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      There always has to be a complication.

      Alejandro Santiago frowned as he spotted the gold sedan in front of Lana’s house. He didn’t recognize the vehicle as belonging to any of Miguel’s men. With any luck, they hadn’t searched the place before now. He checked his rearview mirror. No sign of surveillance. The street lamps barely lit the darkened neighborhood, and with only a sliver of moon, the night afforded him much-needed cover. He reached behind him and removed the 9mm handgun from his back holster, and pulling the slide back slightly, he checked for a round in the chamber before replacing the weapon. His US Marshal badge lay concealed behind the waist of his jeans.

      Behind the front window, the faint glow of a lamp and the shadow of a small figure told him someone else had access to the house. Lana didn’t inform him of that fact the last time they met. He considered the situation. Whatever Lana hid from Miguel was important enough to get her killed. Did she tell anyone else about it? I can’t return to headquarters without checking the house first. He’d just have to deal with whoever was in there.

      Ale breathed out slowly to calm the quick pace of his heart. He wanted out. Undercover gigs usually lasted only a few months, but he’d been under for almost two years. If he didn’t find something to break this case… if he didn’t get out soon, he feared more than just losing his life — he feared losing himself. Ale exited the car, shutting the door as softly as the heavy metal of his 1969 Buick Wildcat would allow.

      The sounds of crickets and other night insects he couldn’t readily identify greeted him as he scanned the quiet residential street for movement. Although a few house lights illuminated their porches, the neighborhood remained still, its residents retired for the evening.

      Ale jogged to the house belonging to the mistress of Miguel Trujillo and avoided the porch, opting instead to enter through the back door. Rounding the corner, he ducked just before his head hit the wind chime. A small glass replica of a toad held fast to his station near the farthest corner of the screen door on the cement slab that served as the porch. Ale squatted and lifted the heavy ornament, feeling beneath it for the key taped to the bottom. So far, so good.

      Lana trusted him. Several days before her disappearance, she came to him, wild with fright. Miguel wanted her back. She refused him, telling Alejandro things were different now; she was different. Ale recognized her need for protection — and she’d do anything for it. He introduced her to his boss, and she became an informant for the US Marshals. The knowledge she had on Miguel’s narcotics operation would help bring down the mid-level drug lord and secure her freedom forever. She loathed returning to her former life but believed he’d keep her safe, and in a few short days, as he promised, it’d all be over.

      In a few short hours, she’d disappeared.

      Ale snatched the key from the tape and set the frog back in its place. Focus or Lana’s death will be in vain. His gut told him Miguel didn’t discover Lana’s secret either, or he’d have moved his operation down to Laredo last month as originally planned. Instead, he and a few members of his trusted inner circle, including Ale, remained in San Antonio.

      Ale carefully pulled back the screen door, grateful it didn’t squeak along its track. Slipping the key into the lock, he turned it, and then paused after hearing the soft click of the bolt, listening for any movement from inside the house. The closed blinds that hung inside over the door blocked his vision, but no footsteps sounded in his direction. Ale expelled a quick breath, opened the door, and slipped inside.

      
      * * *

      
      Audrey Hughes groaned as she eyed the mess in the living room. Her sister Penny didn’t know the first thing about organization. Audrey put a hand on her forehead as she scanned the various stacks of bills, school notices, and college textbooks littering not only the table, but also the couch and the loveseat. “Penny, why didn’t you just leave the folder in the lockbox?” she asked out loud before grabbing an armful of books from the couch and placing them on the floor near the table.

      Audrey expected her sister to surprise her at the airport in San Antonio, but she didn’t show. Fighting tears of frustration, Audrey hailed a cab and gave him the address to her sister’s place. Penny hadn’t contacted her in years; both had said their last goodbyes in anger, each too stubborn to yield to the other’s demands. Audrey, older by two years, obtained legal guardianship of her sister after their parents died in a car accident when they were both teenagers. After high school graduation, Penny floundered, bouncing from job to job with no plans to attend college or start a career. When she began socializing with vagrants and dealers — and using drugs — Audrey gave her an ultimatum: get clean and go to college or move out.

      Penny chose the latter.

      Audrey did her best to keep the lines of communication open, but after a couple of years, Penny refused to let her know where she lived and later changed her cell phone number. Audrey nearly fainted when the cab pulled in front of the charming one-story stucco in a secluded cul-de-sac. Her prayers for Penny had been answered, and she regretted the years of silence between them.

