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FEARLESS






“I WON’T GO,” GLORYANNE Barnes muttered.

Tall, elegant Detective Rick Marquez just stared
at her, his dark eyes unyielding. “Hey, don’t go. No
problem. We’ve got a body bag just your size down
at the medical examiner’s office.”

She threw a wadded up piece of paper across the
desk at him.

He caught it with one lean hand and raised an
eyebrow. “Assault on a peace officer...”

“Don’t you quote the law to me,” she shot back,
rising. “I can cite legal precedents from memory.”

She came around the desk slowly, thinner than
she usually was, but still attractive in her beige suit.
Her skirt flowed to midcalf, above small feet in
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ankle-strapped high heels that flattered what
showed of her legs. She perched herself on the
edge of the desk. Her high cheekbones were faintly
flushed from temper, and something more
worrying. She had very long, light blond hair
which she wore loose, so that it fell in a cascade
down her back almost to her waist. She had pale
green eyes and a wide forehead, with a perfect
bow of a mouth under her straight nose. She never
wore makeup and didn’t need to. Her complexion
was flawless, her lips a natural mauve. She
wouldn’t win any beauty contests, but she was
attractive when she smiled. She didn’t smile much
these days.

“I won’t be any safer in Jacobsville than I am
here,” she said, trotting out the same old tired
argument she’d been using for the past ten minutes.

“You will,” he insisted. “Cash Grier is chief of
police. Eb Scott and his ex-mercenary cronies live
there, as well. It’s such a small town that any
outsider will be noticed immediately.”

She was frowning. Her eyes, behind the trendy
frames of the glasses she occasionally wore in
place of contact lenses for extreme nearsighted-
ness, were thoughtful.

“Besides—" he played his trump card “—your
doctor said...”
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“That’s not your business.” She cut him off.

“It is if you drop dead on your desk!” he said,
driven to indiscretion by her stubbornness. “You’re
the only witness we’ve got to what Fuentes said! He
could kill you to shut you up!”

Her lips made a thin line. “I’ve had death threats
ever since I got out of college and took a job here
as an assistant district attorney,” she replied. “It
goes with the work.”

“Most people don’t mean it literally when they
threaten to kill you,” he returned. “Fuentes does. Do
I really have to remind you what happened to your
co-worker Doug Lerner two months ago? Better
yet, would you like to see the autopsy photos?”

“You don’t have any autopsy photos that I
haven’t already seen, Detective Marquez,” she said
quietly, folding her arms across her firm, small
breasts. “I’m not really shockable.”

He actually groaned out loud. His hands moved
into his pockets, allowing her a glimpse of the .45
automatic he carried on his belt. His black hair,
almost as long as hers, was gathered in a ponytail
at his nape. He had jet-black eyes and a flawless
olive complexion, not to mention a wide, sensuous
mouth. He was very good-looking.

“Jason said he’d get me a bodyguard,” she said
when the silence grew noticeable.
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“Your stepbrother has his own problems,” he
replied. “And your stepsister, Gracie, would be no
help at all. She’s so scatterbrained that she doesn’t
remember where she lives half the time!”

“The Pendletons have been good to me,” she
defended them. “They hated my mother, but they
liked me.”

Most people had hated her mother, a social-
climbing antisocial personality who’d been physi-
cally abusive to Glory since her birth. Glory’s
father had taken her to the emergency room half a
dozen times, mumbling about falls and other ac-
cidents that left suspicious bruises. But when one
bout of explosive temper had left her with a broken
hip, the authorities finally stepped in. Glory’s
mother was charged with child abuse and Glory
testified against her.

By that time, Beverly Barnes was already
having an affair with Myron Pendleton and he was
a multimillionaire. He got her a team of lawyers
who convinced a jury that Glory’s father had
caused the injury that her mother had given her, that
Glory had lied out of fear of her father. The upshot
was that the charges against Beverly were dropped.
Glory’s father, Todd Barnes, was arrested and tried
for child abuse and convicted, despite Glory’s
tearful defense of him. But even though her mother
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was exonerated, the judge wasn’t convinced that
Glory would be safe with her. In a surprise move,
Glory went into state custody, at the age of thirteen.
Her mother didn’t appeal the decision.

When Beverly subsequently married Myron
Pendleton, at his urging, she tried to get custody of
Glory again. But the same judge who’d heard the
case against Glory’s father denied custody to
Beverly. It would keep the child safe, the judge said.

What the court didn’t know was that Glory was
in more danger at the foster home where she’d
been placed, in the custody of a couple who did as
little as possible for the six children they were re-
sponsible for. They only wanted the money. Two
older boys in the same household were always
trying to fondle Glory, whose tiny breasts had
begun to grow. The harassment went on for several
weeks and culminated in an assault that left her
bruised and traumatized, and afraid of anything
male. Glory had told her foster parents, but they
said she was making it up. Furious, Glory dialed
the emergency number and when the police came,
she ran out past her foster mother and all but
jumped into the arms of the policewoman who
came to check out her situation.

Glory was taken to the emergency room, where
a doctor, sickened by what he saw, gave the police
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enough evidence to have the foster parents charged
with neglect, and the two teenage boys with assault
and battery and attempted sodomy.

But the foster parents denied everything and
pointed out that Glory had lied about her mother
abusing her. So she went back to the same house,
where her treatment became nightmarish. The two
teenage boys wanted revenge as much as the
spiteful foster parents did. But they were tempo-
rarily in juvenile detention, pending a bond
hearing, fortunately. The foster parents weren’t,
and they were furious. So Glory stuck close to the
two younger girls, both under five years old, whom
she had been made responsible for. She was
grateful that they required so much looking-after.
It spared her retribution, at least for the first few
days back at the house.

Jason Pendleton hated his stepmother, Beverly.
But he was curious about her young daughter, es-
pecially after a friend in law enforcement in Ja-
cobsville contacted him about what had happened
to Glory. The same week she was sent back to the
foster home, he sent a private investigator to check
out her situation. What he discovered made him
sick. He and his sister, Gracie, actually went them-
selves to the foster home after they’d read the in-
vestigator’s covertly obtained police report on the
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incident—which was, of course, denied by the cus-
todians. They pointed to Glory’s attempt to blame
her mother for the abuse that had sent her father
to prison, where he was killed by another inmate
within six months.

The day the Pendletons arrived, the two teenage
boys who had victimized Glory were released to
the custody of the foster parents, pending trial.
Glory had been running away from the teenagers
all day. They’d already torn her blouse and left
bruises on her. She’d been afraid to call the police
again. So Jason found Glory in the closet in the
bedroom she shared with the two little girls, hiding
under her pitiful handful of clothes on wire
hangers, crying. Her arms were bruised all over,
and there was a smear of blood on her mouth.
When he reached in, she cowered and shook all
over with fear.

Years later, she could still remember how gently
he picked her up and carried her out of the room,
out of the house. She was placed tenderly in the
backseat of his Jaguar, with Gracie, while Jason
went back into the foster home. His deeply tanned,
lean face was stiff with bridled fury when he
returned. He didn’t say a word. He started the car
and drove Glory away.

Despite her mother’s barely contained rage at
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having Glory in the same house where she lived,
Glory was given her own room between Gracie’s
and Jason’s, and her mother was not allowed near
her. In one of their more infamous battles, Jason
had threatened to have his own legal team reopen
the child abuse case. He had no doubt that Glory
was telling the truth about who the real abuser
was. Beverly had stormed out without a reply to
Jason’s threats. But she left Glory alone.

It became a magical time for the tragic young
girl, belonging to a family which valued her. Even
Myron found her delightful company.

After Beverly died unexpectedly of a stroke
when her daughter was fifteen, Glory’s life settled
into something approaching normalcy. But the
trauma of her youth had consequences that none
of her adoptive family had anticipated.

Her broken hip, despite two surgeries and the
insertion of a steel pin, was never the same. She
had a pronounced limp that no physical therapy
could erase. And there was something else; her
family had a history of hypertension, which Glory
inherited. No one actually said that the stress of her
young life had added to the genetic predisposition
toward it. But Glory thought it did. She was put on
medication during her last year in high school.
Severely overweight, shy, introverted and uncom-



DIANA PALMER 17

fortable around boys, she was also the target of
bullies. Other girls made fun of her. They went so
far as to put false messages about her on the
Internet and one girl formed a club devoted to ridi-
culing Glory.

Jason Pendleton found out about it. The girls
were dealt with, one charged with harassment and
another’s parents threatened with lawsuits. The
abuse stopped. Mostly. But it left Glory feeling
alone and out of place wherever she went. Her
health, never good, caused many absences during
the time of turmoil. She lost weight. She was a
good student and made excellent grades, despite
it. She went on to college and then to law school
with the support of her stepsiblings, and graduated
magna cum laude. From there, she went to the San
Antonio District Attorney’s office as a junior
public prosecutor. Four years later, she was a
highly respected assistant prosecutor with an im-
pressive record of convictions against gang
members and, most recently, drug smugglers. Her
weight problem was in the past now, thanks to a
good dietician.

But in her private life, she was alone. She had
no close friends. She couldn’t trust people, espe-
cially men. Her traumatic youth in foster care
had predisposed her to be suspicious of everyone,
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especially anyone male. She had male friends,
but she had never had a lover. She never wanted
one. Nobody got close enough to Glory Barnes
to hurt her.

Now this stubborn San Antonio detective was
trying to force her to leave her job and hide in a
small town from the drug lord she’d prosecuted for
distributing cocaine.

Fuentes was the newest in a long line of drug
lords who’d crossed the border into Texas, enlarging
his drug territory with the help of his street gang as-
sociates. One of them, with the promise of immunity
from Glory, had testified in the trial and despite his
millions, the drug czar had been facing up to fifteen
years in federal prison for distribution of crack
cocaine. A hung jury on that case had let him walk.

After she lost the drug case against him, she’d
been sitting in the hall when Fuentes came out of
the courtroom. He couldn’t resist bragging about
his victory. Fuentes sat down beside her and made
a threat. He had worldwide connections and he
could have anybody killed, even cops. He had, he
said, taken out a persistent local deputy sheriff
who’d harassed him by hiring a contract killer only
two weeks ago. Glory would be next if she didn’t
lay off investigating him, he’d added with an
arrogant smile. Sadly for him, Glory had been
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wearing a court-sanctioned wire at the time. His
arrest had come the very next day.

His fury had been far-reaching. Someone had
actually fired a gun at Glory when she walked out
of the courthouse two days ago, missing her head
by a fraction of an inch. She’d turned to look for
her bus when her assailant fired. It had been such
a close call that Detective Marquez was deter-
mined not to risk her a second time.

“Even if he gets me, you’ve still got the tape,”
she argued.

“The defense will swear it’s been tampered
with,” he muttered. “It’s why the D.A. didn’t put
it in evidence.”

She swore under her breath. Her color was
higher than usual, too.

As if on a signal, the door opened and Haynes
walked in with a glass of water and a pill bottle.
Sy Haynes was Glory’s administrative assistant, a
paralegal with a sharp tongue and the authority of
a drill sergeant. “You haven’t taken your capsule
today,” she muttered, popping the lid on the
medicine bottle and shaking one capsule into
Glory’s outheld hand. “One close call a month is
enough,” she added, referring to what Glory’s
doctor had termed a possible mild heart attack
arising from the pressure of the trial. A stress test
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had detected a problem that might require surgery
if Glory didn’t take her medicine and keep to her
low-fat diet and adopt a low-stress lifestyle.

Marquez wanted her to leave town and she
didn’t want to go. But what her doctor had said to
her was something she wasn’t willing to share with
Marquez or Sy. He’d told her that if she didn’t get
out of town, and into some sort of sedentary life-
style, she was going to have a major heart attack
and die at the prosecutor’s table in her courtroom.

She swallowed the capsule. “The damned
things include a diuretic,” she said irritably. “IT have
to go to the bathroom every few minutes. How am
I supposed to prosecute a case when I have to
interrupt myself six times an hour?”

“Wear a diaper,” Haynes replied imperturbably.

Glory gave her a glare.

“The D.A. doesn’t want you to die in the court-
room.” Marquez pressed his advantage now that he
had backup. “He might not get reelected. Besides,
he likes you.”

“He likes me because I have no private life,” she
retorted. “I carry case files home with me every
night. I’d miss yelling at people.”

“You can yell at the workers on the Pendle-
tons’s organic truck farm in Jacobsville,” Marquez
assured her.
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“At least I do know something about farming.
My father had a little truck farm...” She closed up
like a flower. It still hurt, after all these years, to
remember the pain of seeing him taken away in an
orange jumpsuit, cringing when she sobbed and
begged the judge to let him go.

“Your father would be proud of you,” Haynes
interjected. “Especially now that you’ve cleared
his name of that child abuse charge.”

“It won’t bring him back,” she said dully. Her
eyes narrowed. “But at least they finally found the
man who killed him. He’ll never get out now. If he
ever goes up before the parole board, I’ll be sitting
there with pictures of my father at every hearing
for the rest of my life.”

They didn’t doubt it. She was a vengeful
woman, in her quiet way.

“Come on,” Marquez coaxed. ““You need a rest,
anyway. It’s peaceful in Jacobsville.”

“Peaceful,” she nodded. “Right. Last year, there
was a shootout in Jacobsville with drug dealers
who moved hundreds of kilos of cocaine into the
city limits and kidnapped a child. Two years
before that, drug lord Manuel Lopez’s men were
stormed on his property in Jacobsville in a gun
battle where his henchmen had stockpiled bales of
marijuana.”
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“Nobody’s been shot at for two months,”
Marquez assured her.

“What if I'm recognized by any leftover drug
smugglers?”’

“They won’t be looking for you on a farm. San
Antonio is a big city, and you’re one of dozens of
assistant district attorneys,” he pointed out. ““Your
face isn’t that well known even here, and certainly
not in Jacobsville. You’ve changed a lot since you
went to school there. Even if someone remembers
you, it will be for the past, not the present. You’ll
be a quiet little woman from San Antonio with
health problems watching over several fields of
vegetables and fruit, thanks to your friends, the
Pendletons.”

He hesitated. “One more thing. You can’t admit
that you’re related to them, or even that you know
them well. Nobody in Jacobsville, except the police
chief, will know what you really do for a living.
We’re giving you a cover story that can be checked
out by any suspicious people. It’s foolproof.”

“Didn’t they say that about the Titanic’s design?”

“If she goes, I have to go with her,” Haynes
said firmly. “She won’t take her medicine if I'm
not there pushing it under her nose every day.”

Before Glory could open her mouth, Marquez
was shaking his head.
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“It’s going to be hard enough to help Glory fit
in,” he told Haynes. “If she takes you with her, a
gang member who might not recognize you alone
might recognize the assistant who goes to court
with her most of the time. Most of the gangs deal
in drug trafficking.”

Glory grimaced. “He’s right,” she told her as-
sistant sadly. “I’d love for you to go with me, but
it’s risky.”

Haynes looked miserable. “I could wear a
disguise.”

“No,” Marquez said quietly. “You’re more
useful here. If any of the other attorneys find out
something about Fuentes, you’re in the perfect
position to pass it on to me.”

“I guess you’re right,” Haynes said. She glanced
at Glory with a rueful smile. “I’ll have to find a
new boss while you’re gone.”

“Jon Blackhawk over at the FBI office is
looking for another assistant,” Marquez suggested.

Haynes glared at him. “He’ll never get another
one in this town, not after what he did to the last one.”

Marquez was trying to keep a straight face. “I’'m
sure it was all a terrible misunderstanding.”

Glory let out a chuckle in spite of herself.
“Some misunderstanding. His assistant thought he
was very attractive and asked him over to her place
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for dinner. He actually called the police and had
her charged with sexual harassment.”

Marquez let out the laugh he’d been holding
back. “She was a beautiful blonde with a high 1Q
and his own mother had recommended her for the
job. Blackhawk phoned his mother and told her
that his latest assistant had tried to seduce him. His
mother asked how. Now she’s outraged over what
he did and she won’t speak to him, either. The girl
was her best friend’s daughter.”

“He did drop the sexual harassment charge,”
Glory pointed out.

“Yes, but she quit just the same and went online
to tell every woman in San Antonio what he did to
her”” He whistled. “I’ll bet he’ll grow gray hair
before he gets a date in this town.”

“Serves him right,” Haynes muttered.

“Oh, it gets worse,” Marquez added with a grin.
“Remember Joceline Perry, who works for Garon
Grier and one of the other local FBI agents? They
gave Jon’s work to her.”

“Oh, dear,” Haynes murmured.

Joceline was something of a local legend
among administrative assistants. She was known
for her cutting wit and refusal to do work she
considered beneath her position. She would drive
Jon Blackhawk up the wall on a good day. God
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only knew what she’d do to him after the other
secretary quit.

“Poor guy,” Glory murmured. But she grinned.

Haynes glanced at Glory with a worried look.
“What are you going to do on the farm? You
wouldn’t dare go out and hoe in the fields, would
you?”

“Of course not,” Glory assured her. “I can can.”

“You can what?” Haynes frowned.

“You have heard of canning?” Glory replied.
“It’s how you put up fruits and vegetables so that
they don’t spoil. I can do jam and jelly and pickles
and all sorts of stuff.”

Marquez raised an eyebrow. “My mother used
to do it, but her hands aren’t what they used to be.
It’s an art.”

“A valuable skill,” Glory said smugly.

“You’ll need to wear jeans and look less
elegant,” Marquez told her. “No suits on the farm.”

“I lived in Jacobsville when I was a child,”
Glory reminded him with a forced smile, without
going into detail. Marquez was old enough to have
known about Glory’s ordeal. Of course, a lot of
people didn’t, even there. “I can fit in.”

“Then you’ll go?” Marquez persisted.

Glory sat back against the desk. She was out-
numbered and outgunned. They were probably
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right. San Antonio was a big city, but she’d been
in the same apartment building for two years and
everyone who lived there knew her. She’d be easy
to find if someone asked the right questions. If she
got herself killed, Fuentes would walk, and more
people would be butchered in his insane quest
for wealth.

If her doctor was right—and he was a very good
doctor—the move right now might save her life,
such as it was. She couldn’t admit how frightened
she was about his prognosis. Not to anyone. Tough
girls like Glory didn’t whine about their burdens.

“What about Jason and Gracie?” she blurted
out suddenly.

“Jason’s already hired a small army of body-
guards,” Marquez assured her. “He and Gracie will
be fine. It’s you they’re worried about. All of us are
worried about you.”

She drew in a long breath. “I guess a bulletproof
vest and a Glock wouldn’t convince you to let me
stay here?”

“Fuentes has bullets that penetrate body armor,
and nobody outside a psycho ward would give
you a gun.”

“All right,” she said heavily. “I’ll go. Do I have
to ramrod this farm?”

“No, Jason’s put in a manager.” He frowned.
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“Odd guy. He isn’t from Texas. I don’t know where
Jason found him. He’s...” He started to say that the
manager was one of the most unpleasant, taciturn
people he’d ever met, despite the fact that the farm
workers liked him. But it might not be the best time
to say it. “He’s very good at managing people,”
Marquez said instead.

“As long as he doesn’t try to manage me, I
guess it’s okay,” she said.

“He won’t know anything about you, except
what Jason tells him,” he assured her. “Jason won’t
have told him about why you’re there, and you
can’t, either. Apparently the manager’s just had
some sort of blow in his life, too, and he’s taken
the job to get himself over it.”

“A truck farm,” she murmured.

“I know where there’s an animal shelter,”
Marquez replied whimsically. “They need
someone to feed the lions.”

She glared at him. “With my luck, they’d try to
feed me to the lions. No, thanks.”

“This is for your own good,” Marquez said
quietly. “You know that.”

She sighed. “Yes, I suppose it is.” She moved
away from the desk. “My whole life, I’ve been
forced to run away from problems. I’d hoped
that this time, at least, I could stand and deliver.”
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“Neat phrasing,” Marquez mused. “Would you
like to borrow my sword?”

She gave him a keen glance. “Your mother
should never have given you that claymore,” she
told him. “You’re very lucky that the patrol officer
could be convinced to drop the charges.”

He looked affronted. “The guy picked the lock
on my apartment door and let himself in. When I
woke up, he was packing my new laptop into a
book bag for transport!”

“You have a sidearm,” she pointed out.

He glowered at her. “I forgot and left it locked
in the pocket of my car that night. But the sword
was mounted right over my bed.”

“They say the thief actually jumped out the
window when he brandished that huge weapon,”
Glory told Haynes, who grinned.

“My apartment is on the ground floor,”
Marquez informed them.

“Yes, but you were chasing the thief down the
street in your...” She cleared her throat. “Well, you
were out of uniform.”

“I got arrested for streaking,” Marquez
muttered. “Can you believe that?”

“Of course I can! You were naked!” Glory replied.

“How I sleep has nothing to do with the fact that
the guy was robbing me! At least I got him down
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and immobilized by the time the squad car spotted
me.” He shook his head. “I told the arresting officer
who I was, and he asked to see my badge.”

Glory put her hand over her mouth to stifle a
giggle.

“Did you tell him where it was?” Haynes asked.

“I told him where he could put it if he didn’t
arrest the burglar.” He moved restlessly. “Anyway,
another squad car pulled up behind him, and it
was an officer who knew me.”

“A female officer,” Glory told Haynes, with glee.

Marquez’s high cheekbones actually seemed to
flush. “The burglar’s tote came in handy,” he
murmured. “At least I got to ride back to my apart-
ment. But the story got out from the night shift, and
by the next afternoon, I was a minor celebrity.”

“What a pity you didn’t get caught by the squad
car’s camera,” Haynes giggled. “They could have
featured you on that TV show, Cops.”

He glared at her. “I was robbed!”

“Well, he didn’t actually get to keep anything
he took, did he?” Haynes asked.

