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CHAPTER ONE

 


 



Villazon, California—mid-March

Sonya could hardly bear to set the baby
down.

He had dark eyes, a tuft of black hair and a sweet
little mouth. His incredibly cuddly shape felt right in her
arms.

Her heart ached with a longing she rarely
allowed herself. And wistfulness. And regret.

“Dr. Vega?” the nurse said softly.

Sonya lowered the newborn into the plastic
crib. He was one of eight babies she’d delivered that hectic day.
“Yes?”

“A girl called. She wouldn’t give her name,
but she left a message. ‘I saw Gina at Hillcrest Park.’ Does that
mean anything to you?” Moving to the crib, the nurse smiled down at
the baby.

“Absolutely. Thank you.” Sonya had spent
several days searching for Gina, who was overdue to deliver.

“One of your special cases?” the nurse
asked.

“Eighteen years old, hypertensive, due at
the end of February.” That was two weeks ago. “And, need I add,
believes she’s invulnerable.”

Because of the high blood pressure she’d
developed, Gina Lenox required careful monitoring. Treatment was
complicated by her frequent changes of residence and overbearing,
gangbanger boyfriend, who went by the name of Duke.

A week ago, she’d canceled an appointment to
discuss inducing labor and had left a message saying that she
planned to deliver “the natural way.” Sonya’s messages had gone
unanswered.

Like many uncooperative cases, Gina might
have fallen through the cracks. Other specialists in obstetrics and
gynecology at Mesa View Medical Center did their best for such
patients, but lacked the determination to track them down.

Sonya had lost a close friend to an ectopic
pregnancy. A preventable death, had Lori sought treatment early
enough, but she’d tried to hide her condition until too late.

Her death had inspired Sonya to pursue a
medical career. She intended to make sure Gina and her baby had a
happier outcome.

She’d contacted a girl who’d accompanied
Gina on several prenatal appointments and at whose apartment Gina
had stayed for a while. Sonya had explained that gestational
hypertension could progress suddenly into a dangerous condition
termed preeclampsia, which in severe cases might lead to
convulsions.

“If anyone else tries to reach me, I’ll be
on my cell. I appreciate your help,” Sonya told the nurse. Calls
often came through the nurses’ station.

“You got it.”

At the nursery exit, she stuffed her
coverall into a laundry hamper. Thank goodness she had no further
patients in labor and had finished her scheduled hours at the
hospital-affiliated clinic where she worked.

Sonya’s rapid pace down the hall aroused a
twinge in her right knee. Even two years after the accident, she
still suffered pangs both physical and emotional, especially when
stressed. She’d grown so accustomed to the pain that she hardly
noticed.

In her office, Sonya brushed her
shoulder-length hair out of its chignon. She changed from scrubs
into jeans and a knit top so Duke’s buddies wouldn’t peg her as a
social worker, then exchanged her low-heeled pumps for jogging
shoes.

Because of the hour—5:15 on a Monday
evening—traffic was heavy. Sonya tensed each time her compact car
approached an intersection. Would she ever lose the instinctive
recall of metal crunching into metal and her fiancé’s shout of
alarm?

Ex-fiancé. Once the figurative road got
rough, he’d taken the first exit.

From the main avenue, a couple of turns
brought her up a winding street, lined with thick trees marking the
approach to the aptly named Hillcrest Park. How on earth was she
going to find Gina in this thirty-acre expanse, assuming she was
still here? Well, it wouldn’t be the first wild goose chase Sonya
had gone on since the girl had vanished.

She pulled into the parking lot and halted
close to a steep flight of stone steps that led to the hilltop
park. A tot playground and a striking Spanish-style community
center flanked the blacktop.

At this hour, the place appeared deserted
except for a silver sedan parked close to the community center. If
Duke was nearby, perhaps he’d stashed his green van on a side
street. That must be one of the precautions you took when you made
your income selling drugs, as she suspected he did.

Great company Gina kept. As Sonya exited
into the cool March air, she wished the girl had agreed to stay
with her mother and stepfather, who disapproved of Duke.

A movement startled her. Around a corner of
the community center appeared a tall man in a business suit intent
on framing a detail of the picturesque building in his camera
viewfinder.

He descended toward Sonya. She was about to
ask if he’d seen anyone when, instead of issuing a greeting or
simply minding his own business, he raised the camera and pressed
the button.

