back in L.A.

Unconsciously, his hand fisted. Maybe he should just forget the whole damned thing and get over this ridiculous hunger that rode him like a raging beast.

A noise sounded on the patio outside the back door and he rose and walked in that direction. He heard it again and realized someone was lightly knocking. Lark stood on the covered patio, a fine mist of rain glittering on the cherry highlights in her hair.

His pulse quickened. He tamped down a surge of lust, sure she was there for a different reason than what he was imagining.

She smiled. “Can I come in?”

“Sure. Of course.” He stepped back to let her pass. “Getting pretty wet out there.”

She stepped into the kitchen and the soft scent of lilac reached him as she closed the door. She was dressed in low-waisted jeans, a red print blouse and a pair of red spike heels.

She hadn’t worn shoes like that since they had returned with Chrissy. Catching a glimpse of hot-pink toe-nails and shapely ankles instantly made him hard.

“I wanted to say goodbye,” Lark said. “And thank you for everything you’ve done.”

He tipped his head toward the living room. “Got time for a drink?” He couldn’t help thinking how good she looked, wishing she didn’t have to go back to the guesthouse, that she could stay with him all night.

She nodded. “I’ve got time. Aida volunteered to babysit. I can stay as long as I like.”

His gaze sharpened and his groin pulsed. “Good. Great.” They walked into the living room, over to the bar along the wall. Lark climbed up on one of the bar stools in front as he walked around behind to fix their drinks.

“What would you like?”

“White wine is good.”


He opened the small refrigerator under the counter. “How about champagne? It’s a farewell celebration, isn’t it?”

As soon as he said the words, he wished he hadn’t. He was going to miss her. It was impossible to deny it.

“Champagne would be wonderful.”

He pulled out a bottle of Dom Perignon. “I’m partial to the good stuff.”

She smiled. “Me, too.”

He forced himself to look away from those big green eyes and juicy pink lips. He popped the cork, took down two champagne flutes and filled each one, rounded the bar and handed her one of the glasses.

“To motherhood,” he said, lifting his glass in toast.

Lark didn’t drink. “Tonight I don’t feel like a mother, only a woman. I’d rather drink to living life to the fullest. That’s something you believe in, isn’t it?”

His pulse was beating too fast. God, he wanted to kiss her. “To life,” he said and they clinked glasses and each took a drink.

Lark set her glass down on the bar and so did he. “There’s something I want to ask you,” she said.

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“Am I still your client?”

His eyes locked on her face. He shook his head, felt a fresh rush of heat to his groin. “No.”

“Will you take me to bed?”

His breath refused to come out. God, he hadn’t been able to think of anything else for days.

He captured her face between his palms. “Oh, yeah.” And then he was kissing her and Lark was kissing him back and it was as if a dam had burst inside him. His tongue slid into her mouth and hers slid into his and they tangled and mated and he deepened the kiss, claiming those lips one way and then another.

He wanted to swallow her whole, wanted to breathe her in, wanted to taste every luscious inch of her.

He walked her backward till they reached the sofa and both of them tumbled down. Take it easy, he told himself. But he didn’t want easy. He wanted to rip off her clothes, wanted to see that glorious body he had been lusting after so long. He wanted to part her legs and bury himself to the hilt.

Lark made a funny little sound in her throat as he deepened the kiss, then frantically attacked the buttons on his shirt. He undid her blouse and dragged the material off her shoulders, reached down and unfastened the clasp on the front of her pink lace push-up bra.

Her breasts spilled free. Lovely breasts that tilted upward, small rose nipples that hardened into stiff little buds.

He forced himself to breathe. “God, I want you.” Lowering his head, he took a tight little tip into his mouth, laved, tasted, suckled, took more of her, heard her tiny mew of pleasure.

She tugged his shirt out of his jeans and shoved it off his shoulders, ran her hands over the muscles that tightened wherever she touched.

“I love your body,” she said, pressing her mouth against his chest, trailing moist kisses across his abs as she reached for his belt.

Dev groaned. Pushing her hands aside, he unbuckled it and unzipped his jeans. Lark slid her arms around his neck and kissed him again, deep and wet and hot.

Jesus. He was hard as granite, filled and near to bursting, and he hadn’t even gotten her out of her clothes.

“God, I need you,” he said, aching and so stiff he throbbed with every heartbeat.

“Help me.” She kicked off those red stiletto heels, unzipped her jeans and shoved them down over her hips. He tugged them off and tossed them away, helped her out of her blouse and bra.

For an instant, he paused, looked down at her in nothing but a shocking-pink thong that barely covered the tight dark curls at the juncture of her legs. “You’re even more beautiful than I imagined.”

She laughed softly, leaned up and kissed him.

Dev toed off his loafers and slid off his jeans, grabbed a couple of condoms he had stuck in his pocket just in case his wet dream came true. He tore open a foil packet and sheathed himself, came down on top of her on the sofa and settled himself between her long, pretty legs. Kissing her deeply, he reached down and parted her sex, began to stroke her, felt how wet and hot she was, how slick and ready.

“I promised you a massage all over,” he said between soft nibbling kisses. “Maybe we should—”

“No! Oh, please, Dev, I don’t want to wait that long.” She reached for him, positioned him at the entrance to her passage.

“God, I don’t want to wait, either.” And he drove himself home.

Tight, wet, hot. Heaven. He was exactly in the place he wanted to be. Nothing in his life had ever felt better than this.


 

Nothing had ever felt so good, so perfectly right, Lark thought. Dev was big and hard and he filled her completely.

“Don’t move,” he warned. “I’ve been waiting too long for this.”

She cupped his face between her hands and kissed him, couldn’t resist just a little wiggle.

Dev hissed in a breath. “Naughty girl. You’re asking for trouble. You’d better watch out.”

Oh, she felt naughty, all right. And hot. So incredibly hot. She wiggled again, arched up to take more of him.

“Dammit!” Dev drove deep, kissed her hard as he lost control. He moved, started pounding into her, taking her fast, deep and hard, carrying her to the brink and beyond. Ecstasy rushed over her, prickled her skin, sent her careening off the edge.

A low moan escaped as she came. Pleasure rushed through her and she tightened around him, felt his hardness pulsing inside her. Every muscle in his powerful body went taut, his head fell back and his jaw clenched as he reached his own release.

Long moments passed, their bodies still joined, perspiration gleaming on their skin.

“Christ,” he whispered, then finally relaxed against her, careful to keep most of his weight on his elbows.

He bent his head, touched his forehead to hers. “You didn’t play fair.”

Lark just smiled. “All is fair in love and war. The same goes for sex.”

He kissed her lightly but thoroughly. Lark started to move, to get up from the sofa, but Dev lowered himself against her, pinning her where she lay.

“Not a chance.” Bending his head, he captured her lips again, tasted her with his tongue.

Lark’s eyes widened as she realized he was still hard.

“A little more slowly this time,” he said, “then we’ll move to the bedroom.”

She moistened her lips. “All…all right.” She felt boneless and replete until he started to move, slowly this time, sliding in and out, stirring the sensations, rebuilding the fire that had burned through her body. She arched upward, took him deeper.

“Oh, yeah, that’s my girl.” His voice rang with approval as he nipped the side of her neck. “And we’re only getting started.”
 
Lark whimpered.

“A nice slow orgasm, then we get into bed and I give you that nice long massage I promised, see what happens from there.”

Her blood rushed. Goose bumps tingled over her skin. She felt his deep easy rhythm, felt her body begin to tighten and realized she was ready to come again. Dev caught her wrists, dragged them over her head, ministered to each of her beasts. Another long, wet kiss and he thrust deeper, eased out and thrust deeply again.

“Oh…oh…oh.” A fresh climax hit her, but Dev didn’t stop, just kept up the sensual rhythm until her body tightened, sprang free again.

An instant later, his muscles clenched, his jaw clamped, and he followed her to a powerful release.


“Oh, my God,” she said as she started to spiral down, thinking nothing had ever felt so amazingly good.

“Yeah” was all he said.

 

Dev carried her into the bedroom. Lightning flashed outside the window, lighting the room, followed by a huge crack of thunder. Both of them naked, he settled her on the bed, and true to his word, spent the next half hour driving her crazy with a sensual massage.

Using his hands and his mouth and those lean, powerful muscles, he made love to her as the storm raged outside. They slept for a while.

At four in the morning, she awakened with Dev’s hard length inside her, bringing her to another slow, deep climax.

The storm finally abated and they slept.

Lark opened her eyes at six and yawned, feeling battered and boneless and wonderful. Dev slept peacefully beside her and she fought an urge to wake him, make love with him one last time.

Instead, she eased from the bed, made her way down the hall to the powder room to rinse the sleep from her face and get a drink of water. In the living room, she searched for her scattered clothes, found them strewn about as if they’d been tossed by the wind.

She was holding her bra and thong panties in one hand, her jeans and shirt in another when she heard Dev pad into the living room.

“You aren’t leaving?” He stood there naked, his chest wide and muscled and sprinkled with curly dark chest hair. His stomach was flat and ridged with muscle, the most magnificent male specimen she had ever seen.

Her eyes swept over him, caught the roughness of the late-night beard along his jaw, and her stomach contracted. “You know I have to go.”

He shook his head. “Not yet. We still have time before it gets light.”

A lump rose in her throat. She didn’t want to leave. She hadn’t thought it would be so hard to say goodbye.

She could barely see his eyes in the darkness, wondered if she was imagining the yearning she saw in their amazing blue depths. Her heart pounded as he walked toward her, bent his head and captured her mouth in a scorching kiss. He tasted like toothpaste and man, and the clothes fell from her hand as she reached for him, slid her fingers into his thick dark hair.

Dev kissed her deeply, backed her up against the wall, and her arms went around his neck. He kissed her and kissed her, kissed her until she was weak with need and so hot she felt faint. Something crinkled in the darkness and she realized he had opened a condom. He paused just long enough to sheath himself, then he lifted her, wrapped her legs around his waist and thrust himself deeply inside.

“I need you,” he whispered as if they hadn’t made love for hours, as if he couldn’t get enough.
 
Lark moaned.

“I want you.” Again and again, he drove into her, taking her deeply, branding her in some way.

“Lark…” he whispered, “baby…” and the heavy cadence of his voice and his determined thrusts sent her over the edge.

She cried out his name as the first wave hit her, making her stomach quiver, making her tremble. He drove into her harder and faster and a second climax shook her as he claimed his own release.

For long seconds he just held her, his cheek against hers, her arms around his neck. She felt his lips on the top of her head before he set her back on her feet.

Lark’s chest squeezed. She fought not to lean toward him. She couldn’t stay. She had a child to think of now and it wouldn’t be right for Dev, either.

Reaching down, she picked up her clothes, turned and made her way back down the hall to the bathroom.

When she came out, Dev stood in the living room in his jeans, his feet and chest still bare.

It was past time to go.

Lark walked over and picked up her purse, grabbed her red high heels.

She managed to smile. “Last night, you were…amazing.”

His mouth curved. “We were amazing.”

“Yes, I guess we were.” She felt the ridiculous burn of tears she didn’t want him to see. “I have to go.”
 
“I know.”

“This is the last time we’ll be alone so I want to thank you again for being there when we needed you.”

He nodded. “That’s my job.”

She swallowed past the tightness in her throat, leaned over and placed a last soft kiss on his cheek. She was surprised to feel the tension in his body, the rigidness in his muscles as he held himself back.

She managed a wobbly smile. “Goodbye, Devlin Raines.”

Something moved across his features. “Goodbye, Lark Delaney.”

She started walking. It was time to go, past time to leave. So why did she feel like turning around and walking straight back into his arms?

She brushed away an unwanted tear and kept moving. Later there would be more goodbyes, one to Town and one to Aida. Dev would say goodbye to Chrissy, but for her and Dev, this night was their final farewell.

Lark shoved through the door and stepped out into a steady, dismal rain. It was over. She would probably never see him again.

The tears in her eyes mixed with the falling raindrops and slid down her cheeks.








Fourteen



After airport delays and a wreck blocking traffic on the freeway, Lark didn’t get home from Phoenix until evening. Exhausted and a little depressed, she and Chrissy walked into the condo to find Marge Covey waiting to greet them.

Lark felt cheered at the sight of her. A warm, friendly woman several inches shorter with medium brown hair attractively laced with silver, Marge was everything Aida Clark had promised and more. She and Lark had talked a number of times on the phone so they were comfortable together from the start.

“It’s so nice to actually meet you,” Lark said, taking hold of the older woman’s hand.

Marge smiled. “You look just like the pictures I saw on your company website.”

Lark grinned. “I’m glad to know Chrissy’s going to be spending time with a lady who’s computer literate.”

Marge laughed. She seemed to do that often.


Lark knelt down next to Chrissy. “Sweetheart, this is Mrs. Covey. She’s Mrs. Clark’s good friend. She’s going to help me take care of you.”

Chrissy looked up at the woman shyly, her green eyes partially hidden by a row of thick dark lashes. “Hello.” Marge knelt, too. “Hi, honey. You and I are gonna have great fun together.”

Chrissy looked into her face, a kind face, Lark thought, with tiny wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. “Can we bake cookies?”

“You bet we can. Do you like cake, too? Because I make really good chocolate cake with thick chocolate frosting.”

Chrissy’s eyes lit up. “I love chocolate cake. Can I help?”

“You bet you can.”

“My nana Lupita didn’t know how to bake a cake. We had to buy it at the store.”

“Ours will be better than store-bought,” Marge promised, giving the child a hug. She had an easy way about her and she seemed completely at ease with Chrissy, who seemed to also like her.

Lark heard a noise in the hall and turned at the sound of familiar voices.

“Welcome home!” Her business partners and dearest friends, Carrie Beth Reagan, Scotty Bennett, Delilah Renschler and Dexter Scokim, ran toward her down the hall. Her friends had been helping Marge get the house in shape to accommodate a four-year-old.


“We wanted to give you a minute with Marge before we descended like a wave of locusts,” Carrie Beth said.

All of them hugged. Carrie Beth, with her long, straight blond hair and sophisticated demeanor, had a talent for sales. Scotty, tall and lean and always perfectly groomed, handled media and advertising. Dex, who wore his brown hair in a ponytail and dressed in leather, was the number cruncher for the company. Delilah’s shoulder-length hair was black and she looked like a gypsy in long, flowing skirts. She and Lark did most of the design work.

Lark introduced her friends to Chrissy, who grew shy once more, clinging to Lark’s jean-clad legs.

“I think maybe she’s tired,” Marge said. “It’s a long trip from Phoenix. If it’s all right with you, I’ll get her settled in her room.”

“Good idea.” Lark turned to her friends. “I’ll be right back.” Marge lifted Chrissy into her arms and the two women headed for a bedroom down the hall.

With Scott and Carrie Beth’s help, one of the twin beds had been removed from the smaller bedroom. Delilah had installed ruffled yellow curtains and a matching bedspread, added a small round table and child-size chairs in the corner, and Dex had hung a mobile of dancing yellow butterflies from the ceiling. An assortment of stuffed animals had been tossed on the bed to make the room homey.

“It’s pretty!” Chrissy said. “Butterflies are my very favorite.” She looked up. “Next to kittens.”


Lark laughed, feeling a tug at her heart and overwhelmed by the efforts her friends had made. Leaving Chrissy with Marge to unpack and settle in, she returned to her friends.

“Thank you for everything. This has all been so…” Her eyes welled. “Overwhelming.”

They clustered around her, her very dearest companions.

Carrie Beth handed her a Kleenex. “Everything’s going to be fine,” she said. “You have all of us to help with Chrissy. She’ll have a real family now.”

In the days after the murders, Lark had talked to each over them over the phone. They knew the situation, knew what had happened, and that now Lark had a child.

“She’ll need clothes,” Scotty said with a lift of his eyebrows. “She can’t keep wearing that…that stuff you bought her at Walmart. You’re in the fashion world, dear heart. It’s bad for your reputation.”

“That’s a good idea,” Delilah said. “We’ll go to Beverly Hills. They have some wonderful children’s boutiques there.”

Lark just smiled as her friends made plans for the newest member of their small family. They talked to her for a while, but didn’t stay long. The faint purple smudges beneath her eyes betrayed her exhaustion.

Fortunately when she made her way down the hall to her bedroom, she discovered she would have the room to herself. The door to Chrissy’s room stood open and the child was in bed sound asleep.

“I read her a story,” Marge explained with the faintest of smiles. “Poor little thing was so tired she fell asleep before I got to the end.”

“In Scottsdale she slept with me. Do you think she’ll be all right in here by herself?”

“There’s a little butterfly night-light next to the bed stand. We can leave that on and the door open, but I don’t think she’ll wake up until morning. And if you don’t mind my saying so, you look like you could use a good night’s rest yourself.”

Lark just nodded. “That’s for sure. Good night, Marge. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Good night, dear.”

Moving tiredly, she continued on into her bedroom. She was exhausted, but it wasn’t entirely the trip or the pressure of events these past few days. It was the little sleep she had gotten last night. Instead, she had been making passionate, amazing love with Dev.

Her body pulsed at the memory. She had never been with a man who could make her feel the way he did. No man had ever left her completely sated and still ready for more. All the way back to L.A. she had tried not to think of him, but he remained in her thoughts.

His relentless determination. The way he had put himself in danger to protect her and Chrissy. The way he had looked at her when they were making love, as though he wanted her to stay more than anything in the world.

It was an illusion, she knew.

By now Dev had probably forgotten all about her. A single night of passion meant little to a man like him.

You had better get over him, she warned herself.

But she fell asleep dreaming about him, seeing those blue, blue eyes and remembering what it had been like to sleep with his lean-muscled body curled around her.

Wishing he was there with her now.

It wasn’t until two o’clock in the morning that she awakened with a scream lodged in her throat. Images of the horrors she had witnessed in the Weller house refused to leave her head. Crimson pools of blood and sightless eyes stared up at her from lifeless bodies on the floor.

It was almost morning before she was able to sleep.

 

Dev spent the next few days wandering around the house in a sort of aimless daze.

“You need to get out a little, boss,” Town said. “Maybe go to one of those clubs you like or something.”

“I’m not in the mood to go clubbing. To tell you the truth, I went mostly because my dates wanted to go.”

“Speaking of women, I thought you were going to call that girl you took to San Diego…what was her name? Tawny something? You were going to take her to Vegas, see some shows, relax a little.”
 
“Maybe later.”

But he never made the call. All he did that day was hit the home gym in the far wing of his house, work out for a while, then put on his swimsuit and lie out in the sun by the pool.

It was all the energy he could muster.

He was plodding back inside at the end of another non-productive day when the phone in his kitchen started ringing.

Dev reached across the counter and picked it up. “Raines.”


“Hey, bro, thought I’d better call and see what’s happening.”

“Jackson. Good to hear from you. Actually, not a damned thing is going on.”

“That’s new for you.”

Dev released a breath. “I’ve kind of been laying low, you know? Trying to recoup after all the excitement.”

“Gabe says your lady went back home.”

“My client. Yeah. She and Chrissy are back in L.A.”

“You haven’t heard from her?”

“She won’t call. Our relationship was strictly business.” He rolled his eyes at that one, thinking of Lark in his bed, remembering the way it had felt to be inside her. Thank God, his brother couldn’t see his face. “Now our business is over.”

“You could call her, you know.”

“Look, Jackson, the lady has enough on her plate right now. She’s got a little girl to raise and a company to run. We both have our lives to live.”

“Aida told Livvy you’ve been pining away since she left, moping around the house. That true?”

“Of course it isn’t true, and I wish those two women would stop gossiping.”

“They’re sisters. That’s what sisters do.”

“Well, I’m not pining over Lark Delaney.”

“Then I guess I won’t worry about you. But I can tell you from personal experience that just because a woman has a child doesn’t mean she can’t have a man in her life.” Jackson and his wife, Sarah, were raising Sarah’s daughter.


“Yeah, well, not this man.” He cleared his throat and changed the subject. “Anything new with you?”

“Maybe. I’m trying to convince Sarah to go off the Pill.”

“So you’re hoping to become a father, are you?”

“I’m already a father. I’d like to be a father again—but I don’t want to rush things too much.”

Dev found himself smiling. “I’m sure she’ll agree, sooner or later. She’s a great mother to Holly. Besides, you’re a Raines, aren’t you? Get your wife in bed and you can convince her of anything.”

Jackson chuckled into the phone. “I’ll remember that. Think about what I said.”

Yeah, sure, just what he didn’t need, advice about Lark from his brother. “Hugs to your girls.” Dev hung up the phone, determined to shove thoughts of her away.

He started toward his office to check his email, but his iPhone starting chiming along the way. He dug it out of his pocket and slid his finger across the screen to retrieve the call.
 
“Raines.”

“I got that intel you wanted.” Johnnie Riggs’s husky voice grated over the line.

“Hey, Hambone. What have ya got?”

John “Hambone” Riggs. A nickname that came from the quantity of food the man could consume without gaining weight. Instead, he was built like a brick whore-house, as solid as a rock and still one tough SOB.

Johnnie grunted. “Glad you’re in a good mood, because you are not gonna like what I’m about to say.”


Dev sank down in the chair behind his desk, his momentary good humor already gone. “What is it?”

“Byron Weller wasn’t just playing fast and loose with Alvarez’s laundered drug money, he was stashing away a bundle planning to end their partnership and go out on his own.”

“I figured it had to be something like that.”

“The bad news is, Alvarez has a worse than mean reputation. They say he holds a grudge and he always gets some kind of payback. Rumor is, he’s blaming you for the police crawling up his ass.”

“I didn’t have anything to do with it. The trail from Weller led straight to Global Direct. Which eventually leads to Alvarez. The police just followed the trail. Odds are they won’t come up with enough evidence against him to do jack shit and even if they found it, they couldn’t get to him.”

“Maybe so and maybe he’s figured that out, but it wouldn’t hurt to watch your back.”

“What about Chrissy? Any problem with Alvarez and the little girl who escaped his hit?”

“None that I’ve heard of.”

“Keep your ears open, will you?”

“You know I will.”

Dev ended the call and leaned back in his chair. He didn’t like loose ends. He needed to know more about Antonio Alvarez. He needed to know how far the man would be willing to go to get revenge for some imagined transgression.

He picked up his phone and called Chaz to put him back on the scent.


“Hey, man,” Chaz said, “you finally get rid of those fools in your front yard?”

“They’re off sniffing after some other poor bastard’s bad news. Listen, I need you to take another look at Antonio Alvarez. I want to know his history. How he got where he is, who helped him, what happened to the people who got in his way.”

“I’ll do some more digging. Lots of articles written about him. I’ll forward whatever I come up with and send ’em your way. I’ve got a couple of other places to look, but it might take some time.”

“Thanks.” The conversation ended and Dev went in search of Town. He found him out in the guesthouse, which he’d once more commandeered, going over some payroll records. Dev relayed Riggs’s call.

“I don’t think it’s a problem,” Dev said. “All I did was find the bodies. Alvarez has to know that. I figure he can’t be the head of a major drug cartel and be a dumbass. But it never hurts to keep an eye out.”

“You don’t think he’d go after the little girl?”

“I can’t figure why he would. He’s got enough trouble as it is and she’s too young to know anything that could hurt him.”
 
Town nodded.

But just in case, as Dev left the guesthouse, he phoned Clive Monroe and filled him in. “Keep an eye on them, will you? Maybe give Lark a call just to see how she’s doing. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about, but I’d feel better knowing you’re keeping in touch.”

“Why don’t you call her yourself?”


He took a deep breath. “I don’t want her worrying unnecessarily.” And he didn’t trust himself.

Calling Lark was exactly what he wanted to do.

Way too much.

He had gotten tangled up with a woman once before. He had damned near married Amy—would have if she hadn’t dumped him. He had vowed back then not to let himself get involved with a woman again.

He wasn’t about to break that vow. Not now or anytime in the future.








Fifteen



Remodeling the old brick building on 7th Street that housed the offices of LARK, Inc. had been a major under taking at the time. But the decision had been a good one. The property had gone up in value even in the current uncertain market and provided exactly the kind of atmosphere the partners wanted.

Retail shops leased spaces on the first floor, LARK offices and meeting rooms sat on the second, and the design studio occupied the third floor loft.

The interior space was modern, though the exposed-brick walls gave it charm and a certain warmth, and there were plenty of windows. An entire wall of the design studio held rolls of leather, fabric and gleaming metallic vinyl, along with dozens of other materials that could be used to make the exclusive handbags for which the company was known.

Lark waved at Delilah, who worked over a draft-ing table sketching some of the new designs they were considering.

Lark grabbed her big leather bag and dug out her car keys. “I’ve got to get going, but I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

“No worries. It’s all under control.”

Everyone was back at work—all of them buzzing with ideas for the upcoming design season. Chrissy wasn’t ready for the pressures of nursery school yet. Instead, she came to work with Lark at least two days a week and they all loved her there. She was such a sweet little girl.

“You might want to check,” Delilah warned, “make sure none of those reporters are still lurking around downstairs.”

Lark grimaced. Journalists from a half-dozen tabloids and magazines had been after her for a story. Us Weekly had been the most persuasive, pleading for her input and warning they would do the article with or without her participation.

“From a sales standpoint,” Carrie Beth had said, “it’s good exposure. The more people are talking about you, the more handbags we sell.”

In the end, thinking of Chrissy, Lark had refused. She continued to hope that in time the interest in the gruesome murders and the little girl who had been the only survivor would die down.

Us Weekly, as they had warned, wrote the story anyway.

But there hadn’t been anyone hanging around for the past few days and Lark figured some new horror had led the tabloids and magazines in another direction.

She left the building unimpeded and headed for her car, which was parked in the lot today instead of at home in her garage. She usually walked to work but today she had an appointment.

It took a while to get there, weaving her way through traffic to reach her destination—an indoor shooting range in Culver City.

But twenty minutes after her arrival, she was standing in one of the shooting lanes, setting her protective earmuffs over her ears, blocking the sound of gunfire coming from the lane next to hers. Her instructor, Matt Jensen, an older man with gray hair and too many winkles for his age, gave a nod. She picked up the Ruger SR9 semiautomatic pistol that she’d purchased after her third sleepless night in a row.

“All right now, Lark, take your position.”

She steadied herself. Moving to stand with her legs splayed, she raised the weapon in both hands, careful to keep her arms straight, and aimed it at the target, the black-and-white image of a man.
 
“Begin firing.”

Lark pulled the trigger, felt the recoil and let her arms and body absorb the kick. Firing the weapon was easier today than it had been yesterday or the day before that. Each time she came for a lesson, she grew more confident, less frightened of using the pistol.

For the first few days after she’d gotten back from Arizona, she had tried to tell herself she didn’t need a gun for protection. She couldn’t keep a pistol with a child in the house. But from the day she had picked up the weapon after the requisite waiting period, and the gun-safe where she kept it locked up beside her bed, she had been able to sleep.

She lived in L.A., she eventually reasoned. The crime rate was atrocious.

But the real truth was, she couldn’t get the brutal slayings out of her head and just knowing she had some way to protect herself and Chrissy against maniacs like the men who had shot the Wellers gave her enormous comfort.

Even more so now that she actually felt competent to use the weapon she had bought.

She emptied the clip, slid it out and snapped another in place as her instructor had taught her, then lowered the pistol and set it back on the counter with the action still locked down.

Matt Jensen smiled. “You’re doing really well. Not perfect, but better than eighty percent of the folks who come in here.” He tipped his head at the target rolling toward them from the end of the shooting alley and her gaze went there. “Five out of sixteen in the heart, three in the head. None of the bullets missed the target.”

Lark smiled broadly. “I’m getting better every time I come, thanks to you, Matt.”

He nodded his agreement. “I can teach someone to shoot, but in your case it’s easier. You’ve got a real good eye. You should think about joining a shooting club. In time you could be a damn good marksman.”

“No thanks, Matt. I just want to be able to defend my family.”


He frowned. “What about your husband?”

She held up her left hand, pointed to her ring finger. “No husband.”

“Well, then, you’re doing exactly the right thing. You never know, anymore. As the head of the household, you need to be able to protect the people you love.”

She didn’t entirely know how she felt about guns, only that she slept better knowing there was one in the gun-safe next to her bed and now she knew how to use it.

She fired the second clip into a fresh, man-shaped target. The results were better than satisfactory, considering how new she was at this. Lark checked the pistol, removed the empty clip, closed the action and slid the weapon into its holster. She took off her protective earmuffs and handed them back to Matt.

“I guess I’ll see you next week,” she said. “Same time?”

“You’re already down in my schedule.”

She had been coming every day, but Matt thought she’d become proficient enough to cut back to once a week. Eventually, she would come a few times a year, just to maintain. She didn’t need to be a sharpshooter, just good enough to hit what she aimed at.

With the unloaded pistol and clips in the carrying case, she put the gun in the trunk of her little Mercedes, slid behind the wheel and drove back to the office. In time, maybe she would get over the past. Maybe she wouldn’t feel as if she needed a weapon to protect herself and Chrissy.

Lark thought of the little girl God and Devlin Raines had helped to save, and Dev’s handsome face popped into her head.

Her chest squeezed. At first, she had hoped he would call. But the days slipped past and it was Clive who had phoned to check on her. His wife, Molly, had come by to meet Chrissy and instantly adored her.

But Dev didn’t call, and in her heart, Lark knew he wouldn’t.

Dev was gone from her life. All she had left were memories of the time they’d spent together.

One thing she knew.

Devlin Raines was a difficult man to forget.

 

The weather turned cloudy but it didn’t rain. The night was clear and balmy enough to leave the top down on his Porsche.

A white-jacketed valet rolled the car up in front of where Dev stood next to Tawny Summers in front of Myst, one of Scottsdale’s hottest nightclubs. The music throbbing inside was loud enough to grate on his nerves even way out here.

“Why don’t we go over to the Martini Bar?” Tawny suggested. “Have another drink.” She looked sexy as hell in a short red leather dress and spike heels, her blond hair lifted up in a kind of messy knot with fine strands falling beside her shell-like ears.

So why was it that continuing the evening sounded like the worst idea in the world?

“I’m not in the mood,” he said as the valet opened the door on the passenger side of the Porsche and Tawny slid into the deep leather seat.


He opened the door on his side and settled himself behind the wheel.

Tawny smiled up at him. “So we’re going to your place?” She wet her lips, lowered her big blue eyes to the front of his slacks. “That sounds good to me.”

A muscle ticked in his cheek. He had no idea why her words did nothing to improve his dismal mood, since that was exactly his plan until a few minutes ago. Now that it was time to take her up to his house for a round of steamy sex, he hadn’t the slightest interest.

Maybe he was coming down with the flu or something.

He pulled the car out into traffic, ignored the honk of a horn reminding him to pay attention. “Listen Tawny, something’s come up.”

She reached over and cupped his fly, purred, “I was sure it would.”

Dev reached down and eased her hand away. He wasn’t a eunuch. If she kept that up, he would probably change his mind. Still, the thought did not appeal to him.

“I’m talking about business. While you were in the ladies’ room, I got a phone call. I’ve got some work I need to do.”

“At one o’clock in the morning?”

He hated to lie. It wasn’t his style, but he didn’t want to fight with Tawny, and he didn’t want to take her to bed. At least not tonight.

He looked at the cleavage pushed into the V of her scarlet dress, but nothing stirred. He was definitely coming down with something.

“I’m sorry, but that’s the way it is.” He managed to smile. “At least you got a good dinner out of it.” Allegory, their first stop tonight, was one of the finest restaurants in Phoenix.

She pushed out her bottom lip. “I wanted you to make love to me.” She cast him a seductive glance from beneath her lashes. “You remember the last time, don’t you? How good it was? You know how good I can make you feel.”

“I remember,” he said, but for some reason tonight he would rather forget. “I’ll make it up to you next time.”

But he didn’t think there would be a next time. At least not with Tawny.

“Well, I suppose, now that you mention it, I am feeling a little tired.”

Probably the half-dozen Cosmos she’d drunk. Dev just nodded and stepped on the gas.

He needed to get home and get some sleep.

Before whatever was wrong with him got a whole lot worse.

 

Antonio Alvarez stood in front of the massive marble-mantled fireplace in his study. The room, two stories high and done in bright Tuscan gold, had a faux balcony painted to look like a scene from the Italian countryside. The ornate balustrade held decorative flower boxes overflowing with red silk geraniums.

Alvarez, a little shorter than average with slicked-back black hair that curled up at his collar, a thin mustache and a round face that matched his rotund body, held up the folded-back pages of an Us Weekly. He slapped the offending glossy photos then tossed the magazine onto the gilt-and-marble coffee table in front of an overstuffed red velvet sofa.

“Who do these people think they are?” he said in rapid Spanish to Paulo Zepeda, one of his top lieutenants. “I am sick and tired of reading about this woman! So she makes purses. So what? She and the little girl, they are making us all look like fools.”

“No one knows you had anything to do with the shootings,” soothed Zepeda, the oldest of Alvarez’s inner circle of men, average-looking except for the gray at his temples and a small gray-speckled goatee. “You dealt with Weller and showed the others what would happen if they tried to cheat you, as he did. The problem has been resolved.”

“Manuel should have searched for the girl.” Jorge Santos, a tall, bone-thin man with high cheekbones and a slightly too-long nose, was Alvarez’s top lieutenant, the kind of man who liked to stir up trouble. He was sadistic and vengeful, a perfect fit for Alvarez, who enjoyed wielding the immense power he held. “He should have taken care of her along with the rest. Leaving her alive sends a message of weakness.”

Alvarez plucked an issue of the Enquirer off the table next to the magazine and waved it at the men. In the front right corner was a photo of the Weller mansion with the caption Death House underneath. A story on the second page relayed the dramatic rescue of Byron Weller’s adopted four-year-old child.

“I think we should deal with the problem now,” Santos prodded. “As we should have done before.”

“That is not a good idea,” Zepeda said. “We have stirred things up enough.” The voice of reason in an organization of madmen, Paulo thought. “This will all go away if we just ignore it.” He had worked for Don Pedro Castellon, the former head of the cartel, for many years before the don fell ill and lost control of his empire, and Alvarez’s bloodbath had put him in power. Only Paulo’s experience and survival instincts had kept him alive through the “reorganization.”

Alvarez tossed the tabloid on top of the magazine. “I will show them who they are dealing with.” He turned to Santos. “The woman… She lives in L.A., does she not? She and the little one?”
 
