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        She might be small, but she can still kick his ass.

        

      

      An assignment to babysit a rich dude isn’t Kacy’s idea of a fun mission. Especially since the guy and his bodyguard are just like all the other boys she knows—thinking she’s too tiny to pack a punch.

      I’ll show him.

      She plans to show him that sexy things come in small packages, and he won’t be able to stop himself from falling for the pint-sized protector. Problem is, who will protect his heart?

      When a gunman threatens her life, her charge wants to send her away, but her Latina pride won’t allow anyone to treat her like anything less than a pro.

      But will pride also stand in the way of her happiness?
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      I have company.

      The door to the balcony didn’t make a sound as it eased open, sliding in its track.

      Awake in his bed, Darren sensed rather than heard the disturbance and wondered why the house alarm didn’t go off. Despite being on the second floor, all the windows and exterior doors were hooked to sensors and completely wireless, which meant nothing to snip.

      Of interest, as well, was the fact someone had made it onto his property unnoticed. Between the cameras, motion detectors, guards, and dogs, someone should have noticed something.

      Bribery or incompetence, it didn’t matter either way. Someone’s ass is getting fired.

      Heads would roll later, though. First, he wanted to see what the intruder planned.

      Darren didn’t move a muscle. Barely breathed as the filmy curtain billowed at the trespasser’s entrance, the fabric clinging for a moment to a body barely visible in the dim illumination provided by the weak lights in the yard.

      Had the person come to rob him? He had plenty of wealth for those with avarice in mind. Yet, why not wait until a more opportune moment, like when Darren was away from his abode? Plus, he had plenty of things to pawn on the first floor alone, so why go through the trouble of climbing to the second?

      He could think of only one reason why someone would dare penetrate his most private sanctum, a reason that probably involved deadly consequence.

      I think he’s here to kill me.

      Cool, and not the first time it had happened.

      There was no denying that Darren had acquired his share of enemies over the years. So many people wanted to see him fail. To see the rich and mighty Thorne family fall.

      Or was this person here because of his hidden life? He’d done things under other guises that would engender strong hatred and a need for deadly revenge.

      As a secret part owner of an academy, inherited from his father, that trained elite specialists—assassins and hackers and thieves who stole not just items but also knowledge—he could probably name at least a half-dozen individuals who would love to see his operation shut down.

      Too fucking bad.

      The academy existed for a reason, money being only part of it, with justice as another piece. Darren’s father had created the academy and its specialized programs to give people a choice when it came to fighting, whether it be drug lords with a stranglehold on cities, governments with agendas, or even rich businessmen who didn’t care for their employees. People sometimes needed a champion, especially when law enforcement couldn’t help. There were instances when you needed someone who flouted the laws and could provide solutions.

      After his father’s retirement, Darren continued his father’s tradition of training elite people, hand-chosen because they had the right mentality and skills to help those who needed it.

      What most people didn’t know was that Darren had trained at the academy, too.

      Holding still, Darren waited, hearing the soft whisper of steps on the plush carpet. Forced himself to breathe slowly as the intruder came to a halt beside his bed. Only then did he suddenly open his eyes.

      A knife flashed down, but expecting it, he’d already rolled. As he did, he grabbed the wrist of the person attacking and rammed the arm sideways, slamming it into the headboard and forcing the fingers to open and drop the blade.

      “Fucker!” The expletive emerged on a definitely masculine note, not that it mattered. In life-or-death situations, there was no difference between man or woman. Just survival.

      The defensive moves he’d learned so long ago returned, kind of like riding a bicycle, a skill never completely forgotten. Darren twisted around, locking his legs around the torso of his attacker, feeling the wiry strength of his opponent.

      A climber, he’d wager, someone nimble and adept at finding crevices on the outside of buildings and entering where they shouldn’t. A skill they taught at the academy.

      In the midst of grappling, Darren couldn’t help but wonder if he would recognize the face if he pulled off the mask.

      Is this one of my students come to pay some final respects?

      It wouldn’t be the first time.

      Despite all the screening done before admittance and the help the Secundus Academy gave to those selected for their program, there were always some who failed. If they were not deemed harmful, and understood the penalty if they talked, they were released. But resentment could come after the fact. Sometimes, those who passed and graduated the tough school, decided to find umbrage later on—mostly because they didn’t understand how to monetize the skills the academy gave them. The academy didn’t guarantee them success. The graduates had to take responsibility for that.

