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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   The gray morning sky cast a cold veil over the sprawling New York high-rise buildings cluttering the skyline. Dallas August felt the chill of winter enveloping his body as he took in the view from his penthouse window. A blanket of white covered the trees in Central Park below, and he noted how Lasker Rink was still doing a brisk business. But winter would soon be drawing to a close, and Dallas knew he would no longer be able to blame the constant ache in his chest on the relentless cold. With spring looming on the horizon, he would have to consider another cause for his discomfort. He did not want to acknowledge the real reason for his heartache. Dallas believed giving in to one’s emotions was a sign of weakness, and there was no room for weakness in his world. Besides, she was a non-factor in his life now. She wasn’t his to love anymore.
 
   He turned away from the window and gazed down at the cream-colored carpet as he tried to push the memory of her soft, white skin from his mind.
 
   “Nicci,” Dallas whispered as a playful grin curled the edges of his lips.
 
   “Ya say somethin’, boss?” a deep voice called out from the entrance to his office.
 
   Dallas turned from the window to see a very tall, muscular man with coffee-colored skin staring at him. He was dressed in a white button down shirt and casual khaki pants. A .9mm Smith and Wesson pistol was holstered at his hip.
 
   “Hey, Cleveland,” Dallas said as he nodded to his security guard. “And I told you before, don’t call me boss…just Dallas.”
 
   Cleveland walked up to the dark oak desk in the corner of the room and laid the morning newspaper across it. “Ya look like crap, Dallas. Ya didn’t sleep again, did ya? Not like anyone could sleep in this here museum anyway.” Cleveland glanced around at the numerous photographs hanging on the walls of the man who had once occupied the penthouse. “Maybe ya should get rid of Simon La Roy’s things. Kind a creepy bein’ surrounded by a dead man’s stuff.”
 
   “Everything stays,” Dallas ordered and then gave Cleveland a weak smile. “For now, anyway.”
 
   Cleveland studied the lean torso of his employer. No matter what Dallas August told him, Cleveland could see that he was being torn apart by something. Dallas had lost weight, and his probing, dark blue eyes had circles beneath them. His long, chiseled face appeared to be haunted by memories, and his square jaw only seemed to add to the emptiness in his eyes.
 
   “You’s still thinkin’ about that girl, ain’t ya?” Cleveland commented as he continued to stare at Dallas. “The one we rescued from that shoot out at Mr. Caston’s back in N’awlins. Nicci, Nicci Beauvoir—that’s her name.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. He walked to the desk and picked up the morning newspaper. “Nicci Beauvoir is dead, Cleveland,” he said in an icy tone.
 
   “Well, she sure ain’t dead to ya.” Cleveland rolled his eyes at Dallas. “And if ya treated her like ya treat me and everyone else in this here organization, I can see why she left ya sorry ass for the other guy.”
 
   Dallas spun around and faced him. “What in the hell is that supposed to mean? I treat you and everyone else in this organization very well. The only reason I came back to this job was to save the people who would have been destroyed by Simon La Roy’s death.”
 
   “That lie workin’ for ya yet? ‘Cause if ya ask me, takin’ this job was the easy way out. Ya didn’t want to fight for that girl ya loved so much back in N’awlins. And God knows ya don’t want nobody to know what you’s really feelin’.”
 
   Dallas reflexively clenched his fists. “Are you finished?”
 
   “I know I’m only supposed to be a security guard and all, but if ya ask me ya got a big wall up, and ya chase people away faster than a jackrabbit can haul ass across a field. Maybe if ya would be a little nicer and not snap at everyone like they was—”
 
   “You’re right Cleveland, I hired you to be my security guard, not my analyst,” Dallas interrupted. “So if you have nothing else for me you can go back—”
 
   “There’s a man here to see ya,” Cleveland cut in. “Says Lance Beauvoir sent him.”
 
   Dallas raised his dark eyebrows. “Does this man have a name?”
 
   “Don’t need none as far as I’m concerned. His face is on the front page of that newspaper there.” Cleveland pointed at the newspaper on top of Dallas’s desk.
 
   Dallas scanned the paper and saw the round face of one of America’s most notorious crime bosses plastered across the front page.
 
   Dallas looked up at Cleveland. “Carl Bordonaro?”
 
   Cleveland nodded. “He’s waitin’ in that fancy room with the old Egyptian stuff.”
 
   “It’s the drawing room,” Dallas corrected as he glanced down at the stainless steel watch on his wrist. “And those are ancient Greek vases, not Egyptian.”
“Do I look like I give a damn?” Cleveland turned back to the office door. “And if the two of you’s want coffee, then go and gets it ya’self. I’m the security guard, not the goddamn butler,” he asserted as he stepped into the hallway.
 
   Dallas rubbed his hand over the back of his neck and silently cursed. If Carl Bordonaro had ventured outside the safety of his New Orleans lair, then something big had to be up. His thoughts quickly turned to Nicci. Perhaps something had happened to her. He then shook off his apprehension. He knew she was safe with her husband, David Alexander. David would have contacted him before now if there had been a problem. He and David had been in touch constantly ever since he had returned to New York to take over Simon La Roy’s network of specialists. Burying himself in Simon’s business of buying and selling secrets had kept Dallas going over the last several months. It was only at night, alone in Simon’s king-sized bed, when the past caught up with him. His thoughts would always stray back to Nicci in the darkness. He missed reaching for her, touching her skin, and holding her slender body against his. That was the hardest part of loving someone—letting go. He sighed once more into the silence of his office, then squared his shoulders and headed for the door. Time to get back to work.
 
   When Dallas walked into the drawing room, he saw a short, round man in his early sixties, with a bald head and a pasty face, admiring Simon’s collection of ancient Greek vases. He was dressed in a tailored gray suit, wore thick, black-rimmed glasses, and seemed to sport a five o’clock shadow despite the early morning hour.
 
   “Loutrophoroi?” the man queried in a deep voice as he turned from the mahogony display cabinet.
 
   Dallas eyed the black and red vase the man had been admiring. “They belonged to Simon. I have no idea what it’s called.”
 
   “Used for weddin’s and funerals in ancient Greece, I believe,” he said in his thick New Orleans accent. The man lifted his big brown eyes to Dallas. “Quite a collection the little guy had,” he added, seemingly amused.
 
   “He was an avid collector of art and antiques.” Dallas placed his hands behind his back and stepped into the room. “Lance gave me the impression that you never left New Orleans, Mr. Bordonaro.”
 
   “Oh, I leave all the time,” Carl Bordonaro acknowledged as he surveyed the room. “The feds try to keep an eye on me, but there are ways to get around their tails. Lots of ways.” He held his hand out to Dallas. “And you can call me Carl.”
 
   Born and raised in the tough Irish Channel of New Orleans, Carl Bordonaro had learned from an early age to embrace a life of crime in order to get ahead in the world. His underworld dealings had landed him on every FBI Most Wanted List for the past fifteen years. But like many Louisiana politicians, Carl Bordonaro seemed immune to federal indictment, having survived five arrests with no criminal convictions.
 
   Dallas took Carl’s hand. “How is Lance?”
 
   Carl Bordonaro gave Dallas a firm handshake. “Waitin’ anxiously to become a great uncle.”
 
   Dallas let go of the man’s hand. “From what David tells me, she doesn’t have long to go.”
 
   “Yeah, Lance told me Nicci is due in another few weeks.” Carl dipped his head. “I mean Jenny, of course. Still haven’t quite gotten used to her new identity yet. I guess she’ll always be Nicci to me.” He paused and stared into Dallas’s eyes for a moment. “And to you too, I think,” he suggested with a grin.
 
   “So what have I done to garner this unexpected visit?” Dallas asked, desperate to change the topic of conversation.
 
   “It’s not what you have done, my friend. It’s what you’re about to do.”
 
   Dallas raised one eyebrow. “About to do? I’m not sure if I like the sound of that.”
 
   Carl moved toward a mahogany chair not far from the display case. The chair was upholstered in the same blue and cream fabric that covered the walls. He looked from the chair to the walls and shook his head.
 
   “Simon La Roy always was a flamboyant little guy.”
 
   Dallas eased his way across the room to a chair close to Carl’s. “He tried not to let his sexuality influence his business, but his restraint did not seem to undermine his decorating skills. All in all, he was a very private man.”
 
   “Yeah, well.” Carl sighed as he took his chair. “Now he’s a very dead private man. Lucky for you the world wasn’t too upset to hear of his passin’.” He looked about the room once more. “Seems you have worked yourself right in here. Lance told me you have had very little opposition to your takin’ over his business.”
“Once it was finally leaked to the press that Simon was dead, there was little to no resistance encountered. Many of Simon’s past associates were more than pleased to hear of his death. Seems the man had only enemies—myself included.”
 
   Carl Bordonaro sat back in his chair and folded his hands over his protruding belly. “Glad to hear that I was of some help to you and David last summer.”
 
   “Which is, I am sure, why you are here, Carl,” Dallas replied with a slight grin.
 
   “I figured cleanin’ up that mess at David’s place entitled me to ask for a favor.”
 
   Dallas leaned back in his chair, scowling. “A favor?”
 
   Carl ran his hand over his bald head. “I want you to do a job for me, a job you and your organization are well suited for. Now, I’m a man of considerable influence, and could entrust this job to any one of my associates, but none of them are as skilled as you in gatherin’ exactly the kind of information I need.”
 
   “What kind of information are we talking about?”
 
   “Secrets,” Carl answered. “Simon La Roy was known around the world as the man to go to when one needed secrets uncovered. As his successor, you’re the man to see. And with our past dealin’s together, I figured you were a man to be trusted.”
 
   “Who’s the target?”
 
   “Target? Odd chose of words.” Carl raised his dark eyebrows worriedly. “I don’t want her killed, Dallas.”
 
   “Target is the person who we are sent to investigate. My people don’t eliminate.”
 
   Carl smiled. “Of course.” He nodded his head as he looked down at his stubby hands. “There was a former associate who knew a great deal about my business ventures. His name was Earl Yeager. Three years ago, Earl was diagnosed with cancer and spent his last days in a hospital bed. He was given the best of care, and I paid to have private nurses see to his comfort. One nurse became very close to Earl—so close, in fact, that I think he may have told her a few secrets about me. If these secrets were released to certain federal agencies, it could cause problems for me and several other men throughout the country.” He looked up at Dallas. “Some of these other business men want this young woman killed, just to make sure she doesn’t talk, but I can’t do that.”
 
   “Because you want to find out what she knows first?” Dallas inquired.
 
   Carl shook his head and sighed. “Her father and I are…old friends. He was a liquor distributor in New Orleans. For forty years he supplied my house and businesses with liquor. Ed Pioth was good to me, and I’ve known his daughter, Gwen, since she was born. I attended her christenin’ and her first communion, so you can understand my dilemma.”
 
   “You want me to send out a specialist to find out what she knows. See if this Earl Yeager said anything that the feds could use against you and your…friends?”
 
   Carl stared into Dallas’s eyes. “I can’t afford for anyone else to be involved at this point.” He pointed at Dallas. “I want you to go and find out what the girl knows.”
 
   “Me?” Dallas balked. “I’m right in the middle of taking things over here. Simon’s death was only leaked to the press a few weeks ago. I can’t just hop on a plane and—“
 
   “I would consider it a personal favor,” Carl interrupted.
 
   Dallas warily eyed the man and then shook his head. “And being a personal favor to you would mean what for me exactly?”
 
   “That whatever you need from now on, I will do everythin’ in my power to accomplish.”
 
   Dallas took a deep breath and mulled over the man’s words. Carl Bordonaro was a powerful friend to have, and considering the instability of the business he was trying to operate, a man with such connections could only prove to be an asset in the long run. Dallas leaned forward in his chair and rubbed his face in his hands.
 
   “Tell me about the girl,” he finally said.
 
   “Do you like animals?”
 
   Dallas sat back in his chair, shaking his head. “Animals? What is she, a vet? I thought you said she was a nurse?”
 
   “Yes, Gwen is a nurse, but she is also an animal lover. She lives on a farm outside of New Orleans where she keeps her rescued race horses.”
 
   Dallas fidgeted slightly in his chair. “I live in New York City, Carl. I don’t know anything about horses.” He gave the man an impatient glance. “Tell me more.”
 
   Carl nodded his bald head. “All right. Gwen is thirty-four, divorced, with no children. Her husband was a physician from a very wealthy family in Houston. Needless to say, her divorce settlement left her more than well off. She bought a fifteen-acre farm in a place called Folsom, on the north shore of Lake Pontchartrain. She retired from nursin’ after the divorce, but she took the private duty job as a favor to me.”
 
   “Which would explain why you are here,” Dallas clarified. “But if you’re such an old family friend, why don’t you just talk to the girl yourself?”
 
   “I already have. But that ain’t enough…you and I both know that. The people I’m lookin’ to appease wouldn’t take my word that the girl knows nothin’, but they will take yours. And there is another reason I want you with her.” Carl paused and turned his eyes down to the cream-colored Oriental rug beneath his feet. “Until other interested parties can be—let us say, distracted—away from the girl, I need to know she’s safe. And with you she will be,” he asserted in his deep voice.
 
   “Then let’s pull her out of there and put her somewhere I can keep an eye on her.”
 
   Carl’s brown eyes returned to Dallas. “Then she would look guilty and I would be caught in a finger pointin’ game with those other interested parties. No, the girl must stay put on her farm for now and not be seen as changin’ her routine in any way. Let’s just say there is someone already watchin’ her and if she were to be moved, a lot of problems would suddenly develop for me.”
 
   “Who’s watching her?” Dallas questioned.
 
   “Some former associates of yours at the FBI. Seems they’re also pretty interested in what the girl knows.”
 
   “And another reason why you can’t just sweep in there and take her away,” Dallas pointed out.
 
   “So you see my dilemma. I need someone on the inside close to the girl, makin’ sure she doesn’t talk to the feds, and also makin’ sure she stays alive until I can learn what she knows. I have assurances from the individuals who want the girl eliminated that a certain amount of time will be allotted for you to learn her secrets, but I will need you to move as quickly as possible.”
 
   “How long do I have?”
 
   “Two weeks,” Carl declared.
 
   “Damn it.” Dallas jumped up from his chair. “Do you know how hard it is to set up a target and then gain their confidence? What you are asking takes months, not weeks. How can I get this woman to confide in me in two weeks time?”
 
   Carl stood from his chair. “In my experience, there are only two methods that can get a woman to talk quickly; torture and sex. I leave the choice up to you.”
 
   “I don’t torture people, Carl.”
 
   He gave Dallas a mischievous grin. “I know.”
 
   Dallas slowly nodded his head in resignation. “All right. I’ll need to put some things in order here and do a little digging on the girl. I can fly down to New Orleans in a few days.”
 
   Carl shook his head. “You need to be in New Orleans tomorrow mornin’.”
 
   “Tomorrow? Are you asking me or telling me, Carl?”
 
   Carl said nothing as he reached into his jacket pocket and handed Dallas a plain white business card. “I’ll make arrangements for one of my men to meet you at the airport. Just leave the flight details on the answerin’ service at this number.” He pointed to a phone number scribbled across the card.
 
   “I’ll need pictures of the girl, a list of friends, contacts, a work history, and family names in order to build a cover,” Dallas said as he looked down at the card.
 
   Carl waved off his request. “You don’t need any of that. I told her I was sendin’ you over to her place for protection. She can tell people you’re her new handyman.”
 
   “I like creating my own cover, Carl.”
 
   “Maybe next time,” Carl stated, and then sighed impatiently. “Gwen won’t have anythin’ to do with you unless she knows you were recommended by someone she’s comfortable with. She’s already well aware of the danger she’s in.”
 
   “That will make it harder for me to get her to talk.”
 
   Carl just smiled. “I’m sure you’ll come up with somethin’.”
 
   Dallas felt an uneasy knot settle over his stomach. He was already losing control of the situation, and in his experience that only led to one outcome.
 
   “I can’t just walk into a situation cold. I’ll need more information in order to help the girl,” he explained.
 
   Carl reached out and patted Dallas on the shoulder. “Think of this as a new kind of challenge, my friend. You have two weeks to walk into a woman’s life and get her to tell you her most intimate secrets. If you can pull this off, then imagine the possibilities.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “Maybe you should consider someone else.”
 
   Carl took a step toward the drawing room door. “There is no time to get anyone else, Dallas. You’re the only hope Gwen has. If you don’t pull this off, the girl dies.”
 
   Dallas studied the short man’s profile, trying to gauge the depth of his feelings. “And you would let that happen?”
 
   “I’m a business man.” He nodded at Dallas. “And so are you. People like us can’t afford to let our emotions get in the way of our work.” He started toward the door. “You’ve got two weeks to get me what I need,” Carl proclaimed over his shoulder.
 
   “And what if the girl does know something?”
 
   Carl stopped in his tracks but did not turn around to face Dallas. “Let’s just hope for all our sakes she doesn’t. I’ll find my own way out.”
 
   After Carl had left the room, Dallas cursed under his breath. He was trapped in a situation that was beyond his control and he hated it. Lessons from the past had taught him enough to know that when someone else held the higher cards they usually ended up winning the game. Getting involved with a man of Carl Bordonaro’s ilk was bad enough, but disappointing him could turn out to be deadly. He had to find some way to get a handle on the situation and win back his edge.
 
   Dallas walked out of the drawing room and down the hall. When he stepped inside his office, he shut the door behind him. He picked up the cell phone sitting on his dark oak desk and scrolled through his contacts until he came to the one he needed. After he punched in the number, he began strumming his fingers on his desk as he waited for an answer from the other end of the line.
 
   “Hello?” a sleepy man’s deep voice came over the speaker.
 
   “Get out of bed, you son of a bitch,” Dallas roared into the phone. “You’re going to do some digging for me today.”
 
   A heavy sigh could be heard over the phone. “Christ, Dallas! Do you know what time it is?” the man howled. “Let me guess, Carl came to see you,” the deep voice added.
 
   “Lance, you’re gonna get me killed one of these days. And a heads up would have been nice before the likes of Carl Bordonaro walked through my front door.” Dallas paused and lowered his voice. “You need to get me some information on this woman Carl wants protected.”
 
   Lance Beauvoir laughed into the phone. “Nothing to get. Gwen’s an acquaintance. I can tell you everything you need to know.”
 
   Dallas shook his head and rubbed his hand over his chin. “Start at the beginning. Tell me about the ex-husband.”
 
   A sudden fit of female giggling came over the speaker of the phone. “Let me get some pants on first,” Lance insisted.
 
   Dallas heard muffled voices and then what he thought sounded like a door closing.
 
   “All right, the girl has gone downstairs. I can talk now,” Lance said when he came back on the line.
 
   “Lance, do you know the kind of position you have put me in?”
 
   There was a bit of rustling heard on the other end. “Carl asked me if I thought you could watch after the girl and I said yes. He never told me anything else. What’s this all about?”
 
   “In my experience with your family, Lance, the less you know the better.”
 
   “Hey, Nicci was the one who blurted out secrets, not me,” Lance testily returned.
 
   Dallas felt his heart skip a beat at the mention of her name. He decided to ignore the reference and moved forward with the reason for his call.
 
   “So how well do you know this Gwen Pioth?”
 
   “Met her a few times with her old man, and her last name is Marsh, not Pioth. She kept her married name after the divorce for legal reasons. It seems she and her ex-husband share quite a few investments. Her husband was Doug Marsh, the big heart surgeon out of Houston; the one doing all the work with artificial blood.”
 
   “Never heard of him,” Dallas admitted.
 
   “I suggest you get acquainted with him fast. A real prick from all that I’ve heard, but worships the ground Gwen walks on.”
 
   “So why the divorce?” Dallas questioned.
 
   “Gwen insisted on it. She wanted a quiet life on a farm surrounded by her animals. She’s a real animal nut. Doug wanted the fast-paced city life, surrounded by wealthy friends and backers for his research. When he got offered a fancy job in Houston, Gwen stayed in New Orleans.”
 
   “Carl said she rescues horses?”
 
   “Rescues anything with four legs and fur, if you ask me. She has a couple of racehorses she has saved from a few of the local tracks. Every penny she has she sinks into her farm—so I hope you love animals.”
 
   Dallas said nothing and silence filled the line between them.
 
   “I guess that answers that question.” Lance paused. “From what I know Gwen is smart; a bit of a loner, but has a great sense of humor. She is real tight with her old man. He lives in uptown New Orleans not far from my brother. He sold his liquor business to some big company a few years back for a boatload of cash. Gwen is his only daughter. His two sons joined the army after September 11, and neither boy has had much contact with the old man or Gwen. Other than a love of Johnny Walker Red and a great body, there isn’t much more I can tell you.”
 
   Dallas sighed into his cell phone, sounding exasperated. “What about friends, habits, and preferences? Is there a man?”
 
   “Been at least a few years since she and Doug split, but I have never heard mention of a man in her life since the divorce. No friends that I know of—like I said, she’s a loner and keeps to herself on that farm. As far as the rest goes, you’re on your own, Dallas.”
 
   “I guess that’s enough to start. I’ve got to make flight arrangements and get things settled here. I plan on being in New Orleans in the morning.”
 
   “Let me know if there is anything else you need,” Lance offered.
 
   “Keep your phone handy just in case,” Dallas insisted as he punched up his computer screen.
 
   “Will do.” Lance cleared his throat. “Now if you don’t mind, I have a lovely, young, and very naked woman waiting in my kitchen for me to make some coffee.”
 
   “I understand,” Dallas said and then he hung up the phone.
 
   Dallas grinned as he thought of Lance and his hearty appetite for young, well-endowed women. Nicci had always told him stories about her uncle’s lustful ways. Nicci: her name in his head brought his body a renewed sense of emptiness. No matter what he did throughout the day, she seemed to creep into his thoughts like some long unanswered prayer. And now he was going to have to return to the one place where he had shared so much with her. The distance between them in the past few months had helped him to adjust to her absence…or at least he thought it had. To be thrown back into the same geographical location as her sent his heart into a tailspin. Everyone had always said time heals all wounds, but how much time would it take for him to feel like his old self again?
 
   “Goddamn it,” he shouted as he threw his cell phone on the desk.
 
   “Ya still in a good mood I see,” Cleveland commented from the office doorway. “I just saw that mafia guy leave, so I figured the meetin’ was over.”
 
   Dallas started typing on his computer keyboard. “I’ll be leaving in the morning for New Orleans. Something has come up, and I’ll be gone for a several days.”
 
   “N’awlins?” Cleveland folded his long arms over his wide chest. “Ya said ya was never goin’ back there.”
 
   “Well, it seems I have a job there, so I will need you to keep an eye on things here. If anyone needs me, give them my cell.”
 
   Cleveland walked up to Dallas’s desk and watched over the man’s shoulder as he typed a name into a search engine.
 
   “Gwen Marsh?” Cleveland laughed behind Dallas. “What ya gonna do with her?”
 
   Dallas spun around in his chair and stared at Cleveland. “You know her?”
 
   “Know her?” Cleveland laughed once more. “Man, she and her former husband, Dr. Marsh, was some of Greg Caston’s best customers. They always came to the gallery for art shows and stuff. Greg Caston even tried to date the woman after her divorce, but she wouldn’t have nothin’ to do with him.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “And how in the hell do you know all of this? You were Caston’s security guard, not his secretary.”
 
   “Dallas, do ya know what kind of small town N’awlins is? Everybody knows everybody else’s business down there. And Caston liked to parade all his clients ‘round like pampered pets on a diamond-studded leash. As far as Caston bein’ interested in the man’s wife…hell, any man would’ve gone after her. Damn fine woman, if ya ask me.”
 
   “Anything else you would like to add?”
 
   Cleveland shook his head. “Nah, just wonderin’ whatcha up to with Mrs. Marsh?”
 
   Dallas turned back to the computer. “That is none of your concern.”
 
   “Yeah, well, it’ll be my concern if ya goes and get ya’self mixed up with that woman. Ya gonna be gettin’ ya’self in a whole world of hurt tanglin’ with her.”
 
   Dallas looked over his keyboard and asked, “What makes you say that?”
 
   “’Cause ya do know she’s an animal freak. And ya know what animals mean, don’t ya?”
 
   “I have no idea, but I’m sure you will enlighten me,” Dallas coolly replied.
 
   “Animals means bugs,” Cleveland illuminated. “And we both know how ya feel ‘bout insects. I’m just wonderin’ how’s ya gonna get near that woman without a can of Raid in ya hand.”
 
   Dallas shrugged. “I don’t like bugs. So what? It’s not going to interfere with my plans.”
 
   Cleveland laughed, a raucous deep bellow. “Man, do ya know what bein’ on a farm in Louisiana means? Everythin’ that can fly, creep, crawl, or walk will be out to eat ya skinny ass.”
 
   “It’s winter,” Dallas reasoned. “There are no bugs in winter.”
 
   Cleveland folded his arms over his chest. “There ain’t no winter in Louisiana, Dallas.”
 
   “I think I liked it better when you called me boss,” Dallas quipped.
 
   Cleveland ignored him, turned, and headed for the door. “I best be gettin’ to the store and buyin’ ya some Deep Woods Off and stuff, cause boy, ya gonna need it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
    
 
   As soon as Dallas stepped into the New Orleans International Airport terminal he could feel the change in temperature embrace him. Even when the rest of the country was being accosted by the brutal winds of winter, New Orleans still managed to stay balmy. He had left overcast skies and near freezing temperatures in New York, but as he made his way down Concourse B to the baggage claim area, Dallas had to remove his jacket and start rolling up his shirtsleeves. Slinging his overnight bag over his shoulder, he felt a slow smile spread across his lips. He was back in the city he had grown to love. Despite the outcome with Nicci, he still felt drawn to the quaint nonchalance of the people from the Big Easy. As he listened to a brass band strike up a familiar jazz tune from the end of the terminal corridor, he reflected on the adventures he had shared with Nicci in New Orleans. He had been through so many assignments, so many intrigues, but none had buried themselves as deep within his soul as the time he had spent in the Crescent City.
 
   As Dallas approached the end of the terminal, he immediately spotted a familiar face.
 
   “Dallas!” a tall, older man, dressed in an expensive dark suit, called as he held his arms out to him.
 
   Dallas walked over to Lance Beauvoir and took the man’s hand. “I can’t believe Carl sent you!”
 
   “I volunteered,” Lance happily chirped as he grasped Dallas’s hand and gave a reassuring squeeze.
 
   Despite a lifetime of excess alcohol, five failed marriages, and a penchant for gambling, Lance Beauvoir always appeared to be the embodiment of youth. He had lived a reckless life by avoiding the family business, Beauvoir Scrap Metal, and had left all the responsibilities of family to his younger brother, Bill. His green eyes were always filled with a mischievous glint, and his underworld connections had saved Dallas from a wide variety of troubles.
 
   “I’ve already gotten your car.” Lance handed Dallas a set of keys. “I pulled it into the garage on the second floor, right in front of the elevators. It’s the Red Mercedes E550 Coupe. You can’t miss it.”
 
   Dallas put his overnight bag down on the floor as he took the keys from Lance “That’s kind of flashy for a handyman,” Dallas suggested.
 
   “Carl wanted to get you something that would impress Gwen. He didn’t want you driving up in some go-cart of a rental car.”
 
   Dallas eyed the keys in his hand. “I’ve gotten the impression from what little I could find on the woman that an expensive car would not impress her.”
 
   Lance winked. “She’s a woman; an expensive car will turn her on.” He patted Dallas on the shoulder and nodded to the stairs that led down to the baggage claim area. “Let’s go get your bags.”
 
   As the two men headed toward the stairwell, Dallas placed the overnight bag over his shoulder. “So, how is Bill these days?”
 
   Lance nodded. “Fine. He and Betty have settled down into a comfortable life together. Shame you couldn’t make it in for their wedding a few weeks back. I know Billy would have loved to have had you there.”
 
   Dallas hesitated for a moment before he spoke. “I, ah, thought perhaps it would be best if I wasn’t there considering everything that has happened.”
 
   “Billy knows we did what was best for Nicci at the time. He may not have liked our decision to fake her death and give her a new identity, but he understands why we did it. As long as she’s safe, that’s all Billy really cares about.”
 
   They walked on for a bit in silence. Lance gave Dallas a once over with his green eyes and then stopped walking just as the two men reached the stairwell.
 
   “And she’s fine, Dallas. She’s as big as a house, bitching up a storm about her swollen feet, and buying up every pink scrap of baby clothing she can find.”
 
   “It’s a girl?” Dallas queried as the ache inside of his chest kicked into his gut.
 
   “They’re gonna name her Ellen.”
 