It flashed. So did her temper.

She wasn’t part of the scenery, and this
stranger had no right to capture an image that he could manipulate
at will. Sonya had spent enough time around tech-savvy adolescents
to know the angles.

“Please delete that shot,” she rapped out as
he approached. “You shouldn’t have taken it without asking.”

“Sorry. Is that considered rude around
here?” The man had a scar slanting across his forehead, and black
eyes that seemed to absorb all the light in the vicinity. He didn’t
sound apologetic, nor did he obey her request.

Sonya dropped the matter. She had a more
urgent agenda. “Have you seen a pregnant girl about my height?”

He indicated the long flight of stairs. “I
saw her staggering up with a couple of guys. That can’t be good for
her, in that condition. Friend of yours?”

“Yes.” Cutting off further conversation,
Sonya hurried upward. To her annoyance, the man trailed behind.

Due to the contours of the land, she
couldn’t see past the top of the climb, and the rapidly fading dusk
cast the area into shadow. What if the man had lied about spotting
Gina? Although houses bordered the park on two sides, the sheer
size of the place made it unlikely anyone would hear a scream.

Until her accident, Sonya had possessed
steady nerves. Now anxiety sometimes threatened her ability to
think rationally.

But she refused to yield. Clearing the top
of the stairs, she glanced past a flat concrete bandstand to rows
of picnic tables, where a welcome figure caught her eye.

Sitting alone, Gina hugged herself inside a
jacket that barely covered her swollen abdomen. Her heavily moussed
shoulder-length hair stuck out in places. Evidently, she hadn’t
brushed it.

That resolved Sonya’s suspicions of the
photographer, since he obviously had seen Gina. Even so, she
disliked that he arrived at her side and stood surveying the scene
as if he’d been invited.

When Gina spotted Sonya, her face registered
a mixture of guilt and defiance. A bit farther off, Duke was
arguing with another man so fiercely he didn’t notice the new
arrivals. Both men had the shaved heads, baggy pants and sleeveless
undershirts of gang members.

Sonya caught the words money and
need a few more days. Then both men broke off as they
spotted her and the strange man, who asked in a low voice, “What’s
going on here?”

“This is a private situation,” she said
tightly.

“It’s a public park.” Despite his air of
indifference, his body language struck her as wary. “The whole
situation makes me curious.”

“Curiosity could get you killed.”

He shrugged. “That’s a risk reporters have
to run.”

Newsmen didn’t usually wander around parks
in search of stories. However, that did explain his use of a
camera. “For what paper?” she challenged.

“Out of state,” he replied calmly. “I was
attending a conference in Anaheim.” It was only a few miles south
of here.

“And you made a beeline for Villazon because
it’s such a hotbed of news?” Sonya didn’t care what his motive was
for interfering, just that he might cause problems. Gina and her
baby were what mattered.

“I had an interview in the area. My flight
doesn’t leave till tomorrow, so I took a self-guided tour of local
landmarks.” He halted as Duke fixed them with a glare.

“Hey, Doc,” the fellow called. “You bring a
narc?” He’d obviously drawn that conclusion from the man’s business
suit.

“Don’t be ridiculous! I have no idea who he
is.”

The rival gang member seized on his
opponent’s distraction to lunge toward Duke, knife flashing. The
move happened so quickly and unexpectedly that no one reacted
except the would-be victim, who dodged, grabbed his opponent’s arm
and wrestled him to the table.

Sonya tried to figure out how to protect
Gina. The reporter, if that’s what he was, simply watched as if
knife fights were a common occurrence.

The pair struggled with the knife still in
the opponent’s hand. “You owe me,” he panted. “I’m sick of your
lies.”

“Hey, Frankie, how am I gonna pay if I’m
dead?”

The men’s gazes locked. Then the assailant
tore free and stepped back, knife upraised. “You’ll pay me by
tonight. No more crap.”

“My girlfriend’s got some cash. She’ll lend
it to me, okay?” Duke waggled his fingers and eased toward Gina.
“Give it to me, baby.”

Rigid with suspicion, Frankie waited for the
payoff. Sonya figured the amount had to be significant. Where would
Gina get that kind of money?