“Sí, that is what the papers say.”

“Find out where.”

“That will not be a problem.” Santos smiled. “You wish to dispose of them?”

Alvarez’s heavy black eyebrows drew together. “Do not be an imbecile. I am not a child killer.” He shrugged his sloped shoulders. “Sometimes certain things must be done to make a point. Or there is collateral damage that cannot be avoided. Just find the child and bring her to me.”

Santos nodded and smiled. “Sí, jefe. You are right. These days children are valuable commodities.”

Alvarez reached down and picked up the tabloid and the magazine with only the tips of his fingers, as if they were too dirty to touch. He carried them over to the trash can beneath his desk and tossed them into the container.

“Just do as I say and see she is brought here. I will decide what is to be done with her.”


Zepeda frowned, but Santos looked pleased. “You may count on me, as always.”

Santos departed, Zepeda in his wake.

Alvarez moved to the huge, ornate desk that dominated the west side of the study, opened the lid on an ivory inlaid humidor, and pulled out an expensive Cuban cigar. He held the cigar beneath his nose and inhaled the fine tobacco aroma.

One way or another, the problem would be dealt with.

Antonio clipped the end off his cigar and stuck it between his teeth.

He had no doubt of that.






Sixteen



“Thanks for stopping by,” Lark said. Molly Monroe stood in the entry of the condo getting ready to leave. “But you don’t have to worry. Both of us are doing just fine.”

Molly smiled. She looked pretty tonight, her auburn hair shining and her cheeks blooming with color. Clive Monroe made her happy. Molly had confided that she had gone off the Pill and they were trying to have a baby. Clive would make a good father, Lark thought, ignoring a shot of envy she hadn’t expected to feel.

“I’m not supposed to tell you,” Molly said, “but Dev called Clive again. He wanted to make sure you were all right. I thought you might like to know.”

She wasn’t really surprised. Dev took his job very seriously. On a personal level, he didn’t want to continue their one-night affair, but she had been his client and he wanted to be sure she was okay.

“He’s very conscientious about his work,” she said.


Molly leaned closer. “To tell you the truth, I thought the two of you might get together. Seemed like there was a real spark between you.”

Oh, there was a spark, all right. She was starting to feel hot just thinking about it. “It was mostly just business,” she said.

“Too bad. The two of you made a really great couple.”

Maybe they would have, but each of them had too much going on in their lives to get involved in a serious way.

“Listen, girlfriend, I’ve got to run,” Molly said. “Call me if you need anything.”

Lark bent and hugged her. “I will.” She waited for Molly to leave, closed the door and walked back to check on Chrissy, who was getting ready for bed all by herself, since it was Marge’s night off and she had left to visit a friend.

“I love my new jammies,” Chrissy said as Lark appeared in the doorway. She was trying to fasten the buttons on the top of the pajamas Delilah had bought her on their shopping trip to Beverly Hills, managing to get them closed but in the wrong holes.

The little girl smoothed a small hand over the animals printed on the flannel. “Ponies are my very favorite.” She looked up. “Except for kittens.”

Lark laughed. She knelt in front of the child and re-fastened the buttons, then straightened the top. “We need to go down to the animal shelter so you can adopt a kitty. Maybe this weekend. What do you think?”
 
“Yes!”


Lark gave her a hug, lifted her up and carried her over to the bed. Once she was tucked beneath the covers, Lark sat down on the edge of the mattress and they folded their hands in prayer.

“Now I lay me down to sleep,” Lark started and Chrissy joined in, both of them bowing their heads. “I pray the Lord my soul to keep.”

They said the prayer together, words Lark’s mother had taught her when she was a little girl.

At the end Chrissy added. “God bless Mommy and Daddy and Nana Lupita in their house up in heaven. Amen.”

Every night was the same and every time Lark heard the words, a lump formed in her throat. Silently she added, and bless my sister, Heather. Amen.

It wasn’t time to say the words aloud, to tell Chrissy the truth about her mother. She was dealing with enough death and loss already.

Lark leaned down and kissed the child on the forehead. “Good night, sweetheart.”

“Good night Aunt Lark.”

Chrissy hadn’t asked to call her “mommy” yet, but Lark thought she would very soon. Lark was looking forward to the day the little girl felt as if she were truly her daughter.

Leaving the door open and the butterfly night-light on, she turned off the overhead fixture and continued down the hall to her bedroom. She read for a while, a romantic suspense that left her feeling a little bit wistful, then turned off the bedside lamp and plumped her pillow. It didn’t take long to fall asleep.


She was dreaming of Dev, thinking of their last days together, her body warming at the memories, when her eyes blinked open. The red numbers on the digital clock on the nightstand read 2:00 a.m. Lark wondered what had awakened her, then heard a soft shuffling sound in the hall.

Her ears strained toward the sound. Her body tensed and her heartbeat quickened. For several seconds she lay unmoving, telling herself the noise had just been part of the dream. Then the faint murmur of voices drifted toward her, and her pulse jerked into a higher gear.

Very slowly, she leaned over and opened the drawer in the nightstand. Reaching quietly inside, she punched the code into the keypad, lifted the lid and pulled out her 9 mm Ruger. There was a shell in the chamber and the clip was fully loaded. Matt Jensen had made certain she understood that an unloaded weapon was no weapon at all.

Swinging her legs to the edge of the bed, she eased to her feet, gun in hand. Her pajama top brushed against her panties as she started for the door. She was shaking inside, her mouth bone dry, but amazed at how calm she seemed on the outside, how each of her movements was controlled, how she knew exactly what she would do if the situation turned into a serious threat against her or Chrissy.

Flattening herself against the wall as Dev had taught her, the gun gripped in both hands, she inched forward. The faint, muffled voices reached her again, and a chill slid down her spine. The sounds were coming from Chrissy’s bedroom, and her stomach knotted in fear. Her pulse hammered so hard she could hear it.

Lark thought of Matt Jensen and the hours she had spent training for something exactly like this, took a deep, calming breath, and forced herself under control. One wrong move now, one mistake, and she and Chrissy would be lying dead on the floor just like the Wellers.

“I have her,” a deep voice said, husky and male with a thick Spanish accent.

Lark held her breath as the intruder stepped out into the hall, dimly lit by the tiny butterfly night-light. He was dressed completely in black, a black ski mask over his face. He carried Chrissy against his chest and she was either asleep or unconscious.

Oh, dear God. Fear tightened her chest, but her hands remained steady. She braced her legs apart and aimed the Ruger.

“Stop right where you are.”

The man, about five-ten and wiry, jerked to a halt and slowly turned to face her, the child still in his arms.

“Put her down and leave. If you don’t, I’ll pull the trigger.”

It was a bluff. Chrissy was directly in the line of fire. Lark swallowed, praying the man couldn’t tell how terrified she was, couldn’t know she was so scared she felt light-headed.

Instead of leaving, the intruder started backing away, spun and bolted, taking Chrissy with him, and a second man in black stepped into the hallway, a powerful semiautomatic pistol gleaming in his hand.

Lark’s fingers tightened around her weapon. Her hand was shaking. All she could think of was Chrissy and that the man who had taken her was getting away. The ratcheting sound of metal echoed in her ears as the intruder chambered a round and lifted his weapon. Death was in the smile she saw through the hole in his mask.
 
Lark fired.

And fired and fired and fired and fired again. She lost count of how many times she pulled the trigger, how many blasts she heard, before the man’s body hit the wall behind him and his gun went flying. He groaned as he slid onto the polished hardwood floor, then there was only silence.

Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God. For an instant she stood frozen, unable to think, to get her mind to focus. She dragged in a deep breath. She had shot someone. A man lay bleeding in the hallway.

Then it all came thundering back. “Chrissy!” Lark bolted after the man who had taken her child. “Chrissy!” But the intruder was already gone, the front door shut behind him.

She followed at a dead run, shaking all over, no longer in control, the gun quaking in her numb fingers. She raced out into the hallway but no one was there.

Doors began to open along the corridor; other sleepy condo owners peered out into the passage.

“Call 911!” Lark shouted, recognizing a few familiar faces. “He took my daughter! A man stole my daughter!”

They all ducked back inside to use the phone, but Lark kept running. She took the stairs instead of the elevator, assuming that was the route the kidnapper had taken and praying she would reach the bottom floor before he did. The metal stairs echoed with the ring of her bare feet and her chest was squeezing so hard she could barely breathe, but when she shoved open the door to the ground floor lobby, the elevator stood open and no one was there.

“Where are you, you bastard!” Spinning one way and then another, she searched frantically for any sight of him.

The fire escape! Instead of the elevator, he must have used the outside stairs that led directly to the open parking lot. Whirling in that direction, her heart threatening to pound through her ribs, she ran for the emergency exit. As she banged open the door, setting off the alarm, she spotted a black SUV, its engine racing as the man holding Chrissy slammed the passenger door behind him. Rubber burned as the vehicle raced for the exit.

Lark ran after it, a sob caught in her throat. Please…

Please don’t let them get away. But the car gunned out of the parking lot, roared down the block and disappeared around the corner. Lark kept running. Her side was aching, her breathing ragged. She could hear the squeal of tires on the pavement, but when she reached the corner and stared down the road, the SUV was gone.

Lark sank down on the curb, the gun cradled in her lap, her body shaking uncontrollably. The police would be coming. She knew her neighbors, knew they would have called 911.

But Chrissy was gone and she had no idea where the men were taking her. What they might do to her.


“Oh, God.” The sob in her throat broke free. It was followed by a racking bout of tears. Sirens wailed in the distance.

But they were too late.








Seventeen



As his cell phone continued to chime, Dev forced open his eyes. For once, he had actually been sleeping. Maybe it was the shot of Jack Daniel’s he had drunk before he had gone to bed.

He pressed the phone against his ear. “Raines.”

“Dev?” The caller’s voice was shaking and clogged with hysterical tears, but he knew who it was.

“Lark!” His fingers tightened around the phone as he tossed back the sheet and stood up beside the bed. “Lark, what is it?”

“They…they took her, Dev. They…they came into the house and they…they took her.” She made a sobbing noise and his chest tightened.

“Ah, God.” He was already moving toward his closet when the next words came out.

“Sh-she’s gone, Dev. I don’t…don’t know where. And…I—I killed a man.”

“You had a gun?”


“I was afraid so I—I bought one. I took lessons…I—I learned how to shoot it.”

He took a deep breath, let it out slowly. “Listen to me, Lark. I’m on my way, all right? I’ll be there as fast as I can. Where are you?”

“At…home. The police think the men…the men will call…that…that they’ll try to ransom Chrissy for money…b-because our story was…was in all those magazines. Do you…do you think that’s what they want? Because I have money. I—I have plenty of money and I would pay anything—” her voice broke “—anything to get her back.”

Dev’s hands were shaking as he tried to get a leg into his pants. He forced himself under control. This was his fault. He should have known something would happen. But taking the child made no sense. He never believed Alvarez would do something as insane as that.

“Listen to me. I’ll be there as soon as I can get there. Have they put out an AMBER Alert?”

She swallowed. “Yes…”

“Do you have someone there with you?”

“Steve…Steve is here.”

“Call Madman. Call Clive and tell him I said to get over there. I want someone there to protect you.”

“The police are here. Lots of police. I—I killed a man, Dev.”

“One of them?”

“Yes.”

“Then you did the right thing. Now just do whatever Clive tells you until I get there. Okay, baby?”
 
“Okay.”


He didn’t want to hang up. He wanted to keep her on the line, hear her voice, make sure she was safe, but he had to go. He had to get to L.A.

He had to find Chrissy.

He still didn’t understand what Alvarez could possibly want with a four-year-old girl, but she was still alive, so the bastard wanted something.

“Lark…baby, I’m coming. Once I get there, we’ll figure this out. And I promise you, we’ll bring home your little girl.”

Lark sobbed and started to thank him.

“Just hang on,” he said hoarsely, ending the call and running back to the closet. He grabbed the overnight bag he always kept packed and ran, shirt unbuttoned and flapping, down the hall.

“Town! Town!” The huge black man staggered sleepily out of his quarters at the opposite end of the house.

“Jesus, what is it?” One look at Dev’s face and he knew. “It’s Lark.”

Dev’s jaw hardened. “The bastards took Chrissy. They kidnapped that little girl. I’ve got to get there. I need a plane. A fast one. Now.”

“I’m on it. I’ll have a jet waiting at the airport when you get there.”

He nodded. “And a car. I’ll need to get downtown.” He started walking, turned back. “She shot one of them, Town.” His mouth curved into a ruthless half smile. “Lark killed one of the bastards.”

Town’s dark expression turned hard as stone. “Good for her.”

Dev was pulling out of the driveway in the SUV when Town walked up and opened the back door. He tossed in a camouflage duffle left from his Ranger days. “You may need this.”

Boots, shirts, a heavy coat, sleeping bag, miscellaneous equipment. “Thanks.”

“Take care, boss.”

He just nodded.

It took hours to get there. Even in a sleek Citation jet, a rental car waiting near the gate when they arrived at the Burbank airport, the hours it took to get there felt like an eternity.

Just before takeoff, he’d checked his messages and found a call from Johnnie Riggs. Dev punched Send, returning the call, anxious for anything new his friend might have found.

“I heard a rumor, is all.” A cranky, half-asleep Riggs yawned into the phone. “Can’t say for sure it’s true, but word is Alvarez is pissed about all the press your girlfriend, Lark’s, been getting. They say he’s going after some payback. I don’t know what he’s got in mind, but nobody’s safe when Alvarez is pissed.”

“Lark’s my client, not my girlfriend, and it looks like the rumor is true. As we speak, I’m on my way to L.A. A couple of Alvarez’s henchmen broke into her house and kidnapped the little girl.”
 
“Jesus.”

“She left there alive. That’s something.”

“You going after her?”
 
“Believe it.”

“I’m in. Let me know what you need.”


Dev took a breath. “For the moment, I need you to keep your ears open, see if you can pick up anything else.”

“You got it.”

Dev ended the call, wishing he’d paid more attention to the articles Chaz had sent him over the internet. One thing he knew: Antonio Alvarez lived in Hermosillo, Mexico. And he had a very strong suspicion that’s where little Chrissy was headed.

He’d spent the balance of the trip with his laptop open, reading all of the articles again. Several of them mentioned the other cartel leaders’ dislike of the man and the long running feuds between them. The leader of the El Dorado cartel, Don Ricardo de La Guerra, had blatantly admitted his animosity toward a man he regarded as “little more than an animal.” There was even speculation that Don Ricardo had backed two unsuccessful attempts on Alvarez’s life.

Santos’s name was also repeatedly mentioned, along with his well-known penchant for revenge. One of the articles suggested that Santos himself was responsible for more than a hundred deaths in Mexico that year. They hinted at his involvement in human trafficking, and various and sundry other nefarious endeavors.

That the men were hated by most of their business acquaintances was more than clear. All of the articles left the reader with the impression that Antonio Alvarez and the men who worked for him were utterly ruthless, conscienceless men.

Dev’s stomach was in knots and the sky beginning to gray by the time he had finished the last of his research. The jet landed smoothly and taxied to a stop in front of the executive terminal. He rubbed his eyes, which burned with fatigue. At least he knew a helluva lot more about Antonio Alvarez and his drug empire than he had before.

It took another twenty minutes to drive the lightly trafficked freeways and park the rental car in the outdoor parking lot of Lark’s downtown condo. He shouldered his way through a barrage of reporters and a squadron of police, some of whom had been informed he was coming and escorted him through the lobby to the elevator and up to Lark’s door.

Madman was there when he walked in. “Hey, buddy.”

The men shook hands. “Thanks for coming, Clive.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way. She’s pretty shook up, but holding her own. She killed one of the assholes who took the kid.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“She’s in the kitchen with her lawyer.”

Dev steeled himself and headed for Lark. The body of the dead guy was gone but a chalk outline remained in the hall and few of the forensic guys were still there, dusting for prints and going over the crime scene.

One of the detectives stopped him before he reached the kitchen. “You Raines?”

“Yeah. Ms. Delaney is my client.”

The balding detective stepped back to let him pass. “She told us you were coming. Go ahead.”

Dev’s gut tightened at the sight of her standing next to Steve Rutgers, his arm around her shoulders. He didn’t like the picture they made. He didn’t like to think of Lark with the handsome attorney.

She glanced up as he drew near. Her eyes found his. There was so much pain his chest squeezed. Lark’s eyes filled with tears. She turned away from Rutgers, crossed the room and walked straight into his arms.

A tremor went through him and he tightened his hold around her. God, he wished he hadn’t missed her so much. He wished he wasn’t so damned glad to see her.

Lark leaned into him and just hung on. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

He could feel her trembling and a wave of emotion hit him. He shook it off. At the moment, emotion wasn’t something he could afford.

“It’s all right, baby.” He cupped the back of her head and cradled her against him. “We’ll get her back. I promise you.”

She nodded, took a shuddering breath. Reluctantly, he let her go, but kept an arm securely around her waist. He turned to another of the detectives, this one black-haired and broad-shouldered. With his coat off and draped over a chair, he appeared to be in solid condition.

“She didn’t get a ransom call, did she?” Dev said to him, more a statement than a question.
	 
“Not yet.”

“It isn’t money they want.”

“I’m Detective Burton.” He tipped his head toward the bald man. “Over there, that’s Cox. I gather you’re Raines.”

“That’s right.”

“She’s been waiting for you to get here. Seems to think you’ve got some special way of helping her find the little girl.”

“I’ll find her.”

Burton looked unconvinced. “And just where is it you think she is?”

“Since your AMBER Alert didn’t stop the guys who have her, by now she’s on her way to Mexico.”

“Mexico? Why the hell would they be taking her to Mexico?”

“You’d have to ask Antonio Alvarez that. I sure as hell can’t figure it out.”

The bald detective, Cox, walked up just then. “You got any reason to believe that’s where they’re headed?”

“Word is they see the kid as unfinished business. I presume you know about the Weller shootings in Arizona.”

Cox nodded. “Anyone who watches the news knows what happened. You’re saying Alvarez is the man behind the murders?”

“Just a rumor. No evidence to that effect. How long are you going to keep Ms. Delaney here?”

“She’s consulted with her attorney and given her statement. She’s here in case there’s a ransom call.”

“So she’s free to leave?”

“She can go. As long as she doesn’t leave town.”

Lark looked up at him. Her eyes said she was ready to go with him. That she was going all the way to Mexico. Under different circumstances he might have smiled.

“You ready?” he asked.

Rutgers interrupted them. “Lark, you can’t possibly go. There is no way to know for sure there won’t be a ransom call. You’ll need to be here if there is.”

“Chrissy wasn’t kidnapped for ransom,” Lark said, her eyes fixed on the lawyer’s face. “The day her parents were killed…” She shook her head. “You weren’t there, Steve, I was. What happened here last night…” She brushed away an unwanted tear. “The men who took Chrissy…it was exactly the same. The face masks, the black SUV. They’re going to Mexico just like Dev says.”

She started to turn away, but Steve caught her arm. “Lark, you have to let the police handle this. There’s nothing you can do.”

She only shook her head. “I appreciate all your help, Steve, really, I do.” She dragged in a shaky breath, grabbed her heavy leather purse off the kitchen table. She turned to Dev. “I need to call Carrie Beth, tell her I won’t be coming to work this week. I wanted to call earlier, but Steve came and the police kept asking questions and I was…was waiting for you.”

He pulled her aside. “You can make your calls, but once we leave here, there won’t be any more. Cell phones can be traced. I don’t want Alvarez finding you.”

She nodded, pulled her cell phone out of her bag and phoned her friend. The call took longer than he would have liked. She asked her friend to call Marge Covey and explain, asked her to call the others. Eventually she hung up, stuffed the phone back into her purse, and dashed fresh tears from her cheeks.

“Carrie Beth said not to worry. She said they’d make sure everything’s covered.”


“Good, now let’s go.”

She glanced toward the bedroom. “I need to get some of my things.”

Dev turned to the bald policeman. “That all right with you, Detective Cox?”

“Her DNA’s all over the place, anyway.” He spoke to Lark. “I’ll take you back, miss. Just be careful where you walk and remember this is still a crime scene.”

They left the kitchen and headed for her bedroom to collect her things. Dev could only imagine what Lark was feeling as she passed the blood in the hall.

His jaw tightened. Son of a bitch.

He wished he had been here. Wished there had been some way to keep the two of them safe.

Don’t go there. The important thing, he reminded himself, was to find little Chrissy and bring her home.

 

Dev was fidgeting, anxious to leave when Lark returned ten minutes later. He recognized the overnight bag she wheeled across the living room. Her face looked even paler than it had before.

“I’m ready whenever you are.”

Detective Cox’s bulldog face didn’t look pleased. “If you’re going, we’ll need an address and phone number where we can reach you.”

“You’ve got her cell number,” Dev answered. “As for an address…I want her somewhere safe. As soon as we’re settled, we’ll be in touch.”

Dev didn’t give them time to argue, just ushered Lark toward the door. Madman fell in behind them.

“You going underground?” he asked when they stepped out of the elevator into the lobby. There were still a few reporters lurking outside the building, but most of them had gone, eager to print the story.
 
“For now.”

“I guess you’ll be going to Mexico.”

“If that’s where Chrissy is, that’s where I’m going.”

“I’ll make some calls, get things rolling.”

Dev caught his arm. “You have responsibilities, Clive. This is going to be dangerous business. You need to stay out of it.”

Clive just grinned. “You need me, partner. And just because I’m married doesn’t mean I can’t hold my own.”

“That isn’t the problem and you know it.”

Clive slapped him on the shoulder. “Time’s a-wastin’, Daredevil. We’d better get to it.”

Dev released a breath. He should have known Clive wouldn’t back off, not with so much at stake.

“Hambone’s in,” Dev said. “I’ll call Ghost, see if he wants to come out and play.”

“We’re going to need a few things. I’ll get us some throwaways and bring ’em to the powwow. What time and where?”

“We’ll be staying at the Omni. Lots of exits, good visibility from the rooms.” His mouth edged up. “We’ll be registered as Mr. and Mrs. Dare.” Clive chuckled.

“Be there at fifteen hundred. That’ll give me time to get organized, make some calls.“

“You got it.”


3:00 p.m. He had a lot of calls to make, a lot of planning to do. It would also give Johnnie a little extra time.

Walking beside him, Lark paused in the lobby. “What do we do about that?” She pointed to the group of reporters she could see through the windows, still milling around outside. Dev figured they had heard the 911 call over the police scanner and recognized Lark’s address.

“Take her and go,” Clive said. “I’ll hold them off till you get her out of here.”

Dev nodded, urged Lark off toward an exit farther down the hall while Clive stepped outside, directly in front of the camera lights that suddenly flashed on. He was a big man and tall and he instantly captured their attention.

Smiling and holding up his hands, he repeated the same information the police had already given them, keeping the focus on himself while Dev and Lark slipped quietly out of the building and hurried to the parking lot from a different direction.

Once they reached the rental car, they were off before anyone figured out they were gone.

“He’s pretty amazing,” Lark said.

“Clive’s a good man to have on your side.”

“Yes, he is.” She reached over and touched his arm, just a light brush of her fingers, yet a memory arose of how those slender fingers felt against his skin. He forced himself to concentrate on the road.

“Dev, I’m going with you.”

He opened his mouth, but Lark cut him off.

“I won’t be a liability—not anymore. I learned how to shoot so I could defend myself and Chrissy. I killed a man tonight. If that’s what it takes to get her back, I’m not…not afraid to do it again.”

A muscle tightened in his jaw. Christ, he hadn’t convinced Madman not to get involved. How the hell was he going to convince Lark?

“It’s too dangerous. Besides, the police have your weapon.”

She cast him a don’t-be-ridiculous glance. “I imagine you could find me another.”

“You aren’t going.”

“Yes,” Lark said flatly. “I am.”








Eighteen



They checked into a one-bedroom suite at the Omni. Dev told her he wouldn’t be sleeping all that much and he wanted her close enough that he could protect her.

“I’m not taking you with me,” he said as they sat in a living room done in shades of brown and beige. “Alvarez is a real loose cannon. From what I’ve read, he’s impulsive and vindictive. You killed one of his men. There’s no way to know what he’ll do.”

“If that’s so and he comes after me, I’m in more danger being somewhere Alvarez can get to me than I am being with you.”

“I’ll take you to a safe house. Somewhere he can’t find you.”

“What if he does? I’m your client, remember? You’re responsible for what happens to me.”

He raked a hand through his hair. She could tell he was wavering. And deep down he had to know that she was going with him—one way or another.


“I need to be there for Chrissy, Dev. Can you imagine the way she must be feeling?” A lump began to form in her throat. “Her parents are dead. Her nanny. Now she’s stolen away from the one person who has promised to take care of her.”

“I know, I know.”

It was true and her eyes began to tear. Every time she thought of Chrissy she started to cry. But she had cried enough already and tears wouldn’t bring her little girl home.

Instead, she slid off the sofa and knelt in front of him, reached out and took hold of his hand. “I have to go, Dev. You know it as well as I do.”

He stared off over her head, worked a muscle in his jaw. A long, slow breath whispered out. “All right, dammit. But this isn’t going to be any picnic. You’ve got to do exactly what I tell you. No pausing, no thinking it over, no arguing. You don’t question me. You don’t ask me why. I say do it and you just do it.”

It made sense. All of the men in the group were ex-soldiers. They were proceeding as if this were a military operation. “I can do that.”

His features hardened. “If you can, maybe we can all get out of this alive.”

Lark’s stomach knotted. She had seen what had happened to the Wellers. She knew the kind of man Antonio Alvarez was. Rising to her feet, she left Dev in the living room and went into the bedroom. She desperately wanted a shower. She needed to get rid of the faint odor of blood that seemed to permeate her skin, the feeling that she was soiled somehow by killing one of Alvarez’s men.

She wasn’t sure why she didn’t feel more regret. She always thought she would. When she watched those shows on TV, people who took a life were always overwhelmed with guilt. All Lark felt was a deep, abiding rage that even by shooting someone, she hadn’t been able to save the little girl she loved.

The shower felt good. Cleansing. Renewing. Later they would make plans, decide the best way to go after Chrissy. Dev believed he knew where they had taken her. There was no way to know for sure, but she trusted him in a way she had never trusted another man.

She towel-dried her hair and pulled one of the fluffy white cotton hotel robes around her. Dev wanted her to get some sleep, but the sun was up, and as tired as she was, she knew she was way beyond sleeping.

Instead she came out of the bathroom and found him working at the desk, his laptop open in front of him. He was making some kind of list and talking on the hotel phone.

He hung up as she approached.

“That was Ghost—Trace Rawlins. He’ll do whatever needs doing. I also talked to John Riggs. He’s got a few last-minute errands but he’ll be here by three.” He tipped his head toward the bedroom. “Why don’t you try to get some sleep?”

She shook her head. “Not sleepy.”

He came to his feet. “About the guy you killed… A lot of people freak out after something like that. Even cops.”


“Not me. He was in my house. He was there to take my child. He would have killed me if I hadn’t shot him first.”

“Yes, he would have.” He frowned. “You said in your statement, you didn’t think the man would have targeted you if you hadn’t tried to stop him.”

“I got the impression they just wanted Chrissy. Once I got in the way, everything changed.”

He gently caught her shoulders. “Are you sure you can handle this, Lark?”

She could handle it. She didn’t have any other choice. “I’ll do whatever’s necessary to bring her home.”

His mouth edged up. “You know, you’re pretty amazing yourself.”

She managed to smile.

“Now, be a good girl, do what I say and get some rest.”

“What about you?”

“I was sleeping when you called me, and besides I’m used to going without.”

She looked up at him, read the worry in his handsome face. She didn’t know what the future held, didn’t know if she would ever see the little girl she thought of as her daughter again. She tried not to think what awful things they might be doing to her but the dark thoughts crept in.

“Those men…you don’t think they’ll…they’ll hurt her?”

His eyes bored into hers. “Stop that right now. Don’t even think it. Alvarez went to a lot of trouble to have Chrissy abducted. Those men do exactly what he tells them and nothing more. He wanted to punish you. And he has. But not for long.”

She swallowed and glanced away.

Soon it would begin. The search, the fighting, perhaps even the dying. She reached up and cupped his cheek, felt the roughness of his morning beard. She had missed him so much. And she needed him. Now more than ever.

“I’m too worried to sleep,” she said. “Maybe you could help me find a way.”

His eyes darkened to a deep crystal blue. There was so much hunger, so much heat, her stomach contracted. He took her hand where it rested against his cheek and drew her into his arms.

“Lark… God, I’ve missed you.” And then he was kissing her, devouring her. He ravished her mouth, drove his tongue inside, kissed her as if he wanted to eat her up, as if he couldn’t get enough. The bathrobe fell away and he was lifting her, carrying her over to the bed.

He laved her breasts, nipped the peaks, suckled, tasted, took the fullness into his mouth and drew until she whimpered. He kissed the side of her neck, nibbled her earlobes, kissed her deeply again.

She wanted more, wanted all of him. One night hadn’t been nearly enough, and tomorrow…tomorrow would change everything. Tomorrow there would be only Chrissy and finding a way to bring her home.

She reached for the hem of his shirt and tugged upward and Dev pulled it over his head. His chest was hard and ridged with muscle. His belly six-pack taut. He hurriedly worked the zipper on his dark blue jeans, pulled a condom out of his pocket, kicked off his loafers and started kissing her again. In seconds, he was naked and on top of her, nestled between her legs.

She loved the feel of him, his heavy weight pressing her down, the bands of muscle that flexed and tightened whenever he moved. He kissed her long and deep, his tongue tangling with hers, hers sliding wildly over his. Hot, wet kisses trailed over her breasts, her belly, her thighs.

She cried out as he settled his mouth at the apex of her sex. Her fingers knotted in the crisp white sheets as he licked and laved, used his hands and his mouth with a skill she couldn’t have imagined. In seconds, she was coming. Coming so hard.

The muscles in her belly clenched and goose bumps rushed over her skin. Pleasure consumed her, deep and endless, taking her to a place she had never been. She was so far over the edge she barely noticed when he paused, stopped long enough to sheath himself, then rose up and plunged inside her.

For an instant, he paused, his muscles straining with the effort at control. Bending his head, he kissed her fiercely and drove himself more deeply inside. Long, hard strokes followed, lifting her, carrying her upward. Deep, penetrating thrusts pushed her toward another thrilling climax. She was there, poised on the brink.

“Come for me, baby,” he said in that sexy way of his, and she did. Spiraling wildly out of control, reaching the pinnacle, tasting the sweetness. Pleasure washed through her in thick, saturating waves that pulled her under and wouldn’t let go. She felt Dev’s muscles tightenas he followed her to release, felt the moist slick heat of his skin.

For long moments, they remained entwined. Then he leaned down and kissed her very softly on the lips. He traced a finger along her cheek.

“We both know that shouldn’t have happened, but I’m glad it did.” Lifting himself away, he settled beside her, nestled her in the circle of one hard arm.

Lark made no reply. He was right and she knew it. Their brief encounter should have ended that night in Phoenix. Still, she wasn’t sorry.
 
Not yet.

Not until she felt the comfort and strength of his hard body beside her. Not until she began to realize how deeply she had come to care for him.

Not until she realized she was falling in love with him.

 

Since Trace “the Ghost” Rawlins lived in Houston, he would charter a plane to El Paso, then rent a vehicle and drive down and meet them at the rendezvous point in Mexico. Riggs and Monroe arrived at the hotel right on time, and Dev was damned glad to see them.

He needed to get his mind off the hot round of sex he’d had with Lark that morning, thoughts that had him aching to take her again. He needed to focus, keep his mind on just one thing.

Bringing Chrissy home.

Since Lark and Clive were already friends, he introduced Johnnie to Lark.

“It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Delaney,” Riggs said.“Sorry about your little girl but we’re gonna get her back.”

She managed to smile. “Thank you. And please, just call me Lark.”

Riggs was six feet of solid muscle, dark hair, a hard jaw and lips that rarely curved. He nodded, seemed pleased. “Sounds good.”

Dev drew them over to the table and chairs in the corner and all of them sat down. This was his mission. He was the man in charge.

“You both know what’s happened. Chrissy’s been taken and it’s our job to bring her home.”

“How do we know for sure the little girl’s being taken to Mexico?” Clive asked, leading off the discussion.

“We don’t,” Dev said. “But from what Johnnie heard on the street, Chrissy’s abduction was clearly personal for Alvarez. Which means we can figure he’s going to want to see her, enjoy his revenge. Once he’s done that, there’s no way to know how long he’ll keep her.”

“Alvarez lives near Hermosillo,” Johnnie said. “That’s about eight hundred miles from here. With traffic, that’s fourteen, fifteen hours on the road if they’re pushing. They abducted the girl at around 2:00 a.m. It’s after 3:00 p.m. now.”

“It’s already been thirteen hours,” Lark said.

“Or maybe they had a plane waiting somewhere,” Clive suggested. “After they made the crossing into Mexico, they flew her the rest of the way down.”

“I’d say that’s a good possibility,” Dev said. “Either way, if they aren’t there by now, they soon will be.”


“Too bad immigration didn’t stop them at the border,” Johnnie grumbled.

“Hard to know where they crossed or who Alvarez might have working on his payroll,” Dev said. “The good news is Jake Cantrell is in Mexico, just finished a job. I’ve talked to him a couple of times today. Jake’s in. He’s on his way to Hermosillo to see if he can find out what’s happened to the little girl.”

Clive was nodding. “Jake’s one of the best.”

Cantrell was ex-Marine Force Recon. He’d been doing mercenary work since he got out of the service six years ago. Mostly he worked in Mexico and South America doing just about anything that wouldn’t get him thrown in prison and paid him plenty of money. Dev had hired him a couple of times on high-level security jobs for South American corporate honchos.

“Jake’s been working with a guy named Rafael Montez,” Dev said. “Montez was born in the U.S. but raised in his father’s village just north of Hermosillo. Cantrell says he knows every inch of the terrain.”

“So we wait till we know for sure the kid is there?” Johnnie asked.

“We don’t have that much time. We need to get down there, set up a base camp, get our equipment in order. We have to assume Chrissy’s with Alvarez—or soon will be. Or someplace he’s stashed her. Jake’s got Montez on it. Soon as he gets to Hermosillo, he’s going to start sniffing around. See what he can find out. He’ll send word if he comes up with anything.”