      But…the ways of the human mind were intricate, and those taught to kill even more complex. Sometimes, teaching someone to fight and defend caused a person to revert to more primitive actions and ways of thinking.

      Was his attacker an idiot who’d decided to blame his own shortcomings on Darren?

      It would be the last stupid thing he did.

      Darren struggled with his assailant, giving thanks that he worked out daily to keep in shape, unlike other guys his age—just shy of forty—who let work get in the way. But strength and skill against someone younger didn’t help in this case.

      His assailant wasn’t a novice or a guy without skill. Darren would need an advantage.

      Throwing himself sideways, Darren reached for a bedside lamp. Every bedroom should have one. It provided the perfect weapon in plain sight. His hand curled around the base, and he yanked it toward him, using it to club the fellow on the side of the head.

      Whack.

      “Motherfucker,” hissed the guy, his language skills seemingly rather limited. All Darren could see of him through the mask was the whites of his eyes. Of more interest were the intruder’s hands reaching for and squeezing Darren’s neck.

      Wrong move. Choking took too long.

      Still holding the lamp, Darren swung again.

      Thud.

      The hard blow caused his opponent to loosen his grip and reel away from Darren.

      Rising from the bed, Darren noted, via the pale light filtering through the drapes, his intruder beating a retreat but only so he could regroup. With his knife lost, the guy reached for his thigh and the holster strapped there.

      Dressed only in sleep pants, Darren wore no protection against a bullet.

      Time to end this.

      Before the guy could aim, Darren charged and yelled. The noise served as a distraction as he abruptly halted and pivoted on one foot, his other arcing high and hard into the air, kicking the gun from the man’s hand. Darren immediately followed with a quick left hook and then a right uppercut to the face.

      His assailant staggered, but Darren didn’t relent. Thrust. Jab. Kick. The guy couldn’t handle the flurry of blows and hit the floor with a hard thump.

      Darren pounced.

      By the time the door to his room slammed open, bouncing off the wall, Darren had kneeled on his attacker, pressing his face into the plush carpet while twisting his intruder’s arms behind his back.

      “What the fuck is going on?” bellowed Marcus.

      “About time you showed up, sleeping beauty. Not that I needed you, it seems.” Darren wrenched a limb far enough to cause the intruder to yelp.

      “Where did he come from?” Marcus snapped.

      “The window. Seems someone likes to climb.”

      Darren’s bodyguard, gun in hand, headed to the window and took a peek outside while asking, “Why didn’t the alarm go off?”

      “Good question, and one we’ll have to find an answer to. But, right now, what do you say we take care of our guest?”

      Sliding the gun into his waistband and cracking his knuckles, Marcus approached. “I’ll dispose of him.”

      “Later.” The gators living in the swamp bordering the back end of his property would appreciate the fresh meat.

      In Darren’s public life as a businessman, he killed his opponents with paperwork, but when it came to his other line of work, that of a rogue CIA for hire, he operated under a veil of secrecy.

      This guy had tried to kill him, and unfortunately for him, Darren didn’t believe in second chances.

      The intruder’s failure to eliminate Darren would cost him his life and send a message to whoever had hired him. Because there was no doubt someone had sent the guy to eliminate Darren.

      He planned to return the favor.

      First, though, Darren wanted answers.

      “Grab me a chair and some restraints,” Darren barked as he hauled the fellow to his feet. He hung quite passively in Darren’s grip, head hanging, body limp. A man defeated.

      More like an opossum playing dead. The masked intruder jerked out of his hold and managed only one step before he met Marcus’s very firm fist.

      The fellow hit the floor, out cold.

      A sigh left Darren. “So much for a quick Q&A.”

      “Don’t blame the mighty fist.” Marcus waggled it.

      “So mighty that our visitor could be napping for a while. Might as well order up some food since we need to wait for our nocturnal friend to wake up.”

      Rubbing his belly, his giant of a bodyguard grinned. “I won’t say no to a midnight snack.”

      The chef didn’t grumble about the late-night order because that was his job, to feed Darren and his gang on demand. Given their sometimes erratic hours, Darren kept a pair of cooks on staff, one for the day, and one for the night. Never knew when a man might need sustenance. Not all business happened during normal office hours. Plus, guests had a tendency to drop by unannounced.