   Dallas gave Lance a weak attempt at a smile. “I’m happy for them.”
 
   Lance shook his head as he stared at Dallas. “I know how you felt about her—hell, we all knew—but trust me; watching the woman you love end up with a man that makes her happy is hard as hell, but it’s the right thing to do. The day I watched Nicci’s mother walk down the aisle to my brother, it damn near shattered my heart. But with time, I realized he was the better man for her. You’ll eventually feel the same way about David.”
 
   “What’s done is done, Lance. I can’t go back and change the past. She was always David’s,” Dallas mumbled as he turned back to the stairwell.
 
   “That’s what your lips may be saying, but it ain’t what your heart is telling you, Dallas.” Lance stepped over to his side. “It’s written all over your face. I’ve been where you are, and I know exactly how you feel, and no amount of booze or broads is gonna help diminish that hole inside of your chest. Just don’t make the same mistakes I did—don’t waste a lifetime preoccupied with what could have been when an opportunity for a different kind of happiness comes along.”
 
   Dallas smirked. “What different kind of happiness, Lance?”
 
   “It may not be the happiness you wanted with her, but it will be the happiness you need with someone else.”
 
   “And what has it taken, five different someone else’s to help you forget about Ellen?”
 
   “You’re not me, Dallas. Yours is that self-destructive kind of heartache—that’s why you bury yourself in a world where no one knows you and no one gives a damn if you disappear. But just because you stopped caring, don’t shut out the rest of us who still do care about you. You might miss your opportunity to discover that different kind of happiness when it finally does come along.”
 
   Dallas took a breath as he eyed the frenzied faces of travelers darting about the airport terminal. “Yeah, well, these days I’m more concerned about keeping everyone else happy. Between Carl Bordonaro and the mountain of problems Simon’s death created, there really isn’t a whole lot of time in my life for anything other than this world I have buried myself in.”
 
   Lance patted his shoulder and turned back to the stairs. “You never know, Ms. Right could be around the next corner, waiting to sweep you off your feet and send you headlong into your first divorce.”
 
   Dallas shook his head as he followed Lance down the stairs to the baggage claim on the lower level.
 
   “There is one thing I’m curious about, Lance,” Dallas commented as the two men emerged into the lower level of the airport. Dallas took in the large line of baggage belts sitting idle before him. “Why did Carl insist I handle this job?”
 
   Lance shrugged. “He knew I spoke highly of you. He knows of your reputation for getting the job done no matter what. And after everything that he did for us last summer, he figured you owed him. Carl prefers it when people owe him—he feels it keeps them honest.”
 
   Dallas leaned in closer to Lance. “Yeah, but I’m not the one who owes him here. David benefited from the cleanup at his place after he killed Simon’s henchman, Gerard. And Nicci’s the one who took on Jenny Ryan’s identity after the shootout at Greg Caston’s gallery.”
 
   “And who is the one that directly benefited from Simon’s death?” Lance pointed his finger at Dallas.
 
   “But as Simon’s heir, David, and not me, got all of Simon’s worldly possessions. I’m just helping all the people that would have been hurt by Simon’s death, by keeping his organization running until David can make other arrangements.”
 
   Lance narrowed his green eyes on Dallas. “You and I both know that David has no interest in taking over Simon’s organization. He’s married, has settled into a quiet life as a painter, and is about to become a father. Such men were never suited to the lies and deceptions we surround ourselves with. When the dust settles, you will be the one left permanently running Simon’s little empire. Carl knows that, and that’s why he came to you.”
 
   Dallas looked around at the crowds busily rushing about the baggage claim area. “So I’m to be Carl’s whipping boy?”
 
   “More like information boy. And don’t knock it, Dallas; the street runs both ways with Carl. He’ll remember and he always returns his favors.”
 
   They walked up to the gate outside of the baggage claim area.
 
   “Somehow that doesn’t make me feel any better, Lance,” Dallas admitted as he showed his baggage claim tickets to the attendant stationed right outside of the gate.
 
   “Friends like Carl are a must in your business, Dallas. I don’t need to tell you that,” Lance admitted.
 
   Dallas turned back to him. “No, you don’t.”
 
   Lance examined the crowd gathering around the luggage conveyer belt assigned to Dallas’s flight. “Meet me outside the doors after you get your luggage, and I’ll drive you to your rental.” He was about to turn to go and stopped. “I’m in the blue Jag,” he added.
 
   “Blue?” Dallas crinkled his brow. “Why not red, like the last one?” he asked.
 
   “I’m trying to go for the more distinguished look.” Lance shrugged. “I was told blue makes a man look more distinguished.” He turned and headed out a pair of glass doors to the first floor passenger pick up area.
 
   Dallas shook his head. Lance Beauvoir distinguished? And then he chuckled.
 
   ***
 
   “The place is about an hour from the city in horse country, outside of the town of Folsom. It’s well known as a racehorse Mecca to all the local racetracks,” Lance said as he plugged an address into the GPS mounted on the dashboard of Dallas’s red Mercedes E550 Coupe. “You’ll need to head across Lake Pontchartrain and follow this thing until you get to her farm. It’s on a dead end road and surrounded by woods.” He pointed to the GPS.
 
   “That has advantages and disadvantages for protection,” Dallas reasoned as he examined the GPS.
 
   Lance nodded and then opened the glove box. “That’s why I got this.” He pulled out a Sig Sauer P226. “For protection. There are three extra boxes of ammo in the trunk along with a Sig P229, for concealed carry purposes in case you need it.”
 
   Dallas took the gun from Lance and looked it over. He racked back the slide and checked the chamber. Then he felt the weight of the pistol in his hand. “Any idea what a woman like Marsh might keep in her house?”
 
   “Probably a BB gun, knowing Gwen,” Lance replied with a roll of his green eyes. “She’s a big gun opponent, despite being raised with two brothers that make Dirty Harry look like a model citizen.”
 
   “There weren’t any good shots of her on the Internet, and the DMV photo I downloaded was pretty hard to make out. The only decent pictures I could find were of her back and profile. Anything else you can tell me about her looks?”
 
   “Attractive, blond, stays in shape, about five-foot-seven, pretty face, but frowns a lot.” Lance paused and looked at Dallas. “Kinda like you,” he added with a grin.
 
   Dallas scowled as he put the gun back in the glove box. “From the way you describe her, I’m surprised you didn’t try to date her.”
 
   “I did, but she wouldn’t have anything to do with me. And from what I hear, she won’t have anything to do with any man.” He shook his head as he held up his hand to Dallas. “And no, she’s not into girls; I checked. When a woman turns me down, I usually like to find out why,” Lance asserted with a stern frown.
 
   “And what did you find out?”
 
   “Apparently the marriage to Doug Marsh wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Dr. Marsh only married Gwen for a cover. Seems the good doctor likes to fish in the little boys’ pond and not the little girls’. The marriage was arranged between the two of them so Doug could get into some pretty prestigious hospitals; hospitals that wouldn’t have taken too well to his sexual orientation.”
 
   “And how did you come by this information?” Dallas asked, intrigued.
 
   Lance gave a cheeky smile. “Quite by chance. Ran into a guy in a club I often hang out in. The guy happened to be good friends with Dr. Marsh. After about six shots of tequila he began to tell me about his real relationship with the doctor. Doug Marsh wasn’t too happy when Gwen wanted the divorce, and has complained to everyone who will listen in Houston that he wants his wife back. But when the operating room lights go out, Dr. Marsh pays male escorts to come out to his fancy house. The guy is big time into his image and never wants his gay lifestyle revealed.”
 
   “So she went along with the marriage…for what, money?”
 
   “You got me there. I dug pretty deep into the woman’s life. She had a few love affairs prior to her marriage to Marsh, but nothing too dramatic.” Lance paused and his features briefly darkened. “But then there was that mess with Troy kid.”
 
   Dallas noted the somber expression on Lance’s face. “What happened with him?”
 
   “Before Marsh came along, she was seeing a guy named Steven Troy. He was from a wealthy family in Baton Rouge and was killed when he ran his Porsche into a tree. Gwen was also in the car and was pretty badly injured. I remember it damn near killed Ed Pioth to see his daughter go through all of that. Then, a year after the accident, she announced her engagement to Marsh.”
 
   “Maybe Marsh was a rebound from Troy’s death?” Dallas suggested.
 
   Lance shook his head and his mood brightened. “I doubt it. Gwen never appeared too serious about Troy, or any other man, until Marsh came along. And from what I can find out there was apparently no one on the side during her marriage, either. As far as I can figure, she just doesn’t like people.”
 
   “That would explain her love for animals. They replace the people in her life,” Dallas analyzed.
 
   Lance feigned a shiver. “Try not to go all psychological on me. After all the crap we went through with that shrink, Michael Fagles, anything sounding remotely like psychobabble gives me the creeps.”
 
   “All right, Lance. But this may make the woman tougher to crack than I first anticipated. If you get anything else on her that I can use, let me know.”
 
   “I do have one thing,” Lance offered. “She’s rumored to have killed her mother.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “She was six when Nell Pioth took a shotgun and blew her face off. Gwen witnessed the whole thing. Crazy woman had her daughter help her get ready to commit suicide. For years people thought Gwen pulled the trigger. But the police said a six-year-old couldn’t have held the shotgun in the position needed to create the fatal shot.”
 
   Dallas rubbed his face in his hands. “Christ, that must have scarred her.”
 
   “You would never know it. Gwen is a real grounded, practical, and together woman. A lot more together than…well, a lot of woman I hang out with. I guess something like that in your childhood either rips you apart or pulls you together.”
 
   “She’s ripped apart, Lance,” Dallas stated as he glimpsed the leather steering wheel in front of him. “The mother’s suicide, the fake marriage, the lack of close relationships…there is a pattern here.”
 
   “What pattern?”
 
   Dallas took a breath and nodded to Lance. “She’s troubled, probably deeply troubled. And that gets me an angle to use to get close to her.”
 
   “What? Therapy?” Lance joked.
 
   “No,” Dallas countered. “Empathy.”
 
   “But your parents didn’t commit suicide, they were killed in a boating accident—Nicci told me about it. You were almost married twice—to women you loved. And as far as I know, you have a few friends and no pets. So what empathy?”
 
   Dallas smiled, slyly. “It’s all part of the cover, Lance.”
 
   Lance reached for the door handle. “Your cover? Let me know how that works out for you, Dallas. In the meantime, may I suggest another approach?” He climbed out of the car.
 
   “What?” Dallas asked, leaning over the passenger seat and looking up at Lance.
 
   Lance placed his hand on the car door and glared back at Dallas. “Why don’t you just try and get to know the woman? You’d be amazed at how far you might actually get.” He gave a wave of his hand and slammed the door closed.
 
   Dallas sat back in his seat as he watched Lance walking away through the passenger side window. He turned the key in the ignition and then grinned.
 
   “Get to know her? That will never work,” he scoffed as he put the car into gear.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
    
 
   The tedious drive across the broad expanse of Lake Pontchartrain Causeway Bridge gave Dallas time to think. He took in the white caps darting across the top of the lake as brown pelicans hovered close to the edge of the bridge, gliding along in the strong northern winds. He had been rolling Lance’s words around in his head ever since he had left the airport. The more he thought about the Marsh woman, the more he knew Lance’s advice would never work. Getting to know a target was a luxury that any specialist had little time or use for when on an assignment. To get information, the line of attack had to be smooth, quick, and accurate. You couldn’t waste a lot of time learning about the details that make up the complete person. Such details were immaterial to a man like Dallas. It was better not to get to know the whole person. The less you knew about an individual, the easier it was to walk away.
 
   As his eyes took in the choppy waters of Lake Pontchartrain, his mind began to wander back to Nicci. In some small way, he wished he had followed his instincts and not let her in. She had attached to his heart like a clinging vine. He knew one day he would be rid of her, but for now her invasive tendrils still tugged at him. The pain had lessened some, but he preferred to be done with his grief. At least, he reasoned, Nicci had done something for him; she had made him swear that he would never open up to another as he had done with her. His was a new path. He vowed he would no longer form heartfelt attachments or compromising relationships. He was better off alone. It made things simple that way. It made the job easier.
 
   Pine trees soon replaced the blue water and houses filled the landscape as his car finally came to the end of the long bridge. Dallas knew the woman’s farm was close and he could feel the adrenalin kick he got with the start of every new assignment. But this time a nervous streak invaded his usually resilient demeanor. He disliked not knowing everything about a target, and his plans for Gwen Marsh were still murky. Winging it was not something Dallas was used to, but he knew he could think fast on his feet, and assured his itchy nerves that he would figure something out once he got a good look at the woman and her place.
 
   “Relax,” he mumbled. “How hard can this be?”
 
   ***
 
   The Marsh farm was about thirty minutes from the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway Bridge. As Dallas made the short trek down a narrow road toward the property, the scope of the facility came into view. The main house was a raised wooden Acadian cottage surrounded by porches and painted white. An old tin roof glistened in the mid-day sun, and a bricked chimney rose from the center of the roof. Off to the left, up on a ridge and surrounded by a few tall oaks, a large red barn stood boldly against the backdrop of a pale blue sky. Paddocks on both sides of the barn were filled with horses, eight in all. Not far from the barn was a metal storage building that almost matched the house in size and height. Behind the building, he spotted a few cages and kennels underneath a wide shaded portico.
 
   Dallas drove through an open front gate and followed the shell-covered drive to the house. He parked his Mercedes next to an old, dark blue Ford pick up truck parked beneath a tall oak tree, and looked to the wide porch. There were a few potted plants and statues of forest creatures placed along the worn floorboards. Hanging in the middle of the front door was a sign that read, “All Visitors Will Be Eaten.”
 
   Dallas frowned. “Definitely not the friendly type,” he softly said.
 
   Before he had even put his hand on the car door, a massive, fawn-colored dog with a black face and slobbery mouth placed his front feet on the driver’s side door of the car and gazed in at Dallas.
 
   The animal’s dark eyes stared at Dallas, but the dog did not growl or bare his teeth. He just stood there on his hind haunches, looking in through the car window.
 
   “Harley!” a woman’s voice called from the side of the house.
 
   Dallas turned toward the direction of the voice and saw a petite blond approaching his car. The woman, who was half the size of dog, grabbed the dog by the collar and pulled him off the car.
 
   “Sorry,” she apologized as she gazed in the window. “You can come out now. Harley won’t hurt you.”
 
   Dallas opened the car door and stepped outside. The mastiff sat quietly on the ground and stared at him.
 
   “He’s friendly; he only looks scary,” the woman explained as she waved at the dog.
 
   “Is he the one who will eat all visitors?” Dallas pointed to the sign on her door.
 
   She gave Dallas a serious going over with her eyes. “The sign is for noisy salesmen and Bible-beaters looking for a handout. So which are you?” she asked in a sharp tone.
 
   Dallas turned and inspected the woman standing before him.
 
   She looked nothing like the pictures he had seen on the Internet. She had fine, almost aquiline, features that made her appear more aristocratic than snobbish. Her face was slender with pale, thin lips, blue-green eyes, high cheekbones, and porcelain skin. Dallas figured she could not have been more than five-foot-five, and was not at all what Lance had reported. She was indeed very attractive, but what Dallas found surprising was that after everything he had heard about the woman and her past, he expected Gwen Marsh to look as cold as she had been described. The woman before him appeared vulnerable, and instead of being repelled by her reputation as distant, Dallas found her delicate femininity to be nothing short of intoxicating.
 
   “I’m looking for Gwen Marsh,” Dallas declared, hoping that the woman before him was simply a helper or friend of his target.
 
   “I’m Gwen.” She held out her hand. “You’re the bodyguard, Dallas August, right?”
 
   Dallas hesitated for a moment before he took her hand. “Bodyguard?” He gripped her hand firmly in his. “I thought I was supposed to be your new handyman.”
 
   She directed her gaze to his car and raised her eyebrows. “In that?” She gave him a funny smile that made her nose crinkle. “Mr. August, I can guarantee that every person who lives down the road from me spotted that fancy car of yours, and by tonight I will get ten phone calls about it. Gonna be real hard to tell anyone you’re my new handyman now.”
 
   Dallas cursed silently to himself. “The car was someone else’s idea, not mine,” he told her.
 
   “Lance Beauvoir always did go for the flashy toys…kind of like a crow goes to bright, shiny objects.” She looked him over once more. “You’re a little small to be a bodyguard. I thought you guys were all big and muscle bound.”
 
   Dallas grinned, sarcastically. “Oh, we bodyguards come in all shapes and sizes.” He moved away from the car and shut the door behind him. “You don’t look anything like your driver’s license suggested. I thought you would be…taller.”
 
   She folded her arms across her chest. “Yeah, well, who doesn’t add an inch or two or drop ten pounds on their driver’s license stats these days.”
 
   He studied her guarded stance for a moment. “How did you know Lance picked out the car? I was under the impression that—”
 
   “Mr. August, I’d say let’s cut through the bullshit and get down to it,” she interrupted. “You’re here at Carl’s insistence, not mine. I don’t need protection and I sure as hell never wanted it. I’ve gotten several phone calls already this morning about when you arrived at the airport, who met you, and even about what kind of car you would be driving.” She looked over at the car. “If we’re going to be stuck with each other for the next two weeks, I’d say let’s not kid ourselves. We are never going to be anything more than what we are; Carl Bordonaro’s hired hands.” She glanced back at the red barn behind her. “I wanted to put you in the guest apartment above the barn, but I was told you have to stay in the house with me.” She turned back to Dallas. “I don’t cook, do laundry, or pick up after you. Are we clear on all of that?”
 
   Dallas stared into her blue-green eyes and tried to contain his grin. Lance had been right about her.
 
   “Fine.” He nodded at her. “I can cook for both of us.”
 
   She raised her dirty blond brows at him. “Cook? You?” She turned from the car. “This I gotta see,” she mumbled under her breath.
 
   A fly swept by Dallas’s ear. He hastily raised his hand in the air and shooed the pesky insect away.
 
   Gwen Marsh walked toward her home. She climbed the four short steps to the front porch, stopped, and turned to Dallas.
 
   “Well, are you coming or what?” she demanded, rolling her eyes. “I’ve got better things to do, Mr. August, than be your bellboy.”
 
   Dallas let his eyes travel down her baggy blue jean overalls, trying to find an outline of the figure she hid beneath her clothes. He folded his arms over his chest as his cool eyes zeroed in on hers.
 
   “Let’s get one thing straight, Ms. Marsh. I came here as a favor to Carl. I’m not expecting to be treated like royalty, but I think we should set some ground rules.”
 
   Her eyes went wide. “Ground rules?”
 
   “While I’m here, I need to have you in my sights at all times. You’re not to go off or leave without telling me first. If Carl wants me here, then he has a real damn good reason for being concerned about your safety. So I suggest you work with me and drop the attitude.” He walked around to the passenger side of the car and opened the door.
 
   “Attitude?” Gwen Marsh shook her head. “If this is any indication of what two weeks with you are going to be like than I think we had better…” She went quiet when she saw Dallas emerge from the passenger side of the car with the Sig Sauer P226 in his hand.
 
   “What’s that?” she asked, nervously.
 
   Dallas held up the pistol. “A gun.”
 
   “And why do you feel the need for a gun?”
 
   “I was told to protect you.” He nodded to the gun. “This will help.”
 
   Dallas moved to the back of the car and popped the trunk. He pulled his black suitcase and overnight bag from the trunk. Then he carefully placed the gun inside of his overnight bag.
 
   “I suggest you show me to my room, and then we can take a tour of your grounds, Ms. Marsh. I want to get the layout of the place in my head as soon as possible,” Dallas stated as he slammed the trunk closed.
 
   “You’d better call me Gwen. I don’t think I could stand two weeks of listening to Ms. Marsh from you.” She paused. “And am I to call you Dallas, or do you have another name to go along with that fancy car of yours?”
 
   “Dallas will be fine.” He picked up his suitcase and overnight bag. “And if you don’t mind, Gwen, loose the attitude. It will just make the coming two weeks a hell of a lot more difficult for both of us.”
 
   Gwen smiled impudently as he made his way to the porch. “The attitude is non-negotiable, Dallas. If you don’t like it, I suggest you sleep in the apartment above the barn.” She turned away from him and headed inside the house.
 
   Dallas bit his tongue and followed behind her. So much for vulnerable and feminine, he thought as he watched her round bottom swinging seductively back and forth in front of him. This was going to be a long two weeks.
 
   ***
 
   The inside of the house was smaller than what he expected. A cozy, but sparsely furnished living room surrounded a mammoth stone hearth. Off to the right was a kitchen and dining area. On the other side of the living room was a sunroom with a desk, neatly arranged bookcases, and a few filing cabinets. In front of the kitchen were wide oak stairs leading straight up to the second floor.
 
   Gwen waved to the stairs. “There’s a guest bedroom upstairs on the right. You’ll have your own bathroom, and I’ll get you some fresh towels later. Go on up and put your bags down. I’ll meet you back out on the porch and show you around.” She paused and smiled sarcastically at him. “Unless there is something else you need me to do?”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “I’ll meet you back out on the porch in five.” He headed over to the stairs, carrying his suitcase and overnight bag.
 
   “Oh, and watch out for Lawrence,” Gwen warned behind him.
 
   Dallas turned back to her as he reached the stairs. “Lawrence?”
 
   “Your roommate,” she told him. “A rescued tomcat who thinks the guest bedroom is his. I’ll leave you two to work out the sleeping arrangements.” She gave Dallas one last grin and walked out the front door.
 
   “Good thing I sleep with a gun,” he remarked as he headed up the stairs.
 
   Along the paneled oak wall by the stairs Dallas noted faded outlines where framed pictures had once hung. The few photos that remained on the paneled wall were of different horses out in the pasture next to the red barn. In two of the photos Dallas thought he saw a slender blond woman standing next to one of the large creatures, but the woman either had her face turned away or had her back to the camera. Dallas studied the empty spots where the other photographs had been. Making a mental note to ask about the missing pictures, he turned away from the wall and climbed the steps.
 
   When he reached the second floor landing, he pushed open a yellow door on his right. As soon as he saw the round mound of gray fur stretched out in the center of the yellow bedspread, he instantly forgot about the missing photos on the wall. The very large cat on the bed did not move, but opened one green eye and spied Dallas standing in the doorway.
 
   “I got some bad news for you, buddy,” Dallas announced as he walked into the room and placed his suitcase on the bed.
 
   But the cat did not budge, even as Dallas pushed his suitcase closer to the animal.
 
   Dallas was a little surprised that the animal did not even seem to register his presence.
 
   “Why don’t you find another place to sleep?” Dallas suggested as he nudged his suitcase against the cat.
 
   Lawrence lifted his head and stared at Dallas. He began to angrily beat his tail against the yellow bedspread.
 
   Dallas pushed the cat across the bedspread with his suitcase. The animal did get up this time, but instead of jumping off the bed, as Dallas had hoped, the cat climbed on top of his suitcase and stretched out.
 
   Dallas glowered at the cat. “We’re gonna have a problem, aren’t we, you little shit.”
 
   Lawrence yawned and closed his eyes. Dallas stared in amazement as the cat continued his nap on top of his suitcase.
 
   Dallas shook his head, slipped his overnight bag from around his shoulder, and tossed it next to the suitcase. “If you pee on anything…” Dallas threatened, shaking his finger at the feline.
 
   But Lawrence never even bothered to open his eyes, having become completely comfortable on top of the suitcase.
 
   As Dallas made his way down the stairs, he caught sight of a few more empty spaces along the wall where pictures had once hung. He inspected the faded impressions on the paneling and headed down the stairs. When he stepped into the living room, he noticed a few more places along the far wall, next to the study, where it seemed an entire gallery of framed photographs had been removed. He searched the pictures that where left and saw some of strangers standing side by side and laughing or smiling at the camera. But amid the pictures of people and animals left on the walls, there was not one clear photograph of Gwen Marsh.
 
   “Odd,” he mumbled as he took in the walls. “Why are there no photos of her anywhere?”
 
   His eyes quickly explored the meagerly decorated living room and then he strolled out the front door.
 
   ***
 
   As Dallas walked from the house to the barn with Gwen, he learned that the fifteen-acre farm consisted of ten cleared acres where the house, barn, and shed were located, while the remaining acreage had been left undeveloped. Surveying the tall trees and thick brush surrounding him, Dallas noted that despite the cool temperature, many of the trees still appeared green and vibrant.
 
   “What about deliveries and workers?” Dallas asked as he glanced back at Gwen.
 
   “Feed, hay, and animal supplies are delivered twice a month on Thursdays. Harold is usually the driver that comes. The feed store is called Cole’s—it’s in Folsom and I have a standing order with them. If I ever need extra, I call it in. UPS and FedEx come only when there are special orders for medicine or other equipment. I have one worker who comes every week on Thursday to help out with chores and do some minor repairs. Any other repairs or services are on an as needed basis. If I make any changes to that schedule, I let you know.”
 
   “Any visitors, friends, family coming out? Anyone I should be expecting?”
 
   Gwen shook her head. “No one comes out here. My father never travels this far out of town, and since the trial started—”
 
   Dallas stopped walking. “Trial?” he asked, cutting her off.
 
   Gwen halted beside him. “Yeah, the Robertson Trial.” She cautiously observed Dallas for a few seconds. “The racketeering trial my father is testifying in. He’s the primary witness for the prosecution against Darryl Robertson.”
 
   Dallas focused his dark blue eyes on Gwen. “Darryl Robertson supposedly runs a crime organization comparable to Carl’s.”
 
   “Comparable?” Gwen snickered. “Darryl Robertson has been Carl’s biggest competitor in the gambling and prostitution business in New Orleans since anyone can remember. My father sold liquor to all of Darryl’s illegal gambling dens and brothels for years. Two years back the feds went to my father and asked him to testify about Robertson’s illegal operations. With Carl’s blessing, my father agreed.” She stared at him. “That’s why you’re here, right? To protect me during the trial.”
 
   Dallas carefully considered what to tell her. To lie to the woman bought him some time until he could look into the trial; but to tell her the truth would blow any opportunity he had of discovering the information Carl needed.
 
   “I wasn’t told all of the details,” he lied. “Just that you needed a bodyguard for two weeks.”
 
   “Well, that is how long the trial is supposed to take. Prosecutors think it’s pretty open and shut thanks to my father’s testimony. He witnessed all the illegal operations first hand.”
 
   “And why did Carl Bordonaro think you needed my protection?” Dallas questioned, already knowing the answer.
 
   “My father’s identity as a special witness for the prosecution has been kept a big secret up until this point. Now that the trial has begun, and the defense knows about my father’s testimony, Carl thinks Darryl Robertson will do anything to keep my father from getting on the witness stand. That’s why he insisted on sending a professional to babysit me until the trial is over. I do have minders, though, posted outside of my entrance gate.” She motioned to the gate. “Surprised you didn’t see them on the way in.”
 
   Dallas scanned the property and then directed his eyes back to the entrance gate. “I didn’t see any other cars out front,” he mentioned, suddenly alarmed that he could possibly have missed something so obvious.
 
   Gwen shrugged. “Probably went to get a bite to eat. I never acknowledge them, but I know the FBI guys are out there most of the day and night. I was warned that they might put a surveillance team on me, but they have never approached me or asked me any questions.”
 
   “Yet,” he told her. “Trust me, if they put a tag team on you, they are going to talk to you sooner or later. They’re just waiting for the right moment.”
 
   Gwen studied the man’s profile. “And how would you know that?”
 
   Dallas grinned. “Experience.”
 
   Gwen let her eyes linger on his lean frame. “What kind of experience would you have with the FBI?”
 
   “More than I care to remember.” He turned away and quickly walked toward the red barn.
 
   The long barn had ten wide stalls, and as they made their way down the center aisle, horses began poking their heads out from behind every stall door. The aroma of horses mixed with manure, wood shavings, and hay filled the air around Dallas. After living for so many months in the cement confines of New York City, he had forgotten how pungent the odor of these large animals could be.
 
   ***
 
   Gwen walked up to one of the stalls and held out her hand to a tall, strawberry roan. When Gwen began rubbing the animal’s long head, the horse closed his eyes and gave a loud sigh.
 
   “This is Fred.” Gwen scratched the horse’s head. “He came from a race track in Cajun country outside of Lafayette. He was a stall walker.” She turned to Dallas. “He paced around his stall most of the night and when race day came he was too tired to run. So they shut the door on him.”
 
   Dallas stared at Gwen. “Shut the door? I don’t understand.” He waved at a passing fly.
 
   “When a race horse is no longer profitable, many owners simply shut their stall doors and starve them to death. When the animal is dead, they pay off the vet to say the animal died of undetermined causes, so they can collect the insurance.”
 
