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CHAPTER ONE




For the second time in his life, Alex Villa was accused of a crime. Except that this time, he didn’t do it.

He crept through the underbrush, trying not to crunch the dry grass under his work boots, with his eyes on the figure of the lean man in a dirty T-shirt and torn jeans who strode confidently through the trees thirty yards ahead. 

It was difficult to stay hidden from the man because the trees here on Harman Ridge in Sonoma County were scraggly, and even the hardy oaks and laurels looked a little shriveled after the dry winter. Soon, the spring rains would turn the California foothills green again, but today the sun beat hot, and the dry undergrowth threatened to give away Alex’s presence to the man he was following.

At first glance, the man had looked like a Hispanic migrant worker, with darkly tanned skin and straight midnight hair. But every so often, his shirt would hike up and reveal tattoos across his lower back of strange writing. The letters weren’t the standard English alphabet, and certainly not Spanish. The swirling symbols twisted with the movement of the man’s torso as he clambered over manzanita and slithered between juniper bushes.

This man had started the stories about the meth lab near Graves Peak, the stories that had begun Alex’s recent troubles. This man was the one who had framed him. This man was the reason Alex was facing prison. Again.

He had to pause to take a deep, sharp breath. Prison had been a brutal place, and the memories were like dark ghosts that hovered at the edges of his vision. But prison had also been a place where his life had taken a drastic turn and he’d found peace for the first time in years. He’d found love. He’d found Christ.

The memory calmed the churning in his stomach, and he hunched lower and crept after the man. He’d been feeling mildly nauseated since Detective Carter had reluctantly revealed the “evidence” against Alex. He’d been released, but he wasn’t about to wait around to see what other planted evidence would surface that would enable the Sonoma police to convict him.

The trees grew thicker here, and he hung back even more. If this was a second meth lab site, there would be more people around guarding it.

But there weren’t other guards. The man headed directly for a mobile home that seemed sunken deep into the scrub brush. A narrow, deeply rutted trail ran from the building back down the other side of the ridge, where the distance to the nearest road was several miles. In contrast, he and the man had been walking cross country from the opposite direction for only about twenty minutes.

With no guards and only a few people aware of this remote location, this lab site would be difficult for law enforcement to find.

Not anymore. He would inform Detective Carter about this meth lab, too, just as soon as …

He clenched his jaw. Just as soon as he cleared his name. He’d forgotten about his predicament for a pitiful moment. He was no longer a trusted confidential informant for the Sonoma PD. Instead, he was implicated in a police officer’s murder.

He circled the mobile home. An acrid toxic gas burned his nostrils, and he gagged at a combination of cat urine and rotten egg smells that wafted over him, emanating from the chemicals in the lab. The drone of a generator almost drowned out the sound of voices, and he crept toward the other side of the trailer. He lay on his stomach and peered through the weeds.

The man he had followed was talking rapidly to two other men. After a few minutes, Alex recognized the language as Filipino. He’d known several Filipino gang members in prison, and after he came to Christ, he was still friends with some of them, visiting the two still in prison and doing what he could to help the others stay out of jail. Two of them had come to church with Alex once.

He had suspected the language of the man’s tattoos were Filipino. It looked like a Filipino gang was involved. Not a big surprise. Alex was friends with many of the local farm workers, who had mentioned seeing more and more Filipino strangers in the area in the past couple years. It matched what Detective Carter had told him about the Tumibay Filipino gang, based in San Francisco, who had been ramping up meth production in the rural areas outside of Sonoma.

The two men he talked to were a study of opposites. One was taller, dressed in a dirty, long-sleeved shirt and jeans despite the heat, sweat running down his shaved head. He was lean, and some wicked knife wound scars running across his left cheek made him look as if he had a permanent one-sided sneer.

The other man was shorter and even more slender, but with paler skin and long black hair pulled into a ponytail. His polo shirt and shorts, while casual, were expensive, as was his watch. He wore glasses, although they couldn’t have been very strong because they barely distorted his heavy-lidded black eyes.

Both men responded in Filipino, and the shorter one gestured to a nearby folding table and chair set up several feet away from the mobile home, near the generator that powered the meth lab. A laptop stood open on the table.

The men argued for a few minutes more, then the one he had followed turned and stomped away, back the way he’d come. Alex flattened himself further into the grass, glad he hadn’t remained behind the man. He’d have been spotted in a heartbeat.

The two men stood and talked in low voices. From their body language, they appeared to be equals in authority, despite the differences in dress. Another man’s voice called from inside the trailer, and the taller one went back into the lab.

The shorter man pulled out a cell phone and frowned at it. He then lifted it up, still staring, and walked in a widening circle.

Straight toward Alex.

God, don’t let him find me. He stilled, hearing his heartbeat in his ears. His dark shirt and khaki pants made him hard to spot against the undergrowth, but it wouldn’t matter if the man simply stumbled over him.

The man stopped, then backtracked, still staring at his phone. He moved around the trailer and away from Alex while dialing someone. His voice carried over the sound of the generator as he seemed to be giving instructions to someone in rapid Filipino.

Alex made his decision in the space of time between one breath and another.

He leaped to his feet and sprinted to the table. He closed the laptop as quietly as he could and unplugged the power cord, which tangled among some other electrical equipment under the table which he hadn’t noticed. One looked like an external hard drive, snarled in a mass of wires. He reached for it, but the man’s voice grew louder again.

No time to unplug the external hard drive. Alex took the laptop and ran. He didn’t bother to hide the noise as he crashed through bushes and circled around the other side of the trailer. He picked up speed as he headed back the direction he’d come, jumping over bushes and dodging trees.

Shouts sounded behind him, but he didn’t look back. There was the crack of a gunshot, and he ducked his head but tried not to slow his speed. More gunshots, but he heard the bullets hit trees several yards behind him. They stopped firing, probably since the trees made him a more difficult target to hit.

He sprinted past the tattooed man that he had followed. The man was several yards away, but apparently unarmed. All he could do was shout as Alex dashed by.

On the way to the meth lab, they’d taken a straight route through the wilderness, about a mile or a little more. The man had parked on the remote access road at the back of old Mr. Rivers’s farm, but Alex, trying not to be seen tailing him, had parked on an unused farm track on Mr. Rivers’s property, hidden from the road by rows of dead grape vines.

Once out of the trees, he raced for his truck. He stumbled over some clods of dirt from the unused track and nearly dropped the laptop, but he was used to keeping his balance in uneven dirt thanks to his hours working in the fields of his mama’s farm and in his brother’s greenhouses, and he was able to right himself quickly. He scrounged in his pocket for his car keys and hit the unlock button only a second before he yanked the door open.

As he turned over the engine, the three men he’d seen exploded from the tree line and dashed toward him. The tallest man was in front, and he now pulled out his gun and fired again. Alex ducked low as his window exploded in a cloudy spiderweb of cracks around the bullet hole. He slammed his foot on the accelerator and the truck leaped forward.

More shots, but these hit the frame of his truck. He bumped and jolted down the farm track, but quickly skidded to turn onto the access road. He looked in his rearview mirror and saw the men running toward the tattooed man’s car, but he was far down the road before they even reached it. He slid onto the curvy highway that wound through the foothills, and after a few turns, pulled into the long driveway belonging to the farm of a family he knew. He parked behind a stand of trees a little ways back from the road and waited.

The tattooed man’s car soon passed by the driveway.

Alex leaned back against the seat. He’d wait to make sure they didn’t double back, then he’d find his way to the main highway to Sonoma.

He laid his hand on the laptop on the passenger seat. He was comfortable with electronics, but he was a hardware guy. He understood enough software to know he was a bull in a china shop, so he didn’t want to fiddle with the computer in case it had a security feature. 

He needed help. He needed to clear his name. His race for his life couldn’t have been for nothing.




Jane Lawton nearly dropped her steaming pot of Mac-N-Cheese at the sound of a powerful fist knocking at her apartment door. “Coming!” She spooned the gooey, bad-for-you goodness into a bowl, then ran some water in the pot in the sink.

The urgent knocking sounded again. Somehow it didn’t sound like one of her neighbors, wanting Jane’s help with a computer problem. She looked through the peephole.

She felt a sharp pulse at the base of her throat. “Alex?” She opened the door.

Normally a walking Calvin Klein ad, he now had a grim, serious cast to his face as he hurriedly entered her apartment with a messenger bag slung across one broad shoulder. “Quick, close the door.”

“What’s going on?” She locked the deadbolt.

It frightened her that he looked so different now, lacking his usual smile and dimples. “I need your help, Jane.”

She couldn’t control the bitterness that burned the back of her throat. It seemed that was the only thing she was good for, helping the men in her life so they could leave her and move on. She swallowed and said carefully, “Doing what?”

He pulled a laptop from his messenger bag. “There’s information on this that I need, but I’m not sure if there’s any type of security protecting it.”

“Whoa.” Jane took a step back. “You’re saying that’s not your laptop, and you want me to get into it? What’s going on?” She knew he had been in prison for a few years, but she thought he’d put his illegal past behind him.

He scrubbed his hand over his high forehead. “It’s not what it looks like.”

“That makes it sound even worse.”

He exhaled and seemed to study her. His intent, dark eyes made her squirm. She knew she’d changed a lot in the past year. She’d only spoken to him once in all that time, a few months ago at the party celebrating his brother’s engagement to Rachel, Jane’s second cousin but as close as a sister. After a minute or two of chit-chat, he had been quick to leave her to speak to Detective Carter, which had given her a pang even though she hadn’t been in a sociable mood. What a difference from when she and Alex had first met years ago. He had seemed interested in her, but she’d been …

She shoved the memories aside. “I’m only going to ask this one more time. What’s going on?”

“I just … I can trust you, right?”

“Trust me with what?”

“Could I sit down? Have some coffee?” He sniffed. “Is that Mac-N-Cheese?”

“Did you want some?”

He gave her a smile that caused that sharp pulse at the base of her throat again. “I haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

And it was already past seven. “But it’s Mac-N-Cheese. From a box.”

“So?”

“You eat Mac-N-Cheese? Isn’t your mother good enough to be on Iron Chef or something like that?”

The smile disappeared, and long lines were drawn on either side of his mouth. “I haven’t been home all day.”

The wooden tone of his voice made Jane wonder if he hadn’t gone home because he couldn’t, not because he chose not to. Unlike Jane, Alex and his brother had a solid relationship with their mother and would do anything to protect her.

The combination living room/dining room in her one-bedroom apartment was currently her office, so she hastily swept aside some electrical equipment and notes from the dining table and set them in a neat stack on the floor. “Have a seat. I don’t have decaf coffee.”

He sank into a wooden chair with a sigh. “I need leaded right now, anyway.”

As she retrieved her bowl of food from the kitchen, she eyed his six-foot-plus frame, at least two hundred pounds of solid muscle. She set the entire thing in front of him. “Go ahead.”

“No—” he began.

“I’ll cook some eggs.”

His eyes softened. “Thanks, Jane.”

She tried not to think of those eyes as she started the coffee maker and whisked eggs with soy sauce. He made her feel … special, and she couldn’t trust her own feelings anymore. Rachel had accused her of becoming too cynical this past year, but could anyone blame her after what had happened?

So in her frying pan, she scrambled the eggs mixed with soy sauce and served it on some rice she’d heated in the microwave. “Shoyu-egg-rice,” as her Japanese mother called it, and it was Jane’s comfort food. She needed comfort right now, in preparing to deal with the handsome man at her dining table and whatever trouble he’d brought into her home.

When she returned to the dining table, he had just finished the Mac-N-Cheese, but she had anticipated that. She served him some of the eggs and rice. “Here.”

He frowned at the brown-colored scrambled eggs. “What’s this?”

“Japanese-style breakfast. Try it.”

She bowed her head to say grace, but she felt self-conscious. Not because he wasn’t Christian, because she knew he was, but she only said grace these days out of habit. She’d been feeling like a chasm had opened between her and God. She couldn’t understand why He’d allowed her to be so hurt, and maybe her distrust of men had extended to Him, too.

She took a bite of salty egg, hot rice, and remembered breakfasts at home with her mom and her brother, a peaceful and innocent time before she’d been aware of how little her father had cared for her.

Of how little anyone cared for her, apparently.

“This is good.” He paused from shoveling food into his mouth. “What’s wrong?”

She realized she’d been frowning into her bowl. “Nothing.” She stabbed at the rice with her fork. “That should be my question.”

He grimaced and slowed his eating. “Look, Jane …”

“I want the full version. Not the version you’d tell your mama.”

The glance he sent her could almost have been playful, but Jane steeled herself against the dimples that appeared briefly in his cheeks. “It’s a little unnerving how you can read me, Jane.”

“You’re stalling.” She could hear the coffeemaker burbling. “You don’t get coffee until you explain yourself.”

He took the last bite of eggs and rice and pushed the bowl away from him. “I’m being set up, Jane, and I have to clear my name. You heard about the police officer who died in that shoot-out at a meth lab in the foothills last week?”

She nodded.

His face tightened and he stared at her wooden tabletop. “That man is dead because of me.”




















CHAPTER TWO




After a beat of shock, Jane said, “Aren’t you being a little melodramatic? The paper said it was a gang member who shot him.”

“I gave the police the location of that meth lab, but it was a trap.”

“How did you know about the lab?”

He ran a tanned hand through his short, dark hair. “I know a lot of the farm workers around Sonoma, and some of them found out about the lab and told me.”

“How’d they find it?”

“A meth lab smells pretty potent.”

“Oh.”

“I told Detective Carter, but there were gang members waiting for the Sonoma PD to arrive.”

She could see how he might feel it was his fault. “There’s no way you could have known that would happen.”

“Then the next day, five thousand dollars were deposited into my bank account from an offshore account.”

“From who?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know. I told Detective Carter about the deposit right away, but it looks like I was paid to tell the Sonoma PD about the lab so they’d get gunned down. I’m under investigation.”

“But you help Detective Carter all the time. Doesn’t that count for something?” When Jane had first met Alex, she’d overheard the detective asking to speak to him about helping the police with a case. Alex’s brother, Edward, had explained to her that Alex was a confidential informant for the Sonoma PD. Alex was friends with many of the farm workers in Sonoma, and if they had a concern, they told him, who would tell the detective. This roundabout way to get information to the police protected the identities of people who weren’t comfortable going to the police directly.

“Detective Carter knows I’m innocent, but it looks bad.” A muscle in his jaw flexed. “I’m being set up. I’m thinking that it’s only a matter of time before the police find planted evidence that will get me convicted.”

He must feel trapped. Suffocating. It would be intolerable to someone like him, who was full of life, full of energy, and always transparent. “I’m sorry.” She touched his forearm.

She didn’t feel a jolt, but something about touching him made her feel … different. As if he’d flipped on some switch inside her.

She snatched her hand back and stood up. “I’ll get the coffee.”

She had to remember this was Alex, for goodness’ sake. She’d known him for a few years already. What was more, when they’d first met, he’d asked her out to dinner, and she’d turned him down, admitting that she was interested in someone else.

And she had been, at the time. She’d had grand hopes of a lasting, meaningful relationship built on respect.

What a colossal idiot she’d been to think there was anything about herself that would attract anyone.

But Alex had been attracted to you, a small voice whispered.

Except she was no longer that woman he’d asked out on a date. And she never would be again.

She needed to focus on the issue right now. She put his coffee in front of him, black, the way he liked it. “Who’s setting you up? Although if people know you help the police, that list might be long.”

“I know exactly who it is. The Tumibays.”

The Filipino gang who had meth labs scattered in the wilderness areas around Sonoma. “The police raided a few of their labs in the past few months. You told the police about them?”

He nodded. “I found out from some day laborers. Lots of people are worried about the meth. Kids are getting addicted, especially in the poorer areas.”

“I know,” Jane said in a low voice. “Monica was telling me that there have been more and more meth overdose cases at her free children’s clinic.”

“I’ve been following up on any leads I can ferret out about the Tumibays. They threatened me a few times.” He shrugged. “They soon figured out it wouldn’t work. But then they tried to attack Mama.”

“When did this happen?” Jane sat up in her chair. “Is she all right?”

“She’s fine. It was a month ago. I was at the greenhouses, but three of the farmhands live with us at the house, and they held the gang off until the police arrived. They arrested the gang captain in charge of the meth operation here in Sonoma.”

“So shouldn’t that have ended it all?”

“There’s a new captain the Tumibays sent to take over the operation.”

Jane finally saw what was happening. “The new captain is trying to ruin your reputation with the police. He saw that threatening you or your family wasn’t effective.”

“After the officer was killed, I went to talk to the farm workers who told me about the meth lab in the first place. They had heard about it from a day laborer who spoke Spanish with a strange accent. I have a couple Filipino friends who speak Spanish with an accent, and I thought he might have been planted by the Tumibays. I found the guy and followed him to Graves Peak.” He told her about the meth lab and the three men he’d seen.

“So you stole the laptop from the new Tumibay captain?”

“No, it wasn’t the captain. I know what Talaba looks like. These were just his men.”

“Still.” Jane stared at the innocuous-looking laptop. “You should turn this in to the police.”

“And tell them I found another meth lab? How convenient. If they were on the fence about if I’m involved with the Tumibays, I’m sure that wouldn’t change their minds at all.”

“But they’re the police—”

“And they think I gave them information that got one of their own killed. I’m not their favorite person at this moment. If I hand this laptop to them, they’re going to view it with suspicion. They’re not going to be careful about any kind of data it might have, because I could be feeding them more false leads. If it were my laptop, I’d set up security protocols in case it was taken, some program to erase sensitive data. That means we only get one shot at this, and the data on this computer might be the only thing to clear my name.” He reached out to cover her hand with his. “Jane, you’re the only one I know who can find a way to bypass any security protocols.”

His palm was large and warm. Derek used to touch her like this, and it had made her stomach flutter like it did right now with Alex.

She pulled her hand away from him.

Could she trust him? She’d trusted Derek and look how that had gone.

But she knew Alex. She trusted his brother, Edward. And the fact he was being set up, that people who knew him were no longer believing him, must feel like a spear to the gut. She knew, because it had felt that way when her father hadn’t believed her.

She wanted to help him because she couldn’t let someone else feel he was being abandoned by his friends.

At that moment, her neighbor’s dog began barking. “That’s strange,” Jane murmured before she could stop herself.

“What’s strange?” He had grown tense.

She shook her head. “I’m being paranoid after what you’ve been talking about.”

He gave her a hard look. “Just tell me, Jane.”

“Well, Wiley—the dog—hardly ever barks. Sarah’s a dog trainer, and her well-behaved pets are a point of professional pride for her.”

His eyes narrowed. “Now that I think about it, the dog didn’t bark when I came to your apartment.”

“The last time Wiley barked was when some kids were fooling around on the fire escape.”

There was a heartbeat of silence, then he shot to his feet. “Jane, get down.”




To her credit, Jane didn’t ask why or demand to know what was happening. She stared at him with her wide, gold-flecked brown eyes for a moment, then she dropped to her knees.

“Where’s the fire escape?” he asked.

“Bedroom window.”

He snapped off the lights as he made his way to the dark bedroom. The dog’s yapping pierced through several apartment walls to reach his ears, but he hoped it masked the sound as he eased open the sliding glass window. He grabbed a small facial mirror propped up on Jane’s dressing table and stuck a corner out the window. It took him a bit of tilting to find the right angle to see the fire escape balcony.

There was a man on the fire escape, heading his way.

He had to get Jane out of here. He’d guess there was also a man heading down the hallway toward Jane’s apartment. It’s what he would do, in this situation. 

Thank You, Father God. If the dog hadn’t barked, or Jane hadn’t noticed, they might have been trapped. He’d figure out later how they’d found him.

He weighed his options. The fire escape was narrow and difficult fighting terrain, but he didn’t know how many men were nearing the front door, whereas there was only one outside Jane’s window.

He hurried to the bedroom door and gestured to Jane. “Grab the laptop,” he said in a quiet voice.

She scurried toward him, shoving the laptop into the messenger bag he’d brought with him.

“Stay down,” he told her, “but be ready to follow me.”

She nodded. Her face was even paler in the dimness of her bedroom, and he saw the trembling in her hands, but she had a firm determination to her chin.

He hesitated beside the open window. He had only one shot at this. He took a deep breath, then lightly leaped over the sill onto the fire escape. 

His boots hit the metal with a clang. He immediately sprinted toward the man, who was only a few feet away now.

The man had stiffened when Alex appeared out of the window, and he hadn’t yet recovered when Alex barreled into him. The man was shorter but still taller than average, and even though Alex had had the element of surprise when he attacked, the man was faster. His elbow snapped out, and although Alex ducked his head, the blow grazed his temple.

The two of them hit the floor of the balcony with a thundering shudder from the metal. The narrow width of the fire escape and Alex’s broad shoulders made his punches awkward, and his blows were weaker than his sparring sessions at the gym with his buddies. But he only needed to incapacitate the man until he and Jane could get away.

Alex grabbed a fistful of shirt and slammed the frontal bone of his own skull into the man’s face. He felt rather than heard the man’s nose break, and blood spurted across his cheek. The man gave a sharp groan of pain, and Alex followed with a jab to the jaw.

The man’s body stiffened, then fell back. He wasn’t completely out because his arms waved feebly, but Alex yelled, “Jane!”

She was already climbing out the window with the messenger bag thrown over her shoulder. Her eyes slid over the man as she leaped over his body on the fire escape, but she didn’t glance back as she followed Alex down the stairs.