She’d just drawn the conclusion that this
had to be a ruse, when something came out of the girl’s purse. It
wasn’t a wad of cash. It was a gun.

That must be Duke’s. He’d sunk so low as to
draw Gina into his criminal actions, Sonya surmised, although that
didn’t excuse the girl for taking part.

Duke hadn’t quite come close enough to grasp
the gun, and the attacker seized upon the gap to leap toward Gina.
Apparently, he’d rather risk getting shot than abandon his
quest.

“Gina! Get out of there!” Sonya broke off as
strong hands grasped her arm and pulled her toward the steps.

“You have some kind of death wish?” the
stranger demanded.

“Let go! I have to help.”

“Are you nuts? Unless you’re wearing a
bulletproof vest—”

The gun roared. Sonya stumbled and might
have fallen without the man’s steadying grip. Her heart thundered
so hard she wasn’t certain how much of the ringing in her ears
resulted from the blast and how much from panic.

Through her confusion, she realized Frankie
had seized the weapon and looped an arm around Gina’s throat. Sonya
could almost feel the girl’s blood pressure soaring, but she didn’t
observe any sign of injury. Judging by the speed with which Duke
fled down an incline to the left, he hadn’t taken a bullet,
either.

Frankie forced the girl closer to the
adults. Despite the patchy light, Sonya could see sweat beading her
face.

The reporter raised his hands in a pacifying
gesture. Sonya’s pulse was still racing and her head felt light,
but for Gina’s sake, she held her ground. “Let her go. You don’t
want her to lose the baby, do you?”

“Duke’s brat? Why should I care?” Frankie
included them in a wave of the gun. “That creep owes me five
hundred bucks. Somebody’s gotta make it good.”

Surely a nearby resident would hear the
gunshot and dial 911, Sonya thought frantically. Yet the situation
might turn even nastier if the police showed up.

“I have an ATM card. I’ll get your five
hundred.” The photographer spoke with a raspy edge. “Take me
instead of her, for God’s sake.”

Sonya’s assessment of the man ratcheted
upward. He had guts.

Frankie’s lip curled. “Never mind the hero
act. Hand over that ATM card. And your camera.” He waved the gun
toward Sonya. “Your purse, too.”

Even with their money in hand, the situation
would remain volatile—and the girl appeared increasingly ill. They
had to get her free, but how?

As Sonya slipped the strap from her
shoulder, she caught a twitch of the reporter’s eye. A signal?
Hoping she wasn’t imagining his intention to coordinate a rescue,
she braced to follow his lead.

He held out his wallet and started toward
Frankie. Cautious, controlled. Drawing attention from the hostage.
“The card and my money are in here. There’s quite a bit of
cash.”

Sonya approached from the other side, closer
to Gina. She dangled her purse just beyond Frankie’s grasp. “Here
you go.”

“Hey! What’re you two—” The barrel shifted
from the girl’s temple.

In that instant, the reporter flung the
wallet into Frankie’s face, ducked aside, then leaped to catch his
wrist. While the men battled, Sonya hauled a startled Gina toward
the steps.

The girl’s compliance ended when the
reporter wrenched the weapon from Frankie. “Let me go, Doc. We’re
safe now.”

“Not until we get you to a hospital.” Sonya
tried to make her case persuasive. “You don’t look well. Your
condition…”

The girl doubled over. “It’s squeezing like
crazy! What the hell is that?”

Sonya hung on to her. “It’s a contraction.
You’re in labor.” She was groping in her purse for the cell phone,
when she saw Frankie smash the reporter’s ribs. As the man
staggered, the thug grabbed for the gun.

Another shot shattered the evening. Gina
shrieked and Sonya’s head throbbed from the blast. Frankie fled
down the incline, while the stranger clutched his ribs in pain.
He’d held onto the weapon, though.

“Are you hurt?” she asked the newcomer.

“Just… winded,” he managed to gasp.

The contraction over, Gina sagged. “I’m
calling an ambulance,” Sonya told her.

“I have to leave!”

“For heaven’s sake, use some sense!” Then
she realized the girl was staring past her.

She spotted a uniformed officer drawing his
weapon as he crested the steps. The man must have been patrolling
the parking lot and heard the shot. “Police! Put the gun on the
table!”

An odd expression flickered across the
reporter’s face as he obeyed. Was that fear? But he’d been in much
more danger earlier.