Dev rolled back his chair, walked over to the desk andpicked up his laptop. He set it on the table and pulled up his email.

“Chaz sent this. Alvarez lives around twenty kilometers northeast of Hermosillo.” He clicked up the attachment, which was a series of aerial photos of an area in the foothills surrounding the town. The photos were up close and crystal clear.

Johnnie whistled. “Chaz didn’t get that off Google Maps. Whatever that guy costs you, he’s worth every penny.”

“Looks like he hacked into one of the military satellites,” Clive said.

“The guy’s got balls,” said Johnnie.

“NASA,” Dev explained. “Those are stored photos of the area from a few months back. My gut tells me Alvarez is having them bring her to his house. I’m hoping Montez can confirm. If not, we’ll have to track her once we get there.”

They began to study the photos. Clive leaned down and picked his leather briefcase up off the floor. He opened it and pulled out a stack of maps, picked out the one he wanted and spread it open on the table.

“Sometimes it helps to look at it the old-fashioned way.” He pulled the top off a yellow marker and circled the area where Alvarez lived. “The topo shows there isn’t much out there but desert and a few barren hills.”

Dev clicked up a photo showing the rugged desert terrain. “Got some arroyos to work with. Lot of boulders around for cover.” He pulled up another photo that showed the house and grounds. A small private airstrip ran through the desert a little ways from the house.


Johnnie grunted. “Place looks like Fort Knox.”

The next image zoomed in closer. “House, outbuildings, garages. He’s even got a surveillance tower, all enclosed by a big cement wall.”

“Some of those buildings could be barracks,” Johnnie said. “They’re the right shape for it.”

Clive leaned back in his chair. “Man, who’s this guy think he is? The emperor of Mexico?”

Johnnie crossed his arms over his barrel chest, making his biceps bulge. “Alvarez definitely has some serious paranoia issues.”

“It’s going to take an army to get inside that place,” Clive said.

Lark leaned forward to study the image and Dev thought how hard this must be for her, the not knowing, the waiting, the hoping. And yet she was clearly focused.

“How about instead of fighting our way inside, we flew over the walls like they do in the movies? You know, use a helicopter to get inside the compound?”

Clive’s sandy eyebrows went up. “Helo in?” He leaned forward, studied the satellite pictures of the compound again. “Stir up an awful big firefight if we go in hot that way. But it might be a damned good way to get out of there.”

Johnnie studied the photo. “There’s a big open courtyard in front of the house. Another wide space behind it. We go in at night, take out the guard in the tower, slip over the wall and collect the kid, then the chopper swoops in and flies her and us the hell out of there.”


“I hate scorpions,” Clive added. “Flying sounds good to me.”

Dev cast Lark an approving glance. “I like it. We’ll figure out the details once we get down there.”

Johnnie’s lips barely curved. “What about weapons?”

“Cantrell has that covered. With Homeland Security the way it is, we can’t bring our own toys to the party, but we’ll have a brand-new set to play with once we get there.”
 
Clive smiled.

Johnnie actually grinned.

“We’ll need a base of operations,” Clive said.

“Cantrell’s on it. As soon as we hear from him, we’re out of here.”

“So how do we get to Mexico?” Lark asked.

Dev turned to Johnnie. “Hambone, you get us a ride south of the border?” Dev wished his brother lived closer. He trusted Gabe to get them in and out in his twin Aero-star, and Gabe was an ex-marine. But Dallas was just too far away.

“All taken care of, Dev. Soon as you give the word, we’re off to the Burbank Airport. Pilot’s an old friend. Ex-gunnery sergeant. Good man, someone we can trust. Plane’s on standby. He’s waiting for our call.”

“Good. Once we get through customs, we’re dropping off the grid until this is over.”

“Customs?” Lark’s dark eyebrows went up. “I thought we’d just fly in at night or something.”

“Not legal to fly into Mexico at night,” Dev explained. “Our beef is with Alvarez, not the authorities. The four of us will fly into San Felipe. That’s far enough away from Hermosillo that Alvarez’s watchdogs won’t be on the lookout for us. We go through customs there then fly to the rendezvous point on the mainland.”

“So we’re waiting to hear from Cantrell?” Johnnie asked.

“He’ll call as soon as he’s got a place lined up.” He glanced over at Lark, who was dressed in jeans, sneakers and a khaki shirt. It wasn’t exactly Cabelas, but she had packed to travel and the clothes would do. Both of the men had duffels and overnight gear in their cars, ready for the trip.

In the meantime while they waited, Lark phoned room service and ordered up some sandwiches and Cokes. The men were just finishing off the food when the phone rang. Dev walked over to the desk and picked it up.

“It’s Cantrell,” a deep voice said. “Montez has heard some rumors…Alvarez’s men flew in with a little gringa girl.”

“So she’s there.”

“She’s somewhere in the area—or was. But I’m betting you’re right about her being in his house.”

“At least we know where to start looking.”

“Montez also scouted a place he knew,” Cantrell continued. “An old abandoned mine about ten klicks north of Alvarez’s compound. Mine’s been closed for years, but there’s a dirt strip there and buildings we can get inside for cover.”

“Give me the coordinates.”

“Longitude twenty-nine degrees, seventy-five minutes. Latitude one zero nine degrees, fourteen minutes. The strip’s hard to see. I’ll park my Jeep out there so you can spot it.”

“Good. I’ll call Rawlins, give him the info. He’ll be meeting us there.”

Cantrell signed off. Dev called Trace with the information, then turned to the others. His gaze swung to Lark, who looked worried, but even more determined than the rest.

“Well, that’s it,” he said. “Time to party. Get your stuff and let’s roll.”








Nineteen



It was dark by the time they collected their gear, checked out of the hotel and made the drive in traffic to the plane that sat waiting at the Burbank airport. A Baron, Dev told her.

“We could have stayed at the hotel till morning, but I could see these guys were too wired to sleep and I wanted to meet the pilot, check out the plane myself. We can go as far as Calexico tonight, then we’re off to San Felipe first thing in the morning.”

Lark towed her wheeled bag toward the red-and-white twin-engine plane waiting on the tarmac. Next to it stood a man with silver hair and tanned, weathered features. He was attractive and yet there was a hard edge about him, a toughness she had noticed in Dev and the other two men.

Johnnie Riggs shook the pilot’s hand and turned to Dev. “This is Colin Mercer. Plane’s his.”


“Nice to meet you,” Dev said, shaking his hand. “This is Lark Delaney and the big guy’s Clive Monroe.”

Lark and Clive shook Mercer’s hand.

“Nice aircraft,” Dev said, sizing up the pilot with the same thorough regard he did the plane.

“I take good care of her, if that’s what you’re wondering. She’ll get you to Mexico and back.”

“Johnnie’s filled you in?” Dev asked.

“Desert landing. May have a stowaway when we come back.”

“That’s about it.”

“Calexico tonight, then San Felipe? On from there?”

“You got it.”

“She’s gassed and ready. Load up and let’s go.”

Lark handed her bag to Dev, who stored it in the baggage compartment with the rest of the gear. He climbed aboard then extended a hand and helped her climb up.

The inside of the plane, which seated six counting the pilot and copilot, was done in dark brown leather. The interior was clean and well-cared for, which gave her confidence that the engines were also well-maintained.

She settled herself in one of the seats and Dev sat down beside her.

He’d been remote since their lovemaking that morning and she told herself she understood. He was all business, the man in charge of the operation, and part of her wanted it exactly that way. Antonio Alvarez was a dangerous man and the mission the men were about to undertake could get one or all of them killed. If that happened, dear God, what would happen to Chrissy?


Dev needed to focus.

Still, every time she looked at him, she felt an ache in her chest. What had happened between them should have been exactly what it was—a satisfying sexual encounter with a man she was physically attracted to, a means of coping with the situation.

But deep down, being with Dev meant more to her than that. She needed to find a way to control her feelings for him, feelings she couldn’t afford to let deepen.

Soon this will all be over, she told herself. We’ll find Chrissy and bring her home and Dev will go back to his life in Arizona.

She wished the notion made her feel better.

The pilot made a final inspection, climbed aboard and started the engines. As the plane began taxiing toward the runway, Dev surprised her by reaching over and catching her hand.
 
“You okay?”

She nodded. “I’m nervous. Scared. I wish I knew for sure we were going to find her.”

Dev gave her fingers a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll find her.”

Lark looked up at him, the question she had been pondering hovering on her lips. “Even if we bring her back home, what’s to keep Alvarez from coming after us again? Maybe even killing us this time?”

Dev sighed and let go of her hand. “I wondered when you’d get around to that.”

“I can hire bodyguards, but even that might not be enough.”

“I know.”


“So what should I do?”

“There are a couple of things we can do. We can talk to the feds, see if they’ll help you. The DEA knows Alvarez. I’m sure they’ve connected him to the murders in Ari zona. By now they know about Chrissy’s abduction.”

She scoffed. “All they’d have to do is walk by a rack of tabloids in the grocery store to know about that.”

“So they know what you’re facing. They might be willing to come up with a new identity for you and Chrissy. You’d have to drop out of sight completely. Change your name. Give up your job and move somewhere else. Never contact your friends again.”

Her face went pale. She started shaking her head. “I can’t…can’t do that.”

“You might have to, baby.”

Her chest squeezed. She couldn’t imagine giving up everything she had worked for, giving up her friends, living like a recluse under another name.

“I’m hoping you won’t have to,” Dev added at the bloodless color of her face. “I’ve got a couple of other ideas that might work. I’m not ready to talk about them yet, but if things go right, maybe there’ll be another way.”

She looked up at him, felt the same sense of trust she’d had in him since she had first met him.

She took a deep breath, released it slowly. “All right, we’ll figure something out. I’ll hold on to that.”

He nodded. “Good girl. First we’ve got to find her.”

Lark’s featured tightened. “He’s got her. The rumors are true—I can feel it. He wants to gloat, to prove to himself he’s someone more important than I am.” She leaned her head back against the headrest. “If those reporters had stayed away, if they hadn’t printed all those stories, this never would have happened.”

“You’re probably right, but that’s the way success works in this country. There’s always a price to pay.”

It was true. She didn’t regret her accomplishments or the money she earned. She just didn’t want her little girl to be the one to suffer the consequences.

It was almost midnight when they landed in the sleepy little town of Calexico just a few miles north of the Mexican border. Dev rented two rooms at the El Camino, a nondescript motel just a short cab ride from the airport.

As Lark walked into the room with Dev and tossed her bag on one of the beds, a memory arose of lying next to him that morning. She thought of the fantastic sex they’d had and her gaze unerringly went to his.

His thoughts must have mirrored her own. His eyes were a scorching blue, his expression filled with greedy hunger. He walked over and caught hold of her shoulders, bent his head and kissed her.

“God knows there is nothing I’d like more than to make love to you right now. But I need to be thinking about the mission and not how much I want to be inside you.”

She felt the heat creeping into her cheeks. She was thinking much the same thing, how good it would feel to have him touch her, make love to her.

“I know.”


“And we need to get some sleep. There’ll be a lot to do once we get to Mexico.”

She nodded and moved away from him, giving both of them room to breathe. Still, the air in the room was thick with sexual heat and she wondered if making love wouldn’t be easier than trying to deny the hunger they were feeling.

Careful to keep her eyes off those gorgeous muscles as he undressed, she walked into the bathroom, showered, then borrowed one of his T-shirts and climbed into bed.

The light went out.

A few minutes later, she heard his deep breathing. He was a man and ex-military. They were trained to sleep under the most grueling conditions and he’d only had a couple of hours of rest before her frantic phone call and his mad rush to L.A.

Lark had napped a little that morning while he had been on the phone, but it wasn’t nearly enough and she was exhausted. She needed to sleep but all she could think of was Chrissy and how scared she must be and how abandoned she must be feeling. It made her heart hurt and her eyes burn. She took a deep breath and vowed to do as Dev had said and focus on finding her and bringing her home.

Eventually she fell asleep but it seemed only minutes until Dev was gently shaking her awake.

“Time to go,” he said. He was dressed casually in chinos and a blue-flowered short-sleeved shirt, his nearly black hair still wet from the shower. He looked like a tourist. Or maybe a movie star.


Lark took his cue and put on jeans, a bright orange T-shirt that revealed a hint of bare skin at the waist, and a pair of sandals. She didn’t bring a lot of clothes, but she had been determined from the start to go with him to Mexico, and she had packed accordingly. Which meant her hiking boots were in the bag, a pair of loose-fitting jeans and a couple of long-sleeved shirts.

“You look perfect,” Dev said, assessing her up and down. For a moment, his eyes darkened and she caught a glimpse of hunger. As quickly as it was there, it was gone. “We just need to get through customs, then we’re on our way.”

Clive and Johnnie were also dressed casually, though even in a Hawaiian shirt and khaki pants, with his dark hair and constant shadow of beard, Johnnie Riggs looked like a mercenary.

They landed in San Felipe, a sleepy little village of sixteen thousand on the coast of the Baja peninsula about a hundred forty miles south of the border. A quiet, outof-the-way place that handled customs for tourists who came for the sun, the beaches and the fishing.

They passed through without incident and soon they were back aboard the plane and once more in the air. After they had crossed the Gulf of California, a wide expanse of crystal-blue ocean, the plane veered southeast. This was the longest leg of the trip and as the engines droned on, Lark finally fell asleep.

The plane had begun its descent when she awakened, passing over occasional patches of green where crops were grown, each a tiny oasis in the desert.


“We’re just about there,” Dev said. “You ready for this?”

Lark didn’t hesitate though she wasn’t really ready at all. “You know I am.”

His mouth edged up. “Yeah, I know.” He caught her hand and brought it to his lips. Lark felt the soft kiss all the way to her toes. “Have I told you how amazing you are?”

She smiled. “I think you did.”

“Good. Whatever happens, just keep that in mind.”

The plane continued its descent. As Lark looked out the window, she spotted what appeared to be a cluster of abandoned buildings, and a black hole in the side of a barren mountain she guessed was once the entrance to the mine.

“See that vehicle down there? That Jeep belongs to Jake Cantrell. It’s the marker for the runway.”

She searched the ground below, which mostly appeared to be sand and cactus. “I don’t see any runway.”

“It travels along the base of those jagged mountains. It’s just a dirt strip.”

She spotted it, saw that it was narrow and not all that long. She hoped the pilot was as good as Johnnie seemed to think.

The plane swooped down, slowed, dropped, settled onto the dirt like a swan on a lake and rolled along the fairly smooth roadway till it came to a stop. There wasn’t much room to spare, but there was enough.

“Nice landing,” Lark said. “Considering…”

Dev grinned and his dimple appeared. “In my book, any landing you can walk away from is a good one.”


Lark laughed. It felt good. She felt a stab of guilt. How could she be laughing when Chrissy was in such grave danger?
 
She sobered.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Dev said gently. “A little laughter’s all right. You do whatever it takes to get through something like this.”

She looked up at him, appreciating the way he always seemed able to ease her mind. “Thanks.”

The pilot turned the plane and taxied back toward the buildings in the distance. Everyone waited as the engines came to a stop and Mercer ducked out of the cockpit. He opened the cabin door, walked out on the wing and jumped down, then reached up to help Lark.

Two other men stood next to the plane, she saw, one at least six-five and built like Arnold Schwarzenegger, the other a handsome Hispanic. Montez, she remembered hearing Dev say, looked her up and down with a pair of black eyes heavily rimmed with thick black lashes. Next to him, the big man clenched his jaw and looked past her as if she weren’t there.

His hard gaze fixed on Dev. “What the hell is she doing here?”

Dev just smiled. “Lark Delaney, meet Jake Cantrell. I take it this is Rafael Montez.”

“Rafe will do,” he said. Montez tipped his head toward Lark and flashed her a charming smile. “A pleasure, Ms. Delaney.”

“It’s nice to meet you both, but it’s just Lark.”

“I asked you a question, Raines. Since when do you bring a woman on this kind of mission?”


Dev’s congenial expression faded. “Since the lady is the child’s adoptive mother and she earned the right to be here when she killed one of the bastards who took her little girl.”

Cantrell’s dark eyebrows went up. He was a good-looking man even with his fierce expression. Square jaw, short brown hair and light blue eyes. He looked her over, for the first time actually seemed to see her. “Hard to argue with that.”

Dev winked in her direction and Lark bit back a smile.

Since Johnnie and Clive knew Cantrell, Montez introduced himself to the men, and Cantrell cocked his head toward the dusty black Jeep.

“Toss your gear in the back and we’ll head over to the mine. We’ll be using the office as our headquarters.”

Dev said something to Colin Mercer, who turned and climbed back aboard the plane.

“He’ll refuel at the closest small airport,” Dev explained, “then stay there till we call him back. No place here to hide the plane.” He grabbed her bag and tossed it into the back of the Jeep.

“You ride with Jake,” Dev said. “I don’t think those sandals are gonna cut it out here.”

“I’ll change as soon as we get wherever it is we’re going.”

He nodded, turned and started walking with the others toward the metal buildings in the distance.

It wasn’t that far. As the Jeep rolled along, Cantrell made no comment, just wheeled the vehicle past the men and pulled up in a cloud of dust in front of one of the abandoned metal buildings.

“Home sweet home,” he said, casting her a glance. “If you were expecting five-star accommodations, you’ll be sorely disappointed.”

Lark looked at the rusted metal windows and the sagging front porch steps leading up to an old wooden door. “At least we’ll have a roof over our heads.”

Cantrell made no comment. Clearly, he wished she weren’t there and yet he seemed to understand why she’d had to come.

“Ladies first,” he said, holding the door open until she walked inside. At first guess, it appeared to have been some kind of quarters for the men who had run the mine, with a kitchen counter along one wall and an old gas-powered refrigerator that Cantrell must have gotten running.

“There’s a makeshift shower around back next to the outhouse,” he said, cocking his head in that direction.

She looked up at him as Dev and the others walked into the building. “I need to change. I wore this for customs.”

“Line of rooms down that hall. Used to be sleeping quarters for the mine operators. You’ll find some cots in there. Take your pick.”

“Thank you.” She flicked a glance at Dev, saw Montez watching her, saw the moment Dev realized it.

“Forget about it,” she heard him say. “That goes for all of you.”

She turned a little, caught Montez’s glittering white smile. “So that is the way it is.”


“Lark’s my client,” Dev explained, a note of warning in his voice. “She doesn’t need anymore problems. This is hard enough on her already.”
 
“Oh, sí. A woman who looks like that…she will make it hard on all of us.”

Dev’s jaw clenched at the innuendo, but he let the remark slide. He had to work with these men. He needed their help.

Lark rolled her overnight bag into one of the narrow, dusty sleeping rooms and firmly closed the door.






Twenty



Dev didn’t like Montez. The handsome Hispanic was arrogant and far too charming. And he was looking at Lark the way Dev tried his damnedest not to. Montez wanted her.

And Dev couldn’t blame him.

Even tired and worried, the ruby streaks in her shiny dark hair beginning to fade, she was one of the sexiest women he had ever known. Her tilted green cat eyes never failed to draw him in, and her long legs and perfect ass sent desire slicing through him every time she walked past.

And she was so damned pretty, with those plump lips he couldn’t get enough of and a sweetly feminine scent that was purely her own.

Only his exhaustion and fierce determination had kept him out of her bed last night. But she needed her sleep as much as he needed his and he couldn’t afford to let his desire for her become a distraction.


Instead, he guarded her like a wolf guarding its mate and told himself he was only doing his job.

The good news was, late in the afternoon, Trace Rawlins rolled a dark green Land Rover into camp.

“Hey, Dev, good to see you, buddy.” Trace’s soft Texas drawl washed over him as his friend jumped down from the vehicle and strode toward the men who waited to greet him. “Jake. Madman. Hambone. Montez.”

“You know everyone, then?” Dev asked.

“We’ve met somewhere at one time or another.”

Dev turned. “Trace, this is Lark Delaney. Her little girl is the reason we’re here.”

Trace turned a slow smile in Lark’s direction. “You said you were bringing a lady. You didn’t say how pretty she was. Pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

The tall, lean Texan lived in Houston these days. Dev had worked for Trace’s father in the security business before Trace had taken over and Dev had gone on to Arizona to open Raines Security. The Texan had been a big help when Dev’s brother, Gabe, had gone head-to-head with an arsonist in Dallas who was trying to kill him.

Dressed in an olive drab T-shirt and jeans, today Trace wore heavy military issue footwear instead of his usual western boots. A battered straw cowboy hat kept the bright Sonoran sun out of his face.

“Nice to meet you,” Lark said.

Once the niceties were over, they went back inside out of the sun and moved on to the business that had brought them all there. Making their way over to a beat-up wooden table in the corner that Lark had dusted the best she could, each of them pulled up a rickety chair.

“Montez and I did a little preliminary recon,” Cantrell began. “But we need to go back to the compound, take a closer look.”

“Did you confirm the girl was there?” Clive asked.

He shook his head. “Nothing but rumors so far. But we’ll know more tonight.” Cantrell shoved back his chair and walked over to one of the boxes sitting on a long, linoleum-topped counter with the edges beginning to curl. He reached in, picked up something, and tossed it to Dev.

“Satellite phone. Got us a couple of them. Won’t be able to trace them back to us.”

“Great,” Dev said.

Cantrell dug out a black, boxy-looking camera. “This is an infrared, thermal night imaging camera. We can locate the whereabouts of any warm body in the house. We should be able to tell by the size of the heat source if the person is a child.”

“Could be someone else’s kid,” Clive said.

“He’s right,” Dev said. “Alvarez has a five-year-old son.”

Jake dug into another box, pulled out another piece of equipment. “Parabolic microphone. Twenty-inch diameter disk. Crystal-clear at three hundred yards. It’ll pick up conversation through walls three feet thick.”

“That ought to help us find her,” Dev said.

“I brought a little somethin’ to the party,” Trace drawled, lifting a leather satchel up on the table and pulling out a laptop computer. “Alvarez is bound to have top-of-the-line security. If his system is wireless, which it probably is, this little beauty can tap in, pick up whatever the cameras are showin’ inside the house.”

“Now, that’s impressive,” Johnnie said.

“I saw something like that on TV,” Lark added. “I didn’t know it was for real.”

“It’s not somethin’ the average guy can get his hands on,” Trace said, “but yeah, it’s for real.”

“All right, we’ll have the intel we need,” Johnnie said. “What about weapons?”

Cantrell leaned down and grabbed hold of a canvas tarp. He jerked it back, revealing a stack of boxes on the floor.

“Handguns of your choice.” He opened one of the boxes then turned and tossed a Browning 9 mm to Dev. “Figured you’d like this one.”

It was his preferred weapon. His own was in the trunk of his rental car at the Burbank airport.

“A couple of Berettas. A Glock and a Ruger.” Jake lifted out an automatic weapon. “Heckler-Koch UMPs. Short folding stock, easy to handle. Six hundred rounds a minute. One for each of us.” He looked into another box. “Kevlar vests, a couple of M-4 stun grenades.” He balanced one in his hand. “Thought they might come in handy.”

“Sweet,” Johnnie said. The stun grenade was a non-lethal, non-shrapnel, flash-and-bang device that could be used to create a diversion.

“Let’s get one thing clear,” Dev put in. “We aren’t here to wage war against Alvarez and his men. All we want is to get the child out safely.”


“Dev’s right,” Trace agreed. “We need to go in quietly. Get out the same way.”

“If we can,” Jake muttered darkly.

“What about the chopper?” Clive asked. “Dev said he talked to you about it.”

“All taken care of. There’s a ranch north of here. Friend of Montez’s owns it, caters to bird-hunting parties. He brings them in by chopper. It’s on hold for as long as we need it.”

“Montez gonna fly it?” Trace asked, catching Dev a little off guard.

“You know anybody better for the job?” Jake asked.

Trace tipped his head toward the handsome Latino. “Night stalker,” he said to Dev, meaning he was a chopper pilot for Special Forces. Apparently there was more to the man than his smooth Latino charm.

Dev returned his attention to the others. “So tonight we do some recon, make sure the girl is in there, check out the security inside and out. If she’s there and we have the information we need, we go in tomorrow night.”

“The sooner we get that little girl out of there, the better I’ll feel,” Clive said, expressing all of their thoughts.

Dev ignored the shiver that slipped down his spine. He refused to consider what Alvarez might intend for the child and prayed the man had at least some shred of decency. He flicked a glance at Lark, saw the worry lines digging into her forehead and the fear for Chrissy she tried to hide.

“All right, let’s go over the plan,” he said, focusing on the task ahead. “Soon as it’s dark, we go in.”


 

They decided on a strategy. They would drive the Jeep to a point Jake had scouted that allowed them to slip into a dense row of mesquite and look down on the compound without being spotted. The best way to get close was to make their way down a ravine that ended near the back of the compound. A watch tower was the only problem, that and a guard Jake had spotted who made rounds along the wall.

According to Cantrell, the security was lax. Alvarez was prepared for trouble, but not really expecting it.

Not when people knew the consequences of going against him. As he had just proved by taking Chrissy. Anxious to get underway, Dev wandered around outside the metal building while the men settled in for a brief late-afternoon nap, since they wouldn’t be getting much sleep that night. Lark had disappeared into the small room she had commandeered. Dev tried not to wish he could join her.

He was standing next to a saguaro cactus watching a scorpion picking its way through the sand when he heard heavy footfalls and turned to see Jake Cantrell approaching.

“I’m glad it’s November and not July,” Jake said, his sharp blue gaze finding the stinging insect with unerring accuracy. “Even a scorpion can’t live out here in the middle of the summer.”

Dev scanned the dry, desert landscape. Nothing but dirt and rock and cactus. A few jagged mountains rose in the distance between the mine and Alvarez’s compound. “It’s bad enough in Phoenix and I’ve got a pool.”


Jake pinned him with the same stare he’d used on the bug. “I hate to bring up an unpleasant subject, but what do you plan to do with the kid and the woman after you get them back to L.A.? You know as well as I do, Alvarez isn’t going to take this lying down. He’ll go after them. If he finds out we’re involved, he’ll go after us, too. The only way any of us will be safe is if Alvarez is dead.”

Dev’s gaze moved over Cantrell’s features, the powerful neck and hard, square jaw, a set of shoulders even wider and more muscular than his brother Gabe’s. Jake was right and both of them knew it.

“The man is a murderer,” Dev said. “God knows how many deaths he’s responsible for.”

“Hundreds, they say. Maybe even thousands over the years.”

“I didn’t want to talk about it in front of Lark, but if I can get to him, I’m taking him out.”

Cantrell nodded, mollified a little by his answer. “Whoever steps into Alvarez’s shoes isn’t going to give a shit about the kid. He’ll be too busy trying to hold on to the reins of the organization and keep things under control.”

“Taking the little girl was personal for Alvarez. Once he’s out of the picture, Lark and Chrissy will be safe.”

Jake looked back at the run-down metal building that housed the men. “I think we’re all on the same page about this, but I’ll pass the word.”

Unfortunately even with good surveillance, finding the man in a forty-thousand-square-foot compound wouldn’t be that easy. And getting to him would be even harder.


Jake leaned down and picked up a broken mesquite branch, drew the point through the sand. “You gonna tell me your backup plan in case you don’t make him dead? Knowing you as I do, I figure you’ve got one.”

Dev almost smiled. “I’ve got one. It’s still in the planning stages.” And the idea was looking crazier all the time. “For now, let’s just act on the assumption we eliminate Alvarez, get Chrissy, and get the hell out of Dodge.”

Jake’s face said he hoped it would be that easy.

 

Antonio Alvarez leaned back in the red leather chair behind his gilt and marble-topped desk. He took a puff on his fat Cuban cigar and blew a thick gray smoke ring into the air.

Across from him, Santos and Zepeda stood on each side of the little girl. She was pretty, he thought, with her dark curls and big green eyes. A little taller than his son, Alberto, who was close to her same age.

She hung back a little from the men, yet her eyes remained steady on his instead of darting away. The men Santos had paid to abduct her had done an efficient job. All but the fool who had gotten himself killed.

He almost smiled. The American woman had courage. He would give her that. Still, his men had succeeded. Using a chloroformed rag, they had kept the child drugged until they were well across the border and had her loaded onto a plane. Even after the plane had landed at his private air strip and she had been brought into the house, she had been quiet and subdued.

He liked a child who was well behaved.


“Girl, come over here,” he said to her in English.

She didn’t answer, just stood there staring at him with her chin tilted up at a belligerent angle. Just like her troublemaking father, he thought.

“Do as I say, niña. You do not wish to make me angry.”

She paused another moment, then started walking toward him, still dressed in the pajamas she’d been wearing when his men had taken her, pink with little circus ponies in feather headdresses.

“What is your name?”

“I want my aunt Lark. Where…where is she?”

“I told you to tell me your name.”

“Who are you?”

“I am the man who decides what will happen to you. Now do as I say.”

She didn’t want to. He could tell by the way her eyes narrowed and her lips thinned. But like everyone else, she could see he wouldn’t put up with her disobedience for long.

“Chrissy. My name is Chrissy…Delaney.”

“Sí, all right, then.”

“I wanna go home.”

“You will go where I say.” He turned at the sound of a knock at his door, then the door opened and his mother walked into the study, a short, round woman with the same black hair as his own, though he was losing his while hers remained thick and long.

“What is it?” he said to her in Spanish. “You know better than to interrupt.”

“I heard you brought a child into the house. Now I see that it is true. Since when, my son, do you wage war on children?”

“That is not your concern. Leave us.”

His mother ignored him and walked farther into the study, the one person in the world who wasn’t afraid of him. “I know why you took her. There are few secrets in this house. What will you do with her, Antonio, now that you have brought her here?”

“I haven’t decided.”

“Always I have wanted a daughter. You and Elena…I hoped you would give me a granddaughter. I love Alberto, but still, a woman needs the company of another woman. I want her, Antonio. Give her to me.”

“What happens to her is not for you to decide.” He turned to the older of his lieutenants. “Zepeda, take my mother back to her quarters.”

The slender man made her a slight bow. “It would be my pleasure, Señora Alvarez.”

Always the gentleman, Antonio thought with a sneer. Thank God for Santos, a man with the kind of backbone it took to help him run the cartel.

Zepeda and his mother disappeared and the door closed quietly behind them.

The little girl looked up at him. “Es la señora su madre?” Is the woman your mother? Her Spanish surprised him.

“Sí, es mi madre.”

“I don’t want to stay here,” she said returning to English. “I want to go home.” And then she started to cry.

Antonio’s lips curled in revulsion.

“You do not want her,” Santos said, gripping her small hand in his. “Give the child to me. A pretty little girl with skin as soft as petals and eyes like a cat…she is worth a lot of money. Let me have her. Let us deal Weller the final blow.”

She cried harder.

“Get her out of here. For now, take her to my mother. I will decide what is to be done with her later.”

“You need to finish what you started. Word will get out that you are soft.”

Antonio snorted. But he didn’t like to think it might be true. And he liked to reward his men when they pleased him, as Santos did.

“In a day or two, I will give you my decision.” He waved them away with a flick of his hand. “Now, take her away. I cannot abide a crying child.”

Santos just smiled.

 

They grouped together in the main room of the abandoned office. The afternoon was gone, the sun sinking rapidly behind a mesquite-covered hill to the west, the men growing restless to get underway. Walking over to one of the boxes on the floor next to the counter, Dev reached down and pulled out a Ruger P95. He checked to be sure the clip was loaded, walked back and pressed the pistol into Lark’s hand.

“You know how to use this. It’s basically the same as the one you fired in L.A. Montez will be staying here with you.” Not that Dev liked it. But Montez’s job was to fly the chopper and they didn’t need him for that until tomorrow night. In the meantime, Dev needed someone to stay with Lark. “Take it just in case.”


He felt her faint tremor as her fingers brushed his and she took hold of the pistol.

Turning back to the weapons, Dev took the Browning 9 mm that Cantrell had brought with him in mind, stuffed the silencer that went with it into his pocket, picked up a fixed blade Ka-Bar knife from another box and shoved it into the sheath he had strapped to his leg.

Cantrell carried a Glock .45 with a custom handgrip. His jaw flexed as he walked over and picked up an M-24 sniper rifle, a gun that matched his area of expertise. Montez, Riggs and Clive followed, each man arming himself with a handgun, an automatic weapon, ammunition and miscellaneous personal gear.

They wouldn’t carry the flash grenades till they made their assault on the compound tomorrow night.

Dev looked the men over as they checked their weapons. “Remember, tonight all we’re after is intel. If we get what we need, tomorrow we go in.”

He checked his wristwatch. “Wheels up in an hour.”

The men muttered their agreement.

Johnnie Riggs grinned.








Twenty-One



As Lark followed Dev out of the building and into the cool desert air, darkness settled thickly around her. There was only a sliver of moon, but a brilliant mist of stars sprayed across the black night sky.

Ahead of her, dressed in full camouflage, his feet in worn combat boots and his face streaked with black grease paint, Dev paused at the edge of the work yard. He looked like no one she had ever seen before and yet he was more familiar than anyone she had ever known.

He glanced up, spotting her as she drew near. She felt his eyes on her, intense and slightly brooding.

“You look worried,” he said.

“I’m trying not to be.” But he was right. Her stomach felt tied up in knots. “I don’t suppose you’re planning to let me go with you.” She knew the answer. On this kind of a mission, she would only be a liability.

“Not a chance. Besides, all we’re doing tonight is gath-ering information. We won’t be bringing Chrissy out until tomorrow.”

She didn’t argue. She had learned to pick her battles. Tomorrow night she was going with them. Nothing in the world was going to keep her away.

“Is there anything I can do till you get back?”

“Just keep an eye out. We aren’t expecting trouble, but you never know. If something happens, Montez is here and you’ve got a gun. Don’t be afraid to use it.”

“I’ll do what I have to. It’s you I’m worried about.”

He reached out to her for a moment, cupped her cheek. Lark felt a soft little tremor.

“Nothing to worry about. Not tonight. We’ll keep our distance, just get close enough to set up our equipment and see what’s going on inside the house.”

She prayed he was right. But Alvarez lived in a veritable fortress and he was ruthless in the extreme. If they were spotted, his men wouldn’t hesitate to kill them.

A chill swept through her that had nothing to do with the cool desert air and she shivered.

“You’re cold.” Dev drew her back against his chest. “You ought to go inside.”

She turned, slid her arms around his neck and looked up at him. “I don’t want to go inside. I wish we were somewhere else, someplace we could make love.”