“He fell on my new laptop when I tackled him,”
Marquez scoffed. “Trashed the hard drive. I lost
all my files.”

“Never heard of backing up with hard copy, I
guess?” Glory queried.
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“Who expects to have someone break into a
cop’s apartment and rob him?”

“He does have a point,” Haynes had to admit.

“I guess s0.”

Marquez looked at his watch and grimaced. “I
have to be in court this afternoon to testify for a
homicide case,” he told them. “I can tell my boss that
you’re going to Jacobsville, right?”

She sighed. “Yes. I’ll go tomorrow morning, first
thing. Do I need a letter of introduction or anything?”’

“No. Jason will let the manager know you’re
coming. You can stay in the house on the property.”

She hesitated. “Where is the manager staying?”

“Also in the house.” He held up a hand. “Before
you say it, there’s a housekeeper who lives in the
house and cooks for the manager.”

That relaxed her, but only a little. She didn’t like
strange men, especially at close quarters. She
decided that despite the summer heat, she’d pack
thick cotton pajamas and a long robe.

JACOBSVILLE SEEMED MUCH smaller than she re-
membered it. The main street was almost exactly
the same as it had been when she lived nearby.
There was the pharmacy where her father had gone
for medicine. Over there was the café which
Barbara, Marquez’s mother, had run for as long as
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she could remember. There was the hardware store
and the feed store and the clothing boutique. It
was all the same. Only Glory herself had changed.

As she turned onto the narrow paved road that
led to the Pendletons’s truck farm, she began to
feel sick at her stomach. She’d forgotten. The
house was the same one she’d shared with her
mother and father, until her mother’s explosive
temper had shattered Glory’s young body and their
family. Until now, she hadn’t thought about how
difficult it might be, trying to live there again.

The old pecan tree in the front yard was still
there. She spotted it before she saw the mailbox
beside the narrow paved driveway. Years ago, there
had been a tire swing on the tree.

The real surprise was the house. The Pendletons
must have spent some money remodeling it,
because the old clapboard house of Glory’s youth
was now an elegant white Victorian with ginger-
bread woodwork. There was a long, wide front
porch which contained a swing, a settee and
several rocking chairs. Far behind the house was
a huge steel warehouse where workers were
putting boxes of fresh corn and peas and tomatoes
and other produce from the large fields on all sides
of the house and warehouse. The fields seemed to
stretch for miles into the flat distance.
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She pulled up in the graveled parking lot under
another pecan tree and cut off the engine. Her
small sedan contained most of her worldly goods.
Except for her furniture, and she hadn’t even con-
sidered bringing that along. She was keeping her
apartment in San Antonio. The rent was paid up for
six months, courtesy of her stepbrother. She
wondered when she’d get to go home.

She opened the door and got out, just in time to
see a tall, jean-clad man with jet-black hair and a
mustache come down the front steps. He had a
strong face and an athletic physique. He walked
with such elegance that he seemed to glide along.
He looked foreign.

He spotted Glory and his taut expression grew
even more reserved. He moved toward her with a
quick, elegant step. As he came closer, she could
see that his eyes were black, like jet, under a jutting
brow and dark eyebrows. She had the odd feeling
that he was the sort of man you hope you never
meet in a dark alley.

He stopped just in front of her, adding up her
inexpensive car, her eyeglasses, her windswept
blond hair in its tight bun and her modest
clothing. If he was measuring, she thought, she’d
fallen short.

“May I help you?” he asked coldly.
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She leaned heavily on the car door. “I'm the
canner.”

He blinked. “Excuse me?”

She swallowed, hard. He was very tall and he
looked half out of humor already. “I can can.”

“We don’t hire exotic dancers,” he shot back.

Her green eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

“The can-can is a dance, I believe?”

“Is it, really?” she asked with a mischievous
glance. “Would you like to demonstrate it, and I'll
give you my opinion of whether it’s a dance or not?”

Incredible, she thought. Until now, she hadn’t
really believed that a man’s eyes could explode
with bad temper...



THE MAN’S JAW CLENCHED. “I am not in the mood
for games,” he said in coldly accented English.

“First you talk about dancing, now you’re on
about games,” she said. “Really, I don’t care about
your private life. I was sent here to help with the
canning. Jason Pendleton offered me the position.”

His eyes were really smoldering now. “He what?”’

“Gave me a job,” she replied. She frowned. “Are
you hard of hearing?”

He took a step toward her and she moved further
toward the hinges. He looked ferocious. “Jason
Pendleton offered you a job, here?”

“Yes, he did,” she replied. Perhaps humor
wasn’t a very good idea at the time. “He said you
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needed someone to help put up his organic fruit. I
can make preserves and jellies and I know how to
can vegetables.”

He seemed to be struggling with her presence.
It was obvious that he wasn’t happy about her
coming here. “Jason said nothing about it to me.”

“He told me he’d phone you tonight. He’s in
Montana at a cattle show.”

“I know where he is.”

Her hip was throbbing. She didn’t want to
mention it. He was irritated enough already. “Would
you like me to sleep in the car?” she asked politely.

He seemed to realize where they were, as if
he’d lost his train of thought. “I’ll have Consuelo
get a room ready for you,” he said without enthu-
siasm. “She’s been putting up the jellies and pre-
serves herself. It’s a new line. We have a
processing plant for the vegetables. If the fruit line
catches on, we’ll add it into the plant. Consuelo
said the kitchen here is plenty large enough to do
for a sampling of products.”

“I won’t get in her way,” she promised.

“Come on, then. I'll introduce you before I leave.”

Was he going to quit already, then, to keep from
having to work with her? she wanted to ask. Pity
he had no sense of humor.

She reached back into the car for her red dragon
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cane. She had an umbrella stand full of the helpful
devices, in all sorts of colors and styles. If one had
to be handicapped, she reasoned, one should be
flamboyant about it.

She closed the door, leaning on the cane.

His expression was inexplicable. He scowled.

She waited for him to comment about her dis-
ability.

He didn’t. He turned and walked, slowly, back
to the house, waiting for her to catch up. She rec-
ognized that expression. It was pity. She clenched
her teeth. If he offered to help her up the steps, she
was going to hit him right in the knee with her cane.

He didn’t do that, either. He did open the door
for her, grudgingly.

Great, she told herself as she walked into the
foyer. We’ll communicate in sign language from
now on, I guess.

He led the way through a comfortable living
room with polished bare wood floors, through
what seemed like pantries on both sides of the
narrow passage, and into an enormous kitchen
with new appliances, a large table and chairs, a
worktable, and yellow lace curtains at all the
windows. The floor was linoleum with a stone
pattern. The cabinets were oak-stained, roomy and
easy to reach. There was a counter that went from
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the dishwasher and sink around to the stove. The
refrigerator was standing alone in a corner. It must
have offended the cook and been exiled, Glory
thought wickedly.

A small dark woman with her hair in a compli-
cated ponytail down her back, tied in four places
with pink ribbon, turned at the sound of footsteps.
She had a round face and laughing dark eyes.

“Consuelo,” the tall man said, indicating Glory,
“this is the new canner.”

Consuelo’s eyebrows arched.

“I told him I can can and he called me an exotic
dancer,” Glory told the woman.

The other woman seemed to be fighting laughter.

“This is Consuelo Aguila,” he introduced. “And
thisis...” He stopped dead, because he didn’t know
who the new arrival was.

Glory waited for him to get on with it. She
wasn’t inclined to help out.

“You didn’t ask her name?” Consuelo chided.
She went to Glory, with a big smile. “You are
welcome here. I can use the help. What is your
name?”

“Gloryanne,” came the soft reply. “Gloryanne
Barnes.”

The tall man raised both eyebrows. “Who
named you?”
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Her eyes grew solemn. “My father. He thought
having a child was a glorious occasion.”

He was curious about her expression. She
seemed reluctant to add anything more.

“Do you know who he is?”” Consuelo asked her,
indicating the tall man.

Glory pursed her lips. She shook her head.

“You didn’t even introduce yourself?”” Consuelo
asked the man, aghast.

He glowered at her. “She won’t be working with
me,” he said flatly.

“Yes, but she’s going to live in the house...?”

“I don’t mind sleeping in my car,” Glory said at
once, very pleasantly.

“Don’t be absurd,” he growled. “T have to go to
the hardware store to pick up some more stakes
for the tomato plants,” he told the small, dark
woman. “Give her a room and tell her how we
work here.”

Glory opened her mouth to protest his attitude,
but he whirled and strode out of the room without
another word. The front screen door banged loudly
as he went out it.

“Well, he’s a charmer, isn’t he?” Glory asked
the older woman with a grin. “I can hardly wait to
settle in and make his life utterly miserable.”

Consuelo laughed. “He’s not so bad,” she said.
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“We don’t know why he took over when Mr.
Wilkes resigned. The boss—that’s Mr. Pendleton,
he lives in San Antonio—told us that Rodrigo had
lost his family recently and was in mourning. He
came here to pick up his life again.”

“Oh, dear,” Glory said quietly. “Sorry. I
shouldn’t have been so sarcastic toward him.”

“It rolls off his back,” the woman scoffed. “He
works like a tiger. He is never cruel or harsh with
the men who work in the fields. He is a cultured
man, I think, because he loves to listen to DVDs
of opera and classical music. But once, we had a
worker get into a fight with another man, and
Rodrigo intervened. Nobody saw him move, but in
the flash of a light, the aggressor was lying on his
back in the dirt with many bruises. The men don’t
give Rodrigo any reason to go after them, since
that happened. He is very strong.”

“Rodrigo?” Glory sounded out the name. It had
a quiet dignity.

“Rodrigo Ramirez,” she replied. “He worked on
a cattle ranch down in Sonora, he said.”

“He came from Mexico?”

“I think he was born there, but he does not speak
of his past.”

“His accent is very slight,” Glory mused. “He
speaks Spanish, I guess.”
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“Spanish, French, Danish, Portuguese, German,
Italian and, of all things, Apache.”

Glory was confused. “With a talent like that,
he’s managing a truck farm in Texas?”

Consuelo chuckled. “I, also, made this observa-
tion. He led me to believe he once worked as a trans-
lator. Where, he did not say.”

Glory smiled. “Well, at least this is going to be
an interesting job.”

“You know the big boss, Jason Pendleton?”

Glory nodded. “Well, sort of,” she amended
quickly. “I was more friendly with his sister,”
she confided.

“Ah. Gracie.” Consuelo chuckled again. “She
came with him once. There was a cat with a broken
leg lying beside the road, a stray that hung around
here. Gracie picked it up, blood and dirt and all,
and made Jason take her to the nearest vet. She was
wearing a silk dress that would cost me two months
wages, and it didn’t matter. The cat was what
mattered.” She smiled. “She should marry. It would
be a very lucky man, to have a wife like that.”

“She doesn’t want to get married,” Glory said.
“Her real father was a hell-raiser.”

“Hers and Jason’s, you mean...”

Glory shook her head. “You see, Jason and
Gracie aren’t related. Her father died when she
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was in her early teens. Her stepmother married
Jason’s father. Then her stepmother died and
Jason’s father married again.” She didn’t add that
Jason’s stepfather was also her own stepfather. It
was complicated.

Consuelo took off her apron. “I must show you
to the guest room.” She turned, and only then
noticed the cane, half hidden behind Glory’s jean-
clad leg. Her eyebrows met. “You should have told
me,” she fussed. “I would never have let you stand
like that while I gossiped! It must be painful.”

“I didn’t notice. Really.”

“The room is downstairs, at least,” Consuelo said,
leading the way past the pantry shelves, into the
living room, and through a far door that led to
another hall, which ended in a bathroom opening
into a small, blue-wallpapered room with white trim.

“It’s lovely,” Glory told her.

“It’s small,” Consuelo said. “Rodrigo chose it
for himself, but I told him he needed more room
than this. He has two computers and several pieces
of radio equipment. A hobby, he said. There is a
small desk in the study that he uses, but he prefers
his bedroom when he’s doing the books.”

“He’s antisocial?”

“He has nothing to do with women,” Consuelo
replied. She frowned. “Although, there was a pretty
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blonde woman who came here to see him one day.
They seemed very close. I asked. But he ignored the
question. He does not talk about himself.”

“How odd.”

“You are not married, or engaged?”

Glory shook her head. “I don’t want to marry.
Ever.”

“You don’t want children?”

Glory frowned. “I don’t know that I should try
to have them,” she said. “I have a...medical
problem. It would be dangerous.” She sighed. “But
since I don’t trust men very much, it’s probably
just as well.”

Consuelo didn’t ask any more questions, but
her manner with Glory was gentle.

THE TRUCK FARM WAS HUGE. There were many
fields, each with a separate crop, and the plantings
were staggered so that something was always
ready to harvest. The fruit trees were just being
picked. Peaches and apricots, nectarines and kiwi
fruit were first to harvest. The apple trees were va-
rieties that produced in the fall. In between were
berries, dewberries and raspberries and blackber-
ries and strawberries.

“I’m going to be busy,” Glory exclaimed when
Consuelo pointed out the various surrounding fields.
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“We both are,” the older woman replied. “I was
thinking about giving up this job. It’s too much for
one woman. But two of us, we can manage, I think.
The jams and jellies and pickles will add a lot to
our revenue if they sell. They’re popular with
tourists. We also stock them at the local florist
shop, and they 're put in gift baskets. We have a pro-
cessing plant for the organic vegetables and an
online shop that our warehouse operates. They ship
orders. But this is early days for our specialty
canning. I’ve only managed to do the usual things,
fruit preserves and jellies. I would love to do small
batches of organic corn and peas and beans as well,
but they mostly do those at the processing center
in bulk. Besides, those require the pressure cooker
to process and more time than I have had since
Rodrigo took charge. He is a dynamo, that man.”

“Pressure cookers make me nervous,” Glory
began.

“We’ve all heard terrible stories about how they
can explode,” Consuelo chuckled. “But this is a new
age. They all have failsafe controls nowadays.
Anyway, we won’t use them here. Let me show you
what we’re working on. It’s an easy job.”

EAsy. THE WORK WAS. Glory’s hip pained her, and
she spent some of her time on a heating pad. But
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Consuelo found her a stool and she adjusted to the
new physical demands of her job.

Rodrigo, however, was not easy. He seemed to
have taken an instant dislike to Glory and was de-
termined to say as little to her as possible in the
course of a day.

He seemed to think she was a useless person.
He was impersonally tolerant of her disability, but
he often looked at her as if he suspected that her
brain was locked away in a fleshy cabinet and was
only taken out occasionally to be polished. She
wondered what he’d think if he knew what she did
for a living and why she was actually down here.
It amused her to consider his reaction.

One day, he brought a new man into the house
and told Consuelo that he would be overseeing the
men while Rodrigo had to be away over the
weekend. Glory didn’t like the newcomer at all. He
seemed to never look anyone in the eye. He was
small and swarthy and he made a point of staring at
Glory’s body when he spoke to her. Already uneasy
around men she didn’t know, this one was causing
her some real problems.

Consuelo noticed, and she got between the man
and Glory when he became too friendly.

“I cannot imagine what was in Sefior Ramirez’s
mind when he hired that Castillo man as an assis-
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tant,” Consuelo muttered to Glory when they were
alone in the kitchen. “I don’t like having him
around here. He’s spent time in jail.”

“How did you know that?” Glory asked. She
knew the answer, but she wondered if Consuelo
was just sensing the man’s past or if there was a
reason for the remark.

“The muscles in his arms and torso are huge, and
he has tattoos everywhere.” She mentioned one
particular tattoo that marked him as a member of
one of the more notorious Los Angeles street gangs.

Glory, who knew about gang members all too
well, was surprised and impressed by the
woman’s knowledge.

“What is he doing here?” Glory asked aloud,
pondering.

“I would not dare to ask,” came the solemn
reply. “Sefior Pendleton should be told, but it
would be worth my job to mention it outside the
house. We will have to trust that Rodrigo knows
what he is doing.”

“There’s a strange bird,” Glory remarked.
“Rodrigo. He’s very cultured and quite intelligent.
I’m sure he could write his own ticket in manage-
ment anywhere he wanted to work. He seems out
of place on a truck farm.”

Consuelo chuckled. “I would not ask that one
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anything which was not necessary for the perfor-
mance of my job,” she replied. “From time to time,
something upsets him. He is eloquent with bad
words, and he does not tolerate sloppy work or tar-
diness. One man he scolded for drinking on the job
was fired the same day. He is a hard taskmaster.”

“Yes, I thought he seemed that sort of man. He’s
not happy.”

Consuelo looked at her and nodded. “You are
perceptive. No, he is not. And I think that he is not
usually a moody person. He must have loved his
family very much. I notice how he is with my son,
Marco, when he visits me.”

“You have children, then?” Glory asked gently.

Consuelo smiled. “Yes, a boy. He has just
turned twenty-one. I adore him.”

“Does he live nearby?”

Consuelo shook her head. “He lives in Houston.
But he comes to see me when he can. Especially
when there’s a soccer game on cable—he can’t
afford it, but Rodrigo had it put in here so that he
doesn’t miss the games.”

“Soccer?” Glory’s green eyes lit up. “I love
soccer!”

“You do?” Consuelo was excited. “Which team
do you like best?”

Glory smiled sheepishly. “Mexico. I know I
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should support our own team in this country, but I
love the Mexican team. I have a flag of the team
that hangs in my living room during the World
Cup and the Copita.”

“I probably should not tell you that I am related
to a player on that team.”

“You are?” Glory exclaimed. “Which one?”

Before she could answer, Rodrigo walked in.
He stopped in the doorway, scowling at Glory’s
radiance when she smiled. “What did I interrupt?”’
he asked curiously.

“We were talking about soccer,” Consuelo began.

He glanced at Glory. “Don’t tell me you watch it?”

“Every chance I get,” she replied.

He made a sound in his throat, like a subdued
chuckle. He turned to Consuelo. “I’m going to
be away for the weekend. I'm leaving Castillo
in charge. If you have any problems with him,
let me know.”

“He does not...” Consuelo began, glancing at
Glory.

“He doesn’t bother us,” Glory interrupted with
a speaking glance.

“Since you have no contact with him, I can’t
imagine why he should,” he told her. “If you need
me, you have my cell phone number.”

“Yes,” Consuelo said.
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He walked out without another word.

“Why didn’t you let me tell him?” Consuelo
asked worriedly.

“He’d think I was complaining to you,” Glory
said simply. “If Castillo gives me any trouble, I’1l
take care of him myself.” She smiled gently. “You
shouldn’t think that my hip slows me down very
much,” she said softly. “I can take care of myself.
But thank you for caring.”

Consuelo hesitated, then she smiled. “Okay. I'll
let you handle it your way.”

Glory nodded, and went back to work.

CASTILLO DIDN’T BOTHER them. But he did have a
long conversation with a man in a white van. Glory
watched covertly from the kitchen window, making
sure she wasn’t visible to him. The van was old and
beat-up and the man driving it was as muscular and
as tattooed as Castillo. She made a mental note of
the van’s license plate and wrote it down on a pad,
justin case.

She shouldn’t have been so suspicious of
people, she told herself. But she knew a lot about
drug smuggling from the cases she’d prosecuted,
and she had something of a second sense about
the “mules” who transported cocaine and ma-
rijuana and methamphetamine from one place to
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another. Many of the “mules” were in street gangs
that also helped distribute the product.

She and Consuelo were kept busy for the next
couple of weeks as the fruit started to come in.
They had baskets and baskets of it, picked by the
workers and spread around the kitchen. If Glory
had wondered why there were two stoves, she
didn’t have to ask any longer. Both were going
night and day as the sweet smell of preserves and
jams and jellies wafted through the house.

Slowly Glory had become accustomed to seeing
Rodrigo in the kitchen at mealtimes. He slept
upstairs, so she didn’t see him at night. Sometimes
she heard him pacing up there. His room was ap-
parently right over hers.

She served Rodrigo bacon and eggs and the
homemade biscuits she’d made since she was ten,
because Consuelo had to go to the store for more
canning supplies, including jars and lids. She
poured coffee into a cup and put that on the table
as well. She’d long since eaten herself, so she went
back to peeling a basket of peaches.

RODRIGO WATCHED HER COVERTLY. She had her hair
in its usual braid. She was wearing old blue jeans
and a green T-shirt that showed very little skin. She
wasn’t a pretty woman. He found her uninterest-
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ing. Not that it mattered. Now that Sarina was
married, and she and Bernadette were no longer
part of his life, not much did matter. He’d hoped
that the reappearance of Bernadette’s father, Colby
Lane, would make no difference to the close ties
he had with the woman and child. But in scant
weeks, Colby and Sarina were inseparable. They
had been married years ago and it seemed that the
marriage was never annulled. It was like death to
Rodrigo, who’d been part of Sarina’s family for
three years. He couldn’t cope. It was why he’d
taken on this assignment. It was both covert and
dangerous. He was known to the big drug lords,
and his cover was paper thin since he’d helped put
away Cara Dominguez, successor to famous, and
dead, drug lord Manuel Lopez.

Rodrigo was an agent for the Drug Enforcement
Administration. He and Sarina, a fellow agent, had
worked out of the Tucson division for three years.
Then they’d been asked to go undercover in
Houston to ferret out a smuggling enterprise. They’d
been successful. But Colby Lane, who’d helped set
up the smugglers, had walked off with Sarina and
Bernadette. Rodrigo had been devastated.

Sarina had promised Colby that she’d give up
her DEA job and go to work for Police Chief Cash
Grier here in Jacobsville. So Rodrigo had asked for
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this undercover assignment, to be near her. But
Sarina had been persuaded by the DEA to work
with Alexander Cobb in the Houston office on
another case. Colby hadn’t liked it. Rodrigo had
liked it less. She was in Houston, and he was here.
Colby had remained at Ritter Oil Corporation in
Houston as assistant of security for the firm, while
Sarina settled back in with the Houston DEA
office. Bernadette was back in Houston finishing
out the school year in a familiar place.

