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The two women sitting at the cafe table couldn't be more different yet more alike. Sarah Alvarez, the daughter of a Texas senator, and her friend Penelope de la Cruz sat drinking coffee on the patio of a local coffee shop in Killeen, Texas. Sarah's protection detail sat a few tables away, pretending to enjoy their coffees. Still, they were tediously observing the people walking up and down the sidewalk and entering the cafe's outside patio for anyone who might recognize Sarah and want to harm her.

Penelope was the opposite of Sarah in every way. Where Sarah's Hispanic heritage seemed to be in name only, Penelope was what most people thought of when they thought of a Hispanic woman. She had dark brown skin, dark brown, almost black eyes, and long dark brown, almost black hair. Her body frame was heavy-set, letting everyone know she enjoyed her food.

Sarah was a pale white woman. Although she didn't burn like most, she had freckles all over her face, arms, and legs, showing melanin in her body from her Hispanic heritage. Her eyes were green, speaking to her European ancestry, and although she and Penelope both had long hair, hers was a dirty blonde. Her frame was also another testament to the difference between her and Penelope. While Penelope had a heavy frame, Sarah had a petite frame. She was tall and skinny, whereas Penelope was short and plump. Penelope's family were still very faithful Catholics, while Sarah's family had relaxed and become Southern Baptist some generations ago.

Penelope worked hard over the last four years to get her elementary education degree. At the same time, Sarah pretended to study art history and was awarded high marks for her time in the classes. Even their degrees were opposite ends of the spectrum. Penelope wanted to teach children, while all Sarah could do with hers was show snobby rich people art and teach them about it.

But somehow, the universe brought the two women together, and they became friends unexpectedly. Sarah's father approved of the friendship with Penelope and would often let her visit. Today was one of those days. They were celebrating their graduation from college. Graduation had been at the end of May, but it was now late June. It had been the first chance they could get together since school.

"Want to go on a trip with me?" Sarah asks Penelope as she sips her latte.

"I can't afford a vacation. I've got to look for a job and start saving to repay my student loans." Penelope answers.

"But you already applied and interviewed for a position at a local elementary school, right?"

"Yeah, but there is no guarantee I got it. I need to keep applying. Now that I have my diploma, it helps. I'm no longer awaiting graduation." Penelope tries to explain the real world of jobs to Sarah, who's never held one in her entire life.

"We could take a quick trip to Vera Cruz, Mexico, and stay for a day or two and come home. We'd be gone a week at most."

"And how do you plan to shake your protection detail?" Penelope asks, glancing at the constant group of people who follow Sarah.

"So, you're considering it?" Sarah's voice revealed she was eager.

"No. I think you're crazy. Your detail would report you missing before two days have passed."

"I'll tell them I'm not feeling well one evening and slip out the window. Nico will meet me at the highway, and we'll be on our way hours before they know I've gone. We'll be coming home when they've reported me missing. Dad will be upset with the security detail, but it's nothing I haven't done before." Sarah explains her plans.

"It sounds crazy, but what's in Vera Cruz?"

"A plastic surgeon."

"What? You could get plastic surgery here, in the States."

"Yeah, but you get paid for this plastic surgery."

"What? But I can't even afford the hotel room."

"No, you won't have to pay for anything, and you could even make a few thousand dollars for going."

"It sounds shady. What would we be doing?"

"It's all legit. I promise." Sarah pauses momentarily and then says, "A friend of Nico's is trying to get some business for a plastic surgeon in Vera Cruz, Mexico. It's way cheaper there than here in the States."

"What's the catch?"

"We go to Vera Cruz and get a simple procedure, such as a nose job, an eyebrow lift, or Botox of the lips and cheeks." Sarah shrugs. "It's up to you. They perform the surgery, and the next day, you come home. Once we get home, Nico's friend will take us to a film studio, and we will film a short commercial in English and Spanish. You get paid minus the fee for the procedure." Sarah finishes explaining how getting minor plastic surgery and getting paid works.

The two women sit and finish their coffees in near silence. Penelope was thinking about her deviated septum and how it would be nice to start a new job without an issue with her breathing. It bothered her most of her life. But, not until college had it bothered her the most. People in college often teased her for the way she sounded when speaking English. It had even caused her several notes on her student teaching reviews that were hurtful. They said things such as "accent too thick for students to understand." or even "Very nasal speaker couldn't get past the pitch to focus on the lesson."

After a few minutes, Penelope says, "Your dad is going to be pissed when you go missing."

Sarah shrugs and replies, "I've been sneaking out and spending the nights with Nico for months. Nico doesn't know yet, but he's going to be a father."