They were on the ground in seconds since Jane was only on the third floor. He had his truck keys, but realized the men probably knew the make and model of his pickup. “Do you have your car keys?”

Jane pulled the keys from her slacks pocket. “Over here.” Luckily, her parking slot was near the fire escape.

Of course, her car was practical and sensible, like her. The hybrid would be uncomfortable for him to sit in, much less drive. He shook his head when she offered him the keys.

She stared for a quick moment. “Really? Not what I would have expected from a guy.” She scrambled into the driver’s seat.

“I’m secure in my masculinity,” he couldn’t resist teasing. As they buckled up, he added, “Besides, I’m probably better than you at spotting a tail.”

She backed out of the parking slot like a rocket, slamming his body against the seatbelt. He thought her driving might be attributed to nerves, until she got onto the street.

The woman drove like a maniac. Who knew that lurking under Jane’s neutral colored, professional clothing was a Grand Theft Auto leaderboard winner?

“Where to?” The tires screeched a little as she took a corner onto the expressway.

“Into traffic.” He searched the cars behind them. “If we’re being followed, it won’t hurt to be somewhere we can try to lose them.”

She wove between cars, darting left and right without warning and without hitting the brakes. He had to grab the door handle so he wouldn’t fly out of his seat.

“See anyone?” She finally had to brake hard when she cut in front of a minivan and behind a convertible who had just moved into the lane.

“I think we’re safe,” he said.

She eased up on the gas a minuscule amount. “Now where to?”

He nodded toward the backseat, where she’d tossed the messenger bag containing the laptop. “Anywhere you can get the information off of that computer.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“What do you mean?”

Jane turned exasperated eyes to his. “All the equipment I needed to examine that laptop is in a place currently crawling with Filipino gang members—my apartment.”




















CHAPTER THREE




Even though it looked like they’d lost anyone trying to follow them, Alex closely observed the cars around them as he directed Jane outside of Sonoma toward Jorge’s tavern. It was in a remote area, he had a lot of friends there, and more importantly, he’d left his computer toolbox there last week.

Jane turned into the tiny dirt parking lot in front of the brown building. It stood in a small lot between two orchards, both in bud with new fruits soon to appear as spring swept into the county. His expert gardening nose smelled cherry blossoms as he unfolded himself from Jane’s car and stretched.

“Does Jorge have wireless internet?” Jane grabbed the laptop from the backseat.

“No, he’s hard-wired.”

“How close is the nearest house?”

“A couple miles in either direction.” He nodded toward the narrow road that fronted the tavern. “There’s only farms and orchards in this area. Why?”

“I’m probably being overly cautious, but I don’t know what kind of security this computer has. The security program might be instructed to find the nearest wireless network and broadcast data so the owner can find it again.”

“And you don’t want there to be a wireless network it can find.”

“Exactly. And you said you don’t know anything about software.” Jane’s tone was almost teasing, although her eyes were still somber from the events of only an hour ago.

“I know only enough to make me dangerous.” He led the way up to the narrow front porch, then opened one of the two swinging double doors to the tavern.

It had been an old farmhouse before Jorge bought it for his tavern, useless because the farmland had been sold around it. He’d torn down most of the walls on the first floor in order to put in scarred, mismatched tables and chairs, but there was still the stairs to the second floor living quarters on one side of the front hallway. There was no one inside except the deeply tanned, old Hispanic man standing behind the counter at the back of the front room, near the kitchen door.

“Alejandro!” Jorge raised his hands in greeting and waved them toward the counter.

In Spanish, Alex said, “Thanks for letting us come so late, Jorge.”

“For you, anything, my friend.”

Alex turned to Jane and said in English, “This is Jorge.”

Jane shook Jorge’s hand and surprised them both by answering in Spanish. “I’m Jane Lawton. Nice to meet you.”

“You speak Spanish?” Alex asked her.

“I took it in high school.” She shrugged. “And a couple of my neighbors are Hispanic, so I use it often enough.”

“Are you hungry? Adelita should be almost done cooking.” Jorge disappeared behind the kitchen door.

“Where’s your toolbox?” Jane asked.

“Later. Adelita and Jorge rarely cook this late. They’re doing it just for us.”

Jane looked around the empty tavern. “Why aren’t they open for dinner?”

“Jorge and Adelita started their business by making burritos and selling them cheaply to the farm hands in the fields. They got so popular that they opened this tavern, but it’s for breakfast and lunch only because they still send the lunch wagon out to the fields every day. They’re usually in bed by now because they get up so early.”

Jane’s delicate cheeks colored a strawberry pink that reminded him of some of the rare roses his brother cultivated for clients at the greenhouses. “They shouldn’t have cooked for us.”

“They enjoy being hospitable.”

A silence fell between them that was more awkward than the silence in the car. Then, Jane had been concentrating on driving and he had been keeping an eye out for anyone following them. Here, in the quiet of the tavern, he became aware again of how beautiful she was, with her slightly slanted eyes and high cheekbones, the graceful neck exposed by her dark straight hair swept up into a twist at the back of her head. It had been perfectly smooth when he’d arrived at her apartment, but now wisps fell, probably from their mad dash down the fire escape.

Every time he saw her was like a kick in his gut, no matter how many times they happened to meet. He had been eager to ask her out when they first met, but she’d shyly confessed she was interested in someone else. He had been jealous of the guy who could put the glow in her cheeks and the golden glitter in her brown eyes.

But when he’d seen her at his brother’s engagement party, he’d been surprised at the faint lines alongside her pink mouth, the deadness in her eyes. Someone had hurt her, badly. He’d wanted to ask, but hesitated because it was obvious she was still in pain. And in the end, Detective Carter had waved urgently to him, and he’d had to leave her to speak to him.

“How have you been lately?” The question seemed a bit lame, considering they’d spent the better part of the last two hours together. “The last time we met, you said you had a new job.”

There was a flash of pain that tightened the skin around her eyes, and he wanted to kick himself. But she answered in a quiet voice, “It’s fine. It pays the bills.”

What a change from when they’d first met, and she’d talked excitedly about the startup she worked for and the voice recognition software she was helping to write. “Are you still writing voice software?”

Her jaw flexed before she answered him. “No. I’m doing IT support for an insurance company.”

“Oh,” he said faintly. Jane was brilliant. Why was she doing routine IT work rather than shining like a star at a tech startup?

She obviously didn’t want to talk about it. “You’re still helping to run your mama’s farm?”

“And helping Edward with his greenhouse business.”

“And being a CI for Sonoma PD. When do you sleep?” Her attempt at a joke didn’t quite lighten the brittleness in her voice.

“All I do is talk to people, be friendly. It’s not work.” He liked feeling that he was helping the community. He could take risks others couldn’t, like fighting against the Tumibays’ meth production. What if he couldn’t do it anymore? What would happen to him?

He didn’t want to think about it. He would clear his name. He had to.

“Are you still dating that one guy?” He tried to sound casual, to hide the fact he wanted to know.

She stiffened, all her muscles rigid. “What guy?”

He just couldn’t stop making things worse. “You, uh, told me about that guy at work …”

She turned her face away from him. “It didn’t work out,” she said in a wooden voice.

“I’m sorry.” He wasn’t. How long ago had it been? What kind of a loser didn’t appreciate the jewel she was?

Thankfully, Jorge and his wife, Adelita, entered with steaming plates of food. Adelita laid the plate she carried in front of Alex, then reached across the counter to grasp his face and kiss his cheek. “So good to see you, Alejandro.”

“You smell like cinnamon.” He grinned at her. “Does that mean you made me sopapillas?”

She rolled her eyes. “You and your bottomless stomach.”

“I just like your cooking.”

Adelita then turned and kissed Jane, too, which made her cheeks flush with pleasure. “Call me Adelita.”

“I’m Jane.”

“Eat, eat.” Adelita gestured to the plates of food.

“I’ll pray for us,” Alex said to Jane.

Before he bowed his head to say grace, he saw the bleakness that shuttered over Jane’s eyes for a brief moment. She had always been a strong Christian. Had whatever gave her that brittle, fragile quality struck a blow against her faith in God, too?

He glanced at her as he finished saying grace, but her face was a polite mask. However, that slipped to reveal awe as she took her first bite of the bean burrito Jorge and Adelita had made.

“That’s amazing,” Jane said to Adelita. “You make your own tortillas?”

“Of course.” Jorge seemed offended she would think he’d serve anything else.

Alex hid his smile as he wolfed down a burrito. The flour tortilla was soft and slightly crispy on the outside from being lightly pan-seared, while the beans were silky and flavorful with Adelita’s secret spice mix.

Jorge set two bottles of Mexican orange soda in front of them. “Now, you tell me what kind of trouble you’re in.”

Alex hesitated.

“Alejandro, you must let me help you,” Jorge said quietly.

So he told them about the shootout at the meth lab, about the money appearing in his bank account, about following the tattooed man to the second meth lab on Graves Peak.

Jorge’s dark eyes narrowed, making the lines deepen on his broad forehead. “I know the man you speak of. The tattoo, the accent. His name is Rodrigo.”

“You don’t know his last name?”

“No. I saw him in the fields once, last week or the week before, but never again. He never came here with the regulars.”

Many of the Filipinos Alex had known had Spanish names, so that didn’t help him much. The man had probably been working in the fields in order to spread the information about the meth lab trap.

He told them about the laptop and the men at Jane’s apartment. Adelita’s chocolate colored eyes grew large, and she covered Jane’s forearm with her hand. “You are all right?”

“I’m fine.” Jane smiled and it transformed her, revealing a radiance that made his chest tighten.

“You stay here and rest tonight,” Jorge said. “We have extra bedrooms.”

“No, too many people will come for breakfast in the morning,” he said.

“Leave before then,” Adelita said. “No one will know you were here.”

“Thank you.”

“We must go to bed,” Jorge said. “We wake at four to start breakfast.”

“You know where the bedrooms are upstairs?” Adelita said, and Alex nodded. “There are fresh sheets in the hall closet.”

She kissed his cheek again, then also kissed Jane. Her hands lingered on the girl’s smooth hair. “Alejandro is a good man. He will take care of you.”

Jane’s neck turned scarlet, and her gaze dropped.

Adelita’s words only reinforced his protective instinct toward Jane. He wouldn’t let anything happen to her. He wanted to make sure no one hurt her ever again.

Jorge and Adelita said their goodnights, then headed up the stairs.

Jane and Alex picked at their food in silence for a while. Her neck was still red with embarrassment, and he didn’t know what to say to smooth over the moment. He cleared his throat. “They’re good people.”

“They trust you, which makes me feel better about trusting you, too. I don’t want to put them in danger.”

The way he had put her in danger. “I’m sorry to drag you into this. I didn’t think. I just knew I needed your help.”

“Don’t feel bad. I would never refuse to help you.” She sipped her soda. “To help anyone,” she added.

Ouch. But a part of him suspected that she was pushing him away as a defense mechanism, due to whatever had changed her so much in the past year. 

He wanted to put his arms around her, to surround her with his strength so she wouldn’t have anything to fear, but she had a quality of barbed self-sufficiency emanating from her body language that kept him in his seat.

She had always been quiet, serious, even geeky in her conversation, but she’d never before looked so … desolate. What had happened to her? He knew she wouldn’t tell him. 

“How did those guys find you?” Jane asked. “You ditched your cell phone, right?”

He nodded. Jane had done the same within minutes of escaping her apartment.

“Did they follow you to my apartment?”

“I know they didn’t, because I was looking out for them and I drove in circles for a while to make sure no one was behind me. They saw my truck, but the only way they could have tracked that was through traffic cameras.”

Jane gave him a sidelong look. “If they have someone in Sonoma PD, they could have.”

He hadn’t thought of that. “They may not have been able to track your car here. There aren’t many traffic cameras out near these farmlands.”

“We probably shouldn’t stay here, regardless. But they might spot my car when we leave the area.”

“I know a way back to Sonoma through back roads.” Before he had spoken to Jane, he had agonized about simply turning the laptop over to the police, but he’d been desperate and he knew the police hadn’t trusted him, not after the death of that officer. Now he was glad he hadn’t turned in the laptop. What might have happened to it if the Tumibays did indeed have a mole in the Sonoma police department?

He suddenly realized, “I didn’t check the laptop for a GPS tracker.”

“I’ll check, but I doubt it. An installed GPS tracker requires a continuous connection to a cellular network or satellite, and I can’t see a gang member who’s doing illegal things on a laptop signing up for a GPS subscription that the FBI can trace back to them. Plus it’s a major drain on the battery. Tracking software is more practical than GPS.” She picked up the messenger bag and pulled out the laptop. “Where’s your toolbox? I want to look under this baby’s hood.”

“Jorge said he’d leave it behind the counter for me.” He slid off his stool and went behind the pitted wooden counter. His toolbox lay on the floor, and he hefted it up to set it before Jane.

“Why is your toolbox here?” She opened it and sifted through the small gauge screwdrivers.

“One of Jorge’s kids gave him a larger memory card for his computer, so I came over to install it for him. Then I started playing soccer with Jorge’s grandkids and stayed for dinner. After dinner, I left and forgot my toolbox here.”

“You didn’t need it at home?” She started unscrewing the back of the laptop.

“This is my computer toolbox. I have other toolboxes at home for the cars and the farming equipment.” He was comfortable around computers, but Jane began unscrewing components left and right. “You’re taking it apart without booting it up first?”

“I’m removing the wireless adapter and bluetooth card.” She attacked something with a pair of tweezers. “I don’t know what kind of security software it has, but if he was paranoid, he’d have installed a LoJack type of software in the UEFI that would connect to the internet as soon as it had a chance. It could even be programmed to delete sensitive data. I don’t want this laptop to phone home and give our location away.”

He winced as something snapped, but Jane wasn’t unduly worried as she removed an electrical piece from the vicinity of the motherboard. “Hardware isn’t my specialty, but if I can get the hard drive out, I might be able to use another computer to hack the information off of it.”

He thought of her computer at her apartment. “What kind of computer?”

“I can’t use just any computer.” Jane stared at the hard drive in the laptop, chewing her bottom lip as she thought. “But there’s one at my workplace.”

“Those guys were at your apartment. They’ll know by now where you work and they might be looking out for you.”

“This late at night? And this soon after they raided my apartment?”

“You want to go tonight?”

She shrugged. “Part of the job is being on call for emergencies. I’ve had to go into work late at night lots of times.”

“They still might be watching the building. They know you’re with me and that we have the laptop, so they’re not going to leave any stone unturned. At least, that’s what I would do if I were a desperate drug gang captain.”

Jane leaned forward over the countertop toward him, and there was a calculating light in her eyes. “What if we could get into the building without being seen?”




















CHAPTER FOUR




Jane shivered as she and Alex hiked across the manicured lawns of the Magnolia Scott Business Complex campus, but not from the cold. There were occasional lampposts along the cement walkways that cut between the shadowy buildings, but most of the campus was in darkness that had a deathly stillness to it. No night birds, no cicadas at this time of year, just a wet coldness to the air that seemed to make their footsteps echo even louder.

He had indeed known back roads back to Sonoma, although the potholes had made her teeth rattle. But they avoided traffic cameras, and luckily Jane’s workplace was in a business complex that nestled next to the rolling foothills, not in the middle of a busy urban area. They’d driven as close as they could, then parked along the far edge of the campus to walk to the building where her company lay.

She shivered again in her cardigan, the only outerwear she’d been wearing when they ran from her apartment. He noticed.

“Are you cold?” He wrapped a large arm around her shoulders, his hand rubbing her shoulders.

She had never been this close to him before. She caught the green sweetness of basil, the woody tang of rosemary, and overlying it all was the sharp, earthy scent of his musk. It made the tension across her shoulders release, while at the same time a fluttering started in her ribcage.

She could almost pretend that she was protected, that she was cherished by someone.

“You’ll be warmer when we get inside,” he whispered to her, his breath tickling her ear. “How far is it?”

“Building G is right there.” She pointed to the looming hulk of the four-story office building at the west-most corner of the business complex, which sat next to Building H.

“That’s J. Callaway Insurance?”

“No, my workplace is Building H. Building G is empty right now, but both buildings used to be used by the Jorden Corporation. My card key will get us into Building G, and there’s a walkway on the fourth floor that will get us into Building H.”

“They won’t see us entering Building G?”

“We’ll use the back entrance, which can’t be seen from the parking lot.”

“Let’s start avoiding the lampposts.” He steered her onto the grass, wet and sharp with cold dew.

They melted into the shadows as they approached the entrance doors, which were lighted by an overhead floodlight. The light couldn’t be avoided, but Jane swiped her card key quickly through the card reader and the bolts for the door snapped open. She yanked at the glass door and they slipped inside.

He headed to the elevator doors in the foyer, but Jane pulled him to the stairwell. “The elevators are really slow. It’s faster to walk up.”

They climbed to the fourth floor, their steps echoing loudly in the spartan stairwell. She led him through a large area empty of anything but shabby looking cubicles to the far corridor that ended at another locked door. She swiped her card and got them access to the enclosed walkway to Building H.

They walked quickly, but Jane glanced down to where she could see a corner of the parking lot. There were no cars, but anyone after them could have parked in a dark corner of the lot that she couldn’t see.

Building H had more carpeting than empty Building G, but it created a muffled pall that made Jane nervous. Anyone could sneak up on them.

“Where to?” he asked.

“Second floor.”

They took the stairwell down two flights to the IT department, one room filled with servers and another office area where her cubicle sat against a wall. The air was cold and dry from the air conditioning keeping the equipment from overheating in the server room, and she could hear the whir of the fans. She didn’t turn on the lights, however, as she made her way to her desk.

Like her dining room table at home, her desk was piled with papers as well as equipment and cables, almost burying her desktop computer. She picked up the phone. “I have to call Security to let them know I’m here.”

“Aren’t they in the building?”

“No, Security is across campus in Building A, but they’ll have seen my card key entry already on their computer monitors.”

He nodded, but his eyes were moving around the quiet room at her coworkers’ desks.

Jane dialed Security, and a friendly man’s voice answered immediately. “Hi, Miss Lawton. I saw your card key entry through Building G.”

“Hi, James.” She always chatted with James and it would look strange if she didn’t, so she said, “You got the night shift again this week?”

He gave a long-suffering sigh. “Yup. Jesse’s got the flu. But the overtime will pay for a new bike for my daughter.”

“How’s Rosa’s broken arm? Did she get her cast off yet?”

“It comes off next week.”

“Bet she can’t wait.” She saw Alex’s wary expression. “James, I’m not sure how long I’ll be here tonight.”

“No problem, Miss Lawton. When you do leave, just to warn you, a couple hours ago, I got an error message from the card key reader for the front door of Building G. I went to check it, and it looked okay, but let me know if you have problems.”

“All right. Thanks, James.”

As she hung up the phone, a chill passed through her that had nothing to do with the darkness, or the air conditioning. An error message for the card key reader … and they’d made noise walking down the stairwell … and she’d spent time chatting with James …

The air in her lungs suddenly felt thin.

“Alex—”

He turned toward her.

The gunshot was deafening, even with the carpet and cloth-covered cubicle walls absorbing some of the sound. His entire body jerked. “Jane, get down!”

Her scream lodged in her throat. She fell to her knees beside him, her shaking hands pressing to the dark, wet stain on his arm. It felt hot to the touch, or maybe her hands were cold.

If he hadn’t turned toward her at that moment, where would he have been shot instead?

His body jolted at the pressure of her hands on his wound. “They’re coming for you,” he said through gritted teeth.

No, they were coming for the computer. She had an idea.

“Put pressure on it.” She guided his hand to the wound, then moved to her desk. She reached for a hammer and an extra laptop hard drive. She hadn’t removed the hard drive from the laptop yet, but they didn’t know that.

“Stay back or I’ll destroy the hard drive!”

She peeked around the edge of her cubicle wall and saw two men in the shadows of the door to the office room. One was the man who had been on the fire escape balcony. She got a better look at him this time, noting his dark hair, dark skin, wiry build, and the gun he held in his hand. His nose had been broken in his fight with Alex, and there was already dark purple bruising beneath his eye.

The second man was a stranger to her, but she remembered Alex’s description of the finely dressed man at the meth lab. This man wore a polo shirt and slacks, and he didn’t have a gun. When he turned his head, she saw he was wearing glasses.

“You’re being ridiculous, Jane,” the Glasses Man called to her, but he didn’t come any closer. “You’re trapped.”

After tracking Alex to her apartment, he must have gone through it to find out who she was. “Trapped animals are the most vicious,” she shot back. “I have a hammer and your hard drive here on my desk.”

“Well, that’s convenient,” he drawled. He even stuck his hands in his pants pockets. “You work in IT, Jane. Of course you’d have extra hard drives lying around. That one isn’t mine.”

“Are you so sure about that? The hard drive was a breeze compared to when I removed your bluetooth card and wireless adapter.” She rattled off the specs of the pieces she had removed earlier this evening. “Those are yours, aren’t they?”

She could see that the Glasses Man had stiffened. “Jane, you can’t win. As soon as I saw your apartment, as soon as I found out what you do for a living, I knew you’d come here, to your workplace, to utilize your computers here.”

“He’s just trying to rattle you. Don’t listen to him.” Alex’s whisper was right next to her ear, and she jumped. He had gotten up and was crouched next to her, blood still slowly soaking into his shirtsleeves.

