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[image: ] Karina Strauss approached the San Ysidro border crossing at a snail’s pace, her cargo van idling among a thousand other vehicles.

There were twenty-four lanes on the Tijuana side, a massive snarl of traffic that found order in the last hundred yards. Before the inspection booths were visible, the dividing lines were ignored. The more aggressive drivers made their own lanes, squeezing into narrow spaces and zigzagging across the chaos. Everyone else lurched forward in semiregular intervals while street vendors navigated the shifting aisles, selling everything from chicle and cold drinks to silver jewelry and colorful hammocks. Some of the peddlers were children whose shoulders barely cleared the hoods of the cars.

Kari let out a slow breath, removing her sweaty hands from the steering wheel. She’d turned off the air-conditioning and rolled down the windows in hopes that her van wouldn’t overheat. At just past noon, the summer sun was blazing. Her left shoulder, exposed by her sleeveless cotton top, felt burned.

As the crush of vehicles evened into single rows, Kari became aware of impatient drivers angling toward the right. Her lane seemed more backed up than the others—not a good sign. Some of the inspectors were very thorough, checking the contents of each and every car. Normally she appreciated their diligence.

Today she was desperate for lax security.

She put on her signal and tried to merge into the next lane, with no luck. A woman in a midsized sedan stole the spot, her radio blaring Juan Gabriel.

The space in front of Kari cleared and she was forced to move ahead in the same lane. Now there were only a few cars between her and the inspection booth. She met her startled reflection in the rearview mirror, swallowing dryly. Her heart slammed in her chest, beating too hard, too fast.

Stay calm, she told herself. Act cool.

The officer stationed at the booth ahead didn’t appear lax in any way. His dark blue uniform fit well. He had short black hair and a stern face. She couldn’t see his eyes behind the lenses of his authoritative sunglasses, but she’d bet they were brown.

Kari watched the officer walk around a dusty Oldsmobile, gesturing for the owner to open the trunk. His short-sleeved shirt stretched across his back as he leaned forward to glance into the trunk’s recesses. He looked strong, broad-shouldered, bronze-skinned. There was nothing unusual about him, other than an eye-pleasing physique, but she sensed that he was sharp and precise.

Sweat trickled between her breasts.

Too nervous to sit still, she unfastened the top buttons on her blouse, searching around the front seats of the van for a tissue to blot her perspiration.

The line crawled forward again. Damn!

She used the hem of her skirt to wipe her chest and left the buttons undone. Maybe she could entice the inspector to look down her shirt rather than inside her vehicle. Tapping the gas pedal, she eased the van closer.

She’d been waiting in traffic for over an hour and the final moments were the most intense. Blood pounded in her ears, her temple, her throat. She took a small sip of water and fiddled with the radio, trying to disguise her fear. Her pulse was racing, her hands trembling. She didn’t dare glance back into the cargo space.

At last, it was her turn. She pulled up to the inspection booth, which was underneath a shaded structure, and prayed for a wave-through.

“Citizenship?”

“U.S.,” she murmured, handing him her passport. Most of the stamps marked her visits to Mexico. Others were from the Czech Republic, where she’d been born. She watched him handle her paperwork, fixating on the almost indiscernible grain of stubble along his jaw, the smoothness of his taut brown throat.

Officer A. Cortez, the name tag on his shirtfront read. He was Hispanic, but that didn’t relax her. There was no room for mixed sympathies in his profession.

“Anything to declare?” he asked.

She fumbled for her inventory list. His voice was low and even, no trace of an accent. He was also disturbingly handsome. As she passed him the handwritten account of the items in her van—well, most of the items—she remembered her gaping blouse. The flat expression on his face suggested that he’d noticed but wasn’t impressed.

“It’s all just stuff for my store,” she explained, flushing. “Zócalo, on E Street?”

His gaze dropped to the insignia on the side of her van. Authentic Arts and Crafts from Latin America. The accompanying image was whimsical, a dancing skeleton in a sombrero. In Mexico, even death was a fiesta.

“Please turn off the engine and step outside the vehicle.”

Her stomach dropped.