"Is this safe in your condition?" Penelope asks, now concerned about the unborn child.

"I'm only having Botox done. It's safe because the body breaks it down over time, and the Botox doesn't cross the placenta." Sarah replies.

"I'm not going to preach to you, but will Nico marry you once he finds out? I mean, having a baby out of wedlock, well, it goes against all Christian teachings."

Sarah shrugs at Penelope's question and says, "We live in different times, Penny. Women have sex before marriage all the time, not to mention they have children out of wedlock, and no one blinks an eye."

Penelope knew what Sarah said was true. The world around them was constantly changing. The math she learned as a child wasn't the same as she was about to teach elementary students. Then, the politics of yesterday weren't the same as today. People today started fights over things that happened before their grandfathers were even an itch in their daddy's pants. When she was younger, people would argue over if the Dallas Cowboys were better than the San Francisco 49ers. The world was changing right before her eyes every day.

Sarah stood, and so did her protection detail. Penelope knew their little time as equals was almost over. Soon, Sarah would go back to her father's extravagant house guarded by dozens of security personnel on several acres of land, and Penelope would go back to her cramped one-bedroom apartment where she could hear her neighbor having sex with his flavor of the week.

"Fine. I'll do it because you're my friend, and I want to make sure you two are safe." Penelope finally says, motioning with her head towards Sarah's belly.

"I'll text you the deets. Pack only a couple of days of clothes. You won't need much." With that said, Sarah turns and heads to the sidewalk where one of her protection detail is standing next to a black town car. As Sarah approaches, the gentleman opens the door, and she gets in, followed by one of her protection detail. The other gets into the front passenger seat. Penelope watches as the car drives off.
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Two days later, Penelope receives a text that says, "Be ready at midnight. We'll pick you up then."

At midnight, a white car pulls up next to the entrance to Penelope's building and waits for Penelope to come down and get in. Sarah is sitting in the passenger seat and looks giddy about the trip. In the driver's seat is a man Penelope has never seen before, and by the way, Sarah is hanging all over his tattooed arm; it has to be Nico.

Crossing the border into Mexico had been simple. They only needed to state how long they would be in Mexico and whether it was for business or pleasure. Nico answered, "Pleasure. We'll only be in the country for about four days." That meant Penelope would be back in the Fort Hood/Killeen area by Sunday to peruse the classifieds. Since she had already applied for all the teaching jobs she could in the Killeen area. Now she was hoping for some private school, or another district listing an opening in the classifieds. Heck, she'd even take a position tutoring some rich person's kid at this point just to have something to pay the bills she had coming due.

The rest of the drive into Vera Cruz was boring, so Penelope tried to sleep, but she couldn't, so she spent most of the trip playing games on her phone. When they arrived at the hotel in Vera Cruz, Penelope was exhausted. It was eight at night, and she'd been in a car except for meal stops and bathroom breaks, which Nico barely took unless he stopped for gas.

Nico checked them into two adjoining rooms. One is for Penelope, and the other is for Nico and Sarah to share. As they settled into their respective rooms, a knock came on the door between them. Penelope opened her door, and standing there in nothing but his boxers was Nico.

Nico was an intimidating man with a muscular chest, large biceps, and, if Penelope looked, thighs as big around as a tree trunk, all covered in tattoos. Before Penelope could collect her thoughts and ask what he wanted, Nico said, "We wake at six in the morning; don't eat breakfast before your procedure. We leave here at eight. It should give you ladies enough time to primp before we leave."

So, six a.m. wake-up call. Be ready to go by seven-thirty. I can sleep until at least seven. Penelope thought to herself since she didn't need much time to get ready. She wasn't like Sarah and didn't put on make up and take forever to style her hair. Penelope was a throw on an outfit and pull her hair into a ponytail kind of person. Unless she was dressing for work or an interview.

After her conversation with Nico, Penelope took in the room. The room had a lovely queen-sized bed, a full-size dresser, and a nice-sized television sitting on the dresser. The nightstand held a remote and a channel guide. Then there was the ensuite bathroom with a separate shower and bath large enough that Penelope could soak away her worries and still have room to move, nothing like the bath she had in her one-bedroom apartment back in Killeen. But, best of all, was the view. She had a small balcony from the hotel with an ocean view. Penelope loved the ocean. The sight, sounds, and smells of being at the beach were welcome to her. She opened her balcony door. Since they were on the sixth floor, she figured no one would climb the balconies to enter the hotel room. When she lay on her bed, she fell asleep in what she was wearing, not bothering to get underneath the covers.