      I’ve got to find that folder. Audrey glanced at her watch. It was close to ten p.m. She’d spent all day traveling and had wanted to stop by Mrs. MacGruber’s house before now, but that visit would have to wait until tomorrow. Dropping onto the empty sofa cushion, she reached for the closest stack of papers and leafed through a bunch of bills, stopping on the envelope marked by a mortgage company. Penny owns this house. Not just a renter but a homeowner. Pride for her baby sister surged through Audrey.

      Audrey reached for her large leather hobo bag for the letter she’d received from Penny. After retrieving the paper, she scanned the few lines penned by her sister but didn’t read anything about needing money. Audrey placed the mortgage envelope in her purse, along with Penny’s letter. She’d pay this month’s mortgage as a peace offering. Resuming her search for the manila envelope, she spotted the name “Angel” written in black permanent marker on one of countless folders on the table. Audrey picked it up, her fingers trembling. Why are you shaking? You don’t have anything to⁠—

      A sound from the kitchen caused her breath to catch. Lord, please let that sound be the house settling or something…

      A light step nearly gave her a heart attack. She reached for her purse and then stopped, remembering she’d left her cell phone on the mantel above the fireplace. She stood slowly to make as little noise as possible. Hoping the intruder would raid the bedrooms first, Audrey came around the table and dashed to the fireplace. She snatched her phone and her eyes rested on the poker. A thought sparked and she eased the poker from the stand.

      Unable to describe the feeling that came over her the moment she gripped the poker, Audrey placed the cell phone back on the mantel, her fingers tightening on the weapon. Wetting her lips, she let out a low, slow breath to calm her racing heart as adrenaline pumped through her. Never one to back down from a fight, she quietly edged toward the kitchen.

      She stopped at the corner of the wall near the kitchen and the hall leading down to what she assumed were the bedrooms. The kitchen’s back door and the bay window encircling the sitting area were hidden from her view.

      Don’t be stupid!

      Audrey ignored her inner common sense. She’d had a long day; her sister was nowhere to be found, and the last thing she needed was some petty thief breaking into her baby sister’s lovely house. Her sense of smell noted the faint fragrance of spice and musk in the air. She stilled. The intruder smelled good, but his aftershave wouldn’t save him. Audrey stepped into the hallway near the wall closest to the kitchen. She brought the poker back and swung it around the corner. Out of her mouth came a yelp as she felt herself being pulled into the kitchen. Holding fast to the poker, she pushed it forward, hoping to impale her attacker. Instead, he ripped the poker from her hand and tossed it aside.

      Bad idea, Audrey, bad idea! She dashed in the direction of the living room. Get to your cell! Powerful arms came around her waist and lifted her off the ground, halting her progress. His hand over her mouth muffled the sound of her scream. She twisted and turned until her elbow caught flesh and the man groaned at the impact. His arms loosened enough for her to turn around and land a solid knee to his groin. He cursed and landed on his knees. She swung her right foot back, his head in her target area.

      “Whoa, whoa, US Marshal.” He held up his hands for her to stop.

      She halted, her breath rapid. Realizing her foot still hung in the air, she brought it down and stepped back. The man grunted as he eased himself off the floor. Audrey sucked in a breath when he stood to his full height. A soft wave of light from the living room behind them flowed over the massively dark figure, which towered over her by almost a foot. Audrey fought a smile, knowing she brought this brute to his knees.

      “You know, I might have wanted kids in the future.” He shook a leg to emphasize his point.

      “Oh, well, isn’t that just too bad.”

      He smirked.

      “Who are you?”

      “US Marshal,” he said a bit more slowly and with annoyance.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I haven’t seen a badge.” He reached a hand into his jeans. Audrey sharply turned her head away, one hand covering her eyes, the other held out for him to stop. “Hey, I don’t want to see you adjust⁠—”

      “My badge?”

      Swallowing a nervous chuckle — why did she think he was going to…? Oh, never mind — she gradually rotated her line of sight until she saw the badge resting in the palm of his hand, a silver star gleaming in the soft light. A wicked curve of a grin shaped one-half of his face. Her cheeks burned. He tucked the badge back into his jeans, the clip resting on the outside of his pants.

      His smile disappeared. “Now, who are you?”

      “I’m Audrey Hughes. I… I have a key to this place.” She motioned toward the living room, where her purse sat on the floor. “I didn’t break in and start snooping around in the dark.”

      “I didn’t break in either. I also have a key.” He held up a small piece of metal and wiggled it casually.

      “Oh.” Audrey blinked her surprise. “And, um, you’re entering through the back of the house?” He shrugged as if it were something he did every day. “Who gave you a key?”

      “Lana.”

      “Lana? Who’s Lana?” Penny didn’t mention any other names in her letter other than Angel and Mrs. MacGruber.