Sarina had come here to tell him the news. It had
been painful, seeing her again. She knew how he
felt; she was sorry for him. It didn’t help. His life was
in pieces. She was concerned that his cover was too
flimsy and he stood to be killed if the drug lords
found him out. It didn’t matter. There was a price on
his head in almost every other country in the world
from his days as a professional mercenary. This
country was the only place left where he wasn’t in
danger of being assassinated. On the other hand, his
line of work was likely to get him killed.

“You don’t talk much, do you?” Rodrigo asked
the woman peeling peaches beside him.

She smiled. “Not a lot, no,” she replied.

“How do you like the job, so far?” he asked.

“It’s nice,” she replied. “And I like Consuelo.”

“Everyone does. She has a big heart.”
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She peeled another peach. He finished his
coffee and got up to get a refill for himself. She
noticed. “I don’t mind doing that,” she said. “It’s
part of my job to work in the kitchen.”

He ignored the comment, added cream to his
coffee, and sat back down. “How did you hurt your
leg?”

Her face closed up. She didn’t like remember-
ing. “It was when I was a child,” she said, circum-
venting the question.

He was watching her, very closely. “And you
don’t talk about it, do you?”

She looked him in the eye. “No. I don’t.”

He sipped coffee. His eyes narrowed. “Most
women your age are married or involved with
someone.”

“I like my own company,” she told him.

“You don’t share things,” he replied. “You don’t
trust anyone. You keep to yourself, do your job
and go home.”

Her eyebrows arched. “Are we doing a psycho-
logical profile?”

He laughed coolly. “I like to know something
about the people I work with.”

“I'm twenty-six years old, I’ve never been
arrested, I hate liver, I pay my bills on time and
I’ve never cheated on my income tax. Oh,” she
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added, “and I wear size nine shoes, in case it
ever comes up.”

He chuckled then. His dark eyes were amused,
alive, intent on her face. “Do I sound like an
interrogator?”

“Something like that,” she said, smiling.

“Consuelo says you speak Spanish.”

“Tengo que hablarlo,” she replied. “Para hacer
mi trabajo.”

“;Y qué es su trabajo, pues, rubia?” he replied.

She smiled gently. “You speak it so beauti-
fully,” she said involuntarily. “I was taught Cas-
tilian, although I don’t lisp my ‘c’s.”

“You make yourself understood,” he told her.
“Are you literate?”

She nodded. “I love to read in Spanish.”

“What do you like to read?”

She bit her lower lip and gave him an odd
look. “Well...”

“Come on.”

She sighed. “I like to read about Juan Belmonte
and Joselito and Manolete.”

His eyebrows arched toward his hairline.
“Bullfighters? You like to read about Spanish
bullfighters?”

She scowled. “Old bullfighters,” she corrected.
“Belmonte and Joselito fought bulls in the early
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part of the twentieth century, and Manolete died
in the ring in 1947.”

“So they did.” He studied her over his coffee
mug. “You’re full of surprises, aren’t you? Soccer
and bullfighting.” He shook his head. “I would
have taken you for a woman who liked poetry.”

IF HE’D KNOWN HER, and her lifestyle, it would
have shocked him that she’d even considered
doing manual labor, much less read poetry. She
was amused at the thought.

“I do like poetry,” she replied. And she did.

“So do I,” he said surprisingly.

“Which poets?” she fished.

He smiled. “Lorca.”

Her lips parted on a shocked breath. “He wrote
about the death of his friend Sdnchez Mejias in the
bull ring.”

“Yes, and was Kkilled himself in the Spanish
Civil War a few years later.”

“How odd,” she said, thinking aloud.

“That I read Lorca?”

“Well, considering what he wrote, yes. It’s
something of a coincidence, isn’t it?”

“What poets do you read?” he returned.

“I like Rupert Brooke.” In fact, as she looked at
Rodrigo she was remembering a special poem,
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about death finding the poet long before he tired
of watching the object of the poem. She thought
involuntarily that Rodrigo was good to look at. He
was very handsome.

He pursed his lips. “I wonder if we could
possibly be thinking of the same poem?” he
wondered aloud.

“Which one did you have in mind?”” she probed.

“‘Death will find me long before I tire of
watching you,”” he began in a slow, sensuous,
faintly accented tone.

The peach she was peeling fell out of her hands
and rolled across the kitchen floor while she stared
at the man across the table from her with wide-
eyed shock.



RODRIGO STARED AT HER curiously. She was a con-
tradiction. She seemed simple and sweet, but she
was educated. He was certain that she wasn’t
what she appeared to be, but it was far too soon
to start dissecting her personality. She interested
him, but he didn’t want her to. He was still
mourning Sarina. Anyway, it amused him that she
liked the same poems he did.

She got up slowly and picked up her peach,
tossing it away because Consuelo had waxed the
floor that morning and she was wary of getting
even a trace of wax in her fruit. She washed her
hands again as well.

“I’'m glad to see that you appreciate the danger
of contamination,” Rodrigo said.
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She smiled. “Consuelo would have whacked
me with a broom if she’d caught me putting
anything in the pot that had been on her floor, no
matter how clean it is.”

“She’s a good woman.”

“She is,” Glory agreed. “She’s been very kind
to me.”

He finished his coffee and got up. But he didn’t
leave. “One of the workers told me that Castillo
made a suggestive remark to you when you went
to ask him for replacement baskets for some
berries that had molded.”

She gave him a wary look. She’d had words
with Castillo over his foul language. He’d only
laughed. It had made her very angry. But she didn’t
want to get a reputation for tale-telling. There was
more to it than that, of course. Her mother hadn’t
been the only person who’d been physically
abusive to her. The two teenage boys in the foster
home had harassed and frightened her for months
and then assaulted her. As a result of the violence
in her past, she was uneasy and frightened around
men. Rodrigo had been away when the new
employee had made suggestive remarks, and Glory
and Consuelo would have been no match for a
man with the muscles Castillo enjoyed displaying,
if Glory had antagonized him.
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“You’re afraid of him,” Rodrigo said quietly,
watching her reaction to the statement.

She swallowed. Her hand contracted on the
knife. She didn’t want to admit that, even though
it was true. She was afraid of men. It hurt her pride
to have to admit it.

“Was it a man, who did that to you?” he asked
unexpectedly, indicating her hip.

She was too emotionally torn to choose her
words. “My mother did it,” she replied.

Whatever reply he’d expected, that wasn’t it.
“God in heaven, your mother?” he exclaimed.

She couldn’t meet his eyes. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“She was killing my cat,” she said, feeling the
pain all over again. “I tried to stop her.”

“What did she hit you with?”

The memory was still painful. “A baseball bat.
My own baseball bat. I played on my school team
just briefly.”

His indrawn breath was audible in the silence
that followed.

“And the cat?”

The memory hurt. “My daddy buried it for me
while I was in the hospital,” she managed huskily.
“Nifia,” he whispered huskily. “Lo siento.”

She’d never had comfort. It had been offered,
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and refused, several times during traumatic periods
of her life. Sympathy was weakening. It was the
enemy. She tried valiantly to stem the tears, but she
couldn’t stop them. The tenderness in Rodrigo’s
deep voice made her hungry for comfort. Her wet
eyes betrayed that need to him.

He took the knife and the peaches from her, set
them aside and pulled her up tight into his arms.
He held her, rocked her, while years of sorrow and
grief poured out of her in a blinding tide.

“What a witch she must have been,” he
murmured into her soft hair.

“Yes,” she said simply, remembering what came
after her accident. The arrest of her father and his
conviction, the foster homes, the assault...

She should have been afraid of him. The
memory of the boys overpowering her in her foster
home haunted her. But she wasn’t afraid. She
clung to him, burying her wet face in his broad
chest. His arms were strong and warm, and he held
her in a gentle but tight nonsexual way. It was a
landmark in her life, that comfort. Jason had held
her when she cried, of course, but Jason was like
a loving big brother. This man was something
entirely different.

He smoothed her hair, thinking how it helped
to feel another human body close against his. He
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grieved for the loss of Sarina and Bernadette, and
deep inside he remembered his anguish when the
drug lord, Manuel Lopez, had killed his only
sister. He knew grief. He began to understand this
woman a little. She was strong. She must be, to
have survived such an ordeal. He suspected there
were more traumatic things in her past, things
she’d never told another living soul.

After a minute, she moved away from him. She
was embarrassed. She dabbed at her eyes with the
hem of her apron and turned to pick up the peaches
and the knife.

“We all have tragedies,” he said quietly. “We
live with them in silence. Sometimes the pain
breaks free and becomes visible. It should not em-
barrass you to realize that you are human.”

She looked up at him with red eyes. She
nodded.

He smiled and glanced at his watch. “I have
to get the men started. Breakfast was very nice.
Your biscuits are better than Consuelo’s, but
don’t tell her.”

She managed a watery smile. “I won’t.”

He started out the door.

“Sefior Ramirez,” she called.

He turned, his eyebrows arched.

“Thank you,” she managed.
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“You’re welcome.”

She watched him go, twisting inside with unfa-
miliar emotions. She couldn’t remember any man,
except for Jason, holding her like that in her adult
life. It had been wonderful. Now she had to put it
right out of her mind. She didn’t want anyone close
to her emotionally. Not even Rodrigo.

THE NEXT WEEK, SHE was surprised to find a police
car in the front yard. She went to the front porch
and paused as the town’s police chief, Cash Grier,
bounded up the steps.

She hadn’t seen him before, and she was sur-
prised by the long ponytail he wore. She’d heard
that he was unconventional, and there were some
interesting rumors about his past that were spoken
in whispers. Even up in San Antonio, he was some-
thing of a legend in law enforcement circles.

“You’re Chief Grier,” she said as he ap-
proached her.

He grinned. “What gave me away?” he asked.

“The badge that says ‘Police Chief,” she
replied, tongue-in-cheek. “What can I do for you?”

He chuckled. “I came to see Rodrigo. Is he
around?”

“He was,” she replied. “But he hasn’t come in
for lunch, or called.” She turned and opened the
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screen door, leaning heavily on the cane.
“Consuelo, do you know where Mr. Ramirez is?”

“He said he was going to the hardware store to
pick up the extra buckets he ordered,” she called.

Glory turned back to the chief, and found him
eyeing her cane. She became defensive. “Some-
thing bothering you?” she asked pertly.

“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to stare. You’re
young to be walking with a cane.”

She nodded, her green eyes meeting his dark
ones. “I’ve been using it for a long time.”

He cocked his head, and he wasn’t smiling.
“Your mother was Beverly Barnes, wasn’t she?”
he asked coldly.

She drew in her breath.

“Marquez’s mother runs the local eatery,” he
replied. “I know about you from her. She and Rick
don’t have any secrets.”

“Nobody is supposed to know why I’m here,”
she began worriedly.

He held up a hand. “I haven’t said anything, and
I'won’t. I gather you include Rodrigo in those people
who aren’t supposed to know why you’re here?”

“Yes,” she said quickly. “Especially Rodrigo.”

He nodded. “I’ll watch your back,” he told her.
“But it would be wise to have Rodrigo in on it.”

She couldn’t imagine why. The manager of a
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truck farm wouldn’t know what to do against a
drug lord. “The fewer people who know, the
better,” she told him. “Fuentes would love to hang
me out to dry before the trial. I know too much.”

“Marquez told me. He said he had to fight you
to get you to come down here in the first place. The
thing is, Fuentes probably has confederates that we
don’t know about.”

“Here?” she asked.

“Very likely. I have a few contacts on the
wrong side of the law. Word is that he’s hiring
teenagers for his more potent areas of vengeance.
They go to juvenile hall, you see, not prison. I
understand that he’s recruiting in a Houston
gang—Los Serpientes. If you see any suspicious
activity here, or any new young faces hiring on, I
want to know about it. Night or day. Especially if
you feel threatened at all. I don’t care if it’s after
midnight, either.”

“That’s generous of you,” she said, and she
smiled.

“Not really,” he sighed. “Tris, our baby girl,
keeps us awake all hours just lately. She’s
teething, so you probably wouldn’t even have to
wake us up.”

“Your wife is very famous,” she replied shyly.

He chuckled with pride. “Yes, but you’d never
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know it to see her pushing baby Tris in a cart in
the Sav-A-Lot Grocery Store,” he assured her.

Grocery store. The store had a van. Something
niggled in the back of her mind. She remembered
something. “There was a van,” she said suddenly.
“This man Castillo that Mr. Ramirez just hired to
be his assistant was talking to some man in a
battered old white van. Something changed
hands—money or drugs, maybe. It was suspicious,
so I wrote down the license plate number.”

“Smart girl,” he said, impressed.

“I put it on a pad in the kitchen. Would you like
to come in and have coffee? Consuelo’s made a
nice peach pie for supper.”

“I love coffee and pie,” he assured her.

“Come in, then.”

He followed her into the kitchen, where
Consuelo greeted him, but with obvious suspicion.
He got the number from Glory while Consuelo
was out of the room.

“Consuelo doesn’t like policemen,” she
confided. “I don’t know why. I mentioned some-
thing about the extra patrols that were coming past
the house, and she was belligerent.”

“Could be the immigration investigations,” Cash
murmured. “They’ve stepped up in the new politi-
cal climate.”
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“What about the extra patrols?” she asked
suddenly.

He glanced toward the doorway to make sure
Consuelo wasn’t around. “One of Ramirez’s em-
ployees has a rap sheet. We’ve been keeping a low
profile, but we’re keeping an eye on him.” He
grinned. “Nice work, getting that tag number.”

She chuckled. “I feel like an undercover narc or
something,” she murmured as he got up to leave.

He laughed. “I can’t tell you why that’s amusing,
but one day you’ll see. Thanks for the coffee and pie.”

“You're very welcome.” She hesitated. “Can you
tell me which employee you’ve got your eye on?”

He sighed. “You’ve probably guessed that
already.”

She nodded. “Castillo has tats and muscles like
a wrestler. It doesn’t take much guesswork. I’ve
seen his type come through my office for years.”

“So have I,” he said.

“Do you know Mr. Ramirez well?” she asked
suddenly.

“Not really,” he said deliberately. “I’ve seen
him around. But I actually came today to check
with him about one of your employees who may
be in the country illegally.”

She wondered which employee. “Should I ask
him to phone you when he comes in?” she asked.
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“Do that, if you don’t mind.”

“I’ll be glad to.” She leaned on her cane,
frowning. Another thought provoked her next
question. “That illegal,” she said slowly. “You
don’t think it’s Angel Martinez, do you?” she
added, recalling the sweet little man who was
always so courteous to her when he came into the
house with Rodrigo. She was fond of him.

His eyebrows arched. “Why do you say that?”

She shifted her weight. Her hip was hurting.
“It’s just that he and his wife, Carla, have three
children. They’re so nice, and they’re happy
here. They come from a village in Central
America where there was a paramilitary group.
Somebody in the village identified one of the
rebels to the government authorities. The next
day, Angel took Carla and the children to a healer
in another village because one of the children
had a sore eye. When they got back, everybody
in the village was dead, laid out like firewood on
the ground.”

He moved closer. “I know what life in those
villages is like,” he said with surprising sympathy.
“And I know what good people the Martinezes
are. Sometimes enforcing the law is painful even
for professionals.”

His sympathy made her bold. “I know an
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attorney in San Antonio who specializes in immi-
gration cases,” she began.

He sighed, noting her expression. “And I know
one of the federal attorneys,” he replied with res-
ignation. “Okay. I'll go make some phone calls.”

She beamed up at him. “T knew you were a nice
man the minute I saw you.”

“Did you? How?” he asked with real curiosity.

“The ponytail,” she told him. “It has to be a
sign of personal courage.” It was overt flattery.

He laughed. “Well! I'll have to go home and tell
Tippy that the secret’s out.”

She grinned.

His expression became solemn. “Castillo is
dangerous. Don’t get brave when you’re on your
own here.”

“I realized that early on,” she assured him. “He
has no respect for women.”

“Or men,” he added. “Watch your back.”

“T will.”

He waved on his way down the steps.

RODRIGO WAS CURIOUS ABOUT the conversation
Glory had with Chief Grier. Too curious.

“Did he say anything about the illegal immi-
grant he’s looking for?” he asked over bowls of
soup at the supper table with Consuelo.
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Glory hesitated. She didn’t quite know Rodrigo
enough to trust him with information of a poten-
tially tragic case.

Consuelo grinned at him. “She’s afraid you
might blow the whistle on Angel,” she said in a
stage whisper.

Glory flushed and Rodrigo burst out laughing.

“I would never have suspected you of having
anarchist leanings,” he chided Glory.

She finished a spoonful of soup before she
answered him. “I’m not an anarchist. I just think
people make snap decisions without all the facts. I
know that immigrants put a strain on our economy.”
She put the spoon down and looked at him. “But
aren’t we all Americans? I mean, the continent is
North America, isn’t it? If you’re from north,
central or south America, you’re still an American.”

Rodrigo looked at Consuelo. “She’s a social-
ist,” he said.

“I am not classifiable,” she argued. “I just think
that helping people in desperate need is supposed to
be what freedom and democracy are all about. It
isn’t as if they want to come here and sit down and
let us all support them. They’re some of the hardest
working people in the world. You know yourself that
you have to force your hired hands to come out of
the fields. Hard work is all they know. They’re just
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happy to live someplace where they don’t have to
worry about being shot or run out of their villages
by multinational corporations looking for land.”

He hadn’t interrupted her. He was watching her
with narrow, intent eyes, unaware that his soup
spoon was frozen in midair.

She raised her eyebrows. “Is my mustache on
crooked?” she asked mischievously.

He laughed and put the spoon down. “No. I'm
impressed by your knowledge of third world
communities.”

She wanted so badly to ask about his own
knowledge of them, but she was shy of him. The
memory of the fervent embrace she’d shared with
him made her tingle all over every time she
pictured it. He was very strong, and very attractive.

He finished his coffee, glancing at her. “You’re
dying to know, aren’t you?”” he asked with a bland
expression.

“Know what?”

“Where I come from.”

Her cheeks went pink. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t
pry...”

“I was born in Sonora, in northern Mexico,” he
told her. He skipped the part about his family and
their illustrious connections, including their
wealth. He had to remember his concocted history.
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“My parents worked for a man who ran cattle. I
learned the business from the ground up, and even-
tually managed a ranch.”

She felt strongly that he wasn’t telling the whole
story, but she wasn’t going to dig too deeply. It was
too soon. “Did you get tired of the ranch?”

He laughed. “The owner did. He sold his
holdings to a politician who thought he knew all
about cattle ranching from watching reruns of High
Chapparel, that old television Western.”

“Did he really know all about it?”” she fished.

“He lost the cattle in the first six months to
disease because he didn’t believe in preventative
medicine, and he lost the land two months after
that in a poker game with two supposed friends. No
ranch, no job, so I came north looking for work.”

She frowned. Jason Pendleton wasn’t the sort of
man who socialized with day laborers, she thought,
even though he wasn’t a snob. “How did you meet
Jason...I mean, Mr. Pendleton?” she corrected.

He caught the slip, but let it pass. “We were both
acquainted with a man who was opening a new res-
taurant in San Antonio. He introduced us. Jason said
that he needed someone to ramrod a truck farm in a
little Texas town, and I was looking for work.”

Actually he’d approached Jason, with the help
of a mutual friend, and explained that he needed
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the job temporarily to provide his cover while he
tried to shut down Fuentes and his operation. Jason
had agreed to go along with it.

Their next conversation, the day Glory arrived,
had been about Glory going to work on the truck
farm. Jason had told him nothing about Glory,
least of all that she was his stepsister, but he hadn’t
liked Rodrigo’s remark about Glory being
crippled and it was evident. Rodrigo had the
feeling that Jason was overly fond of Glory—
perhaps they were even lovers. It had been a taut
conversation.

Rodrigo was tempted to ask Glory about her
relationship with Jason, but he didn’t want to
rock the boat.

“Well, your English is a hundred times better than
my Spanish,” she sighed, breaking into his thoughts.

“I work hard at it.”

Consuelo was stirring cake batter. She glanced
at Rodrigo curiously. “That Castillo man is going
to be trouble, you mark my words.”

He leaned back in his chair and looked at her.
“We’ve been over this twice already,” he said
quietly. “You want your son to work here and take
his place. But Marco doesn’t know how to manage
people.” He said it in an odd tone, as if he was
holding something back.
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She glowered at him. “He can so manage people.
He’s smart, too. Not book smart, but street smart.”

Rodrigo looked thoughtful. His eyes nar-
rowed. “All right, then. Have him come and talk
to me tomorrow.”

Consuelo’s dark eyes lit up. ““You mean it?”

“I mean it.”

“I’ll call him right now!” She put down the
bowl of unfinished batter and left the room, wiping
her hands on her apron as she went.

“Is he as nice as she is? Her son, I mean?”
Glory asked.

Rodrigo seemed distracted. “He’s a hard
worker,” he replied. “But he has some friends I
don’t like.”

“I’ll bet I have some friends you wouldn’t like,”
she retorted. “It’s the boy who’ll be working here,
not his friends.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Outspoken, aren’t you?”

“From time to time,” she confessed. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” he replied, finishing his
coffee. “I like to know where I stand with people.
Honesty is a rare commodity these days.”

She could have written a check on that. She
was lied to day by day on the job, by criminals
who swore innocence. It was always somebody
else’s fault, not theirs. They were framed. The wit-
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nesses were blind. The arresting officers were
brutal. They weren’t getting a fair trial. And on and
on it went.

“I said,” Rodrigo repeated, “will you and
Consuelo have enough jars and lids, or should
we get more?”

She started. She’d been lost in thought.
“Sorry. I really don’t know. Consuelo brings
them out. I haven’t really paid attention to how
many we’ve got.”

