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Chapter 1

Kelsey Warren arrived at the gated entrance of Diamond Stone Quarry just after sunrise.

She ignored the No Trespassing sign, opened the shiny, new aluminum gate and drove down the winding dirt road until it dead-ended into a freshly bulldozed parking area. From the lot, an extra wide access ramp led to the flooded quarry.

Fresh rays of sun glistened on the quarry’s smooth waters and bounced up rocky, straight slopes. Despite the dawning light, the waters looked cold and eerily dark. This was a dive she’d have gladly skipped. She always preferred diving in the warm waters of the Caribbean or South Pacific to quarries. If her old friend Stu Hamilton hadn’t asked her to dive as a favor, she’d already be on her way to Dulles Airport to catch the next flight to L.A.

She stopped her car and sat back, letting her head fall back against the seat’s leather headrest. At one time, the played-out quarry had been the lifeblood of this region of Virginia. In its heyday, Diamond Stone had brought money, jobs and prosperity to Grant’s Forge. But that had been long before she’d been born.

Why the devil did Stu want her to dive this quarry? She checked her watch. Six-twenty.

Stu was late.

Getting out of her car, she walked to the tailgate of the rented yellow Jeep and opened it. She tugged a large canvas duffel bag toward her and unzipped it as she kicked off her well-worn brown clogs. Years of teaching scuba to tourists with no sense of time had taught her to prep her gear as much as she could ahead of time. She slid off her faded jeans and black shirt, revealing a blue bikini.

Kelsey pulled out her wet suit, tugged it over her hips, slid her arms inside and zipped it up just past her belly ring. She laid out a bright blue tarp, arranged her dive gear and underwater camera on it.

Sitting cross-legged on her tarp, she checked her watch again. Six thirty-five.

It wasn’t like Stu to be late. He wasn’t a tourist, but a businessman who prided himself on punctuality.

Kelsey shifted her focus back to the still waters. Hard to believe that less than a week ago she’d been in Fiji photographing surfers on the reefs near Beaqua Island. That Tuesday had gone particularly well. She’d not only shot a lionfish, but a school of barracuda as well. To top it off, the satellites had been working and she’d been able to email the digital photos to her editors at Travel and National Geographic.

But the day that had started so well had soured quickly when Stu had called and told her that her aunt had suffered a stroke. Kelsey and her aunt hadn’t been close. The old woman had resented having a fifteen-year-old dumped into her life and she never missed a chance to say so. But when Kelsey’s mother, Donna, had taken off for good that last time, Ruth had kept Kelsey with her. The decent thing to do, Ruth had always said. Whatever the reasons, Ruth’s intervention had meant no foster care. And as much as Kelsey had hated her sour aunt’s face, she despised the system more. To her way of thinking, she owed Ruth one last show of respect. So she left Fiji to attend Ruth’s funeral.

But getting back to the States had proven more difficult than she’d imagined. Kelsey had had to wait two days before she could catch a fishing boat to take her to the main island and then another day before she could board a plane to the States. After forty-eight hours of flying and numerous layovers later, she’d arrived early yesterday in Grant’s Forge, Virginia. Three hours too late for Ruth’s funeral.

Kelsey closed her eyes. She could almost hear Ruth now. “A day late and a dollar short. No good, just like your mother.”

To her amazement, tears pooled in her eyes. It had been eight years since she’d seen Ruth and ten years since Donna had ditched her, yet memories of both women had the power to crush the air from her lungs.

A tear ran down her cheek.

Ruth’s dour nature could be explained away by age, but Kelsey had never figured out why her mother had taken off that last time. Donna had left Kelsey before with neighbors and friends, but she’d never been gone more than a week. She’d always come back.

Until that last time.

A car sounded on the gravel road behind her, startling her from her thoughts. Wiping away the tears, she rose as a black Suburban parked next to Kelsey’s Jeep. Painted on the side was Grant’s Forge Sheriff.

Kelsey stiffened. Damn. The last thing she needed was trouble with the local sheriff. Sheriff Buddy Hollis had never missed an opportunity to razz her when she was growing up.