She felt his muscles tense. She had seen the way he looked at her. All day, he had watched her, following her movements with fierce intensity and a hunger he couldn’t quite hide. Bending his head, he settled his mouth very softly over hers. It was a tender, gentle kiss, but the tension in his body told her how much it cost to hold himself back.

“God, I want you,” he whispered between nibbling kisses. “You have no idea how much.” His tongue ran over the seam between her lips and she parted for him, allowing him entrance. His kiss turned deep and hot, wet and fierce, and Lark kissed him back with the same intensity.

Dev was breathing hard and so was she when he broke away. He ran a hand through his hair. “We can’t do this. Not right now. I need to keep my mind on the mission and I can’t if I’m thinking of you.”

“You’re right, I’m sorry.”

His mouth edged up. “I’m not.” He kissed her briefly one last time. “You might want to wipe the grease paint off your nose. It’s a dead giveaway.”

She grinned, used the tail of her khaki shirt to erase any telltale smudges. Her grin slowly faded. “Promise me you’ll be careful.”

“I’m always careful.” He tipped his head toward the building they used for shelter. “We need to get back.”

She nodded. It was time to go.

Lark told herself everything would be all right.

But the chill returned just the same.

 

An hour passed and then another. The men were gone and she was too restless and worried to stay inside. Montez was around somewhere but she hadn’t seen him and the solitude and the waiting were beginning to wear on her nerves. She had to get out, breathe some of the clear night air. Outside, in the wide expanse of the vast desert landscape, her worry wasn’t so palpable, so consuming.

She walked for a while, making random circles in the flat, open work yard, kicking gravel, picking up stones and tossing them away. Finally she found a broad low boulder, sat down and stared into the darkness.

“So…you are nervous. You worry for the little one?”

Lark recognized the soft Spanish accent, turned and looked up at the handsome Latino. She hadn’t heard Rafe’s approaching footsteps. But these were those kind of men.

“She’s only four. I can’t imagine how frightened she must be.”

He studied her face in the moonlight. “Sí, I am sure you ache for the child, but for now your worries are for him.”

It was true. It was Dev who dominated her thoughts tonight, Dev whose life at this moment could be in danger. But her feelings were none of Montez’s business. “I’m concerned about all of them.”

He sat down on the boulder beside her, pulled cigarette papers and a small pouch of tobacco from the pocket of his shirt and began to roll a smoke.

“Why don’t you just buy them?” she asked.

He poured some of the tobacco onto the paper, licked the sides and twisted the ends. “I do not wish the nicotine to own me as it does so many others. But I enjoy the pleasure once in a while.”

She had seen him smoke only one time before, after they had eaten some of the MREs—Meals Ready to Eat—that Cantrell had brought with the supplies. Montez pulled the drawstring on the pouch and stuck it back in his shirt pocket. She watched as he lit the cigarette with a match he struck on the rock, drew in a lungful of smoke, then let it float around him as he breathed slowly out.

They sat in silence for a while.

“Cantrell knows what he is doing,” Montez said. “The men will return.” He took a last draw on the handmade cigarette and flicked it away. Lark watched the burning tip arc up and disappear into the darkness.

She got up from the boulder and stood staring into the night, wondering if the men had safely reached their destination. Wondering if they would find Chrissy or if all of this had been in vain.

She felt the heat of Montez’s body as he came up behind her. She stiffened as his long dark fingers rested gently on her shoulders, felt his warm breath as he lowered his head to the side of her neck.

“Hey!” Lark jerked away before his lips found their target. “I have no interest in that.” She turned to face him. “Or in you.”

He chuckled softly, a deep rumbling sound. “I thought perhaps I could take your mind off the Ranger.”

She made no reply. She couldn’t stop thinking of Dev, wouldn’t be able to rest until he was safely returned.

“You are in love with him?”

She looked up. Rafael Montez wasn’t as tall as Dev, but he was taller than she was. “What I feel for him doesn’t matter. We lead different lives.”
 
“I see.”

She wondered if he did. Those penetrating black eyes seemed to see things other people missed.


“If I ever found a woman as brave and strong as you, as beautiful and desirable, I would bind her to me and never let her go.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “And just how would you do that?”

A wide, white grin flashed in the darkness. “That is easy, chica. I would make love to her as no man ever has. I would drive her mad with desire for me and she would never look at another man.”

She laughed. The man could be charming.

She thought of Dev and how good it was making love with him, how she always seemed to desire him. Perhaps Montez was right and it was already too late. Devlin Raines had branded her as his and she would never get over him. She belonged to him and no other man would do.

And yet when this was over, there was no doubt he would walk away.

“We should go back inside, querida.” The softly spoken endearment floated over her.

She looked up at him, at the smooth dark skin and the thick black lashes rimming his heavy-lidded eyes. He was incredibly male, undeniably sexy. And yet she felt not the least stirring of attraction.

For the first time Lark realized how hard she had fallen for Dev. And that when their time together was over, it was going to break her heart.

 

The mission that night began smoothly. Which made Dev nervous. In his experience, when things went too well, trouble lurked just around the corner.


But Cantrell had done his job and before their arrival at the mine, had located a narrow dirt road, more a trail that led to the top of the mountain overlooking the compound. The grounds and house, a replica of an Italian villa, sprawled over half a dozen acres a mile below. Despite the red tile roof and ornate decorations, the place looked more like a prison than a home.

And it appeared to be nearly impregnable—except for the deep ravines cut by flash floods into the jagged mountain behind it. Those ravines would provide them with cover and access they needed to reach the wall around the house.

Leaving the Jeep on the road facing downhill in case they needed to make a hasty escape, they began their descent. Silently cursing the spiny cactus that choked the ravine and keeping a close watch for rattlesnakes, they stayed out of sight near the bottom of the arroyo.

It was dark but still early. They needed to get their equipment in place while Chrissy was still awake so they could detect her whereabouts—if she was actually inside the house.

At two hundred yards above the wall surrounding the compound, still high enough they could see over it, they climbed to the edge of the arroyo. Using a pair of night-vision goggles, Dev made a thorough sweep of their surroundings. No patrols in the area. They couldn’t see anyone but the guard in the tower and a guard who occasionally made a pass around the base of the wall.

Cantrell set the parabolic microphone up on a tripod and the listening began. Clive, Johnnie, Trace and Dev headed farther down the ravine to get close enough to use the infrared thermal imaging camera and plan the route they would be taking when they left tomorrow night.

When they were near enough, Dev settled in a spot close to the edge of the arroyo. Lying flat on the sandy earth, he flipped open the video screen on the infrared camera and began to skim it slowly over the buildings inside the walled area around the house. Trace moved off in the darkness, making his way farther down the hill to test his laptop security intrusion software.

“You were right, Hambone,” Dev said low and soft to Johnnie as he studied the images on the screen. “That building on the left is a barracks. About ten warm bodies inside.”

Johnnie quietly cursed.

Dev moved the camera over the rest of the outbuildings and grounds, catching the image of another five men, then turned the camera toward the house.

“Lots of folks inside,” Dev said. They were close enough to see the outline of people in the different rooms of the villa, but it was hard to tell if the person was male or female.

Dev zeroed in on an area with a row of smaller rooms that looked like it could be the servants’ quarters. Larger rooms that appeared to be bedrooms were in another part of the house. Sure enough, in one of those bigger rooms, two small images moved around next to a larger, broader outline.

“Could be one of them is the girl,” Johnnie said, peering over his shoulder.

“Could be,” Dev said.

Clive crawled up just then. He’d been timing the outside guard’s rounds. “Guy’s a little irregular, but it looks like he’s making a sweep every twenty minutes. Be a little tight, but we should be able to get in and out before someone misses him.”

Dev just nodded.

Clive looked down at the small glowing images on the video screen. “That her?”

“Can’t tell for sure. We need to know what Cantrell’s been able to hear.”

They finished their surveillance just as Trace returned. He gave them a thumbs-up, indicating his software was going to work, and they started back up the mountain. At two hundred yards, they met up with Cantrell, who packed up his gear and silently joined them. They didn’t speak until they reached the Jeep.

“How’d it go?” Dev asked.

“Lots of voices,” Jake said. “Some interesting information on Alvarez. It’s all recorded. You can listen when we get back.”

“Anything for sure?” Dev asked.

“Alvarez has one helluva staff. Sounded like two different women were giving them orders. I’m pretty sure there are at least two kids. They were talking back and forth but they were both speaking Spanish.”

“Could you tell if one was a girl?”

“I’m pretty sure one of them was. She was saying something about a kitten, but like I said, she wasn’t speaking English.”

Dev’s chest expanded with relief. “Chrissy’s bilingual. And Lark’s promised to get her a kitten.”

“Bingo,” Johnnie said.


The men tossed their equipment into the back of the Jeep and jumped in. Cantrell slid behind the wheel and Dev climbed in beside him. Trace jumped into the back. Jake let the vehicle roll a ways down the mountain, then fired up the engine and drove back toward camp.

They had what they needed. Unfortunately, the compound was even more heavily manned than any of them had believed. It didn’t matter.

Tomorrow night they were going in.

 

They filed back inside the building, tired but ready to do what they’d come for, all but Riggs, who had volunteered to stay and watch the compound.

“As soon be here as sleepin’ in that rusty old building,” he grumbled. But the truth was they needed someone to stay and watch, to be sure their intel hadn’t changed when they got there tomorrow night.

Back at camp, Dev spoke briefly to Lark, then led her over to Cantrell, who stood near the battered wooden table. “Play that recording for me, will you, Jake?”

“You got it.” Cantrell set the equipment on the table, then worked with his digital recording gear to bring up the sounds he had captured on his parabolic mic.

Jake started the recording and Dev listened closely. He could hear men speaking and servants being ordered around.

“That’s her!” Lark said when she heard the children talking and recognized the little girl’s voice. “That’s Chrissy!” Her eyes filled with tears, which she tried to hide by turning away.


“She’s talking to another kid,” Jake said. “Might be Alvarez’s son.”

Lark wiped a stray tear from her cheek, the gesture making Dev’s chest feel tight.

“Listen to this,” Jake said, turning the volume up a little. It was a phone conversation. They could hear both sides of the call and clearly Alvarez was the man on the near end of the line.

“Sounds like he’s setting up a meeting.”

“With a woman,” Lark added, recognizing the feminine voice.

“The way she’s purring,” Clive said, “I doubt the woman is his wife.”

“Cabo San Lucas the end of the week,” Cantrell said, repeating the information coming out of the recording. “Looks like el jefe is plannin’ a little tête-à-tête at the El Presidente Resort,” Trace drawled.

“Interesting,” Dev said, but he was thinking that if things went the way he hoped tomorrow night, Alvarez wouldn’t be rendezvousing with his mistress or anyone else.

Ever.

They played the tape two more times, then the men began yawning and moving off toward their sleeping pallets. Wordlessly, Lark took his hand and led him into her narrow sleeping room.

She looked so tired and worried and hopeful that Dev drew her into his arms. “We’re going to get her out, love. Everything’s going to be all right.”

She nodded, blinked back tears. He knew she was thinking about the rescue and what would happen after they got back to L.A.

Wondering if she would ever truly be safe again.

They sat down on one of the two narrow cots she had dusted off and covered with a blanket. Lark rested her head against his shoulder and he pressed his lips to her hair.

“God, I wish we were anywhere but here.” He wanted to touch her so badly. But if he kissed her, he would want more. It wasn’t going to happen in this barren, dirty room with a bunch of randy guys listening outside.

Instead, he pulled his cot over next to hers and they both lay down. As tired as he was, he should have fallen instantly asleep. Instead, he stared into the darkness, thinking of Lark and her sweet little girl.

Praying he could bring the child home and keep both of them safe.








Twenty-Two



A warm afternoon sun shined down on the work yard as Lark sat next to Dev eating an MRE.

“Not exactly lunch at the Four Seasons,” he teased as he finished his last bite, took her empty container and shoved them both into a black plastic bag.

She smiled. “Not exactly.” She felt sticky and dusty and she would rather have had a shower than a gourmet meal. She yawned behind her hand, tired from waiting up late for the men.

Sitting on a boulder, gazing into the barren landscape, Lark felt Dev reaching down for her hand. He laced his fingers with hers and drew her to her feet.

“Come on. There’s something I’ve been wanting to show you.”

She let him lead her away from the others, who were also finishing their meals, and guide her up the narrow road the men had driven last night. Around the first corner about a quarter of a mile from camp, he tugged her over to the edge of the dirt embankment. She looked down into one of the arroyos that cut into the mountain. This one, she saw, widened partway down and flattened into a tiny valley.

“Good Lord, it’s actually green. I can’t believe it.”

He laughed. “I went for a walk this morning. I spotted this as I hiked up the road. There’s a stream running down the ravine. Must be a spring up above. Want to take a look?”

She eyed the greenery, the lush open space that spread out then narrowed again at the opposite end as the water continued to wind its way down the rugged hill. There were ranches and farms at the base of the mountain range, green areas in the desert she had spotted as the plane made its descent. She had wondered then where the sparse amount of water had come from.

“All right, let’s go. I need the exercise.”

His eyes met hers and she read the kind of exercise he preferred, but he made no comment.

It wasn’t easy going, but Dev helped her over a couple of steep patches and eventually they reached the sandy-floored valley.

He left her for a moment to explore an area behind an outcropping of rock and she used the time to sit down and pull off her hiking boots. She took off her socks, rolled up her pant legs, and stuck her feet into the water, which was only about eight inches deep.

Deep enough for a sponge bath, she thought and started unbuttoning her shirt. Just then Dev appeared.

“There’s a nice little cove over here. Give you a bit of privacy.”


“Perfect.” Carrying her boots and socks, she followed him around the outcropping where the ravine opened up again. Lark didn’t hesitate. She set her boots aside, unbuttoned her shirt, unzipped her jeans and slid them down over her hips. In her white lace bra and a pair of white bikini panties, she bent over the stream and splashed water on her face, washed her neck and arms, washed her legs and feet.

At the sound of more splashing, she looked over to see Dev stripped completely naked, using the water the same way she was.

She should have looked away. Instead she couldn’t stop staring at all that suntanned skin, the wide shoulders and muscled chest with its furring of curly dark hair, the six-pack ridges across his stomach, the long legs and lean hips. He looked up and saw her watching him and his sex began to harden.

He sloshed along the shallow streambed, stopped in front of her, reached out and pulled her into his arms.

“I didn’t bring you here for this,” he said. “But maybe I hoped it would happen. I’ve wanted you for days.” A soft kiss followed, his mouth gentle on hers, tasting, exploring, the kiss deepening, turning hot and wet.

She felt his hands on her body, unfastening the hook at the front of her bra and tossing it away, caressing her breasts as they swelled into his palms.

“Jesus, I’ve never met a woman I want the way I want you.”

She moaned as he kissed her again, his tongue sinking into her mouth, hers tangling with his. The kiss went on and on, deep and hot and arousing. He nipped an earlobe, kissed the side of her neck, trailed kisses over her shoulders, took the fullness of her breast into his mouth. He suckled and teased, and she trembled. Her legs felt weak, her body wet with the need to join with him.

His hands slid lower, one curving over her bottom while the other slipped inside her panties, sifted through the tight dark curls between her legs, and he began to stroke her. She arched her back, giving him better access, enjoying the rush of pleasure. Dev slid her panties down her legs and she stepped out of them, tossed them onto the sand next to her bra.

He kissed her deeply one last time, then turned her toward a rock at the edge of the stream. She bent over, flattened her palms on the warm stone as he moved behind her. His fingers found her softness, sank in, slid out, sank in again, and ripples of heat washed over her. It was sex, raw and hot, and yet the way he touched her, the way he made her feel, it seemed like more.

She felt his erection at the entrance to her passage, then he positioned himself and drove deeply inside. Dev gripped her hips and she moaned at the feel of his hard length inside her, the heavy thrust and drag as he moved in and out, driving deeper, faster, making her stomach quiver. Her head fell back as need, sweet and fierce, tore through her.

“Lark…” he whispered, thrusting into her again, taking his pleasure, giving her pleasure, as well.

She whimpered his name as she reached her peak and began to come, tightening around him like a hot wet glove. The pleasure went on and on, bright lights and sweetness expanding until she could hardly breathe.


She was beginning to spiral down when Dev withdrew, spilling his seed outside her body. He pulled her back against his chest, holding her gently now, softly kissing the nape of her neck.

For the first time it occurred to her they hadn’t used a condom.

“It’s all right,” he said, reading her thoughts. “I haven’t been with anyone but you in a long time.”

The knowledge pleased her. Then another thought intruded. His withdrawal would keep her from getting pregnant. Her chest tightened as she realized it wouldn’t have mattered. She would love to have Dev’s child. The notion shocked her. And showed her just how deeply she was in love with him.

Dear God, when had it happened? She had no idea and yet somewhere along the way, she had let down her guard and allowed him into her heart.

The notion terrified her as nothing else could have.

Turning back to the stream, she hurriedly washed up with the clean, clear water, used her shirt to mop the droplets off her body, and put on her clothes. Dev made his way over to his own clothes and soon they were dressed and ready to leave.

“You’re awfully quiet.”

“I shouldn’t have let that happen.”

“It was hardly your fault.”

She looked up at him. “We both know what’s happening here. This thing between us…it’s not going anywhere, Dev. I don’t want to get in any deeper than I already am.”

For an instant, he glanced away. Then he nodded. He understood, as she had known he would. His eyes found hers. “This will all be over soon and things will go back to normal.”

Lark swallowed, a soft lump rising in her throat. “I don’t know anymore what normal is.”

Dev made no reply. Taking her hand, he started leading her back the way they had come. Tonight they would go after Chrissy. If nothing went wrong, the little girl would be freed and Lark could take her home.

Dev had promised to find a way to protect them.

Soon this nightmare would be over.

 

He shouldn’t have touched her. Dev knew it clear to his bones. But Lark had looked so beautiful standing in the sunshine, so incredibly desirable he’d had to have her. It was as if he’d had no other choice.

He was getting in too deep, he knew. Getting in way over his head. Only once in his life had he let himself fall for a woman and he had paid a terrible price.

Dev thought of Amy as he checked the clip on his Browning in preparation for that night’s assault. He checked to be sure he had a spare magazine for the Heckler-Koch, then slid his Ka-Bar in and out of its scabbard a couple of times to be sure it moved smoothly.

His mind lingered on Amy and how she had pretended to love him. How he had let himself believe her, wanted so badly to believe her. He had never known the love of a woman. His mother was a drunk who hadn’t given a damn about him or his brothers. In the Rangers, he’d had his share of women, but they weren’t the kind a man married. He had fallen in love with Amy and he believed she loved him in return.

But he had been raised on the wrong side of the tracks and no matter how successful he was, no matter how much money he made, he had never really been good enough for Amy.

He remembered the way he had felt when she had left him, just three days before their wedding. As if the life had been sucked out of him, as if there was no day or night, just endless hours that ran together. He could hardly get up in the morning and face another grim, unending day.

But he had gotten over Amy and he had vowed not to fall into the trap of loving a woman again.

Not even one like Lark Delaney.

 

Antonio Alvarez waited as the door to his office swung open and tall, thin, Jorge Santos strolled in. Antonio had just heard from one of his clients, who now, thanks to Santos, had become an even bigger client.

“You wished to see me, jefe?” One of his slender hands smoothed over his shoulder-length black hair as he walked toward the desk.

Antonio motioned for Santos to take a seat in one of the deep leather chairs across from him. “I have received a call from Hector Ramos. He has decided to increase his business with us. He praises your efficiency and says that is the reason for his decision. I am very pleased.”

Santos’s thin lips curved beneath his narrow blade of a nose.

“As you know, I like to reward the people who serve me well. Since that is so, I have decided to give you the girl. She is yours to do with as you wish.”

Santos rose from his seat, his black eyes gleaming with anticipation. He would sell the girl and make a very good profit. Eventually… “May I take her now?”

Alvarez shook his head. “Not today. She plays with the boy. Tomorrow I will have one of the men bring her to your home. I do not wish to upset my mother or my son.”

Santos made a slight bow of his head. “Thank you, mi jefe. You are a very generous man.”

“Life is short, mi amigo. A man must enjoy whatever pleasure he can manage to find for himself.”
 
“Sí, you are right. Which reminds me…I have heard that Francisca will be singing at the cantina tonight.”

At El Matador in Hermosillo where Antonio had first met her. “Sí, that is true.”

“Do you wish to join me?”

Just thinking of Francisca and her lovely round breasts and the things she could do with her talented mouth made him hard. At week’s end, they would be spending four passion-filled days together. But he didn’t want to wait until then.

“I would like that very much.” He rose from his chair. “Let me change my clothes and inform Elena I will be going out for the evening.” His blond-haired wife was a beautiful woman, but she was vain and spoiled, and once they were married, worthless in bed. She was too busy with her hair appointments and her facials and the hours she spent at some expensive spa.

At least she had given him a son. Which meant he could spill his seed wherever he wished. And he wished to do it with Francisca Miramontes, a woman far more entertaining than his wife.

Antonio shoved back his chair and made his way to the door. He had pleased his top lieutenant and it was better to be rid of the girl. He didn’t want his son growing attached to the little gringa. He wanted him tough and strong, and a female could undermine his efforts in that regard.

Alvarez closed the door solidly behind him, already anticipating the pleasures that awaited him tonight in Francisca’s bed.

 

“I’m ready when you are.” Lark walked toward him in black jeans and a long-sleeved black shirt. She wore her hiking books and held a black knit cap in one hand. She’d found a holster for her Ruger and strapped it around her waist. “This is the best I could do. But I need to borrow some of your face paint.”

He almost smiled, would have if he hadn’t realized she was deadly serious.

“You don’t have to worry about your face. You aren’t going. You’re staying right here.”

She gave him a phony smile. “That’s what you might be thinking, but once again you would be wrong. You’re bringing Chrissy out of that house. We don’t know what might have happened to her, what she might have suffered. She’ll be frightened. She could be injured. She’ll need me, Dev, and I intend to be there if she does.”

“She sounded fine last night.”


“That was last night. And with children, it’s hard to tell.”

“No.”

“I’m going. I’ll find a way to get there if I have to walk every step of the way.”

He’d heard a similar speech from her before. She’d probably hot-wire the Land Rover if she had to.

He tried again, knowing his effort would probably be futile. “We need you here. Someone’s got to man the satellite phone, let Mercer know when to pick us up.”

“I can call him from there.”

Tough to argue when that had been their plan. “It’s a long way down that mountain. The ravine’s full of cactus, scorpions and snakes. Are you sure you can make it?”

“You know I’m in good shape. I’ll make it.”

He could continue to argue and lose, or just lose.

“Fine. I want your word you’ll do exactly what I say.”

“I’ll do whatever you tell me.”

He just grunted. When had that ever happened? Still, he couldn’t help admiring her courage. She was, as he had said, an amazing woman.

Cantrell walked up just then, took his jar of black paint and drew a couple of stripes on her cheeks and across her forehead. “You do what your man tells you, you’ll be all right.”

She opened her mouth to correct him, tell him she didn’t belong to Dev or anyone else, saw Dev shake his head and closed her mouth. “I will.”
 
“Good.”

She might not belong to him, not in a permanent way, but tonight she was his responsibility, which for once she seemed to accept.

“Tuck your jeans into your boots,” he told her. “You don’t want anything crawling up your pant leg.”

Her eyes widened, but she did as he said.

As the men finished checking their gear, Dev raised his hand. “All right, you guys, listen up! We’re going in softly. The best scenario would be no shots fired.”

No one disagreed.

“Unfortunately, once the chopper shows up, all hell is going to break loose. Hopefully we’ll be on our way before they figure out exactly what’s going on.” From your lips to God’s ears,” Trace said.

Clive grinned.

“Cantrell stays above us. He’ll cover our asses if we get in trouble.” Jake was Force Recon, a marine sniper. He could take a man out from a mile away. He’d be closer than that to the compound tonight. Once his job was finished and the helicopter lifted away, he’d return to the Jeep, drive back down the hill, and they’d all meet back at the mine.

“Montez is ready with the chopper,” Dev continued. If all goes well, Mercer’s plane will be waiting when we get back here. We split up, head home the way we came, and we’re long gone before Alvarez’s boys have any notion who we are, or where to find us.”

And with any luck at all, Antonio Alvarez would be dead and his empire thrown into chaos—which would put a final end to their troubles.


“Anybody got any questions?”

No one said a word. “All right, let’s go.”








Twenty-Three



She was nervous. God knew, inside she was shaking. But as Lark descended farther into the mesquite-and-cactus-choked ravine, she forced a calmness into her demeanor that had the men casting her surprised, respectful glances and Dev looking at her with what might have been pride.

The night surrounded them, dark and a little bit cold, a slice of moon giving them barely enough light to see. She dodged a cactus, felt the sharp jab of a spine she hadn’t seen, bit back a curse and kept going. Hiking a neatly cleared trail through the mountains as she had done many times was nothing like this, but at least they were going downhill.

“You all right?” Dev asked softly as he came up beside her. She could hear the faint clanking of the flash grenade he wore clipped to his Kevlar vest.

“So far so good.”

“We’re almost halfway.”


Halfway? It seemed like she had been walking forever. Behind her, a root broke under someone’s foot and one of the men softly cursed, Trace Rawlins, she thought, recognizing his soft Texas drawl.

She made it another hundred yards. Her pantlegs were full of nasty, clinging little burrs and her heel was beginning to rub against the inside of her boot. The arroyo deepened, grew steeper, even more difficult to maneuver.

Mesquite limbs trembled in the breeze. She could hear the scratching of a kangaroo rat digging into the side of the hill. Then another sound intruded. The unmistakable buzz of a rattlesnake, somewhere near her feet. Fear jolted through her. She spotted the snake coiled near her boot and she froze, her stomach rolling, threatening to erupt. Metal rang in the darkness as Dev jerked his knife from its scabbard. The blade flashed downward in the moonlight and the snake’s head flew into the tangle of cactus and mesquite. The body lay pinned to the earth.

Silence descended. Dev pulled his knife from the carcass and stuck it back into the sheath tied to his leg. Lark took a steadying breath, but the adrenaline rushing through her veins hit her hard and her legs started shaking so wildly she sank down on a rock in the sand.

Dev’s voice floated quietly toward her. “It can’t hurt you now.” She felt his hand smoothing over the top of her head. “Just sit for a minute and you’ll be fine.”

“I’m sorry.” She looked up at him, looked past him to the others as they approached. “I’ll…I’ll be all right in a second or two.”

She felt Clive’s big hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay. I hate friggin’ snakes.” He squeezed, started off down the gully.

“You’re doin’ fine, darlin’,” Trace drawled. “At least we don’t have to walk back up.”

As he started after the others, Lark took a breath and shoved to her feet. “Let’s go.”

Dev waited for her to set out, then moved in behind her. Silently, they continued down the ravine. Jake had broken away from the men to set up his position. The rest of the group continued to their destination, a spot with good cover about seventy-five yards from the wall around the compound. From there, the arroyo began to widen, their cover to grow meager and finally disappear.

Riggs was there to greet them. “You’re not gonna like this,” he said to Dev.

“Yeah?” What is it?”

“Good news and bad. The good news is four of Alvarez’s men got into a car and left. The bad news is Alvarez went with them.”
 
“Shit.”

“No kidding.”

“I hope you’re ready for plan B,” Trace said.

Dev grunted. “At the moment, I’m working on plan C.”

Lark didn’t like the sound of that, whatever it meant, and Trace didn’t seem to, either.

The men fell silent, each turning to his respective task, immersing himself in the job that needed to be done. Trace set his laptop on a flat rock, opened it and began to hack into the security cameras inside the house, which, Dev had explained, would give them a visual every place there was a lens.

As soon as Trace was satisfied and ready to begin, the Texan left with Clive and Johnnie to disarm the outside security alarm. Communicating via the earpieces all of them were wearing, once the alarm was down it was Johnnie’s job to scale the wall, climb into the tower and take out the guard. After that, he would move inside the house as backup for Dev.

Clive’s job was to take out the one-man patrol before any of them were spotted, unlock the back gate, then stand watch and be ready to provide cover if needed.

While the men were gone, Dev used the infrared camera, scanning the house and grounds, picking up heat-producing images on the small screen. He aimed the camera toward an area that looked like a bedroom wing, but no one was moving around. It was late and most of the inhabitants were asleep.

He scanned several of the bedrooms. There was only one figure in the largest of the rooms, which lay at the end of the hall, the master suite, Lark figured, which confirmed Johnnie’s information that Alvarez was gone. Then in one of the other bedrooms, the image appeared of a small body lying in a narrow bed, but it was impossible to tell if the child was a boy or a girl.

Dev moved the camera and it picked up the heat signature of another small body in the room next door. His wide shoulders relaxed and Lark’s heart took a leap. One of the children had to be Chrissy.

Dev pointed toward the screen, showing Lark the small figures, and she nodded. He reached up and touched his earpiece, listening to one of the men.

“Alarm’s taken care of,” he said to her quietly. A few minutes later, he touched the earpiece again and looked up at the tower. Apparently, Johnnie had done his job and disposed of the threat from above.

Another message came through. “Good work, Mad,” Dev said. Which meant Clive had dealt with the perimeter guard. Lark spotted Trace moving stealthily back up the hill in their direction.

She caught Dev’s glance as he tipped his head toward Trace, warning her to stay close and remain out of sight. Then he disappeared into the darkness.

Watching him disappear sent her pulse speeding up a notch. So many things could happen. So much could go wrong.

Lark steeled herself, refusing to let the dark thoughts get the better of her.

Trace went to work on his laptop and she eased quietly over behind him, focusing on the tasks that needed to be done. Four different locations inside the house popped up on the screen all at once. Trace pointed at an image in the top right corner and adrenaline jolted through her at the sight of Dev moving stealthily along one of the halls.

Her heart began to thunder. There was a barracks full of Alvarez’s soldiers just outside the house, and more heat images had been spotted inside. Going after Chrissy could get Dev killed, get all of them killed.

Lark fixed her eyes on the screen and said a silent prayer for their safety.


 

It was quiet in the house, the soft press of his rubber-soled boots on the red tile floor the only sound. Dev moved stealthily along the hall, listening for Trace’s voice in his earpiece, ready to take whatever evasive measures were necessary to avoid an encounter. The Texan had disarmed the outside alarm system and also the motion sensors inside the house. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t run into a live body who would shout the alarm.

Huge potted palms lined both sides of the corridor. The walls were decorated with ornate gilt-framed paintings of Italian palaces and scenes from Venice. Dev moved past them.

Hearing a soft sound behind him, he turned to see Johnnie moving into position at his back, his UMP against his chest, his fingers wrapped around the trigger. A quick nod and Dev continued along the hall, his Browning resting comfortingly in his hand, a UMP slung over his shoulder.

From the images he had seen, the third door from the end of the corridor should be one of the children’s rooms. He paused in front of it, turned the knob, quietly opened the door and slipped inside. The bed was small, a child’s bed. Stuffed toys sat on top of a miniature table and chairs.

He moved quickly to the bedside, peeled back the covers, and looked down to see the face of a little boy. Drawing the covers back in place, he eased back out of the room and closed the door. A negative head shake to Hambone and he headed for the room next door.

He turned the knob and quietly stepped inside. The bed was king-size, a guest room, not a child’s room, enveloping the small figure under the fluffy down comforter. A gold satin bedspread had been carefully turned down at the foot of the bed. The figure stirred, moved, turned its head, opened its eyes and blinked up at him.

Chrissy gasped at the sight he made, and Dev clamped a hand over her mouth. “Don’t be afraid, sweetheart. Your mother is here. We’ve come to take you home.”

She reached up and touched his face, smearing the black streaks down his cheeks.
 
“Uncle Dev?”

His heart squeezed, turned completely over. “That’s right, sweetheart. Be quiet now so we can get you out of here.”

She nodded, understood. He slid his pistol into his holster and reached for her. She didn’t say a word as he lifted her into his arms and carried her across the room. In a pair of pink pajamas that had seen better days, she clung to his neck and he told himself his heart was beating in that slow, painful way because he was worried about getting her out safely.

Johnnie stood like a sentinel beside the door, his legs splayed, his gaze sharp as Dev stepped into the hallway. Riggs spotted the child and for an instant, his hard look softened. Then he jerked his head toward the opposite end of the hall and they turned and started back the way they had come.

Dev’s earpiece came to life and he heard Trace’s soft drawl. “Tango at your three o’clock.”

There was a connecting hall that bisected the corridor they were in. Dev stepped back against the wall and so did Johnnie. He felt Chrissy’s arms tighten around his neck as his gun came up and he pointed the barrel toward the man about to step into his line of fire.

“He’s turning around,” Trace said, “goin’ the other direction.”

Dev released a slow breath. The last thing he wanted was to kill a man in front of the little girl. He motioned to Johnnie and began to move forward. He approached the side door they had come in through and reached for the latch. At the same instant two things happened: Trace sounded a warning and he heard a man shout.

Another man answered and a jumble of Spanish followed.

“They’re coming!” Chrissy shouted, understanding the words.

So did Dev and he started to run.

“Keep going!” Johnnie shouted as they burst through the door and headed for the tall wooden rear gate, which Clive had opened for their escape.

Dev kept running, Chrissy clinging to his neck like a soft little monkey. A distant shot rang out from somewhere far above them. Dev saw a man jerk to a halt and crumple to the ground and knew Cantrell had hit his target. Johnnie fired a couple of shots from behind him. Dev turned and fired, pulled the pin on a flash grenade and tossed it away, pressed Chrissy’s head into his shoulder, blocking the burst of bright light, and kept running. The explosion was loud and jarring, the painfully dazzling light momentarily blinding his pursuers, providing a brief distraction.

He reached the gate and raced through. In the distance across the clearing outside, he could see the chopper descending, see its rotor blades churning. Trace and Lark were racing down the hill toward it. Behind him, Johnnie fired a burst from his UMP. Madman joined in, spraying a barrage of bullets toward the dozen, half-dressed soldados streaming out through the gate and those who had followed them from the house.

Dev turned and fired, getting off a couple of shots and one man went down.

“Keep going!” Clive shouted. “We’ll keep ’em busy till you get her aboard the chopper!”