   “Starve them to death?” Dallas shook his head. “You mean they literally starve them to death?”
 
   Gwen nodded. “No food or water; usually takes a couple of days. The lucky ones get bullets or bats to the head. The general public doesn’t know how really cruel the racing industry is to these magnificent creatures. There are only a few horses that win races, Dallas. What do you think happens to the losers? No one wants them, so they are killed off, or….” She turned back to the horse. “The lucky ones are discovered by people like me. I get anonymous tips from caring grooms or hands on the track that will let me know when they have closed the stall on an animal or marked them for termination. I go in, offer to buy the horse, and haul them away. The owners don’t care who takes the animal off their hands, as long as they can make some money out of the deal.” She looked down the shed row of stalls. “Every horse in this barn has been rescued from a race track. I fix them up and get them new homes.”
 
   Dallas took in all of the horses in the barn. “I never knew that went on. I guess I thought they all ended up in a pasture somewhere.” He swatted at another passing fly.
 
   Gwen took a step away from Fred. The horse reached out his nose and nuzzled her hand. “No one knows, except those of us who do rescue. Sometimes we can get them new lives as jumpers in the show ring, or find people willing to take a disabled horse.”
 
   Dallas walked over to a tall, dark bay in the next stall. “Disabled? They all look pretty healthy to me.” He reached out and stroked the animal’s long head.
 
   She walked over to the stall Dallas was standing in front of. “Yeah, they look good, but on the inside they’re suffering. They have been through years of drug abuse to increase their performance, and it has done a lot of damage to their kidneys and livers. I can’t tell you how many horses I lose to kidney disease at young ages like eight or ten. There are no regulations on what trainers can pump into these animals, and no one gives a damn about the long-term effects. Then they may be pin fired,” she said as she pointed at the front legs on the dark bay Dallas was petting “You see those pin marks on his front shins?”
 
   Dallas looked down at the animal’s legs and saw the small dots she was referring to. He nodded as he turned his head back to her.
 
   “They do that to set the bones faster on younger horses so they can run them sooner. It helps to protect against bone chips or hairline fractures from running them too young.” She sighed as she lovingly stroked the bay’s head. “Thousands of these beautiful animals die every day as a result of the cruelty that is inflicted on them by the racing industry. But I guess the cruelty of people shouldn’t be a big surprise to someone like you, should it, Dallas?”
 
   Dallas cast his eyes to the sawdust gathered on the barn floor. “Meaning?” he asked in a husky voice.
 
   “Carl didn’t tell my father much about you except that you were the best at what you do. Was he talking about protecting people, or did he have something else in mind?”
 
   Dallas raised his ice-cold eyes to her. “Something else?”
 
   She folded her arms across her chest and stared into his face. “I get the impression there is more to this than either you or Carl are willing to admit. You don’t look like a bodyguard.”
 
   “And what do I look like?” he asked, keeping his face void of emotion.
 
   She let her blue-green eyes travel down his toned body. “You look like someone more used to killing people than protecting them.”
 
   Dallas raised one dark eyebrow. “If I was a killer, Gwen, we wouldn’t be standing here having this conversation.”
 
   “What did Carl promise you? Money, power, some untold fantasy fulfilled if you get me to talk?”
 
   Dallas turned away and stepped over to another nearby stall. “Talk? About what? I was hired to protect you. Why would you think otherwise, Gwen?”
 
   She quickly walked up to him. “I’m not an idiot. The FBI can protect me just as well as you. Carl Bordonaro wants something from me, something he has sent you to get; so let’s not pretend anymore.”
 
   “And what if I was to say you’re reading too much into this? Carl hired me to protect you. If you have anything to say then I suggest you call him. I’m not Carl Bordonaro’s interrogator.” He paused and gazed about the barn. “I suggest you show me the rest of your property before it gets dark. I want to get my bearings before we turn in for the night.”
 
   Dallas swatted at yet another passing insect.
 
   Gwen frowned at him. “What’s up with you and the flies? Are you allergic or something? Because if you are, you better let me know right now, in case you get bitten.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “I’m not allergic.” Another fly came close to his face and Dallas jumped out of the way.
 
   “I can see this is going to be a real fun two weeks,” Gwen commented. She turned around and headed for the barn doors. “The storage and supply shed are this way, but there is nothing in there but extra feed, a tractor, and an ATV that I use to go through some of the trails in the woods,” she added over her shoulder.
 
   “Let’s just take a look, anyway. I need to see everything,” he insisted behind her.
 
   She turned to him. “There’s the manure pile behind the shed. Do you want to check that out, too?”
 
   He came up beside her. “Not unless you think the bad guys are hiding in it.”
 
   “If that were the case then you could just smell them coming and shoot them with your fancy gun.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “Just show me the shed, Gwen.”
 
   “Suit yourself.” She turned away from him.
 
   Dallas felt a ripple of apprehension make its way down his spine as he followed her out of the barn. He wasn’t comfortable with this assignment. The woman knew too much and Carl had left a hell of a lot out of the profile, making Dallas vulnerable. And he hated feeling vulnerable, because being vulnerable in his business was as good as being dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Dallas was in the kitchen going through the pantry when Gwen sauntered in. The room was done in pale shades of taupe with dark walnut cabinets and beige tile covering the countertops. The appliances were stainless steel and looked relatively new. There was even an assortment of copper pots hanging from a pot rack over an island located in the center of the kitchen. On the countertops were a microwave, gourmet coffee maker, a Cuisinart machine, and fancy Italian bread maker.
 
   “You must like to cook,” Dallas commented as he closed the pantry door.
 
   She walked over to the refrigerator. “What makes you say that?”
 
   He nodded to the bread maker and Cuisinart. “Not the usual things people have on their kitchen counters.”
 
   Gwen glanced at the appliances. “I do like to cook, but not for strangers.”
 
   “What do you cook?” Dallas asked, leaning his hip against the kitchen island.
 
   “What do you mean, what do I cook? Food, of course?”
 
   Dallas snickered. “What kind? Italian? French? Chinese?”
 
   She placed her hands in the back pockets of her blue jean overalls. “How do you know so much about cooking?”
 
   “I grew up cooking in my mother’s restaurant,” he stated, watching her fidget.
 
   “And how did you go from helping your mother at the family restaurant to doing what it is that you do?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   Gwen shook her head. “No. And I’m really not a cook.” She motioned to the appliances on her counter. “My ex wanted me to be a cook and bought me these things, hoping I would pick up the skill. When I left him, I took everything with me. Figured there was no point in letting him keep them.” She opened the freezer door and grabbed a frozen dinner from inside.
 
   Dallas spied the selection of frozen dinners neatly stacked inside of the freezer. “That’s what you’re going to eat for dinner?”
 
   She looked down at the lasagna dinner in her hand. “Yeah, what’s wrong with it? It’s easy, saves me time so I can get back to work, and there are no dirty dishes after.”
 
   “But it’s also unhealthy, full of sodium, and, from my experience, tasteless,” Dallas argued.
 
   Gwen slammed the freezer door closed. “There’s soup in the pantry, if you prefer something else.”
 
   Dallas opened the refrigerator door. Inside he found half of a rotisserie chicken, some eggs, milk, a large wedge of cheddar cheese, cold cuts, bread, and a few fruit drinks. He pulled out the eggs, cheese, chicken, and milk, and placed them on the counter next to the refrigerator.
 
   “Tomorrow we’ll go to the grocery and restock your fridge. If I’m going to stay here, you’re going to have to try my cooking instead of those frozen dinners.”
 
   Gwen frowned at him. “What do you mean ‘we’? You’re the one with the frozen dinner issues, not me. If you want to go to the store, then you go alone.”
 
   Dallas pulled a copper pan from the pot rack above the island. “Wherever I go, you go. Even if it means tying you up and throwing you in the trunk, we will be going to the store together in the morning.”
 
   Gwen ripped open the frozen dinner box, pulled out the plastic tray, and tossed it in the microwave. “Fine, but I have to feed the horses first. Animals get fed before the humans around here.”
 
   Dallas gave her a devilish grin. “Why does that not surprise me? Your animals probably eat better than you do.”
 
   Gwen tried to maintain the angry glint in her eyes, but the more she stared at him, the more he could see the smile trying to sneak across her lips. Finally, she broke out in a fit of laughter.
 
   Dallas noted how her features softened before him as the warmth from her smile lightened her appearance. Her small nose crinkled, her eyes became less guarded, and for an instant he could see the beautiful woman hiding beneath the mask she had been wearing ever since he had set foot on her property.
 
   Gwen grabbed at her side as her laughter ebbed. “Oh, God! Are you always like this? You’re such an asshole.”
 
   Dallas was taken aback by her admission. “I’m an asshole? Lady, you should take a look in the mirror!”
 
   Gwen took in Dallas anew. “I have,” she whispered. “I know what I am, Dallas. The problem is I think you’re trying too hard to push my buttons.” She sighed. “Look, I don’t trust a lot of people, and letting a stranger into my home is difficult enough for me. I’ve been angry with my father and Carl for putting me in this situation, and unfortunately, I have been venting my frustrations on you. I promise to try and be more…civil…if you promise to stop scowling all the time.”
 
   He examined her face, searching for a hint of sincerity, but instead he became distracted by the Gwen’s alluring beauty. The softness of her skin, the curl of her pale lips, and the depth of her blue-green eyes intrigued him. Up until that moment he had never been enticed by her beauty, but he found himself momentarily bewitched by her. Then he remembered what she said about not trusting people, and her words instantly brought to mind another woman who had once told him the same thing. He wondered if he would ever be free of Nicci’s spell. Dallas turned away from Gwen and walked over to the stove with his pan.
 
   “I’m just doing my job, Gwen. How you take it is up to you.” He went back to the counter by the refrigerator and picked up the eggs.
 
   At that moment, the microwave started beeping.
 
   Gwen went to the microwave, grabbed a nearby towel, and took out her frozen dinner.
 
   “I have paperwork to do. If you need anything else, I’ll be in my study,” she said as she headed for the door.
 
   “Bowls?” Dallas questioned behind her.
 
   Gwen turned back to him. “Try the cabinet next to the stove. I think that’s where they are.”
 
   “You think?” Dallas commented in a sarcastic tone.
 
   She held up the frozen dinner tray in her hand. “Do I look like a woman who spends a lot of time in the kitchen?” She turned and quickly left the room.
 
   Dallas shook his head and began searching through the cabinets by the stove for a mixing bowl. When he found a glass one, he had to rinse the dust from it before he could use it for cooking. As he started to crack the eggs into the bowl one by one, he went over his conversation with Gwen. Everything she said seemed like such a contradiction to what he found in the house. How could she not know where she kept her bowls when she admitted she liked to cook, but then lived on frozen dinners?
 
   Dallas tried to make sense of the woman he was sent to protect. He wasn’t sure how much of what Gwen had told him was fact, or something she’d made up to distract him. He’d had other targets in the past try and baffle him with false impressions of their nature to keep him from getting too close or learning too much. But with this woman everything felt different. What she told him did not match what he found in the house, and that frustrated him. And Dallas hated being frustrated by anyone.
 
   ***
 
   After eating his chicken and cheese omelet at the island in the kitchen, Dallas stepped into the living room to see Gwen seated at her desk in the study. She was intently reading something on her computer screen as he walked over to the beige couch in front of the massive stone hearth. He observed the logs on the hearth, and was debating the benefits of starting a fire when he spotted a selection of books stacked at the edge of the coffee table in front of him. He began going through the pile of books, and was about halfway into the collection when he spotted the familiar green cover of Painting Jenny.
 
   Dallas’s fists clenched as he looked down at Nicci Beauvoir’s tale of her time with the artist David Alexander. He placed the book to the side, and then his heart heaved when he saw the next book sitting in the stack. Unfinished Business by Nicci Beauvoir was her second novel about the search for David Alexander’s killer in post-Katrina New Orleans. Nicci had based the main character, August Daniels, on Dallas. He picked the book up in his hands and sat back on the couch, staring at the pale blue cover and thinking of the hours he had watched Nicci writing the novel. He thought of Nicci’s auburn hair against the pillow next to him, the smell of her pale skin, and the feel of her in his arms.
 
   “Good book?” Gwen asked beside him, rousing him from his recollections.
 
   Dallas turned to her, trying to sequester his thoughts safely away from her prying eyes. He looked back to the copy of Unfinished Business in his hands.
 
   “I, ah, read it a while ago,” he replied as he set the book down on the coffee table.
 
   Gwen came around the side of the couch and leaned over the coffee table, perusing the cover of the book. “Hard to think you would be interested in something like that. Figured you to be more of a crime and murder reader, not romantic suspense.”
 
   Dallas sat back on the couch. “I knew the author,” he softly said.
 
   Gwen gave him a brief going over with her eyes. “Nicci Beauvoir? I heard she was seeing an art dealer I knew and was somehow involved in his death.”
 
   Dallas nodded. “She and Greg Caston had some kind of lover’s spat and she shot him. Then she turned the gun on herself.”
 
   “From what I remember of Nicci, she was never the kind to kill herself. She was a very practical and intelligent young woman. I thought the whole murder-suicide scenario sounded just a bit contrived.”
 
   Dallas stared at Gwen in astonishment. “You knew Nicci Beauvoir?”
 
   “When I was married to Doug, I met Nicci a few times. Like I told you before, I know Lance and I had met his brother, Bill, when he and Nicci attended a few of the social functions in town.” She paused and studied Dallas. “And how did you know Nicci?”
 
   He waved his hand to the books on the coffee table. “We met in New York when she was promoting her first book, Painting Jenny.”
 
   “I never pegged you for a romantic, Dallas.” She sat down next to him on the beige couch. “From the look on your face, I would say you and Nicci were pretty close.”
 
   Dallas stood from the couch and rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “There was nothing between Nicci and me. We met, I helped her out of a tight spot, and then she went on with her life.” He moved away from the couch and headed for the stairs.
 
   “From the way I heard it, you two shacked up together in Connecticut after she shot that shrink, Michael Fagles.”
 
   Dallas paused and turned back to her. “How did you know that?”
 
   “New Orleans is a real small town, Dallas.”
 
   “Like I said, there was nothing between us.”
 
   “You know the problem with secrets, Dallas?”
 
   Dallas cast his eyes to the floor, scowling. “No, but I guess you’re going to tell me.”
 
   “Secrets have a price. You keep something bottled up inside of you long enough and eventually it takes its toll. I would say you’re a man who keeps a lot locked away inside of you.” She smiled as she got up from the couch. “And by the looks of it, I’d say you are paying a hell of a price.”
 
   “And what price are you paying, Gwen? From what I hear, you have a hell of a lot locked away inside of you. Your mother’s death, your husband’s sexuality…should I go on?”
 
   She moved toward him. “Good boy,” she said, clapping her hands. “You did your homework on me. Sorry to disappoint you, Dallas, but I’m not irrevocably damaged by my mother’s death. She was a sick woman who had enough of the world and ended her life. Whatever secrets were there, she took with her.”
 
   Dallas folded his arms over his chest. “I find it hard to believe that you weren’t scarred by witnessing such an act. You were six when she shot herself. I don’t care how self-assured you may pretend to be.” He leaned in closer to her. “Somewhere deep inside of you there has got to be a lot of pain associated with such a traumatic memory.”
 
   “And what are you going to do, Dallas? Heal me, or try to use my past as an opening to worm your way into my trust?”
 
   “But you don’t want to trust me, do you, Gwen? You don’t want to trust anybody. You don’t want to let anybody in.”
 
   “And how are you any different from me? I’d say you don’t trust many people either.”
 
   “Not trusting people is one way to stay alive,” he curtly replied.
 
   “Is that your professional or personal opinion, because I’m still not convinced that you’re just a bodyguard, Dallas. I get the impression that you have an ulterior motive for being here.”
 
   Dallas grinned at her. “And what about your ex-husband, Doug? What were your ulterior motives for marrying a man you knew could never be a real husband to you?”
 
   “Oh, you’re good. Where did you learn that little interrogative technique? Quantico?” She moved closer to him. “Don’t be so quick to judge people you haven’t taken the time to get to know, Dallas.”
 
   “Gwen, stop trying to bait me. It won’t work.” He glanced around the living room. “So tell me, are the missing pictures on the walls your way of keeping me from learning more about you, or are you trying to hide something from me?”
 
   She took a moment before she responded. “Maybe that is another secret you can try to worm out of me.”
 
   He shook his head. “I can see this is getting us nowhere.” Dallas turned his attention to the front door. “I’ve checked the doors and windows downstairs, so don’t go outside unless you take me with you. I’m going to check the rooms upstairs, and then I suggest we call it a night.”
 
   “I turn in early and I’m up before sunrise,” she informed him.
 
   “Fine.” He walked toward the stairs. “I’ll come back down when I’m done with my sweep and turn out the lights.”
 
   “I usually have a night cap before turning in,” Gwen admitted behind him. “I’ve got a bottle of Stolichnaya Vodka under the sink. Care to join me?”
 
   Dallas turned to her. “Really? I pegged you for a Johnny Walker Red drinker.”
 
   “I am, but I was told to buy you a bottle of vodka. Just wanted to let you know it’s there if you need it.”
 
   “Lance tell you anything else about me?”
 
   Gwen smiled as she started up the stairs. “Oh, I learned plenty, and not just from Lance.” She eased passed him. “Good night, Dallas. I hope you and Lawrence will be comfortable together.” As she started back up the steps, she paused, and turned back to him. “Oh, and one more thing. Lawrence snores,” she added with a delighted grin.
 
   ***
 
   Dallas found out that Lawrence did actually snore in his sleep, sounding more human than feline. After ten minutes of listening to the cat gurgle, snort, and sigh next to him in the bed, Dallas took a pillow, blanket, and his gun downstairs to the couch. Dressed in his blue pajama bottoms, he wrapped the cotton blanket around his shoulders to stave off the chill in the house as he made his way to the stairs. When he passed Gwen’s bedroom, he checked her door to find she had locked it securely behind her.
 
   After he had settled on the couch, Dallas found he could not sleep. The strange day with the woman was still eating at him. Looking for a diversion, he scanned the books on the coffee table until he found the copy of Unfinished Business. As pale moonlight filled the living room, Dallas stared at the back cover photograph of Nicci until he felt that uncomfortable pain in his chest return. He angrily tossed the book aside and got up from the couch. The restlessness inside of him was too much to bear. He needed something to take the edge off. Then Dallas remembered the bottle of vodka Gwen had told him was waiting underneath the sink in the kitchen. Determined to get a handle on his emotions, Dallas headed for the kitchen sink.
 
   Two straight shots of vodka later, he felt his nerves begin to settle down. As he put the bottle back beneath the sink, a thought occurred to him. One by one he began going through the cabinets. She had a fancy eggbeater, a pasta press machine, some intricate molds for cakes, cookie cutters, several cookie sheets, and a wide array of other culinary devises shoved into drawers or placed on shelves. For someone who did not claim to cook, Gwen Marsh sure had a lot of paraphernalia around for baking and cooking.
 
   He went back to the couch, feeling more confused than he had before. He glanced over at Gwen’s study and decided he had better have a look around. When he flipped on the lights in the room, he saw row upon row of equine veterinary books, as well as books on horse behavior, neatly stacked on the bookshelves. Thrown into the mix were several cookbooks and a few books on the care of orphaned and injured wildlife. On the desk, Dallas found invoices for feed and hay, and one veterinary bill from a Bill Spindel for worming several of the horses. The rest of the paperwork seemed in line with running a small horse farm, and nothing out of the ordinary struck his attention.
 
   He sat back in the chair next to her desk and peered out the window in front of him. In the distance, slivers of silver moonlight illuminated the barn and storage shed. Below the window, Dallas spotted Harley stretched out on the grass and looking dead to the world.
 
   “Great guard dog,” Dallas muttered.
 
   Within seconds, Harley jumped to attention. Dallas immediately caught sight of what had spooked the dog. By the gate entrance a car had just pulled up. The car had turned off its headlights, but the interior lights still streamed out into the darkness. Harley stood and trotted across the property to the gate. Dallas jumped up and went over to the couch to get his gun.
 
   Once outside on the porch, Dallas spied the car parked along the road just past the front gate. Harley was there, standing outside of the passenger side door and wagging his tail. Dallas took the safety off his gun, quickly went down the steps, and crept along the brush covering the side of the house until he came to the clearing before the gate. He stopped just as two men got out of the car. One of the men walked over to Harley, carrying something in his hand. Dallas quickly ran from the cover of the brush to the edge of the property. As he drew near, he could see the men were dressed in suits. When Dallas rounded a small group of trees, he came around behind the two men, his gun out in front of him.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Dallas called out.
 
   The men spun around to face him. The chicken wing in the hand of the man closest to Harley dropped to the ground. Harley snatched up the wing in his mouth and trotted off to the side.
 
   “And who are you?” the man standing beside the car demanded as he reached his hand inside of his jacket.
 
   Dallas raised his gun. “I’m the one asking the questions right now,” Dallas stated in a calm voice. “Why are you here?”
 
   The man by the car raised his hands in the air. “Take it easy, buddy. We’re federal agents with the FBI assigned to protect Ms. Marsh.”
 
   Dallas lowered his weapon. “So you’re the feds.”
 
   “I’m Taylor,” the man by the car said, pointing to his chest. “And that’s my partner, Agent Hickman.” He waved to the man next to Harley. “So who exactly are you?” he probed.
 
   “Dallas August. Friend of the family.”
 
   Taylor looked to the house. “You the owner of that red Mercedes parked out in front of Gwen’s place?”
 
   Dallas nodded and then waved his hand at Harley. “Does Gwen know you feed her dog?”
 
   Hickman wiped his hands together. “I always bring the big guy a treat. Keeps him quiet.”
 
   Dallas contemplated the two agents for a moment. “Who’s the officer in charge of this case?” he finally asked.
 
   Both men appeared surprised by the question.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Taylor challenged. “Check up on us?”
 
   “Just give me a name,” Dallas insisted.
 
   Taylor laughed. “Do you believe this guy?” he argued, turning to his partner.
 
   Hickman stared at Dallas. “Dan Wilbur, out of the Washington Bureau, is running the case.”
 
   “Dan Wilbur?” Dallas chuckled. “Is he still over the Organized Crime Division?”
 
   “You know Wilbur?” Taylor questioned, sounding surprised.
 
   “Of course he does,” Hickman replied to his partner as he kept his eyes on Dallas. “He wouldn’t have asked who the officer in charge of our case is unless he was familiar with protocol. And look at his gun. Sig P226.” Hickman nodded at Dallas. “When did you leave the Bureau?”
 
   Dallas sighed. “A long time ago. I’ll call Dan in the morning. In the meantime, don’t feed the dog. Gwen will probably have a fit if she finds out you guys have been bribing her guard dog with chicken wings.” He started for the house.
 
   “So what are you doing here, August? Private duty?” Taylor pestered behind him.
 
   “Like I said guys,” Dallas called out over his shoulder. “I’m a friend of the family.”
 
   When Dallas stepped back inside the front door, Gwen was waiting for him.
 
   “I see you met the fed boys,” she said as Dallas shut the door behind him. “Taylor and Hickman work the night shift. Crawford and Brewster work the day shift.”
 
   “You could have told me that before I went out there waving this around,” he complained as he held up his gun.
 
   She shrugged “You didn’t ask, so I gathered you would eventually figure it out on your own.” She made a move to walk by him when Dallas reached for her arm.
 
   “This attitude of yours is really starting to piss me off,” he growled as he pulled her against him. “I didn’t come here to get my ass shot off, and I sure as hell don’t want any trouble with the feds. Now either you can start helping me by telling me everything I need to know, or I’m going to make your life a real hell for the next two weeks.”
 
   Gwen turned to face him. Her lips were inches from his. “You forget—I’m not the one who wanted you here. So if your ass gets shot off, why should I give a damn?”
 
   Dallas tightened his grip on her arm. “I’ve had just about enough of this.”
 
   She leaned her body into his and placed her hand on his naked chest. “And what are you going to do about it?”
 
   Dallas felt the heat from her body as her breasts pressed against him. When he pushed her away, he could smell the hint of jasmine in her hair.
 
   “Get back upstairs and lock yourself in your bedroom,” he ordered.
 
   “By the way, nice PJ’s,” she remarked and then she disappeared up the stairs.
 
   Dallas looked down at his blue pajama bottoms. For the first time since he had seen Harley go trotting off toward the front gate, he felt the cold night air envelop him. Then he remembered the warmth of Gwen’s body next to his, and his lips curled into a playful grin.
 
   As Dallas made himself comfortable on the couch, he realized something. For the first time in a long while, he had lived a few uninterrupted minutes without thinking of Nicci. The pleasure of Gwen’s body against his had not brought to mind the inevitable comparisons between the two women. In fact, he was rather surprised that he had not thought of Nicci at all. Maybe he was finally on the road to recovery and was beginning to put the past behind him. Now if he could only figure out the future, and how he was going to survive two weeks with the infuriating Gwen Marsh.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
    
 
   The following morning Dallas awoke to a wet nose rubbing against his cheek. He sat up on the couch and found Harley standing beside him. Gazing about the room, he saw that it was still dark outside and checked the stainless steel watch on his wrist for the time. As he threw off the blanket and put his feet on the cold hardwood floor, Harley turned from Dallas and went clamoring into the kitchen. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee tempted Dallas off the couch. When he stood up, a twinge from his back made him grimace slightly. He began to move about, trying to work out the stiff muscle, but the lure of coffee once again called to his fatigued body. Grabbing at his aching back, Dallas slowly made his way to the kitchen.
 
   When he rounded the doorway, he found Gwen, wrapped in a robe, and sitting on a stool at the kitchen island with a red mug in her hand.
 
   “Good morning,” she said, sounding unusually chipper.
 
   Dallas gave her a stern reproach with his cool eyes as he made his way across the room to the coffee pot. He searched the cabinet above the coffee maker for a mug and then reached for the pot.
 
   “Not a morning person, eh?” Gwen softly mocked behind him.
 
   “What did you do? Take a happy pill this morning?” Dallas asked as he poured the black liquid into his white ceramic cup.
 
   “Just like mornings, unlike some people,” she chided, rolling he eyes.
 
   He turned to face her. “Try sleeping on your couch and see how you feel the next day,” he stated, stretching out his stiff back once more.
 
   “Told you Lawrence snored.”
 
   Dallas took a needed sip of his coffee. “You didn’t tell me Lawrence snored like a freight train.”
 
   “You didn’t ask,” she smugly returned as she got up from her stool. “I’m going to go upstairs to change before heading to the barn to feed everyone.”
 
   Dallas came up to her side. “I’ll throw on some clothes and join you.”
 
   “Join me, hell. I hope you packed some old blue jeans in with that gun of yours, because you’re going to help me this morning.” She made her way toward the kitchen door. “Might as well put that fine ass of yours to work around here helping out.”
 
   “I’m so glad you noticed,” Dallas mumbled behind her.
 
   Gwen stopped at the doorway and turned to him. “I’m reclusive, not dead, Mr. August.” She smiled at him. “Now don’t get cocky.” She exited the kitchen, nursing her coffee mug in her hands.
 
   Dallas leaned against the kitchen island and took another sip of his coffee. Harley whined at him from the other side of the kitchen. He turned to see the dog standing in front of his empty food bowl.
 
   “And don’t feed Harley,” Gwen ordered from the stairs. “He got enough chicken wings last night from the feds.”
 
   Dallas nodded at the dog. “Sorry, but you’re busted, big guy.”
 
   Harley lay down on the floor next to his bowl and sighed.
 
   “I’m glad I’m not the one who has to live with her,” Dallas commented as he took his coffee mug and headed out of the kitchen.
 
   ***
 
   His arms filled with timothy hay, Dallas walked down the shed aisle of the barn to the stall of a horse called Whippadu.
 
   “Make sure you put the hay in the net by his stall door and refill his water,” Gwen instructed from the stall next door.
 
   “I heard you the first time,” Dallas barked as he struggled to put the hay in the tangled web of netting.
 
   Flakes of the itchy, yellow hay covered his face, arms, and hair. He tried to wipe away the remnants of hay from his arms just as the slender bay, Whippadu, began to nibble at the hay still stuck in his hair.
 
   “Thanks for the help,” Dallas murmured to the horse.
 
   The odor inside of the stall made Dallas turn his head to the side and blow out a breath through his mouth.
 
   “How do you put up with the smell?” he called to her.
 
   “You get used to it,” Gwen replied from outside of the stall. “It’s like being in a springtime meadow to anyone who grew up riding horses.”
 