The hotel room phone rang at six the following morning and not a second earlier. Penelope picked up the receiver and, without opening her eyes, placed it back down on the cradle. She rolled over and dozed back off. What seemed to Penelope like five minutes later came a pounding on the door between her room and the room Sarah and Nico shared. Penelope dragged herself out of the bed and over to the door to shut up Nico's ungodly pounding.

"It's about damn time," Nico says, looking Penelope over.

"What? It's only six in the morning." Penelope replies snarkily.

"We leave in five minutes. It's ten of eight. You slept through the alarm." Nico grinds out.

"I'll be ready in two," Penelope replies, embarrassed she'd slept so long.

Penelope heads over to the bed and grabs her oversized purse, into which she'd shoved several changes of clothes, her toothbrush, passport, and some shower stuff before leaving home. She usually carried a small bag and her phone, but she didn't see the need for a large suitcase for a trip that only lasted a few days, so the oversized purse was the perfect option.

She pulled out a gray long-sleeved shirt and matching sweatpants. The shirt was thin but just enough to keep her warm in the doctor's office, she hoped. Penelope knew the doctors in the States kept their offices cold and wanted to wear something warm in preparation. Now dressed, she grabbed her passport, dropped her bag back on the bed, and headed to Nico and Sarah's shared room. There was no need to take her oversized purse since she would have surgery that day. The plan was she'd return here tomorrow morning after her stay recovering from the procedure and they'd leave the day after.  

"Good. I was going to leave if you weren't ready. The doctor is a very prompt man."

Almost a half hour later, they pulled into a country-side house's carport, far from the hustle and bustle of the port city. Once again, Penelope has the sneaking suspicion that something about this entire thing is shady. As they enter the house, the main room has a few couches and tables like a typical waiting room, and what was once a kitchen area was now remodeled into a reception area. Nico greets the receptionist as if it's nothing new for him. The receptionist hands him two clipboards with paperwork for the girls to complete.

"Here, fill these out and give me your passports," Nico says when he gives the girls their clipboards.

They comply, and he hands the ladies' passports to the receptionist. Penelope finds the paperwork typical but short for a medical practice. Aside from the usual name, social, and address, there are questions about medical history, allergies, pregnancies, etc. The typical insurance forms and privacy paperwork are missing. When Penelope finishes, she takes the completed forms to the receptionist and expects the woman to give her back her passport, which she thought she gave to Nico for photocopies.

"Um, ma'am, can I have my passport back?" Penelope asks the receptionist.

"No, ma'am. We will keep your passport until the procedure is complete, and you will film the commercial with our representative afterward. To ensure that you uphold your end of the contract."

"Oh, how am I supposed to get home?"

"Our representative drove you here and will drive you home," she points to Nico. "Then, he'll verify you did the commercial before you receive payment and your passport," the receptionist explains.

It makes sense to Penelope that this isn't Nico's first rodeo. Penelope heads back to where Sarah sits in the waiting area and sits down. A few minutes pass, and a nurse calls Penelope. The nurse takes her to a room where she gathers basic health information from Penelope and writes it into a paper chart. Everything looks legit.

Before the nurse leaves, she hands Penelope a gown and a plastic bag for her clothes. "Put this on. Leave nothing on underneath. Put your belongings into the plastic bag. It will be in your room when you are out of surgery."

"Oh, ok. I thought I would meet with the doctor, agree on the look I want, and then come back tomorrow for the surgery," Penelope says nervously.

"No. Doctor will see you soon. Surgery will follow. Same day," the nurse said in her broken English.

"Oh, ok."

The nurse leaves, and Penelope changes into the gown just as she'd been instructed to and waits nervously for the doctor. As she thinks about it, she wonders where she will go to recover. On her way to the room, she passes by a restroom and two other rooms. Maybe the nurse meant back here. Two exam rooms and one surgical room would make sense.

But before she can ponder much more, the doctor enters the room and greets her. "Good morning, Miss de la Cruz."

Penelope nods at the man in a white lab coat and scrubs. He extends his hand to shake hers, and Penelope reciprocates.

"So, you're here to fix a deviated septum?" He asks.

"Yes."

"Let me have a look and see what we are working with here."

He motions for Penelope to lean back on the examination table. Penelope lays back, and the doctor presses around her nasal cavity, making sounds of appeasement.

When he steps back, he says, "I've seen worse. Your surgery will only take two or three hours, max. I can leave the shape of your nostrils virtually untouched, as I only need to adjust the septum itself."

"O-kay."

"So we will start in a few minutes," the doctor says just before he turns and leaves.