He watched the helo settle, saw Trace scramble aboard, reach down for Lark and haul her in, then begin firing at Alvarez’s men. They were well-armed. As Dev raced toward the chopper, bullets sprayed into the ground just inches behind him and a shot ricocheted off a rock to his right.

He saw two men go down beneath Trace’s bullets, saw Johnnie take a man out and Clive wound another. Dev kept running.

When he reached the chopper, he handed Chrissy up to Trace, caught a glimpse of Lark, saw her aim her pistol, heard the hard bam bam of shots fired. A man went down who had come out of nowhere and plunged to the ground near his feet.

Dev turned, fired a burst from his UMP, providing cover for Madman and Hambone. Johnnie turned and fired a burst as they raced the final distance to the chopper. Dev helped them aboard as it lifted away, the helo taking a spray of bullets as it began its ascent into the air. There was blood on Clive’s sleeve, Dev saw, trailing down his arm, but Riggs appeared uninjured.

Montez banked hard, using the chopper as cover. Dev heard the ping of bullets on the fuselage. Montez banked again, and then once more. It seemed to take forever until the rain of gunfire faded and they were out of range, disappearing over the peaks of the rugged desert mountains.

Crouched on the floor, Trace had the sleeve of Clive’s shirt ripped open. He used the fabric to wipe away the blood to see how bad Clive was hurt.

“It’s a through-and-through,” he said with relief. Dev opened the first-aid kit, took out gauze pads and a roll of tape and helped Trace dress the wound. Behind them, Lark held on to Chrissy. Seeing her soft smile and the tears in her eyes, Dev’s chest tightened.

“She’s all right.” He reached out and smoothed a hand over Chrissy dark hair. “She’s a very brave little girl.”

The child looked up at him and her lips tried to curve, then she tucked her head back into Lark’s shoulder.

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded, gave him a teary smile. “Thank you.”

He made no reply. They weren’t out of this yet. He had promised to protect them but with Alvarez still alive, he wasn’t sure he could keep his word. Plan C was rolling around in his head but he needed more information, needed to talk to Chaz.

He glanced over at Clive, at the blood on his cammies and the pale hue of his face. “Your wife’s gonna kill me.”


Clive grinned. “I’ll tell her I shot myself cleaning my gun.”

Dev chuckled. Trace heard the exchange and laughed.

Hambone rolled his eyes and just shook his head.

At least they were alive. The next move was finding a way to get rid of Alvarez. Dev returned his thoughts to plan C.

 

Lark held tight to the little girl cradled in her lap. Chrissy hadn’t cried once. As the helicopter engine roared, she leaned close and whispered, “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

The child looked up at her, her green eyes luminous in the faint rays of moonlight streaming into the chopper. “I was really scared at first. But then I remembered what Dr. Rossi told me. She said if I ever needed her, I could talk to my nana Lupita, so I did. My nana said if I prayed really hard, you and Uncle Dev would come and get me.”

Lark’s eyes burned. “Of course we would. You’re my little girl, aren’t you?”

Chrissy’s eyes remained solemn. “Are you my mama now?”

Lark swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Yes, sweetheart, I am.”

“That’s good. A little girl needs a mama.”

Lark hugged her tighter. “That’s right, she does.”

They rode on the floor of the chopper, Rafael Montez at the controls, doing a very efficient job. Like all of them, he was loyal, fearless and strong, and she would never forget how much she owed all of these brave men.
 
Especially Dev.

She thought of the way he had looked in his camouflage fatigues, his face blackened, an automatic weapon slung over his shoulder and carrying a little, dark-haired girl. She would never forget the sight.

Nor the man.

She was desperately in love with him and whatever happened, that wasn’t going to change.

Nothing but pain could come of it. She knew the kind of man he was. Dev had never been anything but honest in his intentions. Loving a woman wasn’t something he could do.

Her hold tightened around the little girl in her arms. It was clear by the hero worship in her big green eyes that Chrissy loved him, too.

He had saved her. She would always remember. Together they would have to find a way to get along without him.

But it wouldn’t be an easy thing to do.

 

The plane wasn’t there when they got there. When Trace gave the word, Lark had used the satellite phone to contact Colin Mercer, the pilot, and tell him it was time to pick them up. Mercer had said he was on his way.

But the plane wasn’t waiting at the mine.

“Where is he, dammit?” Dev paced back and forth at the end of the dirt landing strip. They had left Alvarez’s compound a hornet’s nest of fury. The soldiers would be spreading out, searching the roadways, searching the hills, looking for any sign of their attackers. Sooner or later, they would find the mine.

Dev looked up at the empty skies. Cantrell had made it back. Montez had dropped them off as planned and flown the helo back to his friend’s ranch. Before the raid, he had carefully covered the call letters on the side of the chopper so Alvarez’s men wouldn’t see them, wouldn’t take out their vengeance on a hapless man who had no idea what the helicopter was being used for. He would have to repair the bullet holes, but hopefully that wouldn’t take long.

As soon as they reached the mine, they had gone into the building to retrieve their gear, loaded it into the vehicles and driven out to the air strip to wait for the plane.

But the plane hadn’t come.

The sat phone rang. Dev flipped it open and pressed it against his ear.

“Not gonna make our rendezvous,” Mercer said. “Engine trouble. I’m on my way back. Just hoping to hell I can make it.”
 
“Shit.”

“Let me know where you wind up. I’ll pick you up as soon as I can.” The if I can went unsaid.

“Good luck,” Dev said, hoping Mercer would make it safely back to the airfield where he could make repairs.

In the meantime, they had to get out of there.

“What happened?” Cantrell asked as he walked up.

“Engine trouble. For the moment, we’re on our own.” He turned to Trace. “Take Clive and Johnnie and head north. Best place to cross is probably Aqua Prieta. They won’t be looking in that direction.”

They’d be expecting him to head back to California, return Lark and the child to L.A., which he had no intention of doing.

“I guess that means you’re coming with me,” Cantrell said to him.

“I think I’ll stick around a little longer,” Johnnie put in before he could answer. “You know how much I love ol’ Mehico.”

Dev smiled, looked at Jake. “What about Montez?”

“He can take care of himself. He knows this country. He won’t have a problem.”

“All right, then.” He turned to Lark, who was holding Chrissy’s hand. If he’d been able to take out Alvarez—and the plane had been waiting—she and the child could be on their way home. But things were never that easy.

“Take Chrissy and get in the Jeep. Johnnie and I’ll ride in back with the gear.” He spoke to Cantrell. “I need to head south. You know somewhere we’ll be safe for a couple of days?”

He didn’t hesitate. “I know a place.”

He turned to Clive and Trace. “Take care of yourselves. Get his sorry ass home, will you?”

Trace chuckled. “I’ll get him home. Stay safe, my friends.”

And then they were gone, the Land Rover heading northeast, taking back roads that would eventually bisect Highway 17 and lead to the crossing into Arizona at Aqua Prieta. From Bisbee, a few miles north, Clive could fly back to L.A. and Trace could head home to Houston.


It was up to Dev to solve the problem of Antonio Alvarez and keep his friends, and Lark and Chrissy safe. At least he still had Cantrell and Riggs to help.

The Jeep engine roared to life, sand flew up behind the wheels, and the vehicle shot off down the dirt road, heading toward whatever safe house Cantrell could provide for them.

Once they got there, they could talk about Plan C.








Twenty-Four



It was a long, bouncy, dusty ride south out of the mountains. Lark had no idea where they were now or where they were going. But she trusted Dev and she had come to trust Jake Cantrell and Johnnie Riggs.

With Chrissy dozing in her lap, she allowed herself to nap, as well—at least between jarring potholes. At the first pit stop they made, Cantrell passed around a towel and they wiped the grease paint off their faces. They drove on through the night and never encountered any of Alvarez’s men. Clearly, Jake Cantrell knew his way around Mexico, or at least this part of it.

They stopped a couple more times along the road and shared a couple of bottles of water. The sun was creeping over the lands to the east when Lark roused herself again.

Chrissy also awakened. “I’m hungry” were the first words out of her mouth.

Jake grinned. “So am I, sweet cheeks. It isn’t far now and Graciela makes the best chorizo and eggs in Mexico.”

“Graciela?” One of Lark’s eyebrows went up.

“She’s a friend.” He didn’t say more and she didn’t press, but she wondered what Graciela looked like. Jake was a handsome, virile man and she couldn’t imagine him going too long without a woman.

Unfortunately, when Jake pulled the Jeep into the driveway of a modest house on the outskirts of the tiny village of Pueblo de Carmen, he discovered his friend wasn’t home.

“It’s all right. I know where she keeps the key. She won’t mind if we go in.”

So…very good friends, Lark thought. She handed Chrissy to Dev, who swung her down to the ground, reached up and swung Lark down beside her. Lark stretched and yawned, her muscles sore from Jake’s merciless driving along the rutted road.

Dev looked over at the small yellow house with the old-fashioned sash windows, the white picket fence in front of a skimpy lawn. “Whatever it is, it has to be better than riding all night in that Jeep.”

“Wait a minute!” Cantrell stopped midstride and turned back. “Be careful what you say about Sassy.”

“Sassy’s the name of your Jeep?” Riggs said, his dark eyebrows climbing.

Jake shrugged his massive shoulders. “She can be damned cantankerous at times.”

They laughed, figuring it was probably true. Riggs grumbled something about his bones being turned to jelly and unloaded their gear out of the Jeep while Jake went around back to retrieve the key.

Lark glanced up at Dev, who had ridden in the open air on a hard seat and had to be feeling even worse that she was—though he certainly didn’t look it. With his days’ growth of beard and fierce blue eyes, he looked like a pirate or a mercenary, and ridiculously attractive. He gave her one of his heated glances, winked, and her stomach lifted.

Oh, she was in so much trouble.

The front door opened. “Come on in.”

Taking Chrissy’s hand, she led the little girl past Jake into the house, which was small but spotlessly clean.

“There’s a bathroom at the end of the hall,” Jake said. “There’s a shower if you want one.”

It sounded like heaven to Lark.

Dev tipped his head toward the bathroom. “Ladies first. In the meantime, I’ll see if Jake can rustle us up something to eat.”

“I sure hope so,” Riggs grumbled. “My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.”

Lark laughed. Wheeling her suitcase down the hall, she tugged on Chrissy’s hand. “Come on, sweetheart. I think we could both use a little cleaning up.”

As soon as she closed the bathroom door behind them, Lark heard Dev calling the men into the kitchen. Whatever they were discussing, they didn’t want her to hear.

She wished she had stayed to listen.

 

“I think it’s time we discussed plan C,” Dev said, spinning one of the wooden kitchen chairs around backward and sitting down to face the others around the table.


“What happened to plan B?” Cantrell asked, also taking a seat. Johnnie sat down across from them.

“Plan B was to blackmail Alvarez. Chaz came up with a list of his Cayman offshore bank accounts. I thought I might be able to threaten him with handing the info over to the authorities, trade it back to him in exchange for leaving us alone.”

“Dumb idea,” Johnnie said.

“There would have had to be some kind of protection built into the deal,” Dev said. “But you’re probably right. At the time, it was all I could think of.”

“Alvarez isn’t exactly a man of his word,” Jake said. “And he isn’t afraid of the law so you can’t really threaten him with that. He would have agreed and killed you anyway.”

“Yeah, that’s what I figured.”

“So what’s plan C?” Johnnie asked.

Dev looked at him and smiled. “We get rid of Alvarez, just like we planned. And if we play our cards right, we get someone else to do the dirty work.”

Now he had their attention. “How’s that going to work?” Jake asked.

“You know that little tête-à-tête he’s planning with his mistress in Cabo this weekend?”

“What about it?”

“To the right people, that might be very interesting information. For instance, to someone like Don Ricardo de La Guerra.”

“The head of the El Dorado cartel?” Jake asked.

“That’s right. He and Alvarez are mortal enemies.”


Johnnie whistled. “I see where this is going and I like it.”

“So do I,” Jake said. “I take it that’s the reason we’re heading in this direction. De La Guerra’s operation is headquartered in Ciudad del Cordon. That’s less than a hundred miles from here.”

“I want to set up a meet with him, explain Lark’s situation and what’s happened with Alvarez so far.”

“Go on,” Jake prodded.

“When I heard Alvarez talking to his mistress, I remembered something I’d read while I was researching the drug cartels, something about Don Ricardo and how much he despises Alvarez. During our last pit stop, I called Chaz on the sat phone to see if the idea might work.”

The phone call was fairly safe. There was no way to connect Chaz to Dev, and the phone itself was untraceable. And no one even knew Jake was in Mexico.

“From what Chaz could find out in a short period of time, aside from dealing drugs in a major way, de La Guerra is nothing like his rival. To him running the cartel is just business. He’s not a nice guy—don’t get me wrong. And he wouldn’t hesitate to kill someone who crossed him. But word is, he’s fair and the people he works with respect him.”

“A well-respected drug dealer,” Jake said darkly. “There’s a twist.”

“True enough. But he’s also a family man. Which might give us an advantage.”

Johnnie leaned back in his chair. “So you want to set a trap for Alvarez in Cabo. That just might work.”


“Might at that,” said Jake.

“I need to meet with de La Guerra. I’m not quite sure how to arrange that, but we’ll figure it out.”

“What are you going to figure out?” Lark walked toward him in a clean pair of khaki shorts and a plain red, scoop-neck top. Her hair was still wet from the shower. She wore no makeup. And she looked sexy as hell.

His attention strayed. For a minute, he forgot what they had been discussing. Instead, he thought of the last time they had made love, of those long legs and that gorgeous ass bent over in front of him as he took her from behind. His groin tightened and he went rock-hard beneath the table.

Silently cursing, he forced his unwanted lust away and looked down at little Chrissy. She was barefoot, wearing one of Lark’s T-shirts, which hung down past her knees.

The front read Women Do It Better.

“I like the T-shirt,” Dev said with a grin, fighting not to think of the ravine.

“It was all I had, and don’t change the subject. What are we going to figure out?”

“Might as well tell her,” Jake said. “She won’t give up until you do.”

“That’s right,” Johnnie grumbled. “Women might think they do it better. Truth is, they’ll just nag you till you tell ’em they do.”

Lark’s mouth faintly curved. Then the almost-smile disappeared. “Tell me what’s going on.”


Dev tipped his head toward Chrissy, who was rubbing her eyes and yawning.

“Gracie’s room is on the right,” Jake said. “The bedroom on the left is for guests. Why don’t you put her down for a nap in there?”

“Good idea.” She caught hold of Chrissy’s hand. “Come on, sweetheart. Wouldn’t you like to lie down for a while?”

Chrissy nodded and followed her into the hallway. Lark reappeared a few minutes later.

“She went out like a light. So tell me what’s happening.”

When no one answered, she blasted them with a glare. “Tell me, dammit!”

Dev released a long-suffering sigh. “All right, here it is. We’re planning to trade some information to Don Ricardo de La Guerra. He’s the head of the El Dorado cartel. In exchange, we’re hoping he’ll take care of Alvarez.”

“And why would he do that?” she asked.

“Alvarez has been trying to take over the El Dorado cartel for years. He’s never made a frontal attack, but the threat is always there. De La Guerra has moved against him twice, but both times Alvarez escaped.”

“Too bad for us,” Lark said.

“On top of that, de La Guerra views Alvarez’s personal behavior as completely immoral and embarrassing to the rest of the cartel leaders—from the way he treats his women to the fact he murders whole families when one of them displeases him.”

“The way he did the Wellers,” Lark said.


“Exactly.”

“And that causes trouble with the law,” Johnnie added.

“Which isn’t good for anyone in the drug-dealing business,” Jake finished.

Dev told her how he planned to use Alvarez’s rendezvous with his mistress in Cabo San Lucas and his hope that Don Ricardo would be willing to deal with him there.

“After our assault on his house, maybe he won’t go,” Lark said. “Maybe he’ll be too busy trying to track us down and kill us.”

The men exchanged glances.

“What? You didn’t think I would realize that?”

“Yeah, well, we think he’ll make the trip. Alvarez’s ego is too big to let someone force him to change his plans.”

“So what we need to do is convince de La Guerra this is his chance.”

“That’s right,” Cantrell agreed. “And time is of the essence. We need Alvarez stopped and quickly.”

She turned to Dev. “You said he was a family man. After what happened to Chrissy, maybe I can help you convince him.”

Dev thought how dangerous it could be and opened his mouth to say no. Then he thought how desperately they needed this plan to work, how it was a matter of life and death, perhaps for all of them, and closed it again.

He took a deep breath. “Maybe you can,” he conceded.

Jake and Johnnie cast each other a glance, but they didn’t say a word.


 

Antonio Alvarez sat seething behind the desk in his study. When the door opened and Jorge Santos and Paulo Zepeda walked in, it was all he could do to remain in his seat.

He forced himself to stay calm. “Where is Ernesto Garcia? He was in charge while I was away.”

During the raid last night, Zepeda had been home with his family. Antonio and Santos had gone to the cantina, leaving Garcia in charge. At the time of the attack, Antonio had been happily wedged between the lovely thighs of the beautiful and desirable Francisca Miramontes.

“I asked you where he is!”

A knock at the door sounded before the men could reply. Santos walked over and pulled it open, admitting Ernesto Garcia into the room. He pulled off his navy-blue bill cap and held it gripped in both hands. He had thick black hair and very dark skin, but at the moment he looked as pale as a gringo.

“You were here last night?”

“Sí, mi jefe.”

“You were here and yet you did nothing? You let those men walk right into my house?”

“I do not know how they got inside. They must have destroyed the alarm system.”

“So these men…how many did you say there were?”

“We are not certain, jefe, perhaps…perhaps a dozen, maybe more.”

“So a dozen men walked right into my home and took the child—took her right out from beneath your noses.”

“There…there was no reason to suspect a threat. There was a guard posted in the tower and a man patrolling the grounds—”

“And why did they not sound the alarm?”

Garcia’s fingers tightened on the bill of his cap. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “They were…they were attacked, mi jefe. They were…they were…”

“Killed?” He wondered if he sounded hopeful. Fewer problems to deal with.

“No, mi jefe. They were left unconscious.”

“So they were sleeping, then, while my home was being raided. While my wife and son were in peril.”

Garcia looked even paler.

“And what of the others? Mi soldados? Were they also asleep?”

“Only at first. One of the servants in the house spotted the intruders and sounded the alarm. The soldiers very quickly responded.”

“But not quickly enough to prevent the theft of the girl. A gift I had given to Santos.”

Zepeda looked up at this and his mouth tightened. Of course he would disapprove. He did not understand that some men’s sexual needs were different than others. That gifts of such a delicate nature inspired a man’s loyalty. A commodity money alone could not buy.

“How many of my men were wounded or killed?”

Garcia cleared his throat. “Six wounded. Two dead.” Garcia nervously turned the hat in his hands. “We will find them, mi jefe. This I vow.”

Antonio rose from his chair, fists shaking, no longer able to contain his anger. “Oh, we will find them, all right. But you will not be among those who do.” He motioned to Santos. “Deal with Garcia as you see fit. And deal with the guards who were on duty that night. I do not wish to see them again.”

Garcia began to tremble. “Please…I have a family. A wife and children, a mother and grandfather. There is no one else to feed and care for them.”

Antonio slammed his fist down on the desk. “Do not whine to me! You should have thought of that when you left my family at the mercy of the raiders!”

Zepeda took a step forward, as if he intended to plead the man’s case.

“Do not say a word! If this man had done his job, the intruders would never have invaded my walls. They would be dead!”

Zepeda’s jaw tightened, but he knew better than to argue.

Antonio’s attention fixed on his lieutenants. “I will expect the two of you to find the men who did this. An attack of this nature cost a great deal of money to finance. Find the woman and you will find out who she paid to do it. Find her and you, Santos, will also find the girl. I expect this matter to be dealt with swiftly.”

“Sí, mi jefe.” Santos made a slight bow of his head, a smile of anticipation on his lips.

“As you wish,” Zepeda said darkly.


Antonio motioned toward Garcia. “Take him. Get him out of my sight.”

As Santos dragged him toward the door, Garcia started crying and pleading for forgiveness.

Weakling.

Antonio had no respect for a man like that.

And until the men who had invaded his home were dealt with, his anger would not lessen.

He was glad he was going away for a long, pleasant weekend. Between Francisca’s pretty legs, he would forget the raid on his home and find some small measure of peace.








Twenty-Five



Lark wandered out of the tiny bedroom with its robin’s egg-blue walls and tiny gold-painted Madonna on the dresser. A nicely done watercolor of the desert in spring time hung on the wall above the bed where Chrissy lay sleeping. The men were also asleep, she saw as she wan dered into the living room, all three of them sprawled like fallen logs on the dark brown carpet. After the firefight at the compound and the long drive last night, they were exhausted.

Her gaze went to Dev, who had showered before down-ing the breakfast of eggs and reheated tortillas Jake had made before he also went to sleep. Dev was clean-shaven now, his jaw smooth and hard, thick black lashes resting on his lean cheeks. He was incredibly handsome, and yet, when she thought of him, she thought mostly of his caring and concern, his competence and calm control in the most difficult situations.


She knew he would give his life to protect her and Chrissy or one of his friends.

He was a rare man and she loved him for it. More every day.

The heartbreak of losing him was going to be fierce.

A noise in the distance reached her. The sound of an approaching vehicle shifted her pulse into gear. She started toward the window, felt Dev’s hand on her arm, pulling her back out of the way. He flattened himself on one side of the window and Jake did the same on the other. Riggs had his gun out of its holster.

When an aging white Ford Taurus drove up in the driveway, Jake’s massive shoulders relaxed. “It’s Graciela.” He started toward the door, pulled it open and stepped out onto the tiny front porch. “I brought company, Gracie. I didn’t think you’d mind.”

She was an average-size woman, five-four or-five, Hispanic and very pretty. “I thought you were heading back to the States.”

“Change of plans.”

Her long black hair was pulled back in a braid and she was wearing jeans and a lightweight coral sweater. Jake stepped off the porch, kissed her cheek and took a bag of groceries out of her hands. “Come on in and I’ll introduce you.”

As Jake made the introductions, Graciela Gallegos smiled at each of the men, seemed genuinely pleased to meet them, but when Jake came to Lark, her expression subtly changed.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Lark said. “Jake has been working to help Devlin and me.” Words meant to let the woman know Lark had no interest in Jake, for clearly he was more to her than a friend. “My daughter was stolen. We came to Mexico to get her back.”

Some of the woman’s warmth returned. “And were you able to do this?”

Lark smiled broadly. “Yes, we were. Chrissy’s asleep in your guest room.”

Graciela smiled then, a bright white smile as pretty as her face. “I am glad.”

Jake filled her in on Antonio Alvarez and the kidnapping and the threat the cartel leader still posed. “We won’t be staying long. We’re trying to set up a meet with Ricardo de La Guerra. We’re hoping he can help us resolve the situation with Alvarez.”

Graciela frowned. “The don, he is a very dangerous man. You must be very careful, querido.” She turned to the others. “But tonight we will not think of that. Tonight we will drink wine and eat the chile verde I am going to make us for supper.”

“Gracie makes the best chile verde you’ve ever tasted,” Jake said.

“That sounds wonderful.” Lark thought of the MREs she had been eating and realized how hungry she was.

Jake smiled at Graciela with affection, but there was no heat, no fire in his light blue eyes. Lark thought he saw her more as a sister than an object of desire.

“I’ll help you put the groceries away,” Lark volunteered and Graciela smiled.

“I would like that. I am a teacher in the village. I spend more time with children than I do adults.”


They walked into the square open kitchen. The table and chairs in the middle were fashioned of rough-hewn wood, the seats of woven hemp. There were pale blue curtains at the windows and, except for the men’s recent footprints, the linoleum floors were spotlessly clean.

The women worked side by side, Lark helping Graciela, who insisted she call her Gracie. There was a slab of pork to cut up, onions to chop and fresh green chilies to prepare. Gracie was also making a rice dish with tomatoes and onions.

“I’ll have to remember how to make all this when I get back,” Lark said as the aroma of simmering meat and onions began to fill the kitchen. “It looks like it’s going to taste great.”

“I will show you how to make tortillas if you like. They are much better than the ones you buy in the store.”

“I’d love that.”

They worked in comfortable silence for a while. “So you’re a teacher,” Lark said. “What grade?”

“Pueblo de Carmen is small. I teach grades one through six.”

“So how did you and Jake meet?” A teacher and a mercenary didn’t seem a normal mix.

“Jake was a friend of my brother’s. They were working together with the drug-enforcement people from both of our countries.” Gracie glanced away. “Unfortunately, Roberto was killed during the mission.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.”

Gracie chopped another tomato. “It was several years ago. But Jake and I, both of us were very sad. Roberto’s death brought us together and we have been friends ever since.”

Lark assessed her. “More than friends, I think.”

Gracie gave her a wistful smile. “I wish that were so. I love him just as you love your Devlin.”

Lark straightened, surprised at the woman’s perception, hoping it wasn’t that obvious to everyone else.

“I love Jake,” Gracie continued, “but these men, they are not the kind to settle down with a woman.” She stared into Lark’s face. “This we both know.”

As much as she wanted to deny it, Gracie was right. Dev and the others weren’t the sort to settle down. Or even to fall in love.

“Does Jake know how you feel?” Lark asked.

“He thinks of me with affection, but he does not want me.”

Lark sighed. “Dev wants me. That never seems to change. Aside from that, I’m not sure what he thinks.”
 
“Sí, that is the way men are. Often, even they do not know what they want from a woman—aside from the comfort of their bodies.”

Silence fell. Gracie was no older than Lark, but she was very wise for her years.

A noise sounded in the kitchen doorway, interrupting their somewhat painful conversation. Dev walked into the kitchen with Chrissy riding piggyback behind him, her little legs wrapped around his waist.

He was grinning, tickling Chrissy’s bare feet and making her laugh, the picture of the perfect dad. Watching them together, knowing it was never going to happen, a lump began to swell in Lark’s throat. Dev jiggled the child a couple of times then set her on her feet and Chrissy grinned. It was amazing how fast children could bounce back from hardship.

“She’s hungry again,” Dev said. “I thought Gracie might have a little something to tide her over until dinner.”

Lark reached down and took hold of Chrissy’s hand. She had been sleeping when Gracie arrived. “Chrissy, this is Señorita Gallegos. She’s a friend.”

Gracie lowered herself to the child’s height. “What do you think? Would you like some pan dulce? It is not homemade but it comes from a little paneria in the village and it is very good.”

Chrissy nodded vigorously, making her dark curls bob up and down. “Sí, me gusta mucho.” Which meant I would like that very much.

“Her nana was Spanish,” Lark explained.

“Nana Lupita went to heaven,” Chrissy said solemnly. “Sometimes I really miss her.”

Lark lifted the child into her arms. “It’s all right to miss our friends. But when you get sad, just remember all the new friends you’ve made.”

Chrissy’s arms went around her neck. “And a new mama, too.”

Lark’s throat tightened. “That’s right, sweetheart, and a new mama, too.”

Dev said nothing, but his eyes found hers across the kitchen and there was something in them, something deep and yearning. It disappeared so quickly, she was sure she had imagined it.


“We need to make some plans,” he said brusquely. Turning, he walked back into the living room.

She could hear the men talking, trying to decide the best way to approach de La Guerra.

Lark prayed they would find a way.

 

They needed a plan. The problem was in getting to de La Guerra. He wasn’t as paranoid as Alvarez, but he didn’t open his doors to complete strangers, either.

Which was the reason Dev was damned glad to see Rafael Montez pull up in front of the house. Jake had been in touch with his friend via sat phone ever since Rafe had taken off in the chopper. He knew what was going on and where to find them.

“That’s Montez,” Jake said to Riggs.

“Who’s that with him?” Dev asked as Rafe turned off the engine of a brown Chevy pickup and two men got out of the truck.

“That’s Emilio Campbell.”

Dev’s dark eyebrows went up. “Scottish?”

“Half,” Jake said. “Emilio’s an artist. He knows de La Guerra. Don Ricardo owns some of his landscape paintings.”

“And he’s willing to help us?”

“That’s what Montez says. Alvarez killed his father. Apparently, he was a judge. Alvarez didn’t want the judge trying to enforce the law. He and his men walked into a café and shot him while he was drinking a cup of coffee.”

A muscle tightened in Dev’s jaw.

“Rafe explained to Campbell the reason we came to Mexico and why we need to see de La Guerra. Considering the way he feels about Alvarez, Campbell’s willing to try to arrange a meeting.”

“That’s great.” Montez had come through for them again. In the beginning, Dev hadn’t really liked the man, but mostly he was jealous of the handsome Latino with the sultry black eyes that seemed to see too much. But he had to admit Rafe was good at his job and as long as he kept his distance from Lark, Dev was glad to have him on the team.

The men walked into the house, Campbell a little taller than Montez with light brown hair and gray eyes. He was leaner, early thirties, attractive in a softer, less aggressive sort of way.

Introductions were made once more.

“I hope I’ll be able to help,” Emilio said with only the faintest trace of a Spanish accent. “Don Ricardo doesn’t like injustice. He won’t approve of a child being used as some sort of sick revenge. And he loathes Antonio Alvarez.”

“He lives in Ciudad del Cordon,” Jake said. “That’s not far away. How soon can you talk to him?”

“I’ll call him in the morning, find out what time he’ll see me—assuming he’ll agree.”

“But you think he will,” Dev said.

“I do. We both like art. He has been a patron of my career. We have spent several enjoyable evenings together discussing artists and their work. Tonight, Rafael and I will find a place to stay in the village. I’ll phone him first thing in the morning. Rafael can drive me to Ciudad del Cordon to see him.”


“I know a good place to stay,” Gracie said. “A friend of mine owns it. It is clean, the beds are good, and it is cheap. You are welcome to stay here, but you would have to sleep on the floor.”

He smiled at her kindly. “I think I prefer a bed.”

“That goes double for me,” Rafe said.

She set her hands on her hips. “But the two of you will stay for supper. On that, I insist.”

Emilio inhaled a deep breath, his nostrils expanding at the succulent aroma of simmering meat. “I’m a bachelor. I can’t resist an invitation to enjoy a good home-cooked meal.”

“Since I am his driver,” Rafe said, “it looks as if I will be staying, as well.”

Gracie smiled. “Good. Supper will be done very soon. Jake, why do you not open a bottle of wine and pour your friends a glass?”

“Good idea.” Jake followed Gracie into the kitchen. Dev noticed Emilio Campbell’s gray eyes following the sway of her hips. She was a beautiful woman, and yet he thought she must be lonely. Jake was clearly not interested in any sort of relationship beyond friendship. Maybe the ghost of her brother sat too solidly between them.

But Emilio…perhaps Emilio Campbell was lonely, too.

Dev’s gaze moved to Montez. Thanks to Rafe, their plan was moving forward. He might not like it, but he owed the man his thanks.

Dev wasn’t the kind of man who left a debt unpaid.


 

The meal was fantastic. Stacks of steaming homemade tortillas, succulent bowls of chile verde and mounds of Spanish rice. All topped with Gracie’s delicious salsa. Dev drank a glass of the rich red wine Jake poured from a stash he kept at the house, and Johnnie Riggs filled his plate three times. Jesus, the man could eat. No wonder they’d nicknamed him Hambone.

After supper, Dev made a point of seeking Montez out and found him standing on the back porch smoking one of his hand-rolled cigarettes.

Rafe turned at his approach. “Tomorrow should be a very interesting day.”

Dev strolled up beside him. Resting his hands on the porch rail, he stared out into the desert. “You think Campbell will be able to arrange a meet?”

“Emilio is a good man. He is a talented artist and well liked. He will get you in to see de La Guerra. Once you are there, convincing him may not be so easy.”

That was true enough. “De La Guerra can’t be sure he can trust us. We could be working for Alvarez, baiting some kind of trap in reverse.”

“Take your woman with you. She loves the child. She will find a way to convince him.”

“She isn’t my woman. She’s my client.”

Montez scoffed. “Perhaps there was a time that was so. Not anymore.”

Dev’s jaw tightened. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t I?” Rafe inhaled a lungful of smoke, let it roll slowly back into the darkness. “I know that when a man is willing to give his life for a woman it isn’t money or duty that drives him. You care for her. Maybe even love her. Perhaps you don’t see it, but I do.”

“Yeah? What makes you such an expert on women?”

Rafe shrugged. “I suppose because I am not like you. I am not afraid of love. If the right woman came along, I would make her mine and I would not let anyone take her from me.”

Dev made no comment. He wasn’t like Montez. He didn’t love Lark and even if he did, he didn’t have room in his life for a woman.

“I didn’t come out here to talk about my love life. I wanted to thank you. I appreciate everything you’ve done to help us. You’re a good man to have on the job.”

Rafe studied the thin trail of smoke drifting up from the tip of his cigarette. “I am being well paid. And I would like nothing so much as to see Alvarez in his grave.”

“Maybe you’ll get your wish.”

Rafe snuffed the cigarette out with the tips of his fingers then tossed it into the trash beside the door. “Think about what I said. Your lady…she is special. I wish I were as lucky as you.”

Dev watched him disappear back inside the house and released a slow breath. Montez was wrong. He had to be.

Dev refused to imagine the consequences if the man was right about his feelings for Lark.








Twenty-Six



The smell of meat and tortillas still lingered in the air. Outside the house, it was cool, the desert beginning to show the first signs of winter, coming in the months ahead.

As she descended the four back steps to the yard, Gracie pulled her shawl a little tighter around her shoulders. She loved this time of year. It wasn’t too hot and not yet too cold. She could enjoy the vast emptiness of the landscape without being overwhelmed by the weather.

She turned at the sound of footsteps, for an instant hoping it was Jake, knowing in her heart it was not. She was only a little surprised to see the man with the light brown hair and interesting gray eyes, Emilio Campbell.

“I hope you don’t mind if I join you,” he said. “I wanted to thank you before Rafael and I left for the village. The meal was delicious.”

“I am glad you enjoyed it.”


He stared off into the desert. There were no fences, nothing to interfere with the vast stretch of openness. Only the faint outline of the distant mountains was visible in the moonlight.

“I love the desert this time of year,” he said, mirroring her earlier thoughts.

“So do I.” She turned to face him. “I am a fan of your work.”

He seemed surprised. “You’ve seen my paintings?”

“I admired your landscapes first in a gallery in Ciudad del Cordon.”

“So you enjoy art, then.”