“Your arm—”

“I’m fine. I have an idea. Keep him talking.” He grabbed the fire extinguisher she kept under her desk and silently moved away, staying low and under the edge of the cubicles so the two men couldn’t see him. The thick carpet muffled his footsteps.

“Jane, I got into a locked building just to wait for you. And no one will be able to find any evidence at the card key reader that we were here. They might even think you let us into the building. Do you see? There’s nothing I can’t do.” Glasses Man nodded to his associate, who started moving toward the far wall.

Her heart rate picked up. Would he be able to see Alex? “One more step, and I’m going to start whaling on this hard drive.”

The man didn’t stop walking.

“You can’t blame me for knowing Alex is somewhere planning something,” Glasses Man said, “gunshot wound or not.”

“I’m sure you could retrieve some data from isolated sectors in a broken platter,” Jane said, “but not much.”

Glasses Man’s face became an ugly sneer, then he hissed at his associate, who finally stopped moving.

After a moment, Glasses Man regained his confident, almost-bored tone. “What are we doing to do, Jane? Sit here all night?” 

Maybe she could play the stupid female role. “Your friend is going to drop his gun, and then I’m going to throw the hard drive to you.”

Even in the darkness of the office, she could see Glasses Man smile. “Fine. And then we’ll let you both go. No harm, no foul.”

Yeah, right. “Okay.” She tried not to let her sarcasm show.

Glasses Man nodded to his associate, who reluctantly set his gun on the floor close to his foot.

“Kick it away from you,” Jane said.

The man frowned, but nudged the gun away a few inches with his foot. If she told him to kick it farther, he might take a step and see Alex, wherever he was.

Jane slowly stood up so the two men could see her over the top of the cubicle walls. She raised the hard drive in her left hand, while her right still clenched tightly around the hammer. “Here it is.”

“Just throw it to me nice and easy,” Glasses Man said.

Jane stepped out so that she had a clear line of sight to Glasses Man. She made as if to throw the hard drive, then hurled the hammer straight at his knees.

At that moment, Alex leaped up and shot the other man with a blast from the fire extinguisher. The sound roared in Jane’s ears.

Her hammer struck Glasses Man’s left kneecap. He crumpled, but his shout of pain was drowned by the report from the other man’s gun.

Alex! Was he all right?

Jane dropped to the ground. She hesitated, but knew what Alex would want her to do. She began crawling frantically toward the door. She was tempted to get to her feet, but didn’t want to become a target for the other man and his gun.

Glasses Man lay rolling on the floor and she had to circle wide around him. However, he lunged for her and grabbed her ankle. His face was contorted with rage and pain, and his fingers bit into her tendons and bones.

She pulled her other foot back and kicked at him, but his head was too far away, so she began aiming for his elbow. She slammed into it once, then twice. Finally his hand loosened and she yanked her ankle free.

He swore at her and lunged for her again, both hands scrabbling at her legs.

God, help me!

At that moment, she spotted a dark shape on the beige carpet. The hammer, where it had fallen after it ricocheted off of the man’s knee. She dove for it, her fingers curling around the smooth wooden handle. She twisted around and swung it wildly at the man’s hands.

He jerked his hands back, but the hammer knocked at a finger or knuckle, and he winced.

And then suddenly a huge figure crashed on top of Glasses Man, rolling them away.

“Alex!”

Alex swung a fist at the man’s jaw, and his eyes rolled back, showing the whites. His body immediately became a rag doll.

Jane crawled to him at the same moment he looked up at her. “Are you all right?” they both asked at the same time.

And then Jane’s hands were around his waist, her head tucked under his chin, his arms tight around her. His heartbeat galloped under her cheek, and she felt the whoosh of his hard breathing. The scent of his musk wrapped around her like a cape.

It was only for a few seconds, a handful of heartbeats. He released her. “I knocked the other one out, but it won’t be long before they come to.”

She nodded, and forced herself to her shaky legs. She stumbled back to her desk to grab the messenger bag with the laptop, then followed him out of the building.

They ran back to the car, slipping over the cold grass, their breaths faint white puffs in the air. Once inside, she gunned the engine and shot back down the residential street they’d followed to get to the business complex.

Her hands shook, and she tightened them against the steering wheel. It took her a while to realize Alex was calling her name.

“Jane. Jane, slow down.”

Her jaw was clamped shut, so she inhaled sharply through her nose. As she exhaled, she eased up on the accelerator, then finally stepped on the brakes. They stopped in the middle of a lonely stretch of road under a large oak tree. Shadows enveloped the car.

His hand covered hers on the steering wheel. His palm was tacky. It took her a moment to realize it was his blood.

“We need to take you to a hospital,” she said.

He shook his head. “It’s only a flesh wound.”

“Men always say that in the movies.”

She saw the gleam of his teeth as he smiled. “This time, it really is. Trust me, I’ve been shot before. Besides, the hospital will have to report the gunshot wound.”

“We have to clean it.” She considered her cousin Monica Grant, who was a nurse by profession, but she didn’t want to involve her family in something so dangerous. Besides which, Monica still lived at home with their Aunt Becca, who happened to be dating Detective Carter. It wouldn’t be the best thing to run into him with a man bleeding from a gunshot wound.

And she couldn’t forget the laptop. There was only one option she could think of, and it caused a violent twisting in her gut. She screwed her eyes shut, leaning her head back against the headrest. It couldn’t be avoided. He needed help, and she needed that computer equipment.

She put the car in motion again.

“Where are we going?”

“The only place I know where we can clean your wound and find a computer to analyze the hard drive.” She swallowed the bitter bile that rose up in her throat. “We’re going to my parents’ house.”




















CHAPTER FIVE




Jane hadn’t spoken to her father since that day, over a year ago. Even worse than what Derek and done to her had been the carelessness of her father’s words, which had cut like her grandfather’s katana sword thrust into her heart. 

Taking back roads all the way, Jane and Alex drove into her parents’ neighborhood just as the sun turned the sky to pale orange. Jane knew they’d already be awake.

Just go in, use her dad’s computer. He wouldn’t refuse her, especially not with a guest present. If he said anything to her, she could just ignore it.

She no longer cared about earning his good opinion.

They didn’t drive right up to her parents’ house, just in case the Tumibays were watching the front. Instead, she took a different street that wound its way through some foothills before curving back around to edge the property behind her parents’ home. They parked along the side of the road next to a ditch and a fence. 

When she got out of her car, a ray of morning sun kissed her cheek, and she paused, closing her eyes and feeling the gentle warmth. A lot had happened to her in the past year, and she’d spent time dealing with it. But now, she wondered if maybe she was ready to move on, for new beginnings.

Her gaze slid to Alex, who had climbed out of the tiny car and was stretching his long body. Just a few hours in his company, and she was starting to release her pain. How did he do that?

They hopped the fence, then crossed the pasture, smelling strongly of cow, to a second fence that bordered the backyard of the Lawton family home. The wide swatch of manicured grass had a flagstone border along the sides, and Jane walked slowly, noticing that the leaves of her mother’s miniature rose bushes, lining the walkway, were a pale, mottled green because of the cold weather. She climbed the two short steps to the covered back porch. With a quick indrawn breath, she knocked on the back door.

Her mother answered, dressed in an apron. Rather than being surprised that her daughter knocked on the back instead of the front door, she had a slightly vague smile on her face. “Jane, what a surprise.”

“Hi, Mom.” Jane had to bend almost double to kiss her tiny mother’s cheek.

“You’re just in time for breakfast.” Her mother’s dark eyes drifted onto Alex, standing behind Jane, his head almost brushing the roof of the porch. He’d draped his jacket in such a way that it hid the bloody stain on his shirt.

“Mom, you remember Alex Villa? Edward’s brother.”

He smiled at her mother as if Jane’s introduction had not been as stiff as a dead tree. “We met at Edward and Rachel’s engagement party, Mrs. Lawton.”

“Yes, now I remember. Well, I suppose you should come in.” She turned and led the way inside.

Jane steeled herself before she crossed the threshold, as if there were some invisible barrier she had to fight through. She felt Alex’s hand touching the small of her back, and turned to look at him.

His face registered more concern than curiosity. He didn’t ask meaningless questions like if she was all right, because he could see that she wasn’t, but he said in a low voice, “I’m right here.”

The words rumbled beneath her breastbone, an oasis of calmness, a source of strength.

The back door opened into the laundry room, which in turn led to the kitchen. Her father sat at the breakfast table, reading the morning paper. 

“Hi, Dad,” Jane said neutrally. She knew he’d heard their conversation when Mom answered the door.

He grunted but didn’t look at her, continuing to read his paper.

“Dad, this is Alex Villa.”

He treated her friend like an extension of Jane, simply frowning and nodding curtly to Alex, before returning to his paper.

Yes, he was still upset at the words she’d flung at him the last time they’d spoken, over a year ago. Maybe she was more like him than she realized, because wasn’t she still holding a grudge, too?

“Mrs. Lawton, could I use your bathroom?” Alex asked.

“Oh, certainly.” She waved toward the hallway.

“I’ll show you.” Jane led the way out of the kitchen, but she detoured into the extra bedroom that had used to belong to her. She knew her mom still kept some of her brother’s old clothes in the dresser, and she grabbed a knit polo shirt that would stretch to fit Alex. She gestured toward the hallway bathroom and whispered, “First Aid kit is under the sink.”

He nodded and went to clean his wound. 

“Scrambled eggs okay?” Her mom was at the stove, melting butter. It sizzled, and Jane realized how hungry she was.

Years of habit made her look to her father’s face for signs of his opinion. He wasn’t looking at her, but he wasn’t frowning, so she said, “Yes. Thanks, Mom.”

“Did you want some coffee?” Her mother nodded toward the coffeemaker on the counter.

Jane retrieved mugs from the cabinet and poured coffee for herself and Alex. By the time she finished, the toast had popped up in the toaster, so she put them on a plate and buttered them for her mom. She took the toast to the kitchen table along with some plates for everyone just as Alex returned from the bathroom. Neither of her parents seemed to notice the different shirt, which was a little snug on his large frame.

She and Alex sat at the table to sip coffee and munch on toast, and her father finally spoke up, without putting down his paper. “You don’t have food at your own house?” Implied was the criticism that she had to come to her parents’ house to get fed.

Or was she reading more into it than was there? She wasn’t about to address her parental issues with Alex here. “Dad, could I use your computer? I have a hard drive I want to access.”

“Where’s yours?”

“Inaccessible,” she replied in the same clipped tone he had used.

The paper lowered so he could regard her with a pale blue eye beneath his bushy gray brows. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Exactly that, Dad.”

“Please.” Mom laid a plate of scrambled eggs on the table. “Don’t fight.”

Jane backed down, and her father went back to reading his paper. She spooned eggs on her toast and finished eating it before saying, “May I please use your computer, Dad?”

He didn’t reply.

Jane took a last sip of coffee. “If you’d rather I didn’t, we’ll just go.” She stood up, and Alex followed suit.

“I didn’t say that,” her father said irritably. He jerked his head toward his office. “Go ahead. You know the password.”

Jane suspected that he’d only agreed so he wouldn’t look quite so churlish in front of Alex, but she didn’t care. She headed to the living room, followed by Alex’s silent form, and went through to the hallway. At the end of the short corridor was the open door to his office.

Jane was struck by how much it resembled her dining room table. She’d never noticed before. She and Alex sat at two chairs in front of her father’s computer, and she took out the laptop. She shoved some papers and equipment aside to have room to set it on the desk.

He surprised her with a warm hand gently massaging the tight muscles at the base of her neck. He didn’t say anything, but his touch was reassuring, pouring cold water on her sizzling temper.

She paused to take a deep breath. She didn’t look at him, but she touched his hand with her fingers once. Then she went to work.

She knew where to rummage in her father’s desk for his screwdrivers and other small instruments she needed to open up the laptop and remove the hard drive. It was a bit tricky because a few components had been taped down, and she had to remove the tape carefully.

She was just finishing when her father wandered into his office, coffee cup in hand. He peered over her shoulder at the laptop on the desk. “Whose is that?”

“No one you know.” Jane lifted the drive from the casing.

“Why are you fiddling with it?”

“Alex knew I could handle the security software measures.”

He grunted. He’d been in IT until he retired, and his company had often looked to him for computer security questions. “Someone locked themselves out of their computer?”

“I have to bypass the security software or this data will be as good as lost.”

“You didn’t do something stupid like try to turn it on, did you?”

“No, Dad,” Jane said through a clenched jaw.

“Because if there’s security software loaded directly into the UEFI, the computer could just connect to the internet to receive instructions. It might erase everything before you get a chance to try to get in.”

Which was exactly what she’d told Alex, back in Jorge’s tavern. “That’s why I removed the wireless adapter, Dad. And the Bluetooth card for good measure.”

He peered at the open laptop casing. “You did a messy job removing that Bluetooth card.”

Was it her imagination, or was he more critical of her since their argument? For most of her life, she’d have done anything to prove herself to him, to win the same kind of approval that he doled out to her older brother so freely.

But now, more than ever, she was aware of how his criticism felt like hammer blows, knocking her down.

Alex interrupted him. “Mr. Lawton, how’s your son doing?” His voice was tight, but polite.

One of Dad’s favorite topics. That should keep him off of Jane’s back for a little while. She flashed Alex a grateful look for distracting her father.

Dad’s voice took on a brighter note. “Jason’s company went IPO last year, you heard about that? He and his wife bought a new house in Cupertino.”

She hooked up the hard drive to her father’s computer and wasn’t surprised to see full-disk encryption. However, she had probably bypassed the laptop’s tracking software.

Her father listed the specs of a new tablet computer that Jason’s company had just released, which probably bored Alex to tears, but to his credit, he kept a politely interested expression on his face as her father talked.

Jane worked steadily. She’d heard about all this from Jason himself. Her brother truly was brilliant, if arrogant, and Jane’s relationship with him hadn’t been altered by her tension with their father. Jason and his wife had Jane over for dinner once a month or so, and he kept urging Jane to quit her low-paying IT job to write software for his company. Jane had considered it, but the idea of working for her brother had seemed suffocating, as if she were still working for Derek’s company, EMRY. Jason would demand everything he could from her—he would use her, like Derek had. 

She made a working copy of the hard drive and then started attacking the encryption with various programs and scripts. She didn’t look at Alex very often. He mostly sat beside her and listened to her father. But she started to sense the tension in his muscles. His hands clenched and unclenched once or twice. His leg jiggled every so often. When she did glance at him, she noticed the hard line of his jaw.

Was he frustrated at her lack of progress? She couldn’t help it. This wasn’t a run-of-the-mill laptop used for emails and web surfing. Or was he trying not to be bored to death by her dad’s going on about his perfect son?

“You must be proud at how successful Jason has become,” Alex said to her father. There was a strange, hard edge to his voice that Jane didn’t understand. She glanced at him, but beyond a glitter in his dark eyes and the rigid set of his shoulders, nothing seemed amiss.

Her father chuckled. “He’s smart, but he’s worked hard, too—”

“Both your children are pretty smart.”

Jane winced. Her vertebrae fused together as she tried not to anticipate her father’s reply. They were only words.

Dad snorted. “This one doesn’t have what it takes to make it in the high tech business.” He then noticed when she opened a program she’d written specifically for her work at EMRY. “What are you doing? That program is trying to force a volume to mount.”

“I’ve looked through the visible volume, but I think there’s a hidden partition.”

“Why aren’t you just breaking the encryption?”

“I might lose some data.”

“Sure, but the hidden partition will be fine. If there is one.”

Jane’s temper flared. “There’s nothing there. If it were me, I would have at least one hidden partition unmounted at all times for my most sensitive data. We need to get everything off this hard drive.”

“Why do you … Wait a minute.”

Oh, no. She had said too much. 

“What exactly are you doing?” His voice rose. “I thought you were just trying to help someone who locked themselves out of their computer.”

“Dad, I don’t have time to explain—”

“You better find time to explain.” 

“All I can tell you is that it’s important.” Jane’s typing grew harder and faster on the keyboard.

“Important? What kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into?”

“I’m not in trouble.”

“No? Then why are you breaking into someone’s hard drive?” he roared.

She squeezed her eyes shut in frustration. “There’s more to it than that—”

“This is rich, coming from you.” His voice had grown hard and vicious. “After all the stuff you spouted about Derek and EMRY. I bet you’re regretting your bad decision now.”

“It wasn’t a bad decision,” she said hoarsely.

“Your problem is you think nobody knows better than yourself.”

She wanted to laugh and scream at the same time. He’d exactly described himself.

“Blayne,” her mother’s voice called from the living room. “Your blood pressure …”

“I’m just telling my daughter what she needs to hear. She’s never going to learn if she doesn’t hear it straight from someone.”

There was an almost audible snap! in her head. Never going to learn. It was true. She had been denying it her entire life. She’d thought she could learn how to please him. But the reality was that she would never have his approval. That was the lesson she’d needed to learn.

The words shot out of her mouth. “I am not your daughter. I’m some puppy you like to kick around.”

There was a horrible moment of silence.

Then her mother’s wheedling voice, “Blayne …”

Jane kept typing, but she heard her father leave his office.

Then the soft words from her mother reached her ears. “Leave her alone. You need to let her make her own mistakes.”

Something squeezed hard inside of her. It choked her. She couldn’t breathe, but she didn’t care.

The slamming of her father’s office door made her jerk in her seat. She gasped in a breath, and her heartbeat roared hard and fast in her ears. She twisted around to see Alex locking the door.

“You can’t lock my dad out of his own office,” she said feebly.

“I just did.” He began pacing—more like prowling—in front of the door, his mouth hard and his eyes fierce. “Are you almost done?”

She turned back to the computer. “Sort of. The program did find a hidden partition and I’m running another piece of software to retrieve data from the exposed sectors.” Her voice was rising as she babbled. “I’m working as fast as—”

“Jane.” His gentle voice and the soft pressure of his hands on her shoulders made her feel as if her heart had cracked open. She swallowed.

And then he was sitting beside her, taking her hands in his. “Jane, I wasn’t rushing you. I want to leave because I can’t stand listening to him talk to you that way.”

She began to tremble, and his fingers pressed harder against her palms.

No one had ever protected her against her father.

“He’s not always this caustic,” she was forced to admit. “It’s only been in the last year that he’s gotten like this.” Before that, she had always responded eagerly to his instructions, so he had no need to be scornful. But after quitting her job at EMRY, she had become the arrogant, foolish daughter, and so was treated as such. “And I couldn’t explain to him about the hard drive, so that frustrated him.”

“Don’t defend him,” he said fiercely, which surprised her. “He’s your father. He shouldn’t speak to you that way.”

Jane realized that Alex’s hands were trembling now, too.

The computer beeped, and she pulled her hands away to get back to her work. She blinked at the screen. “I don’t understand.”

“What?”

“It’s done.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

“Sort of … It took less time than I thought it would.” She frowned and double-checked that the software had done its job. “Let’s go. I sent the data packets to my secure cloud drive.” She started packing up, including the copy of the hard drive that she had made. She spotted a laptop made by her brother’s company and grabbed it.

He unlocked the door and they exited the office. Jane said stiffly, “Dad, I’m going to borrow this laptop, if you’re not using it?” She held it up.

He barely looked at her. He sat on the living room couch, frowning fiercely, his face a splotchy red. “Fine.”

“Thanks. I’ll return it.”

Neither of her parents said anything as she and Alex crossed the living room to the open doorway into the kitchen.

“Thanks for breakfast, Mr. and Mrs. Lawton.” Alex strode into the kitchen and out the back door as if escaping from jail.

Jane hesitated in the doorway, as she had when she first entered the threshold. Her head bowed. She opened her mouth, then closed it. What was there to say? “Bye.” She left.

They crossed the field again in silence. Cows were grazing at a distance, and the animals gave them uninterested looks as they climbed over the fence.

She always felt … efficient when she got into her hybrid car. But today, she remembered her father convincing her to buy it.

She was done pleasing her father.

She should have felt empowered, free. Instead she felt weighted down and unwieldy, like when she’d had to move an old-fashioned tube computer monitor and the large, heavy thing had nearly taken her arms off at the sockets.

As she drove back down the road, he asked, “Are you all right?”

“As fine as I can be.” That wasn’t true. She felt alone. She felt as if she’d always been alone.

And what had all that gotten for them? “I think there’s something wrong with the hard drive.”

A vein in his temple pulsed. “Wrong, how?”

“The security on the drive was relatively minimal.”

“Maybe he got lazy about security. No one ever expects their computer to go missing.”

“Maybe. Or maybe the information on the hard drive isn’t as important as we thought.” She glanced at him, nervous about conveying her fears. “What if there isn’t any proof that the Tumibays set you up? What if there’s nothing to convict the Tumibays of any crimes?” She swallowed. “What if all this was for nothing?”

“It’s not for nothing.” He put strong emphasis on his words, but Jane heard a thread of determination. Or desperation. “What do we need now?”

“I need internet access so we can look at the files on my cloud drive. I thought maybe we could go back to Jorge’s tavern to use his internet.” She turned onto the main road that led out of her parents’ neighborhood.

“No, there will be lots of people at the tavern by now, and we don’t know who might belong to the Tumibays.” He was silent a moment, then he heaved a sigh. “I know where we can get wireless internet easily. The only problem is that …”

They were passing a blue Dodge Challenger heading in the opposite direction, and it wasn’t until they were almost next to each other that Jane recognized the driver.