She switched off the ignition and removed the keys, curbing the urge to ask if she’d done something wrong. Better to stay mum. With numb fingers, she opened the driver’s-side door. The instant she climbed out, her rubber flip-flops soaked up the heat of the asphalt, and a warm breeze rippled through her calf-length skirt.

She followed Officer Cortez to the rear of the vehicle, her heart in her throat.

“Open the doors, please.”

Oh no. What could she do? Refusing to cooperate was not an option.

As she approached the double doors on shaky legs, her keys slid from her slippery grip, clattering to the pavement. She bent to pick them up, aware that her thin cotton skirt was clinging to her backside.

Cortez waited patiently, making no move to assist her.

Straightening, she unlocked the doors. Although her eyes had trouble adjusting to the dim interior, she could make out a few shadowy boxes and piles of textiles, her usual haul. She stepped aside, not allowing her gaze to linger.

Cortez glanced into the cargo space and then squinted down the line of cars, assessing the rows of vehicles. When he looked back at her, she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, self-conscious. He touched the radio at his shoulder and spoke into it, engaging in a clipped conversation she couldn’t overhear.

Kari had to do something to distract him from the contents of her van. As he dropped his hand from the radio, she saw that he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. He had a lean, muscular build, and he was medium-tall, maybe six feet. Under different circumstances, she wouldn’t have to feign interest.

“This must be an exciting job,” she ventured, trying to sound fascinated.

He perused her cargo. “It has its moments.”

“Have you handled any big loads?”

That got his attention. He gave her a bald look, obviously wondering if she meant to be suggestive.

She smiled, fanning her cleavage with one hand. “Hot, isn’t it?”

Behind the dark lenses of his sunglasses, his eyes followed her movements. Although she’d dressed for comfort, not seduction, the outfit flattered her figure. Most men liked breasts, and hers were half-showing. Cortez was also fairly young, which worked in her favor. He might be an exemplary officer, but he wasn’t immune to the stuff.

To her disappointment, he tore his gaze from her chest and continued the routine inspection, a muscle in his jaw flexing.

Her mind whirred with ridiculous options, like pretending to faint on the hot blacktop. Then a loud noise stole Cortez’s attention. Several lanes over, a trio of intimidating-looking German shepherds were barking up a storm, straining at their leashes. Alerting officers of illegal cargo.

Officer Cortez stepped away from her vehicle. “Have a nice day, ma’am,” he said, handing back her paperwork. After calling for another uniformed man to cover his station, he walked toward the commotion in long strides.

Kari shut the back doors of the van, dizzy with relief. She went around to the driver’s side and got in, ears peeled for a shout to halt. Thankfully, it didn’t come. She turned on the engine and pulled forward, crossing the border into San Diego. Clear, organized roadways and a clean ocean breeze greeted her.

Freedom.

She stepped on the gas and inhaled deeply, letting the wind whip through her shoulder-length hair. Even after she’d gone a few miles, her heart wouldn’t stop racing. She didn’t dare glance back into the cargo space for fear she was being followed.

“Oh my God,” she said finally, letting out a nervous laugh. “That was close.”

Normally she went straight to her store, which was near Old Town, to unload the van. Today she drove to her quiet little house in Bonita. The tiny San Diego suburb was only a ten-minute trip from the San Ysidro port of entry. As soon as she came to a stop in her driveway, she scrambled into the cargo space, wading through cardboard boxes.

She tore open the largest box. “Maria?”

Her stowaway was hidden in a very cramped space, her slender limbs contorted in an uncomfortable position. As Kari lifted the top flaps of cardboard, Maria Santos moaned, insensible. Her eyes were closed and her head lolled to one side.

“Oh shit,” Kari said, grabbing her bottled water. The box must have been hot, stuffy, and intensely claustrophobic. She poured water on the young woman’s dark hair, trying to rouse her. Maria choked and sputtered, shaking her wet head. Kari put her arms around her slight body and heaved, pulling the woman from the box. Although Maria was slim, she weighed at least a hundred pounds and it wasn’t easy for Kari to get her out. When she was free, they lay together on the floor of the van, panting from exertion.

“Aire,” Maria rasped. “I need air.”

Kari leapt to her feet and shoved open the back doors, glancing around the deserted neighborhood. There was a vehicle she’d never seen before parked across the street, but it looked empty.