Things were soon going quickly for Penelope. The nurse came back in and hooked her up to an IV. Then, she had her lie down on the examination table, which she rolled across the hall. Once there, another person came in and added some medication to her IV. That was the last thing Penelope saw before her surgery.
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Penelope's eyes open, and as she looks around, the room is unfamiliar. She can hear a man's voice through the walls, and he seems to be talking to someone very loudly. Her earlier memories come to her as she blinks a few times and looks around. The room wasn't the same one Penelope had been in at the doctor's office, nor was it the same hotel room where she spent the night last night with Nico and Sarah next door. She continues to look around and realizes that even though the room has an en suite bathroom, it's not the nice, clean hotel room of yesterday; it's dirty and not a place that Penelope would typically be associated with. The room only contains a small round table and two chairs. The dresser and television, the small comforts of the hotel from yesterday, are missing. It is a freaking motel!  A cheap hole-in-the-wall motel. 

Penelope slides out of bed and heads into the bathroom. There, Penelope finds her bag of clothes with a note with instructions for her aftercare. At first, she reads through the note, hoping it will give her some idea of what is happening.

The note reads:

Wait till morning. Nico will pick you up. Do not eat anything until after you've done your commercial tomorrow night. 

What the fuck? Why wait another entire day without eating? Penelope wonders to herself. She's already been without food since last night. The last meal they ate was dinner, and according to the note, she won't have another meal until at least dinner time tomorrow. She looks up from the note and looks at her face in the bathroom mirror. There's no bandage, no bruising, and no stitching. What the fuck did they do? They sure as hell didn't do a nose job on me! She thinks, furious with the situation she's in.

Penelope panics and starts grabbing her clothes from the bag. As she's dressing, she's looking through everything for her passport. It's not there. She remembers what the receptionist said to her about her passport. Nico has her passport. Penelope looks for her cell phone. She needs to call Sarah to find out if she's okay when she finds it. Then, Penelope will have Sarah send Nico to pick her up right now. When Penelope didn't locate her phone, she remembered running out of the hotel room so quickly that she left it behind. Her hands shake as Penelope realizes she's in the middle of nowhere with instructions to wait until morning. Penelope had no idea what might happen between now and then and wasn't about to hang around and find out. She had trusted Nico and Sarah for too long on this adventure.

Still hearing the loud voice talking, she decides to find out if they will help her return to the United States. Walking into the hallway, she follows the sound of the voice and realizes the voice is speaking English and sounds American. A few doors down from where she had been, the voice becomes the clearest, so Penelope risks knocking on the door. To her relief, the door opens, and standing in front of her is a six-foot-tall, light-skinned black man with muscles she's only dreamed about a man having. He's not rail thin with no muscles, but he's not like Nico, who has nothing but muscles and tattoos. He's well-built and well-rounded, and his body is free of any visible tattoos. All he's wearing is a pair of white boxer briefs that sit low on his hips.

"Holy shit!" Penelope utters at the hunk of a man who opened the door. So many scenarios are going through her mind at the moment. Some of which don't align with her no sex before marriage upbringing. Thoughts she's never had about a man before. Others are about the danger she could be in with this man or Nico and Sarah.

The man leaning on the door frame interrupts her thoughts by asking, "Can I help you?"

"Are you American?" She now nervously asks after appraising the well-built man and realizing the danger she could be in.

Seeming to sense her nervousness, he gently takes her by the elbow and looks both ways down the hallway. He pulls her into his room and closes the door behind them. That's when she saw it; he'd been hiding it well on the upper frame of the door until he pulled her inside. In his left hand is a pistol. Penelope's nerves are now off the charts. The one person she was hoping she could go to for help was packing a gun. What is he going to do to her? Is the question running through her mind at the moment.

"Yes, but the hallway is no place for this conversation, young lady." He semi-scolds her as he places the pistol carefully back over the door.

"Are you headed back to the States?" He hears a quiver in Penelope's voice as she asks him the question of utmost importance to her.

"Possibly. Why do you ask?"

"I need to get home, but some guys stole my passport, " she answers, getting a quirked eyebrow from the man. She rubs at her neck; her voice is hoarse, and the little amount of talking is making it hurt more.

"Now that's a predicament. No border crossing will let you cross without it." He states the obvious, "Where are your things?" He asks, noticing she came empty-handed.

Her answer wasn't unexpected, but it was surprising. "In my hotel room. But I'm too scared to go back." He expected her to say it was in her room and then tell him the room number. It's how setups always worked. The helpless, scared woman finds a man willing to help them, and then when he goes with her to protect her from whomever she is afraid of, there is a cartel member waiting to kill him. He's aware of the cartel's tricks.