The man from the fire escape balcony. And in the passenger seat, the polo shirt man.




















CHAPTER SIX




Jane slammed on the gas.

The Challenger’s tires squealed as the two men turned to follow them.

Jane’s heart was drumming, her hands on the steering wheel trembled. The hybrid car had no chance against the Challenger. It was only a matter of time before the more powerful car caught up to them.

She had to even the odds.

“Jane, traffic.” Alex’s voice was tight, his hands white knuckled as he gripped the dashboard. “You need traffic.”

There was a large shopping mall nearby. This main road led toward it, but there was also Barclay Road, a narrow, winding road that led to the southeast side of the mall. And she knew a shortcut to it.

Jane made a sudden left turn into a long dirt driveway. The Challenger had been too close, and they overshot the driveway. In the time it took them to swerve and follow them, Jane was nearly at the end of the driveway, coming up to the farmhouse. The car skidded sideways on the dirt as she turned right onto a farm road that would cut her through the farm property to Barclay Road.

The Challenger’s engine roared. The men were within a car’s length of her back bumper when Jane flew out of the farm road, jouncing up onto the asphalt as she turned onto Barclay Road.

As a teen, she had often loved driving this winding road at dangerous speeds, and she pulled out all the stops now. The road was narrower than a residential street, with sharp turns that rolled up and down. The hybrid caught air as she drove over the top of a rise, crashing down with a bounce that made her teeth clack together.

She didn’t want to take her eyes off the road. “Are they gaining on us?”

He had twisted around. “No. But they’re not falling behind.”

Jane went faster.

Barclay Road finally T-junctioned with Lewis Expressway, a broad road that would take them past the mall and eventually onto the freeway. Jane took a hard right onto the expressway, directly in front of an oncoming minivan. She left the sound of the minivan’s horns behind them as she accelerated as fast as the hybrid could handle.

As she had during the escape from her apartment, she wove in between cars aggressively. The expressway didn’t have a wide enough shoulder for the Challenger to drive on it to catch up to them. But she needed to lose their pursuers, not just get ahead of them.

She cut sharply across two lanes into a left turn lane, then jammed in front of the oncoming cars. Tires squealed. Car horns blared in a cacophony directly into her ears as they shot down a side road.

“Did they follow us?”

“No, they couldn’t. But they’ll be trying to find a way back to find us again.”

This road led to another residential area, with farms. She remembered that there was one family who had horses—and a large barn.

She took a few turns, including a shortcut through a small orchard, following the dirt tractor trail. She finally saw the barn coming up on her left, and turned into the driveway. The house of the family who owned the property was far enough away from the barn that they wouldn’t notice if she parked behind it, which would hide their car from view of the road.

When Jane turned off the engine, she gasped as if she hadn’t taken a breath the entire frightening time.

“You’re okay.” He clenched her hand in his. “You did great. They weren’t behind us from the moment you made that left turn.”

His touch was hot, spreading warmth down her hands, into her wrists. She unclamped her fingers from around the steering wheel, and he let go.

She massaged her cramped fingers. “How did they find us?”

“I think this was by accident. They were heading toward your parent’s house.”

“But I thought they might have already been watching the house.”

“Maybe we gave them too much credit. It might have taken them this long to guess you might go to your parents’ place. Or maybe they did have someone in front of their house, and those two were coming to relieve them.”

Jane heaved a sigh and leaned her head back against the head rest. “We need a new car.”

“We need to look through the data you pulled from the hard drive. And I think I know where we can do both.”




Alex looked around, making sure there was no one in sight as he and Jane crossed the strip of forested land between the neighboring farm’s access road and the east edge of his brother’s property. The nearest greenhouse lay only a few yards from the treeline.

They approached the frosted door, and he gasped the handle. It turned easily in his hand.

“You said this was dangerous?” Jane asked him as they entered the greenhouse.

“Not for us, for me.” He sighed heavily. “My brother is going to kill me.”

Edward stood leaning against a stainless steel gardening table, arms crossed, his face like thunder. Luckily, Mama was nowhere to be seen.

Edward noticed him looking around. “Don’t worry, I didn’t tell Mama.”

“Praise God for small blessings.”

Edward spotted Jane, and his grim expression softened. He came forward to kiss her cheek. “Hi, Jane. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Even with little sleep, her smile for his brother was wide, and her eyes turned to amber in the sunlight slanting through the glass panes on the roof. She was still a little pale from her ordeal with her father.

While at her parents’ house, Alex had had to fight to keep his big mouth shut in order to be respectful, but he’d wanted to jump up to defend her every time the man grated out yet another harsh observation of his daughter, another worshipful tidbit about his son. The man was toxic, and while he might have gotten worse only in the last year, as Jane had said, there was something about his manner to Jane that made it obvious that he was rarely complimentary.

Alex’s father had not been kind, and he had been stubborn, but he had rarely been cruel. Alex couldn’t imagine what that kind of relationship had done to Jane’s self-esteem. Maybe that was also why her faith had seemed to have become lukewarm lately.

“You’re lucky I don’t give you a thrashing,” Edward said to him.

“What do you mean? I left a message on your phone yesterday.”

“‘I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, don’t freak out if I don’t answer my cell phone, and protect Mama’? You call that a message?”

Jane bit her lip to hide her smile, and the shadow of a dimple appeared in her left cheek.

“All this after you’d been arrested a few days ago,” Edward continued. “Your communication skills suck, bro.”

“I was distracted,” he said. “I was trying to lose a tail.”

Edward’s dark brows slammed down over his eyes. “You better explain that.”

He told him everything, which only made his brother more and more alarmed. 

“You got shot? Why didn’t you tell me that when you called?” Edward stepped forward, scanning Alex’s body. “Where?”

He winced as he eased off his jacket, then rolled up the sleeve of the borrowed shirt. “Grazed me.”

Edward wasn’t so blasé. “You idiot. That needs to be taken care of. Stitches, or—”

“I will.” He’d been shot before on more than one occasion, and although his arm hurt, this wasn’t as bad as some other wounds he’d had. He needed stitches, but he also knew he could get away with waiting before he had it looked at. He’d used butterfly bandages to close the wound, which had stopped bleeding, at least.

Jane said, “I just realized there are at least two bullet holes in the walls of the IT office at my workplace.”

“Maybe your coworkers won’t notice?” Alex said.

“You’re going to tell Detective Carter all about it,” Edward said firmly. “I don’t understand why you didn’t speak to him about this first.”

“His superiors are not happy that he defended me,” he said. “I didn’t want to involve him until I had proof that I was innocent.”

“Because everything you’ve done so far has made you seem above suspicion?”

“Alex wasn’t the one coming after us with guns,” Jane said quietly.

Edward sighed, then tapped the computer lying on the table next to him. “I brought my laptop, as you asked.”

“Good. Jane has another one, so we can both look through the data from that hard drive.”

“There’s WiFi here?” Jane looked around the greenhouse. It was only partially filled at the moment with the last of the latest Malaysian basil crop that Edward and Alex were growing for Rachel Grant. It certainly didn’t look like an internet cafe.

“All the greenhouses have WiFi,” Edward said. “The buildings have security and sensors, and Alex helped me install soil sensors for the plants. We needed WiFi to be able to monitor them all with our computers.” Edward hesitated, then said, “Is there anything else I can do?”

“Do me a favor,” he said, “and don’t tell—”

“I won’t tell Mama,” Edward said. “But just …” His mouth tightened, and his expression was anguished. “… Just fix this. Soon.”

He nodded.

Edward cleared his throat and clumsily waved a hand toward a paper sack on the table. “I made you sandwiches, and there’s bottled water and a thermos of coffee.”

“Thanks.” His head was starting to whirl from lack of sleep. He’d be glad for food and more caffeine. He hadn’t been able to eat much at Jane’s parents’ house.

“Have you slept at all?”

“After the car chase, since we were out of sight of the road, we napped in the car for a couple hours.” Then they’d been awakened by the farmer whose land they were parked on, demanding they leave his property.

Edward’s cell phone beeped once, and he glanced at it. “I have to get back to work.” Edward gave him a long, steady look, then left the greenhouse.

He grabbed two stools and set them at the gardening table. The greenhouses were all equipped with electrical outlets which had covers to protect them from water when there wasn’t anything plugged in, so they had power for the laptops. After he had connected them to the WiFi, Jane told him how to access her cloud drive, and divided up the data she’d retrieved from the hard drive.

They worked in silence for a few minutes. He glanced at her intent face a few times. Finally he said, “Did you want to talk about it?”

“No.” Her jaw tightened briefly.

“Jane, you can’t pretend you don’t feel anything.” He had learned that lesson very well.

“It’s none of your business. You shouldn’t have witnessed that in the first place.”

“I think I witnessed that for a reason. I think I understand better than you realize.”

She sighed, bowing her head and rubbing her forehead with her fingers. “He’s not normally like that. It’s only been for the past year.”

She had mentioned that before. “What happened last year?”

Her face hardened, and her voice was hollow as she said, “I quit my job, and Dad thought it was a bad idea.”

“Why did you quit? You loved your job.”

“It didn’t love me.” There was something odd in her tone as she said that. Something bruised.

“Jane—”

“Alex, just leave it alone.”

“Look, I get it. I get not living up to your father’s expectations.” He couldn’t stop his hands from clenching as he said it. After all these years, it still stabbed at him like a broken bone that wouldn’t heal properly. 

Jane had stilled. The silence hung between them like the heavy chill at the bottom of a canyon. Finally she whispered, “It never occurred to me that you and Edward never talk about him.”

“The last time I spoke to my father, was an argument the week before I got arrested.”

“But … he died after you got out of prison.”

“Don’t get me wrong, he had every reason to yell at me. I ran with a bad crowd. I’d been bullied in grade school, so when I filled out, I vowed to protect anyone else who got bullied, but some of them were into things I should have avoided. After high school, I got even worse. That’s what Papa and I argued about.”

He could still hear the thundering of his father’s voice, shuddering off the walls of the low-ceilinged living room. He heard Mama’s pleas. Papa’s normally immaculate work suit had become rumpled with the force of his anger.

“But when you became a Christian in prison …” Jane’s face was utterly confused.

“I went to him. I apologized. I told him I was a different person.” His father’s face had been stone. He hadn’t looked at Alex. The silence had been unbearable, and Alex had finally left. “But he couldn’t forgive me for the shame I’d brought on the family. On him.”

Her small hand reached out to cover his. The feather-light touch was like the striking of a gong, causing a deep hum throughout his body.

“When he was in the hospital, he still wouldn’t speak to me. And then he died.”

Jane didn’t try to tell him that his father had loved him. She understood how impossible that could be to believe.

“He was disappointed in me. He simply didn’t care about Edward,” he said. “He abandoned both of us emotionally. So Edward and I found a father’s love in God, instead.”

Jane withdrew her hand and turned her face away from him. “I feel like God has abandoned me. And don’t try to tell me that He hasn’t, because it really feels like He has.”

She sat stiffly on the stool, self-contained, brittle, and alone. He wanted to reach out to her, but he could sense that if he did, she might shatter. And he’d lose any chance at helping her.

Then words tumbled out of his mouth, and he didn’t understand why he said them. “Sometimes when we feel alone, we’re really not. We just can’t see Him behind us.”

She wrapped her arms around herself and didn’t answer.

“Jane, I’ll be here for you.” He realized how deeply he meant it. He had always liked her, always been attracted to her, but seeing her strength in the face of stress and danger made him see how amazing she really was. “And I know you don’t want to hear this, but God is here for you, too. He won’t turn away from you.”

“He already did.” She heaved a long breath that sounded like dry leaves rattling in the orchard. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

He had to be content with that. Lord, only You can convince her of how intensely You love her, of how she’s not alone.

Jane turned back to her computer. “Let’s just get back to work.”

It was true, he needed to clear his name. He needed to stop the Tumibays from gaining a foothold here in Sonoma. But now, repairing his reputation was no longer as important as repairing the pain he’d seen in Jane’s eyes. When this was over, he had to show her how her father was wrong.




Nothing. There was no evidence that the Tumibays had set Alex up.

He had been so sure there would be something. It might not have been front and center, but it would be there. But the hard drive didn’t mention anything about Alex or even the Sonoma operation. It was all banking information and shipping records. “This is everything from the hard drive?” he asked her.

“I think so.” Jane rested her forehead in her hand as she stared at her laptop. “I found that hidden partition. I thought for sure there would be something in it about the money they wired to your bank account.”

“There’s plenty of bank accounts here, although they’re all in code. Can you crack it?”

“It’s not my forte. You’d need a forensic accountant to analyze all this banking information in the hidden partition, to see if it’s enough to convict anyone. ”

“Did you find anything else?”

“He uses a secure cloud server for his email, so I don’t have the actual messages on this computer, but I can see notes he’s made to himself about messages he’s sent. He doesn’t email many people at all, and the ones he does email, he refers to by code names.”

“What names?” He moved toward her and looked over her shoulder.

“Emeril is the one he emails the most.”

He gave a bark of laughter. “Not very original. I’ll bet that’s the bald guy I saw at the meth lab, the one cooking the drugs.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I’ve known lots of different drug gang members. A lot of them call their chemists ‘Emeril.’”

“Then there’s this one, Oyster.”

He felt a bubbling in his chest, like a pot about to boil over. “That’s the Tumibay captain in charge of the drug operations here in Sonoma. He’s referred to as Talaba, although I’m not sure if that’s his real name. It means oyster in Tagalog. Any other names? Maybe this accountant emailed Tumibay officers in San Francisco.”

“He emailed four other people, and he refers to them as Sleepy, Dopey, Happy, and Doc.”

He groaned. “Practically every gang on the planet has members with names from the Seven Dwarves.”

“There’s one other name.” She clicked a few folders. “It wasn’t in the hidden partition, it was a memo in the outer volume. I didn’t pay much attention at first because the accountant wrote it all in code words, and since it was in the outer volume, there’s a good chance it’s not very important. But it’s the only memo with a first and last name mentioned.”

She pulled up a document. “It’s about payment for delivery—he refers to it as a shipment of Thighbusters.”

He had to swallow a laugh. “Seriously?”

Jane shrugged. “At the bottom is a bunch of notes to himself. One is to remind himself to ask Jejomar Babingao about delivery schedules.”

He straightened. “That’s not a nickname or a code name. That’s a real name.”

“It is?” Jane clicked through and started searching for it online. “Filipino?”

“Yes.”

“For everything else he used code names. He must have overlooked this one. That’s probably also why it was in the unprotected outer volume.”

They actually found the man on Facebook. His page was in Filipino, but Jane put it through a translation program. He worked as a customs officer for a small shipping port in the Philippines.

Shipping from the Philippines. “Jane, you hit the jackpot.”

“I did?”

“The main ingredient for meth production is ephedrine. It comes from the ma huang plant. Most gangs get ephedrine from Mexico, but some still smuggle it in from the Philippines.”

“So this man might be involved in supplying the ephedrine for the Tumibays?”

“The FBI can follow him back to the ephedrine supply in the Philippines. We could cut off the Tumibays’ drug production at the knees.”

Jane frowned at him. “But even if we give this information to the FBI, this Tumibay captain has already destroyed your relationship with the Sonoma police. This information won’t necessarily change that.”

He hadn’t realized how much he enjoyed working with Detective Carter until it was gone. He had always been friendly with people, but with Detective Carter’s support, he had been able to use his friendships to help the community. To protect people. He liked doing that.

He enjoyed working with his brother and on his mother’s farm. He enjoyed the physical work, even though it was tiring, and they were fortunate that they made enough of a profit to be able to hire help so the work wasn’t so backbreaking.

But his work with the Sonoma PD had slowly become as much a part of his life as his other jobs.

Except that it didn’t define who he was. And if he had to give up his work with Detective Carter in order to keep firm in his own personal integrity, that’s what he’d do.

“My reputation isn’t worth anything to me if I don’t do what I can to protect this community,” he said slowly. “But we’re still in danger. The Tumibay captain—the oyster guy—and the accountant will still be after us because of what we know. They might have a mole in the Sonoma PD. They’ll threaten our families to get to us.”

She studied him, and seemed to know what he was thinking, because she said, “It’s not your fault that my family and I are in danger.”

But it was.

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“If that guy in the polo shirt and glasses is the accountant, he doesn’t strike me as being very loyal. If we get to him, he might flip on the Tumibay captain in charge of the meth operation in Sonoma, the Oyster.”

Jane shook her head. “From what he said to me at my workplace last night, he’s not stupid. He reminds me …” She gave a small sigh. “He reminds me of my brother, actually. Smart and arrogant. I don’t think we should assume he’ll turn on his captain. We need something that’ll bring both of them in.”

“Then let’s play to the weaknesses of a smart but arrogant man. He still wants the hard drive.”

Jane started clicking on windows on her computer. “I looked at the coding for the tracking software he had on the hard drive. I think I can alter it so that if he hooks the hard drive up to another one of his computers, it will alert one of our laptops with its location.”

“But that doesn’t help us also get the Oyster.”

She looked up at him, speculation shining in her eyes. “I think I know how to get them both.”




















CHAPTER SEVEN




In the end, it wasn’t very dramatic. Jane walked up to a car parked outside her apartment and knocked on the window. She leaned against the car frame to hide her trembling knees and told the startled Filipino man who sat inside, “I want to talk to your boss.”

Alex hadn’t wanted her to do this, but she’d convinced him. What choice did they have? They had reached the point where their backs were to the wall. The accountant wanted three things—the hard drive, Jane, and Alex.

Jane would guess that he’d be happy to take two out of three.

The two men took the messenger bag from her before they shoved her into the back seat of the car. The smell of garlic and onions made her gag. One of them telephoned someone, speaking rapidly in Filipino, as the driver headed out of Sonoma.

They didn’t bother to blindfold her. They apparently didn’t care that she saw where they were taking her. Jane closed her eyes and tried not to panic at the implications of that.

It seemed they drove for a long time, past vineyards and fields, and finally down a deep gully. The only people they saw on the road were a few bikers in black leather and a lunch wagon on its way back from the midday business.

As they drove down a deeply rutted dirt track into the foothills, the wind in their faces carried the acrid scent of ammonia. Jane coughed and breathed through her mouth. Soon the road ended next to a mobile trailer. Several yards away from the trailer sat a generator and a folding table with computer equipment.

Glasses Man sat at the table, typing at another laptop, but he stopped when he saw the car. And when he spotted Jane, he smiled.

Jane shivered.

As she got out of the car, she said, “I want to make a deal.” The chemical odors from the meth lab made her cough again.

“Of course you do.”

The driver handed Glasses Man the messenger bag, and he dug out the laptop casing. “You did quite a hack job on this.” He set it on the table.

He next removed the laptop Jane had borrowed from her father, flipping it back and forth in his hands. “This looks like it’s one made by your brother’s company. I think I’ll keep this.”

In the side pocket of the messenger bag, he found the hard drive and the wireless adapter and Bluetooth card Jane had removed from his laptop. There was nothing else.

He stared hard at Jane with black eyes glittering. “I know you made a copy of the hard drive. It’s what I would do.”

Jane stared back at him, and her jaw grew tight.

“I’m sure you don’t want me to ask one of these men to search you for it.”

She couldn’t stop the shudder that passed through her. She reached under her shirt and pulled it out from where it had been lying between her waistband and lower back. “I want to meet with your captain. I want to work for him.”

“And why would he want to hire you?” The man nodded to the two who had brought Jane there, and they got back in the car. In a swirl of dust and dead leaves, they executed a three point turn and left.

The grit and heat were starting to make Jane sweat even more. She moved from the patch of direct sunlight into the shade of a bedraggled oak tree, near the folding table. “Look and see what I did. Your full-disk encryption wasn’t very encrypted.”

He gave her a long look. For the first time, she noticed how young he was—her age, perhaps. He had thick dark lashes that made his eyes look like they had on eyeliner.

“Why not?” He called something guttural to the trailer, and a skinny young man—barely more than a teenager—exited the lab. His dark eyes fell on Jane with a sort of hunger that had her involuntarily taking a step back. “Happy, keep an eye on her while I work.”

The young man gave Jane a feral smile, and he casually pulled a handgun from the back of his jeans. He didn’t point it at her. It hung almost carelessly from his twitching fingers.

Glasses Man sat at the folding table and plugged the copied hard drive into his computer.

“What’s your name? Let me guess. Doc?”

“Farmboy.” He gave her a bland smile. “I bring home the bacon.” 

Alex had probably been right. This was an accountant for the gang.

Farmboy studied the computer, and his smile widened. “I see you didn’t find the second hidden partition.”

She couldn’t stop the surprised twitch of her shoulders.

“You’re really not as smart as you think you are. Why are you even bothering trying to play with the big boys?”

Different voice, same words. But this man wasn’t her father, and she no longer cared about trying to please her dad, or any man, because none of them would ever be pleased with her. It seemed she tried so hard, and she always fell short. Why bother?

But wasn’t that just fulfilling what her father had always said about her?

Farmboy laughed as he looked at the code on his screen. “Oh, that’s cute. You altered the tracking software. No wonder you wanted me to look at this hard drive. Too bad there isn’t a random wireless internet signal out here.” He swept a hand at the twisted trees and scrub brush of the wilderness around them. “Meth labs tend to annoy the neighbors, so we had to go out a little far from civilization.”

She clenched her jaw at his tone.