   A fly buzzed past his face and he immediately started swiping the air around him with his hand. The horse shied away from him and walked over to his hay net.
 
   “What is your problem?”
 
   Dallas turned to see Gwen staring at him from the aisle as she stood behind a wheelbarrow filled with feed.
 
   “I don’t like bugs,” he grumbled.
 
   “You don’t like bugs!” Gwen exclaimed, and then broke out into a fit of laughter. It was a light, harmonious sound that Dallas never expected from such a serious person. He watched as her eyes brightened and the tension in her face eased.
 
   Gwen wiped a tear away from the corner of her eye. “Some bodyguard you are. I suppose if a swarm of locusts descends on the place, I’m on my own.” She shook her head as she scooped up a bucket of feed and walked over to Whippadu’s stall.
 
   “I’m only supposed to protect you from two legged assassins. With the six-legged kind, you’re on your own.”
 
   Gwen poured the feed into the horse’s bucket. “I’ll make sure I grab for the Raid in case any cockroaches carrying semi-automatics stop by.” She put the bucket down on the ground and gently stroked Whippadu’s brown nose.
 
   “How did you get started in all of this?” Dallas inquired as he watched her interacting with the horse.
 
   Gwen shrugged. “I always loved animals, especially horses. I began riding when I was a kid. It was the one thing I was better at than my brothers; they thought horses were for girls. So I worked my butt off; trained morning, noon, and night. Within a few years, I became one of the top riders in the state. That is when I started learning about racehorse rescue. A lot of the other riders had bought racehorses off the track and trained them to jump. I found my first racehorse soon after I won my first state championship. By the time I was fourteen I had four horses. By the time I was eighteen, I had sold those four and found eight more.” She stroked the long white blaze on the front of Whippadu’s head.
 
   “And after that?” he persisted.
 
   She turned to him. “After that I went off to college. By the time I went to nursing school, I had gotten out of riding completely. But I knew I would always go back to it one day. When I married Doug, I began riding again.”
 
   Dallas pulled a hose over to the side of the horse’s stall and began filling the water bucket by the stall door.
 
   “How did you and Doug meet?”
 
   Gwen took in a deep breath as she stepped aside from Whippadu. “I was in nursing school, doing a rotation at Charity Hospital. Doug was doing his residency in cardiology when I was in ICU. We started talking and then he asked me out.”
 
   “And when did you find out he was gay?”
 
   Gwen picked the bucket up from the ground. “On our first date. He said he wanted to be friends and that being with a woman…well, he told me he had tried it once, but it wasn’t his thing.”
 
   “That would have been enough for most women to walk away,” Dallas commented as he pulled the hose away from the water bucket. “Why did you stay with him?”
 
   Gwen looked down at the bucket in her hands. “That first night, after our pseudo-date, he walked me to my front door. My brother, Jackson, was waiting up. He was always the overprotective type and never liked Doug. When Jackson and Doug started shouting at each other on our front doorstep, I grabbed my brother’s arm and tried to push him back inside the house. Jackson pushed me away and I fell hard to the sidewalk. Doug went ballistic and punched my brother in the face, breaking his nose.” She raised her eyes to Dallas. “All my life I had been fighting with my brothers, competing with them for every scrap of attention from our father. For the first time, someone was watching out for me. Doug started checking in on me, taking me out to dinner, and coming over to my house. We became the best of friends. I knew he never wanted anyone to find out about his lifestyle, but when he proposed marriage, at first, I was against it.”
 
   “And what changed your mind?” Dallas questioned, encouraging her to continue.
 
   She tossed the bucket back in the wheelbarrow beside her. “I thought about it and figured why not? It got me out of the house and away from my brothers. Doug promised to take care of me. And trust me, raising a father and two brothers most of my life, I was ready to be taken care of.”
 
   “So after your mother died, you were left to care for everyone?”
 
   “After she shot herself, my father withdrew from me and my brothers and…” She shook her head. “They were completely lost, so I stepped in. I got everyone back on track and started telling the men what to do to get their minds off the shooting.”
 
   “Six seems awfully young to take charge of a household. Wasn’t there anyone else around to help?”
 
   She snickered under her breath. “Ed Pioth is not the kind of man to accept help from anyone. Everyone who did come to offer assistance, he turned away.”
 
   “And when did you decide you wanted to get away from your father and brothers?”
 
   Gwen stepped behind the wheelbarrow. “Nice try, Dallas. Stop picking my brain and trying to find my weaknesses.” She pushed the wheelbarrow over to the next stall. “All you need to know is that it took me a few years to gather up the courage to walk away from my marriage, but I finally did.”
 
   Gwen made her way down the aisle, filling feed buckets, and saying hello to each and every horse along the way.
 
   “You got eight more stalls to hay and water, Dallas,” she brusquely said, snapping him out of his study of her.
 
   Dallas shook his head. “Just when I was beginning to believe you’re all warm and fuzzy on the inside, you turn into mega-bitch again,” he muttered under his breath as he carried the hose over to the next stall.
 
   ***
 
   The grocery store Gwen took him to wasn’t really a grocery but a super Walmart located not far out of town. On the drive over, Dallas noticed Gwen passed a smaller general store and another grocery store closer to the house.
 
   “Why didn’t you stop at the other stores closer in?” Dallas asked as he got out of her warm pickup truck.
 
   Gwen exited the truck and came around to his side. “And how am I going to explain you to the people I know in those stores? Better to go somewhere no one knows me.”
 
   Dallas pulled his brown leather jacket closer to his body. “I hate to admit it, but that does make a lot of sense.”
 
   “I think there is a compliment hidden in there somewhere,” Gwen mused as she buttoned up her blue jean jacket.
 
   He gazed about the cold and dreary Walmart parking lot, avoiding her eyes. “Yeah, well, don’t get cocky.”
 
   As Dallas escorted Gwen around the large grocery section of the store, he tried to teach her about the finer points of selecting fresh produce.
 
   “Always smell a pineapple on the bottom to see if it’s ripe,” Dallas told her as he held out two pineapples for her to test. “A ripe pineapple will have a sweet smell to it.”
 
   She put her nose to the base of each pineapple, and tried to tell the unripe or acrid smelling one against the sweeter smelling pineapple.
 
   “You learned all of this stuff when you worked in your mother’s restaurant?” Gwen asked as she took the ripe pineapple from him and placed it in their grocery cart.
 
   Dallas returned the unripe pineapple to a pile on his right. “She was a chef and I spent many a day after school and weekends watching her prepare meals in her restaurant.” He wiped his hands together as he turned back to Gwen. “I learned a lot about cooking, preparing food, and how using the best produce, meats, fish, and chicken, can add to the flavor of a meal.”
 
   “What do you mean she was a chef? What does she do now?”
 
   “She died a long time ago.”
 
   “Sorry,” Gwen offered. She noticed how some of the other woman in the store let their eyes linger on Dallas as they walked buy. “And what about your father? What does he do?” she went on.
 
   “He used to build yachts before he died,” Dallas told her as he selected two brown potatoes from a pile. “My family has a yacht building business in Connecticut.” He placed the potatoes in a plastic bag, tied off the bag, and placed the potatoes in their grocery cart.
 
   “And why didn’t you go into the family business?”
 
   Dallas looked over at her and grinned. “Who’s to say I didn’t?” He began going through bunches of mustard greens. “Perhaps I’m really a boat builder, moonlighting as a bodyguard.”
 
   Gwen laughed as she leaned over their cart. “You, a boat builder?” She watched as he placed the mustard greens in a plastic bag. “No one spending any time with you would ever figure you for a boat builder. That’s not you. I think that kind of life would drive you batty.”
 
   Dallas placed the mustard greens in their cart. “What makes you say that?
 
   “Look at you,” she proclaimed as she waved her hand down his figure. “Everything about you, from the way you look to the way you move, screams intrigue and adventure. Some men are made for a quiet life of running a business and providing for a family. But I think you like living on the edge. I could never see you settling for that kind of boring existence.”
 
   “The way I look? The way I move? I don’t look or move any different from any other person in this store. You don’t even know me. How can you think that I would want such a life?”
 
   “I can spot the signs a mile away when someone is pretending to be something they aren’t. The sooner you embrace what you are, the happier you will be.”
 
   Dallas turned away and began picking through a box of mushrooms.
 
   Gwen came alongside of him and examined his scowling countenance. “Did I say something wrong?”
 
   Dallas picked at the mushrooms. “No,” he firmly replied.
 
   She watched as he methodically selected the best of the mushrooms from the pile and placed them one by one in the plastic bag.
 
   “So who did you try to change for? Who did you try to be that simple man living that uncomplicated life for? For a man that doesn’t say much, you sure do speak volumes with your body. You don’t have to express pain for it to be evident, Dallas.”
 
   He shook his head, appearing frustrated. “And what makes you think I’m in pain?”
 
   “The long moments of silence as you look at nothing. The restlessness in your eyes, and the way you sigh, like every breath is a weight you must bear.” She paused. “I also found the half empty bottle of vodka under the sink this morning. I’m a nurse, Dallas. I’ve watched a lot of people carry around their personal demons just like you are doing now. I may not be able to tell a broken heart from a happy one with my stethoscope, but when I look into someone’s eyes I can see the difference.”
 
   “My demons are my business, Gwen,” he snapped as he tied off the bag of mushrooms in his hand. “Analyzing me isn’t going to keep you from getting killed.”
 
   “I’m not trying to analyze you, Dallas,” She stepped back over to their grocery cart. “I’m simply saying I’m here if you need to talk.”
 
   “You’re an assignment, Gwen,” he coolly reminded her. “And in two weeks when this is over, you will forget all about me.” Dallas placed the bag of mushrooms in the cart and pushed it further down the aisle.
 
   “I never forget a fine looking ass,” Gwen commented behind him.
 
   Dallas turned back to her. “For a woman who lives a solitary life without a man, you sure do seem to be unusually flirty.”
 
   “Flirty? Is it flirty to notice the attributes on a man? I think I am just being…female.”
 
   Dallas examined her with his disconcerting eyes. “Can I ask you a personal question?”
 
   Gwen eyed him suspiciously and then slowly nodded.
 
   “When exactly was the last time you were with a man?”
 
   At first, Gwen was astonished by his question, but then her surprise slowly waned to annoyance. “I don’t think that is relevant,” she finally told him.
 
   “No, it’s relevant. Answer the question, Gwen.”
 
   “I’m not going to answer that question, Dallas. Not everything is about sex. Well, I take that back—for a man everything is about sex; for a woman, not so much.”
 
   “I think you’re a woman who tries to confirm her disappointment in others by seeking out relationships that you know will only hurt you in the end. You married a gay man to punish yourself, not to save yourself.”
 
   Gwen’s jaw fell as she stared at Dallas. “I didn’t realize you moonlighted as a shrink. Don’t stand there and try to dissect my reasons for marrying Doug to help satisfy your smug condescension. I’m sure you knew about Nicci Beauvoir’s obsession with that artist before you hooked up with her. So what’s your excuse for living with a woman you knew could never love you?”
 
   “Now you’re getting defensive,” he stated, trying to control the anger in his voice. The woman’s words cut a little too deep for his taste and he wanted to fight back, but he knew he had to maintain control.
 
   “People who have something to hide get defensive, Dallas; people who know that what they are hearing is the truth get angry. So which one are you right now?” She folded her arms across her chest and peered doggedly into his eyes.
 
   He moved closer to her and lowered his voice, not wanting to be overheard by the other shoppers. “Would you kindly explain to me why you are trying to piss off the guy who was sent here to protect you? Keep this up and I might be inclined to paint a bull’s-eye on that lovely ass of yours to guarantee the bad guys don’t miss.”
 
   “My lovely ass?” She unfolded her arms and smirked. “Any other parts of my anatomy you would like to critique?”
 
   “When I find something, I’ll be sure to let you know.” Dallas grinned and he turned away from her. “Now come on. I’ll show you how to pick out a great chicken.” He began pushing their grocery cart down the produce aisle.
 
   Gwen shook her head and dutifully followed behind him. “Great. Of all the bodyguards in the world, I get a Wolfgang Puck with a gun and an attitude,” she mumbled.
 
   ***
 
   The back seat of Gwen’s truck was filled with grocery bags when they made the turn off the main highway toward her house. Gwen had refrained from buying more frozen dinners at Dallas’s behest. He insisted she had to try his cooking before she returned to her microwaving ways.
 
   “Just give me two days and I swear I will convert you,” he avowed as her truck made the long drive down the narrow road to her property.
 
   “I told you before, frozen dinners are convenient. I just don’t see the point of cooking for just me,” Gwen clarified.
 
   “But why would anyone who likes to cook want to eat such tasteless food?”
 
   “Have you ever tried them?” Gwen asked, raising her voice.
 
   “No!”
 
   “Then don’t knock it,” she said, sounding rather perturbed as she pulled the blue truck up to her gate.
 
   Dallas spotted the black Ford Crown Victoria parked off to the right of the property entrance.
 
   He turned to her. “The day shift?”
 
   She nodded. “Brewster and Crawford. They usually show up just after I feed the horses. I didn’t see them on our way out this morning, so maybe they were running late.”
 
   He opened the truck door. “Or maybe they were doing a little checking up on me,” he suggested, and slammed the door behind him. He looked back at Gwen through the open passenger window. “Go back to the house. I’ll be along shortly to help you unload the groceries.”
 
   “But I thought you said you didn’t want any trouble with the feds?”
 
   He zipped up his brown leather jacket. “I’m not looking for trouble. I’m just trying to make sure they don’t interfere with me doing my job.”
 
   He waited until Gwen had driven through the open gate before he approached the Crown Victoria. As soon as he came toward the black car, two men exited the vehicle.
 
   Both men were dressed in gray suits with black ties, wore sunglasses, and had dark, short-cropped hair. To Dallas, these two men looked a lot more dangerous than the night crew.
 
   “I’ll bet these guys are the senior officers,” Dallas murmured as he walked up to the car. “Seniors always get the day jobs.”
 
   The man who had exited from the driver’s side of the black car approached Dallas. “Mark Crawford,” he said as he held out his hand to Dallas. “Dan Wilbur told us to extend you every courtesy.” After shaking hands with Dallas, the tall man removed his sunglasses. He had a handsome, round face, engaging green eyes, and a scar running down the length of his right cheek.
 
   The other man came over and took Dallas’s hand. “Brewster, Al Brewster,” he stated. “Senior agent in charge of this case.” He removed his sunglasses and frowned at Dallas.
 
   Dallas noticed how the agent’s small mouth, long, sloping nose, and bulging forehead gave his face an almost sinister appearance.
 
   As Al Brewster placed his sunglasses inside his jacket pocket, Dallas caught sight of the gun holstered against his chest.
 
   “Dan spoke very highly of you,” Brewster informed Dallas as he gave him a going over with his deep-set brown eyes. “He said you were one of the best when you were with the Bureau.”
 
   “That was a long time ago,” Dallas admitted.
 
   “So how did you end up pulling jobs like this?” Brewster asked.
 
   Dallas examined Brewster’s square face and felt an instant dislike for the man. He had enough experience on assignments to know he needed to heed that instinct. “I’m just a family friend volunteering my time,” he explained.
 
   Brewster’s dark eyes stared intently at Dallas. “You’re in pretty tight with friends of Carl Bordonaro. Rumor has it you were somehow involved in that nasty business a few months back, involving the death of that writer, Nicci Beauvoir.”
 
   Dallas kept his face like stone. “Nicci and I were friends. I was in town helping her out of a difficult situation; unfortunately, she decided to take matters into her own hands.”
 
   Brewster nodded as he looked to the house. “Any idea where we can find Bordonaro?”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “Not a clue.” He paused and watched Al Brewster’s eyes gaze about the property. “How long have you two been assigned to Gwen?” he questioned.
 
   “Little over a week now,” Mark Crawford replied. “Dan sent us down here from Washington right before the trial was set to get under way. We were told to keep an eye on her until the verdict was read.”
 
   “Then what?” Dallas waited for the man’s reaction. “Are you taking her and her old man into witness protection? That’s the usual protocol after such a high profile case.”
 
   Brewster cast his eyes to the ground. “Her father has refused witness protection for the both of them. We figure he’s cutting some kind of deal with Bordonaro.”
 
   “Yeah,” Dallas agreed as he glanced back to the house to see Gwen watching them from her front porch. “I guess that’s a possibility,” he added.
 
   “So who hired you?” Brewster probed, raising his brown eyes to Dallas.
 
   Dallas grinned. “I told you, Agent Brewster. I’m here as a friend. No one hired me.”
 
   Al Brewster shook his head and reached into his jacket pocket. He pulled out a white business card and handed it to Dallas. “Dan instructed me to give you this.” Dallas took the card from him. “He wants you to call the number on the back at your earliest convenience.”
 
   Dallas flipped the card over and inspected the number written there.
 
   “If you need us,” Brewster told him. “You’ll know where we’ll be.”
 
   Dallas snickered as he turned for the gate. “I always hated surveillance details. Boring as hell.”
 
   Brewster removed his sunglasses from his jacket pocket. “You know it.” He put the glasses on and stepped back toward the dark sedan.
 
   Mark Crawford gave a slight nod as Dallas headed through the gate.
 
   Once he reached the front porch where Gwen was waiting for him, Dallas smiled up at her.
 
   “Interesting conversation?” she queried while coming down the porch steps.
 
   “We just exchanged pleasantries about the weather.”
 
   “Liar,” she scolded as she came alongside of him.
 
   Dallas looked back at the truck. “Let’s get the groceries inside before we say anything else. Those guys are probably trying to read out lips while we stand here.”
 
   Gwen walked to the truck. “Do you have any idea what they’re really after?”
 
   Dallas followed behind her. “Who they are after, not what.”
 
   She turned to him. “And who are they after?”
 
   “Carl Bordonaro,” he answered and then nodded his head to her. “I think protecting you is just a game to lead them to the big fish.”
 
   Her eyes grew in size. “But what about protecting me?”
 
   Dallas opened the passenger side door of the truck. “If they were really trying to protect you, Gwen, they wouldn’t be doing such a half-assed job about it. You never leave a witness unguarded. The lapses in security this morning and yesterday when I drove in here from the airport would never have happened if they were intent on keeping you safe. I could have walked right in and killed you yesterday. If they were truly protecting you, I would never have made it through the gate.”
 
   She pulled a few grocery bags from the car. “And the trial?”
 
   Dallas carefully handed her a plastic bag containing a carton of orange juice and a bottle of vodka. “Let’s just say they don’t care one way or the other about the trial. They want Bordonaro; they’ve always wanted him, and this trial is a golden opportunity to try and flush him out.”
 
   Dallas filled his hands with the plastic grocery bags. “When we climb those steps I want you to laugh. Look like I said something funny.” He grinned at her. “You look way to serious right now and they might suspect something, so try to put on a good show.”
 
   She smirked at him. “I’ll do my best.” She picked up some more grocery bags and headed back to the porch.
 
   As Dallas climbed the steps behind her, Gwen tilted back her head and gave out a loud, bellowing laugh. Dallas could not help but smile as he watched her performance.
 
   “Was that good enough?” she asked as she kicked open the front door with her foot.
 
   “Wonderful,” Dallas commented, still smiling. “That’s just enough to set them at ease.”
 
   Gwen walked in the front door and then turned back to him. “Best not to overdo it though. They would probably get suspicious if I did it again. You’re not that funny.”
 
   ***
 
   Later that morning, Dallas was sitting on the porch, watching Gwen ride the tall bay named Whippadu in the clearing in front of the house. Gwen took the animal in circles around the clearing, first trotting him and then opening up his gate to a slow cantor. Dallas was mesmerized by the way the woman and the horse worked as a team. The elegant bay had his head tucked in as his legs kicked out beneath him, creating a fluid motion to his stride that captivated the eyes.
 
   Dallas settled back in his chair and felt his cell phone tug in his blue jeans pocket. When he pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, a white card fell to the porch floor. He picked up the card Agent Brewster had given him, and then, after a brief moment of hesitation, Dallas dialed the number on the back of card.
 
   It took three rings for Dan Wilbur to answer, but when he finally did, Dallas felt that familiar pang of regret course through him as the sound of the man’s deep, melodious voice came over the speaker of his phone.
 
   “Hello, Dan,” Dallas said into the phone.
 
   “Well, well…Dallas August. How are you?” Dan Wilbur inquired. ”It’s been a long time,” he softly added.
 
   “I, ah, got your message, and I have to admit I was rather surprised you wanted to talk to me.”
 
   Dan sighed into the phone. “Dallas, I never blamed you for Carol’s death. It was an accident; a stupid car accident that no one could have avoided. Hell, I wanted you to stay on with the Bureau, you know that.”
 
   Dallas nodded as he watched Gwen riding the graceful bay. “I know that, Dan. But I couldn’t stay; I didn’t want to spend every day on the job being reminded of Carol. I don’t know how you were able to endure it.”
 
   “Hey, she was my sister and I loved her, but she knew what she was signing on for when she joined the FBI. So did you. I know how much you loved her, but I don’t think she would have wanted you to leave the Bureau because of her. And certainly not leave it for the likes of that little cretin, Simon La Roy.” He paused. “When I heard you had signed on with that son of a bitch, I damn near shot my secretary.”
 
   “Well, I’m not working for him anymore,” Dallas revealed.
 
   Dan laughed. “Yeah, I heard the guy was found in some swamp in Louisiana. Then a nasty rumor started circulating that you were picking up the reins of his organization. Any truth to that?”
 
   “Would it surprise you?”
 
   Dan gave a throaty sounding laugh. “I know a lot more about you, David Alexander, and Nicci Beauvoir than you think, Dallas.”
 
   Dallas turned his eyes to the two agents sitting in their black car by the gate. “I’m listening, Dan,” he said as felt his grip tighten on the phone.
 
   “I know David Alexander, or Dan Goldvarg, as he is now known, is living happily outside of the small town of Hammond with his wife, Jenny Ryan—a woman, I might add, that bears an uncanny resemblance to the former girlfriend of one Darryl Robertson.”
 
   Dallas felt a knot form in his stomach. “Jenny Ryan was Darryl Robertson’s girlfriend?”
 
   “Before Greg Caston won her in a poker game, yeah. From what I hear Robertson was happy to be rid of her. Then Caston and Nicci Beauvoir turn up dead in a murder-suicide set up, and Jenny Ryan goes off to live a quiet life with an artist who looks a hell of a lot like the dead David Alexander. Imagine my surprise when all these events came to light. And then I learn that prior to her untimely demise, Nicci Beauvoir was living with you in Connecticut. Now I’m not a man who believes too much in coincidence, Dallas, but you have got to admit, this has your handy work written all over it.”
 
   “I was just an innocent bystander, Dan.”
 
   “And La Roy?” Dan paused. “Hey, not that I’m complaining. One less asshole in the world is just fine by me. But now you’re tangling with associates of Carl Bordonaro. I can only turn a blind eye for so long, Dallas. When I was told you were muddying up the waters in my case, I figured we should have a chat.”
 
   “So Bordonaro is the bottom line—not Gwen or her father,” Dallas surmised.
 
   “The case against Darryl Robertson is pretty cut and dry thanks to old man Pioth’s testimony, but that was the bone he threw us to put us off the scent of Bordonaro. We originally went to him to get something on Bordonaro, not Robertson.”
 
   “But one bad guy is just as good as another,” Dallas asserted. “That’s what you always taught me.”
 
   “Except when the bad guy is Carl Bordonaro. This man is a big, big fish in the underworld ocean. To catch him would be a coup for my department and me. I would be able to pay back a lot of favors after that. Maybe even turn the other way when specialists in your organization perform certain felonies in the name of business.”
 
   Dallas grinned. “Agent Dan Wilbur, is that a bribe?”
 
   “For you, it’s a piece of advice. Help me nail Bordonaro, Dallas, and I will make it worth your while.”
 
   “And what if I like being alive? You know what kind of man Bordonaro is and what he is capable of.”
 
   “Call it a vocational hazard. If you want to go on with your little business venture without any interference from my boys, I would suggest you consider helping me out.”
 
   Dallas sighed as he looked back at Gwen. She was cooling the horse down by walking him around the paddock. “And what would I have to do?” he finally inquired.
 
   “Just give me a time and a place where I can find Carl Bordonaro. All I need to do is find the slippery asshole, and then I can hand him over to the Justice Department. That is all I ask. Think about it.”
 
   “All right. I’m thinking,” Dallas stated.
 
   “Don’t take too long.” Dan sighed into the phone. “And for what it’s worth, Dallas, I was looking forward to having you for a brother-in-law,” Dan added, and then quickly hung up.
 
   Dallas looked down at his phone and shook his head. “Carol always said her brother was an ass-kissing toad.”
 
   Dallas looked up to see Gwen and Whippadu heading back inside the barn. He rose from his chair, made his way down the porch, and across the clearing. As he passed in front of the gate, he nodded to the agents in their car.
 
   “This just gets better and better,” he muttered and headed for the barn.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
    
 
   That night Dallas was in the kitchen slicing vegetables on a wooden cutting board by the sink when Gwen walked in. Her hair was still damp from her shower, and she smelled of sweet honeysuckle soap. She was wearing a snug fitting pair of jeans and a tight T-shirt. Dallas stood for a moment taking in her figure as she came up to the beige kitchen counter. He felt something stir inside of him as he gazed into her blue-green eyes.
 
   She stared into the pot simmering on the stove. “What are you cooking?”
 
   Dallas looked down at his vegetables. “Chicken stew. I thought it would be something warm for us to eat, considering the chilly temperature outside.”
 
   Gwen just shrugged and went to the freezer. “I’ll stick with my frozen dinners.”
 
   Dallas tossed the knife in his hand down on the cutting board. “Aw, come on. Are you kidding me? After I have been slaving over this hot stove for damn near an hour to try and make you a hearty and healthy meal. The least you can do is try my stew.”
 
   Gwen eyed him curiously. “Slaving over a hot stove?” She frowned. “How do I know you didn’t poison it to try and knock me off?”
 
   Dallas went over to the pot simmering on the stove and picked up the wooden spoon sitting on the spoon rest next to the burner. He dipped the spoon into the pot, brought it to his lips, and then tasted the stew. He looked over at Gwen. “Like I said, if I wanted you dead, I would have had plenty of opportunity before now.”
 
   Gwen bit down tentatively on her lower lip as she walked over to his side. She took the spoon from his hand and dipped it into the stew.
 
   Dallas watched apprehensively as she raised the spoon to her mouth and tasted his chicken stew.
 
   She nodded at him and shrugged, grudgingly. “Not bad. Could use more salt.”
 
   Dallas grabbed the spoon away from her. “Your palate has been ruined by all of those high-sodium frozen dinners. Everything you taste probably needs salt.”
 
   Gwen gave him a mischievous grin. “Maybe we should get another opinion. I’ll get Harley in here. Let’s see if he likes it.”
 
   “You’re joking.” Dallas glared at her with disbelief.
 
   She laughed at the look on his face and patted his arm. “It’s good, Dallas. And yes, I think I will have a bowl of your stew instead of my usual frozen dinner. Is that what you needed to hear?”
 
   He smirked at her. “I bet it just killed you to say that.” He turned away from the stove. “You’re the kind of woman who never likes to admit she’s wrong.”
 
   Gwen followed him over to his spot by the sink. “Oh, and I suppose you’re the kind of man who admits when he’s wrong?”
 
   He went back to his cutting board. “Only when I’m wrong about people, which is most of the time.”
 
   Gwen cocked her head to the side as she contemplated his stoic features. “And who have you ever been wrong about?”
 
   Dallas picked up his knife and began chopping up baby carrots. “Sometimes I think just about everyone I’ve ever met.” He paused and waited for a moment before he asked, “How about you?”
 
   “What about me?”
 
   Dallas shrugged, playing it cool. “I find it hard to believe that an attractive woman like you would want to spend all of her time on this farm alone. I know your marriage to Doug Marsh was difficult, but surely you must have found someone after the divorce.”
 
   “You think I’m attractive?”
 
   “Of course you’re attractive Gwen, and stop fishing for compliments. Why haven’t you found someone else to share your life with?”
 
   Gwen reached over to the cutting board in front of Dallas and snatched a piece of carrot. “What makes you think I want to settle down with anyone?” She popped the piece of carrot in her mouth. “Maybe I don’t need a man in my life to make it fulfilled.” She chewed happily on her carrot.
 
   Dallas stopped chopping and stared at her. “So being with your horses and animals is a fulfilling life, and you don’t need anyone. Is that what you are saying?”
 
   She took another piece of carrot. “People tend to fill up your life, not fulfill it.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “Explain that concept to me.” He placed the knife down on the cutting board.
 