“This way,” she said, helping Maria out of the van. They stumbled across the driveway and collapsed on the front lawn. She rolled onto her stomach and retched, her slim back bowed, her arms trembling.

Kari retrieved her bottled water from the van and waited for Maria’s nausea to pass, wincing in sympathy.

After a moment, Maria straightened, wiping her mouth with her hand. She accepted the water and took a small sip, studying their surroundings with wet eyes. Her gaze moved from the vibrant green blades of grass beneath her to Kari’s front door. “This is your house?” she asked, pronouncing this as “thees” and your as “jour.”

Kari nodded. “Do you like it?”

“It’s beautiful,” she said, blinking the tears from her eyes.

Kari glanced around the front yard, surprised. The neighborhood was middle-class at best, and her house a modest two-bedroom. It was Maria who was beautiful, with her lovely dark hair and serene smile. She had a slightly crooked tooth in front, a tiny imperfection that added to her appeal.

They’d met in La Bufadora, a poverty-stricken tourist spot near Ensenada. Powerful waves met steep cliffs there, creating a gust of ocean spray known as “the Blowhole.” Kari bought crafts from the local women, but she also dropped off donations. She’d been a volunteer for a charity organization called Hands Across the Border for years, delivering clothes and school supplies to the needy.

Maria worked mornings at a nearby hotel and afternoons at a pottery kiln. The black clay of La Bufadora formed a very unique type of stoneware, and Kari was happy to pay a good price for one-of-a-kind creations. Whenever Kari came to the kiln, Maria went out of her way to accommodate her. She was charming and loquacious, a natural saleswoman. Over time, the two women had become friends.

Kari knew that Maria was supporting her widowed mother and younger siblings. Last week, over lunch, Maria had confessed that her family was in dire straits. Her sister needed medical treatment, and her brother, who was only fourteen, was threatening to cross the border to find work. Maria had begged Kari for a ride to the United States. In San Diego, she could make a week’s wages in a single day.

Kari looked Maria in the eye, preparing to say no. It wasn’t possible to assist every person in need, and trafficking was against the law. She couldn’t save the world. But there was something special about Maria, an inner strength. She was desperate, and she was determined. Kari had heard the horror stories about single women who attempted to immigrate illegally, and she feared for Maria’s safety.

So she said yes. Kari had always found it impossible to turn her back on those in need. Hoping she wasn’t making the biggest mistake of her life, she made plans to transport Maria the following week. This morning, as Kari was loading up her van, Maria had grabbed a beat-up duffel bag and climbed aboard.

“You’ve never been to the U.S. before?” Kari asked.

“Just once,” she said, her smile fading. “I walked through the desert with a group. It was a long journey.”

“What happened?”

She swallowed a few times, as if sickened anew by the memory. “I got separated from the others at night. I was lost for many days, I think. La migra picked me up and sent me back to Mexico.”

The story wasn’t at all uncommon. Dozens of illegal immigrants died every year making the same arduous trek.

Kari had never imagined that she was capable of smuggling a human being. And although she wouldn’t choose to repeat the experience, she couldn’t regret her decision. For some reason, Maria reminded Kari of her troubled little sister. She sensed a hint of sadness behind her disarming smile.

“Muchísimas gracias,” Maria said, giving Kari an enthusiastic hug. “I have waited years to return to the U.S. I am so happy to be here, to find work and send money to my family. You are angel from heaven. Bless you.”

Kari returned the embrace, remembering the last time she’d hugged Sasha. Her sister had tensed, holding herself at a distance. For years she’d been closed off from Kari emotionally, a stranger with a familiar face.

When they broke apart, Maria noticed Kari’s dishabille. “Your blouse needs repair. I will sew for you.”

“Oh, no,” Kari said, blushing as she buttoned up. “It’s fine. I was just trying to distract the vehicle inspector.”

Maria’s elegant brows rose. “It worked, yes?”

“Maybe,” she allowed, thinking about Officer Cortez’s searing gaze. She wondered if she would see him again. Hundreds of officers guarded the San Ysidro port of entry, so she doubted it. “What are your plans, now that you’re here?”

The young woman shrugged. “Find job.”

“Do you need to use the phone?”