      A few toasted paninis layered with shaved chicken breast, crisp, salty bacon, a slice of provolone, lettuce, and tomato with a smear of garlic aioli and lemon iced teas—because only morons drank alcohol during serious business— later, the fellow, now tied to a chair with a belt around each wrist and leg, woke up.

      Quite predictably, he thrashed and tried to rock the seat over. The chair was made of sturdy wood and didn’t even wobble. Realizing this, the guy didn’t struggle long. The face, still covered in its fabric hood, lifted and turned toward them, brown eyes peering out through the slits. “What are you going to do with me?”

      Darren, who’d taken a seat across from the intruder, arched a brow. “Shouldn’t I be asking that question? After all, you’re the one who rudely interrupted my sleep—”

      “Which was rather shitty of you, considering the boss needs all the beauty rest he can get,” Marcus interjected.

      “—and tried to kill me. And all this without even introducing yourself first. Quite ill-mannered, I might say.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Darren shook his head. “I see you lack language skills, too. But that won’t be a problem for long. Shall we start with introductions? As you probably already know, I’m Darren Thorne. And this is my friend—”

      “Friend? I work for you,” Marcus snorted. “And, I will add, I only stick around because of the benefits.”

      “Don’t forget the awesome retirement pension. I reward those who serve me well.” Darren chattered, knowing the discourse with his bodyguard would throw off the intruder. “Anyhow, as I was saying, this is my bodyguard, Marcus Rutledge. Say hi, Marcus.”

      “We already met.” Marcus held up his fist.

      Darren snickered. “Ah, yes, I’d forgotten. You really should thank Marcus for that lovely nap you enjoyed.”

      “Fuck you.”

      A tsking noise left Darren. “Did you never learn any expletives past the letter F? I have to say, your lack of cooperation really isn’t to your advantage. But, then again, what can one expect from a cheap thug?”

      “I’m not cheap.”

      “Maybe not, but you’re certainly stupid if you thought you could come into my house and get away with murder.” Darren’s words emerged low and cold. “I can guarantee right now that whatever price you were offered wasn’t enough.” He clapped his hands, and the intruder visibly startled. “But we’ll discuss that more in a moment. Marcus, would you please reveal our guest.”

      Now, it should be noted that Darren had already taken a peek while the fellow lay comatose. Marcus, too. The pictures they’d taken were currently being run through a secure computer. The software they had access to took measurements of facial features and then compared them against a massive database. If this guy had so much as a parking ticket, they’d know.

      However, the fellow didn’t know they’d already taken a peek because Darren had replaced the mask. When it came to getting answers and settling positions of power, actions counted. The more intimidating, the better.

      With no pretense at gentleness, Marcus tore off the mask, dragging the intruder’s head back hard, snagging the fabric on the man’s nose. A rather unremarkable face glared at them, unshaven and sallow, topped by sparse strands of hair.

      “Well, I think we can all see why you wear a mask. Not a pretty fellow, are you?” Darren wrinkled his features in disgust. “And your face is about to get even uglier courtesy of Marcus here unless you want to save us all some time, and yourself a lot of misery, by telling me who hired you.”

      “Fuck off.”

      Whack. The fist came from the side and rocked the guy’s face.

      The intruder shook his head. “Fucking cheap shot. Listen here—”

      “No, you listen.” Darren leaned forward. “I don’t think you quite grasp the trouble you are in—”

      “Clem,” Marcus interrupted.

      “Clem?” Darren turned to look at his bodyguard. “That’s his name? What is it short for, Clementine? Did your parents love oranges?” Darren kept their prisoner off guard as Marcus swiped at his watch, reading a report. It would seem the computer had gotten a hit on their guest.

      “I ain’t saying shit. Call the cops. I’ll be out by morning.” Clem smirked.

      He still didn’t get it.

      Darren’s lips pulled into a slow yet very cold smile. “About the local law enforcement, they’re not coming. No one knows you’re here but Marcus and me. And Marcus isn’t going to tell, are you?”

      Hands tucked behind his back, his bodyguard smiled. “I saw nothing.”

      “You can’t—”

      Interrupting him, Darren laughed. “I can do whatever the fuck I like, Clem. Didn’t your employer tell you about my reputation?”

      Clem’s lips remained tight, so Marcus answered for him. “Of course he didn’t hear, because you have no reputation, boss, other than that you pay your staff well.”