“Very much. I dabble a little with watercolor painting, myself. It is a hobby of mine. I am not so good, but I enjoy it.”

“Was that your work in the bedroom? The desert landscape? I noticed it when I walked down the hall.”

“That is mine. I told you I am not so good.”

“I liked it. I thought it showed a great deal of talent.”

She tried not to feel pleased. Men said those sorts of things all the time.

“It’s been a while since the gallery show I had in Ciudad del Cordon.”
 
“Sí, it was before my brother was killed.”

“I’m sorry.”

She looked up at him. There was something in those interesting gray eyes, something that held kindness and comfort, as if he understood her loss. Then she remembered that his father had also been killed in this war they waged against drugs.


“Do you think you will be able to help them?” she asked.

“I hope so. Alvarez needs to be dealt with.”

“You mean killed.”
 
“Yes.”

“You are a harder man than you seem.”

“Life does that to you.”
 
“Sí, it does.”

He gazed out into the darkness. “You and Cantrell… Montez says you’re just friends. But you look at him as something more.”

Her smile held a trace of regret. “In the past, I have wished there was more. But I am not a fool. I am not what Jake needs and I have begun to think that perhaps he is not what I need, either.”

Emilio reached out as if he meant to touch her but stopped himself. “I live in Rio Negro. That’s not so far from here. When this is over, perhaps I could call on you.”

She laughed. “That sounds very old-fashioned.”

He smiled, and she thought that he looked far younger and even more attractive. “Sometimes old-fashioned is not such a bad thing,” he said.

“You are right, and I would like very much for you to call on me.”

“We’ll make a date, then. When this is over.” He seemed pleased. “It’s time for us to go. Tell the others I’ll call as soon as I have something to report.”

“Thank you, Emilio.”

“There’s no need for thanks. Just say a prayer that this works. If it does, perhaps there’ll be less killing.”


She watched him walk away, his strides long and confident. On the surface, he looked like an average man, but she thought there was a core of steel beneath his every-man facade.

She wondered if she would see him again and smiled, somehow certain she would.

 

The call came at 3:00 p.m. the following afternoon. Lark listened anxiously as Dev talked on the phone to Emilio Campbell, then turned and spoke to the men.

“Campbell met with de La Guerra. Don Ricardo has agreed to a meeting. He insists I bring Lark and the child.”

Jake started shaking his head.

“No way,” Riggs said.

“De La Guerra is willing to listen, but there are no guarantees.” Dev looked over at Lark. “He wants you both there as insurance. He wants to be sure we’re telling him the truth.”

“I’m going—you couldn’t keep me away. But Chrissy—”

“You don’t have to worry,” Dev said. “Chrissy’s staying with Cantrell and Riggs. I’m only taking you because it’s our best chance, but I’m not risking the life of a four-year-old girl.”

“When’s the meet?” Jake asked.

“Tomorrow morning. Ten o’clock at de La Guerra’s house. I’m thinking we drive down to Ciudad del Cordon tonight. We’ve got to be there on time. We can’t afford to risk running into trouble.”

“Good idea,” Johnnie agreed. “I could use a night’s sleep in a real bed and besides, we don’t want Sassy throwing some kind of female fit and breaking down on the road.”

Jake grunted, but Lark smiled. “I’d better get ready. Chrissy’s outside with Gracie. I’ll get our things.” And the clothes Gracie had rounded up for Chrissy from the bag of hand-me-downs she was taking to the children at her school.

It took less than ten minutes for the men to collect their gear. Lark thanked Graciela for all she had done and hugged her goodbye.

“You’ve been wonderful, Gracie. I’ll never be able to repay your kindness.”

“I will say a prayer for you and Devlin. And for your little girl.”

“Thank you.”

“Jake will take good care of you,” Gracie said, casting him a sideways glance.

Lark just nodded, her throat suddenly tight. The men had saved her child and she had come to care for them greatly. But she was still in Mexico, still running for her life from a ruthless man set on killing them. It made her realize how much she missed her normal life, how much she missed her friends.

Scotty and Delilah, Carrie Beth and Dex, she knew they must be worried sick, but she couldn’t risk calling them. If Alvarez was trying to find her, he might tap their phones. If she called, he could trace the call backward. He would see the call came from Mexico and know who was calling. He could track their location and come after them. It was just too dangerous.


Besides, if Dev’s plan worked, in a few more days the threat would be over.

If Dev’s plan worked.

A cold tremor went through her. They were risking everything on a plan that might fail. If de La Guerra refused to help them, eventually Alvarez would find them. He would kill them without the slightest hesitation.

Lark took a steadying breath. It wasn’t going to happen. She was going to convince Ricardo de La Guerra to help them.

One way or another.

 

They checked into the Hotel Barranca, a small motel near the outskirts of Ciudad del Cordon, a sprawling desert town named for the chain of mountains visible in the distance. It was a pretty town, Dev thought, with several old-world cathedrals, a square with old-fashioned iron lamp posts, and cobbled streets. Though the surrounding lands were arid and rocky, palm trees grew here and there, and the streets were lined with leafy trees and dark green foliage.

Dev rented two rooms, one for Jake and Johnnie; one for him, Lark and Chrissy. Emilio Campbell had already left town, his task finished, heading back to Rio Negro where he lived. Montez had flown on to Cabo San Lucas to do some badly needed recon and try to find out if Antonio Alvarez’s plans remained unchanged.

What happened at tomorrow’s meeting and what Montez discovered would decide their fate. Or at least their next effort to stay alive.

Dev glanced around the room, not entirely shabby by third world country standards, with two double beds and a bathroom with a shower that was only slightly rusty. While Lark read to Chrissy from a children’s book about a lost puppy that Gracie had given her, Dev phoned Trace Rawlins.

“It’s me. You back in the States yet?”

“We’re in Arizona.”

“How’s Madman holding up?”

“Doin’ fine. Mean as a rattler. One of those doc-in-the-boxes stitched him up. He’s waitin’ for a flight to L.A. You gonna be okay?”

“So far so good. Working on Plan C. I’ll tell you all about it if it works. Keep your fingers crossed.”
 
“Will do.”

He signed off and turned off the phone. He didn’t think there was any way Alvarez could trace the call back to him, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

“Anybody hungry in there?” The voice belonged to Riggs, who called to them from the other side of the door and followed with a sharp rap of his knuckles.

“I am!” Chrissy jumped off the bed and ran to let him in. She stepped back and grinned up at him. “I want a taco, Uncle Johnnie.”

Dev cast him a glance. “Uncle Johnnie? When did that happen?”

He shrugged his thick shoulders. “Chrissy seems to have a lot of uncles lately.” Riggs took her hand. “Let’s go find Uncle Jake. He wants to go with us.” Chrissy grinned and nodded, did a little hop toward the door.

“Where are you going?” Lark asked. “Are you sure it’s safe?”


“The café’s right next to the motel.”

“Alvarez won’t be looking for us here,” Dev added. “He’ll figure we’re heading north, back to the States. There’s no reason for him to consider we’d be going deeper into Mexico. On top of that, we’ve crossed into El Dorado cartel territory. Alvarez is risking all-out war if he invades the area de La Guerra controls.”

Johnnie turned, lifted the back of his flowered short-sleeve shirt, showing Lark the Beretta semi-auto he had shoved into the back of his khaki pants. “She’ll be fine. Like I said, the place is right next door. If you don’t want to come, I’ll bring you back something.”

“That would be great,” Lark said.

She looked tired, Dev thought, she needed a rest and she trusted Chrissy with Johnnie and Jake. She managed to smile. “Have a good time, sweetie.”

“Bye, Mommy.” Chrissy waved and skipped away holding on to Johnnie’s big hand. Dev figured Riggs was taking the child so Lark could have a short break from her newly acquired parenting duties.

When the door closed and he looked at Lark, she had tears in her eyes, which she hurriedly blinked away.

“What is it?”

She shook her head. “Nothing…it’s just…that’s the first time she’s ever called me Mommy.”

He smiled at her softly. “It won’t be the last.” He walked toward her. “She’s a really good kid, Lark, and she loves you.”

She smiled, nodded.

After he had made love to her in the ravine, he had purposely been keeping his distance, as she had asked. It wasn’t fair to either of them to keep fueling the fire that always seemed to burn between them. But she looked so sweet and vulnerable, keeping his distance was nearly impossible to do.

“We could read or something,” he said when he saw her watching him with a hint of uncertainty. She was sitting on one of the beds, her shoulders propped against the orange vinyl headboard, her knees drawn up beneath her chin. He couldn’t miss the worry lines across her forehead, the slight droop of her shoulders.

She looked exhausted and troubled and he couldn’t blame her. Tomorrow’s meeting would determine her future and that of her child.

She unfolded those long sexy legs and came to her feet, closed the short distance between them and looked into his face.

“I know it isn’t fair of me to ask…I know you’ve been trying to respect my wishes, but I was hoping… Do you think, for a minute, you could just hold me?”

His chest squeezed. Most women would have broken down long before this. He opened his arms and she walked right into them, rested her head against his shoulder. She felt so good. So perfect. He closed his arms around her and felt her tremble. A sigh of relief whispered through her slender body.

“It’s all right,” he said, tightening his hold. “I’ve got you.”

Lark looked up at him. “This is going to work, isn’t it? We aren’t going to have to go into hiding? I’m not going to have to start my life all over again?”


His hand came up and sifted through her hair. It felt like silk beneath his fingers. “It’s going to work, baby. Everything’s going to happen just the way we planned.”

He prayed it was true. He prayed Alvarez would take his mistress to Cabo just as he’d said. That de La Guerra would agree to help them get rid of the vicious thug once and for all. That Lark and Chrissy would finally be safe.

She relaxed against him, absorbing his body heat and maybe a little of his strength. Dev just held her. God, she fit him so well, her soft curves meeting his more solid frame in all the right places. His body stirred and he began to go hard.

He wanted her. Had from the first moment he’d seen her. But he hadn’t known how good it would feel just to hold her. She took a shaky breath and started to pull away, but he wouldn’t let her go. He looped a heavy strand of her hair behind an ear. “You gonna be okay?”

She swallowed and glanced away. When she turned back to him, he lowered his head and very softly kissed her. It was a gentle, tender kiss, surprisingly gentle. There was no pressure, no urgency, and yet it felt exactly right.

For an instant she kissed him back in that same soft way. Lark ended the kiss before he was ready, eased from his arms and moved away.

“I can’t…can’t do this, Dev. I want to make love with you so much. I think about it all the time. But if we do, it’s only going to be more difficult when all of this is over.”

His chest felt strangely tight. So far, he hadn’t allowed himself to think how he would feel once Lark was out of his life. Looking at her now, her pretty green eyes searching his face, her lips still moist from his kisses, it hit him with the force of a blow.

She was far more than a client or a woman he had taken to bed. He was crazy about her, maybe even a little in love with her, just like Montez said.

His stomach knotted painfully. How had he let it get this far? How could he have been such a fool?

It isn’t too late, he told himself. If he was careful, if he set things on a more even course, he could protect himself.

“You’re right,” he said gruffly. “It’s better for both of us if we keep our relationship strictly business from here on out. I mean, we’re friends. More than friends, but that’s all it can ever be.”

She tried to smile, but her bottom lip trembled. “I know.” She tipped her head toward the door. “Do you think it’s too late to join the others in that little café? I think…I think I’m hungry after all.”

It was a lie and they both knew it. Neither of them was hungry—at least not for food.

“It’s not too late,” Dev said. But leaving was the last thing he wanted. Taking Lark to bed was what he wanted to do.

He walked over to the closet, reached up on the shelf as far back as he could and pulled out his Browning 9 mm. Stuffing it into the back of his jeans, he let his shirt fall over it, hiding it out of sight.

“Ready?” he asked as he pulled open the door.

Lark nodded.

But she didn’t seem any more ready to leave than he was.








Twenty-Seven



Lark rode next to Dev in Jake’s Jeep toward the big wrought-iron gate in front of Ricardo de La Guerra’s huge Spanish-style home. Her heart was pounding and her mouth felt dry. She told herself to relax, that this man wasn’t Alvarez. If he didn’t like what they had to say, he wasn’t just going to shoot them.

She forced herself to sit back against the seat, tried to focus on the breeze rushing through her hair. Earlier that morning, Dev and Jake had driven the roads in the hilly neighborhood so they would know their way around in case of trouble. When it was time to leave for the meeting, Dev had driven directly from the motel without a hitch.

She surveyed her surroundings as they drew near. The house and grounds, though walled and gated, weren’t as remote as those belonging to Antonio Alvarez. There were other homes along the road that wound up the hill. But the big Spanish-style mansion on several private acres looking out over the city was by far the most impressive.

Dev stopped the Jeep in front of the gate and a guard dressed in a perfectly tailored beige uniform walked out of the gatehouse up to the driver’s side door.

“May I help you?” he asked politely in Spanish.

“I’m Devlin Raines,” Dev replied in the same language. “The lady is Lark Delaney. Senor de La Guerra is expecting us.”

The guard walked back inside the gatehouse and picked up a phone to let the security people in the main house know they were coming, then the big iron gate slowly swung open.

“It’s lovely,” Lark said, her gaze going to the huge two-story, tile-roofed mansion built in a U-shape on top of the hill. Several guesthouses in the same Spanish style sat a little behind and off to one side of the house. The grounds were verdant and perfectly groomed. Palm trees and lush foliage lined both sides of the wide, paved driveway.

As they pulled up in front of the house, a heavyset man with a thick bulge under his arm—a weapon barely disguised by his jacket—walked up to the Jeep to greet them. Dev repeated in Spanish what he had told the guard at the gate.

“There is supposed to be three of you.” Dressed in the same beige uniform, the man looked from Dev to Lark. “Where is the child?”

“There is only the two of us,” Dev said firmly. “Please take us to Senor de La Guerra.”

The guard cast a long, assessing glance at Lark, who, dressed in tan slacks and a turquoise blouse, looked not the least bit threatening. He hesitated only a moment, then stepped back so that they could climb out of the Jeep.

Another uniformed man came forward as Dev lifted his arms and was thoroughly searched for any sort of weapon. The guard pulled the satellite phone out of Dev’s pocket and shoved it into his own. The guns they had used in the raid had been unloaded from the Jeep and now sat in a canvas bag on the floor in Jake and Johnnie’s motel room. Dev’s gun rested under the seat of the Jeep.

“You will please follow me.”

Lark felt Dev’s hand at her waist, guiding her up the wide tile steps to the ornate wooden doors. The guard opened the door and they stepped into a two-story entry lined with beautifully painted terra-cotta vases sitting on dark wooden pedestals.

Lark’s palms felt damp. They were there, inside de La Guerra’s home. Now all they had to do was convince him. The thought made her stomach churn.

Another man walked toward them, this one dressed in white slacks and a short-sleeve, maroon-and-white print shirt. He was maybe a little past forty, his black hair combed back from an unremarkable face, except for his high, carved cheekbones and deep-set black eyes.

He spoke to the guard, who handed him Dev’s satellite phone, then turned in their direction. “I am Alejandro Castillo,” he said in English. “I work for the don. He awaits you in his study. It is just down the hall.”

She was surprised they were all so polite. Even after what Dev had told her, she had expected mannerless ruffians, the cliché of a collection of drug dealers.

Castillo led them down a red-tiled hallway whose walls were lined with exquisite paintings in heavy wooden frames. She recognized a Degas and a Diego Rivera and wondered how much drug money the don had paid to buy them. In the distance down the hall, a young woman dressed in a white blouse and black skirt covered by a white ruffled apron scurried, broom in hand, around the corner.

As they moved along the corridor, she caught a glimpse of the living room, polished hardwood floors, colorful rugs and lovely Spanish antiques. Castillo arrived in front of the study, lifted the iron latch and opened the heavy wooden door.

“Your guests have arrived, Don Ricardo.”

“Show them in, please, and I would like you to stay, Alejandro.”

Castillo straightened, made a polite bow of his head. “As you wish.”

De La Guerra waited as they walked into the study, which was furnished with heavy carved tables and chairs and a huge oak desk. An oak-mantled fireplace opened in front of a leather seating area near the corner. Bright striped serapes draped over the back of the leather sofa.

Lark’s gaze went to the man with the iron-gray hair and intense black eyes. He was only a little taller than average, but his shoulders were wide, his waist flat and trim. He was an attractive man in a hard, weathered way, and immaculately dressed in cream-colored slacks and a blue silk shirt. She recognized his expensive shoes as Dior.

The don wasn’t a large man and yet there was something about him that made him seem so.

His dark gaze went from Lark to Dev. “Where is the child? My instructions were for you to bring her with you.” His English was even more polished than Castillo’s.

“My daughter is only four years old,” Lark answered before Dev could reply. “I don’t know you, Señor de La Guerra. I refuse to bring my daughter into a situation where she might not be safe.”

One of his gray eyebrows went up. “You come into my home and insult me?”

“No, I—”

“The child was recently abducted from her home,” Dev explained. “She has just been returned to her mother. It’s natural for Ms. Delaney to worry about her safety.”

“So she remained with your friends at the Hotel Barranca.”

Lark felt the blood draining out of her face.

“You think I did not know? You are in my world now, Señorita Delaney. I know everything that goes on in my world.” He motioned for them to take a seat on the sofa then came to stand in front of them. Light streaming in through a window flashed on the heavy ruby ring he wore on his right hand. On the left, a simple gold wedding band was worn smooth by age.

“You need not fear for your child,” he said. “I do not harm children. I have three of my own.” He sat down in a chair at the end of the sofa and Castillo took the seat at the opposite end.

“I admire your courage in coming here,” de La Guerra continued, “even more so since you did not follow my wishes. But I see your point. Perhaps it was an unfair request of a woman so recently become a mother.”

Lark’s gaze sharpened on his face. So he knew Chrissy wasn’t her biological child. She wondered how much more he knew. A good deal, she imagined. The man wore an air of confidence like a comfortable shirt.

“Why don’t you tell me a little about why you are here,” de La Guerra said to her.

Lark flicked a glance at Dev, whose subtle nod urged her to begin. “My little girl’s name is Chrissy. She was my sister’s child. Recently, my sister passed away.”

“I am sorry.”

“Thank you.” Lark went on to explain how Heather had been forced to give up her baby when she was only a teen. How her dying wish was to know her little girl had been adopted by a loving family. Lark told him how they had searched and finally found the adoptive parents, but that same day the Wellers were murdered by Antonio Alvarez.

“Weller was laundering money for Alvarez,” Dev put in. “Apparently the man was stealing.”
 
“Go on.”

Lark told him how Chrissy’s nanny had hidden her in a closet and saved her life.

“But Alvarez wasn’t satisfied with the carnage he’d left behind,” she continued. “His men broke into my home and abducted the child. With Mr. Raines’s help we were able to rescue her, but Alvarez won’t stop until we’re dead. I’ll do whatever it takes to protect my daughter. We’re hoping you will be willing to help.”

She could feel her heart beating frantically inside her chest. She prayed he wouldn’t see how desperate she really was.

“And by ‘helping’ you mean getting rid of Alvarez.”

“That’s right,” Dev said. “We know Alvarez has been trying to gain control of the El Dorado cartel for years. So far you’ve been able to stop him, but the price in men and money has been high. You’d like to get rid of the man for good, but Alvarez keeps himself surrounded by an army of soldiers and so far you haven’t been able to get to him.”

“Why am I to believe that has changed?”

“Ms. Delaney mentioned the rescue we made, a raid we carried out on Alvarez’s compound.”

“Yes, I know of it. A very bold move. Alvarez was beside himself with rage.”

Lark suppressed a shiver.

“During the assault,” Dev continued, “we uncovered certain information, including the exact location Alvarez can be found this weekend. I believe this is the chance you’ve been waiting for. And once he’s been dealt with, Ms. Delaney and her little girl will be safe.”

“And perhaps you, as well, Mr. Raines.”

“That’s right. Once Alvarez finds out I was the man who led the raid, it’s certain he’ll come after me.”

The don turned the heavy gold-and-ruby ring on his finger. “You were successful against him once. Why not handle the job yourself?”


“I’d like nothing better. Unfortunately, one of my men was wounded in the raid. Another is seeing to his care so I don’t have the manpower I had before. On top of that, our assault was well planned. We had plenty of ammo, air power. That is not the case now. We need help this time. That’s why we’re here.”

The don leaned back in his chair, slowly turning the ring on his finger. “I would need to know more details. If I were to put my men at risk.”

Dev leaned forward. “We have a man at the location, checking to be certain Alvarez’s plans haven’t changed. Once I receive word from him—and if you agree—I can give you all the information you need.”

De La Guerra stood up from his chair and Castillo rose, as well. “Then we shall wait for your phone call.”

Castillo walked over and handed Dev back his satellite phone.

“In the meantime and for the next several days while we are working this out,” the don said, “you will remain here as my guests. Once you receive word, we will talk again.”

Lark shot up from the sofa. “I can’t stay here. What about Chrissy? I can’t just leave her. She’s been abandoned too many times already. I have to go back.”

De La Guerra’s dark gaze fixed on her face. “You are right, of course. My men will return you to the hotel. You can pick up the child and bring her here. As I have told you, your daughter is in no danger. The three of you will stay in the guesthouse. Tonight we will all have supper together. By then we should know if we are to become business partners.”


Lark studied de La Guerra’s hard, handsome face. For whatever reason, she didn’t believe he meant to hurt them. She flicked a glance at Dev, read the grudging agreement in his expression. “All right, we accept your invitation.”

“Alejandro will drive you. Room two-fifteen, I believe.”

Dev’s jaw tightened. “I’ll go. I need to speak to my men, tell them what’s going on.”

“Tell them also,” de La Guerra said, “that should we decide to move forward, I will expect their assistance. This is a mutual problem. If we are to solve it, we will do so together.”

Dev made no comment, but she recognized the look on his face and it meant he wasn’t pleased.

He cast Lark a glance. “You’ll be all right till I get back?”

“I’ll be fine.” She hoped so, at any rate.

“I won’t be gone long.”

“In the meantime,” de La Guerra said, “I shall introduce Ms. Delaney to my wife, Dolores.” For the first time he smiled. “She is eager to meet you. She is quite fond of your LARK handbags.”

With absolutely no idea why, Lark felt a ridiculous sweep of relief.

 

Montez called as Dev rolled the Jeep into the motel parking lot. He’d been allowed to go after Chrissy on his own. But de La Guerra knew exactly where to find him and both of his men. And he held a very lovely hostage.


Dev pulled the sat phone out of his pocket, flipped it open and pressed it against his ear. “What have you got?”

“Alvarez is coming,” Montez said. “He is bringing the woman, just as he planned. The hotel staff is working like a hive of bees to prepare the presidential suite.”

“De La Guerra hasn’t agreed yet, but I think he will. Unfortunately, I’ve got a bad feeling he’s going to insist we be there when the hit goes down.”

“Is that so?”

“He wants Riggs and Cantrell in on the assault but they’ve done more than their share already. I’m sending them back to the States.”

“Not gonna happen, bro.”

Dev looked up to see Cantrell looming over him.

Dev shook his head at the determined look on Jake’s face and returned the phone to his ear. “What else?”

“Alvarez’s plane is supposed to land at the airport eleven o’clock tomorrow morning. The hotel limousine will be picking him up. He has asked for only one car, which means he will be bringing only a handful of men. But there are bound to be more, men he pays to protect him once he reaches the hotel.”

“De La Guerra needs to hit him before he gets there. That doesn’t give us much time.”

“It will have to be enough.”

“That it?”

“For now.”

Jake took the phone from Dev’s hand. “Riggs and I are on our way. I’ll call you as soon as we get in.” Jake hung up the phone.


“You weren’t hired for all of this.”

“Are we still on the payroll?”

“Goes without saying.”

“Then we’re in.”

Dev inwardly smiled. The men would work for free if he asked them. And the truth was, until this was over, he needed them.

Riggs led Chrissy out of the room and Dev hoisted her up in his arms and propped her against his shoulder.

“Where’s my mama?” she asked, her green eyes darting around in search of Lark, her fine dark eyebrows pulled into a worried frown.

“That’s where we’re headed. Your mama’s waiting for you at the top of that hill.” He turned and pointed toward the low hills at the edge of the city.

“How’d she get up there?”

He grinned. “Same way we’re gonna get there, muffin.” Walking around to the passenger side of the Jeep, he set her on the seat and strapped her in with the seat belt. It wasn’t the safest way to transport a child, but for now it was the best he could do. He reached out and ran a hand over her silky dark hair, exactly the texture and color of Lark’s—minus the red highlights, of course.

She was such a sweet little girl. If he ever had a daughter he would want one just like—he broke off the thought that had occurred to him before.

Not gonna happen, he told himself, ignoring the heavy weight that seemed to press down on his chest.

“Hang on, okay? Sometimes Uncle Jake’s Jeep can get kind of cantankerous.”


“What’s cantanerous?”

“Cantankerous. It means cranky. Just like you first thing in the morning.”

Chrissy let out a peal of laughter.

Dev smiled and turned to Jake. “I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”

“You got it.” Jake slapped Dev on the shoulder. “Stay safe.”

“You, too.”

Dev climbed in behind the wheel and started the engine. With a final wave at his friends, he put the Jeep in gear and drove out of the parking lot.








Twenty-Eight



The guesthouse was as beautifully furnished as the rest of the house, spacious, with a living room, kitchen, two bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a powder room in the entry. There was a wet bar, a fireplace, and a lovely view of the massive swimming pool in the verdant backyard enclosed by the U-shaped house.

It was amazing what drug money could purchase.

It was also a terrifying way to live.

There were guards posted at intervals around the outside walls, and men patrolled the grounds. There were no soldiers, no barracks, as there had been at Alvarez’s compound, but clearly it was a way of life that had to be defended.

Lark couldn’t help thinking what her mother had told her when she was a teen, that almost no one used drugs until the middle of the twentieth century. Anyone who got involved was ostracized by society.

Now the drug problem was completely out of control. Thousands of people in Mexico were murdered each year, whole families like the Wellers wiped out. The Mexican government laid much of the blame on the backs of the Americans, whose unquenchable demand for drugs was the monster that drove the industry.

Lark tried to put those things out of her head as she and Chrissy dressed for supper in the clothes that had been laid out for them. Hers was a lovely tea-length white eyelet off-the-shoulder sundress—November in Mexico was still sunny and warm. Though the dress was a little too loose, once the sashes at the waist were tied behind her back it appeared to be a perfect fit.

Chrissy wore a simple shift made of pink sateen with a double row of ruffles around the hem. Both of them wore pretty silver, loose-fitting, slip-on sandals.

The note on the bed beside the clothes had read,


I hope these fit. My daughter-in-law helped me pick them out. I enjoyed meeting you and look forward to seeing you again at supper.

Dolores de La Guerra


How could these people seem so normal? Clearly they were so sheltered from the real world they had lost all perception of reality.

One thing Lark knew for certain: as long as they were in Ricardo de La Guerra’s home, they were in danger.

She reached out and took hold of Chrissy’s hand. “You ready, sweetheart?”

The child looked down at the pink sateen dress. “It’s really pretty.”


Lark smiled. “Yes, it is, but not as pretty as you.”

Chrissy grinned up at her.

Lark took a steadying breath, opened the door and they walked into the guesthouse living room. She found Dev pacing in front of the empty hearth in the same tan slacks and blue flowered shirt he’d had on in San Felipe. He had showered and shaved. His hair, still damp from the shower, gleamed almost blue-black. He was so handsome her heart squeezed.

“Looks like my ladies are ready.” His gaze ran over Chrissy, moved to Lark, and he smiled. “You both look beautiful.”

Chrissy turned shy and stared down at her feet but Lark could see she was pleased.

“I can’t believe they bought us clothes,” Lark said, smoothing the front of her white eyelet dress.

“It isn’t that far to town.” Those incredible blue eyes moved over her, taking in the slight cleavage the dress revealed, the trim curve of her waist. For an instant, he let down his guard and she read the hunger, the desire for her he usually worked to hide. Her breath caught. Her gaze locked with his and the air seemed to thicken and pulse between them. He wanted her. And now he knew that she also wanted him.

Dev cleared his throat, breaking the spell. Chrissy twirled a little, making the pink sateen ruffles flare out around the hem. “I think the señora is very good at picking out dresses.”

Dev smiled. “I think so, too.” He looked at Lark. “I think Señora de La Guerra likes you. After all, you are a celebrity of sorts.”


“I design handbags. That hardly makes me a celebrity.”

“How many did she tell you she owned?”

Lark grinned. “Five.”

Dev grinned back. “Like I said…”

Her cheerful expression began to fade. “The don agreed to help us, but I’m not sure I believe him.” She hadn’t liked the looks that had passed between de La Guerra and Castillo when Dev had relayed his phone conversation with Montez.

“We have to take his word for it. We don’t have any choice.”

“Alvarez will be flying into Cabo tomorrow morning,” she said. “Why isn’t de La Guerra doing more to prepare?”

“I don’t know. Maybe we’ll find out tonight.”

Lark hoped so. But the drug lord’s attitude had been too casual, too cavalier for an endeavor of this magnitude.

Something wasn’t right.

She could feel it.

And looking at the tight set of Dev’s jaw, she was sure he could feel it, too.

 

Supper was amazing. Traditional Chihuahuan dishes of arracheras, strips of seasoned beef; pechuga de pollo, grilled chicken with roasted chili sauce and menoita, a regional white cheese, along with vegetables and wheat tortillas. For dessert, flan baked in mescal sauce.

Family and guests sat at a long oak dining table beneath heavy iron chandeliers. In a carved, high-backed wooden chair, the don surveyed his domain from the head of the table, his wife, Dolores, to his right.

Lark sat next to the señora, a handsome woman in her early fifties. Though fine lines flared from the corners of her eyes and silver threads wove through her heavy black hair, Dolores de La Guerra was a beautiful woman. She was the matriarch of the family and everyone treated her with respect.

At the opposite end of the table, the don’s eldest son, Miguel, was a man in his thirties, good-looking, with his father’s intelligent dark eyes and high forehead, but there was a softness in Miguel’s features that had been eroded away in the father.

Miguel’s wife, Bianca, was not as tall as Lark and thicker through the middle but she was pretty and sweet. Her ten-year-old son, Stefano, sat next to his sister, Soledad, who was about the same age as Chrissy.

They ate off bright-colored, glazed pottery plates, and rich red wine was served in heavy colored-glass goblets. The meal progressed somewhat formally at first, but soon became more relaxed. One of the children laughed too loudly and received a dark look from the don, but it didn’t last long, and Lark suspected from the proud way he looked at his family, he must be an indulgent grandfather.

Dev made casual conversation with Miguel and Bianca, but Lark could see the tension in his shoulders. He was worried about Alvarez and the man’s determination to see them dead, and he was anxious to do something about it. He was holding himself in check, but she wasn’t sure how long that was going to continue.


Slowly supper came to a close. As soon as the children were finished, servants arrived to shepherd them to a playroom at the back of the house.

Lark’s worry for Chrissy must have shown in her face.

“Do not be concerned, Señorita Delaney,” the don said. “There are enough toys and games to keep them occupied for hours and Conchita watches over them like a mother wolf with her cubs.”

She felt Dolores’s hand on her arm. “What happened to your Chrissy’s parents is well known in Mexico. I understand your fears, but my husband would never let anything happen to your child.”

Lark managed to smile. “I appreciate that.”

As the children were led away, a servant dressed in a white jacket appeared, pushing a cart that rattled over the uneven tile floors.

“Would anyone care for an after-dinner drink?” the don asked. “Perhaps a glass of port or brandy?” He turned to Lark. “Or maybe you would be courageous enough to try some sotol. It is a local beverage made from a plant similar to an agave.”

Why not? They weren’t going anywhere, at least not tonight, and if the don wanted to murder them in their sleep, he didn’t need to get them drunk to do it.

She smiled. “All right, I’ll try it.”

The servant poured the liquid into a tiny glass and set it in front of her. Lark took a tentative sip. “It’s very good. Cool and sort of sweet.”

The don seemed pleased. “I am glad you like it.” Along with Dev and his son, Miguel, he enjoyed a snifter of brandy. But no one had a second drink.

Lark could read the worry in Dev’s face, growing more pronounced by the moment. Just when she was certain he was going to say something about Alvarez and the mission, de La Guerra spoke up.

“Perhaps the ladies will excuse us. There are a few things we need to discuss.”

“Of course.” Dolores rose as a servant pulled out her chair.

Lark stood up, too. She wished she could go with the men but there was only so much the don would allow and besides, Dev was the soldier.

“If you don’t mind, Señora de La Guerra,” Lark said, “I would like to retrieve my child and retire for the evening. It’s been a long day.”

Dolores smiled kindly. “Of course. I will walk with you to the playroom.”

Lark heard the sound of heavy footfalls as the men headed off down the hall toward Don Ricardo’s study. Unconsciously her worried gaze followed.

“Come,” Dolores said. “Your friend, Mr. Raines, will be fine.”

Lark just nodded. She knew they would be discussing the raid, making plans to get rid of Antonio Alvarez once and for all.

All least she hoped that was what they were doing.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t convinced.

 

Dev softly closed the front door of the guesthouse and walked quietly across the living room. He jerked to a halt when a lamp next the sofa clicked on.


“I didn’t mean to scare you. I couldn’t go to sleep until I knew what had happened.”

He walked over and sat down beside her. She was still wearing the simple white eyelet dress and she looked young and incredibly pretty. She had done her hair in the wispy fashion that suited her, and riding in the open Jeep had pinkened her cheeks. A hint of cleavage peeked over the top of her dress, reminding him that her breasts were just the size to fill his hands. He loved her lips, so plump and pink and soft. If he leaned over just a little—
 
“Dev?”

He shook his head. What the hell was he doing? “Sorry. I must be tired.”

“Tell me what happened.”

He sighed. “Not enough. I don’t know what game de La Guerra is playing but I don’t like it.”

“What did he say?”

“I pressed him about the time frame, the fact that Alvarez will be arriving in Cabo in the morning, that we need to be there when his plane lands. The don says he’s taking care of what needs to be done. I guess that means he’s sending men on his own. Maybe tonight, I don’t know. He says that according to what I told him, Alvarez will be staying with his mistress for the next four days. That gives him plenty of time.”

“Plenty of time for what?” Lark asked.

Dev rake a hand through his short dark hair. “That’s what I’d like to know.” He released a slow breath. “We’ve presented him with the perfect opportunity, exactly what he’s been looking for. I don’t understand why he isn’t on top of this. Why we aren’t already on our way.”