“I’ll ask her on the way out. If Castillo gives you
any more lip, tell me,” he said, pausing in the
doorway. “We don’t allow harassment here.”

“I will,” she promised.

She watched him go into the other room, heard
the murmur of his deep voice as he spoke to
Consuelo. He really was a handsome man, she
thought. If she hadn’t been carrying so many emo-
tional scars, she might have looked for a way to
worm herself into his life. It was odd that a man like
that would still be single at his age, which she judged
to be mid-thirties. It was none of her business, she
reminded herself. She only worked here.

TWO DAYS LATER, A late model SUV pulled up in
the driveway. A slender, pretty blonde woman got
out and darted up the steps. She was wearing blue
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jeans and a pink tank top. She looked young and
carefree and happy.

Consuelo was busy washing jars and lids before
they started on the next batch of peaches when
there came a knock at the door. Glory went to
answer it, leaning heavily on the cane. She’d had
a bad night.

The young woman grinned at her. “Hi,” she said
in a friendly tone. “Is Rodrigo around?”

For some inexplicable reason, Glory felt her
heart drop. “Yes,” she said. “He’s at the warehouse
overseeing the packing. We’re stocking it with fruit
preserves and jellies for the Internet business.”

“Okay,” she said. “Thanks.”

If it had been anyone else, Glory would have
gone back to the kitchen. But the woman fit the de-
scription Consuelo had mentioned, and she was
curious. She watched as the other woman ap-
proached the big warehouse out back. Rodrigo
spotted her and his whole face became radiant. He
held out his arms and she ran into them, to be
swung around and kissed heartily on the cheek.

If Glory had needed reminding that Rodrigo
was handsome enough to attract almost any woman
he wanted, that proved it. She turned and went
back into the house. It hurt her that Rodrigo wanted
someone else. She didn’t dare question why.
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He didn’t bring the visitor into the house. They
stood together under a big mesquite tree, very
close, and spoke for a long time. Glory wasn’t
spying. But she was looking out the window. She
couldn’t help it. That those two had shared a close
relationship was impossible not to notice.

Finally Rodrigo took the blonde’s hand in his and
led her back to the SUV, helping her up into her seat.
She smiled and waved as she drove away. Rodrigo
stood looking after the truck, his smile gone into
eclipse. His hands dug into his jean pockets and the
misery he felt was evident even at a distance. He
looked like a man who’d lost everything he loved.

Glory went back to her canning, pensively. She
wondered what had gone wrong for Rodrigo that
he and the blonde woman weren’t together.

She asked Consuelo, against her better judgment.

“Who is that blonde woman who comes to visit
Rodrigo?” she asked, trying to sound casual.

Consuelo gave her a stealthy look. “I don’t
know,” she said. “But it’s obvious that she means
something to Rodrigo.”

“I'noticed,” Glory replied. ““She seems very nice.”

“He’s fond of her, you can tell.” She set the timer
on the pressure cooker. “But if you look close,” she
added gently, “you can tell that it’s only fondness
on her part. She likes him, but she isn’t in love.”
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“He is,” Glory blurted out.

Consuelo glanced at her curiously. “You’re
perceptive.”

Glory smiled. “He seems like a good person.”

“He’s the best. We all like him.”

“I noticed that he seems...”

Before she could finish the sentence, the back
door opened and a tall, handsome young man with
wavy black hair, dark eyes and an olive complex-
ion came in through the back door without
knocking. He was wearing jeans and a pullover
shirt, and broadcasting gang colors and tattoos.

Glory didn’t dare voice that summary. She
wasn’t supposed to know about gang symbols. But
she did. This young man belonged to the infamous
Los Serpientes gang of Houston. She wondered
what in the world he was doing in the kitchen.

Before she could ask, he grinned and hugged
Consuelo, swinging her around in a circle and
laughing the whole time.

“Hi, Mom!” he said in greeting.

Consuelo hugged him back and gave him a big
kiss on both cheeks. She turned, her arm around
his muscular waist. “Glory, this is my son,
Marco!” she announced.



CONSUELO’S SON? GLORY had to hide her conster-
nation. The young man was good-looking and per-
sonable, but he was unmistakably a gang member.
She was worried that Rodrigo might not know. He
came from Mexico, from a ranch in a rural area
that probably didn’t have any gang activity.

“This is Glory.” Consuelo introduced her son to
the younger woman.

“Hi,” he said, smiling. “Nice to meet you.”

“Same here,” Glory replied, and tried to smile
normally.

“Where’s the boss?” he asked Consuelo.

“Out in the warehouse,” she told him. “You be
nice,” she added firmly.
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“I’m always nice,” he scoffed. “He’ll love me.
You just wait and see!”

He winked at his mother, gave Glory a brief
glance and went out the back door whistling.

“Isn’t he handsome?” Consuelo asked. “He
looks just as his father did, at that age.”

Glory had been curious about Consuelo’s
husband. She never mentioned him.

“Is his father still alive?” she asked delicately.

Consuelo grimaced. “He’s in prison,” she said
bluntly, watching for Glory’s reaction. “They said
he was smuggling drugs across the border. It was
all lies, but we had no money for a good defense
attorney, so he went to prison. I write to him, but
he’s in California. It’s a long way, and expensive
even to take the bus there.” She sighed. “He’s a
good man. He said the police had him mixed up
with a man he knew, but he got arrested and
charged just the same.”

Glory sympathized, but she wasn’t convinced.
The state had to have a certain level of evidence
before it proceeded to charge anyone. No prose-
cutor wanted to waste taxpayer money pursuing a
case he couldn’t win.

“Marco looks just like him,” Consuelo contin-
ued, smiling as she washed more canning jars and
lids. “But he trusts people too much. He was
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arrested last month in Houston and charged with
trespassing,” she added curtly. “Stupid cops! He
was just lost, driving around a strange neighbor-
hood, and they assumed he was involved in a drive-
by shooting, can you imagine?”

Drive-by shootings and gang wars over drug
turf were commonplace in Glory’s world, but she
didn’t dare mention it. As for the police mistaking
a lost motorist for a drive-by shooter, that was
unlikely. It was obvious that Consuelo thought her
son was the center of the universe. It would do no
good to point out that an innocent boy wouldn’t be
likely to sport gang paraphernalia and tattoos. It
was fairly obvious that Consuelo didn’t have a
clue as to her son’s true nature.

“He’s very good-looking,” Glory said,
feigning innocence.

“Yes,” Consuelo said, smiling absently. “Just
like his father.”

Glory had lost track of the good-looking
muscular boys who’d passed through her office
on their way to prison. The whole culture of low-
income teens seemed to glorify doing time, as if
it were a status symbol for young men. She
recalled a social crusader who went into the poor
sections of town trying to convince gang
members to give up their lives of crime and
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become useful members of society. In other
words, give up the thousands of dollars they
made running drugs or manufacturing them to
work behind a counter in a fast-food store for
minimum wage.

Someone who had never seen the agonizing
poverty that produced criminals had no idea how
difficult it was to break out of the mold. She’d lost
track of the number of poor mothers with absent
husbands trying to raise multiple children alone on
aminimum wage salary, often with health problems
as well. The older children had to help take care of
the younger ones. Frustrated by their home lives,
when they lacked attention there, they found it in a
gang. There were so many gangs. Many were inter-
national. Each had its own colors, tattoos, hand
signals and methods of wearing clothing to express
their particular affiliations publicly. Most police
departments had at least one officer whose spe-
cialty was the gang culture. Glory knew the basics,
because she’d had to prosecute gang members for
drug peddling, homicides, burglaries and other
felonies. She never stopped feeling rage at the con-
ditions that produced the crime.

She glanced at Consuelo. “Is Marco your only
child?” she asked suddenly.

Consuelo hesitated, just for a heartbeat, before
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she turned. “Yes,” she replied. She noted Glory’s cu-
riosity. “I had health problems,” she added quickly.

Glory smiled convincingly. “He’s a very nice
young man,” she replied. “He doesn’t seem the
least bit spoiled by being an only child.”

Consuelo relaxed and returned the smile. “No.
He certainly wasn’t spoiled.” She went back to
her canning.

Glory filed the conversation away. She didn’t
know of one single family among the immigrants
who had less than three children. Many deplored
contraception. Perhaps it was true that Consuelo
had health problems. But it was curious that she
had only one child, and that she seemed so intelli-
gent when she was working at a job that didn’t
require much education.

That went double for Rodrigo, the educated bit.
Glory couldn’t figure him out. He seemed the least
likely person to be working as a manual laborer. It
disturbed her that he’d given jobs to men like
Castillo and Marco. Neither of the young men
looked like farm hands. They were too savvy.

What if, she asked herself, Rodrigo was himself
on the wrong side of the law? The question
shocked her. He seemed so honest. But, she
recalled, she’d prosecuted at least two people
whose integrity was attested to by a veritable
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parade of character witnesses. But the criminals
were only adept at putting on an act. A very con-
vincing act, at that. Very often, people could be the
exact opposites of their assumed roles.

Rodrigo might even be an illegal himself.
Glory’s stepbrother, Jason Pendleton, was sympa-
thetic to all sorts of people. He might have felt sorry
for Rodrigo and given him the job out of sympathy.

What if Rodrigo was illegal, and mixed up in
drug trafficking? She felt sick inside. What would
she do? Her duty would be to turn him in and make
sure he was prosecuted. She, of all people, knew
the anguish drug dealers could cause parents. She
knew the source of the drug money as well—up-
standing, greedy businessmen who wanted to
make a fortune fast, without putting too much
effort into it. They didn’t see the families whose
lives were torn apart by the effects of crystal meth
or cocaine or methodone. They didn’t have to bury
promising children, or watch their loved ones
suffer through rehabilitation. They didn’t have to
visit those children in prison. The money men
didn’t care about all that. They just cared about
their profit.

Could Rodrigo be one of those businessmen?
Could he be a drug dealer, using the farm as a cover?

Her heart sank. Surely not. He was kind. He was
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intelligent and caring. He couldn’t be mixed up in
that terrible business. But what, her conscience
asked, if he was? If she knew, if she had proof,
could she live with herself if she didn’t turn him
in? Could she do that?

“My, what a long face!” Consuelo chided.

Glory caught herself and laughed self-con-
sciously. “Is that how I look? Sorry. I was
thinking about all that fruit waiting for us in the
warehouse.”

Consuelo rolled her eyes. “Isn’t it the truth!”

They returned to casual conversation, and Glory
put away her suspicions.

THAT EVENING, SHE SAT in the porch swing listen-
ing to the musical sound of crickets nearby. It was
a sultry night, but not too hot. She closed her eyes
and smelled jasmine on the night air. It had been
a while since she’d been in a porch swing. She tried
not to remember sitting beside her father on long
summer nights and asking him about days past,
when he was a little boy going to local rodeos. He
knew all the famous bull riders and bronc riders,
and often had invited them to the house for coffee
and cake. Her mother hadn’t liked that. She con-
sidered such people beneath her station in life and
deliberately absented herself when they came to
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the house. She felt her father’s sadness even now,
years later...

The screen door opened and Rodrigo came
outside. He paused to light a thin cigar before he
turned toward Glory.

“The mosquitoes will eat you alive,” he cautioned.

She’d already killed two of the pesky things. “If
they’re willing to sacrifice their lives to suck my
blood, let them.”

He chuckled. He walked toward her and paused
at the porch rail, looking out over the flat landscape
in the distance. “It’s been a long time since I had time
to worry about mosquitoes,” he mused. “Do you
mind?” he indicated the empty place beside her.

She shook her head and he sat down, jostling the
swing for a few seconds before he kicked it back
into a smooth rhythm.

“Have you always worked on the land?” she
asked him conversationally.

“In a sense,” he replied. He blew out a puff of
smoke. “My father had a ranch, when I was a boy.
I grew up with cowboys.”

She smiled. “So did I. My father took me to the
rodeos and introduced me to the stars.” She
grimaced. “My mother hated such people. She
gave my father a bad time when he invited them
to come and have coffee. But he did all the
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cooking, so she couldn’t complain that he was
making work for her.”

He glanced at her. “What did your mother do?”

“Nothing,” she said coldly. “She wanted to be a
rich man’s wife. She thought my father was going
to stay in rodeo and bring home all that nice prize
money, but he hurt his back and quit. She was furious
when he bought a little farm with his savings.”

She didn’t mention that it was this house where
they lived, or that the land which now produced
vegetables and fruits had produced only vegetables
for her father.

“Were her people well-to-do?”

“I have no idea who her people were,” she
admitted. “I used to wonder. But it doesn’t make
any difference now.”

He frowned. “Family is the most important
thing in the world. Especially children.”

“You don’t have any,” she said without thinking.

His face set into hard lines and he didn’t look
at her. “That doesn’t mean I didn’t want them,” he
said harshly.

“I'm sorry,” she stammered. “I don’t know why
I said that.”

He smoked his cigar in a tense silence. “I was
on the verge of marrying,” he said after a minute.
“She had a little girl. They were my life. I lost
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them to another man. He was the child’s biologi-
cal father.”

She grimaced. His attitude began to make sense.
“I’1l bet the little girl misses you,” she said.

“I miss her, as well.”

“Sometimes,” she began cautiously, “I think
there’s a pattern to life. People come into your life
when you need them to, my father used to say. He
was sure that life was hardwired, that everything
happened as it was planned to happen. He
said—" she hesitated, remembering her father’s
soft voice, at his trial “—that we have to accept
things that we can’t change, and that the harder we
fight fate, the more painful it becomes.”

He turned toward her, leaning back against the
swing chain with his long legs crossed. “Is he still
alive—your father?”

“No.”

“Any sisters, brothers?”

“No,” she replied sadly. “Just me.”

“What about your mother?”

Her teeth clenched. “She’s gone, too.”

“You didn’t mourn her, I think.”

“You’re right. All I ever had from her was
hatred. She blamed me for trapping her into a life
of poverty on a little farm with a man who could
hardly spell his own name.”
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“She considered that she married down, I gather.”

“Yes. She never let my father forget how he’d
ruined her life.”

“Which of them died first?”

“He did,” she said, not wanting to remember it.
“She remarried very soon after the funeral. Her
second husband had money. She finally had every-
thing she wanted.”

“You would have benefited, too, surely.”

She drew in a slow breath and shifted her
weight. “The judge considered that she was dan-
gerous to me, so, with the best of intentions, she
put me into foster care. I went to a family that had
five other foster kids.”

“I know a little about foster homes,” he said, re-
calling some horror stories he’d heard from
comrades who’d been in state custody, however
briefly. Cord Romero and his wife, Maggie, came
immediately to mind.

“I think life with my mother might have been
easier, even if it had been more dangerous,” she
murmured.

“Were you there a long time?”

“Not too long.” She didn’t dare say any more.
He might have heard the Pendletons talk about
their stepsister. “What was your childhood like?”

“Euphoric,” he said honestly. “We traveled a
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lot. My father was, ah, in the military,” he
invented quickly.

“I had a friend whose father was, too. They
traveled all over the world. She said it was an ex-
perience.”

“Yes. One learns a great deal about other cultures,
other ways of life. Many problems in politics arise
because of cultural misunderstanding.”

She laughed. “Yes, I know. We had a man in an
office I worked for who was Middle Eastern. He
liked to stand very close to people when he was
talking to them. Another guy in the office was a
personal space maniac. He backed right out a
window one day trying to avoid letting his col-
league get close to him. Fortunately it was on the
first floor,” she added, laughing.

He smiled. “I have seen similar things. What a
mixture of people we are in this country,” he
murmured. “So many traditions, so many lan-
guages, so many separate belief systems.”

“Things were different when I was little,” she
recalled.

“Yes. For me, too. Immersed in our own personal
cultures, it is hard to see or understand opposing
points of view, is it not?”

“It is,” she agreed.

He rocked the swing back into motion. “You
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and Consuelo are wearing yourselves thin on this
latest picking of fruit,” he pointed out. “If you
need help, say so. I can hire more people to help
you. I’ve already asked Jason for permission.”

“Oh, we’re doing okay,” she said with a smile.
“I like Consuelo. She’s a very interesting person.”

“She is,” he said.

His tone was personable, but there was some-
thing puzzling in the way he said it. She
wondered for an instant if he, too, had suspicions
about his cook.

“What do you think of Marco?” he asked
suddenly.

She had to be very careful in answering that
question. “He’s very nice-looking,” she said care-
lessly. “Consuelo dotes on him.”

“Yes.” He rocked the swing again.

“She said his father was in jail.”

He made an odd sound. “Yes. Serving a life
sentence.”

“For drug smuggling?” she blurted out incredu-
lously, because she knew how difficult it was to
send a smuggler away for life without a lot of ad-
ditional felony charges.

His head turned toward her. He was very quiet.
“Is that what she told you?”

She cleared her throat, hoping she hadn’t given
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herself away. “Yes. She said he was mistaken for
another man.”

“Ah.” He puffed on the cigarette.

“Ah?” she parroted, questioning.

“He was piloting a go-fast boat with about two
hundred kilos of cocaine,” he said easily. “He was
so confident that he’d paid off the right people that
he didn’t bother to conceal the product. The Coast
Guard picked him up heading for Houston.”

“In a boat?”

He chuckled. “They have airplanes and helicop-
ters, both with machine guns. They laid down a trail
of tracers on both sides of his conveyance and told
him to stop or learn to swim very fast. He gave up.”

“Goodness! I never knew the Coast Guard
worked smuggling cases,” she added with pre-
tended ignorance.

“Well, they do.”

“But the product still gets through,” she said sadly.

“Supply and demand drive the market. As long as
there is a demand, there will certainly be a supply.”

“I suppose so,” she said, her voice very quiet.

He rocked the swing into motion again. It was
very pleasant out here with her, he thought. But he
would rather have been with Sarina and Berna-
dette. He was lonely. He’d never thought of
himself as a family man, but three years of looking
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out for two other people had changed his mind.
He’d even gone so far as to think about having a
child of his own. Pipe dreams. All dead now.

“Is this what you planned to do with your
life?” she asked suddenly. “Managing a truck
farm, I mean?”

He laughed softly. “At one time, I wanted very
much to be a commercial airline pilot. I have a
pilot’s license, although I rarely make use of it.
Flying is expensive,” he added quickly, in case she
had some idea of how much private planes cost.

She hesitated about probing further. He was a
very private person, and she sensed some irritation
in his tone that she’d asked about his goals.

She stared off into the distance. “I wanted to be
a ballerina when I was young,” she said quietly.
“I took lessons and everything.”

He winced. “That must have been a painful loss.”

“Yes. I’ll never get rid of the limp unless they
can find a way to remake muscle and bone.” She
laughed shortly. “I enjoy watching ballet produc-
tions on educational television,” she added. “And
I’d probably have embarrassed myself with any
serious dancing. I’m just clumsy. The first recital
I was in called for us to hold hands and dance past
the orchestra pit. I fell in, right onto a very big
fellow playing a big tuba. The audience thought it
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was all part of the routine.” She grimaced. “My
mother got up and walked out of the auditorium,”
she recalled. “She never went to another recital.
She thought I did it deliberately to embarrass her.”

“A truly paranoid personality,” he commented.

“Yes, she was,” she said quickly. “How did you
know?”

“I knew a man who was the same. He thought
people were following him all the time. He was
certain the CIA had bugged his telephone. He wore
a second set of clothing under his suits, so that he
could duck into a rest room and change to throw
his pursuers off the track.”

“My goodness!” she exclaimed. “Did they
lock him up?”

“They couldn’t.”” He chuckled. “He headed a
very dangerous federal agency at the time.”

She was really curious now. “How did you find
out about it?”

He hesitated, playing for time. He was getting
careless. He was supposed to be an uneducated
farm laborer. “A cousin of mine played semipro
soccer with a cousin of his,” he replied finally.

“Nice to have a pipeline like that,” she said. She
laughed. “You could have made a fortune if you’d
tipped off the tabloids.”

And gotten himself put on a hit list, he thought
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silently. The man had been a very dangerous
enemy. Rodrigo had taken work in Mexico to
avoid being around him until he finally retired.
Having dual citizenship with the U.S. and Mexico
had come in handy. It was really handy now, since
there was a price on his head in almost every other
country on earth. He glanced at Glory and
wondered what she’d think of him if she knew the
truth about his anguished past.

“Did you have pets when you were little?” she
asked after a minute, just for something to say.

“Yes,” he replied. “I had a parrot who spoke
Danish.”

“How odd,” she replied.

Not really, because his father had been Danish.
He didn’t explain. “How about you? Did you have
other pets besides the ill-fated cat?”

“Not really. I always wanted a dog, but that
never happened.”

“You could have one now, couldn’t you?”

She could, but her work called her out at all
hours. She didn’t think it was fair to a dog to have
to share her hectic life. Compared to what she
normally did, working on this truck farm was a
real vacation. She’d gone to deserted parking lots
to meet informers, with the police along for pro-
tection. She’d ridden in limousines with gang
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bosses. She’d done a lot of dangerous things in the
course of her job, and she’d made enemies.
Enemies like Fuentes. If she had a pet, it would
become a target, just as a boyfriend or close friend
would. The people she prosecuted held life cheap
compared to profit. They wouldn’t hesitate to do
anything in their power to harm her, including
doing damage to a pet.

“I have a very small apartment,” she hedged.
“And my last job was working for a temporary
agency. I worked odd hours.”

So did he, when he wasn’t pretending to run a
truck farm. He’d considered taking overseas work
instead of this undercover assignment, but he’d
thought that Sarina and Bernadette would be living
here in Jacobsville and he might get a glimpse of
them from time to time. In retrospect, that had
been a stupid idea. Bernadette could have blown
his cover sky high without realizing it. His mind
hadn’t been working well just after Sarina and
Colby Lane had renewed their marriage vows in a
small ceremony. His heart had been broken.