   “You can have a fulfilling life without having people in it. People clutter up your life. They bring all of their drama, problems, and opinions with them. Soon you don’t know where your life begins and theirs ends.”
 
   “I thought that was called sharing your life with someone.”
 
   “No, that was called marriage, and I don’t recommend it for anyone.”
 
   “But you were married to a man who was using you to hide his sexuality from the world. You can’t judge the concept of marriage from your twisted experience with it.” He paused as her eyes darted nervously around the room. “Or are you talking about another marriage you witnessed, like a friend’s, or maybe your parents’?”
 
   She turned away from the counter. “Let me know when that stew is ready,” she insisted as she walked toward the kitchen entrance.
 
   “You know I’m not judging you, Gwen. Parents tend to dump a lot of stuff on their kids. Resenting them or even hating them for the memories we are left with is not a sin. It’s part of being human.”
 
   She turned around to face him. “So you think that just because I don’t want to talk about my mother I resent her?”
 
   Dallas glared at her with his icy eyes. “Do you?”
 
   Gwen squared her shoulders and crossed her arms over her chest. After a few tense moments she smiled. “Nice try, Dallas. But my past is just that—my past. Talking about it with you, or anyone else for that matter, isn’t going to change it.”
 
   “But it might make it easier to digest,” Dallas suggested. He placed his hand on his hip as he directed his eyes to the floor. “When I was in college, both of my parents were killed in a boating accident. They went out for an afternoon of sailing and got caught in a storm.” He ran his hand through his short-cropped, dark hair. “I was furious with them for a number of years for leaving me the way they did. Took me a while to forgive them, but I eventually did. As I have gotten older I have seen them less as parents and more as human beings, just as flawed and misguided as the rest of us.” He looked up at Gwen, trying to discern if his words had cracked through her defenses.
 
   “You seem awfully interested in dissecting me like some frog in a laboratory. Why?”
 
   He turned back to his cutting board and picked up his knife. “You’re getting defensive again. I was just trying to be helpful.”
 
   “No you’re not. You’re trying awfully hard to get something out of me. Why don’t you just ask me what it is you want to know?”
 
   He tossed the knife down on the cutting board. “I’m trying to figure you out, that’s all. It seems to me you’re a woman with a hell of a lot to give, but you live shut away in this world of yours, afraid to let anyone in. I just want to know why.”
 
   “I thought your job was to protect me, not figure me out.” She turned and exited the kitchen.
 
   Dallas picked up the knife and began pounding into the carrots with a growing sense of frustration. As he went over their conversation in his head, searching for a way to get closer to the woman, the knife slipped in his hand and he sliced his left index finger.
 
   “Damn it!” he cried out.
 
   Gwen stuck her head in the kitchen doorway. “What is it?” Then she saw the blood flowing down his hand as he grabbed for some paper towels next to the sink.
 
   Gwen rushed to his side. She pulled his hand over to the sink and began rinsing the cut with water.
 
   “You did a good job on yourself there,” she commented as she examined the wound. “You’re going to need stitches.”
 
   Dallas tried to pull his hand away from her, but she was stronger than he had anticipated.
 
   “I don’t need stitches. You got any gauze and some tape around here? I’ll tape it up and it will be—”
 
   “You need stitches,” Gwen pronounced. “Lucky for you I’ve got sutures and a medical supply cabinet up in my bedroom.” She grabbed some paper towels from the spool and wrapped them around his finger. She then pushed his hand back to him. “Keep pressure on it while I grab the vodka.”
 
   “What do you need the vodka for?” Dallas asked while holding his finger.
 
   “Pain killer,” she stated as she reached below the sink.
 
   “Gwen, I don’t need stitches,” he argued.
 
   Gwen stood up, holding the bottle of Stolichnaya vodka in her hand. “Dallas, this is the country, and you’re going to be working in a barn for the next two weeks. That cut could easily get infected, and then you would have a whole lot more to deal with than stitches.” She patted his shoulder. “Come on, I promise to be gentle.”
 
   Dallas apprehensively followed Gwen upstairs to her bedroom. He didn’t want to allow the woman within ten feet of him with a sharp object, but every time he unwrapped the paper towels from around his finger and inspected the deep cut, he became more and more convinced that perhaps she was right. And maybe by allowing Gwen to place a few stitches in his finger, he might be able to get through to her by appealing to her nurturing instincts—that is, if she had any nurturing instincts. At this point he wasn’t so sure.
 
   Dallas was surprised to find Gwen’s bedroom was larger than his guest room. The walls were painted with alternate stripes of blue and white, and there was a matching blue and white bedspread on her king-sized bed. Delicate lace curtains hung from the windows, while a white throw rug with small blue flowers covered the hardwood floor.
 
   “This doesn’t look at all like you,” Dallas commented as he took in the bedroom.
 
   There was a bathroom on the right, and next to the bathroom a walk in closet. Except for a bed, a nightstand with a blue and white lamp, and an armoire, there wasn’t any other furniture in the room. Gwen placed the bottle of vodka down on the nightstand and walked over to the armoire.
 
   “I was in one of my experimental decorating phases when I did this room,” she commented as she opened the armoire. “So don’t judge me by the décor, because it’s not permanent.”
 
   Inside the armoire, Dallas spied a plethora of medical bandages, medications, surgical instruments, gloves, IV fluid bags, and syringes.
 
   “What are you doing with all of this stuff?” he asked as she retrieved a bottle of hydrogen peroxide, hemostats, and pack of black nylon suture from the armoire.
 
   She shrugged. “I’m a nurse and I have sick horses on my farm, as well as getting a lot of sick wildlife in every now and then. I find it’s easier to have everything I need here; cuts back on having to call the vet out for every little thing. I have another supply cabinet in the barn filled with medications.” She took the supplies in her hand over to the bed and placed them down on the nightstand next to the bottle of vodka. She patted her hand on the bed, encouraging him to have a seat.
 
   Dallas warily observed Gwen from the bedroom door. “When was the last time you sewed up a human?”
 
   “Two months ago.” She rolled up her sleeve to reveal a red scar along the outside of her wrist. “I caught my arm on a nail in the barn. I gave myself a shot of antibiotics and put ten stitches in my arm.”
 
   Dallas walked further into the room and inspected her scar. “That looks more like a knife wound than a tear from a nail.”
 
   She rolled her sleeve back down. “And how would you know the difference?”
 
   Dallas took a seat on the bed. “I’ve seen enough knife wounds in my day.”
 
   “Quite a profession you have there.” Gwen unwrapped the paper towels from around his finger. “Guess I wouldn’t be the first to tell you that maybe you should consider a career change?”
 
   Dallas sucked in a painful breath as Gwen probed the cut on his finger. “No, you wouldn’t be the first.”
 
   She reached for the bottle of vodka next to her and began unscrewing the cap. “You had a tetanus shot recently?” She held the bottle out him.
 
   “A few years ago,” he told her.
 
   “Take a couple of swigs from that. It will help ease the pain,” she instructed, nodding to the bottle in her hand.
 
   Dallas shook his head. “I’m fine. I won’t need it.”
 
   Gwen picked up his right hand and placed the bottle in it. “I know you would like me to think you’re tough and all that, but I really don’t need any of your macho crap right now. So just drink the goddamned vodka.”
 
   Not wanting to argue with a woman about to jab a sharp needle into his skin, Dallas took two long sips of vodka while Gwen cleaned his wounded finger and then put on a pair of sterile rubber gloves. She pulled a long black piece of nylon suture with a needle connected to it out of a plastic package, placed the scissors on the bed, and reached for her hemostats. She kneeled down on the floor next to the bed as she pulled his left hand under the lamplight.
 
   “This isn’t exactly sterile, but I can give you a shot of antibiotics to make sure it doesn’t get infected. Are you allergic to anything?”
 
   Dallas shook his head as he watched Gwen set the needle in the teeth of the hemostats. He winced as she took his injured finger in her hand and pressed the edges of the cut together.
 
   “This is going to hurt a bit,” Gwen stated and quickly pushed the needle through the flesh around his cut.
 
   Dallas’s jaw clamped down as the bite of pain roared up from his finger to his brain. He felt the pull of his flesh around his finger as she closed the first stitch and tied it off. The sweat began to bead around his upper lip as she pushed the needle through his skin for the second stitch.
 
   “You gonna make it?” she asked, never taking her eyes of his finger.
 
   “Fine,” he whispered through his clenched jaw.
 
   “Three more to go after this one,” she informed him.
 
   Dallas noticed how Gwen’s blond hair shimmered beneath the lamplight. “Where did you learn to do this?”
 
   “Doug taught me. He said he wanted me to know how to suture properly in case he ever needed me to sew him up at home.” She looked up into Dallas’s face. “He was always accident prone.” She turned her attention back to his finger.
 
   “What else did Doug teach you?” He tried to focus his mind on the job he was hired to do and not the searing pain in his finger.
 
   She shrugged as she pushed the needle through the skin for the third stitch. “He taught me about art, how to fly planes, how to select the best wines from a restaurant wine list, to appreciate opera, and to be a little more patient with people.”
 
   “That sounds like quite a list,” Dallas said as he let out an uneasy breath.
 
   “He was quite a guy.”
 
   “Then why did you leave him?”
 
   Gwen tied off the third stitch and cut the nylon with her scissors. “I was tired of pretending,” she answered in a soft voice. She pressed the edges of the laceration together as she drove the needle into his finger once more. “I couldn’t live with the lies anymore. I was tired of people asking when we were going to have children, knowing we had never…” her voice faded.
 
   Dallas said nothing as he observed Gwen’s delicate features. She had a refined quality about her, he decided, something that made her appear as if she came from some wealthy blue-blooded English stock. Her creamy skin and pink cheeks reminded him of portraits done of corseted Victorian women who were prized for their femininity and social graces.
 
   He placed the bottle of vodka on the nightstand. “So why haven’t you found someone you can have a real relationship with?”
 
   Gwen tied off the fourth stitch. “I don’t think you need anymore stitches,” she reported, avoiding his eyes.
 
   “You didn’t answer my question.”
 
   Gwen sat back on the floor. “Dallas, I’m no good with people. Haven’t you figured that out by now? I married a gay man because I thought I would be safe from getting hurt, but in the end I hurt myself because I wanted more from Doug. I guess I fell in love with him in a way, and when I realized what had happened, I had to walk away. Staying with him would have only hurt more.” She began to quickly gather up her equipment. “There, are you happy now? You’ve humiliated me, just like you wanted.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to humiliate or embarrass you, Gwen. I was just trying to understand—”
 
   “What?” she shouted, cutting him off. “Why I was stupid enough to marry a man I knew I could never have?” She marched into the bathroom.
 
   Dallas got up from the bed and followed her into the bathroom. “You weren’t stupid for marrying Doug. No more stupid than I was. I fell in love with a woman I knew loved another man. But I thought, like you, that maybe I could make her love me. But I couldn’t…just like you couldn’t change Doug.”
 
   Gwen threw the scissors and hemostat in the bathroom sink. Then she tossed what was left of the suture and her gloves into the garbage. “We need to dress that,” she said while pointing at his finger. She walked out of the bathroom.
 
   Dallas followed her back into the bedroom. She stopped in front of the armoire and pulled out a tube of ointment. After squeezing the ointment on to his sutures, Gwen placed a piece of square gauze on his finger and reached for a roll of clear tape.
 
   “Talk to me, Gwen,” Dallas pleaded. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”
 
   “I’m thinking that maybe I have said too much already,” she admitted while wrapping the tape around his finger. “I should have never told you that.”
 
   Dallas took his right hand and lifted her chin until their eyes met.
 
   “I’m glad you told me,” he whispered to her.
 
   She pushed his hand away. “Dallas, what good would it serve for us to learn anything more about each other if after two weeks all you’ll do is walk away? You said before, I’m just an assignment. I’ve had so many people walk out of my life that I’m tired of making the investment in getting to know anyone anymore.”
 
   Dallas leaned his head closer to hers. “If you let me in, maybe I won’t walk away.” He placed his right hand on the side of her face. “Try just this once, Gwen. Let me in.”
 
   Dallas kissed her tenderly on the lips. She instantly went stiff, but as he tempted her with his mouth, he felt her body relax and then her lips slowly parted. He deepened his kiss to her as he ran his hand up into her silky hair. Dallas was surprised by how much he liked kissing her. He wanted more of her, but he was also afraid of pushing her too hard
 
   Dallas pulled away and took a step back from her. He said nothing, but stared into her eyes, searching for some glimmer of emotion.
 
   Gwen nervously lowered her eyes to the floor. “Why don’t we go downstairs and have some of your stew?” She turned away and headed out the bedroom door.
 
   Dallas sighed and went to the nightstand to get the vodka. As his finger began to throb beneath the bandage, he took another long sip from the bottle. He sat down on the bed and tried to regroup his thoughts. He knew he was getting to her; if he could just get her to crack, then she would open up to him. Frustrated by his progress, Dallas leaned back slightly on the bed. He felt his back hit something hard beneath the sheets. He stood up from the bed, placed the vodka on the nightstand, and pulled back the blue and white bedspread. There, sticking out from underneath her pillow, was a Glock 17 9mm semi-automatic pistol.
 
   Dallas immediately thought of what Lance had told him about Gwen’s dislike for guns.
 
   “That sneaky little….”
 
   He replaced the bedspread and picked up the bottle of vodka from the nightstand. Dallas shook his head and refrained from laughing at his stupidity. She was a lot tougher than he had imagined. It was time to change tactics. From now on he needed to be harder with her, and he could never let up until he got her to break.
 
   ***
 
   After dinner, Gwen was helping Dallas in the kitchen. She insisted on washing out the pots and pans that he had used to prepare his stew, claiming she did not want him getting his bandage wet. As Dallas dried the pots and wiped down the counters, he decided to ask about the gun.
 
   “When did you get the Glock?”
 
   Gwen arched her back slightly as she stood from loading the dishwasher. She slowly turned to face him. “Doug gave it to me when I moved out here. He wanted me to have something for protection.”
 
   “Did Doug ever serve in the military or with law enforcement?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, of course not.”
 
   “Glock 17 is the gun of choice for a lot of law enforcement agencies.”
 
   She shrugged. “So?”
 
   Dallas grinned. “Just seems rather odd that you have a Glock 17 in the house and not some BB gun. I was told you didn’t like guns.”
 
   She leaned over and slammed the door to the dishwasher closed. “Well, a BB gun wouldn’t exactly stop an intruder.”
 
   He threw the towel in his hands on the counter. “What else are you hiding from me, Gwen?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Aw, for Christ’s sake. Don’t start that again!” She turned to head out of the kitchen, but he caught her arm, stopping her. She glared at him. “Let me go,” she demanded.
 
   “Are you keeping something from me?” he repeated as he leaned in to her body.
 
   Gwen struggled against his right hand, but Dallas tightened his grip on her arm.
 
   “You’re hurting me!” she shouted.
 
   “I’ll do a lot worse if you don’t start telling me the truth,” he growled at her.
 
   Gwen took her free right arm, drew back her fist, and punched Dallas as hard as she could in the chest.
 
   Dallas reflexively wrapped Gwen in his arms to keep her from being able to move. His face rested inches from hers. “You better start talking, Gwen. Tell me everything I need to know about what is really going on here before one of us gets killed.”
 
   “You son of a bitch,” Gwen hissed. She stomped her foot down on his right instep and Dallas reflexively let her go. She then elbowed him as a hard as she could in the solar plexus.
 
   Caught off guard by the blow, Dallas stepped back, sucking in air, and grabbing at his chest. He bent over, trying to catch his breath.
 
   Gwen stood over his figure. “Don’t ever grab at me like that again!”
 
   But instantly Dallas threw his arms about her and pushed her down to the floor. He held her hands above her head as he straddled her hips, pinning her beneath him.
 
   “Let me up!” she cried as her face turned a pale shade of red.
 
   Dallas leaned over her and placed his mouth next to her ear. “Now are you ready to start talking?”
 
   But as soon as he had lifted his weight from her hips, Gwen kicked her legs upward and caught his head between her thighs. She pulled Dallas off her body and rolled on top of him. She quickly gripped his injured left index finger in her hand and squeezed hard.
 
   “Don’t ever underestimate me, Dallas,” she whispered against his cheek.
 
   Dallas winced as a jolt of pain surged up his arm. She had immediately gone for his most vulnerable spot, his injury. Any well-trained police officer, federal agent, or hired thug knew that to overcome any opponent, you always went for a debilitated or injured body part.
 
   Gwen let go of his finger. Dallas grabbed his sore finger and sucked in a few mouthfuls of air. She removed her body from atop his and sat on the floor next to him.
 
   “Did Doug teach you that move?” Dallas asked.
 
   “No, Ed Pioth taught me. Growing up with two older brothers also helps. They were always teaching me moves I could use to protect myself from men. My father was always worried that a man would….” She sighed as she rubbed her hand across her brow. “I’m not keeping anything from you, Dallas. You know what I know.”
 
   Dallas sat up next to her. “I can’t figure you out, Gwen. One minute you’re soft and vulnerable and the next you’re tossing me around on the floor with moves I haven’t seen used since my days at the FBI.”
 
   “You’re a former FBI agent?” Gwen questioned, her voice peppered with astonishment.
 
   “A long time ago, before I got into private security.”
 
   Her jaw dropped slightly. “And you accuse me of keeping things from you?”
 
   “I didn’t think it was necessary to tell you about my past.”
 
   “How can you kiss me and then tell me something like that,” she scoffed.
 
   Dallas eased his body closer to hers. “I was wondering when you were going to bring that up.”
 
   She studied him for a few moments, appearing unsure of what to say next. “Why did you kiss me?” she finally asked.
 
   “Because I wanted to. I would be a liar if I said I didn’t find you attractive.”
 
   Gwen stood up from the floor. “If wrestling around with me on the floor is your idea of foreplay, you’ve got a lot to learn about women.”
 
   He looked down at his throbbing finger. The bandage was soaked in blood. “I gave up trying to learn about women a long time ago. With your sex, a man can never win.”
 
   “Well, at least you learned that.” She folded her arms across her chest as she stared down at him on the floor. “What about Nicci Beauvoir? What happened to the two of you?”
 
   Dallas stood up. “Nothing happened. We didn’t work out and she started seeing Caston.”
 
   “And I guess you just let her go.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “What else could I do? Challenge my opponent to a dual?”
 
   “Maybe then she would have discovered how you really felt about her. I don’t think you ever tell anyone how you really feel.”
 
   “She knew how I felt,” he angrily replied.
 
   Gwen uncrossed her arms and took a step toward him. “You gave up too easily.”
 
   Dallas scowled at her. “Drop it, Gwen. That has nothing to do with you.”
 
   “Dallas, it has everything to do with me. If you wouldn’t fight for her, how in the hell do I know you will fight for me? Lesson 101 in women—the moment you give up is the moment she walks away.”
 
   “I said drop it,” he grumbled.
 
   Gwen smiled as she watched him scowling at her. “All right, if you want to learn more about me, I will take you to the source. Tomorrow my father has invited us to brunch at his house in the city. He asked me a lot of questions about you. He says he wants to meet you.”
 
   “I don’t think heading into New Orleans is a good idea. It’s not safe.”
 
   Gwen shook her head. “Dallas, Ed Pioth is not the kind of man who takes no very well. An invitation from him is a command performance. Besides, with the trial, he has more agents around his house than I have. We’ll be perfectly safe.”
 
   Dallas let out an exasperated sigh and nodded his head. “All right. What time do we need to be there?
 
   “Eleven. We can head out right after we feed and water the horses. And we better be on time. Ed hates it when anyone is late.” She nodded to his bloody finger. “I’ll leave some bandages and tape on your bed so you can change your dressing.” She grinned at him. “Think you can handle that?” Not waiting for him to reply, Gwen turned and walked out of the kitchen.
 
   Dallas went over to the kitchen sink and pulled out the bottle of vodka from the cabinet beneath it. He unscrewed the cap and took a long sip from the bottle.
 
   “Great,” he whispered as he stared at his throbbing finger. “This is all I need.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Ed Pioth’s home was located on Prytania Street and Third Street in the heart of the Garden District. The large mansion was in the style of the classic double-gallery house seen frequently in older New Orleans neighborhoods. It had a gabled roof with balconies on the first and second floors that were framed and supported by white Corinthian columns. The stucco exterior was painted a pale gray, and there were arched windows all along the front of the home. The oak front door was decorated with leaded glass, and two brass gas lanterns hung on either side of the door. The long front gardens were decorated with winding flowerbeds filled with blooming red azaleas, jasmine, camellias, and gardenia bushes. Next to the gardens a thick oak with its heavy limbs resting on the ground was covered with Spanish moss.
 
   Dallas checked his watch as he opened the passenger door of his red Mercedes for Gwen.
 
   Gwen stepped from the car and looked over at him. “Nervous?”
 
   “No, just making sure we are on time,” he said, shutting the door behind her.
 
   “You should be nervous,” she remarked beside him.
 
   Dallas turned and took in Gwen’s flowing blue silk dress as it clung to her figure. Her eyes seemed bluer against the fabric and her skin appeared creamier. She had left her shoulder length blond hair down, having forgone her usual ponytail. Her silky hair stirred in the light morning breeze.
 
   Dallas stepped to her side and took her elbow. “Why should I be nervous?”
 
   Gwen shrugged as they started down the walkway toward the front door. “Ed Pioth is rather hard to take. He tends to scare people away…usually every guy I ever brought home.” She paused. “Until Doug,” she added.
 
   Dallas explored the façade of the grand home. “And what did Ed think about Doug after he found out he was gay?”
 
   Gwen smiled as she walked beside him. “He always knew…so did my brothers. Probably the reason my father liked him. He figured he could never hurt me.”
 
   Dallas climbed the steps to the front porch with Gwen at his side. “Anything you need to tell me before he meets me?”
 
   “Like what?” Gwen asked, reaching for the doorbell.
 
   “What does he know about me?”
 
   Gwen smiled at him as she pressed her finger to the brass doorbell. “He knows everything, Dallas. He always knows everything.”
 
   An older, muscular man with a full head of gray hair and bright blue eyes answered the door. He stood an inch taller than Dallas and had a wide jaw, small mouth, and a high forehead.
 
   “You’re the bodyguard Carl hired. Good to meet you; I’m Ed Pioth. Everyone calls me Ed,” he announced in a booming voice as he extended his hand to Dallas.
 
   “Ed, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Dallas August.” He shook his hand and noted how Ed’s blue eyes keenly evaluated every inch of his face.
 
   “What happened to your finger?” Ed inspected the small white bandage on Dallas’s left index finger.
 
   Dallas looked down at his finger. “Just had an accident. I was chopping up some vegetables in the kitchen.”
 
   Ed gave a raucous laugh. “Why were you chopping up vegetables? That’s a woman’s job.”
 
   Before Dallas could respond, Ed abruptly turned to Gwen. “Beautiful as always, darling.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek. He then gazed past them to the street. “Your minders followed you here, I see.” He nodded to the black Ford parked behind Dallas’s red Mercedes.
 
   “Yes, the day shift, Crawford and Brewster,” Dallas told him.
 
   Ed nodded to another black Ford Crown Victoria parked at the corner. “They’re mine. I’ll be glad when this trial is over and I’m finally free of these clowns.”
 
   “How’s it going?” Gwen asked.
 
   Ed shrugged. “My testimony is basically all the prosecution has. Darryl Robertson kept giving me dirty looks while I was on the stand the other day, but I didn’t care. The man is scum and needs to be sent away for a long time.” Ed glanced back at the black cars parked in front of his house. “You think they would try to look less conspicuous…maybe drive up in a BMW or something for a change.”
 
   “They tend to buy American when setting up government contracts,” Dallas illuminated.
 
   Ed stepped into the house and waved Dallas and Gwen inside. “I was told that you used to work for the FBI,” he said as Dallas entered his home.
 
   “You never mentioned that to me,” Gwen snapped at her father.
 
   An uncomfortable silence filled the foyer as Ed Pioth stared apprehensively at his daughter.
 
   “I, ah, felt it wasn’t something you needed to be concerned with, Gwenie,” he finally explained as he shut the front door.
 
   “I hadn’t realized you were checking up on me,” Dallas commented, hoping to break the tension in the air.
 
   “Of course I was checking up on you,” Ed acknowledged as he gave a slight chuckle. “You think I would let just anybody move in with my little girl?” He put a demonstrative arm about Gwen’s waist.
 
   Dallas could not help but notice how Gwen uncomfortably flinched as her father patted her waist. She moved quickly away from the man.
 
   “What are we having for brunch, Dad?” she asked, moving further into the entryway.
 
   “I ordered out from Commander’s Palace,” Ed stated as he frowned at his daughter. “You know I can’t cook.”
 
   Near the entrance Dallas noticed a few framed family photos. He eyed the pieces on the wall, but saw only pictures of two tall, muscular men in an assortment of football uniforms, track clothes, and even hunting gear.
 
   Dallas turned to Gwen. “Your brothers?”
 
   She nodded. “You’ll see the house is a virtual shrine to them.”
 
   “Gwen exaggerates,” Ed refuted. “My boys, Colin and Jackson, were sports stars in high school, so I have a good number of pictures around the house of them.” He stared at Dallas with his penetrating blue eyes. “I have pictures of Gwenie scattered about too. She was the equestrian in the family. She won two consecutive state championships in her division. Her brothers always complained I spent more time at horse shows than at football games.”
 
   They slowly made their way into a wide foyer with a thick oak banister carved to resemble a grape vine creeping up beside a wide staircase. Above the room was a three-foot wide, nine-tiered crystal chandelier hanging from a plaster medallion decorated with grape vines. In the four corners of the ceiling were detailed faces of the Greek god of wind, Aeolus. On the pale beige wallpaper hung more photographs of Ed’s male progeny.
 
   Dallas took in the thick Napoleon settee and bench in the foyer. As his eyes traveled to the right, he caught site of the entrance to the living room. Inside the room there was an oak mantle over the fireplace, antique mahogany furniture, and a green Oriental rug. Above the mantle, there was a very large faded discoloration on the wall. It appeared as if a family portrait or prized painting had recently been removed.
 
   Dallas turned back to Ed. “Beautiful home,” he remarked.
 
   Ed escorted them down a hallway to the side of the stairs. “Bought it when the kids were young, and I have spent years restoring it. Having a home in New Orleans is a full time job. Between the termites, the continual problems with sinking foundations, and the constant maintenance, you’ve got to have a real passion for one of these babies in order to be able to maintain your sanity.” He stopped at a doorway to his left and waved them inside.
 
   Dallas walked in behind Gwen to see a long Queen Anne walnut dining table taking up most of the room. The table had been set for three with fine, white bone china, silver utensils, linen napkins, and crystal stemware. To the side, a matching slender walnut sideboard had several silver chafing dishes on it. Along the light yellow walls were more portraits of Ed’s sons and a few of Gwen standing next to or on top of different horses. In none of the pictures was Gwen’s face readily visible. Dallas thought it odd that he had seen similar pictures in Gwen’s home.
 
   “Why don’t you two have a seat and I’ll get the iced tea from the fridge?” Ed instructed.
 
   “Iced tea?” Dallas mouthed to Gwen.
 
   “Ah, Dad doesn’t keep liquor in the house.”
 
   Ed frowned. “I never drink. Sold the stuff for twenty years but never touched a drop of it.” He patted his thick hand against his wide chest. “Bad for the constitution.” He nodded to Dallas. “Dallas, I hope you like seafood.”
 
   “Only when I’m in New Orleans,” Dallas replied with a smile.
 
   Ed waved at the chafing dishes on the far side of the room. “Good. I got some redfish stuffed with crabmeat and fire-grilled white shrimp for you and me. And for you, Gwenie, I have blackberry and strawberry pancakes.” He winked at Gwen. “That was always your favorite whenever we when went to Commander’s Palace for brunch.”
 
   Dallas turned to Gwen, grinning. “Didn’t realize you were a pancake fan; I’ll have to make you my famous lemon pancakes.”
 
   Ed stopped in the doorway and raised his gray eyebrows to Dallas. “You cook?”
 
   Dallas turned to Ed. “My mother was a chef. She taught me how to cook.”
 
   “That’s not something I would go around announcing to the world if I were you,” he joked.
 
   “Dad, Dallas is your guest. Don’t start.”
 
   Ed frowned at his daughter. “Hey, if the guy wants to tell everyone he putters around in the kitchen like a woman….” He threw up his hands and walked out of the dining room.
 
   Dallas turned his eyes to Gwen.
 
   She shrugged. “Sorry. Ed is one of those Neanderthal throwbacks who believe there’s a clear line of duties delineated between the sexes. Cooking is a woman’s job.”
 