      “Exactly, Marcus. Hear that, Clem? No one talks shit about me, and do you know why that is?” Darren leaned close. “Because the people who fuck with me die.”

      At that, Clem’s eyes widened. “You won’t murder me.”

      “Me, waste my time killing you? You think highly of yourself, Clem. Even Marcus has better things to do with his time, such as taking care of his pets. Did you know he tends to some gators on my property? And they are always hungry. Why, you no sooner drop in a chunk of meat than…poof.” He exploded his hands. “It’s gone. How long do you think it would take them to eat you, Clem?”

      Apparently, Clem didn’t want to find out, and he started to talk. And talk.

      The answers he provided didn’t contain enough substance to save his life. Nothing would have saved it, but they did do one nice thing before tossing him to the gators. Marcus put a bullet in his head.

      I’m sorry. I hope you didn’t think we were really nice guys. Haven’t you heard? Nice guys finish last.

      Whereas Darren always won. As to the question of good and evil, he could live with his conscience. What he couldn’t handle was sitting back and doing nothing.

      By the time Marcus returned from dumping the body, Darren had had a chance to mull over what they’d learned, which wasn’t much.

      As his bodyguard entered his office, Darren leaned forward to hand Marcus a glass of brandy. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me. Because of my fuckup, you were attacked.” Marcus took his duties seriously.

      “Not exactly your fault. Neither of us heard about the bounty placed on my head.”

      “Because the hit wasn’t on you specifically but anyone associated with the administration of the school.” Marcus swiped at his watch and flung an image onto the screen. Found buried on the Dark Web, in a forum specific to jobs—including murder—was a new entry. The gist of it was: kill the owners and operators of Secundus Academy by any means necessary and get a wickedly large sum.

      “Someone’s got a hard-on for the academy,” Marcus remarked.

      “Who would want to fuck us? We provide a service to mankind.”

      “Exactly why some people want to see you and the academy gone.” Marcus tossed back the drink, and Darren signaled at him to hold it out so he could pour him a new one.

      “This is rather inconvenient timing,” Darren remarked.

      “Glad it’s all about you,” Marcus said with a roll of his eyes. “You’re not the one who’s going to be camping on the floor.”

      “Whose floor are you planning to sleep on?” Although Darren already had a good idea.

      “Save your stupid face for your enemies in the boardroom. With what happened tonight, and until we eliminate whoever is contracting the hit, I’ll be sleeping with you.”

      “About that, while we’ve known each other for a while, I don’t think I’m ready for us to take this friendship to the next level.” Darren couldn’t help but tease his bodyguard, who, over the years, had become a close friend.

      “Joking about it isn’t going to change the fact that you need someone sticking close to you at all times, even when you’re sleeping.”

      “I can defend myself, or did you not notice what happened tonight?”

      “I did, and you got lucky. What if, next time, there’s more than one assailant? Or you bring the wrong girl home?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time a paramour tried to kill me.” A certain ex-girlfriend came to mind. Though she hadn’t actually attacked him with a knife, the pain she caused…

      Arms crossed, Marcus adopted his stubborn face, which had a lot in common with a giant boulder that wouldn’t budge. “I will protect your ass whether you like it or not.”

      “As your boss, I will tell you what protection I need.”

      “Then I’ll quit so that, as your friend, I can tell you to fuck off. I will protect you whether you like it or not.”

      A moue of amusement pulled Daren’s lips. “Asshole. You’re just hoping to save my life so you can ask for a raise.”

      “I should get a bonus no matter, given I’m the one who’s going to have to suffer through your snoring.”

      “I don’t snore.” Total lie. He did. But it never woke him up.

      “Whatever makes you feel better, rhino,” Marcus coughed in his hand.

      Darren couldn’t help but smile. “On other business, Clem never did explain how he managed to bypass our security. He obviously didn’t have the right skills to do so.” Few people would because Darren took his protection seriously.

      “I’ve already got a tech team running diagnostics. So far, they’re not showing any outside hits on our system. My thought is we either have someone working on the inside, or there’s a secret backdoor onto your network.”

      Hands folded, Darren leaned back in his chair. “In either case, until we find the breach, our system is vulnerable.” The whole house would require a top-to-bottom sweep for bugs and other possible electronic intrusions.

      “I’m going to have an outside source run background checks on our staff. I’m also going to increase security on the grounds.”