“We’ll have some odd hours here, for a while, as
well,” he said suddenly, thinking about what was
coming up for his assignment.

“Putting up all the new fruit, you mean?” she
asked.
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He took a last puff on the cigarette and flung it
out into the sand of the front yard. “No. I mean that
I’ll be in and out. I have some new contacts that I’'m
meeting. Some of them may come down to
overlook the operation before they sign on with us.”

“It’s a very good little farm,” she said absently.
“I know it’s hard work to grow fruits and veg-
etables, because I've tried to.” She laughed. “My
tomatoes burned up in the drought and I planted
things in the wrong season. It’s hard work.”

“It’s hard, but I enjoy it. It’s relaxing work.”

“Relaxing?” she exclaimed, turning slightly
toward him. “It’s backbreaking!”

He chuckled. “Not for me,” he reminded her. “I
oversee. [ don’t hoe or harvest.”

“You have a good crew that does that,” she
agreed. “Is Marco going to work here?”

He hesitated. “Yes,” he said. “For a while.”

“Consuelo will be glad.”

He leaned toward her in the dim light coming
from the house. “He may bring one or two of his
friends with him occasionally. If he does, stay out
of their way. Don’t be tempted to walk around
outside, even in broad daylight.”

She stared at him, pretending surprise. “Is he
dangerous?”

“All men are dangerous, given the right set of cir-
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cumstances,” he told her flatly. “Don’t ask questions.
Just do what I say.”

She saluted him.

He burst out laughing. “For a woman with a
ragged upbringing, you cope well.”

“Coping isn’t a choice,” she replied lightly. “We
can’t live in the past.”

“I know,” he replied, and he sounded torn.

She wanted to say something comforting, but
nothing came to mind. It was too late, anyway. He
got to his feet with that lazy elegance that was so
much a part of him.

“I have to make an early start tomorrow.
Remember, if you and Consuelo need more
hands in the kitchen, we can manage one or two
more people.”

“Thanks,” she said. “But we’re doing okay.”

“Good night.”

“Good night.”

She watched him go, aware of the faint spice of
his cologne, the clean smell of his body and his
clothing. He was immaculate. Certainly he didn’t
smell like a man who worked with his hands at
hard labor.

She got up from the swing and moved slowly
toward the front door. She was tired. It had been a
very long day.
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Sometime before morning, she woke suddenly.
She didn’t know why. There was a sound, a
mixture of sounds, human and insistent.

She lay on her back staring up at the ceiling. A
man was arguing with someone. Yelling. She
didn’t recognize the voice, but it wasn’t Rodrigo’s.
She bit her lower lip. She didn’t like loud voices.

After a minute, there was the sound of a car
door slamming, and then an engine revving up.
Gravel went flying audibly as the vehicle took off
down the driveway. She’d have to ask Consuelo
what was going on. It sounded as if there had been
a serious quarrel.



WHEN GLORY DRESSED AND went to the kitchen
for breakfast, she found Consuelo sitting at the
table crying.

“What’s wrong?” she asked gently.

Consuelo dried her face on her apron.
“Nothing,” she choked. “It’s okay.”

“I heard someone, a man, shouting.”

The older woman looked up at her with red,
swollen eyes. She looked miserable. “Marco was
furious because I wouldn’t loan him some money.
He thinks I was lying when I said I didn’t have it,
but I wasn’t.”

Glory laid a gentle hand on the other woman’s
shoulder. “He’ll get over it. Families argue. Then
they make up.”
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A watery smile was her reward for all that
optimism. “You think he’ll come back?”

“Of course,” Glory assured her. She grinned.
“How can he stay away from all this wonderful
fruit?”

Consuelo burst out laughing. “Oh, you’re good
for me,” she said. “What a lucky day I had when
Sefior Ramirez hired you!”

Glory smiled. “I like you, too. Now could we
have coffee? Coffee and toast would be better, but
especially coffee. I have to have my morning jolt
of caffeine or I can’t get both eyes to work at the
same time, to say nothing of my brain.”

“I was just about to make coffee,” Consuelo
said, jumping up. “I was waiting for the cinnamon
rolls to bake.”

Glory’s eyes lit up. “Cinnamon rolls? Real ones?
Homemade ones?”

Consuelo laughed. “Yes.”

Glory slid into a chair. “What a lucky day for me,
when Sefior Ramirez hired you!” she said. “The
closest I can come to cinnamon rolls is to buy frozen
ones at the store and heat them up. You’ll spoil me.”

The older woman wiped her eyes and smiled.
She got busy with the coffee.

LATER, IT OCCURRED TO Glory that there might have
been a dark motive for Marco’s need of immedi-
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ate cash. She noticed that both he and Castillo
spent a lot of their free time talking to each other.
She wished she had some decent way to find out
what they were saying. But what really bothered
her was that Rodrigo was frequently involved in
those conversations.

She wished she could call Marquez and talk
to him confidentially about what she was
learning, but she was wary of using any sort of
communication around the house. Consuelo had
said weeks ago that Rodrigo kept an arsenal of
electronic devices in his room. He might have
the ability to monitor conversations. It wouldn’t
do for him to get too curious about why a wage
earner in his employ was having clandestine con-
versations with a San Antonio police detective.

MOST OF THE WORKERS spent their weekends at
their own homes in a local trailer park. But on
Saturday afternoon she and Consuelo were pressed
into labor helping put up lanterns and streamers for
a small fiesta on the farm. A mariachi band had
been hired and the men had thrown together a large
wooden platform for dancing.

It had been years since Glory had been to any
sort of party. She got caught up in the excitement.
She remembered how desperately she’d wanted to
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go to her junior and senior prom, but by then she
was too shy and nervous around boys to feel com-
fortable with one. Which was just as well, because
not one boy asked her out during the whole time
she was in high school, thanks to the malicious
Internet gossip about her.

In college, things had been a little bit different.
She tried, she really tried, to make friends and be
outgoing. But she learned on her first date that the
world outside Jacobsville, Texas, was very differ-
ent. Her date took her to have a meal in a nice res-
taurant, and then he tried to take her into a motel
room. When persuasion and ridicule didn’t work,
he tried force. By then, she was living with the
Pendletons. She fought her way out of the car,
pulled out her cell phone and dialed Jason Pendle-
ton’s number. By the time she hung up, her erst-
while date had escaped in a spray of gravel.
Shortly thereafter he transferred to another school.
Jason never told Glory what he’d done to the boy.
She never asked, either.

Rodrigo came out of the house just as it started
getting dark. He was wearing black slacks with a
white cotton shirt. He looked elegant and danger-
ously sensuous. Glory, in a simple white peasant
dress full of handmade embroidery, had let her
long blond hair down and even put on a tiny
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amount of makeup. She knew she’d never be able
to compete with other women in any physical
way, but she hoped she looked nice enough not to
spoil the party.

Rodrigo came up to her at the refreshment table
she and Consuelo and a couple of the workers’
wives had helped fill. He smelled clean and spicy.
Glory smiled at him with the excitement of the
evening making her face radiant. He stared at her
for a moment. She did look so much like Sarina
with her hair down. She wasn’t as pretty, but she
had her own attractions just the same.

“We’ve invited all the workers,” he told Glory.
“A sort of thank-you for the hard work they’ve
done this season. That goes double for the two of
you, although your jobs are far from over.”

“We like job security,” Glory said for Consuelo,
who nodded, grinning.

“Just as well,” he chuckled. “We’re picking
more peaches next week.”

There was a mutual groan.

“What was that about liking job security?” he
teased.

Their answers were drowned out by the start up
of the mariachi band. The deep, throbbing echo of
the guitars and the trumpet drew everyone around
to listen. It was an old Mexican folk song that they
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were playing, and as if on cue, everyone started
singing it.

Rarely in her life had Glory felt so much a part
of anything. She’d grown fond of the workers in
the time she’d spent here. They were humble,
happy, compassionate people, far more concerned
with the welfare and happiness of their families
than with material wealth. Jason did pay them
well, she knew, but they weren’t obsessed with
their paychecks.

“It makes me feel good,” she said when the
song ended, “to see everyone so happy.”

Rodrigo looked down at her. “Yes. It feels good.”

She smiled shyly at him as the music began
again. This time it was a slow dance. Couples
began to gather on the wooden platform, close
together against the faint chill of evening.

She was leaning on her cane, but she was
hoping Rodrigo might ask her to dance. She
could, even if only for a little while. She’d always
loved to dance.

But his attention was caught by an SUV pulling
up in the driveway. He went immediately to it. The
driver’s side door opened, and a pretty woman in
a flowing white skirt and red blouse with long
blond hair jumped out and hugged him. That
embrace went through Glory like knives. It was
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that blonde woman again, the one who’d come to
see Rodrigo soon after Glory’s arrival here.

Rodrigo gestured toward the band, took the
blonde’s hand and tugged her, laughing, onto the
dance floor.

Glory hated the resentment and jealousy she felt,
watching them cling to each other among the gaily
clad couples. She shouldn’t be jealous of a man
who managed her stepbrother’s farms and ranches.
He wasn’t right for her. She refused to remember
that he spoke several languages and was very intel-
ligent. She was trying to ward off more heartache.

The blonde woman was laughing merrily as they
danced. Rodrigo looked as if he’d landed in heaven.
Then the mariachis ended the slow dance and played
a salsa rhythm. Rodrigo took the blonde by the
waist, her hand in his, and he demonstrated that
managing other men wasn’t the only thing at which
he excelled. Glory had never seen a man move like
that on a dance floor. He was elegant. His steps were
fluid, his movements exactly with the rhythm of the
band. He interpreted the music with a natural pulse
of steps that the blonde followed effortlessly, as if
they’d danced together many times before this. The
other couples, entranced, backed away and stood
clapping, laughing, as the duo danced to the music.

All too soon, it was over. They held each other,
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laughing breathlessly, as the workers crowded
around them.

“What a long face,” Consuelo murmured,
pausing beside Glory. “What has made you so sad?”’

Glory glanced involuntarily at Rodrigo and his
guest.

“Oh, it’s that one.”

“Yes.” It was painful to see Rodrigo smiling,
laughing. He was such a sad person around the
farm. She felt sorry for him. But when she looked
closely, it was apparent that it was Rodrigo who
was enchanted, not the woman. She was only
friendly. But what was she doing here, if she was
happily married?

As if in answer to that question, the blonde
suddenly looked at her watch, turned and almost
ran back to the SUV, with Rodrigo close behind.
They spoke for just a few minutes, then she
hugged him once more, climbed back into the
SUV and sped away.

Rodrigo stood there, hands in his pockets,
staring after her.

“Poor man,” Consuelo said sadly. “He tries to
live in the past, for there is no room for him in
her life now.”

“She’s pretty.”

Consuelo’s eyes popped. “And what are you,

E2]
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a clump of grass? There’s nothing wrong with
you, nifia.”

Glory’s drawn face lightened a little as she met
Consuelo’s sympathetic gaze. She smiled. “Thanks.”

She turned back to the table to get a cup of punch.
The band, she thought, was really good. The music
was dreamy to listen to, even if you didn’t get asked
to dance. The excitement she’d felt earlier was be-
ginning to wear off. Suddenly all she wanted was to
getaway from everyone. She lifted her cup to her lips
and sent a last, wistful glance at the wooden platform.

While she was watching the band, a lean, dark
hand came over her shoulder, took the cup away and
put it back on the table.

She turned, surprised. Rodrigo took the cane
and propped it against the table. He wasn’t
smiling. His face was drawn and somber. He took
one of her small hands into his big one. “Dance
with me,” he said in a deep, smooth tone.

Like a dreamer, she followed him slowly to the
platform. He took her by the waist and lifted her onto
it, and then into close, almost intimate contact with
his lean, powerful body. One arm clasped her there,
while his hand curled around hers and imprisoned
it. She could feel his warm breath at her temple as
he eased her into the sultry rhythm of the music.

Her heart ran away. She loved being held by
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him like this. It was as if the years dropped away
and she was back in school again, excited by her
first real date, hopeful of a sweet, caring relation-
ship. She wouldn’t think about the other blonde,
the one he wanted, or the hunger in his eyes when
the woman had left. She was only able to think
about the contact with him, the strength in his body
as he took her weight and lured her closer.

She felt his legs brushing against hers. The close-
ness made her tremble with new needs, new
hungers. Her fingers dug into his back against the
thin shirt. She felt the muscles respond to her
helpless movement, felt his body tauten against her.

He lifted his head and looked down into her
eyes, her face, and saw every raw emotion she was
feeling. His hand spread on her back, coaxing her
even closer. She shivered.

His dark eyes took on a strange fire. He bent,
sliding his cheek against hers. “Yes, you like this,”
he whispered huskily. “You can’t hide it, can you?”

She couldn’t manage words. Her nails bit into
him.

He pressed her hips slowly, sensually, into his and
she shivered again. “I had forgotten how sweet this
is,” he whispered. “Your body clings to mine as if
you were made for me. I can feel your breath against
my throat, the caress of your hands at my back. If
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we were alone, mi vida, 1 would crush your mouth
under mine and hold you so close that you would
not be able to breathe unless I breathed with you.”

No man had ever said such things to her, not in
her whole life. She shivered again, helpless, unable
to hide herself. Both her arms had gone around him
under his arms, and her hands were digging into
the hard muscles of his back. She felt as if every
cell in her body was swollen and throbbing with
passion. She ached for an end to the growing
tension that made her almost sick with its intensity.

His own arms closed around her. His face buried
itself in the soft, thick hair over her shoulder.
“Relax,” he teased softly. “You vibrate like a drum.
I won’t hurt you.”

“I...I know that,” she managed. Her voice
didn’t sound familiar at all.

“You think that limp makes you unattractive to
men,” he mused at her ear. “When it only makes
you sexier. I like having you lean on me. Although
I am sorry for the reason you limp.”

She loved the smell of his body. She laid her
cheek against his broad, hair-roughened chest, there
in the opening of his shirt. She wondered how it
would feel against her bare body, and she almost
gasped at the direction her thoughts were taking.

“And what forbidden dreams are producing that
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little whisper of dismay, eh?” he asked at her ear.
He turned, pulling her even closer, and laughed
softly. “Don’t tighten up like that. Life is for living.
It is a celebration, not a wake.”

“I don’t know much about celebrating,” she
managed in a breathless tone.

He lifted his head and looked down into her soft
green eyes. ‘“Perhaps it is time you learned,” he whis-
pered. As he spoke, his gaze fell to her pretty, soft
mouth with its faint tint of pink. “And not only about
celebrating,” he added, as his head began to bend.

She hung there, trembling, aching, vulnerable,
wanting nothing more than to feel that hard,
sensual mouth crushing down on hers. Her eyes
half closed. She’d been attracted to him from the
very beginning. It seemed he might feel the same
way. Her heart almost exploded with joy as she felt
the first, brief, exquisite brush of his hard mouth
over her soft one.

He moved slowly, barely tasting her, nibbling at
her upper lip and then nipping it with his teeth. He
laughed when she jerked away.

“So you don’t like it when I bite?” he mused.
“Okay. I’'ll do it your way.” He bent again, nudging
her into a secluded area where the shadows
engulfed them. “Like this, then, querida...”

He kissed her very tenderly, hardly touching
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her with his mouth until her lips began to follow
his. And then, breath by breath, he increased the
pressure and the passion until she was moaning
softly. Then he crushed his mouth down over hers,
arched her into his tall, powerful body and kissed
her so hard that it felt as if the world had dropped
out from under her altogether. She clung to him,
whimpering.

But the music was slowing. He released her
abruptly, before they were noticed, or heard. He
seemed preoccupied as he stared down at her
swollen mouth, her flushed cheeks. His dark eyes
narrowed. He held her by the waist and eased her
away from him.

“What the hell am I doing?” he murmured
roughly.

She knew then that it had been an impulse. Not
eternal love, not even savage lust. It had just been
an impulse, perhaps kindled by the presence of the
woman he wanted and couldn’t have. And now he
looked both apologetic and uncomfortable with
her. She had to find a way out for him, something
that would hide her own headlong desire and spare
her pride from the sting of his sudden rejection.

“Wow,” she said, wide-eyed.

He blinked. “Excuse me?”

She grinned up at him. “Sorry, were you ex-
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pecting a different reaction? Okay.” She wiped
off the smile and glared up at him, propping her
hands on her hips. “How dare you treat me like a
sex object!”

He was really looking odd, now.

Her eyebrows went up. “Not that approach,
either? All right. How’s this?” She shook back her
hair. “Honestly,” she said haughtily, “you men are
all alike!”

He wasn’t usually so slow. The contact had
gone a little to his head. She might not be a raving
beauty, but she had a kissable mouth, and he liked
the way she responded to him. “We are not all
alike,” he pointed out, eyes twinkling now.

“Yes, you are,” she retorted. “Dressing in a sexy
manner, wearing cologne that makes us weak-
kneed, enticing us into intimate dances...”

“Guilty,” he agreed, chuckling. “But I could
accuse you of the same thing,” he added.

She started to answer the charge, but before she
could, one of the daughters of a worker, just out
of high school, popped up and boldly asked
Rodrigo to dance.

“Sorry,” he told Glory. “But apparently, I am
in demand.”

“Yes, you are,” the girl laughed, tugging at his
hand. “Come on, Rodrigo!”
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He spared a last wistful glance at Glory and let
himself be led to the dance floor.

ALL TOO SOON, THE band packed up and left. The
workers went back to their homes. Glory had left
the party a little before everyone else. The dance
had been wonderful, but her hip was killing her.
She took her evening medicines and sat on her bed
in her sleeveless long white cotton gown, praying
for it to take effect soon. This was an old battle that
she’d fought since her teens, this constant pain.

But she smiled, remembering Rodrigo’s mouth
on her own, the exciting things he’d whispered
in her ear. She remembered, too, that he’d been
cold sober when they danced. There wasn’t a trace
of alcohol on his breath. Handsome, sexy Rodrigo
who could have had almost any woman he wanted,
and he’d chosen to dance with plain old Glory. It
made her feel proud. She tried not to think that
he might have been pretending with her, pre-
tending that she was the lovely blonde woman
from his past.

She was just setting her alarm clock when there
was a faint tap at her bedroom door.

Puzzled, because it was very late, she walked
gingerly across the carpeted floor and opened the
door just a crack.
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Rodrigo pushed it back, gently, and smiled at her.
“You forgot to take something with you,” he said.
“What?” she asked with breathless delight.

“Me.”

He closed the door behind him, lifted her gently
into his arms and bent to her mouth.

Kissing was addictive. She loved the tender-
ness he showed her, the exquisite caresses that
didn’t threaten, didn’t frighten, but made her
hungry for more.

There was more than a trace of alcohol on his
breath, but she was too stunned by his sudden ap-
pearance in her bedroom to care. She was barely
aware that she was suddenly lying across the bed-
spread with Rodrigo half beside, half over her
yielded body. It felt right to lie in his arms and let
him love her.

“You dress like someone’s grandmother,” he
murmured against her mouth as his hand slid
down her body.

She would have told him that no girl child wore
provocative nightwear in foster care. It would have
been asking for trouble. But his mouth was already
over hers and seconds later, the gown was moving
up as Rodrigo’s hands found her soft breasts and
smoothed over them.

He lifted his head to look. There was fire in his
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eyes now, and a faint ruddy color over his high
cheekbones. “Pretty little breasts,” he whispered.
“Like firm apples with dusky stems...”

Before she had time to be embarrassed, his
mouth had covered one of them and she was lifted
completely off the bed in a shock of pleasure unlike
anything she’d ever felt in her life.

Her soft cry shocked him as well. He met her
wild, curious eyes while his lean hand tenderly
caressed the hard crest. “You act as if this is some-
thing unknown to you,” he said quietly.

She swallowed. “It is.”

He didn’t move. He didn’t speak. His head
moved a little sideways as he stared down at her,
unblinking. “Glory, are you still a virgin?” he
asked gently.

She bit her lower lip. It was almost a stigma
of shame in the modern world, to admit to such
a thing. She hesitated.

His thumb swept over her nipple in a rough
caress that made her shiver. “You’d better tell me
the truth,” he said softly.

She drew in a long breath. She knew what would
happen when she admitted it. He’d be gone in a
flash. These days, no man wanted inexperience.

“I never...I mean, I didn’t feel...I haven’t
wanted...” she stammered, flushed.
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But the expected revulsion wasn’t there. He
looked at her with something like reverence. The
change softened his features, made his eyes darker.

“Not even this far, mi vida?”” he whispered, in-
dicating her bare breasts.

She grimaced and shook her head.

“Why?”

She couldn’t go into her whole history. Not
now. He didn’t really want to know. He just
wanted some explanation. “I’m not cut out for that
sort of relationship,” she said finally. “I...didn’t
want to end up like my mother. And for a long
time, people seemed to think I would be like her
when I grew up.”

He drew his hand up to her face and traced her
cheeks and her chin with a long forefinger. “Pro-
miscuous, you mean?”’

She nodded. “She slept with any man who
would buy her things.” It hurt to remember that, to
remember her father’s silent misery as his wife
became the object of vicious gossip around town.
His pride had suffered from it.

He smiled. “Letting a man make love to you
doesn’t qualify you as promiscuous,” he told her.
“It’s a natural, beautiful thing between a man
and a woman.”

“My mother did it a lot.”
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“It’s a new world from the one your grandpar-
ents grew up in.”

Her eyes were solemn as she stared up at him.
“Would you like a woman who went to bed with
any man who asked?” she asked quietly.

He drew in an audible breath. “No,” he said
after a minute. “I grew up in a religious family.”

“So did I,” she replied. “At least, my father was
religious.”

He was smiling. “So you don’t want to make
babies until you marry.”

Her whole body tingled at the way he said it.
And it was visible, that reaction.