To her surprise, Stu got out of the Suburban’s passenger side. Just under five foot six with a large belly, he wore a white tank top, cut-off shorts and tennis shoes. His thinning gray hair was tied back at the nape of his neck. The sun had etched deep lines into his face.

After she’d gone to the funeral home and discovered Ruth’s service was over, she’d checked into a hotel room and crashed. She’d talked to Stu last night, but this was the first time she’d seen him in eight years. He hadn’t changed a bit. She couldn’t help but smile.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d make it,” he said, limping toward her. He gave her a big hug.

She melted into the strong embrace. Stu had written to her weekly for the last eight years. No matter where she was, his letters found her. He had always made her feel special. “I said I’d be here.”

“You’ve been promising to come home for five years. I was beginning to think I’d never see you again.”

Kelsey swallowed the tightness in her throat. Damn it, she wasn’t going to cry. Sniffing, she glanced down at his bandaged foot. “What happened to you?”

He brushed her concern away with the wave of a hand. “Nothing. A stupid accident.”

He was blowing her off and she was ready to call him on it when the driver’s side of the Suburban opened. Mitch Garrett stepped out.

Broad shoulders stretched Mitch’s faded blue T-shirt imprinted with the words Naval Academy on the front. Corded muscles strained beneath jeans that had seen better days. His black hair, cut regulation style, accentuated a square, unshaven jaw.

A knot tightened in Kelsey’s chest.

Mitch Garrett.

Damn her luck. He’d been her first lover. And he was the last man she ever wanted to see again. This town was nothing but one bad memory after another.

Mitch shook his head as if he half expected her to vanish. He was just as shocked to see her as she him. Recovering, his gaze trailed slowly down her body and then back up to her face. He sized her up, and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure he wasn’t happy to see her.

“Kelsey Warren.” The years had deepened his voice and made it rustier.

Every nerve in her body tensed. She itched to leave right now. Her palms felt damp. “I thought you went into the Navy.” Damn. After all this time, that was the best she could come up with. He’d definitely rattled her.

“I’m out.”

“And you’re the sheriff?” Brilliant. “Right.”

In her daydreams, she’d always been clever and witty when she ran into Mitch Garrett again. Now, she could barely string two sentences together. “Stu, I’m unpacked and ready to go. Whenever you’re ready, we can dive.”

“Mitch didn’t want me to chance a dive with the bad leg. He’s gonna dive in my place.”

“What?”

“Where’s Chris?” Mitch demanded. “I thought he was diving with me today.”

Stu shrugged, unmoved by their shocked expressions. “He’s gone up to Atlantic City for a couple of days of gambling.”

“He took off just like that?” Mitch said. “The guy’s a great diver but a pain in the ass at times. Sometimes he leaves for a few days without notice. Usually, it’s not a problem. Today it was. I’d have been in a bind if Kelsey and you hadn’t agreed to dive.”

Mitch’s jaw tightened and then released. “Stu, I could have called one of my buddies from the Reserves.”

“I figured with Kelsey in town, it didn’t make sense to call in another diver. Sorta like old times for you two.”

Old times. Kelsey nearly laughed. She and Mitch had met eight years ago when they’d both worked in Stu’s dive shop. The job had been a way for Mitch to kill time during the summer months between college graduation and basic training. For her, it had been a lifeline that had kept her sane after her last year of high school. Mitch had been kind and respectful to her. She’d fallen in love with him. At the end of the summer, they’d ended up in bed.

Kelsey sighed. “You should have said something.” Unmoved, Stu wrapped his arm around Kelsey’s tense shoulders. “Relax, you two. I’m just asking for a half-hour dive, not a trip down the aisle.”

Kelsey tensed. “Stu, I don’t think this is going to work. The sheriff doesn’t want to dive with me, and frankly I’m not too fond of the idea myself.”

A muscle pulsed in Mitch’s jaw. Bull’s-eye.

“I’ll pack up my gear,” she said. “He can call in another diver.”

Stu sighed. “Kelsey, don’t go.”

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t dive with you,” Mitch said tensely. He shook his head. “I’ll get my gear.”

Kelsey could cheerfully have strangled Stu right now. “You should have told me I was diving with Mitch,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.

“I didn’t think it mattered.”

“It matters.”