      “That is all well and good, but we’ll need to think of something for my upcoming trip.” A business meeting in an unknown location, which meant he couldn’t prepare much in advance.

      “Cancel.” Marcus didn’t even hesitate.

      Unfortunately, this wasn’t something Darren could easily blow off. “I am not cancelling, but don’t worry, I already warned them I’d be bringing you, so pack some swim shorts. We’re going to tan those white tree trunks of yours.”

      “If you insist on being a moron, then I’ll assemble a security team.”

      Darren shook his head. “Only one protective detail allowed per guest.”

      Marcus grimaced. “Figures. Better make sure you get two beds in the room. I am not sleeping on a cot or the floor. These bones are getting too old for that kind of shit.”

      “You’re barely thirty.”

      “And my ass likes a bed. So make sure they put an extra one in the room.”

      At that, Darren snickered. “Because us sharing a room won’t look strange.”

      “Big deal. They’ll think you’re into guys.” Marcus shrugged. “At least you’ll be alive.”

      Alive, and yet the rumors would abound. “I won’t have you curtailing my love life. The threat is only temporary, and while I do admire your skills, you can’t be with me twenty-four seven.”

      “Then what do you suggest?”

      “A new bodyguard.”

      “You have one,” Marcus snapped. “Or am I suddenly not good enough for you?”

      “Of course you’re good enough. Chill out. You’re still coming with me.”

      “But you just said you could only bring one bodyguard.”

      “Exactly. But what I didn’t mention is that I get to bring a plus one. Given I’m not married, I think I’ll bring along a bodyguard who can pass as my girlfriend.”

      “Where the fuck are you going to find someone who can do that?”

      Darren shot him a look, but Marcus shook his head.

      “I know what you’re thinking. You’re going to poach from the academy. Bad idea. Not only are they kind of young for you, but they also lack field experience.”

      “On that, you are correct, which is why I’m going to hire a seasoned female operative. And I know just the man to call for help.” A friend who owed him a favor. Time to call it in.
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      Talk about boring. Kacy tapped her blunt nails impatiently on the table as they went through the current business.

      Nothing new to see. The meeting went like all the others. A room full of boys arguing about who was going to get what job. With one difference. Harry, her boss, wanted the gang to work in their home turf, busting some kind of drug ring.

      Forget their rule about not working from home. Apparently, they were going to make an exception. And since it was about drugs, Kacy could already predict her role in the operation. She jumped into the conversation. “Let me guess, the Latina girl should talk to her hombres to see what they have to say about the rich kids and their designer drugs.” The stereotyping continued, and Kacy couldn’t help but roll her eyes.

      “Actually,” Harry said, “I need you to go shopping for girly stuff because you’re going to be assigned to a special security detail starting next week.”

      The description of the job brought her brows together. “I’m not a babysitter.” Killer, thief, information gatherer, and pain in the ass, yes. Someone who protected soft, rich men from their just desserts? No.

      “Are you sure about that? It pays more than your last two jobs combined.” Anyone could see the devious delight in Harry’s smile.

      Twice the money? Twice the money would mean she could fix her mom’s roof and help her aunt send her cousin Juanita to college. The struggle between annoyance at the job and the realization the cushy gig would pay off didn’t last long. “Fine, I’ll do it.” Her acceptance emerged begrudgingly.

      The protests by the boys in the room followed soon after. “How come she gets a gravy security detail job?” Declan interjected. Pretty boy Declan, who was a handy fellow with a keyboard, but who’d yet to best her in unarmed combat.

      She stuck her tongue out at him.

      “Would you like to shave and dress as a hot chick so you can pretend to be this guy’s girlfriend while protecting him?”

      Shaving? Hold on a second, and what was this nonsense about dressing hotly? This was supposed to be a bodyguard job, not an escort position. She glared at Harry, who ignored her.

      Meanwhile, Declan shrugged and argued for the sake of arguing. “Depends on if I’ve got to put out.”

      “The right question,” said Ben with a grin, “is, is the client hot? I’m in between boyfriends right now, so I’d do it, but I might have a hard time passing as a girl.” A big and hairy man, Ben would need a tub of depilatory cream if he hoped to have baby-smooth skin.

      “The client is heterosexual and already has a male bodyguard, so Kacy will be the secret one hidden in plain sight.” Harry opened his leather folder, the one he carried with him everywhere, and slid a black credit card across the smooth table toward Kacy. “Go out and buy whatever you need. High-end stuff. Our man moves in important circles so you need to look the part.”