He chuckled, moving down to rest his weight
on an elbow while he flicked open the rest of the
buttons on his shirt and pushed it aside. “We won’t
go that far,” he whispered. “At least, not now.”

He bent to her mouth, and as he approached it,
he eased down so that his bare, hair-roughened
chest drew sensuously against her bare breasts. As
he’d expected, it was as powerful as seduction
itself. She shivered, and then moaned, and then
clasped him so close that when he kissed her, it felt
as though they were fused together.

He hadn’t meant to let it get out of hand, but that
first touch of flesh against flesh robbed him of his
objectivity. It had been too long since he’d had a
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woman. Seeing Sarina tonight, reliving the loss of
her, had made him so hungry that he’d been out of
his mind. He’d been on fire when he and Sarina
shared the dance floor. But even then, the earlier
love play with Glory had aroused him. He couldn’t
stop thinking about Glory’s body in his arms.

He’d had two or three beers, hoping they
might calm him down and send the unwanted
desire away. They hadn’t. In the end, he’d come
to her because he couldn’t help himself. On the
dance floor, he’d been sure that she wanted him.
And she had. He hadn’t realized that she would
be so innocent. He did want to respect that in-
nocence. It was just that it had been so long.
Ages. And tonight, to his shame, he was too
hungry to care about anything beyond his own
fulfillment.

One long leg pushed her legs apart so that he
could lever himself down against her in an
intimate position. He moved slowly, feeling the
power of his arousal, feeling her helpless
reaction to it.

“Glory?” he whispered huskily.

“Yes?”

“Are you sure you're a virgin?”’

She was in over her head. She didn’t want him to
stop. If this was all she could ever have in her life, it
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would be enough. “It doesn’t matter,” she whispered
back into his mouth. “I want you.”

“Not as much as I want you, querida,” he
ground out.

He caught her upper thigh in his hand and
dragged her hips up against his arousal, feeling the
pleasure leap between them until it was like a drug
in his veins. He moved against her blindly, his
mouth devouring her lips.

“It isn’t enough,” he said harshly.

“I know.”

His hand went under her, to the elastic of her
briefs and began to pull it down. “I’ll be good to
you,” he whispered. “I’ll make you so hungry that
you won’t feel the pain, or even remember it. I’ll
take you to heaven in my arms.”

She couldn’t answer. The air was cool against
her hot skin. She felt him touching her where no
one else ever had. He looked down into her eyes
while he stroked her, watching her helpless
reaction to the rhythmic and intimate contact that
stopped her breath in her throat.

“Yes, that’s it,” he whispered as he increased the
rhythm. “I’m going to make you explode into a
thousand silky pieces, and I’'m going to watch it
happen to you. Then, when you’re so hot that
you’re blind with it, I’'m going to go right up inside
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you and give you the sweetest pleasure you’ve
ever dreamed of having....”

She cried out as the rhythm started lifting her,
lifting her, lifting her...!

Her legs opened for him eagerly. Her head was
thrown back so that she could see nothing at all
except the ceiling overhead. She heard the
rhythmic, frantic sound of the springs in the bed
moving. And then she felt his body there, hot
against her, probing, pushing, penetrating as the
pleasure rose so high and so hot that she cried out
in a long, helpless, sobbing keen, her body lifting
to his harsh, almost violent downward thrusts.

Her nails dug into him. Her voice broke.

“Look at me,” he managed. “Look!”

Her eyes opened, wide and so dilated that they
were almost sightless. Above her, his face was a
rigid mask, choked with color, his eyes blazing as
he drove for fulfillment.

“Now,” he breathed. His eyes closed. “Now!”

She shuddered and shuddered as the pleasure took
them both, joined them in a hot fusion that was so
overwhelming that she thought she might die of it.

Her high-pitched cry was smothered by his
mouth. Muffled, it reflected the frantic motion of
her hips as she drained every wisp of physical
delight from his body.
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SHE LAY ON HER BACK, nude, satiated, throbbing
with the aftereffects of passion. Her body was still
moving helplessly, savoring the tiny stabs of
pleasure that came with motion.

Beside her, he lay apart and unnaturally quiet.

“You bled.”

She swallowed hard. He sounded very distant.
“Did 177

As passion, sated, faded away, reality came and
hit him squarely between the eyes. He’d just
seduced a worker in his employ, and she was a
virgin to boot. His need of her had been so urgent
that he hadn’t been able to stop. Now he was stone-
cold sober and eaten alive with guilt. They came
from different worlds. She was a wage earner and
he came from Spanish and Danish aristocracy. He
was a decade her senior. She was uneducated and
he had a degree. Worse, he was very wealthy and
she could hardly afford decent clothing. And he’d
taken advantage of her. He didn’t feel very proud
of himself.

“You said that it didn’t matter, that you were
innocent,” he said coldly.

His voice chilled her. She’d been expecting
happy ever after, and he was satisfied and wanted
to make sure that she didn’t accuse him of seduc-
tion. Her first time, and it had to be with a man who
only wanted relief.
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She was adult enough to cope. If nothing else,
he’d helped get her past the nightmarish assault of
her early teens. He didn’t know about that. He
wouldn’t have understood her fear of men, a fear
which had been wiped away tonight the minute he
touched her under her gown. It had been a revelation.

“Well,” she said heavily, “if you’re planning to
sue me for seduction, I have to tell you that I’ll
swear in court that you threw yourself at me and I
couldn’t help myself.”



RODRIGO SAT UP AND STARED down at her in the
darkness as if she’d lost her mind. “You what?”

“I’ll countersue you,” she promised, pulling the
cover over her body. “All those sweet nothings
you whispered in my ear, the way you flaunted
your chest at me...I mean, what woman could
resist a man who did everything but strip and beg
to be taken to bed?”

A chuckle he couldn’t choke back escaped him.
“Good God.” He got up and started dressing.

“That’s right, blame God, too,” she scoffed. “It
was your own fault, and I’'m not apologizing.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to,” he assured her.

“Furthermore, I’'m not marrying you. And if
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you get pregnant, I’ll get a DNA test to prove it’s
not mine.”

By now, he was bent over double laughing.
He’d expected tears, reproaches, accusations,
anything but this.

He moved to the bed, fully dressed, and sat
down beside her, one arm going past her shoulder
to support him as he looked down into her eyes
in the dimly lit room. “But I will apologize,” he
said softly. “Because I meant only to kiss you. It
went too far, because I had abstained for a very
long time.”

“Because you couldn’t have her,” she said wisely.

His indrawn breath was sharp.

She’d already guessed, but his reaction to the
charge clinched it. He was dying for the woman
he’d lost. Glory looked a little like her and, in the
dark, it must have been easy for him to pretend.

“I was only standing in for her, wasn’t I?” she
asked sadly.

His hand moved under her head and clenched
suddenly in her hair. “No,” he said hotly. “I did not
pretend you were her. Never could I be so heartless!”

She relaxed a little.

“I wanted you very badly,” he confessed. “You
have a quality of compassion that I have rarely en-
countered in a woman, and your body is exquisite.
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I enjoyed it. I hope that you enjoyed me as much.
But it should not have happened.”

“Why?” she asked, subdued but curious.

“We come from different worlds,” he replied.
“This is only an interlude, for both of us. We could
hurt each other badly if we let this continue.”

“I guess so,” she replied.

“There is another matter. Do you use birth
control?”

Her heart jumped. “No. I never had any reason to.”

“And I was too far gone to consider it.”

She lay very still. It was getting complicated.
“I don’t want a child. Certainly not one who came
as an accident.” It was a lie, but she had to salvage
what was left of her pride. He made it clear that
he wanted nothing more than her body. Actually
she would have loved a child, but her health
might make that impossible. Besides, Rodrigo
was not going to consider marriage. She knew
that already.

“Then you would go to a clinic?” he asked, and
there was something chilling in his tone.

Now she faced her own system of values, and
she was shocked to discover that what had seemed
sensible a minute ago had suddenly become an
action she could not imagine herself performing.
Not even to save her own life.
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“L...” She hesitated, frowning. “I...don’t think
I could,” she said.

The hand holding her hair relaxed and was with-
drawn. “How likely is it?”

“Not very,” she lied.

His mind was considering possibilities. If he
had a wife, and a child, perhaps he could get Sarina
out of his mind and the torment would ease. It had
almost destroyed him, losing her and Bernadette.

“I’ll be thirty-six this year,” he said quietly. “I
have nothing to show for my life, other than a few
small accomplishments.” He didn’t dare tell her
what they were. “I hadn’t thought about having a
family until recently. But the idea has appeal.” He
looked at her with real longing. “I think I would
enjoy being a father.”

“I don’t want children,” she said bluntly, hating
the words even as she spoke them, because she
could see his pride stinging from them.

Her tone was offensive, and it antagonized him.
“I said that I wanted them,” he returned coldly.
“Not that I wanted them with you!”

She felt her cheeks go hot. “Sorry. I assumed...”

“Wrongly.” He got up from the bed and
moved away. “So we agree that this was an un-
fortunate accident, which we will never permit
to happen again.”
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“Of course,” she assured him.

He paused at the door. “Why would you not
want children?”

Because of my health, she should have told him.
Her life would be at risk from a pregnancy. Her
career, too, was a sticking point—how could she
raise a child and do justice to either her job or her
child? But he didn’t know about her career. Or her
health—except for the limp. She took the coward’s
way out. “I have...health problems, as you may
have noticed already,” she reminded him quietly.
“Besides, I'm still relatively young to be thinking
about family life.”

The pain and guilt her remarks kindled in him
were shockingly brutal. He could have cursed
aloud. He’d forgotten about her hip. He’d forgot-
ten everything in the joy of having her.

“Forgive me,” he said quietly. “I did not think.”

She closed her eyes. “Nor did 1.”

“For what it’s worth,” he said, his accent no-
ticeably thicker, “I am sorry.”

“Not nearly as sorry as I am,” she replied
matter-of-factly, and with a bite in her tone.

The tension in the room was as thick as cigar
smoke. He opened the door with deliberate move-
ments and closed it behind him with a violent snap.

Glory let out the breath she’d been holding. It
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had been the most traumatic experience of her
recent life, and not at all unpleasant. But she was
in disguise. He didn’t know the real Glory, and she
had doubts that he’d want her at all once he did.
Once he knew who she really was, the barrier
between them would grow by leaps and bounds.
He was a laborer. She was an educated profes-
sional. Their cultures were different, their religions
were different. They were worlds apart. She
couldn’t give up her career that she’d worked so
hard for just to eek out an existence with a poor
immigrant. She wasn’t even sure that he wasn’t
involved in some criminal pursuit. The whole
situation was impossible.

She’d let her guard down and actively partici-
pated in her own seduction. Now here she was,
alone and in danger and possibly pregnant. What
in the world would she do if she’d conceived? He
wanted a child. She didn’t; not this way, with
secrets separating them. He was angry that she
didn’t want his child. She couldn’t tell him the
real reason. She was living a lie, to save her life.
She couldn’t tell him that, either.

The tears rolled down Glory’s cheek in a flood.
He’d left, she thought miserably, just in time. She
wouldn’t have wanted to disgrace herself by crying
in front of him. She couldn’t understand her own
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easy submission to him. Surely her past should
have kept her out of reach of such an experienced
man, kept her from giving in to someone who was
almost a stranger. Her life was becoming far too
complicated. She wished she’d never let Marquez
talk her into this masquerade.

MONDAY, AFTER A QUIET and lonely Sunday during
which Rodrigo wasn’t even seen, she rode into town
with Consuelo to get groceries. As they got out of
the farm’s pickup truck, Marquez, in civilian
clothes, drove up in another truck and pulled in
beside them. He got out, pocketing his keys and
starting toward the store when he saw Glory. He pre-
tended surprise—a good act, because he’d followed
them here hoping to get a word alone with her.

“Well, if it isn’t Gloryanne! How are you?” he
called to Glory with a grin. “Fancy seeing you
here! It’s been years, hasn’t it?”

Glory flushed, but hid her face from Consuelo.
“Yes, it has,” she agreed. “I haven’t seen you since
we were in high school together!” She composed
herself and glanced at Consuelo. “T’1l be along in
a minute,” she said with a smile. “I just want to
catch up on Rick’s life story.”

“Go right ahead,” Consuelo replied. She was
giving Marquez an odd look. Before Glory could
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puzzle it out, the older woman was heading for the
store.

The smile was gone immediately from both
faces. Marquez, in boots and jeans and a checked
blue shirt, moved closer to her. He was very
solemn.

“Fuentes has someone checking you out,” he
said abruptly. “I don’t know who, or where. You
haven’t mentioned anything about San Antonio
down here to anyone?”

“Of course not,” she faltered. Her green eyes
met his dark ones. “He couldn’t know I was here,”
she added. “The only person I’ve talked to at all is
Rodrigo, and I’'m sure he’s not mixed up in
anything illegal.”

Marquez clenched his teeth. “I wish I could be,”
he said flatly. “Nobody’s talking, but the police
chief, Grier, let slip that Ramirez had ties to
Mexico. He also had a cousin who worked for
Manuel Lopez, the late great drug lord.”

She fought to keep her expression from giving
her away. “What else did he tell you?”

“He didn’t tell me anything, Glory. I overheard
him talking to one of the sheriff’s men at the
courthouse.”

She nibbled her lower lip. “Oh, boy.”

“I caught up with him later. We didn’t plan it,
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but I suppose you know that Grier knows why
you’re here,” he said quietly.

“Yes, he does,” she replied. “But he said he’d
keep an eye out for me.”

“He also said he asked you to keep an eye out
for visitors at the farm.”

She nodded. “I can’t find a safe way to contact
him, though. I'm not sure if Rodrigo has listening
devices in the house.” She hated having to say
that, to sound as if she already suspected that
Rodrigo was on the wrong side of the law. She had
to try to remember that she took a vow to uphold
the law, no matter how much it hurt. “Consuelo
said he had all sorts of electronic devices in his
room.” She moved closer. “We’ve had two very
suspicious new hires. One is a man named Castillo,
who has a nasty attitude toward women. The other
is Consuelo’s son, Marco. He wears the tats and
colors of the Serpientes gang.”

“Damn!” he muttered. “I thought we’d
managed to keep those devils out of our commu-
nity here.”

“They have links everywhere,” she reminded
him. “In prisons, in cities all over the world. It’s a
network, just like a corporation.”

He leaned back against the passenger side of his
truck and folded his arms over his broad chest.
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“This seemed like a good idea at the outset. Now
I’m not too sure anymore. I didn’t persuade you
down here to get you killed. What if Marco brings
someone with him who recognizes you? As I
recall, you prosecuted two San Antonio members
of that Houston gang for carjacking.”

“And convicted them,” she returned. She blew
out a breath. “I never expected any of the gang to
surface down here in Jacobsville. Well, this might
be a good time for me to start packing heat.”

“No.”

“I can shoot,” she muttered. “I used to take a .40
caliber Glock onto the police firing range and
practice with it.”

“Yes,” he replied, eyes narrowed. “I remem-
ber. We got the windshield in the squad car
replaced,” he added meaningfully.

She flushed. “That was not my fault! A bird flew
past and distracted me just as I started to shoot!”

“Really? What distracted you when you blew
the taillight out on the sheriff’s department’s
newest car?”

She pushed back a stray wisp of blond hair.
“Listen, that deputy should never have parked
his stupid car that close to the firing range in the
first place!”

He wasn’t buying it. “I’ve never seen so many
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cops kissing the ground in my life. All they had
to do was hear your name and they started putting
on Kevlar.”

She laughed in spite of herself. “Okay, Okay.
I’m a lethal weapon with a firearm. I admit it. But
what am I going to do?”

“We need to put somebody on the farm who can
protect you,” he said, thinking. “I understand that
there’s a federal agent undercover somewhere
between here and Houston, but nobody will tell me
where he is or what he’s posing as. If we could get
word to him, he might be able to keep an eye on you.”

“Long shot,” she returned.

He grimaced. “Well, there’s always Jon
Blackhawk,” he began. “He owes me a favor,
and he’s a fed.”

“I am not working with Jon Blackhawk,” she
said flatly. “I don’t care how sorry he is about
charging his assistant with sexual harrassment.”

“Maybe we can lure Marco back to the big city
with the offer of a really lucrative drug run,” he
said then. “At least we’d have one gang member
out of the picture.”

“That isn’t such a bad idea. Marco needs
money,” she said, recalling the scene in the
kitchen. “He had his mother in tears, demanding
money that she didn’t have.”
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“He may be using the stuff as well as selling
it,” he replied. “A lot of dealers can’t resist the
temptation.”

“It might explain the violent mood swings I'm
seeing in him,” she agreed.

“I know a couple of narcs in the city,” he replied.
“I'might get word to them and see if they can flush
out any information about Marco or Castillo.”

“I just hope Marco isn’t going to land himself
in prison. Poor Consuelo!”

“She seems like a nice sort of person,” Marquez
replied. “Shame she has such losers for a husband
and a son.”

“You know about her husband?”

“I arrested him once,” he said, his lips making
a flat line. “She’s probably going to remember
that, so if she says anything to you about me, we
went steady in high school. Okay?”

Her eyebrows lifted. “We did? I must have a bad
case of amnesia. You’d think I’d remember some-
thing like that!”

He glowered at her. ““You’d have been lucky. [ was
a catch in high school,” he told her. “Girls couldn’t
keep their hands off me.”

“That’s not what your mother, Barbara, says,”
she replied smugly.

“What does my mother say?” he asked warily.
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“She says you hid behind potted plants any time
a girl started walking toward you.”

“That was in grammar school!” he protested.

She laughed. “Really?”

He shifted his weight. “Maybe [ was a little shy.
But I never hid behind a potted plant.”

“Is that so?”

“I might have fallen info a potted plant, once,”
he relented. “When the cheerleader captain asked
me to vote for her in the class president race. She
was a dish.”

She couldn’t stop laughing.

“It’s not funny.”

“Yes, it 1s.”

He moved away from the truck. “I hate losing
arguments to lawyers,” he muttered. “I’m going
back to work.”

“What are you doing down here on a Monday?”

“I almost forgot,” he chuckled. “Your boss sent
you a love letter.” He handed her an envelope.

“This isn’t my boss’s handwriting,” she pointed
out. “And my name is misspelled!”

“We have a mole. He doesn’t like the new
regime, or the new drug lord. He sent that to you
via your boss. But he’s only giving us informa-
tion on Fuentes. That—" he indicated the
envelope “—is the closest he’s going to come to
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revealing himself as a witness. We have no idea
who he is.”

“Have you read this?” she asked. It was sealed,
but barely.

“No. And I resent having you insinuate that I try
to read other people’s mail.” He stuck his hands
into his jeans pockets. “Anyway, we couldn’t get
the steam to work ungluing it.”

She laughed. “Some detective you are!”

“I’m a very good one, thanks. Read that and tell
me what’s in it. Then you’d better let me have it
back. Even with your name misspelled, we don’t
want anybody locally making connections.”

She slid her thumb under the seal and pulled out
a small piece of lined paper that looked as if it
could have come from a steno pad. “It’s an
address,” she said, looking up at him. “And a date
and time. That’s all.” She read it to him.

“A drop,” he said at once. “A drug drop.”

She handed him the note. “You could have
opened it.”

He shrugged as he pocketed the note. “I wanted
to see how you were.”

She smiled up at him. “That was nice.”

“I hope I haven’t just blown your cover,” he
said uneasily. “You were seen getting into the
ranch truck and heading toward town, so I tailed
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you. I didn’t realize Consuelo was with you until
you both got out of the truck.”

“Maybe she didn’t recognize you,” she said
comfortingly.

“Let’s hope so.” He studied her closely, seeing
the dark circles under her eyes. “Ramirez giving
you a hard time?”

Her heart jumped. “No. Why do you ask?”

“Some of his friends say he’s been hell to get
along with since he took that job.”

“He’s nice to me,” she lied.

“Most people are nice to you,” he chided.
“You’re sweet.”

“Tell me that the next time you see me in court
with Fuentes on the spit.”

“I can’t wait,” he chuckled.

“Me, either. If you need to get in touch with me,
you can tell Chief Grier to drop by any Wednes-
day. Rodrigo’s usually not around then.”

Marquez straightened. There was something
disturbing in his expression.

“What? Did I say something wrong?”” she asked.

He wiped off the expression. “Nothing at all. I
just had a thought. You watch your back,” he
added. “If you need me, call me, any time. I'm
down here with mother most weekends, unless
I’m on call.”
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“T’ll remember. Thanks, Rick.”
“What are friends for?”’ he chuckled.

CONSUELO GAVE HER A very odd look when she
caught up with the older woman in the grocery store.

“You know that guy from school?” she asked.

“Yes. He was in my class,” Glory said. “We
went steady.” She looked demure.

Consuelo turned her attention to a rack of
pickling spices. “He’s a cop.”

“Yes, I know. He works up in San Antonio.”

“He put my husband in jail,” she muttered.

“Oh!”

Consuelo fell for the shocked expression. Her
cold eyes softened. “You couldn’t understand how
it was for me, with Marco having trouble in school
and then my husband going to prison. I couldn’t
even afford rent. I had to do some things, to be able
to buy food...” She turned away. “It was a long
time ago,” she said suddenly. “Don’t mind me.”

“I’d do anything for you that I could,” Glory
told the other woman. “Really.”

Consuelo turned back to her. “I know you
would,” she said in a soft tone. “You’re not still
sweet on Marquez?”

Glory hesitated. “Well, not really. [ haven’t seen
him in a long time.”
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“Good. That’s good. Can you find me some
garbage bags?”

“Sure thing.”

She hobbled away on her cane. It had been a
close call. Her life was starting to be a lot more
complicated. Not the least of her worries was the
way she and Rodrigo had parted.