While the policeman collected the gun and
called for backup, Gina jerked free of Sonya’s grip. “I gotta go.
Duke’ll get mad.”

“No one’s going anywhere.” The name tag read
K. Monroe. To the reporter he added, “Do you have a license for the
weapon?”

“Officer, that’s not my gun.” He turned to
Sonya for confirmation.

To agree meant betraying Gina. Although the
girl had probably been carrying the weapon on Duke’s orders, by the
time they sorted this out she might have to give birth in a jail
ward.

On the other hand, the interloper had put
his life on the line. And he seemed a lot more worried about the
gun than Sonya would have expected.

“He took it off a guy named Frankie who was
holding Gina hostage,” she said truthfully.

“And where is this Frankie now?”

All three of them pointed in the same
direction. That appeared to satisfy Monroe, who requested a
description and called it in.

“My boyfriend’s waiting for me.” Gina was
edging away.

“Miss, please have a seat,” the officer
commanded.

Instead, she lumbered down the slope. When
Monroe shouted at her to stop, she increased her pace. “Wait!”
Sonya told him. “Please don’t scare her into falling.”

The officer hesitated. Gina dodged out of
sight past some restrooms.

“That girl requires immediate medical
treatment. I’m a doctor.” Sonya ignored the man’s quizzical glance
at her clothes. “She suffers from hypertension and she’s in labor.
I need to go after her.”

“We’ll put out an APB. We have other
officers in the vicinity.”

“I’ve been searching for her for days!”

He glanced toward where Gina had vanished.
“Sorry, ma’am. You’re the one who said not to frighten her. Wait
here, please.” He called in a description, including the medical
condition, then requested ID from Sonya and the stranger.

Sonya itched to give chase. Instead, she and
the man had to suffer through the formalities, which included being
questioned separately by Monroe and a backup officer. Sonya
couldn’t help interspersing her step-by-step account with warnings
about what might happen if Gina wasn’t found.

Frustratingly, her interview lasted even
longer than the man’s. He paused, as if to speak to her, but at a
word from the other officer, he headed toward the parking lot.

Finally, she received permission to depart.
She knew the police were simply doing their jobs, but she wished
they’d give her concerns a higher priority. Since more than half an
hour had passed, clearly no one had managed to pick up Gina.

Weary and upset, Sonya trudged down the
staircase. She hesitated at the sight of the tall man leaning
against his car, silhouetted in the glow of a security light.

Why was he waiting? Her annoyance dissipated
as she remembered how he’d helped her and Gina. He’d leaped to
their rescue with old-fashioned masculine protectiveness. She
hadn’t believed that existed anymore.

“Barry Lowell.” He extended a hand.

“Sonya Vega.”

His palm felt large and slightly rough. When
they shook, he winced as if his ribs hurt. “You’re sure you didn’t
break something?”

“Just bruised. Believe me, if I’d cracked a
rib, I’d be writhing on the ground,” he said dryly.

Even so, he’d suffered for her sake, and
Gina’s. “I didn’t know reporters were so good with their
fists.”

“I can hold my own.” He neither bragged nor
pretended false modesty, she noted with grudging approval.
“Planning to hunt for that girl?”

“Someone has to.” She ignored the two
cruisers on the far side of the lot, dome lights still flashing.
Sure, the police would keep an eye open, but they obviously didn’t
consider this an emergency.

Barry reflected briefly before saying, “I
don’t usually get involved in other people’s business, but…”

“Oh? That wasn’t the impression I had when
you followed me into the park.”

A smile fleeted across his scarred face.
“You were on an errand of mercy. I had a suspicion the situation
might get rough, which it did.”

Sonya recognized, and rejected, an impulse
to play the vulnerable female. Okay, so tonight’s events had shaken
her. But life had taught her not to lean on anyone, no matter how
tempting.

And she was tempted, much as she
loathed her own weakness. Tempted to rely on the big strong man as
she’d once trusted her fiancé. Maybe because this guy was
unnervingly appealing.

Better get moving, fast. “Well, I
appreciate the chivalry, but I’m in a hurry.”

“To land in the middle of a shootout?” he
demanded. “Frankie will go hunting for Duke to collect that debt,
and Duke’s already lost too much face in front of his girlfriend,
which means he’ll fight. I’m guessing neither of them has enough
money to pay Frankie off.”