      Money or not, this job was starting to piss her off. New clothes, shaving, what else would she have to do? Wear makeup and heels?

      The travesty!

      Once the meeting had adjourned, Kacy followed Harry into his office, but she held off on haranguing him until the door shut. “Spill. I want details on this job. What am I doing? For how long?”

      “Like I said, bodyguard duties.”

      “Since when does being a bodyguard require me to wear a dress?”

      “Because you’re going to be doing it undercover. The client needs you to be able to follow him in social settings without drawing attention. Therefore, you’ll be posing as his girlfriend.”

      The job kept getting worse. “What am I guarding him against? Ex-girlfriend? Pissed-off employees who are mad the hombre is shafting them?”

      “Actually, Darren is the good guy. But not everyone sees him that way. Someone put a hit out on him. He thwarted the first assassination attempt last night, but given the price, there’ll be others.”

      “Who is this Darren person?”

      “An old friend of mine.”

      Tapping her foot impatiently, she snapped, “What’s his last name?”

      “Not necessary.”

      “What?” At that, she recoiled and then glared. “Why can’t I know his last name?”

      “Because the less you know, the better. We don’t know who’s watching him. So, if we’re going to make this work, then we’re going to have to make this authentic.”

      “And exactly how do you plan to do that? I can’t just suddenly show up and announce I’m his girlfriend.”

      “Exactly, which is why you’re going on a blind date. Courtesy of my wife, who is setting you up.”

      “Like fuck.” The black credit skimmed the top of Harry’s desk as she pushed it back to him, and Kacy planted her hands on her hips. “Not interested. I am not going into this job blind.” And she most certainly didn’t want to pretend to be some a-hole’s girlfriend.

      Harry grabbed the card and tapped it on the mahogany. “You’re not going in blind. I’m telling you, this guy is in danger. Who he is doesn’t matter. What matters is that you get your attitude in check and do your fucking job.”

      She leaned forward and braced her hands on his desk. “I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t like shit. And I’ll add that, while I might be sending you in light on info, how ignorant you remain once you meet Darren is up to you. You’re a professional. Or, at least, I thought you were. Treat this like an information-gathering mission.”

      “I’m not putting out for this hombre.”

      “No one asked you to. And if he tries anything you don’t like, you have my permission to knee him in the balls.”

      “Really?  I thought he was your friend.”

      “He is, but I’m not pimping you out. Just so you know, I wouldn’t give you this job if I thought he’d try anything. But you’re the best I’ve got. The only one I can count on to follow this guy around and keep him alive. And trust me, you want this guy alive.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “I know you don’t. I am asking you to please do this for me.”

      Ugh. Not the P word. Harry didn’t ask much, and she owed him. She would do this, but she wouldn’t give in gracefully. “Anything I buy for this isn’t coming out of my check.”

      “Not a dime. I’ll be billing him extra for it.” Harry grinned.

      “You’ll keep an eye on Mama while I do this?”

      “I always do.”

      With that promise, Kacy took back the black card and then had to suffer through the boss’s wife taking her shopping, gushing about how much Kacy would like this guy she was going to meet.

      “Darren is handsome. Rich. And so polite. I’m sure you’ll like him.”

      “You can stop it with the sell job. I doubt I’m on anyone’s radar yet,” Kacy grumbled as they browsed through the store looking for stuff. It made her cringe to see the price tags. One dress in this place could have clothed her whole family for a year as a kid.

      “You know, just because this is a job doesn’t mean you shouldn’t give him a chance.”

      The good Lord save her from matchmaking women. Wasn’t it bad enough that her mama kept asking when she’d settle down? Now, Harry’s wife, who regarded her as an unofficial daughter, seemed determined to have Kacy settle down, too.

      “If he’s as wonderful as you say, I highly doubt he’s going to be interested in me.” Rich guys had a type, and that didn’t involve Latinas born on the wrong side of the border with baggage. So much baggage.

      “You never know. Now, would you mind not looking as if you’re about to step in front of a firing squad? It wouldn’t kill you to smile a little. It’s not every day we get to go on a shopping spree.” Sherry held up a dress with more holes in it than Kacy’s childhood T-shirt the mice had nested in. “You would look amazing in this.”

      “I don’t wanna look amazing.” Kacy’s lip puckered, and she shook her head.