He feigned surprise. “Did you really think that would work? While I do have wireless internet, it has security to prevent computers from hopping on. Duh. And you really thought you could work for my boss?”

The sound of a car—no, two cars coming up the pitted road drew her attention. And then she recognized the truck in front.

Oh, no. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.

The man from the fire escape balcony drove Edward’s truck, which Alex had been using. Behind him was the Challenger, driven by another man. Where was Alex?

The driver got out of the truck and lifted a hand in greeting, and Happy returned the gesture.

“Where is he?” Farmboy demanded.

The driver opened the back door to the truck cab and hauled on something heavy. Alex slid off the back seat and fell into a heap on the ground. He grunted and stirred, and Jane saw the purple bruising already starting to form around his eye. His hands had been duct-taped together.

“He was trying to follow her.” The driver nodded toward Jane.

Farmboy nodded. “Thought he might.”

“Let me talk to your captain,” Jane said. “We can still make a deal.” She had to stall. This was not going the way they had planned it.

“What do you possibly have that I would want?” Farmboy gave a short laugh. “You delivered yourself to me like a Thanksgiving turkey.”

“Can I eat her?” Happy leered at her.

“Go ahead and try,” Jane shot at him acidly.

A growl came from Alex’s form, and he sat up with a wince. “Didn’t expect that to happen,” he muttered.

“You’re not as good a driver as your girlfriend,” jeered the driver of the Challenger.

“But you’re just as stupid,” Farmboy said. “I looked up the make and model of your brother’s truck as soon as I figured out who you were. We’ve been watching for it.”

Jane eyed Happy’s gun, then Alex’s slumped figure. Nothing was going the way Alex said it would. 

Alex looked up at her from where he still sat in the dirt. “Just do it.”

Farmboy spun to face her. “Do what?”

Jane glared at Alex. What was he doing?

Farmboy grabbed her shoulders and shoved her back against a tree trunk. The sharp edges dug into her spine. “Do. What.”

Jane closed her eyes and exhaled. Fine. She’d do it. “It’s already done.”

Farmboy slammed her against the tree again, blowing the air out of her lungs. Her heart was racing like an engine.

She had to gasp a few breaths before she could speak. “The laptop.”

He stared at his laptop, which sat there innocuously.

“Mine,” she said.

Farmboy strode to the table and flipped open her brother’s laptop. The screen was flashing, while code scrolled up the screen. 

“What?” He slapped the keys. “What’s it doing?”

Then the code scrolling on the screen abruptly ended, and a cursor blinked next to the words, “BAILE cloud server hacked. You lose.”

Within a few seconds of him opening the laptop, it suddenly went dark.

Farmboy rushed at Jane, his fingers biting into her shoulders. Happy grinned and raised his gun, and then there was the sound of guns being drawn by the other two gang members, as well. “Hey, hey!” Alex said.

From the mobile trailer, a tall man with a shaved head emerged, also holding a gun.

“Calm down or you’ll never know what happened.” Alex had risen to his knees, his hands still taped together, which contrasted with the ring of authority in his voice.

Farmboy’s face was close to Jane’s. Anger had drawn harsh lines against his mouth, alongside his nose. His breath was hot and foul in her face.

“If you hurt her, you’ll never find out what she did.” Alex’s voice sounded reasonable and confident. “And I sure couldn’t tell you.”

If they got out of this alive, Jane was going to kill him. Or even worse, tell everything to his mama, and let her kill him.

Farmboy shoved Jane once more, but stepped back. Happy sighed and dropped his gun, and the others did, as well.

“I hacked your cloud server.” Jane’s throat was dry, and she swallowed.

“I know that,” Farmboy bit out. “What did you do to it? How did you do it?”

“I knew you had secure WiFi at the other meth lab, because I saw the network connection on the laptop Alex stole, although I figured you’d change the password. But your second laptop would be connected to the internet, and if I could get your guys to bring me to you …”

Farmboy paled. His lips barely moved as he said, “What did you do?”

“I uploaded a virus that hit my workplace a few weeks ago. They’re all insurance guys so they weren’t very cautious about spammy emails. I altered the virus.” Jane licked her lips. “It’s being sent specifically to your captain.”

Farmboy backhanded her across the mouth. Pain shot up her jaw as if it had been disconnected, and she tasted blood. She’d bitten her tongue.

“Hey!” Alex had climbed to his feet.

The driver of the Challenger shoved his gun in Alex’s face. “Get back.”

“The virus,” Farmboy said to her.

Jane spat out some blood. “It’ll email everyone in your captain’s address book, except I altered this one to carbon copy the Sonoma police department on all those emails. So the Sonoma PD will see every person your captain has ever contacted.” It hurt for her to talk.

Farmboy whipped out his cell phone, and within seconds he was talking to someone in Filipino. He repeated himself earnestly a few times, then his brow clouded in confusion. 

Was it enough time? Had her program worked?

Finally he hung up the phone, then stalked to Jane. “He didn’t get an email. You didn’t do anything.”

“Of course not—”

He drew back his hand. Alex yelled, “Hey!”

Jane cringed and quickly said, “Of course I can’t hack into your cloud server … But I can make it look like I can.”

“What?”

“I didn’t need to meet with your captain. I just needed you to call him.” She nodded toward his hand, holding his cell phone. “I noticed your wireless was secure, but your bluetooth wasn’t. My computer just hacked your phone and got your captain’s cell number. The police will track him in a few minutes.”

Farmboy’s lips pulled back in a snarl. He strode to Happy, grabbing his gun, but suddenly stopped at the sound of a shotgun being primed.

“Drop the guns,” said a deep voice with a Hispanic accent.

Jane hadn’t expected them to have gotten so close to the camp. She turned to see Alex’s friends with rifles and shotguns closing in on them. One had snuck up on the driver of the Challenger. With the man’s rifle pressed to the back of his head, the driver dropped his gun away from Alex.

Farmboy circled around, his mouth open. “What the—”

“There’s exactly twelve of us,” said a tall man with a cowboy hat who had appeared from behind the mobile trailer. “Counting you five and the two guards you stationed on that ridge behind us, we’ve got you outnumbered.”

Within seconds, all of them were disarmed and Alex’s friends began tying them up with the zip ties they’d brought with them. Farmboy started cussing in Filipino as he was tied.

Jane’s hands began to shake, and she clenched them together.

It was over.

“Are you all right?” Alex was in front of her, his hand not quite touching her face. 

Her cheek felt hot, and it throbbed. “What were you thinking?”

“What do you mean? It went off without a hitch. Sort of.” He winced.

“You weren’t supposed to get caught.” Her legs were starting to shake, too. She sank down onto a chair by the folding table.

His hands closed over her shoulders. His look was serious. “I wasn’t about to let you walk in here by yourself.”

“I was afraid for you.”

He touched the puffiness at the side of her face. “If I hadn’t been here, they might have hurt you even worse.”

“But I knew your friends were here.”

The truth hit her with a thud of her heartbeat. She’d been nervous. She’d been afraid for Alex. And she certainly hadn’t liked being knocked around. But she hadn’t felt alone. Because the entire time, she’d never been alone.

She knew there was something there that she would need to think about later.

“Detective Carter’s on his way,” said a voice in Spanish.

Jane saw Jorge clambering over brush and rocks from behind where the Challenger was parked on the pitted road.

“Jorge, you were supposed to stay in your lunch wagon,” Alex said to him in Spanish. “Adelita’s going to kill us.”

“So is Detective Carter. I think he didn’t like us cowboys doing his job.”

“His job?” The man with the cowboy hat, a rancher named Emory Valdez, had an innocent expression. “We saw our good friend Alex being kidnapped by these guys and followed him to rescue him. Not our fault they drove up to a meth lab.”

Meth lab. Funny how she couldn’t smell the fumes anymore. Her head felt as big as a basketball. Stars began to crowd the edges of her vision.

She didn’t remember hitting the ground.




















CHAPTER EIGHT




Jane was alone again. She really shouldn’t be surprised.

The rest of the day was a blur. She had woken up lying on the ground with Alex yelling at her. So she’d yelled back—or more like whispered back—for him to keep his voice down.

Detective Carter arrived within minutes. Paramedics arrived half an hour later, but by then Jane had moved to sit on a rock far away from the toxic gases of the meth lab and was feeling better. She was relieved when the paramedics dressed Alex’s gunshot wound.

At the police station, Alex’s mama had yelled and cried and hugged him and scolded him. She also spent a lot of time alternately poking at and then crying over his gunshot wound. His mama had cried and hugged Jane, too, and her embrace had smelled like apricots and pies. Jane hadn’t wanted to let her go.

Detective Carter was dating Jane’s Aunt Becca, and so all of Jane’s cousins came to the station to make sure she was all right. Maybe to make up for the fact that her own parents were absent.

But Alex and his family had gone back to their farmhouse. Jorge and Adelina and Alex’s friends—neighboring ranchers, farmhands, and farmers—had gone home after giving their statements. The Grants had gone back to their mansion outside of Sonoma.

Jane entered her empty apartment and began to cry.

She shut the door quickly, but her legs failed her and she slid to the floor. It was just the shock. She was responding to the stress of the past two days.

No. She was crying because Alex had been trying to tell her something, and she’d turned away. God had been trying to tell her something, and she hadn’t wanted to hear.

Hadn’t God failed her? Hadn’t He allowed Derek and then her father to rip gigantic holes in her chest?

Why had He allowed these people to hurt her?

But He hadn’t allowed Farmboy to kill her. Their desperate plan had worked. Detective Carter had said they had picked up the Tumibay captain, the Oyster, within an hour of the accountant’s phone call to him.

Jane and Alex were safe.

She rubbed her cheek and jaw, still sore from the blow Farmboy had given to her. Safe, but not unscathed.

They had done a good thing today. That was worth a blow to the jaw.

She grudgingly admitted there was good that had come out of her pain from a year ago. She had broken the chains of her father’s disapproval. She had discovered Derek’s lies and left EMRY.

With all these things that should free her, why did she feel so alone?

She was cried out. She crawled across the floor to the living room couch, shoved some books and cables off the cushions, and climbed into it.

One of the things that dropped to the floor was her Bible.

It lay in a forlorn heap, pages rippling. She immediately picked it up and smoothed the wrinkles.

Her bookmark was still in place. She’d been reading the Bible in a year when everything happened with Derek and her father, and she hadn’t opened it since. It was in Jeremiah, a book she hadn’t understood very well at all.

The Lord appeared to us in the past, saying:

“I have loved you with an everlasting love;

I have drawn you with loving-kindness.

I will build you up again

and you will be rebuilt, O Virgin Israel.

Again you will take up your tambourines

and go out to dance with the joyful.”

She couldn’t stop reading these two verses as she lay curled up on the couch. She was loved. Derek’s betrayal and her father’s rejection had devastated her because it made her feel so unloveable. But she was loved with a love she was starting to realize she couldn’t comprehend.

And that love could heal her. Rebuild her life.

She crushed the Bible to her chest. It was as if she were hiding in a closet and there was a gentle whisper at the closed door. I am here for you.

She hesitated, then said, Come in.




















EPILOGUE




The Villa farmhouse was loud and warm from the people crowded into it. Jane would normally have felt claustrophobic, but she was happy.

One reason was because she’d finally tasted Alex’s mama’s cooking, and she wanted to move in so she could have that amazing food every single day. At the moment, everyone was waiting for the apricot empanada pies to come out of the oven, and the buttery scent of their crusts was filling the house.

Another reason was because she had a chance to thank each of Alex’s friends, his own personal cavalry, who had helped last week to take down Farmboy and his associates. Some of them had known Alex in prison. Some were friends of the Villa family. They all had been glad for the chance to help stop the Tumibays.

And a third reason was because she’d had her last day at work today. As of tomorrow, she was making a go of her own business, and the party tonight was an appropriate send-off.

Throughout the evening, she hadn’t had much time to speak to Alex, but now he pulled her away from staring at the oven. “The empanadas will come out soon. I want to show you something.” He grabbed a quilt from the couch before leading her out the back door.

The motion-sensing floodlights turned on as soon as they stepped off the back porch into the yard. Fruit trees lined the yard on three sides, and half the yard was taken up by his mama’s vegetable garden, where the shapes of kale and leeks were gilded by the light.

He led her to a trellised bench set in the far corner. Grape vines had been trained into the lattice, and they were just starting to mist with green from new leaves.

They sat, and he draped the quilt over them both. “Edward built this for Mama. I trained the grape vines.”

“Do you get grapes?”

“Yes, but they’re sour.” He made a face, and she laughed. “I have great news. Detective Carter said that they managed to unmount that second hidden partition on the laptop, and it had all the information on how the accountant was going to set me up. I am officially cleared of suspicion.”

She squeezed him tight. “I know that was bothering you.”

“They also found the name of a police officer who was on the Tumibays’ payroll.”

Her mouth dropped open. “I know we speculated about the gang having someone at the station who would search traffic cam footage for my car, but it seems so much more awful to find out it was true.”

“Detective Carter also said that customs official we found led the FBI to the Tumibays’ ephedrine supplier in the Philippines. The gang won’t be getting any more of it shipped to the Port of San Francisco.”

“That’ll stop the meth production?”

“I’d like to think so, but …” He grimaced. “At the very least, it’ll slow things down for them while they search for a new supplier.”

“Hopefully Detective Carter will get a bit of break.”

“He might try to talk to you later.”

“About what?”

“I mentioned how you could have found that second hidden partition in the hard drive so much faster, and that now that you’re starting your own contracting business, maybe the Sonoma PD could hire you once in a while.”

“I’ll take any work I can get. Uncle Aggie has hired me to write new software to integrate the reservations for both the Joy Luck Life Spa and the hotel.”

“How was your last day at work today?”

“I said goodbye to everyone, which was sad, but turning in my security badge was … great.” She smiled. “I’m glad they let me give only a week’s notice rather than two.”

“Are you going to like writing software all the time?”

“It’s what I’m best at.”

He leaned closer to her. “But is it what you enjoy doing?”

“It used to be. That’s why I think it can be, again.” 

The floodlights switched off, and he said, “Look up.”

The clear night sky unfolded over them. It wasn’t black, but a deep, deep blue, and the stars looked like they were hanging just over the top of the trellis. She felt his chest expand as he breathed in the night air.

“It reminds me that God is bigger than any of my problems,” he said.

“It makes me feel loved,” Jane said.

His arm tightened around her.

“I wrote software for EMRY up until a year ago.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” he said.

“Do you want to know?”

He hesitated only a second. “Yes,” he whispered.

“My boss was Derek Wallace, and I thought I loved him.”

“Is he the one you were dating when we first met?”

“I told you I was interested in him, but we weren’t dating. But he gave every indication that he was interested in me. EMRY was a startup, and we worked sixty hours a week together. We wrote a powerful voice recognition software program. Whenever I wrote a piece of code that was especially brilliant, he was affectionate and appreciative. And I kept wanting to please him. You probably know why.”

In answer, his hand rubbed her arm.

“We were having a problem with the program, and I had lunch with an old college girlfriend working for a company who makes bluetooth headsets. After I explained what I was working on, she told me about a software engineer at her company who’s been working on vocal optimization for their headsets, and how this engineer has found a way to adjust for slurring and incidental throat and lip noise. I told Derek I’d talk to the engineer to ask for any ideas he could give me that wouldn’t violate his non-disclosure agreement with his company, but Derek …” She swallowed. This was still difficult to talk about. “Derek wanted me to offer the engineer money to steal his software from his company and give it to EMRY.”

Alex’s expression was shocked. “He actually asked you to do that?”

“I refused. Derek was livid. I had thought he … cared for me, but he said that he only pretended to like me because I was ‘smarter’ when he paid attention to me.”

Alex’s muscles had turned rigid. “So he just strung you along like that?”

“It doesn’t hurt anymore. That’s why I can tell you this. I think it actually hasn’t hurt in a long time, but I was in pain for other reasons, and so I didn’t notice.”

“At least he didn’t get the software, did he?”

“Derek went to the engineer himself and got it from him. He used the code to finish EMRY’s voice recognition program.” 

“That’s why you left EMRY?”

“I knew it was only a matter of time before Derek fired me, but he wanted to keep using me for my software skills as long as I stayed. Dad didn’t want me to quit. That’s why we argued. I couldn’t stay, because that would be like pretending Derek’s behavior was okay. Dad told me essentially to just suck it up. That I was exaggerating. That EMRY was going IPO soon and I’d be stupid to throw away all that money. Dad and I had a huge shouting match, and I walked out and quit EMRY the next day. A few months later, EMRY was bought by Google and my father was livid that I’d been so stupid.”

“You weren’t stupid,” he said.

“I know, but at the time, I doubted myself. Derek wasn’t done—I had signed an NDA, so he knew I couldn’t say anything about what he’d told me to do, but maybe he was afraid I’d find a way around that. He spread rumors about me to other companies I might have worked for, and the only job I could find was working IT at half what I had been making. I felt so betrayed by everyone, including God. I thought God should have protected me for doing the right thing.” Jane took a deep breath, and smelled rosemary and basil. “But it was right for me to leave EMRY, and if I’d gone to another software company, I would still be working for them rather than starting my own business.”

She turned her head, rested her brow in the curve of his neck. His skin was warm. “Derek hadn’t really loved me, and my father had showed how little he regarded me. This past year, I felt unloveable. And very alone.”

“Derek is scum. And your father shouldn’t have made you feel that way.”

“I’m starting to realize that maybe he did. Because otherwise, I’d still be striving after his approval rather than discovering what God’s love really is. I didn’t understand God’s love, because I’d thought it was like my father’s love. But the way God loves me is different. It’s real, and it’s nonjudgmental, and it’s unfailing.”

There was a heartbeat of silence, then he whispered, “I love you, too.”

She smiled.

He dipped his head and kissed her. His lips were cold, but his kiss was fervent. His hand tilted her face up, then caressed her cheek, her jaw, her neck. He kissed her as if there was nothing else in the world he wanted more, and yet there was also a tenderness as if she was more precious to him than breath.

He pulled back, but his face was still close enough that she could feel the warmth coming off his skin. 

“I’ve never been kissed before,” she said.

His smile was bright white, his dimples dark against his tanned cheeks. He kissed her again.

Much, much later, she said, “I want you to come car shopping with me tomorrow.”

He gave her a curious look. “Okay … Why the sudden urge?”

“It was Dad who convinced me to get the hybrid.”

Alex grinned at her. “What car did you really want?”

“What I’m going to get tomorrow. A Mustang. Cherry red.”

He leaned in for another kiss. “Why am I not surprised?”
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EXCERPT FROM UNSHAKEABLE PURSUIT




Here’s an extended excerpt of Unshakeable Pursuit, originally published in the Sealed with a Kiss anthology.




Doctor Geoffrey Whelan was in Japan when the tsunami hit, killing his cousin and grandmother. He has worked in medical missions for years to assuage his survivor’s guilt, and now that he’s back in Sonoma to help his family, he can’t figure out why he still feels so wounded and God feels so far away.

Then a mysterious young woman warns him that he and nurse Maylin Kinley are in mortal danger.

Maylin notices that Geoffrey is not the same arrogant doctor she met years ago in Los Angeles. Now that they are working together again in a clinic in Sonoma, she fights her attraction towards him because his confident, forceful personality reminds her too much of her abusive ex-boyfriend, who called himself a Christian. 

She has been steering clear of her handsome coworker—until Asian hit men attack the clinic and they are forced to run for their lives. Now they must race to figure out how the threat is connected to a young teenager whose life they saved—before everyone they love is caught in the crossfire.
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CHAPTER ONE




“Are you Doctor Geoffrey Whelan?”

Geoffrey looked up from the chart of the ten-year-old boy he was perusing. The woman approaching him wore nurses’ scrubs, but they weren’t the colorful, cartoon-speckled ones of the other nurses at the Sonoma Free Children’s Clinic. Instead, they were a solid washed-out gray color that matched the pale color of the young woman’s face, with the letters KSN embroidered in red on the pocket. He didn’t remember seeing her here at the clinic before. 

There was an expensive Rolex watch on her wrist. A graduation present? She was very young, barely out of nursing school. But then again, lately most of the nurses seemed extremely young to him. The events of the past few years had made him feel old. 

“Can I help you?” he asked.

The young woman edged closer down the clinic hallway toward him, and he realized that her eyes were wide with … fear.

“Are you all right?” he asked. “What is it?”

“I have an urgent message for you and Nurse Kinley,” she whispered. She glanced behind her, then around him toward the other end of the hallway.

Geoffrey turned, but saw no one. He looked back at the young woman. “You mean Maylin Kinley?”

She nodded.

Geoffrey knew who Maylin was—in fact, he’d first met her years ago when he was doing his residency at the Merlyn Memorial Hospital down in Los Angeles. 

He’d been a different man back then.

But Maylin was the same as he remembered her, still beautiful, still wary of him. She had good reason to be.

“What kind of message? Are you in trouble? I can help.”

The young woman shook her head with a kind of despair in her tightly closed eyes. “It’s you and Nurse Kinley. You have to disappear.”

“What?”

The girl gripped his arm with slender fingers, strong and faintly trembling. Her brown eyes pierced him. “You’re both in danger. You have to run away. It’s the only way you’ll escape from them.”




Maylin Kinley glared at the harmless green sticky note stuck to the chart of a six-year-old girl who had come into the Free Children’s Clinic with a bad cough. The scrawling handwriting on the note was just barely legible: “See G. Whelan if ?s about ABX.”