EVEN THOUGH CONSUELO SEEMED to have fallen
for her story about going steady with Rick, Glory
was aware that the older woman was more
curious about her now. She asked throwaway
questions about how long she and Rick went
steady and if she knew any of his fellow officers
in San Antonio.

Glory had to be careful and not let it slip that
she’d worked in the city. It was hard, downplay-
ing her intelligence and not giving her education
away.

Rodrigo was polite to her now, but very cool. He
seemed not to be interested in her after their pas-
sionate interlude. In fact, he was paying a lot of at-
tention to the younger woman who’d flirted with
him at the fiesta.

Glory’s confidence in herself had been healthy
until Fuentes’s death threat had landed her at the
truck farm. But divided from her profession, she
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found that she had no real identity as just an
ordinary woman. She had no skills to speak of
except that she could process fruit and make pre-
serves. She could cook, after a fashion, but not like
Consuelo could. Her homemaking skills were poor
due to her impaired movement, because working
with a mop or broom or even a vacuum cleaner
was painful, and the aftereffects could last for
days. Her blood pressure was more or less under
control, but she had episodes of dizziness and
headaches when she forgot her medicine. She felt
almost useless around the house.

When Rodrigo started bringing his one-girl
fan club, Teresa, into the house with him for the
occasional meal, the way he flirted with her
made Glory ill at ease. She knew that it was de-
liberate, because he noticed and enjoyed Glory’s
discomfort.

Now that she knew Fuentes was looking for
her, she was under even more pressure. Her inter-
lude with Rodrigo had caused her shame. She
hadn’t realized how conventional she was until
she’d allowed herself to be seduced. She felt she
was following in her mother’s footsteps, and it
bothered her. Of course, her mother had only been
available to men who had money. Glory wasn’t
mercenary. She’d planned her life to be a solitary
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one. She’d fallen off the straight and narrow, and
she was worrying about the consequences. Her
periods were very regular. But she was now a
week overdue.

It could have been stress. She hoped that it was.
Her mother had been very young when she bowed
to community pressure after she’d become
pregnant by Glory’s father. She’d married him, but
she’d made him and Glory both pay. It was almost
ironic that her mother’s parents had died in a plane
crash just a few weeks after they’d forced Glory’s
father and mother into marriage with their hopes
to avoid a scandal.

She touched her flat belly worriedly. She’d
never considered having a child. She wasn’t sure
her health would permit it, in the first place. In the
second, she had little to do with children, and she
wasn’t sure that she’d be a proper mother. Her real
fear was of her genetics. What if she turned out to
be like her own mother, hateful and resentful and
abusive to a child? The thought tormented her. It
was why she’d never considered marriage and a
family in the first place. She couldn’t be sure. She
was scarred in more ways than the purely physical.
Her self-esteem was almost nonexistent.

And if she was pregnant, what would she do about
it? She’d have to see her doctor before she could
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make any decision. If Rodrigo found out, what
would he do? He was missing his former girlfriend
and her child. He wanted a child of his own, a re-
placement for what he’d lost. But that wasn’t love.
It was grief, and once he had the child he might
bitterly regret it. For instance, what if his girlfriend
decided to divorce her husband and go after
Rodrigo? Glory wouldn’t stand a chance, consider-
ing the love Rodrigo betrayed when he was with the
pretty blonde woman. He’d leave skid marks exiting
Glory’s life, if he could have the woman he really
wanted and the child he adored.

She became depressed as the days passed and
Rodrigo continued to ignore her. Then, one day,
several things happened at once to make her
position hazardous in the extreme.

First, Cash Grier showed up at her door looking
somber one Wednesday morning. He asked to
speak to her alone.

She followed him onto the front porch, appre-
hensive about the way he looked.

“What’s up?” she asked quietly, wary of
eavesdroppers.

He motioned her down the steps to his squad car,
going slowly so that she could keep up with her
cane. Then he stood so that she was facing him, so
that anyone watching couldn’t see their lips move.
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“A trained sniper can read lips,” he told her
quietly. “Just in case anyone’s looking, they won’t
be able to understand what we’re saying. Marquez
got in touch with his friend on the narcotics squad,
who worked on a couple of his confidential infor-
mants,” he said. “Fuentes has sent a killer after you.”

To her credit, Glory didn’t pass out. “What sort
of killer?” she asked calmly.

“A professional.”

She knew what that meant. She’d seen plenty
of hits in the course of her work. Drug lords
knew where to get the best people for that sort of
job, and they didn’t miss. A professional would be
more than a match for most local law enforcement.
On the other hand, she considered as she studied
Cash Grier’s stony expression, she was probably
in the best small town on earth for a hit man to try
to kill her. Grier here had been a government
sniper. Eb Scott and Cy Parks, not to mention
Micah Steele, were professional mercenaries, now
retired. But Eb ran a school for counterterrorism
that was known all over the country, and some of
the men taking courses there would be a match for
any hired assassin Fuentes cared to sacrifice.

She cocked her head and looked up at Grier.
She smiled. “Finally,” she murmured. “Some
good news.”
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He stared at her without blinking. “Good news?”

“This is the worst town in America for contract
killers. The only hit man who ever got into town
was crippled by your wife, I hear,” she said with
twinkling eyes.

He laughed. “With an iron skillet,” he agreed. He
sighed. “Well, you’ve got grit. I expected at least a
worried expression.”

She shrugged. “We’ve sort of cornered the
market on dangerous men in this town,” she
reminded him. “Look what happened to Lopez,
even though he didn’t buy the farm here.”

“And to his replacement, Cara Dominguez,” he
reminded her. “None of these smugglers believe
the hype about our resident mercs,” he chuckled.
“Their misfortune. Okay. You’re not rattled. That’s
good. But we’re taking some steps to keep you
alive until you testify.”

“Kevlar?” she suggested.

He studied her for a long moment, his eyes
narrow as he seemed to mentally weigh the factors.

“I know some things that you don’t about Ja-
cobsville,” he replied. “You’re going to be safer
than you’ll realize. Just help us out by not going
anywhere alone, especially at night.”

“Don’t tell me,” she chuckled. “You’ve got
snipers stationed in the pecan trees.”
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He laughed. “Nothing quite so visible. Just
trust me.”

She nodded. His reputation in police work was
formidable. If he said she was safe, she was. But
she wondered how it was being handled.

“You won’t tell me anything even if I ask, will
you?” she returned.

He grinned. “Not a word. Keeping secrets is
my stock in trade.”

She sighed. “Okay, then. I'll stay inside and
away from the windows.”

“That should do the trick until we can get
enough on the hired gun to lock him up.”

“You wouldn’t like to tell me who he is?” she
fished.

“No, I wouldn’t. Not even if I knew. You’re
safer that way. I’ll be in touch.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

He drove away and she ground her teeth
together. One more thing, she thought, to drive me
nuts. They should have left her in San Antonio and
set her up in a controlled area and offered to let
the hit man do his worst. Instead she was stuck
here in small town America with a killer in close
proximity and they said she was safe.

She threw up her hands and went back to work.
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She didn’t share the tidbit of information with
Consuelo, or Rodrigo. Neither of them had any
idea what a mess her life was in. She wanted it to
stay that way.



GLORY HATED FEELING helpless. If she was a good
shot, and she had a pistol, she might have been able
to defend herself. But she couldn’t shoot. She
wasn’t whole physically, and she’d never had
anyone do more than threaten to kill her. Death
threats were a part of the job for most people in law
enforcement and the court system. She knew judges
who carried pistols to the bench under their robes
and she knew some who’d survived attacks. She’d
always known that if she became a prosecuting
attorney, there would be the occasional threat. But
this one was deadly. Fuentes didn’t want to spend
his life in prison. He was going to make sure that
Glory didn’t testify.
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Cash said she was safer than she realized. She
wondered if he had someone working on the farm,
keeping an eye on her. It would have helped her
mental attitude a little. But a covert scan of all the
workers didn’t produce anyone suspicious.

She felt Rodrigo watching her as she and
Consuelo sat down with him at the table to eat
supper. He was astute for a man who ran a truck
farm. Pity, she thought, that he was so good at
management, and he’d never continued his educa-
tion. She’d never asked what was the last grade of
school he’d completed. Perhaps, she told herself,
she didn’t really want to know.

Then it hit her. What if Rodrigo was not only
mixed up in the drug trade—what if he was the
assassin? Her fork fell out of her fingers and hit the
plate with a loud noise.

“What is it?” Rodrigo asked, frowning.

She was staring at him in utter horror. No, she
told herself. No, it couldn’t be! But what did she
know about him, really? Only what he volun-
teered. He was personable, a good dancer, a hard
worker and he spoke several languages. But so did
a lot of criminals. He was gone every Wednesday,
along with Castillo. When she’d told Cash that, his
expression had closed up like a trap. Cash had said
that Fuentes had sent the hit man after her, but that
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didn’t mean the killer hadn’t already been put in
place for the mission. For all she knew, Fuentes
might have had her tailed and tracked here to Ja-
cobsville weeks ago. Here, where Rodrigo was
close and could kill her if he was ordered to. Her
heart sank deeper in her chest.

“Are you all right?” Rodrigo repeated, his
accent slightly thicker as he stared at her.

“I’'m getting clumsy,” Glory excused her slip,
picking up the fork again and smiling sheepishly.
“It’s peeling all those peaches. My fingers are
rebelling.”

Consuelo laughed. “I know how you feel! We
will both be stronger than weight lifters soon, with
all this exercise.”

“The peach crop is almost through,” Rodrigo
advised them. “Only a few more days and we’ll be
done.”

“Thank goodness!” Glory exclaimed.

He gave her along look. “Of course, by then the
first apples will be ready for picking...”

Both women groaned aloud. He only laughed.

SHE WAS WORKING IN the kitchen when Rodrigo
walked in with Consuelo’s son, Marco. Consuelo
was hesitant, but the boy grinned and picked up his
mother and whirled her around.
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“I'm sorry I was short with you last time,” he told
the woman. “I was just having some problems, but
they’re all solved now. Rodrigo said I could come
back, if you don’t mind.”

Consuelo hugged him back, tearfully. “Of
course you can come back!”

He kissed her. “You’re too good to me.”

“Yes, I am,” Consuelo replied, but she laughed.

Rodrigo was staring at Glory. He wanted to ask
what was making her study him that way, but it
was early morning and he had to get things orga-
nized in the fields. Sooner or later, he told himself,
they were going to have to try to talk to each other.
If he’d made her pregnant, he had to know. Then,
choices would have to be discussed. He hoped it
wasn’t true. Glory had made it obvious that she
didn’t want a child. Or perhaps she did, but she
didn’t want one with a common laborer who made
a living with his hands. He felt cold all over. He
couldn’t tell her the truth about himself. When he
did, it would place even more barriers between
them. He didn’t want a glorified housekeeper as a
wife, any more than she wanted a foreign farm
worker as a husband. It was demeaning, just the
same, to think she didn’t want his child. She’d told
him that she had health problems, and he knew her
hip gave her trouble, but that was no reason for
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being unable to carry a child. The fact was that she
didn’t want the child of a common farm worker.
She wouldn’t admit it, but he knew just the same.
It wounded his pride.

AcTUALLY GLORY WAS having more health
problems by the day. But she hid it well. Fortu-
nately she had nausea at night, rather than in the
morning. She had a pretty good idea about what
was causing her sudden illness, and it tormented
her. She couldn’t possibly have the child. She was
living a lie. Rodrigo wasn’t even in her own social
class, and he might be a criminal. He might be the
killer Fuentes had hired to put Glory out of his
way. She remembered a comment her doctor had
made some time ago, about her high blood
pressure. Some women, he said, were fortunate
enough to have their blood pressure go down when
they were pregnant. But Glory’s put her at high
risk for a pregnancy. He said that her career was
risk enough, without the addition of pregnancy.
She’d assured him that she never wanted a child.

But now that had changed. She was fascinated
with the reality of a child growing inside her. She’d
been alone most of her life. The Pendletons were
kind to her, but they weren’t her family. The child
would be of her own blood.
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That was the most worrying thought of all. Her
mother had been mentally ill, she was certain of
it. Some behavioral abnormalities could be passed
down from parent to child. What if the baby
wasn’t normal?

“What is making you so worried?” Consuelo
asked one morning when Glory arrived in the kitchen
with dark circles under her eyes from lack of sleep.

“Worried?” Glory thought fast. “Well, it’s not
exactly worry...” She poured herself some
coffee and refused food. “Rodrigo hardly speaks
to me lately.”

“Ah.” Consuelo smiled. “So that’s it.”

“He seemed to like me at first,” Glory replied.
“But lately he avoids me.”

“Yes, he does.” She paused. “And you are in
love with him.”

Glory couldn’t help the sudden radiance in her
face, the brilliance in her eyes behind the rounded
frames of her glasses.

“I thought so,” Consuelo murmured. “I could
see it when you danced with him, at the fiesta. He
likes you very much, but he thinks he is still in love
with the pretty blonde woman. He is conflicted.”

That brought Glory back down to earth. “I look
a little like her, don’t I?” she asked, sticking the
knife in her own heart.
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Consuelo grimaced.

Glory nodded. “That’s what I thought, too. I
remind him of her, but I'm not married to
someone else.”

“That may be true.” She studied Glory curiously.
“But on the other hand, perhaps he is beginning to
feel something for you and he doesn’t like it.”

Glory sighed. “I guess that could be true, as
well,” she agreed.

CASTILLO WAS LEANING against the back door later
when Glory had to go out to the warehouse for
more peaches. She was wearing a pretty white
sundress embroidered with yellow sunflowers. It
had puffy sleeves and a full skirt. Her hair was in
its usual braid. She looked young and fresh. It had
been extremely hot in the kitchen and the air-con-
ditioning unit wasn’t coping well with the blazing
heat. She rarely ever wore very feminine clothes.
Consuelo had loaned her the dress. Thick jeans
were just too hot in that kitchen.

“You know, you’re not bad looking,” he
remarked with open lust in his small, close-spaced
eyes. “I could go for you.”

Glory wasn’t afraid of him. Not when she
knew Rodrigo was nearby, at least. She turned
and looked at him without blinking. “I’m not in
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the market for a boyfriend, Mr. Castillo,” she
said flatly.

“Honey, every woman wants a man,” he
drawled, moving deliberately closer to her. “Even
if she doesn’t know it.”

She backed up a step.

He only laughed. “That’s it. I like a woman who
pretends she isn’t interested. Go ahead and fight
me, nifia. It makes it more exciting.”

He reached out and caught the front of her
sundress with his forefinger, tugging it down so
that the swell of her breasts was visible. She felt
sick all over.

Before she could react and slap his hand away,
she saw Castillo’s expression suddenly change just
before he went flying backward onto the ground.

Rodrigo stepped past Glory, his furious eyes on
the downed man. He cursed him in Spanish and
challenged him to get up and fight like a man. For
a man who seemed to be calm and laid-back most
of the time, Rodrigo looked amazingly dangerous
now. Even Glory took a step backward when she
saw his tall body tense.

Castillo fingered his bruised jaw. He was trying
to hide it, but he was afraid of the taller man.
Ramirez had moved like lightning. Castillo hadn’t
even seen the attack coming, and he was used to
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fights. He flushed as he dragged himself to his
feet. “Lo siento,” he told Rodrigo. “I didn’t know
she was yours.”

“You know now,” Rodrigo bit off. His voice
was very soft, but the tone was chilling. “Leave
her alone.”

“Sure. Sure!”

Castillo moved away without another glance at
Glory.

She was trying to catch her breath and not suc-
ceeding very well. She looked up at Rodrigo curi-
ously. His eyes were still filling with anger. His
fists were clenched at his side as he turned to her.

“Thank you,” she began.

“If you don’t want unwelcome company, dress
like a working woman, not like a debutante strol-
ling in a rose garden,” he said bluntly. His tone was
crisp. Furious.

She gaped at him. “I’'m wearing a sundress! It
isn’t even suggestive...!”

“You wear blouses and slacks or jeans on the job
here,” he interrupted. “I have better things to do
with my days than protecting you from other men!”

“Buster, if | had a blunt object right now, you’d
need protecting from me!” she shot back at him.
“It’s hot in the kitchen and the air-conditioning
isn’t working today! We called the repairman, but
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he hasn’t come yet. So Consuelo loaned me one
of her dresses, because I don’t have any! Anyway,
I’m not wearing baggy pants and an overcoat in
my kitchen just because your men can’t control
their own lustful urges!”

He stepped in closer, so that she could feel the
heat and power of his body next to hers. “You are
getting even because I avoid you,” he accused.

Her eyebrows arched. “You’re avoiding me?
Really? I’m sorry. I didn’t notice!”

A dusky patch overlaid his high cheekbones. His
eyes were black with fury. The words wounded
him, and he struck back. “Do you think you were
an experience no man could forget?” he asked,
lowering his voice so that only she could hear him.
His eyes were ice-cold. “An inexperienced, fright-
ened innocent who didn’t even know how to
respond to a man’s ardor?”

The insult hit home, and she couldn’t hide it.

That seemed to make him even madder. “What
are you doing out here in the first place?”

“We need another bushel of peaches to finish out
this batch.”

“I’ll send Angel up with them. Anything else?”

“No, thank you.” Her tone was as cold as her
pride. She turned and went back into the house
without another word.
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HE WATCHED HER OVER the supper table. She had
a small salad and a glass of iced tea, refused
dessert and excused herself, all without meeting
his eyes once.

“What’s wrong with her?” Consuelo asked
softly when she was out of the room. “Have the
two of you had a fight?”

“I don’t fight with employees,” he returned.
“The truth is that she’s attracted to me and I find
her unappealing. I grow weary of the heartsick
looks she sends my way. She’s hardly the type of
woman I would choose,” he added coldly. “She is
uneducated and she has nothing to offer a man of
experience. She has the naivete and the instincts
of an adolescent. I felt sorry for her, and I was
kind. She misinterpreted my compassion for af-
fection. And,” he said, finishing his coffee, “let’s
face it, she’s no man’s idea of an American
beauty. Not with that long hair out of a fairy tale
and those atrocious glasses she wears. No man
would fall all over himself trying to seduce a
woman so plain, who lacks even the most basic
dress sense.”

“You should not say such things about her,”
Consuelo chided. “It would wound her to have you
speak in such a manner.”

“She will not know. Unless you tell her,” he
replied.



DIANA PALMER 157

“As if I would wish to hurt her. She is a good
woman.”

“Good women are boring,” he laughed. “I prefer
mine wicked and overstimulated.”

“Oh, you!”

Glory turned away from the half-closed door
and made her way back down the hall, tears
streaming down her pale face.

She didn’t understand how Rodrigo could be so
cruel after the long, sweet interlude in her bed.
She’d given in without a fight. She’d responded
wholeheartedly. But she was a novice, and he liked
experience. She felt cheap. Used. Unwanted. She’d
come down here to save her life, but her heart was
being killed. Somehow, the threat of Fuentes’s
revenge wasn’t half so painful as Rodrigo calling
her plain and saying he didn’t want her. He con-
sidered her uneducated—she, who’d graduated
with honors from law school!

It was worse, somehow, because she was
almost certainly pregnant. She didn’t dare tell
him now, not after what she’d overheard. She had
to get Fuentes back into court and convicted so
that she could stop living a lie. She wanted her old
life back. She never wanted to see Rodrigo again
as long as she lived!

But what about the hit man? Who would
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Fuentes have sent? Could it be Castillo or Marco?
Could it even be Rodrigo?

She frowned as she came back to her original
worry. What if Rodrigo was mixed up with
Fuentes, or the killer? After all, he’d only been in
Jacobsville for alittle while and nobody knew very
much about him. He’d hired Castillo, who was a
crook of the first order. He and Castillo vanished
every Wednesday. Rodrigo had ties to Mexico. He
had a cousin who worked in the drug smuggling
world. And the Rodrigo who’d confronted Castillo
on the porch had been a man she didn’t know, a
dangerous man obviously used to settling
problems with his fists. He could be violent.
Castillo had been afraid of him. Rodrigo could be
the hit man, or one of the bosses involved in drug
smuggling.

She almost groaned aloud. Her life had been so
simple when she was helping convict gang
members and drug dealers back in San Antonio.
Why hadn’t Marquez left her where she was safe?
At least she’d have been sure that Marquez would
keep an eye on her. Down here, she had to hope
that Cash Grier was telling the truth when he said
he had somebody watching out for her.

She felt sick when she realized how reckless
she’d been. What if her office had to prosecute
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Rodrigo? How would she cope with that? He’d
have a great comeback—he could tell the court
just how involved she’d been with him. It would
damage her credibility, maybe enough to get
Fuentes an acquittal. Life, she thought, was not fair.

GLORY WAS CURIOUS ABOUT where Rodrigo went
with Castillo on those Wednesday jaunts. She
caught a ride into town with Angel Martinez. She
didn’t want anyone to see her car parked in front
of Barbara’s Café, which was where she went as
soon as Angel deposited her on the square. There,
she phoned Marquez and told him about this new
development.

“You should tell Grier,” he replied.

“I did. Now I’m a mushroom.”

He laughed. “They keep you in the dark and
feed you bull...”

“Never mind,” she interrupted pristinely. “Why
don’t you drive down here and we can tail Rodrigo
and Castillo and see where they go?”

“Why should I take you along?”

“Because I’m going to be the one prosecuting
the case, that’s why.”

“I was afraid you’d say that. When do they
usually leave?”

“About five in the afternoon.”
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“And how are you going to get away from
Consuelo long enough to ride around with me?”

“She leaves just before five every Wednesday to
go to church,” she said smugly. “And she takes her
son with her.”

There was an odd pause. “She does?”

“Yes. Isn’t it curious that he’d voluntarily set
foot in a church without being put in a casket
first?” she returned, tongue-in-cheek.

“Maybe he walks in the front door of the church
and out the back door,” he mused.

“Who knows? Are you coming?”