“I have no one to call. I don’t know anyone here.”

Kari stared at her, incredulous. “Where will you stay?”

Maria smiled. “Good question.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-two.”

She looked about eighteen, far too young to be wandering the streets, and much too pretty to go unnoticed. Kari didn’t want her sleeping on a sidewalk. “Why don’t you stay here? I have an extra bedroom.”

It was meant for her sister, of course. Kari had finally come to terms with the fact that Sasha wasn’t going to leave her drug lord boyfriend.

Maria’s jaw dropped. “A bedroom? For me only?”

“It’s nothing fancy, a small bed and some basic furnishings. Would you like to come in and see?”

“How much I pay?”

She tried to think of an amount that sounded reasonable. The house had been a bank foreclosure and a steal, so her living costs were low. Now that Zócalo was turning a comfortable profit, she could afford to keep Maria for free. “Half of the utilities,” she offered. “But don’t worry about it until you get a job.”

Maria was already on her feet, eyes bright with excitement. “I do housework. Laundry your clothes. Whatever you need.”

Kari laughed, closing up her van and walking toward the front door. During the summer months, she worked about sixty hours a week at the store, so she wouldn’t mind a little help around the house. “Can you cook?”

“Oh, sí,” Maria said. “Anything you like.”

They were discussing plans for lunch as Kari unlocked the door. The instant she crossed the threshold, a dark figure leapt out at her. Before she could draw a breath to scream, the man slammed her against the wall and pressed the cold barrel of a gun to her cheek.

Adam Cortez had been propositioned at the border before.

Every CBP officer had seen more than his share of exposed flesh and sultry smiles. Sometimes it was silly teenagers, coming back from a wild night on Avenida Revolución, Tijuana’s underage party central.

A more disturbing trend was for the Mexican cartels to use pretty girls as decoys. While a couple of slack-jawed officers were gaping at young ladies in short skirts and low-cut tops, they smuggled a shipment through another lane. Officers were trained to be aware of these tactics and respond accordingly.

Adam hadn’t responded accordingly to Karina Strauss. Yes, she had a knockout body, and her unbuttoned blouse invited a man to take a closer look, but he shouldn’t have surrendered to temptation. She’d been acting suspicious, attempting to divert his attention. He shouldn’t have let her drive away.

And he definitely shouldn’t have used government resources to do a background check on her after he clocked out for the day.

She’d made quite an impression on him. It wasn’t the low neckline or her clumsy attempt at flirting that had captured his interest, although he’d taken note of both. What stopped him dead in his tracks was the familiar name—Strauss—and her arresting face.

Her sister, Sasha, was a platinum blonde and thin to the point of emaciation these days, but the resemblance was striking. Karina appeared to have more substance. With her honey-colored hair and sun-kissed skin, she looked like … the really hot girl next door.

Although Sasha had a couple of marks on her record for drug possession and public intoxication, Karina had never been arrested. That didn’t mean she was innocent, just that she hadn’t been caught.

Adam wondered if the siblings had similar lifestyles. Sasha was the longtime girlfriend of Carlos Moreno, a Mexican-born drug lord. He’d seen her with the crew leader on numerous occasions, making the rounds at nightclubs, partying until dawn. As far as Adam knew, Sasha wasn’t involved in the smuggling operation.

Was Karina on Moreno’s payroll? She made frequent trips across the border, supposedly to buy items for her store. It was a good cover.

He stared at the information on the computer screen in front of him, which included her home address. The next logical step would be to take his suspicions to the investigations unit and let them do their job. Carlos Moreno had a very high profile. The DEA, ATF, and ICE all wanted a piece of him.

Adam wanted a piece of him, too.

A rap at the open door startled him out of his reverie. It was Officer Pettigrew, his superior. “What’s up?”

“Nothing much,” he said quickly, closing the screen he was viewing. “Just a routine background check.”

Pettigrew gave him a curt nod. “See you tomorrow.”

Adam logged off the computer and pushed away from the desk, his mind in turmoil. For several years he’d done unofficial surveillance on Moreno, waiting for an opportunity to get close to him. He’d spent too many nights chasing shadows, seething in solitude. At long last he’d abandoned the pursuit.