Her coworker, Thea, sighed. “I’d have guessed it was Dr. Whelan just from the sticky note.” She pointed to the logo of the Oliver Medical Supply company at the top. “These are new, though. Last week he was using orange sticky notes from Diggle Surgical Tools.”

It was a running joke among the nurses that Dr. Whelan preferred leaving notes because he was too snooty to converse with the lowly nurses. Maylin might have believed it of the arrogant Geoffrey Whelan she’d known when she first met him at Merlyn Memorial Hospital in Los Angeles years ago. He’d only paid attention to nurses if they were pretty—everyone else were people he ordered around. A pathetic part of her had been flattered he’d seemed so attracted to her, but even in his flirting, he had that air of condescension that set her teeth on edge. He had seemed to flirt with her even more because she rebuffed him, which made it harder for her to get over her attraction to him.

But since he started volunteering at the Free Children’s Clinic a few months ago—helping out until the full-time doctor position was filled—she’d noticed that he was different than he had been before. He was still too handsome for his own good, but the past several years had drastically changed something inside him. He still clipped out orders in that low, confident voice, but he no longer flirted and he’d lost that condescending tone. 

Perversely, now that he wasn’t paying any attention to her—or any other woman—Maylin found him more fascinating. It seemed as if something haunted him—she could see the shadow of it in his green-streaked brown eyes. It puzzled her. She would have assumed that he’d spent the past few years partying with his doctor friends down in Los Angeles or some other big city.

“I think he leaves these sticky notes to keep us in line,” Maylin muttered. Dr. Whelan had been the same way with sticky notes when she worked with him before. Not everything about him had changed.

Thea tilted her head to the side. “Hmm, that’s a thought. He’s a bit of a control freak.”

“Hey, Thea!” An X-ray technician, Laurel, hurried down the hallway toward them. “Felicity and Moira are coming with us tonight, too. I can’t wait to try out the new menu at Rock Love …” Laurel broke off as she suddenly realized Maylin was standing with Thea. Her cheeks went pink.

Thea gave Maylin an uncomfortable glance. Maylin wanted to tell her not to be embarrassed, because she already knew her coworkers thought she was odd. She was used to being the outsider, being alone. It had always been that way with her family, in school, at work. Besides, she had only started working here four months ago, and the women staff in the clinic had already been very good friends long before that.

But Maylin’s mouth never seemed to catch up to her brain, and before she could say anything to ease the situation, Thea said in an uncomfortable voice, “You’re welcome to come tonight, too, Maylin. The Rock Love is really trendy.”

Was it a music bar? She tried to think of something to say, but the only thing that came out was, “Rock Love?”

“You’ve never heard of it?” Laurel’s surprise was incredulous. “In Napa? Food and wine critics have been raving about it for the last six months.”

Yet more proof for these women that she was odd. She didn’t keep up with trends—she’d rather bike through the vineyards after work, or spend a weekend up north hiking in the redwood forests.

“No, thanks,” she finally managed to say. She wanted to say something about how she appreciated them asking her, but before she could formulate the words, Laurel had left to head back to the X-ray lab and Thea said she had to check on a patient.

In frustration, Maylin peeled off the sticky note from the chart in her hand and crumpled it.

As if in response to her violence to the innocent sticky note, Dr. Whelan’s voice sounded from the other end of the hallway. “Nurse Kinley.”

She turned quickly to him, hiding the crumpled sticky note behind her back like a child caught stealing from the cookie jar. “Yes, Doctor?”

She had always thought he was handsome, with his angled face and firm mouth. The years had added fine lines to the edges of his eyes, but that only seemed to make him more attractive. She noticed a softening of his expression that hadn’t been there when she first knew him. Before, he’d always seemed to be on the verge of a smirk, but now his smile was more genuine. As he drew closer to her, she was again struck by the sadness that shadowed his face. 

“Could I speak to you in private for a moment?”

“Certainly.” She followed him into the staff break room, an airy space with lots of windows on one wall looking out over the parking lot. A police squad car was pulled up to the curb. Maylin studied it for a moment, noting an officer sitting inside. He seemed to be waiting for something. A police car at the clinic wasn’t an everyday occurrence, but it wasn’t too unusual, either.

Dr. Whelan gestured for her to sit at one of the small circular tables. “Can I get you any coffee?” He took a step toward the coffeemaker on the counter.

“None for me, thanks.”

“You don’t mind if I eat, do you?” He went to the refrigerator and removed a container of strawberry yogurt.

Now that she thought about it, she didn’t even remember him taking a break for lunch. The nurses had gone on a short break at two, but he’d still been talking to the mother of a boy with a broken clavicle. “Did you get a chance to eat at all?”

He had gotten a spoon from a drawer near the sink and sat down across from her. “Does a Snickers bar count?”

She sighed. “Doctor Whelan—”

“It’s just us. You can call me Geoffrey.” He looked at her over his container of yogurt with bright eyes, at this moment more green than brown.

She flushed. When they’d first met years ago, he’d half-heartedly flirted with her and she’d rebuffed him easily because she’d disliked his playboy personality. But now, his innocent remark sent her heartbeat blipping erratically. 

She’d been alone for too long, that was all. “I hope you’re going to eat more than that yogurt.” She deliberately didn’t say his name, whether Dr. Whelan or Geoffrey.

His expression looked faintly guilty.

She got up and went to the fridge. “I have half a sandwich left over from lunch. Would you like it?”

“If you’re sure …”

As Maylin opened the fridge, she realized she still held the crumpled sticky note in her fist. She hastily dropped it in a nearby trash can and got out her turkey bacon sandwich, wrapped in a paper napkin.

“Thanks.” 

His smile made faint dimples peep out, and Maylin swallowed, then concentrated on sitting down again without doing something stupid like blushing.

“With my luck, I’d pass out from low blood sugar just as I was treating a child who had diabetes.” He dug into the sandwich with gusto.

Maylin tried not to look at him anymore. She was looking at him too much as it was. Her gaze fell on the cop car outside, and saw that the officer was talking in a friendly fashion with two Asian men wearing dark suits and ties. They seemed a little out of place here at this country clinic.

“I had a strange conversation in the hallway a few minutes ago.”

That’s right, he had needed to speak to her about something. She half-expected him to be annoyed at her inattention, but he wasn’t. His face was serious, but also … confused. “A girl came up to me—no, I suppose she was a young woman. She looked like a student nurse.”

Maylin frowned. “But we don’t have any student nurses.”

“She didn’t have the same scrubs as the nurses, either. Hers was pale gray with ‘KSN’ in red on the pocket. And she wore an expensive Rolex.”

Maylin didn’t know any nurse who had a Rolex. “Who was she?”

“She didn’t say. She just said she had a message for me and for you.”

Maylin straightened in her chair. “For me?”

“She said that you and I were in danger.”

Maylin blinked at him in surprise for a long moment. Then she realized her mouth had fallen open, and she closed it. “I don’t understand.”

Dr. Whelan—Geoffrey—shrugged. “I don’t either. She said we should disappear, because ‘they’ were after us.”

“Who’s after us? And why?” This sounded so ridiculous. She gave a short breath of laughter. “This is a joke, right?”

Geoffrey shook his head. “She looked serious. She looked scared.”

Maylin stilled. “What was she afraid of?”

“I asked her, but she didn’t answer. She kept looking around as if she didn’t want to be seen talking to me. Then one of the nurses entered the hallway and called to me, and the girl turned and left.”

“So that’s all she said?”

He nodded.

They stared at each other for a minute. Geoffrey looked as puzzled as she did.

“Why would anyone be after us?” she said.

“Your guess is as good as mine.” Geoffrey looked away from her. “I’ve spent the last several years in Japan.”

That surprised her. “What were you doing in Japan?”

He hesitated before answering. “Medical missions with a Christian relief organization. After the tsunami.”

She stared at him. Volunteer medical relief work was the last thing she’d have expected. “That must have been hard,” she said softly. She could only imagine the devastation, the loss he’d witnessed among the survivors.

His jaw clenched, but then he gave a tight smile. “It wasn’t so bad.”

The way he gave his neutral answer reminded her of her ex, Sebastian, with his iron control over his feelings and over everything else around him. Maylin sat back in her chair, putting distance between them.

Geoffrey hesitated, then added, “I have extended family in Japan, too, so I got to see them quite a bit.”

Yes, that made sense. His high cheekbones and something about the shape of his eyes had made her suspect he was part Asian. “What have you done since you came back to the States?”

“I came back to take care of my mom. My brother is an architect, so he’s building Mom’s house, and I’ve been helping with that when I’m not volunteering here. I’ll have more time to help her when Monica fills the physician position here.”

That’s right, the nurses had mentioned that Monica Grant, who started this Free Children’s Clinic, was some distant cousin of Dr. Whelan. It was one of the reasons Monica had been able to get him to step in so quickly to the vacated physician position.

He cleared his throat. “So whatever that girl was referring to must be something that happened recently, in the four months I’ve been back in the U.S., but I can’t think of what that would be.”

She turned her thoughts back to the “threat” against them, away from her unreasonable fascination with Dr. Whelan’s history. “The girl said you and me, right? But the only contact we’ve had has been here at the clinic.”

“But there have been hundreds of patients we’ve both worked with.”

“Should we tell the police?” She said it hesitatingly. It seemed like such an improbable story.

“What can we tell them? They’d get a warrant to see our patient records, and it might make the clinic look bad. Monica has had to work hard to get this clinic up and running. I don’t want to cause bad publicity, especially when we don’t have much to go on.”

“I see your point, but it seems wrong to do nothing.” She nodded at his half-eaten food. “You should finish that before you get called to another emergency.”

He gave a half-smile as he turned back to his lunch, and the laugh lines crinkled at the corners of his eyes. Maylin had to force herself to look away. Hadn’t she learned her lesson with Sebastian?

At that moment, one of the triage nurses, Felicity, appeared in the doorway to the break room. “Oh, good, you’re both here.” She lowered her voice. “There are two FBI agents who want to speak to the two of you.”

Maylin was so shocked she couldn’t speak for a moment, just staring at Felicity. Then she glanced at Geoffrey, who looked as confounded as she felt.

He asked Felicity, “Did they say what they want?”

She shook her head. “They seem pretty impatient. I put them in your office, Doctor.” 

Geoffrey looked as if he wanted to ask her more, but Felicity was jiggling her foot, and Maylin remembered she was the only triage nurse on duty today. “Thanks, Felicity.” Maylin stood. “We’ll meet them there.”

Felicity nodded and hurried away.

Maylin’s stomach curled as she followed Geoffrey to his office. She’d spoken to some of the Sonoma policemen, but never to the FBI. Now, the girl’s words to Geoffrey about them seemed more ominous. But maybe the agents could clear up what was going on.

The two men seemed to fill the small office, with their broad shoulders and dark suits. They were the same Asian men in suits whom she’d seen talking to the policeman outside the clinic just a few minutes ago. But something about the way they stood seemed … rumpled. More casual than she’d have expected from FBI agents. Or maybe she had watched too much TV? But even the policemen who came to the clinic on special cases carried themselves with more uprightness. These agents seemed to almost slouch.

They both flashed their badges. The taller of the two said, “Geoffrey Whelan and Maylin Kinley?” He had a strong Chinese accent. 

Maylin’s shoulders tightened. Her mom was from Hong Kong, and Maylin was almost positive the accent was Cantonese. 

“What’s this about?” Geoffrey’s voice had a tightness to it. Perhaps he also could sense there was something odd here.

“You come with us. We have a urgent matter to talk about.”

Definitely Cantonese. FBI agents were supposed to be American citizens. If he’d earned his citizenship, would he still speak in such broken English? No, there was something wrong here. Should she just outright accuse them of posing as FBI agents? She looked to Geoffrey. He already seemed to sense something was not right, but he also seemed to be sizing up the strength of the two men.

“Why can’t you talk to us here?” Geoffrey said.

“Sir, it’s private topic.”

Geoffrey shook his head. “I’m the only doctor on call today. I can’t just leave.”

Without warning, the large agent attacked Geoffrey, slamming his head against the wall with a dull thud. Geoffrey crumpled to the floor and didn’t move.

Maylin was too shocked to scream. When she moved toward him, the shorter agent grabbed her arm in a painful grip.

He snarled at her, “You come with us now.”




Geoffrey hoped his moan wasn’t too theatrical as he slowly turned over. His head ached where it had collided with the wall, but he had put up his hands at the last second to absorb some of the force. If the men thought he was more injured than he really was, he could take them by surprise.

The two men were speaking to each other in Chinese. At least, it sounded like Chinese to him. He wished he could understand what they were saying. What did they want with Maylin and himself?

That girl who had warned him had been right. He needed to figure out a way to get Maylin safely away.

“Get up.” One of the men kicked his ankle.

Geoffrey peered up and saw the larger man standing over him, but his head was averted from Geoffrey and he spoke to the smaller man, who had a grip on Maylin. Now was Geoffrey’s chance, while they were distracted.

He got to his hands and knees, pretending to be shaky. He slid his feet under him in a low, stable stance. He never dreamed he’d actually have to use the mixed martial arts he’d been training in. He bunched his leg muscles, then shot forward, slamming his shoulder at the man’s pelvic bone.

His low center of gravity gave him the force to shove the larger man against the far wall. There wasn’t enough space in the office for the double-leg take down he’d been trying to do, but the blow seemed to stun the man. While he got to his feet, he looked to the other man, who had Maylin.

But Geoffrey was just in time to see her punch her captor in the throat with her free hand. The man choked, his eyes bugging out of his face.

A massive weight from behind shoved Geoffrey into a wooden bookshelf against a wall. Books fell on his shoulder and back. The Asian man slid to the side of Geoffrey’s body, exposing his head. He was a bit too close, but Geoffrey hammered his head with his fists anyway, in short, tight jabs like his coach had taught him. The man grunted and his grip around Geoffrey’s torso slackened.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Maylin flinging open the office door. She must have gotten free from the man holding her. Her cries shot down the hallway, “Help! Someone call the police!”

The smaller man said something frantic in Chinese. The larger man straightened and swung a massive fist at Geoffrey’s face. Geoffrey arched back and the blow only glanced off his ear.

Then the two men were gone, flying out the open door.

Geoffrey followed. The two men shoved nurses aside as they ran down the hallway, out of the clinic. Maylin lay sprawled on the floor near the wall a few yards away.

“Are you all right?” Geoffrey knelt beside her, automatically checking for blood. As his fingers brushed the bare skin of her neck, his hand tingled. He had never been this close to her before, had never noticed the drifting threads of scent—cherry blossom and pear and redwood forest.

“I’m fine. One of them pushed me as he was running past.” She was breathing heavily and her hand shook, but her chin was set at a stubborn angle. She reached up to touch his temple. “How’s your head?”

As if in answer, the throbbing suddenly pushed against his eye socket. “I’m fine. I didn’t hit the wall very hard.”

“You’re a lot stronger than you look.”

He had to smile at that backhanded compliment.

She blushed fiercely. “I mean … you punched him like it was nothing.”

Geoffrey rubbed his knuckles. He’d become used to the lightweight grappling gloves used when sparring, and when he hit the larger man bare-fisted, he’d felt the blows up his arm. “Since I came back to Sonoma, I’ve been training at that mixed martial arts gym in town. You reacted pretty well yourself.”

She gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I took a few self-defense classes. I had already been planning what I could do when I saw you attack the big guy.”

“Can you stand?” He helped her to her feet, and the two of them went to the few nurses who had also been shoved aside as the men made their escape.

A policeman ran into the clinic in less than a minute. “What happened?” He was deeply tanned, with brown hair, and the tag on his uniform said “Malcolm.”

“Didn’t you see the two men running out of the clinic?” Geoffrey said.

“What two men?”

“They must have run right past you,” Maylin said.

“Ma’am, I didn’t see anyone.” Officer Malcolm spoke in a slightly condescending tone, as if speaking to a crazy person.

“Weren’t you parked at the curb?” Geoffrey said. He wouldn’t have seen the front door, exactly, but he’d have seen anyone running out to the parking lot.

“No one ran past me,” the officer said.

Geoffrey studied him, incredulous. Had he really not seen the two Asian men? How was that possible?

He was about to say something else when he felt Maylin’s fingers press into his arm. She gave him a steady look, and he shut his mouth.

They gave their statements to the officer, explaining about how the men spoke with thick Chinese accents, and how one had attacked Geoffrey when he refused to go with them. 

“Disgruntled patient?” Officer Malcolm asked in a bored voice.

“We only treat children here,” Geoffrey said.

The officer shrugged. “Parent, then.”

The policeman had an air about him as if he didn’t quite believe their stories, which made Geoffrey’s shoulders grow tighter and tighter. It was one of the reasons he didn’t tell them about the girl’s warning for himself and Maylin.

Geoffrey tried to control his temper and be logical about this. The men had posed as FBI agents, but they hadn’t done anything else besides rough him up and shove a few nurses. Everything looked like some men just trying to make trouble. No conspiracy theory or imminent danger to anyone … except for that mysterious girl.

“Are you two okay?” Officer Malcolm asked. “We can call a paramedic …”

“We’re surrounded by nurses,” Maylin said dryly. “We’ll be fine.”

The officer left to speak to some of the other nurses who had seen the two men, and Maylin said in a low voice, “In your office.”

He followed her there, stepping over the books strewn across the floor. “They weren’t FBI, I guess,” he said.

Maylin partially closed the office door. “They were speaking in Cantonese.”

He paused in the act of picking up a book. “You could understand them?” He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. Besides her name, she had an exotic swoop to the edges of her dark eyes, hinting at a part-Asian background. It was similar to the shape of his sister’s eyes.

“My mom’s side of the family is from Hong Kong,” Maylin said. “After the big guy attacked you, they were trying to figure out how to get us out of the clinic without being noticed.”

“Did they say anything about why they were trying to kidnap us?”

She shook her head.

“We should tell this to the police—”

Maylin glanced at the half-closed door. “Earlier, I saw those fake FBI agents talking to the policeman in the squad car that was parked outside. They seemed pretty friendly with each other.”

“When did you see this?”

“A few minutes before they showed up in your office.”

Geoffrey looked out his office window, but his view of the parking lot didn’t show the squad car. “Do you know why the policeman was here in the first place?”

“You didn’t call the Sonoma PD?” Maylin’s brows wrinkled.

“Nope.”

The Sonoma police weren’t often called here to the clinic, but when they did arrive, they had always been courteous and left Geoffrey with a positive impression of their characters. But this officer had seemed reluctant to believe them, and somehow he had claimed not to see the two Asian men running from the clinic. Was this cop somehow involved with the Asian men?

 “That girl who warned you was right.” Maylin wrapped her arms around herself.

“She could have been a bit more specific about who’s after us and why.” Geoffrey nudged at a fallen binder.

“We need to find out more about her,” Maylin said, just as Felicity appeared in his office doorway, pushing open the half-way closed door.

“Sorry to bother you, Doctor.” Felicity’s eyes were bright as she saw Maylin standing there. “The policeman just left.”

“Is everyone all right? Those men didn’t hurt anyone?” Geoffrey asked.

“We’re fine. But we just got a busload of kids—literally. A bus driver accidentally hit a big fallen tree limb and skidded off the road. All the kids came here with minor injuries.”

Geoffrey and Maylin headed out to the front area, which was filled with middle-school children, and soon he was immersed in checking scrapes, wrapping sprains, and dealing with a broken foot. The work strangely soothed him, helped him to calm down from the adrenaline rush of dealing with the two fake agents.

Work had always served to focus him. When he had stayed in Japan after the tsunami, the work had helped him stay sane in the midst of all the horrors he’d seen, the tragic stories he’d heard. The loss of his cousin and grandmother had punched a hole in his soul, and nothing he did had helped to heal it. He had thought coming back home would make him feel more anchored, but strangely, he’d only felt more adrift. 

He knew this wasn’t a way to live, but he didn’t know what to do. 

He was surprised when Maylin handed him a chart with a green sticky note attached, bearing a message in her handwriting.

“DON’T GO HOME.”

Ice water washed down his spine. He looked at her.

Her eyes were dark and serious, but her tone was deceptively light. “Dr. Whelan, how’s your mom doing these days?”

He immediately understood what she was telling him. Those men knew their names. They could find their families. Recently his mom and most of his siblings had decided to move back to Sonoma, and he had several second cousins here, too.

“Her house is almost done,” he answered, also in that light tone. “All but one of my siblings are living with her there.” So she was well protected.

Maylin nodded in a vague manner, but relief flickered across her face.

“Do you have family in Sonoma?” he asked.

She quickly shook her head, then peeled the sticky note from the chart in his hand, crumpling it so no one else could see it. In a more official voice, she said, “This little girl was complaining of chest pains, so I contacted her grandmother …”

One of the patients was the son of a security guard here at the clinic, and as he spoke to the man about his boy’s sprained wrist, Geoffrey got an idea. He had to interrupt his conversation to grab a sticky note from the pad in his pocket to write it down before he forgot, then continued his consultation. Afterward, he went to give the boy’s chart to Maylin, but attached the sticky note to it:

“Wait for me after clinic closes. I have a plan.”




