      The man crossed his arms over his thick chest, eyeing her beneath hooded lashes. “Don’t you know? You’re standing in her house.”

      Audrey’s mouth dropped. “I’m standing in my sister Penny’s house.”

      “Penny?” His head jerked back. He scanned the room before walking to the kitchen sink. Grabbing a framed picture from the window seal above it, he looked at it for a few seconds and then turned the image toward her. “This woman here? This is Penny?”

      Audrey moved to stand in front of him. Her fingers lightly brushed his as she took the frame from his hand. The glowing smile on her sister’s face, as she stood beside the “sold” sign in front of her house, warmed Audrey’s heart. She nodded. “It’s Penny,” she whispered.

      “I knew her as Lana.”

      Audrey’s eyes came to his, her eyebrows meshing. “Lana? I don’t understand. Why would she tell you her name was Lana?”

      The man didn’t answer right away. Instead, his eyes narrowed on her.

      Realizing they stood just a few breaths away, Audrey retreated several steps, hugging her middle.

      “When was the last time you saw your sister?”

      “I haven’t seen or spoken to her in years. We…” She bit her lip, considering how much information to reveal. “We didn’t part well.”

      “Well, I knew Lana, er, Penny and she gave me an open invitation to come to her place.”

      “I see.” Her eyes traveled the length of his form and then came back up. “You and Penny were close.”

      His brows bunched, nose wrinkling just slightly. “Not that close.”

      Audrey said a prayer, hoping the shadows covered the heat in her cheeks… and her neck… and her arms. It was easy to make assumptions when her sister was involved. Growing up, they never had to compete for boys — Penny always had them all.

      His eyes assessed her carefully, starting from the top of her head and ending at her feet. Audrey took another slight step back, uncomfortable with his appraisal, despite having just done the same to him. Why do I feel so exposed? She tightened her arms around her waist.

      “You don’t look a thing like your sister.”

      For a brief moment, Audrey wished she hadn’t worn the long, hippie skirt that hung just below her waistline and the plain, buttoned-up shirt. She dragged a few fingers through her hair, grateful it still held some waves left over from the curls she ironed in this morning. Her sister possessed the fashion sense — short skirts, high heels, flashy tops, her hair and makeup always done. People praised Audrey’s brain, but they recognized Penny for her beauty. At fifteen, their mother caught Audrey praying to be pretty and held her while she cried bitter tears of jealousy over her sister. Her mother dried her tears, and with a look of love Audrey would never forget, told her God created good things, and not only did He give her a sharp mind, but a beauty different from her sister’s.

      Audrey’s eyes dropped to the picture in her hand. Thick, straight blonde hair framed her sister’s oval face. She must have visited the dentist because her teeth were straight and white, even after the drug use. Still, next to her sister, Audrey always came up short. “Right. She’s the pretty one. I’m the older, less attractive sister. I got it.”

      “I never said that.”

      Audrey expelled a breath. Calm down. Whoever this man was, he didn’t need to know her insecurities. “I’m a little uncomfortable talking to you here in the dark. Can we move back to the living room?” She retreated backward toward the glow in the next room.

      “Sure.” He followed her.

      Audrey kept her back away from him, not really trusting his credentials. He moved like a tiger, his steps slow and deliberate, eyes never leaving hers. Waves of masculinity washed over her and she shivered at their warmth. Backing up more quickly, she didn’t stop until her hands touched the frame around the fireplace.

      When he stepped into the full light of the room, Audrey did her own assessment of the marshal. A dark shirt clung tightly to obvious ripped muscles beneath a leather jacket stretching over wide shoulders and tapering slightly near his powerful hips. Black jeans completed the stealth look.

      “Better?”

      He grinned, but she detected the slight sarcasm. Her eyes came to his face, taking in the thick goatee flanked by deep dimples. Jet-black hair was pulled back and fastened into a short, dense ponytail. She forced her gaze to his eyes, which watched her curiously. But those dimples… something was so familiar about them.

      “Yes, thank you, Marshal… Marshal… What is your name?”

      “Santiago. Alejandro Santiago.”

      Santiago! Her eyes narrowed. She knew a Rafael Santiago, a police officer who recently moved from California to Virginia. Her best friend Genie was going to marry him. Rafael had a couple of brothers, but she hadn’t seen them in more than a decade — since high school — and really didn’t know where they were. She remembered the younger one was named Ricardo, but the name of the oldest brother escaped her. Was it Alejandro? She searched for the trademark Santiago dimples but they’d disappeared. “Well, Marshal Santiago, can you please tell me why you’re here?”