Seeing Karina Strauss had taken him back to a very dark place.

He knew he should file a report on her and walk away. Instead, he decided not to mention their chance meeting to anyone. Pulse pounding, he left the San Ysidro port of entry and headed north, filled with thoughts of violent retribution.
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[image: ] Kari gasped as the man wound her hair around his fist, pinning her against the wall.

Her first instinct was to try to get away, but the cold bite of metal at her cheek was a strong incentive to stay still. She braced her hands on the wall behind her, frozen with fear, wincing at the pain in her scalp.

A second intruder grabbed Maria. He locked his arm around her slender waist and yanked her inside, clamping his hand over her mouth to cut off her scream.

The man holding a gun on Kari kicked the door shut, keeping the barrel pressed to her face. Although terror had scrambled her senses, she recognized him as one of Moreno’s top crew members, Jesús “Chuy” Pena.

God help her.

Every man affiliated with Moreno was a violent criminal, and Pena was one of the most intimidating figures she’d ever seen. His head was shaved bald, and he had a stocky, muscular physique. With his broad face and heavy features, he wasn’t handsome. There was a teardrop tattoo high on his left cheekbone.

Kari didn’t know Pena’s companion, who had easily overpowered Maria. His medium build and dark, poorly cut hair appeared common, nondescript. He would blend in with the crowd on either side of the border.

Maria stared at Kari, her eyes dark with fright.

Kari returned her attention to Pena. She waited for him to act, her chest rising and falling with each breath. His gaze followed the movement, lingering on her breasts. She’d fastened one or two buttons, but the neckline was still low.

Pena moistened his lips, making a murmur of approval. Kari’s flesh crawled where his gaze touched her. Against her will, she flashed back to a horrible night when she and Sasha were teenagers. Kari could see her sister in the hospital bed, her mascara smudged, dress torn.

She squeezed her eyes shut, dispelling the disturbing image.

Pena dragged the barrel of his gun down the hollow of her throat and over her collarbone, sliding it between her breasts. “Nice,” he said, nostrils flaring.

Kari was too afraid to react to his sexually charged threat, but Maria went wild. She bucked in her captor’s arms, sinking her sharp teeth into the palm of his hand.

The man winced in pain, fighting to keep her under control. “Basta!” Unlike Pena, he didn’t appear to be enjoying himself. He endured Maria’s struggles, his expression reticent. “Ya, Chuy. We didn’t come here for this.”

Pena’s eyes narrowed at the quiet admonishment. He didn’t like being told how to do his business. But after a short pause he took the gun away from Kari’s chest and relaxed his hand in her hair. “Who’s the girl?”

“M—my friend,” she stuttered, surprised by the question. “Maria.”

“What are you doing here?” he asked Maria in Spanish.

Pena’s partner removed his palm from her mouth gingerly, allowing her to speak. She had his blood on her lips and tears in her eyes. “Busco trabajo,” she said. Looking for work.

Pena forced Kari toward the living room couch, shoving her hard. The other man was more polite with Maria but just as firm. He urged her to sit down next to Kari. Kari stifled the urge to put her arm around Maria and cower against her.

“We have a message from Moreno,” Pena said.

Kari eyed him warily, waiting for it.

“You sister has become a nuisance. She’s been stealing his money, sneaking around.” Pena waved the gun in the air. “He can’t allow it.”

“Bring her to me,” Kari said. “I’ll take care of her.”

“Her debt must be paid first.”

Her stomach twisted. “How much?”

“Two fifty.”

It took a moment for Kari to realize that he didn’t mean $250. “Two hundred and fifty … thousand?” she asked, stunned. Even if she sold all of her assets, she couldn’t come up with that much. She didn’t own her house or her business outright. There was no way she’d be able to pay the amount.

Pena’s gaze fell to her breasts once again before moving up to her face. “Perhaps you can do us a favor.”

“What kind of favor?” she asked, dreading the answer.

“Next week, during your next trip to Mexico, we’ll arrange for you to pick up an extra shipment and bring it across the border. In exchange for the safe arrival of those packages, Sasha will be delivered to you, unharmed.”

She wanted to say no, but thought better of it when she saw the sly look on Pena’s face. He stroked the barrel of his gun lightly, relishing the power he held over her.