“Then I’d better locate Gina before they
start World War III,” Sonya responded sharply. “I don’t get the
impression the cops are having any luck.”

“So you’re taking on the job,” Barry
concluded. “Okay. I’ll help.”

Capable as the guy seemed, she disliked his
presumptuousness. And having a male protector along might escalate
tensions with Duke. “You’ve shown you can defend yourself, but do
you have any experience with gangs, Mr. Reporter?”

“Unfortunately, yes. Also knives and crude
homemade weapons. You see a lot of those in prison.” His jaw
worked. “I’m an ex-con. That’s why I was disturbed about getting
caught with a gun.”

The admission surprised her. The clothes and
refined speech, touched by a slight Southern accent, didn’t fit her
idea of a crook. As for the sexy male vibes he radiated, Sonya
usually wasn’t attracted to losers.

Still, lots of people rehabilitated
themselves after a rough adolescence. Perhaps he’d mixed with the
wrong crowd when he was younger. By now—mid thirties, she
guessed—he’d evidently pulled his act together.

That didn’t make him a suitable accomplice
for the night’s mission. She was having enough difficulty winning
Gina’s trust without dragging in a stranger. “Thanks for the offer,
but I’ll pass.”

He folded his arms, studying her. “You’re
not used to accepting help, are you, Doc?”

“I’m not stupid enough to rely on men. They
don’t stick around when you need them.” She hadn’t meant to reveal
that much. Or to sound so bitter.

“If I were describing you for the paper, I’d
say prickly as a cactus,” he observed. “Except that it’s a
cliché.”

“Cactuses survive pretty well in the
desert.”

He cracked an appreciative smile. “Why not
let me ride shotgun… figuratively speaking?”

“The answer’s no.” She couldn’t say that she
considered him a little too handsome for comfort. Or that she
wasn’t quite as independent as she’d believed. “Much as I hate to
break off this little flirtation, I’ve got a couple of lives to
save. Enjoy your trip home.” She clicked open her car door.

“I didn’t realize we were flirting.” He
appeared amused at the suggestion.

“That was sarcasm.”

“Ah. My favorite means of
communication.”

Darn it, she liked him. And wondered again
at her susceptibility. Had she really sunk to seeking support from
a confessed ex-con? Talk about red flags!

Sonya slid inside. “Goodbye, Mr. Lowell.”
She started the engine, and felt his eyes follow until she cleared
the lot.

Only as she accelerated did she consider
that she had neither a plan nor any idea where to search. Gina and
Duke had moved out of their last known apartment several weeks ago.
He had no relatives in the area, and she was estranged from
hers.

The girl’s mother and stepfather refused to
have anything to do with the boy since he’d harassed one of her
younger sisters. Gina had nearly left him over the incident but had
relented, apparently so desperate for an emotional connection that
she was willing to believe her sister had lied.

In Sonya’s opinion, the girl was trying to
fill the void left by her long-absent father. The well-meaning
stepfather had entered her life too late.

If only Gina had grown up in a loving family
like the Vegas. Sonya missed her parents a lot.

They’d sold their restaurant in Villazon
several years ago and were spending their retirement traveling in a
motor home. Her sister, Franca, and brother Ben, who were close in
age and considerably older than Sonya, had bought homes near each
other in Arizona. Her brother Don served in the Air Force, and her
once-close group of cousins had scattered around the country.

As she drove slowly, scanning the sidewalks
on the slight chance of spotting Gina, Sonya acknowledged that
eagerness for a home was part of what had lulled her into a
relationship with an older doctor. She’d ignored the subtle warning
signs about Reuben Nestor, a forty-four-year-old internist with
hospital privileges at North County Med Center.

He’d been handsome and attentive, with an
air of solidity. Like Sonya, he’d longed to have kids. She’d
accepted his explanation that he’d divorced his first wife not
because she suffered from multiple sclerosis but because they’d
argued constantly.

Two years ago, on a clear evening like this,
Sonya and Reuben had been heading to dinner when a drunk driver had
barreled through a red light and smashed into Reuben’s car, pinning
Sonya. Although the seat belt and airbag had saved her life, severe
pelvic injuries had required emergency surgery.