“Surely, he doesn’t intend to go down there himself.”

“I wouldn’t think so. The way he keeps hedging, I have no idea what he’s got planned.”

“I don’t like this.”

“Neither do I.”

The sat phone rang. Dev pulled it out of the pocket of his slacks and flipped it open. “I’m here.”

“Where the hell are de La Guerra’s men?” Cantrell demanded. “I figured you would have called by now with the set up. For chrissake, the guy’s gonna be here tomorrow.”

“We just got out of a meeting. The don says he’s got it handled. He isn’t worried about the extra men. We’re supposed to talk again in the morning. Maybe by then he’ll have things worked out. In the meantime, there’s nothing more you can do. You might as well get a good night’s sleep.”
 
“Jesus.”

“I know.”

Cantrell’s slow breath whispered over the line. “That’s it, then. That’s all we’ve got?”
 
“That’s it.”

“Sonofabitch,” he said and the phone went dead.

Dev turned to Lark. “Cantrell’s worried.”

“So am I.”

A muscle tightened in his jaw. “We’ll know more in the morning. I guess we might as well go to bed.”

Her eyes swung to his. She looked at him as if just hearing him say it turned her on. Jesus, it sure as hell turned him on.


“Don’t look at me like that unless you mean it. Because I’m so wired right now, I could take you all night long and still not get enough.”

Her cheeks colored prettily and she glanced away. “I’m sorry, it’s just that…”

“Believe me, I know.” She was sitting so close he could smell her soft perfume, see the flecks of gold in the centers of her green cat eyes. “God, you turn me on.”

A pulse throbbed wildly at the base of her throat, and he could hear her heightened breathing.

“I know you feel it,” he said. “I know you want the same thing I do.”

A sad smile rose on her lips and she slowly stood up from the sofa. “You’re right. I want you. You’ll never know how much.” She leaned down and pressed a brief, soft kiss on his lips. “Good night, Dev.”

He forced himself to ignore the ache in his groin, the constant desire for her that rode him like a ravenous beast. “Good night, baby. I’ll see you in the morning.”

He watched her walk into the bedroom and close the door.

She had done him a favor, he told himself.

Done them both a favor.

Then again, maybe de La Guerra was lying and tomorrow he would have far worse things to worry about than falling in love.

 

Morning finally arrived, a bright, clear day in Ciudad del Cordon.

Dev and Lark were both up early, anxious for word from the don. Lark found coffee and a coffeemaker in the kitchen and gratefully brewed a pot. Setting a cup down for Dev on an end table in the living room, she carried one for herself over to the sofa and sat down. Picking up the English version of the November issue of People magazine, one of a stack of reading material left for them on the coffee table, she leaned back and tried to read.

Dev made no pretense of not worrying. Instead, he ignored the coffee and paced like a caged cat in front of the fireplace. Fortunately, Chrissy was still asleep.

The minutes ticked past but no word came from the don.

“I’m tempted to track him down,” Dev said, “find out what the hell is going on. We’re supposed to be his guests, aren’t we? Not his prisoners.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“If I was in Cabo with Cantrell and the others, we might be able to do the job ourselves.”

“It wouldn’t work and you know it. You need Don Ricardo’s help or we wouldn’t be here, so you might as well relax.”

He laughed harshly. “Oh, yeah, like that’s gonna happen.”

She might have smiled if she weren’t feeling so edgy herself. A few minutes later, a light knock sounded, and both of them whirled toward the door. It wasn’t a message from the don. It was a servant arriving with a cart full of breakfast goodies: eggs and tortillas, bacon and ham, pastries and an array of fresh fruit.

Chrissy must have smelled the delicious aromas for she padded out of the bedroom rubbing her eyes and searching for food.


“I’m hungry.”

She was always hungry, it seemed. But then she was a growing girl. Lark reached over and took her hand. “Come on, sweetie, I’ll fix you a plate.”

She fixed one for all three of them and they sat down at the pretty glass table in the kitchen. Dev was preoccupied, mostly toyed with his food and said little. Chrissy was busy eating, and Lark was…well, Lark was just worried.

More time passed. There were coloring books and some dolls to play with in a box near the sofa. Used to entertaining herself, Chrissy sat down to color, humming quietly to herself as she worked with the colorful crayons she found.

“It’s almost ten-thirty,” Dev said. “What the hell is going on?”

Since neither of them knew the answer, it was a relief to hear a second knock at their door. Dev strode over and pulled it open.

Alejandro Castillo stood on the front porch step. “Don Ricardo requests your presence in the study. He would like to speak to you both.” He stepped back and Lark saw the woman, Conchita, who had watched the children last night.

“The señora will take your child to the playroom.”

She trusted the heavyset older woman, who seemed truly concerned about the children in her care. Lark turned to Chrissy.

“Go with Señora Conchita, sweetheart. I’ll be there in a little while.”


Chrissy looked up at the black-haired woman. “Will Soledad and Stefano be there?” she asked in Spanish.

The woman replied that they would.

“Come,” Castillo said, holding the door for them to pass.

They followed him along the walkway, weaving their way through the dense green foliage that overflowed the flowerbeds, making their way back to the house. Stepping through the heavy wooden French doors, Alejandro led them down the hall to Don Ricardo’s study. Castillo and Dev both waited as she walked inside, then they followed her in and Castillo closed the door.

De La Guerra didn’t offer them a seat. “There has been a change of plans,” he said, and her stomach sank like a stone.

Dev’s jaw hardened. “You gave us your word.”

“I said that I would help you. I also said that I was taking care of things.”

“What are you saying?”

“A rather timely accident has occurred. During the flight from Hermosillo to Cabo San Lucas, as Alvarez’s plane was flying over the Golfo de California, there was some sort of malfunction. The plane exploded. All of those on board were killed.”

Lark’s knees went weak. She felt Dev’s hand at her waist, helping her stay on her feet.

“Perhaps the señorita would like to sit down.”

“Thank you.” She sank down gratefully in the nearest chair, her mind filled with images of twisted metal and bodies flying through the air. “This accident has been confirmed?” Dev asked.


De La Guerra nodded. “Señor Alvarez and his top lieutenant, Jorge Santos, were both on board at the time of the explosion, along with Alvarez’s mistress, Francisca Miramontes, and four of his personal bodyguards. And of course, the unfortunate pilot. It was a shame about the others, but sometimes death is the price a man pays for the company he keeps.”

Dev released a breath. Some of the tension seeped out of his shoulders. “So it’s over.”

“For you and the señorita, yes. My position will also be improved. You see, the new head of the Las Garzas cartel will now be Alvarez’s second lieutenant, Paulo Zepeda. Señor Zepeda is an intelligent, sensible man, and a longtime acquaintance.”

“So that’s how you knew.”

The don merely smiled. “I told you before, I know everything that goes on in my world.”

“It was Zepeda, then, who arranged the explosion.”

He shrugged his shoulders, though clearly he knew. “The man has a number of loyal followers, men Alvarez dealt with quite harshly. Some of them wanted to see him dead even more than you did.”

“I guess you reap what you sow.”

“In this case, clearly that is true.”

Lark felt Dev’s light touch, urging her up from her chair.

“You’re a man of your word, Don Ricardo,” he said. “And a generous host, as well. Now, with your permission, I’d like to take my family and leave.”

Lark’s gaze swung to his. He hadn’t meant to say it. She could tell by the surprised look on his face.


“You do that, Señor Raines,” the don said with the faintest of smiles. “It has been a pleasure meeting you…and your family.”

Dev worked hard not to look at her.

Lark almost felt sorry for him.








Twenty-Nine



As soon as they left the house, Dev made the necessary phone calls, informing Cantrell, Riggs and Montez of the drug lord’s unfortunate accident. Alvarez was dead and they could all go home. He called Trace and then Clive, who both sounded relieved.

“I guess your plan C worked after all,” Clive said with a smile in his voice.

“Yeah, even better than I could have planned. You feeling all right?”

“Molly’s babying me and I’m loving every minute.” He chuckled. “You might want to stay gone for a while, though.”

Dev laughed and shook his head.

The next call went to Colin Mercer, the pilot of their chartered Baron.

“Any chance you got that engine problem fixed?”

“Sure is,” Mercer said. “Good mechanic here. Got the old girl running smooth as silk.”


“I’m damned glad to hear it. We’re in Ciudad del Cordon. You know where that is?”

“Sure do. I’ll pick you up at the airport in less than two hours. That work for you?”

“You bet.” Cantrell and Riggs would both be heading back on their own, Riggs flying into L.A. from Cabo while Jake planned to fly back to del Cordon to pick up his Jeep and drive to Texas for a job with Trace Rawlins. Montez was heading south to Puerto Vallarta. Dev had come to respect the man. If he ever did another job in Mexico, he’d want Montez on his team.

“So we’re heading back home?” the pilot asked.

“Roger that.”

“Damn, I’m ready,” Mercer said.

“Me, too.” Dev closed the phone and looked over at Lark. “Mercer’s picking us up. He’ll be landing at the airport in a couple of hours.”

She brightened. “I can hardly wait.”

Both of them were more than ready to leave. That morning they had said polite goodbyes to the don and his wife, and Lark had thanked them for a lovely visit.

He wouldn’t quite call it that, but their meeting with the don had kept them from confronting Alvarez and maybe getting themselves killed. Thanks to Don Ricardo, the leader of the Las Garzas cartel was no longer a threat.

They were safe.

And they were going home.

They headed for the airport and he parked the Jeep under a leafy tree in the parking lot. If Mercer’s Baron hadn’t been ready, he would have had to find them another way home. Fortunately, that wasn’t going to be a problem.

“I’d like to call Marge Covey and some of my friends,” Lark said. “I know they’re worried sick.”

“Sure, go ahead.”

He waited till Lark had finished her calls then phoned Scottsdale and talked to Town.

“Man, am I glad to hear from you,” his friend said. “Trace called a couple of days ago so I knew you were alive—at least then.”

“We’re on our way back. Everyone’s fine. I’ll fill you in once we get to L.A.”

“You better call your brothers. They must have phoned a dozen times.”

He knew they would be worried. It was part of being a family. “I’ll call.”

He phoned Jackson first. “I hear you’ve been looking for me.”

“Damn straight. Town said you found the little girl. Everyone okay?”

“All of us are alive and well. Alvarez isn’t—which means Lark and Chrissy are safe.”

“That’s great news.”

“Sure is. Listen, I gotta get going. I’ll call you when I get back home.”

“Good enough.”

His conversation with Gabe went much the same. I’m fine. Everyone else is fine. Alvarez is dead and every-

one’s safe.

“Mattie feeling all right?” he asked. She was only a couple of months pregnant, but Gabe was already handing out cigars.

“She’s feeling great. Has that pretty female glow pregnant women get.”

He just smiled. His brother’s wife was a beautiful woman and Gabe was crazy about her.

Then his brother added. “So…you bringing the two of them home with you?”

He didn’t have to ask which two Gabe meant. “Lark is staying in L.A. She has her own life, big brother, and I’ve got mine.”

“Sorry, I was kind of hoping that might change.”

But nothing had changed. It wasn’t going to. Dev ignored the burning in his stomach. “I gotta catch a plane, bro. I’ll call you when I get back to the States.”

“Take care of yourself.” Gabe hung up the phone and Dev blew out a breath.

Once he was in Arizona, his life could return to normal. All he had to do was get Lark and Chrissy back to L.A.

His stomach burned. He told himself it was just that he had never liked saying goodbye and saying goodbye to Lark and little Chrissy after all they had been through was going to be even harder than usual.

You’ll be fine once you get home.

Things would be just like they were before.

He told himself that was exactly what he wanted.

He just wished he were more convinced.

 

As the twin-engine plane descended through the darkness to the Burbank airport, Lark had never been so glad to see the lights of L.A. They sparkled jewel-like in the blackness below, reminding her she was finally in the good ol’ U.S.A. She and Chrissy were home and they were safe. Everything was going to be okay.

She glanced over at Dev, who sat across the aisle. She knew every line of his face, the little cleft in his chin, the beautiful blue eyes, the way he looked like a pirate in the mornings before he shaved. She knew how strong he was, how loyal and caring. He was as good a man as she had ever met and she was desperately in love with him. Dear God, she was going to miss him.

“By the time we get back to the house it’ll be pretty late,” she said. “You’re not planning to fly on home tonight, are you?”

His eyes found hers. “I talked to Mercer, asked him to take me on to Phoenix. But a storm’s coming in and both of us are tired. It’s smarter to wait until morning.”

“I was hoping you would stay. It doesn’t seem right for you to just go off in the middle of the night.” But then it didn’t seem right for him to be leaving at all. “I mean…it wouldn’t be fair to Chrissy.”

His gaze held hers across the aisle. “No…I guess it wouldn’t be fair just to leave.” But his expression said Chrissy wasn’t the only reason he was staying.

She loved him so much. She wished she had the courage to tell him. Maybe it would change the way he felt.

Her heart squeezed. Telling him she loved him wouldn’t change a thing. There had never been any doubt about the way all this would end.

The plane continued its descent, the wheels lightly touching down, settling, skimming along the tarmac, slowing, slowing. Mercer turned the aircraft around and taxied back to the executive terminal. Chrissy was sound asleep when Colin Mercer turned off the engines and the propellers rotated to a stop.

“I’ll take her,” Dev said, unfastening her seat belt and lifting her into his arms. When they stepped down to the pavement, they found Mercer unloading their luggage from the plane.

By the time they had picked up a rental car and loaded their bags into the trunk, dropped Mercer off at the Hilton next to the airport and were on their way downtown, Chrissy had fallen asleep in the backseat of the car.

“Poor little thing is exhausted,” Lark said.

“It’s been a long day.”

“There’s been a lot of long days for all of us.” Long and frightening days. She didn’t think she would have made it if it hadn’t been for Dev.

“Will Mrs. Covey be at the condo when we get there?”

Lark shook her head. “She said everything was ready but she wouldn’t be over until tomorrow.”

Dev’s gaze flashed to hers. Once Chrissy was put down for the night, they would be alone in the house.

Neither of them said what both of them were thinking: that the need that had been building between them wasn’t going to let either of them get any sleep.

“It’s starting to rain,” Lark said as small drops began to ping against the windshield of the car.

“According to Mercer, the storm’s supposed to be over by morning.”


He turned on the wipers and the swish, swish of the blades filled the silence as he drove the car through the increasing downpour. He pulled into the underground lot and turned off the engine, got out of the car, then leaned into the backseat and lifted Chrissy out, propping her against his chest as he carried her into the house.

“I’ll come back and get the luggage,” he said and because she was so tired and utterly depressed, Lark just nodded.

She hurried ahead of them and used her key to summon the elevator, then raced down the hall and unlocked the door to her condo. She hadn’t thought of the shooting until that very moment, hadn’t realized the impact being there again would have.

Her heart jerked into gear and her palms went damp. Her gaze shot to the hall, but there was no body, no trace of the man she had shot that night, no blood or any other evidence of what had happened.

The place had been thoroughly cleaned and everything put back in order. Marge had obviously been there. The kitchen was spotlessly clean, the sofa pillows plumped, and beds had been turned down as if awaiting her and Chrissy’s return.

Lark breathed a sigh of relief. Her heartbeat slowed and a feeling of normalcy began to slip over her.

Carrying the child down the hall, Dev turned into the little girl’s bedroom and Lark followed. He settled the sleeping child on the narrow bed and gently pulled up the covers. Chrissy stirred, slowly blinked awake, then glanced around, trying to figure out where she was.


Then her eyes widened in fear. “Uncle Dev, I’m scared!”

Dev sat down on the bed beside her, reached out and smoothed back a lock of her shiny dark hair. “It’s all right, muffin, you’re home and you’re safe. The bad men are gone. No one’s ever going to hurt you again.”

Her eyes remained troubled. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“How do you know? Are you gonna stay here and protect us?”

Something moved across his features, then it was gone. “I’ll be here tonight, so you don’t have to worry, okay?”

Lark’s heart twisted. One night. One more night was all they had.

Chrissy relaxed against the pillow. “Okay.”

“Your mama’s going to tuck you in, all right?”

She nodded. “Good night, Uncle Dev.”

He bent over and kissed her forehead. “Good night, muffin.”

Lark walked over and sat down, taking his place on the edge of the bed.

“I’ll get the luggage,” Dev said gruffly, and then he was gone.

“Is Uncle Dev gonna live with us?” Chrissy asked, her eyes full of hope.

Lark’s throat tightened. “No, sweetie. But your uncle Dev and his friends took care of the bad men. They’re gone forever so we don’t have to be afraid.”
 
“Truly?”

“Truly.”


“He’s very brave.”

She forced herself to smile. “Yes, he is.”

“I wish he would stay with us forever.”

Tears burned her eyes. She prayed that Chrissy wouldn’t see. “So do I, sweetheart.” She pulled up the covers, leaned over and kissed the little girl’s cheek. “Good night, honey.”

Chrissy’s lashes drifted down, lay thick and black against her plump cheeks. After what had happened, Lark had worried the child might be afraid to sleep in the room by herself. But Chrissy wasn’t afraid to sleep alone. She had survived being abducted and slept in a drug dealer’s house. She had napped by herself in one of Gracie’s bedrooms in a tiny house deep in Mexico. She’d slept in shabby motel rooms and never made a peep. For a four-year-old, she was amazing.

Lark smiled sadly. Chrissy would learn to live without Dev, just as she had learned to get along without her parents, without her nana Lupita. She would adapt, even flourish.

Lark hoped she would fare as well. But for her, loving a man didn’t end the moment he was out of sight.

One thing she knew. Losing Dev Raines was going to be the hardest thing she’d ever done.

 

The storm grew wilder, more intense. The trim on the roof was made of corrugated metal and the rain beat down with the rhythm of a Jamaican steel drum.

Sitting on the sofa in the living room, Dev leaned back and closed his eyes, the steady patter almost hypnotic. It was his last night with Lark, the last time they would be together. The thought made his chest ache.

Hearing the faint click of a door being closed, he sat up and turned to see Lark walking down the hall in his direction.

“She asleep?” he asked.

“She was exhausted.” Her gaze found his. “She’s really going to miss you, Dev.”

His eyes ran over her face, memorizing the soft curves and valleys, the soft lips and pretty green eyes. “What about you, Lark? Will you miss me, too?”

He caught a flash of something in her eyes before she glanced away. “You know I will.”

Maybe she would, at least for a while. But there was no way he could know for sure.

He thought of Amy. She’d said she loved him and he had believed her. It wasn’t the truth. How did a man ever really know what a woman truly felt for him?

Lark sat down on the sofa beside him. “I owe you so much. You risked your life for me and Chrissy. I’ll never forget what you did for us.”

He looked into her face, saw there were a few new freckles after her days in the sun. He reached out and ran his thumb over her full bottom lip. He had never wanted to kiss her so badly.

“It wasn’t all hard work,” he said. “There were certain perks that went with the job.”

Her mouth curved up. “Like taking me to bed?”

“Yeah.” He smiled softly. “The only problem was I never got enough. I kept wanting to make love to you again.”


“Is that what you want right now?”

His heart was pounding, beating nearly as hard as the rain. “I’ve never wanted anything so badly.” He moved closer, slid his fingers beneath the silky hair at the nape of her neck, and drew her toward him. Leaning down, he settled his mouth over hers. It was a sweet, gentle kiss, the kind that told her how much he cared.

He couldn’t deny it. Lark Delaney had somehow managed to steal a place in his heart. He cared for her more than any woman he had ever known. Leaving her tomorrow was going to be hell.

The kiss went on and on. The kind of kiss that seemed to have no end and he didn’t want it to. Her lips were soft and pliant under his, her breasts even softer where they pillowed against his chest. He was hard. Rock-hard and aching. For days, the hunger had been building and now it was beginning to devour him.

He deepened the kiss and his tongue slid into her mouth, felt her tongue glide over his. He tried to hold back, but the heat was overwhelming, burning him from the inside out. Lark made a soft sound in her throat and leaned toward him and his control stretched thin.

His hands shook as he unfastened the buttons on her blouse, unhooked the front of her bra and took one of her lovely breasts into his mouth. She tasted so sweet, felt so soft, except for the pebble-hard crest he rolled beneath his tongue. The need burned hotter, seemed to scorch his flesh. He wanted to rip off her clothes, pull her down on the sofa and bury himself inside her.

He wanted to stay inside her forever.

Instead, he stripped away her blouse and she helped him with the rest of her clothes, helped him with his own. Naked he rose above her, kissed her deeply and settled himself between her legs.

He was hard and throbbing, aching with every heartbeat. He needed to be inside her more than he needed to breathe. But he wanted her to remember this night. He wanted, just for this one night, to make her completely his.

She lay naked beneath him, her cheeks flushed, her breasts rosy and her nipples tight. He began to suckle them, first one and then the other, until he had her squirming, making soft little whimpering sounds. He moved down her body, kissing her navel, kissing the flat spot below, kissing the inside of those long, sexy legs.

His mouth explored her sex and she whimpered and arched upward, unconsciously begging for more. His nostrils filled with the scent of her, desire and the sweet fragrance that was hers alone. Taking her like this, pushing her to the edge of climax, stiffened his arousal until he was in pain.

He had to have her, had to be inside her. But there was something more. Something deep and yearning that made his chest tighten and his eyes burn.

Love, he thought, the knowledge hitting him with so much force he forgot to breathe. He had prayed he was wrong, prayed his feelings didn’t run that deep. Now he knew for certain. He was in love with Lark Delaney.

He kissed her again, refusing to accept a truth he could not handle, determined to shove the emotion away. He focused his thoughts on having her, stroked her softness, positioned himself and drove himself home. He needed her. God, he needed her so badly. He thrust into her deep and hard, and she responded, meeting each of his powerful strokes. He drove deeper, faster, harder, taking her fiercely, marking her as his.

He heard her cry out, felt her climax begin, little ripples racing through her body as her womb tightened around him, pushing him over the edge. He came with a rush, a release so fierce his head fell back and he clenched his jaw to keep the primitive cry locked in his throat.

For seconds he didn’t move, just let the rush sweep through him, let the fire burn out. His breathing began to grow even and his chest no longer heaved up and down.

Bending his head, he kissed her. There were tears on her cheeks and his heart twisted inside him.

“You all right?” he asked, but she wasn’t the one who wasn’t all right. He was the one who had made the ultimate mistake and let himself fall in love.

Lark nodded. “I’m all right. That was just so…it was just so wonderful.”

He kissed her softly one last time, then lifted himself away, eased to her side and curled her against him. “Yeah, it was.”

He waited as their heartbeats continued to slow, let himself enjoy the feel of her trim waist and long, supple legs, her firm, slender body pressed against the harder muscles of his own.

He was already getting hard again and for the first time it occurred to him just how out of control he had been. He took a breath, wishing he didn’t have to tell her.

“Listen, baby, I didn’t use a condom. I should have been more careful, but I was…” Thinking more about you than sex. “I guess I got carried away. If anything happens—”

“It’s only happened once. It’ll probably be all right. But if something does happen, I’ll let you know. I don’t want you to worry, okay?”

“All right.” But he would, of course, until he knew for sure she wasn’t pregnant. At least he’d have a reason to call her again. “It’s late,” he said. “I think maybe we should go to bed.”

He felt her slight nod. “I suppose we ought to get some sleep.”

He stood, reached down and helped her up from the sofa and they each grabbed a handful of clothes. They started down the hall to her bedroom.

One thing he knew: if this was his last night with Lark Delaney, they weren’t going to be sleeping.








Thirty



The following morning, Lark stood next to Chrissy in the living room. She’d made coffee and Dev had gone down to the bakery and brought back sweet rolls. They were finished eating their breakfast. She couldn’t think of any more excuses. She couldn’t drag the goodbye out any longer.

“Well, I guess I’ve got everything.” Dev carried his overnight bag into the living room.

She nodded, pasted on a smile. “That’s good.”

“I’d better go. Mercer will be waiting.”

“I’m sure he will.”

Chrissy stared up at Dev, her heart in her eyes. “I wish you could stay with us, Uncle Dev.”

He looked as if he were in pain. “I wish I could, too, pumpkin, but I’ve got a job back in Arizona.”

“Will you come and see us?”

“Sure I will.”

But Lark didn’t think he would. Dev hated goodbyes even more than she did, and if he came, he would only have to leave again.

“Can we come and visit you at your house?” Chrissy asked.

Dev’s gaze swung to Lark. “You’re welcome anytime.”

But she wouldn’t go, either. She loved him too much. Last night, making love with him and knowing he would be leaving was almost too painful to bear.

And she thought that he had felt it, too.

He had made love to her with a quiet desperation, as if he didn’t want the night to end.

But it had, and now they stood at the front door saying a farewell that would leave her heart in a thousand pieces.

“Bye, muffin,” he said. Lifting Chrissy up, he gave her a smacking kiss on the lips. “I’m gonna miss you.”

“Me, too,” she said tearfully and when he set her on her feet, a little sob caught in her throat. Turning away, she raced off down the hall to her bedroom.

“She loves you,” Lark said softly.

Dev cleared his throat. “She’s a good kid.”

“Yes, she is.”

“I have to go.”
 
“I know.”

He started for the door, looked back over his shoulder. “Take care of yourself.”
 
“You, too.”

He turned the knob and opened the door, but he didn’t step out in the hall. Lark bit back a cry and started running toward him and Dev caught her up in his arms.


“I wish you didn’t have to go,” she said. “I wish you could stay here with us.”

“Lark, I can’t—”

“I know you can’t. I know we aren’t what you want. I just…I had to let you know how much I…care.”

Those fierce blue eyes bored into her. “If I was a different man, I’d take you with me.”

The tears in her eyes rolled down her cheeks. “You’ve never been anything but honest about who you are. We both knew how this would end.”

Dev bent his head and kissed her fiercely, almost desperately. Then he turned and walked out the door.

Lark looked at the empty place he had been, thought of the empty hole he had left in her heart, sat down on the sofa and started to cry.

 

He’d been home nearly two weeks. He should be feeling better. He should be feeling fine.

It was only natural he would miss her. They had shared an incredible adventure.

You love her, a little voice said.

It didn’t matter. He lived in Arizona. Lark lived in L.A. She was a famous fashion designer. Well, semi-famous, at least. And she had a child to raise.

He thought of little Chrissy and his chest squeezed. What would it be like to be a father? Except for the little time he had spent with the child, he had no idea.

There’d been a day he had wanted to have a family. When he and Amy were together. When they were planning to be married.


She wanted only one, she had said. One was enough.

He’d wanted at least two, but he figured he could convince her when the time came. Then she had ended their engagement and broken his heart and he had decided then and there that he wasn’t cut out for marriage. He was better off as a bachelor. He didn’t want to deal with that kind of pain again.

Now here he was, moping around like a lovesick fool, trying to forget a woman as he swore he would never do again.

Of course, Lark was a different sort of female. Oh, she was beautiful, with that pretty face and those pouty lips and those tilted cat eyes. And she had a body that could make a man hard just thinking about it, the way he was right now.

But she was also intelligent, strong and brave. She had been ready to die to protect the little girl she had claimed as her own.

He released a slow breath. So what if she was all of those things? It didn’t change anything. It didn’t mean she loved him and even if she did, how could he count on it to last?

There was no way to be sure and it was better to suffer now than get in even deeper then watch it all fall apart the way it had before.

Well, he wasn’t going to mope around forever. He was going to do something about it.

He picked up the phone and dialed his office in Phoenix, poked extension 2157 for his manager. “Hey, Mike, what’s new?”


“Hey, boss. Just the usual. We got a contract for the security on Microsoft’s new corporate office. And it looks like that deal with Walmart is going to go through.”

“Yeah, I saw that in your report. Considering we’re supposed to be in a recession, business is good. Any new investigations? Anything interesting?”

“Mark’s tailing a philandering husband.” Mark Hallor was one of the private detectives who worked for the firm. “Sometimes I wonder what these people are thinking. Like they’re going to feel better knowing their husband has a woman on the side?”

“Man, that’s the truth.” God, he hated a cheating spouse—man or woman. Seeing how often it happened was one of the things that convinced him to stay single. He thought of Lark and tried to imagine her breaking her marriage vows, but he couldn’t make it happen. She’d just leave the guy if she was unhappy.

Which didn’t make him feel any better.

“Call me if you get something you think I might be interested in handling,” he said.
 
“You bored?”

“I guess you could call it that.” He wasn’t bored. He was going crazy sitting around all day, pining over Lark.

His other line rang. “Gotta go. I’ll talk to you later.”

He punched the second line. “Raines.”

“Hey, little brother.” Jackson’s deep voice was unmistakable.
 
“Hey, bro.”

“Just thought I’d give you a call, see if you had any plans for next week. Sarah and I, we thought you might want to come up for Thanksgiving. Got our first snowfall. It’s really pretty up here.”

His mind went straight to Lark and Chrissy. Chrissy had probably never seen snow and Lark would love Wyoming. What if he called and asked them?

He closed his eyes. What the hell was he thinking? He couldn’t call Lark. He was doing his best to get over her.

“Let me think about it.”

“Gabe’s bringing Mattie. You’re welcome to bring someone.”

He knew his brother too well. “Someone? By that you mean Lark.”

“How is she?”

“Fine, I guess. I haven’t talked to her.”

“But you’d like to, wouldn’t you?”

He stiffened. “How the hell do you know what I’d like to do?”

“Because according to my sources, you haven’t had a date since you got back from Mexico. You haven’t been with any other woman in weeks. That’s not like you, little brother.”

“Maybe I’m turning over a new leaf.”

“My sources say you still talk about Lark all the time.”

“Your sources? Your source being Aida Clark. Aida and Livvy. Those two sisters are going to drive me crazy.”

Jackson chuckled. “Lark and the little girl…I’d like to meet them. Having them here wouldn’t have to mean more than you want it to. It could just be fun.”


Being with Lark and knowing he would have to say good-bye to her again wouldn’t be fun, it would be torture. “Like I said, I’ll think about it.”

“All right, just let me know. If you bring them, you can have the cottage.” Jackson hung up.

The cottage at Raintree Ranch was the most romantic place he could think of. A charming little house looking into the forest sitting next to a clear, babbling stream.

He raked a hand through his hair. What if he took Lark to the ranch and got carried away? What if he just blurted out how much he loved her? That he wanted—God forbid—that he wanted to marry her?

What would she say?

He didn’t know if it would be worse if she said yes or if she said no.

Married.

To Lark Delaney.

Raising a little girl.

His stomach started churning.

He was going crazy. He had to be.

Lark had driven him crazy.

His phone rang. He recognized the number as Gabe’s.

He was doomed.

He lifted the receiver. “Okay, I’ll ask her to go. But she might be busy.”

“She’ll want to go.”

“How do you know?”

“Mattie has a source in L.A. She says Lark’s been really depressed since she got back from Mexico. She only leaves the house to go to work.”


“Your source being Aida’s friend, Marge Covey. How the hell does she know Mattie?”

“Marge talked to Aida, who talked to Livvy, who happened to call me when I wasn’t at home.”

“And Mattie answered the phone.”

“Yeah.”

“You really think Lark’s depressed?”

“That’s what Marge…I mean, my source says.”

“So she isn’t seeing anyone?”

“Just her lawyer. I mean, she’s a businesswoman. It’s probably just business.”

Steve Rutger’s handsome blond image popped into his head. “Not if Rutgers has his way.”

“Call her. If she’s moved on, she won’t go. If she’s seeing this guy, Rutgers, she won’t go. Right?”

He felt sick to his stomach. “I don’t know if I can do it.”

Gabe chuckled into the phone. “Man, you have really got it bad. I can tell you from experience, if you just sit there and do nothing, it’s only gonna get worse.”

He swallowed. “I’ll call.”

“Do it now,” Gabe said and hung up the phone.

Dev just sat there. He’d call her, he told himself. Just to make sure everything was all right. There was still the matter of the forgotten condom.

Another terrifying thought.

He’d call. He had to.

He just needed a little time to prepare.

 

“Don’t forget your purse.” Steve stood in her living room, waiting to take her to dinner at Cicada, a chic, five-star restaurant in downtown L.A.


She looked at her hand, saw she wasn’t holding anything, and glanced around the room. Was she really so strung out she was forgetting her purse?

Forgodsake, she made handbags! She never went anywhere without one!

“It’s on the back of the chair,” Marge said as she breezed down the hall and disappeared into Chrissy’s bedroom.

“Sorry.” Lark grabbed the black patent, red-trimmed LARK bag and slung the string of red beads that formed the handle over her shoulder. She was wearing a simple black sheath, though she’d wrapped a splashy red-yellowand-black scarf around her neck and accented the outfit with big red hoop earrings. Six-inch spike heels pushed her height above six feet.

She reached up and smoothed her hair, which was looking good again, freshly cut, the ruby highlights once more gleaming. When she wasn’t working or spending time with Chrissy, she was getting pedicures and manicures and facials.

Anything to keep her busy so she wouldn’t think of Dev.

She smiled up at Steve. “I’m ready.” Her attorney had been pressing her for a date ever since she’d gotten back from Mexico. He said he should have asked her months ago, that he’d wanted to, but he was afraid to mix business with pleasure.

The words reminded her of Dev. He had been adamant about keeping work and relationships separate. She had practically seduced him into making love to her that first time.


Not that he hadn’t been a willing participant.

Still, what she felt for him was obviously far more than he had ever felt for her.

Her glum mood returned.

He hadn’t even called about the condom.

She felt Steve’s hand at her waist, guiding her toward the door. He held it open and waited but her feet refused to move.

Dear God, what was she doing? She hadn’t the slightest interest in Steve Rutgers and it wasn’t fair to make him think she did.

She took a step away from him. “This isn’t a good idea, Steve. I’m sorry. You were right. We shouldn’t mix business with pleasure.”

It sure hadn’t worked the last time.

“We’re only having dinner. That can’t be a problem.”

“Actually, it is. Why don’t I call you tomorrow? We can have lunch at the studio and go over those new contracts.”
 
“Lark, please.”

She nudged him through the open door. “Good night, Steve.” A last gentle push sent him into the hall. She closed the door and leaned against it. At least the ten-pound weight on her chest was easing.

She looked up at the sound of small, shuffling feet.

“Aren’t you going to dinner with Uncle Steve, Mommy?” Chrissy scooted forward in her pink puppy-dog slippers.