“I’ll pick you up at five. If anyone asks, we’re
on a hot date.”

“In that case, I’ll wear something conspicuous.”

“Better make it something that will blend in,”
he countered. “You don’t track people wearing
flamboyant clothes.”

“So much for the hot date,” she murmured.

He laughed. “This isn’t the time.”

“That’s what they all say.”

“See you.”

“Yes.”

Barbara came up to her, frowning. “What’s
going on?”’

Glory, who knew her, only grinned. “I’m luring
your son to my house with promises of lurid
wickedness.”
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“Hallelujah!” Barbara exclaimed. “If ever a
child needed a push into seamy luridness, it’s my
straitlaced, puritanical son!”

“Well, it’s not really that seamy,” she confided
in a whisper. “We’re going tracking.”

“Deer?” Barbara exclaimed, stunned.

“Not deer. Drug dealers.”

The amused look went into eclipse. “That’s
dangerous territory. You should let him do that
on his own.”

“I can’t. I'm up to my neck in this case already.”

“Somebody should take Fuentes for a walk in
the woods and push him down an abandoned well!”

Glory gaped at her. ““You bloodthirsty cook!”

“Count on it! I hate drug dealers.”

“So do 1,” Glory replied. “Especially Fuentes.
He’s more dangerous than Manuel Lopez or Cara
Dominguez ever dreamed of being. He needs to go
away for years and years, with no hope of parole.”

“After which we can round up his smuggling
ring and put them away, too.”

“Exactly what I think. But first, we have to have
evidence that will stand up in court.”

“Spoilsport,” Barbara chided.

“Yes, well, I'm an officer of the court,” she
reminded her. “I have to abide by the rules, even
when I don’t like them.”
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“Rick will help you get the evidence,” she said.

Glory smiled. “I know he will. He’s really very
good at his job. But don’t tell him I said so.”

“I won’t breathe a word.”

“Thanks.”

“If you ever need help, and you can’t call anyone
directly from the house, call me and order a sweet
potato pie. I'll call Cash Grier, or Rick if he’s down
here, and get him right over there.”

“Have you ever thought of becoming a secret
agent?” Glory queried.

“All my life. But it’s more fun thinking about it
than doing it. At least, I think it is.”

“You’re probably right.” She glanced out the
door to the statue of old John Jacobs, the founder
of Jacobsville, where the ranch pickup with Angel
at the wheel stood waiting. “There’s my ride. I
have to go.”

“What’s wrong with your car?” Barbara asked.

“It’s the same one I drive at home,” she replied
quietly. “I keep it in the shed on the farm. I thought
someone might recognize it.”

“Good thinking.”

“Oh, I could go into the secret agent business
myself, after this,” Glory said, and she wasn’t really
teasing. “I’ll be in touch.”
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“Wait!” Barbara drew her to the counter,
produced a sweet potato pie, bagged it and
handed it to Glory. “Your cover,” she said, “in
case anybody wanted to know why you came in
here.”

“I’ll see if I can find you a trenchcoat,” Glory
chuckled. She hugged Barbara. “Thanks.”

“I’m not being altruistic. I want you to marry
my son and give me lots of grandchildren,”
Barbara chuckled.

The mention of babies made Glory uneasy.

Barbara grimaced. “Sorry. I’m really sorry, that
was uncalled for...”

“Don’t be silly,” Glory replied. “I’'m not
offended. Rick is a dish. But I have high blood
pressure and I don’t know if I can have a child. You
see, there’s never been any reason for me to ask a
doctor about having children.”

Barbara was noticing things that Glory wasn’t
aware of. The owner of a public café learned a lot
about body language from observation. “Lou
Coltrain is one of our best doctors, and she’s still
keeping secrets from grammar school. If you ever
wanted to talk to a doctor in confidence, Lou
would be your woman.”

Glory frowned. “Why would you suggest
such a thing?”
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“Honey, it’s a small town,” she said gently.
“You were dancing with that dishy manager on
the farm, and from what we heard, it was so
steamy between the two of you that people were
dragging out fans.”

Glory flushed. “Oh.”

“You should remember how it is around here,”
Barbara continued softly. “We all know each
other’s business. But it’s because we care about
each other. You had it rough as a child, but you’ve
turned into a fine, responsible woman. Your father
would be so proud of you, Glory.”

Tears stung the younger woman’s eyes. She
wasn’t used to kindness. Not this sort, anyway.

Barbara nudged her toward the door. “Go
home before you have me in tears, too. And if you
want to seduce Rick, I'll loan you a hot red
negligee.”

Glory’s eyebrows arched. “What would you be
doing with a hot red negligee?”

“Hoping for an opportunity to wear it,”
Barbara chuckled.

Glory laughed back. The woman was truly a
kind person.

“You be careful,” Barbara added gently, as she
went to put up the Open sign for the lunch crowd.
“These guys play for keeps.”
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“I noticed. Thanks again.”
“Any time.”

GLORY DELIBERATELY IGNORED Rodrigo at lunch,
talking to Consuelo about her recipe for apple butter.

He felt bad about what he’d said to her, but
she’d asked for it. She had a sharp tongue and
she didn’t bend. He wondered how she’d
managed to fit into a temporary agency back in
San Antonio with that attitude. It was as if she
felt she had to be more aggressive because of her
handicap. Not that the limp slowed her down.
She worked as hard as Consuelo and never com-
plained. She was as conscientious an employee
as he’d ever known, and despite the physical
abuse of her traumatic past, she didn’t back
down from the threat of a man. Castillo had been
out of line.

“Remember why I hired you,” Rodrigo had told
the other man. “Don’t make waves.”

“Hell, she’s pretty to look at,” the man replied
curtly. “Any man would try his luck.”

Rodrigo’s eyes had blazed at that remark.
“Any man who tries his luck with Glory will end
badly.”

The way he said it sent chills down Castillo’s
spine. He held up both hands. “Hey, I understand.
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She’s yours. I won’t poach on your preserve again,
I swear. I was just passing the time until we can
do our job.”

Rodrigo nodded. “Remember how Fuentes
deals with people who mess up.”

The other man swallowed hard. “Yeah.”

“Back to work. I’ll meet you at five to go to the
warehouse.”

“I’ll be here.”

RODRIGO GLANCED AT Glory as he left the kitchen.
He saw her eyelids flicker, but she wouldn’t look
athim. It was just as well, he told himself. He was
grieving. He didn’t want to rush headlong into a
relationship with a glorified cook. She had a
pretty figure and he’d enjoyed her in bed. But
there was more to life than sex. There was no
room in his life for a simple country woman with
cooking skills. He wanted a woman like Sarina,
who had brains and courage. If only Colby Lane
had never shown up!

He pulled out his cell phone and dialed a
number. A deep voice answered.

“We’re on our way,” he said.

“We’ll be waiting,” came the reply.

He cut off the connection and dialed another
number, this one local. There were two rings
before it answered.
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“Culebra,” he said in Spanish. “Snake.”

“You’re on.”

He pocketed the phone with a smile that Castillo
didn’t see.



WHAT RODRIGO WAS EXPECTING didn’t arrive on
schedule. He was cursing a blue streak when the
sun went down. They were in a deserted manu-
facturing building in Comanche Wells, a small
town ten miles west of Jacobsville. The little town
only had six hundred citizens. It didn’t even have
a policeman or a fireman, depending on the
county for those services. A clothes manufacturer
had tried to set up shop here and failed miserably.
But the deserted building was a blessing to drug
dealers. It provided a safe, defensible, private
place for deals to go down.

Comanche Wells was in the center of the
ranching industry of Jacobs County. Several cattle
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barons occupied the surrounding area and only
came to town because of the feed and mill store.
There was a bar, not as notorious as Shea’s Road-
house out on the Victoria highway, but it made
money. There was also a small company that
manufactured computer chips. A Mexican restau-
rant was the only eatery and there was a single
doctor and one drugstore. If there was an emer-
gency, the ambulance had to take Comanche Wells
citizens to Jacobsville General Hospital. They
pulled the sidewalks in at dusk.

So now it was dark and the street that ran beside
the deserted manufacturing building was bare of
cars and people.

Castillo was pacing. “Where are they?” he
asked furiously.

“I wish I knew,” Rodrigo said tautly. “I was
promised that they’d be here on schedule.”

Castillo turned to him. “Yeah? Well, maybe
they double-crossed you and leaked the buy to the
feds.”

“Not this guy,” Rodrigo defended him. “He
hates the feds.”

“He’s not alone.”

“I know what you mean,” Rodrigo agreed.

Castillo checked his watch. “They’re fifteen
minutes late!”
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“They’re coming a long way,” Rodrigo replied
calmly. He stuck his hands in his pockets and
glanced at his companion. “You need to learn
patience.”

“The last time I was patient, two cops threw me
in the back of a squad car and took me to jail,” the
other man said icily. He glared at Rodrigo. “How
sure are you that these guys aren’t going to
double-cross us? That—"" he indicated a briefcase
sitting on an empty oil drum “—would set a petty
thief up for life.”

“Cross these guys and you won’t have a life,” he
returned. “The last dealer who weaseled on them
was found in several counties.”

The statement was chilling. The younger man
fidgeted and stared at his watch again. “If they
don’t show pretty quick, we should take the stuff
and get out of here. You sure they aren’t cops?”

“Positive,” Rodrigo assured him. “One of them
is my cousin. He worked for Lopez, and then for
Dominguez. If he was a cheat, he wouldn’t still be
in the game, would he?”

“Not with bosses like those, I guess. But
Fuentes is a different sort,” he added uncomfort-
ably. “He’s quick-tempered and he’s left a trail of
bodies across the border.”

“What he pays makes it worth the risk.”
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Castillo glanced at him and grimaced. “Yeah. I
guess so. But, still—"

He broke off as the sound of an approaching car
echoed against the walls of the building. Rodrigo
pulled his .45 automatic out of his belt and eased
to the nearest window. He looked out covertly, and
then relaxed.

“It’s them,” he said, putting the pistol up.

MARQUEZ WAS DRIVING HIS pickup truck when he
picked Glory up at the farmhouse. He was dressed
like a cowboy, in jeans and boots and wide-
brimmed hat.

She got in beside him, smiling to herself. “You
do blend in, don’t you?” she teased.

“You have to when you’re tracking people,” he
assured her. He grinned as he glanced at her. She
was wearing the same gear he had on, except that
her long hair was in a bun under a beret. “You’ll
blend in pretty good yourself.”

“Thanks,” she replied as she fastened her seat
belt. “You did say nothing flamboyant.”

“I did, didn’t I?”

He pulled out onto the farm road that led to the
highway. She noticed that he had his portable
police radio along. “I thought it might be a good
idea,” he said when he saw her looking at it on the
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seat between them. “Just in case any eager beaver
thinks he spots illegal traffic and tries to muscle in
on my bust.”

“You aren’t going to arrest them?” she exclaimed,
frightened for Rodrigo. “We aren’t even sure that
they’re involved with Fuentes. Not yet, at least.”

He gave her a pointed look. “I’m not working
for the local law. I have no jurisdiction here.”

“Oh,” she said sheepishly.

“But if there’s a genuine drug deal going down
here, we’re calling in Hayes Carson,” he added, re-
ferring to Jacobs County’s sheriff. “I won’t let
them walk.”

“You may have to,” she said, trying to reason
with him. “It’s Fuentes we want.”

“We’ve already got Fuentes, as long as you’re
alive,” he reminded her.

“We have him for one count of conspiracy to
commit murder,” she replied. “He could walk on
that charge, even with my testimony. He’s already
walked on one drug dealing charge, but if we can
link him to the drug network in this area, we can
get him on an ironclad charge of conspiracy to
distribute controlled substances as well. That’s a
federal charge and he’ll do hard time.”

He glared at her. “You don’t have any jurisdic-
tion here, either,” he reminded her. “And your life
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is already on the line. If we can spook Fuentes by
cutting in on his drug deal, he might back off on
trying to cap you.”

“Nice thought, but he doesn’t have a reputation
for backing off,” she said. “Let him send his hired
killer. Cash Grier said he’s got a guy watching me.”

Marquez looked worried.

“Now what’s wrong?” she asked.

“Grier had a low-level thief working for him as
a farm laborer for Ramirez,” he said, “to get
reduced time on his sentence. He talked to the
D.A. about it.”

“And?” she prompted.

“And the guy skipped town yesterday.”

Her heart jumped. There wasn’t anybody
watching her. She was in more danger than ever.

“There’s still the undercover fed,” he said,
trying to reassure her. “It’s just that nobody knows
exactly who or where he is.”

She’d done some thinking about that. “I wonder
if the undercover agent could be a woman,” she
said aloud.

He glanced at her. “Consuelo, you mean?”

She nodded.

“Not a chance,” he replied curtly.

His tone was worrying. “What do you mean,
no chance?”
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He started to speak when the radio blared
between them.

It gave two “ten-codes” in rapid succession.
Marquez, who knew all the police in the area by
their frequencies and call signs, picked it up and
looked at the glowing screen.

“Damn!” he muttered.

“What is it?”

“DEA,” he murmured.

“What’s the Drug Enforcement Administration
doing down here?” she asked, puzzled. “Do you
think they’re watching the farm?”

“Well, it’s possible, isn’t it?”” he asked, frown-
ing. “I mean, they had an agent killed down here—
Lisa Parks’s first husband, Walt Monroe. Another
of their agents was shot, but not killed, when a
huge cocaine bust went down in Houston,
followed by a shootout in Jacobsville with Cara
Dominguez and her gang not too long ago. They
have good reason to be involved with trying to put
Fuentes away.”

She grimaced. “The right hand never knows
what the left hand’s doing,” she muttered. “They
play their cards too close to the chest, Rick.”

“They’ve had to. They had a mole,” he added,
noting her surprise. “A very high level mole, so
they had to have out-of-state DEA agents come
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in and handle the Houston investigation under-
cover. That’s how they nabbed Dominguez, who
kidnapped a child and was apprehended down
here after the gun battle. But in this racket, there’s
always somebody to step into a drug lord’s
shoes.”

“Like Fuentes,” she agreed. She stared at the
radio, which had gone silent. “What do you think
they’re doing, monitoring or getting ready to close
in?”

He thought for a minute. “I don’t think they’d
rush in unless there was a sizable amount of
product to confiscate. You can bet that Fuentes
isn’t conducting a sale personally.”

“Lovely thought, though, isn’t it?”” she sighed.

The radio crackled again. “Back off,” came a
low voice, a new one. “Everything’s on schedule.
I repeat, back off.”

“Like hell!” came the terse reply in a deep,
slow voice.

She and Marquez exchanged looks.

The radio went dead.

They were parked on a slight rise, behind a
building, out of sight of the warehouse. A truck and
a long, dark car were parked on the side street that
ran alongside the structure. As they watched, two
men in suits, one with a briefcase, got into the dark
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car and drove off. A minute later, two other men
came out, also with a briefcase and dived into the
pickup truck.

The two vehicles peeled out in a noisy manner,
just as a third vehicle—this one an unmarked car but
with blue lights going—pulled onto the street where
the warehouse was located.

In seconds, all three vehicles were gone. The car
with the blue lights was in hot pursuit.

“Now that was instructive,” Marquez said
thoughtfully.

“A drug deal went down,” she said, “and if those
were agents on the radio, they let it go down. Or
most of them did. Somebody didn’t follow orders
and gave chase.”

“Which indicates to me that they’ve got
somebody on the inside,” he agreed. “The law en-
forcement vehicle is a puzzle, though. It came in
silently and with only two words of radio traffic.”

“I noticed that,” she said.

“I wonder who it was—Ilocal, state or federal
officers.” He drew in a breath. “Well, we’re not
going to do any good out here. I'll take you
home.”

“Thanks.” She tried to appear normal, but she
was faking it. She’d recognized one of the two
men who got into the pickup truck. It was Rodrigo.
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MARQUEZ WALKED HER TO the front porch, going
slowly to allow for her slower progress with the
cane. He’d driven around for a few minutes so that
if Consuelo came home early, it would look as
though Glory and Marquez were out on a date. It
wouldn’t do to come home too early.

“Consuelo’s car isn’t here,” she noted.

“Probably still at church,” he said, but there was
something he wasn’t saying out loud.

She turned to him on the porch. “What do
you know about Consuelo that you aren’t
sharing with me?”

He shrugged. “Nothing dire,” he replied. “She
has a cousin who works for a trucking business
in San Antonio, and he’s occasionally helped with
illegal drug transport. We keep him under sur-
veillance.”

“You don’t think Consuelo is mixed up in this
business?” she asked worriedly, because she liked
the older woman.

“Of course not,” he said at once. He didn’t let
her see his eyes.

“Thank goodness. I like her. She’s been good to
me,” she said, smiling.

He smiled back. Good thing, he thought, that
she couldn’t see his eyes. “Nevertheless, watch
your step here. I’'m having second thoughts about
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pressuring you to work at the farm. I’ve landed you
in a nest of vipers.”

“Only one or two,” she replied. “Thanks for
looking out for me,” she added. “I can take care of
myself most of the time, but this isn’t a normal cir-
cumstance.” She sighed. “I miss my job.”

“I’'m sure you do. It will still be waiting when
you get back there. Alive,” he emphasized.

She grimaced. “Okay, I'll do what I have to.”
She looked up at him. “I never thought it was
possible to hate fruit so much. I think I’ll gag for
the rest of my life every time I see a peach!”

He chuckled. “I often feel the same way, when
I have to help my mother put up preserves.”

“I like your mother.”

“Me, too. Watch yourself.”

“I will. You do the same.”

He only smiled. She watched him as he got
into his truck, threw up a hand and pulled out of
the driveway.

She opened the door and went inside. It was
dark in the hall, but she knew the layout of the
house too well to worry. But as she turned toward
the kitchen to get a small glass of milk to take to
bed, she collided with a tall, muscular body.

She cried out, frightened. She hadn’t seen or
heard anything.
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“Relax,” Rodrigo said. He flipped the light
switch and stared down at her intently. “Where
have you been?”

She was still getting her breath. She felt sick, too,
which would never do to let him see. She gripped
her cane firmly. “I went for a ride with Rick.”

He frowned. “Rick?”

“Marquez,” she said, not quite meeting his eyes.
“We went steady in high school. I ran into him at
the grocery story recently when Consuelo and I
went shopping.”

There was a long, tense hesitation. His black
eyes were narrow and intent on her face.

“I don’t have a curfew, do I?” she asked sarcas-
tically, to hide her anxiety. It was painful to know
for sure that he was mixed up in Fuentes’s drug op-
erations. Especially in light of the possibility that
she was carrying his child.

“No,” he replied curtly. “No curfew. How
serious is it?”

She frowned. “Is what?”

“You and Marquez.”

She blinked, searching for an answer. She
didn’t want to put Rick in a situation where he
might become a target. On the other hand, it
wouldn’t hurt to have Rodrigo think she had allies
in law enforcement.
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“We’re friends,” she said finally.

“Where did you go, for this...drive?” he asked
slowly. And he smiled. It was the most dangerous
smile she’d ever seen.

She wasn’t good at pretense. She averted her
eyes. “Just into town.”

He knew she was lying. He’d seen Marquez’s
vehicle near the drop point, with two people in
the cab. He couldn’t figure out what Marquez
was up to, unless he was dating Glory so that he
had some information about Rodrigo’s move-
ments. That was disquieting. Things were at a
crucial point.

“See anything interesting?”” he persisted.

She looked up. “Not really.”

His eyes were cold and quiet. “You don’t want
to put yourself into the middle of something you
don’t understand.”

“Excuse me?”

“Marquez has enemies,” he said. “He’s making
more by the day. You put yourself at risk just by
being near him.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re jealous,” she said
pertly, trying to throw him off the track. It
wouldn’t do for her to blurt out anything about
that warehouse or the drug deal she and Rick had
witnessed.
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That disconcerted him. He blinked, then
scowled. “Jealous of a cop?” he scoffed.

“Hurts your ego, doesn’t it?” she persisted, “that
I went from you to him. Would you like to know
how he compares as a lover? Ooh!”

Even in their brief intimacy, he’d never kissed
her like this. He enveloped her against his tall,
muscular body so that she could feel it against
every inch of her own soft one. His mouth devoured
hers, probing, insistent, hungry for a response. She
gave him one because she couldn’t help herself. He
was the only man she’d ever wanted.

Her arms went under his and around him. She
moaned huskily as the kiss escalated into areas of
sensuality she’d never experienced.

Groaning, he backed her into the wall and
pushed down against her, so that she could feel the
growing evidence of his desire for her.

Her soft hands tugged at his shirt and eased their
way under it, up against the warm, strong muscles
of his back. She felt them ripple at her touch.
Without lifting his mouth, he coaxed them to the
front, to the thickness of hair on his chest while he,
too, worked at fastenings. Seconds later, she felt
her breasts bury themselves in that thick hair,
enjoying the exquisite feel of skin on skin. In the
silence of the house, the only sounds were those of
ragged breathing and faint moans.
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She didn’t hear her cane fall. She hardly
noticed when he swung her up in his arms and
carried her down the hall to her room.

He locked the door behind him and fell with her
onto the bed in a tangle of arms and legs and clothing
that soon merged into an urgent, hard rhythm.

She felt him inside her with a sense of wonder.
He was very aroused, even more so than their first
time. He lost control quickly. It wasn’t planned. He
drove for satisfaction, groaned harshly as he felt
her body arching up to accept him, pleading for
more, more...more!

His last conscious thought was that she was so
aroused that he wasn’t sure that he could manage
to satisfy her...

SHE COULDN’T STOP TREMBLING. He hadn’t
managed to ease the terrible tension he’d
aroused in her. She felt him reach his peak and
lay shivering and crying under him with her own
frustration.

“Shhh,” he whispered at her ear. He moved
against her, very slowly, feeling her surge u