      “I’m investigating, and as an investigator, I’ll be asking the questions. Now, Ms. Hughes, can you tell me why you’re here?”

      Audrey bristled at the sudden shift of control. “I told you, I have a key to the place.”

      “As do I, but that hardly tells me why you’re here.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m looking for something.” Officer or not, she still didn’t know who he was and whether or not she could trust him with her sister’s wishes.

      “Yes, and?”

      “And considering my sister gave me a key, I have a right to be here. Now, you on the other hand,” she said, pointing at him, the other hand resting on her hip, “I haven’t seen a warrant or anything. You identified yourself as an officer of the law, so I assume you’re here in an official capacity?” A lazy smile stretched a full goatee as he crossed his arms over his chest in a stance Audrey could only assume was mocking.

      “You assume correctly.”

      “Well? Are you going to fill me in?”

      “I’m here investigating your sister’s involvement in narcotics trafficking.”

      Audrey’s jaw dropped at the blunt admission. “Drug trafficking? I don’t believe it.” She shook her head. “I know my sister was troubled, but she wasn’t stupid.”

      “She wasn’t? Funny. Did you know she was mixed up with Miguel Trujillo?”

      “I don’t know who that is.”

      “He’s a major distributor on this side of the border. And he’s dangerous.”

      The way Marshal Santiago said Trujillo’s name sent a chill through Audrey. Drugs? Not Penny. Audrey knew her sister experimented with the stuff years ago, but Penny told her she had quit. “Impossible. My sister knew better than to get involved with drug dealers. Last time I spoke to her, she swore she was clean.”

      “Then she ignored her instincts because I have proof they were in a relationship. How deep it went is what I’m investigating.” He uncrossed his arms and walked past her to a table full of paperwork. He started sifting through the pile.

      “Hey, wait a minute!” She grabbed an arm and turned him around. His green eyes shadowed with anger. They were mere inches apart and she wasn’t prepared for the jolt of electricity that passed between them. She stumbled back, but his arm around her waist set her upright — and fully aligned with his body.

      “Ah…” Audrey could have smacked herself for the audible sound of — what exactly? — when the warmth of his touch set her trembling against him. So this is what dozens of girls — last count from high school — felt when pressed up against a Santiago. An instantaneous current of high voltage had her sweltering and immediately aware of feminine desires. She forced her eyes to the papers in his other hand. “Those are my sister’s,” she protested weakly.

      “Don’t you want her killer to be brought to justice? I need anything I can get on Trujillo.” Dropping his arm from her waist, he continued his search into the pile until he spotted a sheet of paper. After picking it up, he began reading softly.

      Audrey stood there, coolly stunned by the weight of his words. He had to be mistaken. Officers usually show up at a person’s door to report a family member’s death. Her mind flashed to the solemn faces of the female officer and her male partner on the day her parents died. Penny was in her room, chatting on the phone with a friend from school while Audrey fixed dinner, thinking her mother was running late from her church job. Now her sister was dead? Someone named Miguel Trujillo had killed her? “She…” Audrey swallowed, trying to find her voice. God, please help me! “She was murdered?”

      The marshal turned his gaze on her, the sheet floating from his hand and landing on the table. Hands on hips, his brows furrowed. He let out a frustrated breath, followed by a word in a language she didn’t understand. “No one told you,” he stated softly.

      Audrey shook her head. “I… I got a letter from her. She said something about being dead once I read it, but she’s always been a little dramatic.” Audrey shrugged. “I just thought she was in some trouble she couldn’t tell me about so I came here first, hoping she’d be here. I… I didn’t know she was…” Her voice broke. She put both hands to her eyes, the sudden onslaught of hot tears streaming down her cheeks. A sob escaped her lips, and her body began to tremble. Her sister was dead. Murdered. How did she die? Was she alone? Did she suffer?

      She sniffed and dragged her hands, wet with tears, through her hair. She opened her eyes and sucked in a breath. Santiago stood before her, his eyes full of sympathy. He cautiously put his hands on her upper arms, giving them a gentle squeeze.

      “I’m sorry. I thought you knew.” His rough voice was heavy, even though he whispered.

      He stood too close, his spicy scent threatening to drag her thoughts away from her sister. Her dead sister. Why didn’t he say something sooner? Why hadn’t she been contacted by the police? His eyes, the color of forest fern, caused her heart to warm. His large hands, quite gentle in his touch — oddly — continued to knead her arms, summoning a dull heat to her skin. Why didn’t he back up? Sudden anger swelled at the dichotomy of her thoughts. “No, I didn’t,” she snapped.