      “Don’t be silly. Every girl wants to look good.”

      Only girls who wanted attention. “I’m fine with my duds.” In her public role at Bad Boy Inc., Kacy worked as their property inspector, which involved crawling around in dirty places and often justified some of her infiltration antics. When people found her in forbidden areas, she played the dumb Latina with a work order.

      For those who might question her knowledge when it came to inner workings of buildings, her family had worked in construction for years, at least until her papi died. Then her brothers and cousins chose other careers. Lucrative ones when it went well, but when it went badly…deportation south was preferable to a stint behind bars. The irresponsibility of her male siblings was why Kacy took care of more than just herself.

      Think of the money. Think of the good you can do with it.

      Holding that at the forefront of her mind, she snared the dress from Sherry and held it up. Squinting at it one-eyed didn’t add more fabric. “How do you wear it without falling out?” Petite and athletic didn’t mean flat-chested and skinny-bottomed.

      “Trust me. You’ll look stunning. You’ll need more than one dress, though.” Sherry began to pile Kacy with clothes, more dresses than she’d ever owned. Then there was the torment of trying them on—a torture that Kacy wouldn’t admit she enjoyed.

      She might have grumbled going into the partitioned room at the back, yet there was something about sliding silky material over her skin and seeing the transformation from tomboy to woman—a woman with curves—that flustered.

      Kacy rarely took time to draw attention to herself. Rarely did things to make herself more attractive to the opposite sex. Unlike many girls she knew, Kacy didn’t thrive on that type of attention.

      Still, she couldn’t help but admire how she looked in some of the dresses and outfits.

      But she had to draw the line somewhere. So when Sherry shoved her newest finds at her, Kacy shook her head. “Like hell. Put those back.”

      “Think of the mission.”

      “Ain’t no mission should require me wearing this!” Kacy held up the matching bra and panties made of black lace, the quality so fine it felt silky instead of scratchy. “I’m supposed to be pretending to be his girlfriend. Key word being pretend, which means he ain’t going to be seeing anything under the clothes.”

      “You know better than that. If you want this undercover op to succeed, then every part of you, including the lingerie, has to match the role.”

      Kacy did know better, which meant she lost that argument and got ridiculously impractical undergarments, but Sherry did relent and allowed her to add underpants that weren’t just dental floss.

      As for colors, Kacy tried to stick to plain stuff. Black dresses. Simple lines.

      Sherry would have nothing of it, which meant the bags Kacy dragged home were full of things in shades of color she’d never buy herself. Silks and pretty pastels, stuff that required ironing and hanging.

      It was wrong. So wrong. Why couldn’t she dress in her regular gear? There was nothing wrong with her jeans—the hole forming in the ass hadn’t reached any crucial spots. Or her T-shirt—won at a fair declaring she was the Unicorn Horn Ring Toss Champion. Great stuff for wearing around the house, or on property inspections, but a rich guy wouldn’t date a girl in rags.

      The blind date wasn’t happening here in the city but in another state under the guise of her ferreting out some property information for the company—Bad Boy Inc. dealt in real estate around the world. In the process of packing her things, the phone rang.

      “Yello,” Kacy answered, knowing it would drive her mama nuts.

      “When will you learn to answer the phone properly? It is h-ell-o,” her mother enunciated, and yet it did nothing to eliminate her heavy Mexican accent.

      “How are you, Mama?” Kacy asked, tucking the phone between her ear and shoulder as she held up a filmy negligee. Baby blue and practically sheer enough to see through.

      “Fine. But that man was back again.”

      “What man?” A frown knitted Kacy’s brow as she stuffed the silky item into her suitcase. Her new suitcase since, apparently, her duffel bag, repaired with duct tape, wouldn’t do for the trip.

      “Did I not mention him? Forget it.”

      “Mama!” Kacy put a warning tone in the word. “What’s going on? What man keeps coming by?”

      “I don’t know his name, but he says Tito owes him money.”

      Dear brother Tito, who had a thing for not paying his debts. “Did you tell him to bother Tito for it?” Which wouldn’t work so well given Tito was doing six months for possession. Again.

      “I did. But he was quite insistent. Said someone had to pay.”