Mitch unpacked his equipment and moved toward them, a large silver air tank in one hand and a black duffel in the other. His posture was military straight. Every step was deliberate, precise. Tension tightened his muscles as he moved toward her.

The years had been good to him. Dark hair, with rawboned features, whipcord body and ice-blue eyes that missed little. Very masculine.

He set down his equipment beside hers. “How many places you lived these last few years?”

If he could keep this impersonal and pretend they’d never been lovers, so could she. “Lost count.”

“You plan on sticking around here long?” He sounded as if he were checking the questions off a list.

She smiled, but there was nothing humorous about his question. “I doubt it.”

Mitch lifted a brow. “I figured you’d stay long enough to settle Ruth’s estate. Her house is worth good money.”

“I didn’t come back for the money.” More tension crept into her voice. “I’m pretty successful, despite predictions that I’d not amount to much.”

An unnamed emotion flickered in his eyes. “That’s right, you’re some successful photographer—a real hot ticket.”

It almost sounded as if he’d kept up with her. Unreasonable pleasure bubbled inside her before she tamped it down. “If this small talk is for my benefit, Sheriff, you can skip it. I just want to do the dive and be on my way.”

Irritation flashed in Mitch’s blue eyes. “How long has it been since you’ve flown?”

Now, he questioned her competence. “I never dive within twenty-four hours of flying.” That kind of sloppy mistake could lead to a burst blood vessel in the brain, heart or lungs.

“How long?” he said tensely.

Male divers had underestimated Kelsey before, but she always took it in stride. However, Mitch’s attitude struck a nerve. “Thirty-six hours.”

Stu’s gaze darted between the two. “Kelsey’s logged over a thousand hours. She’s one of the best divers around.”

Mitch lifted an eyebrow. “The best among the rich and famous?”

She didn’t have to justify herself to anyone and yet here she stood ready to recite her résumé. She stopped herself. “You been in the water recently, Sheriff?” she asked tartly. “Not many dive opportunities in the mountains, I mean other than Stu’s Dive Shop pool. I’ll bet the fish Stu’s painted on the bottom are very lifelike.”

Mitch’s gaze hardened. He had always hated a smart-ass, and he clearly hadn’t changed. Once she’d watched him toss a guy out of the diner for mouthing off to a waitress. “I dove in the Atlantic three days ago.”

“Mitch is in the Navy Reserves,” Stu said. “Spent the last two weeks in the water off Norfolk.”

Kelsey brushed back her hair with impatient fingers. Normally, she kept her emotions in check and it annoyed her that he’d gotten under her skin.

The annoyance in Mitch’s eyes gave her a perverse sense
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Prologue

Danger surrounded Elena Benito.

The dark sensation had grown steadily since she’d returned to Miami yesterday, winding her nerves tighter than a drum. At 9:00 a.m., just six hours from now, she was scheduled to testify against her brother, drug kingpin Antonio Benito.

Unable to sleep, Elena paced the small furnished room of the FBI’s Dade County safe house. Feeling trapped, she sat on the twin bed, picked up the TV remote, clicked on the small television and started surfing. But none of the B-movies, late-night talk shows or infomercials distracted her from her fears. Her brother was out there, looking for her, and he wanted to punish her.

She clicked off the television. The house’s old air-conditioning system couldn’t overcome the hot, humid July air, making it difficult to breathe.

Rising, Elena flexed and released her fingers. She had to get out of this room.

She opened her bedroom door, which fed into the living room furnished with bamboo furniture and a green shag carpet. Flowery drapes covered a large picture window by the wooden front door.

This room felt as foreign as the safe house in New Mexico where the FBI had hidden her. Out west, she’d dreamed of getting out of the mountains and returning to the Miami she loved. She longed for her beloved beaches and the sight of the ocean. But now as she stared around this seedy house, she realized the Miami she’d loved was lost to her forever.

Police officers Jack Mendez and Nancy Rogers were the Miami officers assigned to guard Elena until the FBI detail picked her up at seven. The police officers’ voices and the click of cards shuffling drifted out from the kitchen.