"Why? Aren't your things just down the hall?"

"No. We checked into another hotel. I don't even know exactly where I'm at. The note said to wait until morning, and Nico would be by to pick me up."

"Wait, now I'm confused. How about you start from the top?" He motions for her to sit down on his bed.

The alarm bells went off the moment she knocked on his door. He knew no one in the area and was keeping a low profile. However, the minute his door opened and she spoke in perfect English, the red flags  went up. A Hispanic woman speaking perfect English in this area was unheard of. As he questioned her, he realized she wasn't from the area, and if she was a decoy for the cartel, she wasn't acting like she was a cold-blooded killer. The alarm bells going off in his head are no longer telling him that the cartel figured out who he is but that this overly nervous, beautiful woman is in trouble. But what kind of trouble did this woman find herself in? This woman is petrified. She's constantly wringing her hands, which he knows is a nervous tic, and she's rubbing her throat as if it's sore. He watches as the woman scans his room and sits on the bed. She continues to wring her hands and look around the room nervously. He takes a room chair from the small table, turns it around backward, straddles it, and waits for her to begin her story. Damn, those underwear aren't see thru, but she could see his bulge just the same with every movement he made.

Penelope begins her story without using Sarah's name by being offered a trip to Vera Cruz for plastic surgery. She explains that she knew the doctor didn't do the surgery when she woke from the surgery with no bandage on her nose. He nods and is quiet as Penelope tells her story, but his eyes graze over her body as if they are assessing her. Then she tells him about finding the note, telling her Nico will collect her in the morning.

"Who is Nico?" He asks once she finishes telling her story.

"My best friend's boyfriend and the person who drove us to the appointment."

He nods at the information she's given him. "So, why not wait for morning and let Nico pick you up?"

"He creeps me out."

He nods. This woman hears her gut but doesn't always listen to it. He thinks to himself.

"So, then you go knocking on a random man's room door and hope like hell they're good people." He quirks his eyebrow as the corner of his mouth comes up in a crooked smile at the statement about her flawed thought process.

Penelope shrugs and says, "It seemed the best thing since I heard an English-speaking voice."

He chuckles at her response, knowing she doesn't know she's in a motel operated by the local cartel. "Where are you headed?" The man asks as he leans down, grabs his duffel bag, and heads into the bathroom, grabbing the few items from there.

"Fort Hood area. Get me near there, and I can get the rest of the way." Penelope says, in shock, that he will take her home.

"Nuh-uh. I take you the entire way, or else we don't have a deal." He says, "Anyway, I live in the area." The man gets dressed in black tactical pants and a black tank top.

"Oh, okay. I live in the apartments near the colleges, " she answers, not giving him her exact address or trusting him yet.

"Oh, an educated woman." He quirks his eyebrow up and takes another appraising look at her.

"So, are we leaving now?" She asks timidly.

"Yes, sweetheart. In a few minutes. I don't want to hang around and find out what happens when Nico comes to pick you up and you're not here." He answers her as he grabs his boots and cell phone. He quickly dials a number and ties on his combat boots while speaking to someone on the other end.

Penelope tried to eavesdrop on the man's conversation, but it was like he was speaking in a code.

"Hey Hawk. Coyote departing with a flea. We may need extraction at the border. I'll keep you posted. Tell the pack leaders. See ya on the flip." As he finishes speaking, he grabs the pistol from above the door and places it in a holster he wore over his tank top. Then he tosses on a black tactical jacket and quickly buttons it up.

It had been a confusing conversation, and before she knew it, he was guiding her out of the hotel and into a nearby restaurant's parking lot. There, he opened the door to a black Camaro. He tossed his duffel into the back seat before allowing Penelope to sit in the passenger seat and closing her door. 

He hopped into the driver's seat and headed for the states. It was almost a day's drive back home. He turned on the radio and hoped he'd be able to pick up an American radio station soon to help keep him awake on the long drive home. He wanted miles between them and the motel before Nico found out the lady sitting in his passenger seat wasn't there for pickup in the morning.

Viper and Ghost had sent him here on a mission to gather intel on the cartel, but earlier, he'd been called back home for another mission. They wanted him back ASAP, but he'd been drinking earlier and was in no shape to drive home tonight. He'd been joking with the guys, and they were jealous of him enjoying the sand and surfing all day. He wasn't near the coastline. The motel Grainger stayed at for the last few weeks was half an hour away from the coast. He'd been bored off his ass and not been able to gather much intel during the
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