“Not tonight, sweetheart.”


Chrissy flicked a glance at the door. “Is it because you still miss Uncle Dev?”

Lark’s throat tightened. Sometimes the child seemed more like forty than four. “Yes, I suppose it is.”

“So do I, Mommy.”

Lark leaned down and hugged her. This has to end, she told herself.

“It’s all right to miss people we love.”

But right then and there, she made a promise to herself. She would find a way to forget Devlin Raines.

All she had to do was figure out how.








Thirty-One



Another day passed. Dev sat in front of his computer, staring at the front page of his Facebook account. A dozen women’s photos appeared on the screen. All of them were smiling, silently willing him to call.

He hated Facebook.

Ignoring the foul taste in his mouth, Dev clicked his mouse and closed the screen. It wasn’t even noon and he felt like having a drink. He was just getting up from his chair when he heard Town’s light knock and the door to his office swung open.

“You’ve got a visitor,” the huge black man said. “An old friend of yours.” And he didn’t look happy about it.

“Yeah, which one?”

“Amy Matlock. Shall I send her in?”

His stomach sharply contracted. His first instinct was to close the door. But this was Amy. He had loved her once. Though it had been nearly three years ago.

What the hell could she possibly want?


“Send her in.”

Blonde, petite and beautiful, her figure still trim, her bosom nicely full and her clothes still expensive, she slipped quietly into the office, and Town closed the door.

Dev got up from his chair and walked toward her, but stayed a careful distance away.

“Devlin,” she said. “It’s so good to see you.” The way she was smiling at him reminded him of a snake toying with its prey.
 
“Hello, Amy.”

“I bet you’re surprised to see me.”

Surprised? Stunned would be a better word. “You could say that.”

“It’s been almost three years. I’ve thought about you so many times.”

“Did you?”

“Of course, I did. We were terribly in love. I didn’t just forget, you know. Didn’t you ever think of me?”

“I thought of you and your husband. You were married, Amy, to some other guy.”

She moved closer, rested a hand on his chest. “But it was you I loved, Dev. That’s what I figured out. I was a fool to marry Jonathan. I suppose I was just so frightened.

“Frightened? Of me?”

“I was frightened of the powerful emotions I felt for you.”

His jaw tightened. “So you married another man because you loved me so much.”

“Exactly. Only at the time I didn’t realize it.”


He couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

Amy moved a little closer, her hand running up and down the front of his shirt. “It’s over, Dev. My marriage to Jonathan. I’ve filed for divorce.” Her big blue eyes filled with tears. “I couldn’t stop loving you, Dev. I loved you every minute I was with him.”

He took a step backward, letting her hand fall away. “That’s pretty tough on a marriage, loving a guy who isn’t your husband.”

She sniffed, knuckled away a tear. “I explained things to my father. He understood, Dev. He told me to come and talk to you, tell you everything.” She closed the distance between them, slid her arms up around his neck. “Tell you the way I feel.”

He looked into her pretty face, the long, shiny blond hair, the big blue eyes. The only thought he could form was, what in the world was I thinking? This wasn’t a woman to love. This was a conniving little baggage who cared only about herself.

He reached up and caught her wrists as she went up on her toes to kiss him, eased her back down and moved away.

“You never loved me, Amy. You don’t love me now. You haven’t got the slightest idea what love really is.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“I’m saying that you only want what makes you happy at the moment. Mostly, you want whatever you can’t have.”

She started crying, opened the small Chanel bag slung over her shoulder and pulled out a Kleenex. “How can you say something like that? We loved each other. You cried the day I broke our engagement.”

“Yeah, I did. Jesus, I must have been nuts.”

She stiffened. Her chin firmed and her eyebrows pulled down, her delicate features turning hard. “You love me. You’ll always love me.”

“You’re wrong, Amy. I never loved you. I was just sucked into thinking I did. Whatever I thought I felt ended a long time ago.” He walked over and opened the door. “Go back to Jonathan, or whatever fool you can convince to buy into your bullshit. Goodbye, Amy. Have a good life.”

Her lips thinned. “You’ll be sorry. One day you’ll realize the mistake you made and come crawling back to me.” Whirling toward the door, she jerked it open and stormed out of the office, viciously slamming the door behind her.

For long seconds, Dev just stood there, trying to grasp what had just happened. Then he started smiling. He’d been a fool to fall for a cardboard caricature of a woman like Amy. But now he knew the difference, knew what a real woman was.

“Town!” Shouting for his friend, he pounded down the hall. “Call Desert Air and get me a ride. I’m going back to L.A.”

“Yes, sir!” Town was grinning as Dev strode past and walked into his bedroom to pack a few things.

He wasn’t about to call Lark on the telephone and ask her to bring Chrissy to come with him to Wyoming. He was going to ask her in person. And if his brothers’ sources were right and she had missed him half as much as he had missed her, he might ask her a lot more than that.

He put slacks and shirts into a hanging bag and added a pair of black alligator loafers.

“Plane will be ready to leave in half an hour,” Town called through the open bedroom door.

“Great.” He grabbed his always-packed overnight bag, gave it a quick check to be sure he had what he needed.

“If there’s a chance you’ll be going on to Wyoming, you might want to take a heavy jacket and some boots.”

He hadn’t thought of going directly from L.A., but now that Town mentioned it, it sounded like a good idea. “I’ve got plenty of stuff at the ranch.”

Assuming Lark agreed to go with him.

His chest suddenly tightened. For two weeks he’d felt dog’s-belly low. But if his brothers were wrong and Lark turned him down, he was going to feel a whole lot worse.

“She’ll go,” Town said softly, reading his mind like he always did. “She loves you.”

Dev zipped the bag. “Yeah, right. How would you know?”

“Aida said so.”

Dev rolled his eyes. His housekeeper. Jesus. Everybody was an expert. “Take care of things while I’m gone.”
 
“Always do.”

Dev grabbed the bags and started for the door. “For once—I hope all you people who know more about my love life than I do are right.”

Town flashed him a brilliant white grin.

 

Dev felt good. He hadn’t felt this good in…well, he couldn’t remember when. Sometime before he’d shut the door to Lark’s condo and walked away.

As he crossed the Burbank airport parking lot and opened the door of the yellow Camaro he had rented, he was smiling. If they were right—if his brothers and his friends were right—by the end of the day, he was going to be one happy man.

He loaded his bags in the trunk of the Camaro, slammed the lid, and rounded the car to the driver’s side. He had thought about calling Lark before he’d left Scottsdale, just to make sure she was home. Just to make sure she wanted to see him.

Just to make sure she wasn’t out with Steve Rutgers.

But it all came down to one thing.

If she wanted him—if she loved him—she’d want to hear what he had to say, and he wanted to say it in person.

He opened the door and slid behind the wood grain steering wheel. He was nervous. No doubt about that. His hands were sweaty and at the same time his mouth felt dry.

What if they were wrong?

He jumped when his cell phone started chiming. He fished it out of his pocket, thinking it might be important. Maybe it was Lark.

He checked the caller ID but the number was blocked. Not Lark, then. He swallowed his disappointment and pressed the phone against his ear. “Raines.”

“Señor Raines. This is Ricardo de La Guerra. I have some news for you.”

His pulse kicked into gear. “Señor de La Guerra. I assumed our business was finished.”

“Unfortunately, there remains a certain problem.”

His fingers tightened around the phone. “What problem is that?”

“After Alvarez’s plane left Hermosillo, it made an unscheduled stop in Los Mochis, a fact we only just learned. During that stop, Jorge Santos got off the plane. Some sort of personal business. We are not sure. We only know he was not onboard when the plane took off for Cabo San Lucas.”

His stomach sank. “Santos is still alive?”

“Sí, but not for long, I assure you. I can only apologize for the…inconvenience.”

“Do you know where to find him?”

“Not yet. But with Zepeda in control of the cartel, he has lost everything. Santos is more dangerous now than ever before.”

And his problems had all begun when Alvarez’s men had failed to kill one little four-year-old girl. “Thank you, Don Ricardo, for letting me know.”

“The problem will be handled. This I promise. But word has come that since you are the one who led the raid on the compound, you are to blame for everything that has happened. You and your woman. Santos is a man who lives for revenge. Until he is dealt with, you must be very careful. You must protect yourself and your family.”

“Count on it.”

The don hung up. Dev started the engine and drove out of the parking lot, his jaw hard as he thought of Alvarez’s top lieutenant. Once he reached the freeway, he pressed down harder on the gas pedal and began to weave in and out of traffic.

Jesus. Santos was alive.

Dev remembered reading about him, how many deaths he was responsible for, what a vicious killer he was. And Don Ricardo wouldn’t have called if he didn’t believe Santos posed a serious threat. He had to talk to Lark, but he wanted to tell her the bad news in person. He wanted to make sure she understood that he would protect her.

One thing was clear. Lark and Chrissy were going with him to Wyoming. He wasn’t giving them any other choice.

 

“If there isn’t anything else,” Lark said to Carrie Beth, “I’m heading home.” She had changed her life since she had adopted Chrissy. She worked shorter hours so she could spend more time with the child, leaving promptly every day at five o’clock. Unless, of course, there was a problem.

But she was surrounded by competent people who loved their jobs and they didn’t seem to mind that her work days were shorter, her life a little fuller than it used to be.

“Don’t forget tomorrow we have that meeting with the Nordstrom people,” Carrie Beth reminded her.


“I haven’t forgotten.”

“And we need to go over those designs for Neiman Marcus,” Delilah said. They all did their best to keep her busy during the day. Dev Raines had broken her heart, and being her closest friends, they knew it.

She looked down at her big pink-and-chrome wristwatch then up at Scotty. “I’d like to take a look at that new billboard ad, as well. What do you think?”

“Good idea. How about tomorrow afternoon?”

“Great. I’m really excited to see it.” She checked her watch again. “I’ve got to get going. Chrissy will be waiting for me to get home. I hate to be late.”

“Not a problem,” Scotty said. He must have seen something in her face for he leaned over and kissed her cheek. “You need to go somewhere exciting, dear one, do something just for yourself. You need to forget Mr. Playboy Raines. He just isn’t worth it.”

“I wish that were true.” But he was worth it. If he weren’t completely wonderful, she wouldn’t have fallen in love with him.

“Go on now,” Scotty said with a wave of a pale, slender hand. “Go on home to your little girl.”

Lark smiled. Her people got along so well without her she was beginning to think they liked it when she was gone.

She left the studio and was walking briskly along the sidewalk toward home when she remembered that Chrissy wasn’t there. Marge had taken her on a play date. Marge’s friend, Susan Caswell, had a little girl Chrissy’s age and they were becoming close friends. Tonight, Susan was having a sleepover for the two children that included popcorn and a Scooby-Doo movie. Chrissy had been wildly excited.

Marge had made supper and left it in the fridge, she recalled, but with Chrissy away, Marge was taking the night off to go to a movie with one of her friends.

Lark breathed a sigh, thinking how much she dreaded facing the empty condo. It was amazing how quickly she had come to love the noisy chaos of her small, makeshift family.

And she knew she would start thinking of Dev.

She slowed her pace, hoping to delay the inevitable. There were a couple of nice little boutiques in the area. Maybe buying something new would cheer her up.

With no reason to hurry, she stepped into the Sugar Tree and started meandering through the racks.

 

It was nearly seven o’clock when Lark used her key to unlock the door to her condo and stepped into the entry. She gasped at the sight of a man in the living room, pacing back and forth in front of the sofa.

Then he turned.

“Dev!”

“Lark!” His jaw hardened and his eyes glittered as he strode toward her, a dark look on his face. “Where the hell have you been?”

“What?” For an instant, she couldn’t think. Dev was here, standing in her living room as she had imagined a dozen times.

“I’ve been waiting nearly two hours!” he ranted. “I called your office and they said you’d already left. I tried you on your cell but the call went straight to voice mail. In another few minutes, I would have called the police. Why the hell didn’t you pick up?”

Her shoulders went rigid. This was hardly the way she’d imagined their reunion. “I was shopping—if it’s any of your business—which it isn’t. As for the phone, the battery is probably low.”

She lifted her chin, angry now herself. “What are you doing here? How did you get in?” But of course he had broken in. He had a talent for that.
 
“Where’s Chrissy?”

“She’s on a sleepover at a friend’s house. I want to know what you’re doing here.”

His anger seeped away. He raked a hand through his hair. “God, I’m sorry. I was just so worried.”

She looked at him and fear replaced the stiffness in her shoulders. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Dev took her hands and drew her over to the sofa. Both of them sat down.

“Santos is still alive. Don Ricardo phoned on my way over here. He says Santos got off the plane on the mainland. He didn’t get back aboard. He didn’t die in the explosion.”

“Oh, my God.” Santos was a killer. Their lives were once more in danger. And yet the awful hurt welling inside her came from knowing the true reason he was there. Not because he had missed her. Not because he couldn’t live without her. Because she was still his client. “What…what should we do?”

“I’m taking you and Chrissy to Wyoming. Both my brothers are there. They’ll be able to help me protect you.”


A tremor went through her as she thought of Mexico, the terrifying days and nights, the awful, stomach-churning fear. “I don’t know if I can do this again.”

He squeezed her hand. “It won’t be for long. De La Guerra’s men are looking for him. The don says it’s only a matter of time until they find him. He gave me his word.”

That was good. She knew Don Ricardo would want Santos dealt with as badly as they did. She stared into the bluest eyes she’d ever seen and tried to ignore the pain in her heart. “So I guess I’m your client again.”

“I guess so.”

She stood up from the sofa, feeling more alone than she had before he’d come. She wrapped her arms around her, suddenly cold. They were in danger. She was his client. Everything was exactly the way it was before.

Dev stood up, too, and she recognized the curve of his pistol beneath his lightweight jacket. He had come to protect her. Just like before.

The feeling of despair expanded. She considered telling him she would hire someone to protect them and he could go back home. But she trusted him more than anyone else to keep them safe. Dear God, she was just beginning to get her life back together. How long before her broken heart could start to mend?

Then something he said began to niggle at the back of her mind. When she turned, there was something in his face.

“You said the don called you on your way over here.”

“That’s right.”


“So you didn’t know about Santos until you got to L.A.”

He glanced down at his handmade Italian loafers. “No.”

“But you were coming here. Coming to see me. Is that right?”

He nervously wet his lips. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“Why?”

He took a deep breath, exhaled it slowly. She had never seen him nervous before.

“I wanted to talk to you. I had some things to say.”

Her heart started beating again, as if before it had slowed to a stop. “Had? You don’t want to say them now?”

He nodded, then started shaking his head. “No, I just… That’s not what I meant.”

Her rising hope made it hard to breathe. “I’m afraid I’m confused. You were coming to L.A. to see me because you had something to say, but now you don’t want to say it?”

He swallowed, glanced away. When he spoke, his words came out softly. “I want to say it. I want to say it so much it hurts. But I’m afraid. I’m scared of what will happen if I do.”

Her heart was pumping hard now, aching with impossible hope. Dear God, she loved him so much. “I have something to say to you, too. Something I should have said before you left.”

“It’s not…not Rutgers, is it? You aren’t in love with him?”


She shook her head, fighting not to cry. “Steve’s only a friend. That’s all he’s ever been.”

“I’ve really missed you, baby.”

“Oh, Dev, I’ve missed you, too.”

He took a step toward her. Then she was in his arms.

“I love you,” he said. “I’m crazy in love with you. If you don’t love me back, I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

Tears burned her eyes. “I love you back. I love you back so much.”

He bent his head and kissed her. A string of the softest, sweetest, most tender kisses she had ever known.

“Marry me,” he said. “I didn’t know if I would actually have the courage to say it, but I’m asking you to marry me.”

Her heart swelled. She thought it might burst. “Are you sure? I’ve got a little girl to raise.”

“We’ll raise her together. With any luck, we’ll have more than just one.”

Lark grinned. “Then yes. Yes, I’ll marry you!”

He crushed her against him and she clung to him so fiercely she wondered how he could breathe.

“We’re getting married,” he said, kissing her one more time.

“You asked and I said yes.”

He smiled, nodded, grinned. Then his grin slowly faded. “Then all we have to do is stay alive until Don Ricardo takes care of Jorge Santos.”

Lark looked up at him. “Or we do.”








Thirty-Two




“What do you want me to do?”

“Pack a bag for you and Chrissy,” Dev said. “Bring something warm. We’ll get the rest of what you need once we get there.”

Lark started for her bedroom and he followed her down the hall. He waited as she knelt and pulled her suitcase out from under the bed, then he grabbed the handle and hauled it up on the mattress.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” She walked over to the dresser, looked at him over her shoulder as she dug through her underwear drawer. He tried not to notice the tiny mauve lace panties and matching push-up bra she tossed into the suitcase.

“You could be putting your family in danger. What will your brothers say?”

He thought of the time he and Gabe had armed themselves and ridden horseback into the mountains to save Jackson and Sarah from being blown to kingdom come.


“It’s what they’d want us to do. Taking care of each other is kind of a family tradition.” He smiled. “Since you’re about to become part of the family, this qualifies.”

She smiled back at him, turned and hurriedly filled the suitcase with a few more lacy items, plus jeans, sweaters, and sneakers. They went into Chrissy’s room and she packed the same sort of clothes for the little girl. “She’s doesn’t really have the right stuff for Wyoming.”

“Like I said, we’ll get what we need in Wind Canyon.”

She began to search under the bed, came up empty-handed and hurried over to the closet.

“What are you looking for?”

“Her puppy-dog slippers. She loves them and they’re warm.” Lark shook her head. “I’m not thinking. Marge packed them in Chrissy’s overnight bag.”

Lark looked up at him and her pretty green eyes filled with tears. “Are we going to be all right, Dev?”

He went to her, eased her into his arms, knowing he shouldn’t, that every minute they delayed could mean danger. “I’m not going to let that bastard hurt any of us. I swear it, Lark.”

She swallowed, took a steadying breath. Brushing the tears from her cheeks, she went back to packing the rest of Chrissy’s things.

“This will have to do,” she said when she finished zipping the bag. Pulling up the handle, she started wheeling it toward the door. Her other bag sat in the entry.

“Anything you’re forgetting?” Dev asked as they reached the front door.


Lark glanced around the condo. “I wish I had my gun. Unfortunately, the police haven’t returned it.”

His mouth curved. Damn, she was something. “I guess we’ll have to make do with just mine.” He urged her toward the door. “Come on. Time to go.”

“I need to call Susan Caswell, tell her there’s been a change of plans and we’ll be coming over to pick Chrissy up.” She jerked to a halt. “Oh, darn! I’ve got to get the phone number and address.” She raced back into the kitchen and returned holding a slip of paper with the information written on it. “Marge said it was only a few blocks away.”

“We’ll call as soon as we get in the car.”

“I probably shouldn’t have let her go without meeting Susan personally. But Marge vouched for her and I trust Marge completely.”

“In time, you’ll figure all of this out. You’re new at being a mother, you know.” He grabbed the bigger bag; Lark grabbed the smaller one, and they headed out the door.

When they reached the elevator, she pushed the button.

“My rental car’s parked next to yours in the garage.”

She flicked him a glance, but he just smiled. The garage wasn’t gated but the elevator from this level was keyed for residents only. Too bad the security system was worse than second rate. He made a mental note to do something about that.

“I wasn’t sure how long I’d be in L.A. so I sent my Desert Air charter on back,” he said as the elevator door slid closed. “I called Colin Mercer while I was waiting for you to get home.” Waiting and praying she was all right. “Mercer’s flying us up.”
 
“That’s great.”

They stepped out of the elevator into the lighted garage. Since it was November it was already dark outside. Unfortunately, the low energy fluorescents did a less than adequate job of keeping the parking area secure. Another problem to address.

They headed for the rented Camaro he planned to drop at the airport and had almost reached the car when a faint shuffling noise put him on alert. He heard it again, footsteps maybe. Unwilling to take any chances, he motioned for Lark to get down beside the car and jerked his Browning out of its holster. Crouching low, he flattened himself against the car door.

Both of them listened. He didn’t hear another sound, but his pulse was racing and his instincts were screaming as he searched the garage for any sign of a threat. From the corner of his eye, he caught a slight movement, and the hair stood up on the back of his neck.

Something shifted to his right. He swung his weapon in that direction, saw a cat leap up on the hood of a car across the garage, released a breath, and crouched down again. Waited.

Almost convinced his instincts were wrong this time and it was safe, he rose to take a last look around. That’s when the bullets started flying. In rapid succession, one pinged off the side of the car, one smashed through a rear window and one slammed into the cement wall of the elevator shaft.


Lark made a sound in her throat and stared up at him with big green frightened eyes.

“Stay here,” he whispered, moving toward the far left corner of the garage where the shots had been fired. Staying low and running between parked cars, he raced toward the shooter’s last position, dodging in and out, trying to spot his target, hoping to get a shot.

More bullets rang out, slamming into the car beside him, missing him only by inches. The shooter was on the move and running toward Lark. Dev spotted him, fired off a few rounds, ducked the return fire and changed position, working to keep himself between the shooter and Lark.

Footsteps pounded. Shots echoed deafeningly in the confined space of the garage. Dev dodged another series of bullets, ducked and rolled out of the line of fire, pulled off two shots and heard the man scream. The heavy thud of a body landing hard on the floor of the garage followed, then only silence.

Holding the gun in front of him, Dev scanned the garage, moving backward toward Lark and the Camaro. But Lark wasn’t there.

A chill went through him. “Lark!” He spun around, trying to spot her. “Lark, where are you?”

“Your lady is here, Señor Raines.” A tall thin Hispanic, black hair brushing his shoulders, stepped out of the shadows, an arm locked around Lark’s throat. His pistol was jammed into her ribs. “You have caused me a great deal of trouble, señor. Now it is my turn.”

Gripping his weapon in both hands, Dev pointed the barrel at Santos’s head. “Let her go.”


Santos’s bone-chilling laughter split the air. “You and your men invaded my lands. You and de La Guerra cost me everything I’ve worked for. And you took something of mine…something I want back.”

His tone hardened even more. “Where is the little girl?” There was fury in those cold black eyes, and something lewd and about half mad.

Lark made a sound and Dev’s finger tightened on the trigger. He needed a shot. Just one clear shot and Santos would be dead. But with the man holding Lark as a shield, he didn’t have a chance.

Dev clenched his jaw. “Let her go, Santos. Let her go or you’re a dead man.”

“Tell me where to find the child and I will let her go.”

It was a lie and both of them knew it. Santos was a killer. Revenge was the reason he was there.

That and retrieving little Chrissy. Dev could only imagine the sick fantasies that had driven the man to go this far.

Santos raised his pistol and pressed it against Lark’s temple. “If you want your woman to live, you will put down your weapon and tell me where to find the girl.”

Dev’s palms were sweating. Santos would pull the trigger. Dev had no doubt.

He took a deep breath, saw Lark’s eyes flash to his, read her silent message, saw her begin to move. One of her long legs bent and shot backward, her foot slamming hard against Santos’s knee, knocking him wildly off balance. In the next instant, she ducked and whirled, jerking away from him, giving Dev the shot he needed.


He fired, a heart shot, directing into the center of Santos’s chest. The second bullet hit him right between the eyes. Santos careened over backward. Lark scrambled away and Dev rushed forward, his gun still aimed at Santos’s heart.

The shots were clean. The man was dead.

Lark ran up and he pulled her against him, his arm around her waist. “You okay, baby?”
 
She nodded.

“Stay close. I need to check on the other guy.” Moving carefully, he made his way across the garage, Lark right behind him. The other shooter lay in a growing pool of blood on the concrete floor. Hispanic, early twenties, thirty pounds overweight. He was wearing an L.A. Lakers jacket and he was still breathing.

“Call 911,” Dev told Lark as he knelt beside the young Latino, a gangbanger for hire was Dev’s guess. He kicked away the kid’s weapon, reached down and flipped open the bloody jacket, saw the shot had missed his heart and hit him in the upper right chest.

The young man’s eyes slowly opened. “I wasn’t…wasn’t trying to kill you. I was just…just supposed to distract you.”

“Well, you distracted me. Now you’ll get to be distracted for a good long time in prison.”

The kid whimpered. He looked down and saw all the blood. His eyes rolled back in his head and his skull thumped back down on the floor.

Dev shook his head, turned and strode back to Lark. She walked straight into his arms. “It’s over,” he said. “Santos is dead and this guy’s no threat. He was just paid to do a job—which he bungled.”

She nodded. He could tell she was fighting not to cry.

He caught her chin. “You were great back there. I was running out of airspeed and altitude. What you did saved both our asses.”

She smiled, grinned, started laughing through her tears. “I so love you.”

He held her tighter, her tall, slender body pressed full-length against him. “I can’t wait to marry you.” Now that he had made his decision, he couldn’t believe it had taken him so long to figure it out.

The sound of sirens split the air.

Lark smiled up at him. “I guess tonight would be out of the question.”

Dev laughed. But he was thinking that tonight might not work but tomorrow they would be heading north. They wouldn’t be running from the past, but walking toward a bright, shining future.

With a speculative gleam in his eye, he flicked a glance at Lark and wondered how long it would take to get a marriage license in Wyoming.








Epilogue



Wind Canyon, Wyoming
 Ten days later

Jackson had never seen his brother so happy. Not even when they were kids.

Especially not when they were kids.

Being the youngest, Dev had needed a mother, but she was usually drunk and passed out on the sofa in the tiny, run-down living room of their house beside the railroad tracks. In high school, he was always in trouble and well on his way to being a dropout with a bleak future ahead of him.

They all were.

Today, Dev’s wedding day, instead of dirty jeans and a sweatshirt, instead of empty pockets and nothing to look forward to but likely a stretch in jail, they all wore tuxedos and black lizard boots and had plenty of money in the bank.


All of them were married to beautiful, talented women, and all of them were well-loved.

And deeply in love with their wives.

“You’re smiling.”

Thinking how lucky he was, Jackson looked up to see his wife, Sarah, walking toward him in a pretty blue silk dress, and his heart took a funny little leap.

“I’m happy for him. My brother deserves a good woman.”

Sarah followed his gaze from Dev to Lark, who stood in a group that included Livvy and Aida, both of them laughing at something Lark said. “I like her. I like her a lot.”

“So do I.”

“Chrissy and Holly are already best friends. It’ll be fun having her here for a couple of weeks while her dad and mom go on their honeymoon.” Italy, two weeks of heaven in a lovely Tuscan villa.

“So we’ll have two little girls for a while,” Jackson said. “When does Holly get a brother?”

Sarah laughed. “Soon, I promise.”

Next to Sarah, Jackson’s brother, Gabe, settled a hand at his wife, Mattie’s, slightly fuller waist. “How’s the apple juice?” The fizzy kind. No champagne for his pregnant wife.

“I’d rather be drinking some of that Dom Pérignon they’re pouring, but having your baby is worth giving it up—at least for a while.” She smiled, went up on her toes and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “Your brother looks really happy. Lark’s a terrific girl.”

“Yes, she is.”


“They’re perfect for each other.”

Gabe chuckled. “A woman who can tromp through cactus and fend off rattlesnakes…yup, they’re a perfect match.”

She laughed. “And they both look great in designer clothes.”

Gabe grinned. “That, too.”

Dev sauntered over to join his brothers and their wives in front of the big rock fireplace in the ranch house living room. The furniture and rugs had all been removed for the reception, making room for the guests. A few had to send their regrets; Lark’s friend, Brenda, had two kids in school and couldn’t get away, Clive and Molly had a prior commitment but sent their love and best wishes.

Jackson’s foreman, Jimmy Three Bears, a longtime friend, was there with his two boys—apparently, still single. Town and even Chaz had come, grumbling the entire time about the freezing weather.

Dev thought of the friends who chatted in front of the long buffet table in the dining room, but his eyes remained on Lark.

“You did good, little brother.” Jackson’s gaze followed his and his brother smiled. “I knew she was the one for you when she went into a house full of dead people to save that little girl.”

“It’ll be a little complicated,” Dev said, thinking how gorgeous she looked in her white silk gown and how he couldn’t wait to get her out of it. “She has to be in L.A. a lot more than I’d like but we’ll work it out.”

“You’re both fairly flexible,” Gabe said.

Dev absently shined the toe of his boot on the back of his leg. He had given up his loafers for the occasion. Funny, the only time he put on a pair of boots anymore was when he was in Wyoming. But he had been born and raised in this country and they felt as natural to him as his Armani suits.

He looked up to see Trace, Johnnie and Jake walking toward him.

“Trace and I wanted to wish you our best before we take off,” Jake said. “You married a really great lady.”

“Yeah, I did.” Dev frowned. “You’re leaving?”

“Somethin’s come up,” Trace drawled. “We need to get back to Texas.”

Something always came up when you were in the business of trouble. “I really appreciate you guys coming all this way.”

The lanky Texan tapped his black felt cowboy hat against his thigh and grinned. “Are you kidding? Watchin’ you finally get hitched? I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”

“Same here,” Jake said, also grinning.

Dev wondered what kind of problem beckoned the men back home on such short notice. Something important, no doubt. But this was his wedding day and pleasure was his business at the moment. He looked at Lark, who stood chatting with Mattie, all the while casting him come-on glances.

Oh, man, he couldn’t wait to get the party over with so he could take her back to the romantic little cottage beside the stream, strip her out of those clothes and make love to his wife for the very first time.


“What about you?” he asked Johnnie. “You ditching me, too?”

“No way. I’m staying right here until the party’s over. I plan to dance with those two pretty friends of Lark’s and drink you out of that fancy champagne.”

Dev laughed, knowing John Riggs rarely if ever got drunk. He didn’t like being out of control. The women, on the other hand, well, Johnnie Riggs might be the quiet type, but he did just fine with the ladies.

Dev turned back to Trace and Jake. “Keep me posted, will you? If you need me, just call.”

“Count on it,” Jake said.

“Kiss the bride for us, will ya?” Trace winked and grinned.

Oh, he planned to kiss her, all right, and a lot more than that, but he didn’t say so. “You bet.”

The men walked away, Johnnie went over to talk to Lark’s friend, Delilah, and Dev returned his attention to the woman he had married. The music would be starting soon. He couldn’t wait to dance with his wife. Afterward they would cut the cake and she would toss her bouquet, and he would haul her sweet little ass out of there and straight into bed.

From the way Lark was looking at him, she wouldn’t be hard to convince.

 

“You make a beautiful bride, Lark.” Mattie had worn her thick auburn hair swept up in a twist and in a yellow wool dress with a softly flaring skirt, she looked fabulous. “That dress is just gorgeous.”

“Thank you. Delilah has an amazing talent.” Lark smoothed the front of her ivory silk wedding gown, Delilah’s design, a slim skirt that came to her ankles instead of the short skirt she would have chosen, a concession to the frosty Wyoming winter. The off-the-shoulder cut had sleeves of Belgian lace and an appliqué of lace around the hem.

Delilah, Carrie Beth, Scotty and Dex had personally delivered the dress and accessories to Raintree Ranch. Her best friends had all come to Wind Canyon for the wedding, staying at a cozy bed-and-breakfast at the edge of town.

Sarah walked up just then, a tall, slender brunette with pretty blue eyes. “Chrissy was the cutest little flower girl.”

Lark grinned, thinking of the trail of pink flower petals that ran out halfway down the aisle. “She was, wasn’t she?”

Both of them looked over at the girls, cousins now, who were playing jacks in the corner. “She’s so much like Holly.”

“You mean on occasion they can both be a little overzealous?”

Sarah laughed.

“It was a wonderful ceremony,” Mattie said. “I felt like an idiot crying that way, but you and Dev looked so happy, I just couldn’t help it.”

“I cried a few tears myself,” Lark admitted, “though I was trying to hide them from Dev. I didn’t want him to think I was a wimp.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “After the stories he told about you tromping through fields of cactus and fearlessly fighting off drug lords, I don’t think he would ever think you were a wimp.”

“Besides,” Sarah said, “about halfway through the ceremony, he looked a little misty-eyed himself.”

The wedding had been held in the chapel at the local Presbyterian church, a charming white, wood-framed structure with a steeple dating back to the 1890s. Considering how little time they’d had to make plans, she was amazed at how wonderful the wedding had turned out.

Now they were back at the ranch in the middle of the gala reception Livvy, Aida and Marge Covey had helped her plan, along with the help of her sister-in-laws, of course. She felt so lucky to be included in such a warm, loving family. Something she had missed so badly after losing her parents and her sister.

And Chrissy was happy.

She and little Holly played together all day. They were both sleeping in Holly’s room while Lark and Dev slept in the antique brass bed in the romantic little cottage down by the stream.

They had considered living apart until after the wedding, but in the end, with everything that had happened and realizing now how short life could be, they had decided to stay in the cottage together.

Lark grinned. Now it was legal.

She spotted Dev walking toward her, felt the butterfly rush she always felt when she looked at him. He was wearing an Armani tux and, dear God, he looked good in it. The wide shoulders, narrow waist and long legs were impressive, but thinking of the hard, sculpted muscles beneath his expensive clothes made her want to fan the heat out of her face.

Behind him, sunlight bounced off the snow and shined through the windows. Gorgeous, deep, powdery white covered the rugged mountain landscape, and there wasn’t a cloud in the skies that so nearly matched her husband’s blue eyes.

He bent and softly kissed her, turned to Mattie and Sarah. “If you ladies don’t mind, I’m stealing my wife away for a dance. Believe it or not, it’s our first.”

Both women grinned.

Dev led her onto the dance floor and the trio of musicians began to play an old Carpenters song. It was corny and wonderful and her eyes felt misty again.

“This is the best day of my life,” Dev said as he took her into his arms.

Lark smiled up at him. “I love you so much.”

A dimple appeared in his cheek. “I love you back.”

And then he twirled her around the old plank floors as if they had danced together a thousand times, leading her into a future brighter than the dazzling sun shining down on the snowy pastures of Raintree Ranch.








Author’s Note



I hope you’ve had fun with the handsome men and brave and beautiful women of the Raines Brothers trilogy.

If you liked Dev and Lark’s story but haven’t read Jackson or Gabe’s tales, you will find them in Against the Wind and Against the Fire.

After that, I’m hoping to continue the adventures in more AGAINST novels, featuring Trace Rawlins, Johnnie Riggs and Jake Cantrell. I hope you’ll watch for the action and romance to come.

Till then, all best wishes and happy reading,
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