She’d awakened to learn that she’d undergone
a hysterectomy due to the severe bleeding and tearing caused by her
crushed pelvis. Barely into her thirties, she’d lost the ability to
have children.

Reuben had assured her it made no
difference, and they’d talked about adopting, or hiring a
surrogate. But as Sonya endured a painful recuperation and
rehabilitation, the two of them had drifted apart.

For a while, she’d blamed herself. Perhaps
she was too absorbed in the physical problems and grief over the
loss, she’d supposed.

Three months post-accident, without warning,
Reuben had announced his engagement to a twenty-something nurse.
The betrayal had forced Sonya to face the agonizing truth that he
hadn’t truly loved her.

Faced with a setback, he’d sidled right out
the door and linked up with someone problem-free to marry. He’d
abandoned her when she’d needed him, just as he’d dumped his
wife.

Since then, she’d dated a couple of guys.
Once the relationships began to grow serious, however, both had
decamped after she revealed her inability to have children.

Alone. That wasn’t how she’d pictured her
future, especially coming from a large, loving family. Sometimes
she ached for a man to hold and laugh with, but most likely she’d
eventually adopt a child on her own.

She rarely thought about Reuben these days.
Meeting Barry Lowell and experiencing that old tug of longing must
be what had stirred the memories.

A rumble of hunger reminded Sonya that she’d
missed dinner. Might as well head for Tacos & Burgers, a teen
hangout where she could grab a bite while keeping alert for
Gina.

She’d rather stop at El Hidalgo, the
restaurant her parents had operated for many years and where she
used to work after school. Better cuisine, more soothing
atmosphere. But tonight she was on a mission.

Rounding a corner, she glanced in the
rearview mirror. A silver sedan swerved in her wake.

No mistaking the driver, who didn’t even
bother to keep a distance. Had she not been so distracted by her
thoughts, she’d have noticed him sooner.

Grimly, Sonya hit her signal and pulled into
the restaurant lot. If Barry Lowell imagined he could force her to
accept his misplaced charity, she had news for him, and it wasn’t
the kind he’d want to put in his paper.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Barry had done some foolish things in his
life and had paid the price. He was well aware that chasing a woman
who’d told him to butt out could bring unpleasant consequences. But
much as he respected Sonya’s courage, she came to all of a towering
five feet four or five, and he hadn’t noticed her toting an
Uzi.

His interest had started with the spark he’d
felt the first time their gazes had met, and the confrontation in
the park had aroused his admiration. He’d witnessed firsthand the
risk she ran by continuing to pursue the girl.

He’d grown up shielding his sister from her
occasionally zany impulses. Now, like an idiot, he was watching
over a stranger. Crazy. Stupid. But the woman intrigued him.
Simultaneously vulnerable and mad at the world, she reminded him of
himself.

Barry didn’t intend to stick around any
longer than necessary. He had no interest in romantic entanglements
until he cleared his name and righted an egregious injustice.

He’d been railroaded and falsely convicted
of a crime. And the fallout dogged him to this day.

At the age of eighteen, he’d been sent to
prison for five years. The cut on his forehead, from attempting to
break up a knife fight, was only an external sign of the scars he
bore. Following his release, he’d traced a fruitless odyssey in an
attempt to fulfill his lifelong dream of becoming an international
reporter.

Although he’d earned a journalism degree,
his status as an ex-con had relegated his résumé to the bottom of
every heap in a highly competitive field, and while he’d managed to
sell some articles, they paid too little to live on. He’d spent
years traveling and freelancing while working odd jobs, hoping for
a break that never arrived.

He supposed he’d been lucky to inherit the
editorship of the Downhome, Tennessee Gazette after his
father’s death and mother’s disability. Nevertheless, he chafed at
the tedium of covering city council meetings and town
squabbles.

Although the residents generally accepted
him, he still caught suspicious glances, and even the town’s new,
fair-minded police chief had declined to reopen the case. The only
people who believed in him were his mother and his sister, Karen,
director of the local nursing home.

Barry would never truly fit into his
hometown. He was moody and sharp-edged in a community full of cozy
characters, the scar on his forehead a visible reminder of those
years in hell. And no matter how his sister urged reconciliation,
he refused to forgive the man whose testimony had sent him there,
the man who’d once been his best friend.