Kari closed her eyes and took a ragged breath, reliving the last few hours. She’d been a nervous wreck as she crossed the border. She couldn’t imagine carrying a large amount of heroin or cocaine for Moreno. Her anxiety level would skyrocket. And if she got caught, she would do serious time in prison.

But what choice did she have?

“Maybe I’ll make an anonymous call to the border police,” Chuy said. “They would love to meet your new friend.”

Kari felt the blood drain from her face. Maria clutched her hand, her short fingernails biting into Kari’s palm. Maria didn’t want Chuy to report her. Kari was worried that Chuy would punish them in other ways. If she refused to cooperate, their lives would be in danger. Chuy had no qualms about harming innocent women.

“Okay,” she said, her voice trembling. “I’ll do it. Wh—whatever you want.”

Pena smiled, putting his gun away. “We’ll be in touch. And we’ll be watching you, understand?”

She gave a miserable nod, acknowledging the threat. If she told anyone about this visit, she’d never see Sasha again. Moreno was not a man to cross. For the hundredth time, Kari wished her drug addict sister hadn’t hooked up with that monster.

Pena turned to Maria. “Do you speak English?”

“Very little,” Maria said, her accent thick.

“Come to the Hotel del Oro tomorrow morning,” he said in Spanish on his way out. “We could use another maid.”

Maria knew it was a command, not an invitation. She wiped the blood from her lips, flinching at the bitter taste.

“Mil disculpas,” Pena’s partner said, bowing. A thousand pardons.

“Mil maldiciones!” Maria shot back. A thousand curses!

The men exchanged a startled glance and laughed, shaking their heads as they walked through the door.

As soon as they were gone, Kari jumped up, rushing to the front window to peer through the blinds. The men climbed into a sleek black SUV and drove away. “Oh my God,” she said, massaging her aching scalp. “What am I going to do?”

Maria just sat and looked down at the coffee table. The fire she’d shown a moment ago was gone, and she appeared to be in shock. Although Kari wasn’t too steady on her own feet, she hurried to the kitchen and grabbed a cold soda from the fridge.

“Drink this,” she said, popping the top and handing it to Maria. The woman had been sandwiched inside a cardboard box for three hours and attacked by strange men five minutes after getting out. It was no wonder she was catatonic.

Maria sipped the soda and stayed quiet. After a few moments her eyes lost the faraway glaze.

“Are you all right?” Kari asked, putting a hand on her arm.

Maria nodded. “The last time I crossed the border, I came with coyotes. They were bad men, like those. Rough … with women.”

Kari understood what Maria was saying, and she knew all about abusive men. They were the reason Sasha couldn’t handle sobriety. “I’m so sorry,” she said, letting her hand drop. “I never would have brought you here if I’d known they were coming.”

“They have … come before?”

“No. I’ve seen the bigger one with my sister’s boyfriend. Carlos Moreno.”

Maria recognized the name. It was well known on both sides of the border. “We are in very much trouble, yes?”

“I’m in trouble,” Kari corrected. “You don’t have to be. I’ll take you back home.”

Maria put her soda on the coffee table. “Tijuana is not my home. It is just a middle place.”

“Where are you from?”

“Southern Mexico. And I cannot return with empty hands. My family needs the money I will send them.”

Kari furrowed a hand through her hair, frowning. Maria could disappear in the city, get a job elsewhere. She didn’t have to go home—but she couldn’t stay here. “These are dangerous men, Maria. Cold-blooded killers.”

“I waited four years to return to the U.S.,” she said, her voice quiet with determination. “I saved every peso for the trip.”

“You can find a different job, a safer place.”

Maria reached out, grasping her hand once again. “I don’t want to leave,” she said, meeting her eyes. “You helped me. Now I help you.”

Kari glanced away, uncomfortable. She felt awful about bringing Maria into this, but she didn’t know what else to do. Going to the police wasn’t an option. She couldn’t tell her mother or phone a friend. As horrible as it sounded, she was glad for Maria’s company. She didn’t want to be alone right now.

“Everything will be okay,” Maria insisted, patting her hand.