Both Rogers and Mendez had called this operation a routine gig, but there was nothing routine about any of this. The officers, like everyone else involved in her brother’s murder trial, knew how much rode on her testimony. The Feds had been after Antonio for years. But they’d never been able to pin anything on him until Elena had told police she’d witnessed her brother kill six members of a local Miami church.

The “Churchmen,” as they were known by the press, had effectively stopped the drug trade in their neighborhood with peaceful sit-ins and a neighborhood watch program. Angered by sagging profits, Antonio had decided to send all he knew a message by murdering the men. He’d forced Elena to witness the killings because she, too, was being taught a lesson: Never run from me again.

Elena had begged for the lives of the men, but Antonio had showed no mercy and shot each in cold blood. It had taken her another nineteen days before she’d found another opportunity to escape Antonio. This time, when she ran, she had gone to the police. She had identified her brother as the shooter and he had been arrested.

She moved silently through the house to the open kitchen door. Mendez stood at the kitchen sink as a coffeepot brewed. His white Guayabera shirt accentuated rich brown skin. “My old lady was talking about buying a bigger house.”

Nancy sat at a yellow Formica kitchen table and shuffled a worn deck of cards. The room’s pineapple wallpaper and appliances dated back to the fifties. “Her high-dollar tastes are gonna break you, Mendez.”

Mendez’s full mustache twitched when he smiled. “Nah, I can handle her.”

Nancy dealt two hands. “That’s what they all say.”

Floorboards under Elena’s feet squeaked as she crossed the threshold. Immediately the officers’ gazes whipped around. Nancy was already reaching for her gun.

Elena rubbed smooth hands over designer jeans. “I’m sorry. I just wanted a glass of water.”

Nancy clipped her gun back in the holster and smiled. “Sure.”

“I’ll get it,” Mendez said.

As Mendez filled a glass with tap water, Nancy stood. “Is everything in your room okay?”

Elena hugged her arms around her chest. “It’s fine.”

There was a softness in Nancy Rogers’s eyes when she nodded. “It will all be over soon.”

Elena tried to take comfort from the officer’s words, but found the ominous dread in her would not stop growing. “Yes.”

“You’re doing the right thing,” Nancy said. “Your brother is a monster and he needs to be put away.”

Elena had never expected that doing the right thing would be so hard. “It’s what must be done.”

A sound from the street caught Nancy’s attention. “Did you hear something?”

Mendez shut the tap off and set the glass on the counter. He peaked through the kitchen’s miniblinds. “Looks like the transfer team arrived early.”

Elena’s fingers trembled as she pushed back the cuff of her silk blouse and checked the Rolex on her slim wrist. “They’re four hours early.” She suddenly felt cold, as if Death had brushed past her.

Nancy’s hand slid to the holster clipped to her jeans. “I don’t like it.”

“He’s here,” Elena whispered as she stepped back. She hated being afraid, being a coward. “He’s come to kill me.”

Nancy shook her head, puzzled by Elena’s words. “Who? Antonio? He’s not here.”

Elena shook her head, unable to deny the feelings in her. “He’s sent people to kill me.”

“Don’t borrow trouble, Ms. Benito. It could be nothing,” Nancy said.

Instinct whispered differently.

Nancy switched off the living-room light and moved past Elena into the dark room. She peeked out of thick curtains covering the picture window. “It makes sense they’d change the schedule. I just wish they’d told us.”

There was no tension in Mendez’s face when he came into the living room and looked out the same window. A gold signet ring on his pinky caught the moonlight. “Varying the pickup time just means tighter security, Ms. Benito. The car looks like Miami D.A. issue. No need to worry.”

Nancy flipped open her cell phone. The light of its screen cast a faint blue light on her angled face. “I’m calling the lieutenant to see if this is legit.”

Mendez rubbed the back of his neck. “Man, I hope this gig is ending four hours early. I haven’t slept in my own bed in two nights and I’m missing my old lady’s loving.”

Elena stepped back toward her room. She glanced at the side window in her bedroom that led to a back alley.

“Remember the plan,” Nancy said to Elena as if reading her thoughts. “If there is any trouble, climb out the window. There is a car parked in the alley. Keys are under the mat and the gas tank is full. Go straight to the central office.”