   Dallas saw a picture behind Gwen of her two brothers beaming with pride over the corpse of a buck. “And a man’s job is to shoot and kill the food, not cook it, right?” He nodded to the photograph.
 
   Gwen turned and studied the picture behind her. “Ed didn’t know quite what to do with a daughter, so he figured he would find me a womanly sport. When I was four he took me to Audubon Park Stables and put me on my first horse.” She turned back to Dallas. “I was terrified, but he made me stay on the animal for two hours, riding it all around the stables. The very same day he bought my first horse. After that, every hour of my life that wasn’t devoted to school, Ed expected me to spend at the stables.”
 
   “And what did your mother say? Did she go along with that? ”
 
   “I don’t remember. I don’t have any clear memories of her and Ed never talks about her, ever,” she admitted with a wary glance.
 
   “So don’t bring up your mother during our meal?”
 
   Gwen shook her head. “Not unless you want a black eye.”
 
   Ed walked back into the room, carrying a pitcher of iced tea. “Dallas. Gwen.” He waved to the table. “Grab your plates and dig in.”
 
   Dallas lifted a white plate from the dining room table. “Gwen was just telling me how you got her started on horses.”
 
   “She was four and her brothers were six and seven, and already in pee wee football. I had to find something for her to do. So I took her to one of the stables close to the house and put her on a horse. She cried like a baby that first time.” Ed reached for his crystal water goblet.
 
   “At four years old she was still a baby, Ed,” Dallas asserted.
 
   Ed gave Dallas a cutting rebuke with his sharp eyes. “You have kids?”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “If I did, I wouldn’t be doing what I do for a living.”
 
   Ed began to fill his water goblet with iced tea. “Well, if you want them to grow up and be able to live in the world and not run from it, you have got to be a hard ass.”
 
   “Dad was always a firm believer in pushing us to do our best,” Gwen commented as she picked up her plate.
 
   “Don’t knock it,” Ed argued. “Worked on you, didn’t it? You’re tough. Taught you how to take care of yourself and defend yourself. Made you ready for the world.”
 
   Dallas grinned. “She can certainly defend herself.” He turned to Ed. “She showed me a few of her defensive moves in the kitchen last night.”
 
   Ed beamed with pride as he came around the table to Dallas. “Taught her to protect herself from men who wanted more than she was willing to give.”
 
   “Dad, please,” Gwen scolded.
 
   “What?” Ed Pioth shrugged. “Dallas knows what I’m talking about. He’s a man, even if he does cook.”
 
   Gwen shook her head as she stepped over to the sideboard.
 
   “Ed has a point, Gwen. Most men have only one thing on their minds,” Dallas said, winking at her.
 
   “Except Gwenie’s husband of course,” Ed countered. “Queer as a three dollar bill, that boy.”
 
   “Dad!”
 
   Ed filled Dallas’s crystal water goblets with iced tea. “Didn’t you tell him about Doug?”
 
   “I told him,” Gwen said in an aggravated voice. “But you don’t have to be so gauche about it.”
 
   “Gauche?” Ed turned to Dallas. “One of them fancy words she uses. Probably got that from her husband, too. Gwenie picked up a lot of fancy things during the time she was married to the queer.”
 
   Gwen slammed one of the chafing dish covers down on the sideboard with a loud thud.
 
   Ed stepped around the table and reached for Gwen’s water goblet. “She went to all kinds of fancy parties and was constantly going to gallery openings at Greg Caston’s place. She and Doug spent a lot of time with that silly man. Not surprised he ended up the way he did.”
 
   Dallas’s ears perked up at the mention of Greg Caston’s name. “Didn’t know Gwen was into art.”
 
   “Neither did she until she married the queer. She began talking about art all the time and hanging out with snooty people in the local art scene. Got to where I barely recognized my daughter anymore.”
 
   “Enough, Dad! And stop referring to Doug in that manner. He was very good to you. All the times he came over here in the middle of the night when you thought you were having a heart attack. After all those prescriptions for pain relievers he gave you, and you still call him names.”
 
   Ed almost dropped the pitcher of iced tea in his hands. “She wasn’t supposed to tell you about any of that,” he blurted out.
 
   Gwen and her father glared at each other for a few uncomfortable moments. Dallas looked from father to daughter.
 
   “Am I missing something?’ he cautiously questioned.
 
   “My father’s girlfriend, Estelle,” Gwen quickly explained as her eyes stayed focused on her father. “Dad always thought she would be a bad influence on me. He didn’t like us talking, especially about him.”
 
   Ed Pioth seemed to relax as he finished filling her water goblet with iced tea. “Yeah, I, ah, didn’t want Estelle’s choice of career giving my daughter any ideas.”
 
   Gwen turned to Dallas. “Estelle was a stripper.”
 
   “Exotic dancer,” Ed corrected. He put the pitcher on the table. “She was a nice enough woman, but not the kind I wanted spending too much time around my kids.”
 
   As Dallas came alongside of Gwen, she began placing a few pancakes smothered in berries on her plate.
 
   “Those look really good,” he said, eyeing the pancakes in the chafing dish. “Perhaps I should try some.”
 
   “No,” Ed spoke up as he came behind Dallas. He clapped his hand on Dallas’s shoulder as he motioned to another chafing dish. “Try the fish,” Ed insisted as he pushed back the heavy silver lid on the chafing dish next to Dallas. “Pancakes are a woman’s breakfast,” he chastised as he began scooping a fillet of redfish on to Dallas’s plate. “This is what real men eat for breakfast down here.”
 
   Gwen rolled her eyes and took her plate of pancakes to the table.
 
   As he sensed her escalating frustration, Dallas immediately felt sorry for Gwen. Growing up in such a testosterone driven household, without a mother around for support, must have been very difficult. Dallas could see why she ran to the first person offering her freedom from such an oppressive atmosphere.
 
   Ed Pioth finished garnishing Dallas’s plate with generous portions of buttery new potatoes, asparagus in Hollandaise sauce, and three buttermilk biscuits.
 
   Ed took in Dallas’s crammed plate with a look of pride. “Now that’s a manly meal.”
 
   Dallas just nodded and kept his remark about having a heart attack after such a meal to himself. He carried his plate over to the table and sat down next to Gwen. After he slid into his seat, he gave her thigh a reassuring pat.
 
   Gwen nodded and faintly smiled for him.
 
   “And after brunch,” Ed announced behind them as he began to fill his plate with food, “I’ll show you the rest of my home.”
 
   Dallas waited until Ed sat down across from them before he picked up his fork.
 
   Gwen gently placed her hand over his. “Dad likes to say grace before every meal,” she whispered to him.
 
   Dallas put his fork down and looked across the table to see Ed grinning at Gwen.
 
   “Glad to see you remembered, Gwenie.”
 
   “How could I forget, Dad?” Gwen replied, lowering her head.
 
   Dallas keenly observed the interaction between father and daughter, and instantly felt the tension return to the room. And as Ed Pioth began thanking God and a litany of saints for the meal, Dallas felt there was something wrong with the picture he was being presented. It didn’t feel right to him. It didn’t feel…real.
 
   ***
 
   On the drive back across Lake Pontchartrain, Dallas was troubled by Gwen’s silence. She had said little after brunch as Ed had proceeded to take Dallas room by room through his five-bedroom home and tell him the details of how much time, and money, it took to renovate each and every room. By the time they had finished their coffee in the den, which Ed had paneled in red oak and floored in an expensive bamboo, Dallas had even felt his nerves fraying around the abrasive Ed Pioth.
 
   “Your father is quite a character,” Dallas commented as he glanced over to Gwen in the passenger seat beside him.
 
   “Be honest—he got to you, didn’t he?”
 
   “No, I enjoyed that brunch. Gave me a great deal of insight into why you are the way you are.”
 
   She laughed, slightly. “You mean it helped you figure out why I am such a bitch, right?”
 
   “I can certainly understand where you get your attitude from.” He directed his eyes back to the road. “What about your brothers? What are they like?”
 
   Gwen turned her attention to the world passing by her window. “You saw my father; well, they’re just like their old man. Arrogant, stupid, and they think muscles define a man.” She looked back to Dallas. “And cooking is for women.”
 
   “I didn’t take it personally.” He paused as he took in traffic ahead of them. “Must have been tough growing up with all that, and not having a mother around to talk to.”
 
   She sighed. “Don’t you dare think that after one meal with Ed Pioth you have got me all figured out. It’s not so easy to figure people out, Dallas.”
 
   “No, it’s not. I’m just saying I understand why you made some of the choices you did.”
 
   “Yeah, well, Ed would tell you my choices have not quite lived up to his expectations.”
 
   “But have they lived up to yours?” Dallas inquired.
 
   “When you’re running as fast as you can from your past, you don’t have any expectations for the future. You just want to make sure you don’t end up back where you started.”
 
   “Is that why there is so much tension between you and your father? Because you married Doug?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Dallas shrugged. “You two seemed…I don’t know, uncomfortable together. Has it always been that way?”
 
   Gwen rubbed her hands together. “When I was twenty-two I was involved in a car accident. I almost died, and ever since my father has always been…difficult to be around.”
 
   “Are you talking about that accident with Steven Troy?”
 
   “You’re unusually well-informed about my past. Is that part of a bodyguard’s job, to check up on his client?”
 
   “No, but I make it my business to know everything I can about the person I’m sent to protect.” He paused and searched her somber profile. “I can only imagine how shaken up your father must have been after that accident.”
 
   She shook her head. “I think my father was more relieved than shaken up by that accident.”
 
   Dallas furrowed his dark eyebrows at her. “What makes you say that, Gwen?”
 
   “I’m afraid that’s something you will have to discuss with him, Dallas. And if you’re smart, you’ll never bring up the accident to Ed. He refuses to discuss the topic to this day. Just let it go. Whatever his reasons, it really doesn’t matter anymore.” She turned back to her window and remained silent for the rest of the way back to her farm.
 
   ***
 
   When Dallas pulled his car up in front of her house, Gwen jumped out the passenger side door and ran inside.
 
   A few minutes later when she passed him on the way down the stairs, dressed in her usual jeans and a T-shirt, she mumbled to Dallas, “I’m going to ride.”
 
   For the next three hours she rode three different horses. He watched from the porch as she took each of the animals into the pasture behind the red barn and put them through the same pattern of warm up exercises and workouts. After he saw her dismount the last horse, he figured it was time for her to call it a day, even if she didn’t feel quite the same way.
 
   “You should just try punching a pillow next time,” he suggested as he walked into the barn.
 
   Gwen removed the English saddle from a thick palomino mare and placed it on the stall door next to her.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She picked up a brush and turned to the horse.
 
   “Yes, you do. You’re frustrated. Try beating a pillow next time your old man gets to you.”
 
   She ran the brush along the horse’s pale gold coat. “My old man didn’t get to me. I’m pissed because—”
 
   “Because?” Dallas persisted behind her.
 
   She did not say anything and angrily tossed the brush aside.
 
   “Gwen, you know I’m not the enemy,” he said, placing his hands in the pockets of his black trousers. “I may just be your bodyguard, but I could tell being at your father’s today was distressing for you. Hell, it was uncomfortable for me, and I don’t even know the man. But you can’t let anything he says bother you. You are your own woman.”
 
   “But I am a woman, Dallas, that’s the problem. Something my father always likes to remind me of. And no matter what I do, I will always be a second-class citizen to him. That’s what pisses me off.” She turned away and picked up the brush from the ground. “You just don’t understand, Dallas. You’re not a woman and you have never been looked down on because of your sex.”
 
   Gwen’s cell phone rang out from atop a nearby bale of hay. When she answered the call, she discreetly turned her back to Dallas. Not wanting to pry, he stepped across the aisle to the other stall door. As he was standing there, a horse fly buzzed past him, and he started waving his hands frantically in the air. When he stopped, he saw Gwen staring at him with the most amused look on her face. He thought his embarrassment was almost worth it, just to see her smile again.
 
   She quickly hung up her phone and walked over to his side.
 
   “What is it with you and bugs? Every time something flies by, you damn near have a seizure.”
 
   “I told you before I don’t like bugs.”
 
   “But you protect people, probably hurt people, or even kill them, and you’re bothered by a fly?”
 
   “I don’t kill people,” he declared in his husky voice.
 
   “Oh, well, that’s reassuring.” She observed him for a several seconds. “You’re an odd man,” she finally said.
 
   “Coming from you, that’s high praise.”
 
   She ignored his comment and placed her cell phone in the front pocket of her jeans. “Tomorrow I have to pick up a rescue in New Orleans at the Fair Grounds Racetrack. That was a groom I know, telling me about the horse.”
 
   Dallas gave a quick nod. “Fine. What time are we going?”
 
   “Are you sure you want to—?”
 
   Dallas gave her a menacing stare, silencing her rebuttal.
 
   “Fine, I don’t want to get in a heated discussion about it.” She waved her hand at him. “Be ready to go at three a.m.”
 
   “Why so early?” he asked.
 
   “We have to sneak in before the trainer shows up and takes the horse.”
 
   Dallas shook his head, almost laughing. “You mean we’re stealing it?”
 
   Gwen hesitated for a moment and then shrugged. “Not exactly, but you might want to bring your gun.”
 
   His dark blue eyes once again became cold and distant. “Gwen, I don’t think this is a good idea. I was sent to protect you and if this—”
 
   “I’m going, Dallas! This is an animal that might have one more day left to live. I’m not going to stand by and let that beautiful creature die because you have concerns about my safety.”
 
   Dallas sighed, knowing that he would never be able to talk her out of it. “I’ll be ready to go at three.”
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered and walked back to the palomino cross-tied behind her.
 
   “And Gwen,” Dallas called out. “Don’t even think of sneaking out of here without me. I’ll be sleeping on the couch from now on.”
 
   She turned to him. “Lawrence not working out as a bunkmate?”
 
   “Let’s just say he’s not the one I am hoping to share my bed with.”
 
   She gave him a cocky grin. “Then perhaps you should give Harley a try.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “I think I’ll wait and hope for someone better.”
 
   Gwen went over to the stall door and picked up the English saddle sitting there. Dallas thought he saw a hint of apprehension flash in her eyes.
 
   “You’ll be waiting a long time, Dallas,” she proclaimed and hurriedly turned away.
 
   “Will I?”
 
   Gwen stopped, but did not face him. “I’m just an assignment, remember.”
 
   “Not to me,” he softly said.
 
   Gwen showed him her profile as she kept her eyes focused on the barn floor. “I don’t need another empty relationship with a man, Dallas. I’ve had my fill of them.” She quickly took off down the aisle, heading toward the tack room.
 
   Dallas stood by the stall door, grinning as he watched her walk away. He believed he had finally found a crack in her thick armor plating.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
    
 
   It was a few minutes after three in the morning when Gwen drove her dark blue pick up, hauling a white horse trailer behind it, through her front gate. Dallas waved to agents Taylor and Hickman when the truck passed by their car. As they headed down the narrow road leading to her property, the red taillights of the black car came to life. The Ford Crown Victoria pulled into the open gate, turned around, and proceeded to follow their truck down the road.
 
   “Looks like they are interested in seeing where we’re headed,” Dallas commented as he watched the headlights behind him in the passenger side mirror.
 
   Gwen cursed under her breath. “I don’t need a convoy following me into The Fair Grounds. They will attract too much attention.”
 
   “Don’t worry about them. My bet is they will hang back at the entrance and wait for us to come out,” Dallas assured her. “I think they are more curious than alarmed by our departure. You ever go out to pick up a rescue since they have been watching your place?”
 
   Gwen shook her head. “No. I really don’t have room for another horse in the barn, but when Juan called me about this animal, I figured I would work something out.”
 
   “What’s so special about this horse?”
 
   “They’re all special, but this one…he has suffered more than most.” She paused as she looked back at the trailer in her rearview mirror. “Juan, his groom, said the trainer has been using him as a teaser; a horse used on the track to entice a racehorse to move faster. The theory is that the racehorse won’t want to let the other horse beat him. It’s a way a lot of trainers test the competitive nature of an animal. Unfortunately, it’s hell on the teaser horse. They have to literally run circles around the other horse. Do that several times a day and you can imagine what kind of shape the animal is in. Juan said the horse has deteriorated leg bones with a few free-floating bone chips. The trainer has some research group coming to collect the animal later today. Research is just another word for torture if you’re an animal in today’s world. Juan just found out about it yesterday and called me.”
 
   “And that’s why we’re stealing this horse?”
 
   “Yep. I can’t allow a horse that only needs some rest and good nutrition to be slowly mutilated and tortured for the sake of some experimental research.”
 
   Dallas smiled. “You’ve got a big heart, Gwen.”
 
   “Only for animals, Dallas. Not for people.”
 
   ***
 
   Nestled in the heart of the New Orleans neighborhood of Mid-City, The Fair Grounds Race Track was the oldest dedicated racing site in the country. Opened as the Union Race Course in 1852, the racetrack had survived several name changes, a variety of owners, hurricanes, and one devastating fire.
 
   Gwen pulled off Gentilly Boulevard and into the drive leading to the main entrance of the track. She inspected the one-mile oval dirt track, clubhouse, and grandstands rising from the darkness beyond the locked gates.
 
   As Dallas took in the delicate scrollwork on the black wrought iron gates, he nodded to Gwen. “Do you have to check in with a guard first, or do we go around to another entrance?”
 
   She turned to a small, white guardhouse positioned to the left of the entrance. “Juan called the guard at the gate and left my name. I’m supposed to be picking up a sick horse.” She glanced in her rearview mirror. “Where are Taylor and Hickman?”
 
   Dallas pointed to a Ford Crown Victoria parked on the street right in front of the gate. “They figured it out,” he told her.
 
   A thick man, dressed in a gray security guard uniform, emerged from the white guardhouse and walked around to the driver’s side of the truck.
 
   Gwen rolled down her window. “Gwen Marsh for Bob Harvey’s stables. I’m here to pick up a sick teaser.”
 
   The guard nodded. “Juan called me. Go on through,” he directed as he hit a button to the side of the gates.
 
   As the black gates slowly swung open, Gwen gave the guard a friendly nod and put the truck into gear. She drove the truck and trailer through the gates as the security guard looked on.
 
   Dallas watched through the passenger side mirror as the guard disappeared back into his warm guardhouse. “That was too easy,” he mumbled, sounding alarmed.
 
   “Juan probably paid him off. I always pay Juan whenever he helps me smuggle a horse out of here.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “So this isn’t the first time you’ve stolen a horse from this place.”
 
   Gwen gave Dallas her funny smile that made her nose crinkle. “Rescuing, not stealing. Sometimes when you want to try and do the right thing, you have to break a few rules.”
 
   “Just when I think I have you figured out, you surprise the hell out of me.”
 
   Gwen maneuvered the truck to the right of the road from the main gate, heading toward the stables. “But you like surprises. Once you have someone figured out, they become boring and predictable. You’re a man who needs more than that in his life. You like the adrenalin rush the unexpected brings, don’t you, Dallas?”
 
   “You make it sound like you have me figured out, Gwen. Maybe I like predictable people because they keep me from getting killed.”
 
   She kept her eyes directed to the dark road ahead. “No, you like the unpredictable people. You like it when new obstacles pop up and have to be addressed. I could tell that last night when I told you about this little caper; you didn’t put up much of a fight.”
 
   “Maybe I was just going along with you to protect you,” he suggested.
 
   “Perhaps,” Gwen grudgingly agreed. “But any man who prefers the boring and predictable wouldn’t be doing what you do for a living. I think Nicci Beauvoir realized that. I’ll bet that’s the reason she left you. She wanted a boring and predictable kind of man.”
 
   Dallas gave Gwen an irritated glance. “I’d prefer it if you drop that topic. Next time I won’t ask so nicely.”
 
   “You think you can interrogate me about my life, but I cannot ask you the same questions? That’s not fair, Dallas, and you know it.”
 
   “My life is not your concern, Gwen.”
 
   “Then why is my life so much of a concern to you? From day one I have felt like you have been needling me to try and get something out of me.”
 
   “I don’t think now is the appropriate time to pursue this little discussion. I suggest you concentrate on stealing your horse and drop your line of questioning about my past.”
 
   “All right. Point taken.” Gwen nodded to the road. “The stable we want is just up on the right.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?” he asked, taking in the dark stables surrounding their truck.
 
   Gwen stopped her truck in front of a stable with a large “14” painted on the tin roof. “Don’t say anything. Help me load the horse in the trailer after we get him out of the barn. You’ve got your gun on you?”
 
   “In my jacket pocket,” he replied, patting his brown leather jacket.
 
   Gwen put the truck in park and turned off the engine. “Only pull it if I tell you,” she instructed as she turned to him. Her eyes were dark and serious. “Only if I tell you, understood?”
 
   Dallas nodded. “And if you tell me to pull it, exactly who am I supposed to aim it at?”
 
   She reached for her door. “I don’t care. Just don’t shoot the horse.”
 
   The stable appeared eerily quiet as Dallas and Gwen walked up a shaving-covered aisle. Suddenly, the beam of a flashlight broke through the darkness. Shielding his eyes from the bright light, Dallas followed behind Gwen as she walked quickly toward the light.
 
   “Who’s he?” a thickly accented voice demanded from behind the flashlight.
 
   The bright light went out. After his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Dallas saw a small man with a grimy T-shirt, and dirty jeans standing outside of a closed stall door.
 
   “It’s supposed to be only one person,” the small man insisted.
 
   Gwen waved at Dallas. “Juan, this is Dallas, a friend.” Juan nodded to Dallas and then handed Gwen the flashlight.
 
   Gwen pulled back a long metal bolt securing the stall door. After she opened the door, she turned on the flashlight and shined it into the stall.
 
   A shockingly thin, gray horse stared back at them from inside of the stall. He had black legs and a bright white blaze down the center of his large head. Hovering all around the animal were swarms of flies.
 
   “What’s on his back?” Dallas asked.
 
   Gwen walked into the stall, not showing the slightest hint of fear. She eased up to the emaciated horse and fanned the flies away from his withers. Covering the creature’s skin were dozens of large, weeping sores.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Dallas whispered, feeling his stomach drop to his knees. Then the odor of festering flesh accosted his nose.
 
   “So much for the sport of kings,” Gwen commented as she lowered the flashlight over the rest of the animal’s body. Sores covered most of the horse’s legs, chest, back, and mid-section.
 
   “Toss me his halter,” Gwen called to Juan.
 
   The groom threw a frayed, blue halter into the stall. Gwen gently placed the halter around the horse’s face as she whispered sweetly to him. The animal closed his eyes and seemed to take some comfort in her caring touch. As she escorted the pitiful creature out of the stall, Dallas noticed the horse’s pronounced limp.
 
   “The right front leg has two bad bone chips,” Juan explained to Dallas. “They cause poor Rotolo a lot of pain.”
 
   “Rotolo?” Dallas questioned.
 
   “Rotolo’s Great Treasure,” Juan replied. “That was his racing name. They raced him as a three year old for a while and when he began losing races, they made him a teaser.”
 
   Gwen led the horse out of the stall and headed down the aisle toward the entrance.
 
   “Where were they going to send him?” Dallas asked the groom as they walked behind Gwen and Rotolo.
 
   “LSU Medical Center. They sometimes buy old horses from us to use for experimental procedures. They keep all of their animals on the roof of the medical school. You used to be able to see all of the cages from the twelfth floor of the old Charity Hospital before Katrina. But since they closed Charity, no one knows for sure what they keep up there anymore.”
 
   Dallas followed Gwen out of the stable and opened the back gate of the trailer for her as she continued to give loving encouragement to Rotolo. He stood by as Gwen slowly coaxed the animal into the trailer.
 
   When she had finally secured the bolt on the trailer door, she walked back over to Juan and slipped a roll of bills into his hand.
 
   Dallas nodded to the groom and headed for the passenger door of Gwen’s truck. Once he had eased himself into the seat, he turned to Gwen.
 
   “How much did you give him?”
 
   “Five hundred dollars,” she told him as she started the engine. “He’ll have to pay off the guard, but he only makes about a hundred and fifty a week, so this is a big bonus.”
 
   “He’s a good man,” Dallas commented.
 
   “Juan isn’t that good. I don’t know if you noticed, but there were two other locked stall doors on that side of the barn, Dallas. My bet is he has some other rescuers lined up to take those other horses, and then he splits the profit with the trainer.”
 
   “What about his story about the horse being sent to LSU Medical School?”
 
   Gwen put the car into gear and slowly pulled away from the barn. “LSU Medical School does keep animals on their roof. I saw the cages myself when I worked as a nurse in the operating room at Charity Hospital, but LSU doesn’t keep horses up there; only cats, dogs, pigs, and goats.”
 
   “Then what where they going to do with Rotolo?”
 
   “My guess?” Gwen shrugged. “Shoot him. But by the shape the animal is in, that might have been the merciful thing to do.”
 
   “You can’t save him?” Dallas asked, sounding concerned.
 
   Gwen shook her head. “He’s so far gone, I just don’t know if I can.”
 
   Dallas gently patted her thigh. “You’ll save him. I’m sure that horse is a lot like you. Delicate on the outside, but tougher than nails on the inside.”
 
   ***
 
   The sun was coming up when Gwen turned the truck onto the narrow road that led to her place. Dallas noted how the black Ford Crown Victoria stayed right on their tail the entire time. And as Gwen drove up to her red barn, the black car returned to its usual spot right outside of her front gate.
 
   After they unloaded Rotolo from the trailer, Gwen immediately set to work cleaning the animal’s wounds and assessing his other injuries. She gave the horse a series of injections and pushed a turkey baster full of vitamins into his mouth.
 
   “You about done?” Dallas inquired as she dabbed antibiotic ointment on Rotolo’s right front leg.
 
   “You don’t have to stay out here with me,” she maintained, never looking up from the horse’s leg.
 
   “I need to be able to—”
 
   “Dallas, why don’t you go and get started on some breakfast for us?” Gwen hastily suggested.
 
   Dallas pushed his body away from the stall door he was leaning against. “Fine, just don’t take too much longer out here.”
 
   “Are you always this grumpy in the morning?”
 
   “I’m hungry, not grumpy,” he told her as he turned to go.
 
   “Oh, and could you feed Harley and Lawrence for me?” she asked over his shoulder. “They’re probably hungry, too.”
 
   Back at the house, Dallas found some dry dog and cat food in the pantry. He placed bowls of food for Harley and Lawrence on the kitchen floor, figuring the cat and dog would eventually find their way to breakfast. He began pulling ingredients from the refrigerator and carrying them over to the island. He busied himself mixing pancake batter and frying bacon on the stovetop.
 
   Twenty minutes later a tired and dirty Gwen entered the kitchen. She sniffed the air and gave Dallas a faint, but genuine smile.
 
   “Smells heavenly,” she commented and walked up to his side.
 
   Dallas flipped some pancakes on the griddle. “How’s the patient?”
 
   Gwen went over to the coffee maker. “Munching on some hay. I loaded him up with antibiotics and pain medicine so he should be comfortable for a while. I tried to debride some of the sores with sugar, but I may have to call the vet to take a look at him.”
 
   “And what will the vet do that you haven’t?”
 
   Gwen shrugged. “He might know something else to do.” She poured some of the coffee into a mug. “Did Harley and Lawrence eat?”
 
   Dallas nodded at the food bowls on the floor. “My former roommate made it down the stairs, stuffed his face, and went right back up to his room. Harley I haven’t seen. I’ve checked outside a couple of times this morning, but there was no sign of him.”
 
   Gwen nestled her coffee in her hands. “Probably chasing rabbits—that dog loves to chase rabbits.”
 
   He motioned to three stools located on the other side of the island. “Why don’t you sit down over there, and I’ll bring you breakfast.”
 
   Gwen walked over to Dallas, stood on her toes, and gently kissed his lips. “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   “What are you thanking me for?”
 
   She gazed affectionately into his eyes. “Everything.”
 
   ***
 
   Later that afternoon, Dallas was sitting on the porch while Gwen was exercising a big red mare in the clearing in front of the cottage. After their early morning adventure, Dallas felt as if he were gaining ground with the elusive woman. There were moments when she would glance at him, or give her funny smile, and he knew he was winning her trust. And trust was the key to getting any target to talk. But somehow Gwen was beginning to feel less like a target, and more like a challenge to him.
 
   “Careful, August,” Dallas muttered. “You don’t need another Nicci in your life.”
 
   And as images of Nicci began to cloud his thoughts, the ringing of his cell phone yanked him back from his daydreams. Dallas quickly pulled the phone out of his leather jacket pocket, and when he saw the number flashing on the caller ID, he smiled.
 