      And that someone wouldn’t be either of her brothers because God forbid they take responsibility for their actions. Rubbing at the knot forming between her eyes, Kacy sighed. “Don’t worry, Mama. I’ll handle it.” Actually, Harry would have to take care of it since he was sending her out of town. But then again, given they’d talked about handling the drug problem in town during their meeting today, perhaps that would work in everyone’s favor.

      To think she’d hoped by moving her mother out here she could avoid the problems in their old town.

      If only she’d managed to keep her brothers from following. But Mama was too nice to them. She’d let them know her new address instead of taking Kacy’s suggestion that involved pretending they’d both died.

      “Listen, I’ve got to go away for a few days.” Possibly weeks, but she didn’t mention that.

      “Are you finally taking a vacation?” Mama said hopefully.

      As if. “It’s for work. I’m flying out to Miami in the morning to check out the specs on a property.”

      “Take a bathing suit and go for a swim in the ocean. The salt water is good for your skin.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll have time for that, Mama.” Kacy took little time for herself. In her world, it was all about the job.

      “Make time. You work too hard.”

      So had her mother until Kacy stepped in. “I’ll try, Mama.” And then because she knew it would please her mom, even if it wasn’t true, she added, “I’m going on a date.”

      “With a man?” The words were screeched.

      “Yes, a man,” she said with a grin no one could see. “But don’t get too excited. My boss and his wife set it up since they have a friend who lives out there. I doubt we’ll hit it off.”

      “Did you pack something nice?”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      “That doesn’t have holes?”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “Yes, Mama. Sherry and I went shopping for some new things.” And because she knew her mother would love it, she added, “We got some dresses.”

      “Dios!” Her mother lapsed into Spanish and then remembered herself. “I mean, that is nice. Don’t let him sweet-talk you into doing stuff. I don’t care whose friend he is.”

      “Don’t worry, Mama.” Kacy had a firm grasp of the word no.

      That word was what had led to her whole life changing and how she’d met Harry.

      Never would she forget that moment. Always tough, at fifteen, Kacy had thought herself rather invincible. As a bit of a tomboy, she had no time for the things other girls indulged in. She eschewed the makeup and slutty clothes meant to draw attention. Kacy lived in her worn jeans and T-shirts. As for bras, the stupid things hurt, so she refused to wear them. Not to say she wasn’t cute. Kacy had her share of good looks. Boys hit on her all time, and she blew them off.

      But that changed one day after school when a gang of boys surrounded her on the sidewalk. Only teenagers themselves, many had already become neighborhood thugs, but Kacy didn’t fear them. These were kids she’d grown up around, guys who ran with her brothers and cousins.

      Despicable pigs, who thought they could bargain her virginity for cash.

      “Where you going, puta? I got something for you.” A grab at the crotch brought laughs from his buddies.

      She could still see every one of their tanned, leering faces. The dark hair slicked back on some, shaved on others. Not seriously believing them at first—that type of thing happened to other girls, not Kacy—she tried to push her way through them, but they’d formed a tight ring.

      “Get out of my way.” She still recalled her defiant demand. A request they wouldn’t listen to.

      “How much do you think we could charge for the puta?” A hand reached out to tug the hair she kept in a ponytail.

      She slapped at it. “I’m not for sale. Go bother someone else.”

      “Mouthy bitch. You won’t be talking much once you have a cock shoved in your mouth.”

      The crude threat brought fear, an anxiety she hated to admit. “My brothers—”

      “Will do as they’re told, or we’ll cut them like we cut Jorge.”

      They were the ones who’d put Jorge, a gentle kid who dared to get straight As, in the hospital?

      She couldn’t help but succumb a little to the panic, especially as the boys pushed in closer, grabbing at her. Touching her.

      They touched me in places that were private.

      She’d slapped at their hands. Kicked.

      But they’d slapped her back.

      Tore at her clothing.

      She couldn’t help but call out for help. No one replied. In the barrio, people didn’t like to get involved, especially against the gangs.

      Hot tears of shame bled down her cheeks as they kept attacking her.

      And then they were the ones crying out as a man, a gringo in a suit who used only his fists, taught the boys a lesson.

      When the leader of the gang, Pablo, pulled his knife, the man, a grin on his face, pulled out a bigger one and said, “Would you like to die quickly or slowly?”

      Apparently, Pablo didn’t want to die at all. He ran off with the others.

      Much as Kacy appreciated the actions of her savior, she couldn’t help but moan as they scattered, “You do realize once you leave, they’ll be back.” Back
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