Mendez looked surprised. “Who put the car out back?”

“I did. Just in case,” Nancy said.

He cracked his knuckles. “You’re so anal, Rogers.”

“Better anal than dead, as my brother says,” Nancy shot back.

Elena didn’t want to be a coward, but raw fear churned in her gut. “Do you think it’s Antonio?”

Nancy looked calm, too calm, as if she didn’t want to spook her witness. She held her phone close to her ear. “Chances are it’s like Mendez said. They’ve changed the pickup time.”

Mendez moved toward the door. “You two are worrying over nothing. It’s FBI. This time tomorrow Benito will be in—”

Nancy snapped her fingers, signaling Mendez to stop talking as someone came on the line. “Hello, Lt. Grasser, this is Officer Rogers at the Benito safe house. I need a confirmation on an early pickup. We’ve got men who look like FBI in our driveway now. Right. Okay.” She muttered an oath. “The guy put me on hold.”

There was a loud knock at the front door. “Mendez and Rogers, open up. FBI.”

Mendez looked through the peephole. “He’s holding up a FBI badge.” He reached for the handle.

“Don’t open that door!” Nancy shouted. “Wait until I get a confirmation.”

Mendez smiled at his partner.

Elena froze. His was the same oily smile she’d seen on Antonio’s face before he’d killed the Churchmen.

Elena felt sick. “He’s going to betray us.”

Shock registered on Nancy’s face but before she could react, Mendez turned the deadbolt.

“Mendez, don’t,” Nancy shouted.

“I’ve got to,” he said. “There’s five million on her head and I want it.”

The shock on Nancy’s face gave way to anger in a split second. Dropping her cell phone, Nancy reached for her gun and shot Mendez in the leg before he could open the door.

“Run!” Nancy shouted to Elena.

Frozen with fear, Elena watched Mendez drop to his knees.

“Bitch.” Wincing, Mendez reached for the doorknob.

“Run!” Nancy shouted again to Elena.

Elena did not want to leave the officer behind. She liked the woman and knew if Nancy stayed she’d die.

“Come with me!” Elena begged.

“No,” Nancy said. “Now go!”

Elena felt like a coward as she ran into the bedroom. Her high heels caught in the shag carpet and she stumbled to the floor by her bed.

Behind her, she heard the crack of wood splintering as the front door slammed open. Her heart hammering, she kicked off her shoes, rose and ran toward the window. She jerked back the curtains and fumbled with the lock.

Elena glanced back as Nancy swung around, her Beretta raised as three men entered the house. One pulled a sawed-off, double-barreled shotgun from under his black suit jacket. He shot Mendez point-blank in the head. The policeman dropped to the floor, dead.

Nancy fired and hit the shooter in the chest. He fell back into the wall and slid to the floor.

Elena said a silent prayer as she fumbled with the window’s lock. She and Nancy had reviewed the escape plan just hours ago, but her thoughts tripped inside her head.

More gunshots exploded in the living room.

The lock gave way and the window opened. Elena hoisted herself up onto the sill and swung her legs over. She jumped the four feet to the soft ground. Bare feet sunk in the moist dirt.

Nancy screamed, firing again. The agonizing sounds tore at Elena. Another shot exploded and then silence.

Elena didn’t have to see to know that Officer Nancy Rogers was dead.

Tears clouded her eyes and she ran to the car. Nancy had sacrificed herself for Elena. With trembling hands she opened the car door. The dome light flashed on and she reached under the front mat and got the keys. She immediately closed the door. The vehicle plunged into darkness.

In her rush, she dropped the keys on the floor. Frantically, she ran her hand along the carpeted floor until she felt the cold metal of the keys.

Inside the house, two men entered her room and went to the window out of which she’d just climbed. She shoved the key into the ignition and turned on the engine.

Elena didn’t dare look back at the house for fear she’d see them coming. She put the car in Drive and sped down the side street.

Tonight had proven that the five-million-dollar reward on her head was enough to turn anyone against her, including the police. If she showed up at the courthouse later this morning, she would die. Antonio would see to it.

Her heart ached for Nancy. The officer deserved justice. The Churchmen deserved justice.

There was nothing she could do for any of them now but disappear.
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