CHAPTER TWO




Somehow Maylin felt safer now that the clinic had closed and was empty of everyone except herself, Geoffrey, and the night security guard. She stared out through the slits in the blinds in Geoffrey’s office at the deserted parking lot. The summer sunlight was finally fading, and shadows cast long fingers across the asphalt. It would be more obvious if someone arrived who wasn’t supposed to be there, especially since the parking lot wrapped around two sides of the building, while the other two sides were surrounded by grassy play areas.

A car’s headlights cut through the dusk as it turned from the main road into the parking lot.

“That’ll be Monica.” Geoffrey got up from his desk.

“No, I think it’s the janitor,” Maylin said. “It’s a white pickup truck.”

“Yeah, that sounds like John’s truck.”

“Wait, there’s another car. A blue SUV?”

“That’s Monica. She just bought a Jeep Grand Cherokee.”

“She got here pretty quick,” Maylin said.

“She doesn’t live far from the clinic.”

Maylin followed Geoffrey to the glass front doors of the clinic, where a woman with dark hair waving around her face headed toward them. Geoffrey went to the nurses’ station, a small area with a counter and computers on desks, and disengaged the clinic’s silent alarm system. He waved to Monica to let her know the alarm was off.

She waved back as she opened the front doors with her own key, but paused to chat with the janitor, John, who had come up behind her.

“See you later, John,” Monica said as the two of them entered the clinic. The janitor nodded to them all in a friendly fashion as he headed through the main doors to the supply closet off the main hallway.

“Hang on, let me reengage the alarm.” Geoffrey tapped the code into the alarm panel.

Maylin had a chance to study her boss. Monica dressed more casually than Maylin would have expected of the director of the clinic. She couldn’t help comparing Monica’s jeans and silk shirt to her sister, a CFO, who always dressed in a power suit even on a visit to her company after hours. And her sister certainly wouldn’t know the janitor’s name. Maylin had to remind herself that not everyone was as conscious of image as her own family. Still, she smoothed her wrinkled scrubs with one hand as Monica gave Geoffrey a hug.

“Thanks for doing this for me,” he said as he released her.

“No problem, cuz.” She grinned at him, and then her eyes slid to Maylin. “Maylin Kinley, right? I remember your interview a few months ago.”

“Really? I mean, um … thanks.” Maylin’s face was on fire. She wished she were as confident and elegant as Monica. As any normal woman, really. She was tired of being such a misfit.

Instead of looking at her strangely, Monica simply smiled at her, a genuine smile that accepted her for who she was.

Maylin felt warm. In a good way. There was just something about Monica that was so different from anyone else she’d ever met. Maylin hadn’t really seen it in her interview with Monica, but she could sense it now. It was elusive, something she couldn’t quite pin down.

Monica turned to Geoffrey. “So explain to me what you couldn’t talk about over the phone. I heard about the police coming to the clinic this afternoon.”

Before answering her, Geoffrey surprised Maylin by looking to her first, as if wanting her approval. She nodded to him.

Geoffrey started with the girl who had approached him with her warning. He then told Monica about the two fake FBI agents. “I thought there was something wrong when I saw them. I’ve met a couple FBI agents, and they didn’t carry themselves the way these two men did. These two guys stood like … gangsters.”

“And how would you know how gangsters stand?” Monica raised an eyebrow at him. “Saw a lot of gangsters when you were in Japan?”

“No, but …” Flustered, Geoffrey frowned at her, but Monica just laughed at him.

Maylin saved him. “I thought there was something wrong when I heard how broken their English was, because I know FBI agents have to be American citizens.”

“And then the big guy shoved my face into the wall,” Geoffrey said.

Monica’s playful attitude disappeared. “What? Are you all right?”

Geoffrey explained what happened, and Maylin added that she had been able to understand their Cantonese conversation. Geoffrey ended with their frustration with the police officer who had responded, and Maylin added how she’d seen the fake FBI agents speaking to the officer beforehand.

Monica looked at them both. “This is really serious. If there are cops somehow involved with those guys …”

“Isn’t Aunt Becca dating a detective?” Geoffrey said. “Maybe she can ask him about that officer.”

“They could have just been fooled by those fake agents,” Maylin pointed out. “In that case, they were simply ignorant, not involved in anything shady.”

“I can call Aunt Becca,” Monica began, but Geoffrey interrupted her.

“Actually, I asked you here because I need your password for the security video footage.”

“Oh, I get it. You want to see if that girl is on the video.”

“We can see who she might have talked to besides me.”

Monica led the way to the security office just off of the front lobby. She knocked on the door, which was opened by the guard, Roy.

Monica smiled. “How’s your daughter doing? Does she like San Diego?”

“She loves it,” Roy said. “She declared her major last week—she’s getting her degree in international relations.”

Roy shook Geoffrey’s hand and said, “Thanks for the recommendation on the short-term missions trip for this summer, Dr. Whelan. My youngest son is applying.”

“It’s one of the organizations I worked with when I was in Japan,” he said. “They’ll take good care of your son.”

“I know God will teach him a lot and use him, just like he used you,” Roy said.

Geoffrey’s mouth tightened, and his eyes flickered away. “Your son will enjoy it,” he said in a gruff voice.

Monica didn’t seem to notice it, but Maylin was puzzled. Geoffrey had said he’d been doing medical missions with a Christian relief organization, so why had the comment about his faith seemed to make him uncomfortable? Not that Maylin knew what she believed, herself.

“Roy, I’m afraid I need to kick you out.” Monica nodded at the computer on the desk in the security office. “I need to look at the video from this afternoon.”

“Not a problem. I need to do my walkthrough anyway.” He grabbed his ring of keys from the desk and headed out the door.

Even with Roy gone, the security office was cramped with the three of them there, but Maylin leaned over to see the screen over Monica’s shoulder. Monica logged into the system to access the video files.

“It was the northwest hallway around two o’clock.” Geoffrey leaned over Monica’s other shoulder, his eyes on the monitor as she searched through the video. “There she is.”

The girl who approached Geoffrey almost looked too young to be a nurse, even a nursing student. She had on plain scrubs that showed up light gray in the black and white video. She had a beautiful rosebud mouth and sultry dark eyes, but her movements were furtive, nervous. Fear radiated from her stiff shoulders, her hunched posture. There was no sound, but her conversation with Geoffrey was brief.

“Can you back up and find out when she came in?” Geoffrey asked.

They found her entering the clinic a few minutes earlier. She moved easily through the half-empty waiting room and directly up to Felicity, the triage nurse on duty, as if used to hospitals.

“She didn’t even bother talking to the receptionist,” Maylin said.

The girl was saying something as she dug out of her pocket a badge and a security card key.

“That badge isn’t one of ours,” Monica said. “It’s the wrong shape.”

After looking at the badge, Felicity moved to an empty computer terminal and looked something up. She said something to the girl, who nodded and gave Felicity a smile. Then the girl headed through the main doors into the clinic.

“We have to talk to Felicity to see what that girl said to her,” Maylin said. “Something that made Felicity let her walk right into the clinic.”

“Where did she go?” Geoffrey said.

Monica switched video files to follow her as she walked down the hallway. She spoke briefly to a nurse, who pointed toward the northwest hallway, probably telling her where to find Dr. Whelan. They again saw her speak to Geoffrey, then Monica switched video files again to follow her out of the clinic.

Except she didn’t go straight out. She paused at the water fountain, getting a paper cup of water. As she sipped, she closed her eyes and rubbed the base of her throat.

“She looks terrified,” Maylin murmured.

The girl happened to look out a window in the hallway, and suddenly froze.

“That window looks out onto the parking lot,” Maylin said. “She’d have seen the police car I saw earlier. And the Asian men talking to the officer.”

“So was it the policeman or the Asian men who scared her?” Geoffrey said.

Even with the grainy black and white video, the girl clearly went pale. She ducked into an empty exam room next to the water fountain. A few minutes later, the two Asian men, led by Felicity, walked right past the exam room.

The girl peeked out at the two men, then darted in the opposite direction. Monica tracked her, and they saw her hurry out of the clinic.

“Can you find the video of the two men?” Geoffrey asked her.

The two men entered the clinic and went to the receptionist, who pointed them to Felicity. The men showed Felicity their badges, and the triage nurse seemed taken aback by whatever they said to her, but she went to a computer terminal and looked something up for them, just like she’d done for the girl.

“We really have to talk to Felicity,” Geoffrey said.

Rather than letting the men walk through the clinic, Felicity led them to Geoffrey’s office. After they walked past the exam room and the girl had run down the hallway away from them, Maylin noticed that one of the men glanced around behind him.

“I wonder if he saw her?” she said.

Felicity left the two men in Geoffrey’s office. In a few minutes, Geoffrey and Maylin entered his office and closed the door. A few minutes after that, the door was wrenched open and Maylin came running out, quickly followed by the two men. The smaller one shoved her aside as he sprinted down the hallway. They knocked a couple other nurses out of the way before they ran out of the clinic.

“I wish you had video of the parking lot,” Geoffrey said. “I’d like to know what happened when they ran out. I don’t know how the two officers could have missed them.”

“The video doesn’t give us much about them,” Monica said.

“But it might give us something about the girl.” Maylin leaned forward. “Can you find the video when she went into the exam room?” She pointed to the screen. “She had the water cup when she entered the room, but it’s not in her hand when she left.”

Geoffrey straightened. “If we can find the cup she threw away in the room, we can get her DNA.”

“Let’s hope no one else threw a water cup in that room’s trash can.” Maylin followed him out of the security room, trailed by Monica. There was a good chance that the girl’s cup was the only one in that exam room trash can, because there was a larger trash can next to the water fountain where most people threw their used cups.

However, as they approached the exam room, Maylin saw the janitor’s cart, and it was parked right next to the water fountain. The light was on in the room that the girl had entered. They sped up, sliding into the room.

“John, wait!” Geoffrey held his hand outstretched, but it was too late. The janitor was just placing the emptied trash can back in the corner of the room. John froze and blinked owlishly at them.

Each trash can had a plastic liner bag, however, so Maylin asked, “John, did you pull out the liner, too?”

The janitor nodded slowly. “But I don’t tie the bag if it’s not too dirty. I just throw it in my garbage cart.” He nodded to the cart parked outside the exam room.

Monica was closest to the cart and peered inside, and Maylin joined her. There were several plastic liners of trash in the garbage bag, but they had partially spilled out and mixed together. There was no way to know which bag was from this exam room, and no way to retrieve the girl’s paper water cup.

Maylin sighed. “It was a long shot, anyway. There might have been several paper cups in the trash can in this room, and we’d have never known which was hers.”

At that moment, Monica’s cell phone rang. “Hi, Roy,” she answered the phone. She immediately frowned. “No, don’t let them into the security office. Ask them to wait. I’ll be there in a minute.” She disconnected the call and immediately began dialing another. “Roy said there are two FBI agents who showed up, asking to see the video surveillance of the clinic.”

Maylin felt as if she’d been dowsed in ice water. “FBI agents?”

Geoffrey had stiffened, his hands clenching. He looked faintly dangerous. 

“I’m calling Detective Carter to ask him to come down,” Monica hit the send button on her cell phone. “Just in case …”

Then the sound of a gunshot echoed down the hallway.




Geoffrey instinctively stepped in front of Maylin and Monica. John started and grabbed his broom tightly.

“Roy.” Maylin’s hand was in front of her mouth, and the name came out muffled.

Monica’s hand holding the cell phone shook, but then the sound of a man’s voice coming from the phone brought her out of her temporary shock. She pressed the phone to her ear. “Horatio, come to the clinic quick! We just heard a gunshot.”

“Stay here.” Geoffrey kicked off his Doc Martins and headed down the hallway toward the front of the clinic, his socks whispering against the industrial tile floor. He stayed low to the ground since the doors up ahead that led to the front lobby had windows on their upper halves. Instead of opening the swinging doors, he cut right into the open doorway to the nurses’ station. He heard the sound of breaking glass. He crawled behind the desks until he could peek out behind a corner.

The two men at the front of the clinic had shot a hole in the glass doors and were now smashing a larger opening so they could reach inside to unlock the deadbolts. They were the same two Asian men who had come to the clinic earlier that afternoon.

Movement caught his eye and he eased out further, hoping the shadows in the waiting room would hide him. Roy sat on the floor a few feet away from the door, clutching his arm. Blood ran down through his fingers.

Roy turned and saw Geoffrey, and began shuffling toward him. Aside from the shot to his arm, he looked to be all right.

When he got to the edge of the nurses’ station desks, Geoffrey whispered, “Come on, to the back of the clinic.” They’d need to lock themselves in a room in order to buy time to patch him up. By now, even if Monica hadn’t been on the phone with Detective Carter, the clinic’s silent alarm had been triggered when the front door glass was broken. However, the clinic was on the outskirts of Sonoma, and it would take the police a few minutes to get here.

“Wait.” Roy got to his feet using his good arm, and dashed to the nearby security office door, pulling it shut. It automatically locked.

“Where’s the key?” Geoffrey asked as Roy slipped behind the nurses’ station.

“Inside the security room.”

Geoffrey helped Roy crawl back to the open doorway, but then Monica appeared with three plastic water bottles in her hand. She cracked open the main doors to the waiting area and rolled the bottles out into the room, toward the two men, who had just entered the building.

“What are you doing?” Geoffrey mouthed to her.

She beckoned to them. Before they could reach her, they were startled by a loud bang! from the waiting room. There was a stunned moment of silence, then the sound of men’s voices.

“Dry ice bomb,” Monica said to him. “To slow them down.”

The clinic, like many hospitals, had a dry ice chest that was constantly refilled by a dry ice service. The dry ice was used to keep frozen samples from degrading during transport. Geoffrey remembered making a dry ice bomb or two as a prank in high school and college, but he’d never have thought to use it to surprise the two men entering the clinic.

The other two bombs must have been made to delay in going off. They were out of the nurses’ station before two more bangs! echoed down the main hallway behind them. A sudden gunshot made the three of them flatten to the floor, but then one of the men began haranguing the other in Chinese.

Maylin came running down the hallway toward them, also without her shoes on.  She had two hot water bottles in her hand, both bulging and full.

“Go back,” Geoffrey started to say, but she ran past them, crouching behind the main door. She pulled a pocket knife from her slacks and punched holes in the two water bottles. Immediately smoke began to curl from the holes. She cracked the doors and sent them sliding into the waiting room.

“Run!” she hissed as she came up behind them. Geoffrey caught a whiff of acrid pepper that made his eyes start to water.

Geoffrey ran, his arm around Roy. Behind him, he heard painful hacking and coughing.

“What was that?” Geoffrey said.

“Home-made tear gas,” Maylin said as she ran. “Cayenne pepper, vinegar, baking soda.”

He saw John standing at the end of the hallway, his face white. “Here, take Roy.” Geoffrey grabbed a towel from a nearby cart and wrapped it around his injury to keep him from bleeding onto the floor, then pointed down the side hallway. “The medication room is the most secure in the clinic. Lock yourselves in.”

“What are you going to do?” Maylin said.

“Misdirection.”

The two women headed down the hallway with Roy and John. Geoffrey toppled the cart, using it to partially block the hallway and also indicate in which direction he was running. He kicked over a chair further down the hallway, then turned to his office.

Monica was going to kill him, but it was the only way he could think of to lead the men away from them. Maylin and Monica could treat Roy’s wound in the meantime, while they waited for the police to arrive. If only the clinic weren’t so far away from the center of town …

Geoffrey deliberately kept his office door open, then waited and listened. The clinic was silent, not even a scuffle from feet against the smooth industrial floor.

Then he heard it, a muffled grunt. It came from the hallway leading to his office.

He grabbed his office chair and swung it at the large window behind his desk. It bounced off with a heavy thwack! and nearly flew out of his hands, leaving a spiderweb in the glass.

He tightened his grip and swung it again. This time there was the sound of cracking glass that he hoped carried down the hallway. One leg of the rolling chair stuck in a softball-sized hole in the glass, and he had to tug to pull it free.

He swung a third time, and the hole blew out to a beach ball size with jagged edges. The legs of the chair stuck and he had to jerk and maneuver to get it out. He then used the chair to smash the glass out to make a hole easily large enough for people to climb through.

Geoffrey set the chair down and waited.

The men didn’t even attempt to hide their footsteps. They ran to the office and hesitated in the doorway. The largest man gave Geoffrey an ugly look, then said something in Chinese to the smaller man, who took off back down the hallway. Geoffrey was guessing he would go out the front doors, thinking that Monica, Maylin, and Roy had escaped through the window and out to the parking lot.

Geoffrey considered diving out the hole in the window to make the man follow him, but he didn’t want to turn his back. The office was smaller than the sparring ring at his gym, so he’d have to switch up some of his striking moves.

The two of them circled the desk warily, in short jerky movements. Then the larger man sidestepped and swung a beefy fist in a roundhouse punch. Geoffrey twisted easily to avoid it, but the man pivoted completely around in the direction of his swing, bringing his other arm in a spinning backfist.

Geoffrey just barely ducked in time to avoid it, feeling the man’s hand slice through his hair.

Geoffrey attacked with an open palm slamming into the man’s nose, his fingers stabbing into the soft eye sockets. He felt the nose break and the man gave a painful grunt.

Without stopping his forward movement, he lifted his elbow high and brought it down in a muay Thai elbow strike to the man’s face, a solid blow to the spot between his eyes.

The Asian man staggered back, clutching his face, but a wildly swung arm clipped Geoffrey in the shoulder with a painful crunch. He’d underestimated the length of the man’s arm span, and since the man easily outweighed him, the blow felt like an iron hammer.

But he had to shake it off. The man was still blinded by his hand over his pained nose. Geoffrey stepped forward and captured the man’s free arm in a clinch that immobilized his shoulder, then pulled the man’s torso down as he brought his knee up in a sharp strike. It connected with the man’s fingers over his face, and he bellowed in pain again.

But as his cry died down, Geoffrey heard the wail of police sirens through the broken window.

It took the man a few seconds longer to hear it, but when he did, he shoved Geoffrey away and ran out the office door, his shoulders hunched. Geoffrey tried to follow, but his socks slipped on the floor and he almost fell. As he got to the front waiting area, a silver car pulled up in front of the clinic. The smaller man was in the driver’s seat, and he leaned over to open the passenger door.

The injured man dove into the car and it took off just as Geoffrey exited the clinic, leaving him only with the heat from the exhaust swirling around his socks-clad feet.




















CHAPTER THREE




Maylin had never met Detective Carter before, but the Sonoma police detective obviously knew Monica well. He cupped the younger woman’s cheek. “Are you all right?” he asked in a gravelly voice.

“I’m fine, Horatio.” Monica smiled at him. “I hope I didn’t take you away from dinner with Aunt Becca.”

“No, your aunt and I have dinner reservations at Lorianne’s Cafe for tomorrow night, so I was working late tonight.”

The officers who arrived with Detective Carter were more like the other Sonoma PD officers Maylin had dealt with when they came to the clinic, courteous and concerned. After they gave their statements to the officers, Detective Carter came to speak to them himself.

He had kind gray eyes under his thinning red hair that made her feel comfortable telling him everything that had happened. 

“Why were you all here at the clinic this late?” he asked them.

Geoffrey hesitated, then glanced at her as he had done before. This time, Maylin told him about the girl who had warned Geoffrey about the danger to him and herself. She also explained about looking for her on the video surveillance.

“I’ll need to take a look at that.” Detective Carter raised his eyebrows at Monica.

“Sure, I have the master key for the security room. I can get that for you.”

“As far as we know, she’s not involved with the two men,” Geoffrey said. “She was trying to warn us against them. But if you discover something about her …”

“I’ll let you know.” The detective sighed. “Your family seems to have a track record for getting in trouble.”

“But Geoffrey’s only a second cousin,” Monica said with an innocent look.

“And there are two bullet holes in your clinic,” the detective pointed out.

Monica and Geoffrey winced, looking at each other.

“The two men were the same ones who came to the clinic earlier this afternoon,” Geoffrey said.

“This afternoon?” The detective obviously hadn’t heard about it.

Geoffrey filled him in, mentioning how the officer hadn’t seen the men running out of the clinic. As he listened, Detective Carter’s mouth grew grim. “I’ll talk to Officer Malcolm,” he promised, making a note in his notebook.

“Why was he here? We didn’t call for any police officers.” Sometimes Geoffrey called the Sonoma PD if there was a chance the child they were caring for was in some sort of danger, but that hadn’t happened very often.

Detective Carter’s eyes grew harder than steel. “I heard rumors he’s dating a nurse. He’s been reprimanded before about doing personal business during his shift.”

Geoffrey wondered briefly if Officer Malcolm’s “personal business” had prevented him from seeing the two men fleeing the clinic.

He finished by telling him about what had happened this evening when the two men returned.

Detective Carter asked a few more questions, taking notes in his notebook. He gave his business card to Maylin and Geoffrey, then said, “I’ll need your cell phone numbers in case I need to get in touch with you.”

They gave the numbers to him. Geoffrey said, “We’ll probably be sticking close to each other until this gets resolved.”

“We will?” Maylin glared at him. Sebastian had been insistent on keeping her close, saying that he only wanted to protect her. There were some things about Geoffrey that were nothing like Sebastian, but she couldn’t help reacting automatically, with suspicion and annoyance. It didn’t help that Geoffrey was confident, like Sebastian.

Detective Carter’s eyebrows rose again, and then he discreetly sidled away.

Monica gave Geoffrey an exasperated blow to the arm. “Way to not communicate, cuz.”