   “Hello, Lance,” he said, answering the call.
 
   “Hey there, Dallas. Just thought I would check in and see how it’s going with Gwen.”
 
   “Everything is fine, Lance.”
 
   “Are you making any headway with our girl?” Lance inquired with his usual candor.
 
   “Some, but you were right. She’s a tough nut to crack.”
 
   “Well, I hope at least you’re getting some good food out of the deal. Gwen may not be a lot of things, but she is definitely a great cook.”
 
   “Not with me. She says she never cooks for strangers.”
 
   “Are you kidding me? The woman would cook for a soup kitchen if asked. She loves to cook for anyone. You must have really pissed her off to be denied that treat.”
 
   “I got the impression from Gwen that she only likes to cook every now and then.” Dallas eyed her working the horse in the clearing.
 
   “That doesn’t sound like Gwen. The woman is either on a horse or in the kitchen. When she was married to Doug Marsh, more than a few people I know begged her to do catering for their parties. Maybe she has just been distracted by the trial.”
 
   “Yes, you forgot to mention the Darryl Robertson trial to me. It would have been nice to have that information before I walked into this situation.”
 
   “I just found out about it from our mutual friend. I didn’t know Ed Pioth was a key witness. I would have told you Dallas, if I had known.”
 
   “Feds have a tag team out here all day and night. They say it’s to protect her during the trial.” Dallas looked to the gate for the black Ford.
 
   “Our mutual friend told me about that as well,” Lance added.
 
   “I’ve got something else you may want to pass on to our mutual friend. The feds are hoping this trial will shake him out of hiding. I’ve been asked to accommodate them with times and places our friend might appear; otherwise I might have certain problems come up in my business.”
 
   “I’ll pass it on,” Lance assured him.
 
   “And tell our friend, Dan Goldvarg, that the feds have been keeping an eye on him and his wife, Jenny.”
 
   “And how did you come by this news?” Lance asked.
 
   “I’d hate to say anything that could be taken down by third parties listening in.”
 
   “I’ve got it.” Lance went quiet for a moment. “Watch your back out there. You could be in danger.”
 
   “I’m keeping my eyes open for any surprises.”
 
   Lance chuckled. “I was talking about Gwen. She’s the one you need to watch out for, Dallas.”
 
   Dallas hung up the phone while Lance’s laughter was still ringing out on the other end of the line.
 
   Dallas considered what Lance had said about Gwen’s cooking skills. There was something else going on with the woman that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. She was a walking contradiction, and yet he couldn’t nail down what it was about her story that didn’t ring true.
 
   He stood from his chair as he kept his eyes on Gwen, still trotting the red mare around the clearing.
 
   “Tonight I think Ms. Marsh and I will have a heart to heart over dinner. That should definitely do the trick.”
 
   ***
 
   It was after six when Gwen came down the stairs from her shower and sauntered into the kitchen. Dallas was standing at the counter chopping up lettuce, cucumbers, and broccoli for a garden salad as she eased up to his side to inspect his progress.
 
   “You sure you should be wielding a knife?” she asked, pointing to the bandage on his left index finger.
 
   “Do you want do it?” he curtly replied as he held up the knife to her.
 
   Gwen raised her hands to him. “No, it’s your dinner.” She went to the oven and opened the door. “So what’s on for tonight?”
 
   “Nothing much,” Dallas answered with a shrug. “Chicken breasts with a simple sausage and breadcrumb stuffing, and a garden salad.” He paused. “I figured since you were the baker you would probably want to make the biscuits. I was never very good at baked items and Lance told me you were a fabulous baker so….” He nodded to the oven.
 
   Gwen’s features paled before him. Her blue-green eyes nervously darted about the kitchen.
 
   “I told you I don’t like to cook for strangers.”
 
   Dallas gave her a cheeky grin. “But I’m not a stranger, anymore.”
 
   She glowered at him. “I don’t cook well under pressure, Dallas. If my biscuits don’t measure up to your standards, I’ll be embarrassed. Besides, there’s plenty of food and I—”
 
   “But I would like some biscuits with the meal,” Dallas interrupted her. “I don’t see what the big deal is, Gwen. You have a slew of baking products, and are reported to be quite proficient in the kitchen. Just make some biscuits.”
 
   “If you’re so hot for biscuits, you make them,” she insisted, raising her voice.
 
   Dallas kept his eyes peeled on her. “Or perhaps you don’t know how to make biscuits, is that it?” He paused as he put his knife down. “Would you feel more comfortable making the dressing for the salad?”
 
   “Stop it, Dallas,” she growled.
 
   He took a deep breath and directed his eyes to the vegetables on the cutting board before him. “What is it, Gwen?”
 
   But before Gwen could respond, a long, angry tirade of barking could be heard coming from the barn.
 
   “Harley!” Gwen shouted and tore out of the room.
 
   “Gwen, wait!” Dallas hollered as he followed her out of the kitchen.
 
   He grabbed her arm just as she was about to go barreling out the front door. The barking was interrupted by a horrible yelp and then there was silence.
 
   Gwen pulled against his arm. “Something has happened to Harley. I need to go to him.”
 
   “Wait here,” Dallas ordered. “Let me get my gun. Then we will go together. All right?”
 
   Gwen took a breath and nodded.
 
   Dallas let her go and started for his leather jacket on the sofa, but just as he reached the edge of the living room, Gwen bolted out the front door, and down the steps toward the barn.
 
   “Goddamn it! Gwen!” he yelled as he ran after her.
 
   She headed across the clearing to the barn as Dallas ran to catch up with her. Right before she came to the barn entrance, he snagged her arm and shoved her to the ground. He covered her mouth with his hand as she struggled against him.
 
   “Shh,” he whispered into her ear. “Listen.”
 
   Gwen’s body went still when she heard the muffled voices inside of the barn.
 
   Dallas let her go and helped her from the ground. “Stay here. I’ll go around back.”
 
   “I’m coming with you,” she whispered.
 
   Dallas shook his head and pointed adamantly to the ground for her to stay in that spot. But Gwen ignored him and made a move for the barn. Dallas jumped in front of her and then waved her behind him. She nodded and followed behind Dallas until they stood next to the front entrance to the barn.
 
   As the voices grew louder, Dallas could make out two men arguing. He silently cursed his stupidity for leaving the house without his gun, and then he remembered the black car parked at the gate. He turned to Gwen.
 
   “Go get the feds,” he murmured in her ear. “Tell them someone is here.”
 
   “You go get the feds,” she argued in a low voice. “I want to find out if my dog is all right.”
 
   Dallas rolled his eyes. The woman was beyond belief. Her life was being threatened and all she cared about was her dog. He decided to enter the barn to try and get a closer look at the intruders. As he moved inside, he spotted the faint outline of the large dog lying in the shadows on the other side of the back entrance. He was about to turn to Gwen, when she shot out from behind him and ran toward the back of the barn.
 
   Three successive gunshots erupted inside of the building. Dallas hit the ground as his eyes anxiously searched the barn for Gwen. The horses were neighing frantically all around him. As he crawled forward, hugging the barn floor, Dallas prayed the agents parked at the gate heard the gunfire. He needed back up in order to get Gwen safely out of there. Dallas finally caught sight of her, crouching against one of the stall doors just inside of the entrance. Harley’s motionless body was lying next to her.
 
   Two figures suddenly emerged from the shadows of the rear entrance. Dallas checked Gwen’s position once more, and his gut flinched when he noticed that the two men were about to stumble over her. He quickly crawled across the aisle floor toward the back of the barn and placed himself between Gwen and the armed men. Hiding next to a bale of hay, Dallas was about to jump the man closest to him when beams of bright light penetrated the darkness of the barn.
 
   “FBI, drop your weapons,” a man’s voice called out.
 
   Dallas ducked behind the bale of hay, knowing what would happen next.
 
   A brief volley of gunfire sounded like thunder echoing inside of the barn. The horses neighed and kicked at their stalls. Dallas took the opportunity, while the intruders were busy with the agents, to run to Gwen’s side and cover her body with his.
 
   After the gunfire ceased, several tense seconds passed as Dallas felt Gwen’s breath rise and fall beneath him.
 
   “Ms. Marsh, are you all right? It’s Agent Taylor.”
 
   Dallas rolled off Gwen. As soon as Dallas moved away from her, Gwen grasped her left arm, rolled over to her side, and began whispering a flurry of expletives. Dallas immediately noticed the dark patch of blood covering her left shirtsleeve.
 
   “Taylor,” Dallas shouted. “We’re over here! Gwen’s been shot!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Dallas was sitting beside Gwen on a bale of hay, inspecting her wound. The bullet had grazed Gwen’s left upper arm. She appeared shaken and pale, but, to Dallas’s relief, was not seriously injured.
 
   He removed his long-sleeved shirt and wrapped it around her bleeding arm. “You’re damn lucky it didn’t hit the bone,” Dallas scolded. “That was stupid, Gwen, really stupid. How in the hell am I supposed to protect you when you run into harm’s way like that?”
 
   “I had to check on my dog,” she said in a frail voice.
 
   The tears welled up in her eyes and Dallas felt his heart soften. “I’m sorry. I know you loved that dog,” he told her in a soothing tone.
 
   Agent Taylor came up and worriedly looked Gwen over. A tall man with a lumbering gate, short-cropped, blond hair, brown eyes, and a round face, Taylor reminded Dallas of someone who should be herding cattle on a ranch, and not hunting for bad guys with a gun.
 
   “There’s no sign of the two men. We found some blood stains over there.” He nodded to several bales of hay stacked next to the tack room. “But we checked the grounds outside and they must have hauled ass out of here.” He nodded at Gwen’s arm. “Ma’am we really should take you to the hospital to be checked out.”
 
   Gwen shook her head. “No thanks. The bullet just went through the skin. I’ve got everything I need at the house to take care of it.” She stood up quickly and placed her hand to her head.
 
   Dallas jumped up when Gwen went deathly white in front of him. He wrapped his arms about her, just as her legs gave out.
 
   Taylor came to her side and helped Dallas set her back down on the bale of hay. “Ms. Marsh, I insist. We need to take you to the emergency room.”
 
   She waved away his concern. “I’m fine. I just stood up too fast.” She took in a few deep breaths and then her eyes wandered to the back of the barn. “I need to see to Harley,” she mumbled.
 
   “I’ll see to him later, after I know you safe,” Dallas assured her.
 
   Agent Hickman joined them, still carrying his gun in his hand. The smaller of the two agents, Hickman was wider and more muscular than Taylor. He had deep blue eyes and light brown hair. He looked down at Gwen as he holstered his gun inside of his jacket.
 
   “If you don’t mind ma’am,” Hickman said in a deep southern drawl. “I’d like to take care of Harley for you.”
 
   Gwen stared at Hickman. “You were the one who fed him chicken wings, weren’t you?”
 
   Hickman smiled for her. “We were friends.”
 
   Gwen gave the man a slight nod of her head. “Thank you.”
 
   Dallas and Taylor exchanged concerned glances.
 
   “You two need to consider relocating,” Taylor advised.
 
   Dallas nodded his head. “I understand.”
 
   Gwen looked up, her eyes hurt and angry. “I’m not leaving my horses,” she declared.
 
   Taylor ran his hand over his short-cropped, blond hair as he gave a heavy sigh. “Ms. Marsh, please. I can’t do my job if you won’t cooperate.”
 
   Dallas held up his hand to the agent. “Why don’t you let me get her back to the house, fix up her arm, and then we can talk about this.”
 
   Taylor reluctantly nodded. “All right.”
 
   Dallas placed his arm about Gwen’s waist and lifted her from the bale of hay. “Come on, Gwen. Let’s see to that arm.”
 
   He helped her out of the barn and back across the clearing to her home.
 
   Once Dallas closed the front door behind him, he turned to see Gwen go pale again.
 
   She placed her hand to her head. “I feel dizzy.”
 
   Dallas picked her up in his arms and headed for the stairs. “Let’s get you into bed before you pass out on me.”
 
   As Gwen nestled her head against his naked chest, Dallas could smell the hint of jasmine in her silky, blond hair. When he reached the second floor landing, he walked over to her bedroom door and nudged it open with his foot.
 
   After he had set her down on her blue and white bedspread, he went to the armoire and pulled out gauze, hydrogen peroxide, and tape. He came back to the bed and placed the supplies next to her.
 
   Gwen pulled herself up in the bed. “I can do this. Why don’t you go and help Hickman bury Harley and then you check on all of the horses for me.”
 
   “Gwen, you already checked each of the horses twice before you let me see to your arm. Right now, I need to stay with you.”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m fine.”
 
   “Gwen, you’re not fine.” He removed his bloody shirt from around her arm and inspected the gunshot wound. “You’ve been shot at by two men who probably came here to either scare you or kill you. Either way, your life has been threatened. We can’t stay here. There is too much ground to cover and too many open places that a sniper could take a shot at you. I can’t do my job if we stay here.”
 
   She watched him pour the hydrogen peroxide on to a piece of gauze. “Your job?” She sighed. “Now I’m a job, eh?’
 
   He avoided looking up from the gauze in his hands. “You know what I mean,” he muttered as he began to gently clean her wound.
 
   Gwen took the gauze from his hand. “Go and make sure Hickman buries Harley in a deep grave. There are a lot of predators out here that will dig him up if he’s not deeply buried.” She reached for another piece of gauze. “I’ll be fine, Dallas. I have the Glock.”
 
   He didn’t want to argue with her. He stood up from the bed, suddenly uncomfortable with the mood between them. “Where’s your cell phone?”
 
   She pointed to her purse sitting on a chair by the door.
 
   He went to her purse and retrieved her cell phone. He walked back to the bed, placed the cell phone beside her, then reached under the pillow beneath her back and pulled out the Glock 17. He placed the gun next to her cell phone.
 
   “If you need me, call.” He pulled his cell phone from the pocket of his jeans. “If you see anyone or hear anyone in the house.” He pointed at the gun. “Use that. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He turned to go.
 
   “Dallas,” Gwen called to him as he stepped into the hallway. “Thank you,” she softly added.
 
   Dallas did not turn around to look at her. He didn’t want to see her on that bed, pale and bleeding. He couldn’t get emotionally involved, he reminded himself. And the sight of her, helpless and injured, would probably push him over the edge.
 
   ***
 
   When Dallas returned, she was sitting on the bed and staring at the floor. A fresh white bandage was wrapped around her upper left arm.
 
   “Did you take care of him?” she asked, sniffing slightly.
 
   The clean T-shirt Dallas had put on before going to bury Harley was now covered in dirt, along with his jeans. He wiped some of the dirt from his clothes before he entered the bedroom.
 
   “I helped Hickman dig a deep grave beyond the barn. Harley will be fine there.” He went to the bed and sat down next to her.
 
   “So Robertson wants me dead,” she stated as she kept her eyes on the floor.
 
   “We need to move you to a safer location.”
 
   She gawked at him in disbelief. “I can’t leave the farm! I just got that new horse in that needs a hell of a lot of care. Who is going to feed everyone, and clean the stalls, and work the horses everyday?”
 
   Dallas moved closer to her. “Is there someone you can call to take care of everything for a while?”
 
   “No,” she declared. “This is my farm!”
 
   “Gwen, you need to think clearly about this. You can’t be protected here anymore. You need—”
 
   The front doorbell cut him off. Dallas stood from the bed and looked down at her. “It’s probably Taylor. He told me that he was making arrangements for a place for us to stay.”
 
   “I’m not going to be cooped up in some FBI safe house, Dallas,” she argued from the bed.
 
   Dallas gave an exasperated sigh. “Let’s just see what he comes up with.”
 
   He left Gwen sulking on her bed and went downstairs to answer the door. The slender figure of Agent Taylor was standing beneath the porch light as Dallas peeked through the window beside the door.
 
   Dallas opened the door and waved Taylor inside. “What have you got?”
 
   “I called Dan Wilbur. He wants the two of you to go to our place in the city. It’s a small cottage in Mid-City that the Bureau uses as a safe house. You two should be comfortable there for a little while,” Taylor explained as Dallas shut the door behind him.
 
   “She’s worried about leaving her horses,” Dallas admitted. “She just took in another rescue and the horse is in pretty bad shape. It can’t be left alone.”
 
   “We’re not here to babysit horses, August!”
 
   Dallas raised his hands to Taylor, trying to calm him. “I know, but she won’t leave here unless she knows her animals are going to be well cared for.”
 
   Taylor rubbed his hand over his chin for a moment, appearing lost in thought. “Well, I can see what I can do. There might be—”
 
   “I’ve already made arrangements for my horses,” Gwen cut in as she descended the stairs behind the two men. “And we won’t need your safe house, Taylor. I’ve found us a better place to stay.” She was carrying her cell phone in her hand.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Dallas angrily questioned.
 
   “While you were out digging Harley’s grave, I called Ed and told him what happened. He has made arrangements for someone to take care of the horses. And he wants us at his place until all of this blows over.”
 
   Taylor shook his head as he placed his hands on his hips. “Ms. Marsh, you can’t go over there. Your father is a bigger target than you are.”
 
   “My father has already made up his mind.” She held her cell phone out to him. “Would you like to call him back and tell him that we won’t be staying at his house?”
 
   Taylor held up his hands and shook his head. “No ma’am. I don’t feel like having my head chewed off.”
 
   Gwen grinned. “I didn’t think so.” She turned to Dallas. “Ed will be expecting us in the morning.” She quickly headed back up the stairs.
 
   Dallas looked over at Taylor. “Let me talk to her,” he suggested. “I’ll work something out.”
 
   Taylor rolled his brown eyes. “Good luck with that, August.”
 
   Dallas saw Taylor out, secured the front door, and went upstairs to check on Gwen. He walked inside of her bedroom, but saw no sign of her. When he stepped out to the second floor hallway, he noticed a light shining underneath his bedroom door.
 
   He found Gwen curled up on the yellow bedspread, holding Lawrence in her arms. The cat’s loud purring could be heard across the bedroom. He walked over to the bed and sat down next to her.
 
   “You should have told me you called your father,” he said, frowning at her.
 
   She scratched behind Lawrence’s ears. “As soon as I told my father what happened, he said he wanted me back home.”
 
   “Gwen, you do realize it will be more dangerous at your father’s house. He’s probably at the top of Robertson’s hit list.”
 
   Gwen sat up slightly, still holding the fat cat to her chest. “Yeah, but they didn’t go after him tonight. They came after me.”
 
   “What if I made some phone calls and found us another safe house? Maybe in the city, not far from your father’s home,” Dallas offered.
 
   “Ed won’t like it, but perhaps….” She shrugged and pulled Lawrence closer to her.
 
   “Who is going to care for the horses?” he inquired.
 
   “Brett Guidry, a horse breeder Ed knows here in Folsom. Brett will send over two of his grooms in the morning. They can bunk in the apartment above the barn. Brett has helped me out in a pinch before, so his people are familiar with my set up. I just hope they can deal with poor Rotolo.”
 
   Dallas searched Gwen’s face, trying to think of something to say to allay her concerns, but nothing came to mind. He gently patted her leg and got up from the bed.
 
   “What you said before, about me being a job…is it true?” she asked as she held Lawrence against her.
 
   “No,” he replied as he sat back down on the bed. “You’re much more than a job.”
 
   Gwen gazed up at him. “Am I?”
 
   Dallas lowered his head to her. “Much, much more,” he whispered.
 
   “How much more?” she breathlessly demanded.
 
   Dallas took in the warmth of her blue-green eyes and her creamy skin. He lowered his mouth closer to hers and then stopped inches from her lips. Dallas grinned as his lips hovered over her, reveling in the hunger he saw burning in her eyes. When his mouth finally came down on hers, her lips initially trembled with uncertainty. And as his lips teased her, Dallas could feel her apprehension slowly turn to desire. Desperate to feel her soft body against him, Dallas wrapped his arms about her waist and pulled her close.
 
   An angry meow made them quickly pull apart. Lawrence, still huddled in Gwen’s arms, was not at all happy about being a part of Dallas’s embrace.
 
   Gwen laughed as she held the cat in her arms. “Sorry, Lawrence.”
 
   Dallas grabbed the cat and unceremoniously placed him to the side. He took a laughing Gwen in his arms and kissed her hard on the lips. Gwen instantly surrendered to him. She ran her fingers through his short hair as Dallas pushed her down on the bed. His lips began to caress the tender skin on her neck as his hands eagerly explored the curves of her body. And just as Dallas was about to remove her blood soaked T-shirt, a loud beeping noise interrupted them.
 
   “What in the hell is that?” Dallas complained against her cheek.
 
   Gwen sat up. “Smoke alarm. From the kitchen.”
 
   Dallas jumped from the bed. “My chicken is still in the oven.”
 
   ***
 
   The chicken was burned beyond recognition. Dallas decided to make grilled cheese sandwiches for dinner while Gwen found a fan to help blow the smoke out an open kitchen window.
 
   “I’ve never done that before in my life,” Dallas conceded as he flipped a sandwich over in a frying pan.
 
   “You’ve never burned anything before?” Gwen asked, half-laughing.
 
   “Not like that,” Dallas answered as he nodded to the garbage where he had dumped the chicken.
 
   “Everyone screws up, Dallas. You can’t be perfect all of the time.”
 
   “I never try to be perfect all of the time,” he refuted.
 
   She tilted her head slightly to the side and observed him for a moment. “No, you’re a perfectionist. I can see it in everything that you do. Every movement you make, from the way you chop vegetables to the way you kiss, seems well-rehearsed.”
 
   He furrowed his dark brows. “The way I kiss?”
 
   “Not that it was bad, it’s just that it was not…spontaneous. It’s like you assess everything and work it out in your head before you do it. Have you ever just done anything for the hell of it?”
 
   “Gwen, in my line of work, you can’t just jump into a situation without thinking. You need to plan ahead for every contingency.”
 
   She shook her head. “That’s work. What about your life? Do you even separate the two?”
 
   He looked down at the sandwich toasting in the frying pan. “No. Why should I?”
 
   “That’s my point!” Gwen exclaimed. “Stop thinking so much about everything, just do it.”
 
   “I’m not a tennis shoe, Gwen. I can’t just do it.” He lifted the plate on the counter beside him and slid the grilled cheese sandwich on to it. He handed the plate to her. “Here, eat this. It’s a very improvised cheese sandwich. You’ll probably love it.”
 
   His cell phone in the pocket of his jeans began ringing. He pulled out the phone and checked the caller ID. He looked back at Gwen and then pointed to the sandwich. “I have to take this,” he told her. “Every crumb of that needs to be gone by the time I’m done with this call.”
 
   He walked out of the kitchen and headed toward Gwen’s study. As he stepped inside of the study, he answered the call.
 
   “What’s up, Lance?” he said into the speaker.
 
   “Heard there was a little gunfight over there at the OK Corral. Everyone all right?”
 
   “Gwen got shot in the arm…nothing major, thankfully. How did you find out about it?”
 
   “Gwen called her father. Her father called our mutual friend, and then our mutual friend called me. I’ve been instructed to get you two out of there and into a safe house in the city.”
 
   “Gwen’s father wants us to stay with him, but I’m against that idea.”
 
   Lance lowered his voice slightly. “I’ve got a place for the two of you right outside of the Quarter. It’s big, well protected, and I can guarantee nobody will touch you there.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   Lance just laughed. “Call me in the morning when you’re ready to head over to the city to get the alarm code and instructions for the security system. I’ll make sure the house is stocked up for you before you arrive.”
 
   “Where is this place?”
 
   “Esplanade Avenue and Burgundy Street. Can’t miss it—the house stands out like a boil on a beautiful woman’s creamy white ass.”
 
   After he walked back into the kitchen, Dallas found Gwen sitting on a wooden stool by the kitchen island and staring down at her untouched grilled cheese sandwich.
 
   “You don’t like my sandwich?”
 
   Gwen shrugged. “Don’t have much of an appetite.” She rubbed the bandage on her arm. “I think I’ll just turn in.” She stood from the stool.
 
   “Lance has a place for us to stay in the city near the French Quarter. He says he can guarantee our safety there.”
 
   “Guarantee? This I got to see.” She nodded. “I’ll call Ed in the morning and let him know.” She turned toward the doorway.
 
   “Why do you call your father Ed?” he questioned behind her. “And the way you say it, it’s obvious you really don’t care for the man.”
 
   Gwen stopped and slowly turned to Dallas. “He’s my father…of course I care for him, and I only call him Ed behind his back.” She cast her eyes to the floor and fidgeted in front of him. “Look, about before….” She paused and ran her hand along her forehead. “When we were in your bedroom….”
 
   “You mean in Lawrence’s bedroom,” he corrected.
 
   “I don’t want you to think that I’m….” She ran her hands over her face. “I mean it’s been a while.” She rolled her eyes. “A long while since…and I don’t know if I’m ready….”
 
   “I’m not expecting you to jump into bed with me tonight, Gwen. What happens between us happens. Besides, I think we have more important things to worry about.”
 
   She frowned. “Like what?”
 
   Dallas’s arctic eyes burned into hers. “Like staying alive.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
    
 
   The following afternoon, Dallas pulled his red Mercedes in front of an opulent French Quarter mansion. The three-story home had a Greek revival façade with towering columns and intricately carved statues of women draped in togas situated along a high garden wall behind the main house. The exterior was done in plaster and painted bright red. There were French doors located along the first and second stories with a long, grand wrought iron balcony sweeping across the second floor. A wide front door of dark mahogany had the letters “C” and “B” intertwined in leaded glass. The gardens were expensively landscaped with lemon and lime trees lining a red-bricked walkway.
 
   Gwen stepped from the car, carrying her brown leather purse and a small overnight bag. She peered up at the three chimneys rising from the sloping roof. “Who in the hell owns this monstrosity?”
 
   Dallas shut the door of the car behind him as he walked around to the trunk. “Knowing Lance, I’m afraid to ask.”
 
   Dallas nodded to the overnight bag on Gwen’s shoulder. “I thought you put your bag in the trunk.”
 
   “I did.” She patted the bag. “This is medical supplies for my arm, your finger, and whatever else may arise. With your knife skills, I felt it was better to plan ahead, in case you lop off an ear or something.”
 
   “I don’t think I like the sound of that,” Dallas grumbled as he opened the trunk.
 
   As he began unloading their luggage, a black Ford Crown Victoria pulled up behind him.
 
   Brewster hastily exited the car and walked over to Dallas. He took Dallas by the elbow and discreetly pulled him a few feet away from the back of the red Mercedes.
 
   “Is this some kind of joke?” Brewster said, waving at the house.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “This is Carl Bordonaro’s home.” Brewster pointed to the front door. “His initials, ‘C’ and ‘B’ are on the front door. He was well known for placing his initials into the architecture of the home during its renovation. He even wanted to have the roof shingles laid out in contrasting colors to make the letters ‘CB,’ but the local port authority shut him down when they said it would only confuse helicopter pilots making tours of the river front.”
 
   Dallas shrugged. “What do you want me to do, Brewster?”
 
   Brewster leaned in closer to him, his dark eyes bulging in their sockets. “Find another place to stay,” he angrily asserted.
 
   “I would be an idiot to refuse Carl’s hospitality. And I don’t think there’s a safer place for Gwen right now. Robertson’s men wouldn’t be stupid enough to blatantly break into Carl’s home and try to hurt us. You and I know that would be tantamount to declaring war in the underworld,” Dallas added with a grin.
 
   “If something happens, August, we can’t come in and save the two of you, not without court orders and a hell of a lot of red tape. I got the impression from Dan Wilbur that you were going to help us.”
 
   Dallas stepped away from Brewster and went back to the car. “I am helping you.” He lifted the last of the bags from the trunk and placed it on the ground. “I’m protecting the girl for you guys. Anything other than that was strictly Dan’s imagination.”
 
   “I’m gonna be blunt, August,” Brewster growled, lowering his voice. “I don’t know what kind of crap you have on Dan Wilbur to make him go soft on you, but I don’t like it, and I personally would like to bust your ass for interfering with a federal investigation.”
 
   Dallas chuckled. “Why Agent Brewster, I think that is a threat. Are you threatening me?”
 
   “I don’t like you or your business. People like you give the Bureau a bad name.”
 
   Dallas waved his hand to Gwen, standing beside the car. “I’m so glad we cleared that up. Now if you don’t mind. I’m going to get Gwen settled in the notorious Mafia kingpin’s home.”
 
   Brewster scowled at Dallas and then returned to his car.
 
   “What was that about?” Gwen asked as she came up to his side.
 
   Dallas nodded to the black Ford. “Brewster doesn’t want us staying here.”
 
   “Probably pissed that he’s not in charge,” Gwen remarked.
 