Kari gave her a wobbly smile, feeling the hot pressure of tears behind her eyes, along with the endless well of guilt in the pit of her stomach. “I hope so.”

Sasha was the only family member she had. Their mother had died when Kari was eight, their father ten years later. Kari had been responsible for Sasha since they were teenagers, but she hadn’t been a very good caretaker. She’d let her sister down in the worst way, and she’d do anything to make things right between them.

Adam drove by Zócalo first, noting that the store was closed on Tuesdays.

He continued to a quiet neighborhood in Bonita. Strauss’s van was parked in her driveway. Afternoon shadows stretched across the front lawn. Less than an hour had elapsed since she passed through San Ysidro.

He parked a few houses down and waited, easing back into secret surveillance as if the job had been tailored for him. It felt good, like lighting up a cigarette after years of abstinence. Right and wrong and oh so illicit. The best bad habit.

When Chuy Pena strolled out the front door, laughing, Adam couldn’t believe his eyes. He grappled for his cell phone, pretending he’d pulled over to make a call, and watched Pena climb behind the wheel of a black Cadillac SUV. Pena and his companion, Armando Villarreal, managed the seedy Hotel del Oro.

Both were connected to Moreno.

Adam followed at a distance, his thoughts racing. He didn’t know what he’d expected from the doe-eyed Ms. Strauss, but this wasn’t it. For some reason, he felt disappointed. Part of him had hoped that she wasn’t mixed up with Moreno.

Several parts of him, actually.

He swore under his breath, adjusting his bruised ego. Why was he surprised? She hadn’t unbuttoned her blouse because she wanted him.

Moreno’s men went to the hotel, their central location for drug sales. Neither carried a package, but that didn’t mean anything. Adam passed by the Oro without slowing. He couldn’t afford to be seen by Pena or anyone else who might recognize him. The DEA probably had undercover agents working this area.

He headed home to Otay, brooding over the sequence of events. As soon as he arrived, he saw a tall, scruffy-looking man with a duffel bag at his front step. He pulled into the garage and got out of his car, feeling surly. He wasn’t in the mood to be panhandled.

The instant Adam rounded the corner, the stranger jumped to his feet. “Got any spare change, mister?”

Adam did a double take, letting out a low laugh. It was his best friend, Ian Foster. “Fuck, man. Have you been sleeping in garbage?”

“Pretty much. My base has rats.”

Adam unlocked the door and gestured for Ian to come in. His friend’s dark brown hair was longer than usual, curling around his collar, and he sported a scraggly goatee. With his sweat-stained T-shirt and ripped jeans, he looked like hell. Only his smile was clean. “You’re a disgusting mess. Don’t stain my couch.”

Ian took that as an invitation to sit down.

Adam went straight to the fridge, grabbing a bottle of Pacifico for himself and a Penafiel for Ian, who didn’t drink beer. He opened both and brought them to the living room, taking a seat next to his friend.

Ian accepted the imported soda and stared at the bottle for a moment, turning it in his hands. Adam’s mother had always bought this kind of soft drink when they were growing up, so it carried a kind of sentimental value. He knew Ian missed her—they both did.

“Thanks,” he said, taking a long swallow.

Adam thought that Ian had lost a few pounds. He was leaner than ever, all ropy muscles and sharp elbows. “How’s it going?”

Ian shook his head. He couldn’t talk about the specifics of his assignment. A visit like this was rare, and Adam was glad to see him, despite his broken-down appearance. “I find myself practicing, even when I’m alone. Staying in character.”

“Come back to CBP,” Adam said, naming the Department of Customs and Border Protection. Ian used to work border patrol, hunting coyotes in the desert.

“It’s not that bad,” he said.

Instead of pressing the issue, Adam drank his beer. Ian had never loved CBP like he did. Adam’s family had been here—legally—for several generations, so he felt very strongly about enforcing immigration laws.

Ian didn’t have the same conviction. He’d told Adam that he didn’t feel right about arresting good, hardworking people. Four years ago, Ian had reached the end of his rope. He’d found a girl on the dunes, raped and beaten within an inch of her life. The attack hadn’t happened on U.S. soil, so they couldn’t investigate. After the girl was sent back to Mexico, Ian resigned from his position.