“Hey, I got hit in that shoulder.” Geoffrey tried to look like the injured party. “I was busy getting beat up.”

Monica threaded her arm through Maylin’s in a sisterly fashion. “It’s because he’s the oldest of his family. He gets a bit high-handed because he’s used to being in charge of his siblings and all the cousins, too.”

“It’s because I was always the only responsible one out of all of us,” Geoffrey protested.

“I think that we wouldn’t have been quite so rowdy if you hadn’t been such a stick in the mud.” Monica stuck her tongue out at him.

Maylin couldn’t imagine bantering this way with her older sister, let alone any of her cousins. None of them seemed to even want to try to understand her sense of humor. Maybe she was just too odd for anyone to understand.

“I’d better pull up the video for Horatio.” Monica’s look of concern encompassed both of them. “Be safe. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do for you.” She had walked away before Maylin could respond.

“I’m sorry,” Geoffrey said in a rush. “I meant to talk to you about sticking together, but I forgot. It’s why I need to write things down.”

While she didn’t like having decisions made for her, she also didn’t want to be on her own with two mysterious men threatening her. “I guess it would be safer.”

“Although I’m sure you’d be fine.” There was humor in his voice, and his smile, the teasing tilt of his head, made her breath catch for a moment. “You told Monica to make the dry ice bombs, didn’t you?”

“Well, yes, because I needed time to go to the kitchen to make the tear gas bombs.” Luckily, she had known for a fact they had all the ingredients because several of the nurses had a fondness for spicy foods.

“I thought so. She’d never have thought of that on her own. How did you know to do all that?”

She shrugged. “I was good at chemistry.” Actually, she had a fascination with all things that exploded, but that wasn’t something she could put on her resume or mention on a first date.

“Anyway,” Geoffrey said, “that’s why I know you’d be fine.”

She realized he was impressed by her. She wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

Geoffrey continued, “But two heads are better than one in figuring out who’s behind all this and why.”

“You’re right,” she said quickly.

He was a little startled by her agreement at first, but he gave her that smile that revealed the slight dimples under the dark gold shadow on his cheeks. Then he sobered. “I was thinking about your note, about not going home. What were you going to do?”

The creepy thought of those two men staking out her apartment made her shudder. “Check into a motel room, maybe.” Except how long could she afford to stay at even a cheap motel that wouldn’t balk at a fake name?

“I have an option for both of us, a place those men couldn’t find. My mom and my siblings have moved back to Sonoma because they chipped in to buy fifty acres of land from my mom’s aunt.”

“That must have been expensive.” Especially with the land prices in Sonoma.

“It wasn’t, really, because it’s almost all wilderness and rocky, not suitable for crops. My mom’s uncle only ever ventured onto the property to go deer hunting. But my siblings’ businesses can use the space, and Mom is building a house on the best section of it. Mom’s uncle built a hunting cabin on the land—it’s more like a shack. It’s not on any property records. It’s completely off the grid. But there’s no phone, the electricity comes from a generator and the water is pumped in from a nearby well. How are you with roughing it?”

She almost laughed. “I love camping and backpacking. A cabin would be like a luxury hotel.”

“Great.” His voice had a tinge of surprise. “We’ll be safe for tonight.”

“But what about your mom? She’ll be alone at her house.”

“No, besides me, three of my siblings are staying at the house with her. Your family …”

“Is down in Los Angeles. I’m living alone.” It sounded rather pathetic when she told her coworkers, but now she was glad.

“I thought we could try to call Felicity tonight, even though it’s late, to ask her about what she said to that girl and the two men,” Geoffrey said.

Maylin shook her head. “She’s out with friends tonight at Rock Love.”

He looked blank. “Rock Love?”

At least she wasn’t the only one. “It’s a famous restaurant in Napa.”

He shook his head. “Never heard of it.”

“Don’t worry, I hadn’t heard of it, either.”

“At least I’m not the only one.”

She suppressed a smile. “I thought you were from Sonoma?”

“My family moved from Sonoma when I was five, and we grew up in Arizona. I’ve only been back here since Mom started work on her house.”

Maylin pulled out her cell phone. “Is there a cell signal the cabin?”

“Nope.”

“I’ll call Felicity and leave a message for her. We can arrange to meet her tomorrow morning, maybe before her work shift starts.” And not at the clinic—while she didn’t think the men would return here a third time, they might once they realized she and Geoffrey wouldn’t be returning to their homes tonight. What would they do then?

She called Felicity’s cell phone, and it went straight to voicemail, so she left a message. Meanwhile, she heard Geoffrey on his phone, and it sounded like he was talking to his mom.

He disconnected the call and looked to her. “Ready to go? Okay if I drive?”

“Sure.” He knew where the cabin was, anyway.

His car was an older Mustang, not old enough to be vintage, and it badly needed a paint job.

“Sorry for the mess.” He swept some newspapers from the passenger seat. “I’m borrowing this car from my brother and never got around to giving it a good clean.”

When she’d first learned that this car was his, she’d been surprised, since it wasn’t the car she’d have expected of a doctor, but now that she knew he’d been overseas on medical missions, it made more sense.

They stopped at the grocery store briefly for supplies, but the entire time Maylin kept looking over her shoulder, half-afraid the Asian men would have somehow found them again. She started when she saw a large Asian man in a suit smelling the cantaloupes, and Geoffrey laid a hand on her arm. His touch felt warm and tingly at the same time.

“Those men would have had a hard time following us from the clinic because it was crawling with police officers,” he said. “I think we’re okay for a little while.”

“I feel like I’m being hunted.”

Geoffrey nodded. “I don’t like the loss of control over the situation.”

She couldn’t help pulling away from him, even though logically she knew that not all men would be like her ex-boyfriend.

The Whelan property was outside of Sonoma, far away from any of the farms and vineyards. Geoffrey drove down a trail that led into dark wilderness, and the car headlights lit on juniper bushes, scraggly trees, and thorny bushes in between stretches of desert sands and rocks. The mustang dipped and bounced along the road, which was little more than a dirt track that wound through the brush.

“Sorry,” Geoffrey muttered after a jaw-rattling stretch. “Usually we drive out here in someone’s truck or SUV.”

The road snaked downward through the rolling foothills until it ended in a little valley between two rocky cliffs. Even this late at night, the residual heat from the day radiated from the hard-packed earth and stones, making the air heavy.

“Watch your step,” Geoffrey said as they got out of the car. “The rocks are pretty loose around here.”

The pebbles rolled beneath her feet, but it wasn’t more difficult to walk than a hike up some of the steeper mountains in the San Francisco Bay Area. Maylin followed him deeper into the brush, and as they emerged from behind some oak trees, she saw the cabin.

It was a solid-looking shack standing in a clearing, with thick trees and overgrown juniper bushes behind it. Moss hung from the roof, but the area around the door had been cleared of weeds and bushes, and there was a footpath that ran around the cabin toward the woods behind it.

Geoffrey frowned at the door. “One of my siblings must have been here recently.”

“Is that unusual?”

“Well, I can’t think of a reason they’d use the cabin.”

He searched under a rock at the corner of the house, finding the key to the front door. Inside, he lit a lamp from a shelf next to the front door and set it on the dining room table.

The small space had a living room/dining room with a fireplace set in blackened stones, an old-fashioned kitchen, and two doors leading from the main area.

“Those two are the bedrooms.” Geoffrey pointed to the doors. “And the bathroom is outside behind the house.”

He lit another lamp for her and then knelt in front of the fireplace to start the fire. Maylin started putting away supplies. In opening a cabinet, she saw a shotgun lying there.

Geoffrey growled. “They should have put that away in the gun cabinet.” He grabbed it and set it on the floor next to the door, then rummaged above the fireplace mantle.

His movements stilled. “The key is missing.”

“To the gun cabinet?”

He nodded slowly. “That’s odd.”

“Maybe the key is in the cabinet?”

He went into one of the bedrooms, but returned a moment later, shaking his head. “And I can’t call home to ask my family where they left the key.”

Maylin glanced at the shotgun, but unspoken between them was the worry that they would need the guns at all. Surely those men couldn’t have followed them through that wilderness in the dark?

“Let me show you how to work the water pump.” Geoffrey grabbed several plastic gallon containers and a flashlight and led the way out the backdoor.

The backyard had a small strip of grass and weeds, and then there were trees leading deeper into the valley. A footpath cut through them. Geoffrey picked his way along with Maylin following the bobbing of his flashlight. Every so often, the flashlight fell on a pipe half-hidden in the ground that ran from the house to the well.

They came to a small clearing with brush and trees all around them and a cylindrical water tank partly embedded into the ground in the center, with a motor off to one side. Next to it was a white hand pump and faucet.

“There’s a generator-run pump for using the shower, but for other stuff, we use the hand pump.” Geoffrey positioned one of the containers under the faucet and began pumping. Soon a stream flowed out of the faucet into the container. He continued to pump, and Maylin replaced the containers as they got full.

“We’ve got water filters inside,” he said as they filled the last container.

They each grabbed some containers and headed back to the cabin. But as they entered the backyard, Maylin happened to look up.

Thousands, millions of stars thickly dotted the blue-black night sky. Out here, away from the city lights that had concealed them, the stars exploded across the sky. They made her breath catch. They always did. She didn’t go camping or backpacking as often as she wanted to, but she never missed moments like these, staring up at the sky, drinking in the wonder. She set down her water containers and arched her back so she could take in all of the night sky.

Then Geoffrey was beside her, his water containers also on the ground, and he looked up with her. “They looked different in Japan.” There was a sorrowful note in his voice.

He would have seen stars like this on the empty shores of cities washed away by the tsunami.

She reached out to touch his hand. She understood him so much better after only one day than in all the months she’d worked with him. She respected him as a doctor, but now knowing about his last several years in Japan, she respected him as man. She couldn’t imagine what he must have seen, and she saw how it had changed him, because she’d known the man he’d been.

They looked at each other at the same moment. His face was shadowed, but she saw a glitter that was his eyes. 

Then his hand reached up, touched her cheek. His caress was lighter than a petal against her skin, she wondered if she imagined it. She caught the scent of his musk, and eucalyptus, and cedar.

The way he looked at her made her feel beautiful, and confident, and precious.

And then they heard the low, quiet growl of a car engine out front.




They both froze. Maylin’s mind raced. Who would be here? No one else was supposed to know about this cabin.

Then they raced for the back door, leaving the water containers, and into the house. Geoffrey grabbed the shotgun and doused the lamps. Maylin grabbed an iron poker near the fireplace, using it to scatter the small fire so it wouldn’t emit as much light, and doused the last lamp.

Geoffrey stood to one side of the front door. Maylin hid to one side of the back door that led from the kitchen, in case someone tried to sneak in that way.

The rocky cliffs on either side of the house seemed to magnify sound. They heard the crunching of boots against the gravel as at least two people approached the cabin. Maylin tried to swallow, but her throat was tight and dry. Her hands clenched and unclenched around the iron poker.

It sounded like the men were going to the front door and not the back. She could only see a dim outline of Geoffrey in the pitch blackness, but she heard his sharp intake of breath as the door handle moved a fraction of an inch, as if someone were testing to see if it were locked.

The wooden door creaked as it opened, and Maylin saw the slash of grayness from the night outside, which was quickly blotted out by a shadow.

Then the sharp sound of the shotgun being primed cut through the air. “Stop right there.”

The shadow in the doorway stilled. “You wouldn’t shoot your favorite brother, would you?” The man’s voice was similar to Geoffrey’s but a little lighter.

“I don’t have a favorite brother,” Geoffrey growled, but she saw movement as he lowered the shotgun from where it had been pointed at the open doorway.

“But he has a favorite sister,” said a cheerful woman’s voice from behind the man in the doorway.

“I only have one sister,” Geoffrey said, still in that low voice.

“That makes me favorite by default.”

Geoffrey sighed. “You idiots. What are you doing here?”

“We could ask the same of you.”

There was a fumbling sound, then light blazed from the lit lamp.

The man in the doorway had lighter colored hair than Geoffrey, with a more angular jaw and a nose that had been broken once, but his eyes and the smile he gave his brother was the same. As he noticed Maylin, she saw that his eyes were a lighter green than Geoffrey’s, with an adventurous gleam.

“Move, you big oaf.” Someone behind the man pushed at his back, and he stepped into the cabin. The young woman didn’t much look like her brothers except for her eyes. Her small, round face only emphasized the brightness of her wide smile as she threw herself at Geoffrey for a bear hug. Her long, straight hair was a lighter shade of brown, with the faintest hint of red.

There was a strangled sound from Geoffrey at her arms squeezed tight around his neck, then she saw Maylin. “Hi there, I’m Olivia.”

Her brother, catching sight of the bruise on Geoffrey’s face from earlier that afternoon, interrupted before Maylin could respond. “Whoa, I hope the other guy looks worse, because you look like he chewed you up and spit you out.”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “Don’t listen to him, Geoff, he’s just feeling inferior because I beat him on the rock climbing wall today.”

“I’m not feeling inferior,” he complained.

“Maylin, the guy with the rude manners and the inferiority complex is my brother, Lincoln,” Geoffrey said. “You’d never know we were related …”

“Because I’m so much more handsome.” Lincoln grinned.

Maylin was taken aback by the ache she felt as she watched them. She’d seen close families before, and the comparison with her own bleak one hadn’t bothered her. But suddenly she felt the emptiness of having no siblings or cousins who would understand her so well that they could joke with her.

She shook off the feeling. She was being pathetic.

“This is Maylin Kinley, one of the nurses at the clinic,” Geoffrey said, “but I have a feeling you already knew that.”

“Of course. Monica told us.” Olivia backhanded his shoulder. “She was right, you weren’t going to involve any of us, were you? But God wasn’t going to let you get away with it. He made sure we were at the Den when you called Mom tonight.”

God had rolled off of Olivia’s tongue as if she was best buds with Him. It was similar to how Maylin’s parents spoke about God, and yet different in a way that didn’t make her cringe.

“The Den? You mean Mom’s house?”

“Blame Liv,” Lincoln said. “She’s the one who started calling it that.”

“Since our name means ‘wolf,’ it’s perfect,” Olivia said. “And besides, Mom loves it.”

Geoffrey burst out laughing. It took years from his face, and for the first time since she’d seen him again, he looked … unburdened.

“Of course she would,” Geoffrey said. “She always called us a pack of wild animals.”

“Let me take that from you before you shoot your foot off.” Olivia took the shotgun from Geoffrey’s slack grip.

“I’m not that bad a shot,” he said. “And why wasn’t it in the gun cabinet? And where’s the key?”

“It’s filled with our guns,” Olivia said as if that were the obvious answer in the world, then took the shotgun with her into one of the bedrooms.

“Why do you need so many guns here?” Geoffrey said. “Why are you two using Uncle Tommy’s cabin in the first place?”

“No, way.” Lincoln leveled a finger at his brother. “You first. What in the world is going on?”

“Monica didn’t fill you in?”

“She said something about guns and Asian hit men at the clinic, and then she hung up. I can’t believe she did that,” Olivia said as she came out of the bedroom.

“Maylin will tell you while I get the water containers.” Geoffrey headed out the back door.

Maylin was faced with two curious and identical pairs of green-brown eyes, and for a moment, she froze. “Uh …”

Olivia smiled at her, nudging her toward the heavy wooden dining table. “I don’t bite. Linc might, because he isn’t housebroken, but he’s had his shots.”

Lincoln gave his sister a sour look.

Maylin told the story again, and Geoffrey came in with water just as she finished. His siblings’ expressions had grown serious.

“You have no idea who that girl is?” Lincoln asked.

“No clue,” Maylin said. “We’re hoping to talk to one of the other nurses tomorrow morning.”

Geoffrey poured water into a kettle and placed it on the stove, which he’d started. “We didn’t want to go home because those men knew our names.”

“Don’t worry, Chris is at home with Mom,” Lincoln told him.

Olivia explained to Maylin, “Chris is our other brother. He’s an architect, and he’s the one building Mom’s house.”

“Liv, why don’t you stay here with Geoff and Maylin?” Lincoln said. “I’ll stay with Mom and Chris at the Den.”

“Why are you two here?” Geoffrey demanded. “I almost shot your fool heads off.”

“Liv and I are looking over the property,” Lincoln said. “We think this side is the best place for our shooting range and training grounds, and the cabin’s more convenient since the Den is too far away.”

“You’re building a shooting range?” Maylin asked Olivia. That would explain why the two siblings had enough guns between them to fill a gun cabinet.

“Linc was a sniper in the army, and I’m a shooting instructor,” Olivia said. “We helped Mom buy our great-uncle’s property so we can build our own commercial training grounds for maneuvers and a comprehensive shooting range.”

Each member of Geoffrey’s family certainly had their own unique backgrounds. Maylin’s family hadn’t allowed her to stray far away from the medical or legal fields when she was in college, since her dad was a surgeon and her grandfather had been a lawyer. They’d been deeply disappointed when she chose nursing over medical school.

“I’m waiting for my thank you.” Lincoln cupped his ear and leaned toward Geoffrey. “You could have been chasing gigantic spiders out of this cabin at this moment instead of heating water.”

“I was the one chasing out the spiders because you were a wimp,” Olivia shot at her brother.

Geoffrey gave them both a smile. “Thank you. Really. I hadn’t thought about how bad it would be after being abandoned for so long.”

“I would have been fine,” Maylin said to Geoffrey. “I’ve gone backpacking lots of times. Just me and the centipedes.”

“You’re a girl after my own heart.” Olivia grinned at Maylin. “Do you like rock-climbing?”

Lincoln groaned. “You and your rock climbing.”

“You’re just jealous because Geoff and I are better at it than you are.” Olivia turned expectant eyes at Maylin.

“I’ve never tried it,” Maylin said.

“We built a rock-climbing wall a few weeks ago. It’s so fun, you would love it. I’m sure you wouldn’t fall a million times like this guy.” Olivia gave Lincoln a grin.

“On that note, Liv, give me your car keys.” Lincoln stood. “I’m heading back to the Den.”

“Don’t tell Mom about this,” Geoffrey warned him.

“Do I look like I want to hear her complain about you all night?” Lincoln’s teasing look faded. “Maybe you two should lay low for a while, not venture into town.”

“We can’t,” Geoffrey said.

At the same time, Maylin said, “We have to figure out who’s after us and why.”

The two of them looked at each other. His face looked as determined as she felt.

“This won’t end until we stop whoever’s threatening us,” Geoffrey said. “I’m pretty sure we’ll be safe here. It’s not hooked up to the Sonoma water or electric company, right?”

“We hadn’t gotten around to calling them yet,” Olivia said.

“And the building isn’t on any property maps or records. No one can find us unless someone tells them about the cabin.”

Lincoln gave his brother a hug. “Stay safe,” he said. “Because if you don’t, then Liv will take your bedroom and she’ll be impossible to live with.”

“It’s past time you left,” Olivia said to him. Right after he’d closed the front door, she added in a yell, “And don’t get a scratch on my truck!”

“We bought hamburger patties,” Geoffrey said to Olivia.

“Good, I’m starving.”

“Then make yourself useful and fix the salad.” He headed toward the back door. “I’ll get the charcoal grill started and throw the burgers on.”

His face was perfectly calm as he glanced at Maylin, as if the moment outside had never happened. He was firmly in control of himself and the situation.

Just like Sebastian, and his impenetrable facade. Later in the relationship, he’d have an expressionless mask on his face even while he said the most degrading things to her.

What had Maylin been thinking in the backyard? She only just got over Sebastian and the number he’d worked on her self-esteem. Did she really want to get involved with another strong, intelligent, alpha male? No, she should look for some sweet, kind man who would cherish her and wash the dishes.

“So have you worked with Geoff for a while?” Olivia asked as they washed the lettuce and tomatoes.

“A few months. I first met him years ago when he was doing his residency at Merlyn Memorial Hospital in Los Angeles.”

“Did you really?” Olivia’s gaze wandered to the closed back door. “Jesus has changed his heart a lot since then.”

“Yes, it seems that way.”

“With his friends, he was kind of wild—he once got spanked because he and his friends had been trying to ride old Mr. Rivers’s pigs.”

Maylin snorted in laughter. “The pigs must have been thrilled.”

“Mom wasn’t sure whether to laugh or scold him. But with us, his siblings and his cousins, he was always so strict and trying to tell us what to do. And we always disobeyed him, just because he was trying to be a dictator.” Olivia winked at her.

“You have a fun family.” Maylin’s voice was light, but there was a slight ache at the back of her throat. She wanted a family like that.

“We were a bunch of rascals.” Olivia laughed, then started telling a story about how Lincoln had been lying in wait, ready to shoot a fox that was invading the chicken coop, but in reality it was their brother Chris trying to sneak back onto their property after curfew. The story was funny, especially when Geoffrey returned and told several about Olivia, the two of them laughing and insulting each other in that way that made it obvious how much they cared about each other.

Maylin laughed, but that ache in her throat traveled down to her chest. Who was she kidding? She didn’t belong in a family like this. She was too strange, too awkward. She could never fit in with Geoffrey’s family.

And why was she even thinking about it? She shouldn’t be thinking about Dr. Geoffrey Whelan in any way other than a professional capacity or as a fellow fugitive, because she was just a little too off-kilter for an emotionally healthy relationship.

She had to refocus, try to figure a way out of this dangerous situation. The sooner, the better. Because then she could put Geoffrey Whelan out of her thoughts again.
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