Sonya gave the impression that, at some
level, she’d undergone a devastating experience of her own. Not
prison, surely. But for the first time in quite a while, he felt
neither impatient nor caustic with a woman.

Curious, rather. And a little
protective.

He stuck to her tail all the way to the
fast-food hangout. From her irritated expression as she exited the
car, she didn’t appreciate the interference.

An unaccustomed impishness propelled Barry
to shout, “Hey! Thanks for showing me where to eat.”

Glaring toward his window, she snapped,
“There are laws against stalking.”

He feigned innocence. “A guy’s gotta have
dinner.”

“Use the drive-through lane. Leave me
alone.” Her frown didn’t waver. “You set one foot inside that
restaurant and I’m calling the cops. At a guess, that’s the kind of
trouble you don’t need, right, Mr. Ex-Con?”

The rebuke stung. “Whatever you say.”

Barry drove past, disappointed and angry
that his well-intended gesture had met with revulsion. Yet why was
he so wound up about a woman he’d barely met?

He joined the drive-through line. In
addition to burgers, the menu board listed several odd entries that
some California maniac must have invented, like fish tacos with
guacamole. For the heck of it, he ordered one.

While waiting, he reviewed the stories
planned for next week’s Gazette. Via email, he’d already
filed an article about the Anaheim newspaper conference to his
assistant, Brent Wichita. Today’s interview with a family who’d
moved from Downhome to Villazon remained on his recorder and
camera. He planned to write it tonight at the hotel room.

The car ahead departed, and Barry rolled to
the cashier’s window. The opening provided a clear view of the
restaurant’s interior, with orange booths crowded at this dinner
hour.

Barry handed over cash for his bill. Inside,
he spotted Sonya at the counter. The sculpted eyebrows added
character to her heart-shaped face, and her full mouth pursed with
worry.

Why did she care so much about Gina? They
didn’t appear to be related. Of course, a baby’s life might be at
stake, and despite the girl’s bravado, she was young and
confused.

He of all people ought to empathize. But
Sonya had made it plain this was not Barry’s concern.

Good. He had enough problems without adding
to them.

The cashier was handing him the order when,
through the window, he saw three men in gang clothing enter the
restaurant. One of them was Frankie.

Beside Sonya, Frankie leaned down and said
something Barry couldn’t hear. Her face a frozen mask, Sonya shook
her head.

The men left. Relieved, Barry collected his
food and drove forward.

In the front lot, two of the men piled into
a jalopy while Frankie strolled off. The vehicle backed into a slot
right beside Sonya’s compact, easily identifiable by the hospital
parking sticker.

Their actions gave Barry a bad feeling.
Frankie had hurried off, probably because he already faced arrest
for the earlier attempted robbery, leaving his buddies to wait.

What did they plan to do? Presumably, they’d
already asked about Duke’s whereabouts. More alarmingly, they might
assume Sonya had identified Frankie to the police. As he’d learned
in prison, guys like this tended to exact revenge for the slightest
offense.

He considered calling 911. The men hadn’t
committed a crime yet, though, nor had Barry forgotten Sonya’s
threat to report him for stalking.

He parked at one side and tasted the fish
taco, which wasn’t bad. He finished it in a few bites, although his
ribs ached with every swallow.

Cars came and went. Busy joint for a Monday
night. Barry kept hoping a cruiser might arrive unbidden and scare
the guys off, but no.

Sonya emerged at last. The two gangbangers
eased out of the car.

As Barry weighed his response, an SUV
blocked his view. Rap music pounded from the speakers, obliterating
other sounds.

At last the SUV departed. In the spotty
illumination, he saw Sonya struggling as the two men hauled her
toward their vehicle. Despite the earlier activity, there was no
one else around. Not a single witness except him.

Barry put the sedan into gear. Hitting both
the gas and the horn, he screeched to within inches of the men’s
bumper.

Startled, they released Sonya. As they
reached inside their jackets, probably for weapons, he flicked up
the car’s locks.

She grabbed for the door. Saw him, and
hesitated.

“Get in!” he bellowed.

She had the sense to obey. Kept her head
low, too. Smart lady.

Barry stomped the accelerator. “Hang
on.”

They peeled out. Behind them, one thug stood
waving a gun indecisively as the other dived into the jalopy.