Adam had seen his share of tragedies, but he wasn’t as conflicted about the job. The department he worked for stopped terrorists and arrested drug smugglers. They protected the country from attack. It wasn’t a lost cause.

“How’s your sister?” Ian asked.

Adam smiled, leaning back against the couch. “Pregnant again.”

His face lit up at the good news. “Goddamn, man. How many kids is she going to have?”

Adam laughed. This was only number three.

“Tell her congrats for me.”

He promised he would, and they caught up on other family members for a few minutes. The only person they didn’t talk about was Ian’s mother. Adam already knew how she was doing—poorly.

Ian shot him a canny look. “Are you ghosting again?”

Adam froze. “What makes you say that?”

“Just a hunch,” he said, meeting his gaze. “Something I saw in your expression, right before you recognized me.”

Adam rubbed a hand over his mouth, uncomfortable with the assessment. He didn’t want to be so transparent. And his obsession with Moreno was an ugly thing. “I saw Karina Strauss at the border today,” he admitted.

“Who’s that?”

“Sasha Strauss’s sister.”

“Ah.”

“They look alike,” Adam said, getting defensive. He didn’t run a background check on every Strauss he met.

“Pale and skinny?”

“No.” The resemblance was in their facial features, he supposed. “Definitely not skinny. She’s more … healthy-looking.”

Ian’s brows rose. “Sounds like you did a thorough inspection, officer.”

“Her shirt was unbuttoned down to here,” he explained, touching the middle of his chest. “And she came on to me.”

“Really?”

“I think she was trying to distract me.”

“Maybe she just wanted to jump your bones,” Ian said, smirking.

Yeah, he wished. The presence of Moreno’s men at her house killed that fantasy. Adam was almost sorry he’d driven by.

“Was she carrying?”

“I don’t know,” Adam said. “There was a disturbance down the line, and I let her pass through.”

“You didn’t check her vehicle?”

“No.”

Ian stared at him, astounded. “Why, because you liked her tits?”

“They were pretty spectacular,” he said with a smile, evasive. He didn’t want Ian to know how easily he’d fallen back on old habits. Keeping secrets from the department, ghosting suspects after hours. He had no business following Karina Strauss.

“You need to get laid,” Ian decided, scratching his chin.

Adam made a scoffing sound. “Look who’s talking. I know you haven’t gotten any lately. You reek, dude.”

“I could use a shower.”

“Go ahead,” Adam said. He also offered his spare bedroom, which was always open to Ian when he needed it. His friend worked so much deep undercover it didn’t make sense for him to rent his own place.

“Don’t mind if I do,” he said, rising to his feet. “Is there a game on?”

Adam grabbed the remote to check. “Padres.”

“Sweet. I’ll be out in a few.”

They spent the remainder of the evening watching baseball. It was a comfortable, bachelor-style existence. At one time Adam might have suggested an outing to liven things up. Now they both preferred to stay in. Ian had never been a fan of the club scene, anyway. He wasn’t the no-strings type. While on assignment, he wouldn’t engage in a one-night stand if a woman threw herself at his feet.

Adam, on the other hand, had no qualms about casual hookups. During his self-destructive phase, he’d often trolled for women at bars, searching for someone who wasn’t there. Like tailing Moreno, it was a pointless exercise. Sleeping with strangers was almost as unsatisfying as sleeping alone.

No one could fill the void Penelope left.

The last woman he’d gone home with had resembled his ex in a superficial way. He’d stayed later than usual, studying the way her dark hair spilled across the pillow. For several moments he was awash with memories, his chest aching.

He hadn’t been with anyone since.

Karina Strauss didn’t look like Penelope. He considered that a plus. There was also no danger of him developing feelings for a drug smuggler. Anyone involved in that business had earned his contempt.

Using her to get to Moreno would be his pleasure.

He said goodnight to Ian, who was already dozing on the couch, and went to his room. Tucking his hands behind his head, he stared at the ceiling, ignoring the empty space beside him. He’d relegated his favorite photo of Penelope to the top drawer.

Instead of taking it out, he conjured a vivid mental image of Karina Strauss. Although he couldn’t fault her face or figure, he resented her for being clear and vibrant, while his memories of Penelope had faded.
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