      Hands dropping, he backed away to a safe distance where she could only barely breathe in his scent. “Again, sorry.”

      Audrey nodded, wiping away a lagging tear. “I didn’t mean to bite your head off. I… You surprised me. I didn’t expect…”

      “No worries.”

      Audrey snagged a couple of fingers in her long hair and continued to wrap a tendril around them as the marshal awkwardly glanced around the room. “Um, how did she die?” As soon as the question left her lips, she wished she hadn’t asked. What if Penny had lingered in pain? Audrey didn’t think she could handle any more upsetting news.

      The marshal’s tone was clipped and professional. “Gunshot to the head. Death was instantaneous.”

      Audrey’s lower lip trembled. Her arms instinctively wrapped around her body, eyes blinking away fresh tears. The marshal watched her with veiled interest, stepping towards her but halting when she backed into the mantel. “Why? Why did he kill her?”

      Santiago shook his head. “I don’t know. That’s a question I’ll get answered, I promise you.”

      His eyes burned with truth, and she believed him. “Are you sure this Miguel killed her?”

      Santiago smoothed the hair on top of his head, his eyes straying to the piles of paper and books surrounding them. “Yes, I’m sure.” He sounded dejected. What didn’t he want her to know?

      “Look,” she took a few steps toward him, “I can understand if this is an active investigation and you can’t talk about it, but Penny was my sister.” She swallowed a lump of emotion threatening to choke the words in her throat. “I think I deserve to know what’s going on.” If she were firm, perhaps she could persuade the marshal to give her more details, but her voice shook and it annoyed her.

      Santiago held her gaze. Audrey lifted her chin, knowing he weighed the forcefulness of her demand and possibly the strength of her constitution.

      The sound of something sharp zinged through the air. Audrey turned her head toward the front window. Her eyes narrowed on the swaying blinds, revealing a small hole behind them. Then several more pops came, forming similar holes in the window. Audrey opened her mouth to scream, but the breath died in her lungs as something hard and heavy rammed into her chest, knocking her off balance. She landed on the floor with a thud. Large hands gripped the sides of her head. Spice and musk filled her nose and mouth from the nearness of Santiago’s neck. He covered her, yelling for her to stay down. She didn’t fight him, squeezing her eyes shut as explosive sounds of gunfire, glass crashing, and papers tearing surrounded them.

      Then as quickly as it began, it ended. Her eyelids fluttered open, and her foggy gaze focused on pieces of paper floating slowly to the floor. She heard the last sounds of glass cracking. No light shone from the living room lamp.

      “Are you hurt?” Warm breath brushed the skin near her ear and then moved to her cheek.

      “What?” Audrey blinked, her head dizzy with disorientation.

      Alejandro’s face came into view, so near to her own. “Are you okay?”

      Hands threaded her hair, and the urgency in his voice forced her to focus on the worry in his eyes. “Yes… yes,” she forced out, her breathing slightly inhibited by the weight of his torso.

      Warm lips covered her mouth — his kiss full of hunger and relief. Half shocked, half impassioned, a soft moan escaped her lips. He answered with one of his own before abruptly pulling back. She opened her eyes to see him propped above her, his face contorted in either pain or displeasure, she wasn’t sure. Embarrassment surged to her cheeks, the heat even more stifling than his body weight. “Please, get off me.” She put her hands to his chest and pushed. He rolled off to one side and she turned away.

      “Careful.” His hand on her back supported her efforts to stand.

      “I’m all right.” Her attempt to brush his hand off failed as the other one grasped her waist and pulled her up. “Please, I don’t need your help. I can stand on my own.”

      He ignored her protests, his arm still locked around her body, holding her close. “There’s glass everywhere. The lamp got shot out so watch your step.” Only then did he release her. “Wait here.” He pulled his weapon out from its hiding place and moved quietly through the room, despite the floor being littered with shards of glass from the front window and living room table. He reached the side of the broken window and shifted the blinds, peering out toward the street.

      Audrey’s lower lip trembled, and her teeth chattered as if cold. You’re fine, alive… don’t go into shock. “Anything?”

      “Nothing. The street is quiet.” He sheathed the weapon in his back holster. His gaze narrowed on her, and in two strides, he had her arms in a tight grip. Audrey winced at the force. “Does anyone know you’re here?”

      “What?”

      “Who knew you were coming?” he whispered harshly.

      “I… no one!” She fought against his hold until he released her. She rubbed her forearms. “Well, I told my friend, Genie, but she’s a police officer. And she’s not connected to the cartel,” she spat.

      “Look, grab your stuff
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