“Phone the cops.” Barry zoomed onto a side
street.

“Not until we find Gina.”

“You’ve got to be kidding! Those guys tried
to kidnap you.”

“We can’t afford to delay.” She peered into
the side mirror. “No sign of them.”

Although he suspected the men had been too
disorganized to catch up, he took nothing for granted. “They could
be planning to cut us off. You know the town. Tell me where to
go.”

She guided him through a series of turns.
Finally, it became clear they really weren’t being pursued.

Barry’s pulse still pounded with a mixture
of excitement and fear. Beside him, he felt Sonya trembling.

“Cold? Rentals don’t come equipped with
blankets, I’m afraid.” But most likely her shivers had another
source. “That must have been a traumatic experience, two men
grabbing you.”

“I’m fine.” She hugged herself. “Don’t
worry. If I’m about to go into shock, I’ll recognize the
symptoms.”

“Name three.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake! Confusion, clammy
skin and dizziness. Also profuse sweating, a thready pulse, shallow
breathing and chest pain.”

“Sure you didn’t omit anything?”

“Unconsciousness.”

He ought to let well enough alone, but that
wasn’t Barry’s nature. “Still planning to report me as a
stalker?”

In the lowering darkness, streetlights
glittered off her large eyes. “Not if you behave.”

“How’m I doing so far?” When she hesitated,
he added, “A little appreciation wouldn’t go amiss.”

She searched for a moment before coming up
with, “Thank you. I was really in trouble.”

“You’re welcome.” They cruised a boulevard
between rows of boutiques, art galleries, and antique shops. His
sister would have gone on a spree had she been with him, he
mused.

Sonya stared out. “I don’t dare go back for
my car. I could use your help.” The request obviously didn’t come
easily.

“And here I planned to spend a fascinating
evening in a hotel room working on my laptop,” he joked.

“Sounds like a hot night.”

Barry enjoyed being around this sharp-edged
woman. He had a fleeting image of her in bed, a high-voltage bundle
of sexual impulses. Tantalizing. And dangerous to reflect on. “I’m
at your disposal.”

“I apologize for threatening you earlier,
Mr. Lowell.” She released a long breath. “Under normal
circumstances, I don’t act like that.”

He stopped at a red light. “Nobody addresses
me as Mr. Lowell except my lawyer, and I prefer to hear from him as
little as possible.”

If he’d expected a smile, Sonya failed to
comply. “Sorry, but I’ve temporarily lost my sense of humor. Gina’s
in labor. She’ll deliver tonight or tomorrow, and it will be
dangerous.”

“While I understand your concern, you could
have been killed,” he reminded her. “Other doctors don’t risk
kidnappings and gunfights to pursue their patients. Why’s the girl
so important?”

“A friend of mine died from a messed-up
pregnancy when I was in high school.” With the back of her hand,
she brushed aside a tear. “Those guys and their stupid argument
over a debt! Can you believe them? As if it mattered!”

“It matters to them,” Barry noted. “I’ve
seen men kill for less.”

In prison, he’d had to adapt to an entirely
new culture, and fast. Fortunately, his fellow inmates had valued
his help in writing pleas for money, visits and retrials. Although
his balancing act hadn’t always worked—witness the scar—he’d mostly
managed to keep on the good side of the various factions.

Her hands clenched. “Help me find Gina,
okay?”

“Sure thing.” Barry entertained no illusions
about where he stood. If he interfered with Dr. Vega’s rescue
attempt, she’d sacrifice him without a qualm. Okay, maybe with a
slight qualm.

The journey might be worth his while,
though. He’d like to find out what knife had twisted inside Sonya’s
gut to make her so guarded. And he wouldn’t object to saving a life
or two, either.

Thank goodness word of his soft side wasn’t
likely to travel back home. He’d hate to ruin his reputation as a
curmudgeon.

When the light changed and Barry started
forward, Sonya grabbed the edge of her seat. Startled, he looked
for whatever had frightened her, but saw only a placid flow of
traffic. “Does my driving offend you?”

She released her grip. “I was in a bad
accident a couple of years ago. We got hit without warning.”

That might explain the darkness he sensed.
“We? Was someone killed?”

“No. The other motorist had a few bruises,
and I went to the hospital for several weeks. The man I… the driver
in my car emerged
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