   They collected their luggage and strolled down the red-bricked walkway to the entrance. Dallas pulled out a piece of paper from his jacket pocket as they climbed the front steps. “You know, I think Brewster doesn’t like me,” Dallas admitted.
 
   Gwen repositioned the two overnight bags hanging from her right shoulder. “That doesn’t surprise me. He reminds me of every self-righteous asshole I ever met. I never liked the guy hanging around my farm. Why was he so upset about us staying here?”
 
   “It seems this is Carl Bordonaro’s house,” Dallas reported, punching the code he had written down on the paper into the keypad next to the front door.
 
   “And how do you feel about staying here?” Gwen questioned as she examined the detail in the leaded glass door.
 
   “We should be well protected. No one would be foolish enough to trespass on Carl’s property,” Dallas asserted as the door popped open.
 
   “Or we could be huge targets because it is Carl’s property.”
 
   Dallas pushed the front door open. “Well, at least here we’ll be out from under the thumb of the self-righteous Brewster. Feds won’t set foot in Carl’s house with anything less than an edict from the Pope.”
 
   Gwen gave her funny smile as she walked through the front door. “This place is sounding better already.”
 
   Once Dallas had shut the front door, he found the keypad by the entrance and punched in the same code. He waited until a green light flashed above the keypad.
 
   “We’re all locked in now,” he informed Gwen. “Don’t open the garage door or this front door, otherwise you’ll set off the alarm and the half of the NOPD that is on Carl’s payroll will probably show up.”
 
   They wandered from the entrance and into a palatial foyer. The floors were covered in white marble and the walls had burgundy wallpaper with traces of gold leaf speckled throughout. Hanging on the walls were paintings by Frederic Remington, John Frederick Peto, and Fitz Henry Lane. Gwen examined the different works, until a small drawing of a woman shaped like a puzzle box distracted her.
 
   “Is that…is that a Picasso?”
 
   Dallas glanced over at the drawing. “Probably,” he replied, and then he recognized another painting hanging not far from the Picasso.
 
   The portrait was of a familiar woman with auburn hair and creamy skin, standing on a porch and gazing into a beautiful sunset. The evening sun had captured her beauty against the magnificence of a red and gold sky.
 
   “Wow, now that is a stunning portrait,” Gwen spoke up beside him as her eyes took in painting. “I know this painter…I’ve seen his work before. Do you know his name?”
 
   Dallas smiled. “David Alexander.”
 
   Gwen took in a breath. “Ah, yes, his Jenny.” She paused as she admired the portrait. “Nicci Beauvoir was a beautiful woman. It’s a shame she died so young.”
 
   Dallas nodded. “Yes, it is.” He quickly picked up his suitcase and started across the foyer.
 
   He stopped in front of a curved mahogany staircase and dropped his suitcase and overnight bag on the floor. Along the walls by the staircase were more paintings, all by American artists whose names neither one of them could remember.
 
   “Let’s check out the rest of the first floor before heading upstairs,” Dallas proposed.
 
   Gwen put her bags and purse down on the floor. “Sounds good to me.”
 
   Dallas took her elbow. “Come on. I want to check out the kitchen.”
 
   Dallas escorted Gwen down a tastefully decorated hallway done in different shades of gold and green. At the end of the hallway, a wide arched doorway opened into an expansive kitchen.
 
   Dallas walked ahead of her as they entered the kitchen. Along the right wall was a built-in refrigerator and matching freezer. An eight-burner gas cooktop was located on an island in the center of the room, and against the far wall next to the extra wide double sink were four built-in electric ovens. The counters were done in a sandy-colored, rustic Italian tile, and at the far end of the room was an open wood burning pizza oven.
 
   Gwen stepped into the kitchen. “I guess we know where you’ll be sleeping.”
 
   Dallas turned to her with a huge grin on his face. “Always wanted a kitchen like this—the kind you could get lost in.”
 
   He discovered the refrigerator and freezer had been filled with fresh fruits, vegetables, fish, meat, chicken, eggs, milk, cream, and a variety of cheeses. The pantry had also been fully stocked with enough canned goods and dried foods to last them a month or more.
 
   “Why didn’t you become a chef instead of a bodyguard?” Gwen asked as she watched him going through the pantry.
 
   Dallas shut the pantry door. “After my parents died, I tried my best to forget about cooking and all of the things they loved to do. I graduated college, joined the FBI and….” He shrugged. “Cooking has only become something of a hobby in the past few years. I would never be any good as a chef.”
 
   “You never know until you try. And it would be a hell of a lot safer than your current profession.”
 
   Dallas turned to exit the room. “Let’s see what else we can find,” he insisted over his shoulder.
 
   What they found was a small library, filled from floor to ceiling with rare copies of antique leather-bound books, and a dining room capable of seating twenty-five people. Across from the dining room was a gym with a treadmill, elliptical machine, free weights, and a stationary bike. There was also a media room with four widescreen televisions, along with a blue-ray player, and a CD stereo system. In addition, a mahogany-paneled study boasted a stone fireplace, a bar, and a 150-gallon saltwater aquarium.
 
   They eventually made their way to the back patio. Ten-foot-high, red-bricked walls surrounded a kidney-shaped pool with a hot tub, shower, and an outdoor bar. Along the side of the patio was a wide waterfall that spilled into a rectangular pond. Inside the pond, several large koi could be seen swimming about. To his right Dallas saw a door that led to the garage entrance that faced Burgundy Street.
 
   “Who feeds all the fish?” Gwen asked, nodding to the pond.
 
   “Knowing Lance, I’m sure we’ll find a note somewhere with instructions,” Dallas commented with a roll of his eyes.
 
   He pulled Gwen back to the foyer and picked up his suitcase and overnight bag. They started up the winding mahogany staircase and took a right at the top of the stairs.
 
   The first bedroom they came to was done in pale blue with a king-sized, four-poster bed in the center, a mahogany dresser and nightstand, a white marble inlay fireplace, and a flat screen television. There was also an adjoining bathroom with a wide shower, Jacuzzi tub, double vanity, and double closets.
 
   Dallas walked over to the bed and tossed his black suitcase and overnight bag on the pale blue comforter. “I’ll take this one, since it is closest to the stairs.” He turned back to Gwen. “Let’s find you a room.”
 
   They stepped down the hall and discovered the bedroom next door was done in pale green with similar mahogany furniture, and a private bathroom.
 
   Gwen placed her overnight bag, her bag of medical supplies, and her purse on the bed.
 
   “Maybe you should have packed a little more than that,” he suggested as he nodded to her overnight bag. “We may be here a while.”
 
   Gwen shrugged. “I don’t need much, and I’m sure once the trial is over in the next few days I can go back home.”
 
   “And what if it isn’t over then?”
 
   She drew her blond brows together. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Gwen, your father is testifying against a known underworld figure—your lives will never be safe again. Brewster told me that your father refused to go into the Witness Protection Program after the trial. He refused for both of you. Don’t you understand you’re going to be just as vulnerable after the trial as you are now? Even if Robertson gets convicted, he could still order someone to kill you.”
 
   “Ed explained all of that to me, and I agreed with him about not wanting to go into Witness Protection. I can’t live like that. Ed promised that he will make arrangements to see to his safety and mine.”
 
   “Are we talking about Carl Bordonaro arranging for your safety?”
 
   She nodded. “That’s why my father is testifying. He only agreed to do it as long as Carl could guarantee my safety and his.”
 
   “That’s a tall order, even for a man like Carl Bordonaro,” Dallas insisted.
 
   Gwen unzipped her overnight bag. “Carl is a man of his word. If he said he can guarantee it, he can.”
 
   Gwen began unpacking T-shirts and placing them in a mahogany dresser next to the bed.
 
   “You have a lot of faith in Carl. Are you two close?” Dallas asked.
 
   “Not that close. He was my father’s friend and I knew him growing up.”
 
   Dallas reflected on what Carl had told him about Gwen Marsh and the kind regard he had for the woman. Gwen’s casual attitude contrasted sharply with Carl’s version of their relationship.
 
   “You must have met a lot of men like Carl growing up the way you did. I bet you have some stories to tell,” he added and intently waited for her reaction.
 
   “No.” She shook her head and went back to her overnight bag. “I didn’t really meet that many of Carl’s friends. My father tried to shelter me from that lifestyle. I didn’t fully understand about Carl and the rest of my father’s friends until I was in nursing school.”
 
   “And what made you decide to go to nursing school?”
 
   Gwen shrugged as she placed some jeans in a dresser drawer. “Seemed like a good fit for me. I was interested in the human body, and because I grew up in a stable, I was not afraid of the sight of blood.”
 
   “Did you like being a nurse?” He stepped into the room and moved closer to her bed.
 
   Gwen retrieved some toiletries from of her bag. “I liked my patients,” she admitted as she walked into the bathroom.
 
   “What kind of patients did you take care of?” He sat down on the bed.
 
   Gwen emerged from the bathroom. “Mostly elderly. I worked mainly on medical surgical floors, so many of the patients there were elderly.”
 
   Dallas traced his finger along the pale green bedspread. “I bet you liked talking to your patients. You seem like someone who really cares.”
 
   Gwen reached into her bag and pulled out some white cotton panties. “Yeah, I liked talking to my patients. Heard a hell of a lot of great stories.”
 
   “And what about secrets?” Dallas softly asked. “Did any of your patients ever tell you things you wished they hadn’t?”
 
   Gwen stopped and stared at him. Her mouth turned downward around the edges and then she looked away. She stepped over to the dresser and put her underwear in a drawer.
 
   “Yes, I heard secrets, mostly from people at death’s doorstep; things I wish they had never told me, but my job was to listen. Sometimes all the dying want is someone to listen to them before it’s too late.”
 
   Dallas got up from the bed and walked back to the entrance. “That sounds like a dangerous profession, Gwen. Dead men don’t have to worry about secrets, only the living do. Just make sure you don’t keep all of those secrets locked away for too long.”
 
   “Listening to the last confessions of the dying isn’t dangerous,” she insisted.
 
   “It is when you learn things that other’s may want to know.”
 
   She gazed up at him. “What kind of things?”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Get unpacked and I’ll make us some lunch,” he commented as he noted Gwen’s distracted eyes.
 
   Dallas August could not help but grin as he walked out of her bedroom. He was making progress. Soon, he would get her to tell him everything he needed to know.
 
   ***
 
   Dallas was in Carl’s gym, getting in a few miles on the treadmill before bed, when his cell phone began ringing. He grabbed his cell phone from the treadmill console, and answered the call.
 
   “Yeah,” he said into the phone.
 
   “Everything all right?” Lance Beauvoir inquired on the other end of the line. “Haven’t gotten any news flashes about you in the past eight hours, so I thought I should check in.”
 
   Dallas kept up his pace on the treadmill. “We’re fine. Hell of a place our friend has here.”
 
   “I know,” Lance agreed. “A shame he hasn’t had much of a chance to live in it. Hiding out from the feds doesn’t allow one much use for a permanent address.” He paused. “How is she doing?”
 
   “Went up to bed right after dinner,” Dallas told him. “She’s been pretty restless since we got here. I think the events of yesterday are starting to get to her.”
 
   “What’s that noise?” Lance asked, sounding concerned.
 
   “I’m on the treadmill. Just wanted to get a few miles in before bed,” Dallas replied.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I like to stay in shape, Lance.”
 
   “That’s what sex is for,” Lance chuckled. “I wanted to let you know I’ll be coming by tomorrow with some fish food. Our friend stopped his usual fish guy from coming out since you two took up residence. He wondered if you and Gwen wouldn’t mind seeing to his herd of future sushi rolls.”
 
   “Gwen was wondering about that,” Dallas reported as he wiped the sweat away from his brow. “I’m sure Gwen will like having some kind of animal to take care of. Might help get her mind off things.”
 
   “I’ll be by tomorrow afternoon. Let me know if I can pick up anything on my way there.”
 
   “Will do,” Dallas told him. “I’m sure Gwen will enjoy seeing you again.”
 
   Lance laughed. “No, she won’t.” He hung up the phone.
 
   ***
 
   After his four-mile run, Dallas was standing in the door to the gym, toweling off, when he saw the light go on in the kitchen. He slung the towel over his shoulder and headed down the hallway toward the kitchen.
 
   When he stepped through the arched doorway, he saw Gwen with her back to him, rummaging through the refrigerator.
 
   He quietly walked up behind her. “Can’t sleep?”
 
   Gwen jumped and spun around. “You scared the crap out of me. You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that.” She placed her hand over her chest and then her eyes became distracted by his running shorts and naked chest. “What have you been up to?”
 
   The bright light from the refrigerator shone through her thin T-shirt, casting a seductive silhouette. Dallas examined the curve of her hips, her naked thighs, and the muscles in her slender calves.
 
   “I was running,” he answered as he moved closer to her. “What are you looking for?”
 
   She turned back to the refrigerator. “That chicken cacciatore you made tonight.”
 
   Dallas placed his hands on her hips and gently nudged her aside. He reached into the refrigerator and pulled out a blue container from the top shelf.
 
   “Here.” He handed her the container and felt a twinge of electricity pass through him as his fingers caressed her soft skin.
 
   She glanced down at the floor as she took the container from him. “I, ah, couldn’t sleep and this stuff….” She held up the container. “It was really good. I figured I would come down here and grab a nibble.”
 
   Dallas folded his arms over his naked chest as he smiled, smugly. “I guess that means you like my cooking after all.”
 
   “It’s good.” She shook her head and smiled at him. “It’s very good. You really should reconsider becoming a chef.” She went over to a drawer next to the sink and pulled out a fork. “If I had the money, I’d hire you to cook for me.” She took the fork and the container over to a chair next to a dark oak breakfast table in the corner of the room and had a seat.
 
   “I think that is the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” He watched as Gwen pulled the top off the container and started digging into the leftovers with her fork. “Why couldn’t you sleep?” he asked, opening the refrigerator and pulling out a bottle of water.
 
   “I don’t know.” She shrugged as she munched on her chicken. “I’ve been thinking about everything that has happened, worrying about my horses, thinking about poor Harley, and then….” She motioned to him.
 
   He frowned at her. “Me? I’m glad to know I’m on your mind, even if I do come behind your animals.” He took a sip of water.
 
   She dipped her fork into the bowl of chicken smothered in red sauce. “I just feel like I know so little about you and you know so much about me.”
 
   Dallas glimpsed the bottle of water in his hand. “What would you like to know?”
 
   Gwen sighed. “Where do you live, for starters?”
 
   “New York City.”
 
   “Any brothers or sisters? You never mentioned anyone.” She placed a fork full of chicken in her mouth.
 
   “No brothers or sisters. I do have a few cousins and an Uncle Elliot who lives in Connecticut. He runs the family yacht building business.”
 
   “And why aren’t you running the family business? Do you not like boats or something?”
 
   Dallas took a seat next to her at the table. “No, I love boats, but running the family business wasn’t for me.”
 
   Gwen placed her fork down on the table. “Why not?”
 
   “I’m not a boat builder. I don’t have the patience for that kind of business. I got frustrated with the customers and sitting around doing books half the time drove me crazy.”
 
   “Is what you do—protecting people—is it profitable?” She rested her elbow on the table and placed her head against her hand.
 
   Dallas nodded. “Yes, very profitable. But that’s not why I do it. I like the adventure and sometimes the danger keeps me on my toes.”
 
   “But you can’t do this forever. One day you will have to slow down. What will you do instead?”
 
   He shrugged. “I guess I’ll go back to the boatyard, or sail around the world. I’m not sure which. I’ll figure that out when the time comes.”
 
   Gwen snapped the top back on the container of chicken cacciatore. “I hope you figure that out sooner than later, Dallas. I don’t want to see you end up like Ed or Carl Bordonaro. Experiencing life from the shadows and hiding from the world is no way to live. I think if you keep doing what you do, you’ll eventually find that out.”
 
   “And how different will my life be from yours when this trial is over? You’ll be living constantly looking over your shoulder, Gwen. Last night was just a sample of what is ahead for you.”
 
   “And what do you suggest I do? I can’t live in a Witness Protection Program. Neither can my father. I would rather die living with my secrets instead of spending a lifetime running from them.”
 
   “You don’t have to live with your secrets, Gwen. You can share them with me.”
 
   “Why would you do that for me?” She tossed her head to the side. “You have no idea what I’m talking about,” she mumbled.
 
   Dallas placed his bottle of water on the table. “I think I have a pretty good idea. Since the moment we met, I feel like there is something you’re fighting to keep hidden, like you are carrying around some great burden. If you would let me, I would like to help you.” He lowered his voice and added, “I’m here for you, Gwen.”
 
   She sighed heavily as she looked down at the container of chicken cacciatore on the table. “Maybe one day, I’ll tell you all about my secrets.” She leaned forward and tenderly kissed his lips. “But not today,” she whispered.
 
   Gwen got up from her stool and took her container back to the refrigerator. “Good night,” she said as she strolled out of the kitchen.
 
   Dallas listened as her feet padded down the hallway. He picked up the bottle of water from the table and placed it against his forehead.
 
   “I need to get the hell out of here,” he whispered into the empty room.
 
   He got up from the table and pondered what was going to happen to Gwen once he was out of her life. He had never before considered the aftermath of an assignment. Long ago he had trained himself to walk away from a job and forget all about it. Now he found himself worrying about how Gwen would remember him, and, more importantly, how would he feel when this job was finally over.
 
   He flipped off the lights and for a moment envied the ability of that light switch to just shut everything down. He wished he could once again find that ability within himself—to turn off his emotions with just a flick of a switch.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The next morning Dallas was up to his elbows in flour when Gwen came into the kitchen. She observed the way he angrily pounded a lump of dough against the Italian tile on the counter.
 
   “What on earth are you doing?” she asked as she walked over to the gourmet coffee machine.
 
   “Making pizza dough,” he replied. “Thought I would try out that fancy pizza oven for lunch.”
 
   As she filled her cup with the rich smelling coffee, she glanced back at Dallas. “You really do love to cook,” she commented and added a teaspoon of sugar to her coffee. “It’s a shame you don’t pursue some kind of catering business or restaurant. You would really be in your element.”
 
   “Lance told me you got more than a few offers to cater parties around the city and turned them all down. You, more than anyone, should be able to understand why I don’t want to cook for a living. It’s something I do for me. And I’m afraid turning it into a business would destroy the joy it brings me.”
 
   “The joy it brings you?” Gwen frowned. “Cooking never brought me anything like that,” she mumbled.
 
   “Then what about your animals? They bring you joy, don’t they?”
 
   She smiled and nodded. “Most definitely.” She took a sip of her coffee. “When I was a kid I was alone a lot. My animals were always there for me. I used to bring home strays all the time.” She laughed. “Used to drive my mother nuts.”
 
   Dallas stopped kneading his dough. “Your mother? I thought you said you couldn’t remember much about your mother?”
 
   Gwen froze for a moment and Dallas noted the flash of alarm in her eyes. “Yeah, well, I remember some things…mostly about bringing home animals to her before she died.”
 
   “And what did Ed say about your animals?” Dallas asked as he went back to kneading his dough.
 
   Gwen grimaced with obvious disgust. “That man never knew I existed half of the time. As long as he never had to see or smell my animals, he didn’t care what I did.”
 
   Dallas eyed her leaning against the counter and sipping her coffee. “I did not get that impression the other day. I thought he was very involved in your childhood.”
 
   “Involved? Let’s face it. I was female, and without my mother around to tell him what to do, Ed was lost. He left me to figure out things on my own for most of my life.”
 
   “Lance told me you two were close,” Dallas countered.
 
   “Lance isn’t exactly a man who has a hell of a lot of experience with kids. He’s not an authority on my relationship with my father.”
 
   “No, but he had a pretty good relationship with his niece, and he saw how Bill Beauvoir raised Nicci. He knows a good father-daughter relationship when he sees one.”
 
   Gwen turned to the pantry. “I’m going to take some bread and feed it to the fish. I’ll bet they’re starving.”
 
   Dallas stopped kneading the dough and zeroed his dark blue eyes on Gwen. “Why do you always do that? You abruptly change the subject when things get a little too close for comfort.”
 
   Gwen waved a casual hand about in the air. “You’re exaggerating. I didn’t change the subject. I just wanted to—”
 
   “I know what you wanted to say,” Dallas interrupted. “And I’m not a fool, Gwen. There are quite a few things that don’t add up with you. When Lance comes over today, maybe the three of us should sit down and talk about all of these inconsistencies.”
 
   Gwen slammed her coffee mug down on the counter. “Lance is coming here?”
 
   “He’s bringing over fish food for you. Seems Carl’s regular guy was told to stop coming since we’re here. So you can take over the fish feeding duties.”
 
   “Good,” she said as she rubbed her hands together. “Let me know when lunch is ready.” She nodded at the dough. “I can’t wait to give your pizza a try.” She hurried out of the kitchen.
 
   Dallas felt the suspicious hairs on the back of his neck stand up. The woman’s sudden change in demeanor was more than a bit alarming. Sooner than later he had to get to the bottom of whatever it was that Gwen Marsh was keeping from Carl Bordonaro. Things just never seemed to add up with Gwen and the discrepancies were starting to annoy him. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear she was trying too hard to be someone other than herself. Which made him wonder; who was the real Gwen Marsh, hiding behind all of the lies?
 
   ***
 
   It was well after four in the afternoon when Lance showed up at the front door to Carl Bordonaro’s French Quarter mansion. He was dressed in a tailored dark blue suit and gray silk tie. His green eyes lit up when he saw Dallas standing in the doorway.
 
   He nodded his head casually to the street. “How long have the Hardy Boys been here?”
 
   Dallas spied the black Crown Victoria parked behind his red Mercedes. “They followed us over yesterday from across the lake.” Lance stepped inside the door. “It’s a good thing you showed up when you did. I think Gwen is beginning to obsess about the fish,” Dallas told him as he shut the front door.
 
   Lance held up a small white bag. “Here’s the food. One can in there is for the koi in the pond and the other is for the aquarium in the study.” Lance took in the grand foyer. “Where’s Gwen?”
 
   “By the koi pond feeding bread to the fish.” Dallas set the alarm by the door. “She’s been complaining about being cooped up in the place, and has been pacing the hallways most of the day,” he added.
 
   “Pacing?” Lance frowned. “That doesn’t sound like Gwen. I know it must be driving her crazy not to be around her horses, but Gwen has always been an easy going kinda broad.” He pointed to the bandage on Dallas’s left index finger. “What happened?”
 
   Dallas looked down at his finger and smiled. “Long story.”
 
   His green eyes grew serious as he looked at Dallas. “Is there somewhere we can talk?”
 
   Dallas nodded, sensing his concern. “We can use the study.”
 
   The two men walked through the foyer and down the hallway until they came to Carl’s study. Once inside of the room, Lance shut the door behind them. When he turned to Dallas, his eyes became uncharacteristically somber.
 
   “The jury will be handed the Robertson case after closing arguments tomorrow. It’s all over the news.”
 
   Dallas rubbed his hand along the back of his neck. “That was fast. I thought we had at least another week.”
 
   “The defense didn’t present much of a case. So they either didn’t have a defense or—”
 
   “They got to the jury,” Dallas said, finishing the sentence for him. “I thought this was a done deal with Ed Pioth testifying for the feds.”
 
   Lance nodded as he sighted the saltwater aquarium to his left. “So did everyone else in the city. Maybe Darryl Robertson has one more ace up his sleeve. If he gets off, Gwen and her father might have to leave town for a while.”
 
   Lance went over to the fish tank and tapped on the glass with his fingers.
 
   “Gwen won’t like hearing that,” Dallas confided.
 
   Lance turned to him. “Maybe you shouldn’t say anything to her until the jury reads their verdict. Carl is still pretty confident Robertson will be found guilty.” He held up his hand to stop Dallas’s interrogation. “Don’t ask me why he is confident. I didn’t ask him and I don’t want to know. The last thing I need to be involved in is a jury tampering investigation.”
 
   “Any idea where Gwen and her father will go if the verdict is not guilty?”
 
   Lance shook his head as he walked back to Dallas. “I’ll leave that detail up to Carl. He’s the master puppeteer of this situation.” Lance clapped his hand over Dallas’s shoulder. “David sends his regards and a thank you for the heads up about the feds. He had no idea they were following him so closely.”
 
   “Neither did I. Makes me wonder what they have on me.”
 
   Lance furrowed his wide brow with concern. “You think you’re being watched?”
 
   “My contact knew all about the switch we made between Nicci and the dead Jenny Ryan. He also knew David Alexander was alive and living as Dan Goldvarg. My question is why would they be keeping tabs on all of that?”
 
   “Who knows?” Lance rolled his green eyes. “And who cares? I’m sure I have come under their radar more than once, but they have never approached me. And I’m sure they will steer clear of Nicci and David as well, especially now that David is done with Simon La Roy and his organization.”
 
   “Not on paper,” Dallas reminded him. “Dan Goldvarg is still Simon La Roy’s heir, and technically the owner of his organization.”
 
   “Yes, but everyone knows you’re in charge of Simon’s operations now,” Lance clarified.
 
   Dallas nodded to the door to the study. “Not everyone. Gwen still thinks I’m a bodyguard hired by Carl. And she knows about me and Nicci living together, but don’t bring it up all the same.”
 
   Lance held up three fingers with his right hand. “I won’t. Scout’s honor.”
 
   “When were you ever in the Boy Scouts?” Dallas scoffed.
 
   Lance placed his hand over his heart. “Not the Boy Scouts. I was a fan of the Girl Scouts when I was a boy. I used to attend all their meetings because I wanted to get my hands on Louise Walters.”
 
   “And how did that work out for you?” Dallas asked, always amazed at Lance’s propensity for mischief.
 
   Lance grinned. “I was twelve and she was a mature fourteen. That was the best camping trip of my life.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “Thank you, Lance. I’ll never look at camping the same way again.”
 
   Lance headed for the study door. “If you go, I can highly recommend Louise Walters as a tentmate. She still works down on Bourbon Street as a stripper. Maybe we should give her a call and see if she’s available.”
 
   Dallas followed him to the door. “Maybe we should just go and find Gwen.”
 
   Lance opened the door and held up the white bag still in his left hand. “Yes, I’m sure she is anxiously awaiting her fish food. Surprised she didn’t cook them up a magnificent vegetarian feast by now.”
 
   Dallas followed him into the hall. “Gwen hasn’t cooked a thing since I’ve been with her. I’m the one who has been doing all the cooking.”
 
   “And how do you like cooking for a vegetarian? I heard Gwen is quite picky about what she will eat and—”
 
   Dallas grabbed his arm and spun him around. “Gwen is a vegetarian?”
 
   Lance shrugged and looked down at Dallas’s hand on his arm. “Yeah.” he shrugged. “Been one for years.”
 
   Dallas let go of his arm.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Lance inquired, starring at Dallas.
 
   “Perhaps you can tell me,” Dallas muttered as he headed quickly down the hall, determined to find Gwen.
 
   When they arrived on the back patio, Gwen wasn’t there. They searched the media room, gym, and kitchen on the first floor. Dallas was about to drag Lance up the stairs, when Lance stopped him.
 
   “Look, I don’t know what is going on with you two, and it’s none of my business.” He handed Dallas the white bag of fish food. “Give that to Gwen when you find her and tell her there are instructions in the bag for feeding the different fish.” He took a step back from Dallas.
 
   “Lance, something isn’t right here. You said Gwen was a vegetarian. But yesterday she ate chicken cacciatore. The woman I have spent the past few days with is not a vegetarian.”
 
   Lance shrugged. “Maybe she has changed her eating habits since the last time we met. What difference does it make? I’ve got to get going,” Lance insisted as he started for the front door. “Come on, walk me out,” he urged as he waved at Dallas.
 
   Dallas followed Lance into the foyer. When they reached the dark mahogany front door, Lance turned to Dallas.
 
   “Keep your phone with you. I’ll call you when I get word of a jury decision.” Lance waited as Dallas punched the code into the keypad by the door.
 
   “Thanks for the heads up, Lance.”
 
   “And can I give you a word of advice?” Lance paused and grinned at Dallas. “Sleep with Gwen. The woman is getting to you. It’s written all over your face.”
 
   Lance sauntered down the front walkway, making sure he waved to the federal agents as he passed their car on the sidewalk.
 
   Dallas closed the door, set the security code, and immediately headed back across the foyer to the stairs. Outside of Gwen’s bedroom, Dallas knocked on the door, but there was no answer. He turned the doorknob and stepped inside.
 
   He heard the water running from the shower in her bathroom and tossed the white bag on the bed.
 
   A short while later Gwen emerged from the bathroom, draped only in a towel. When she saw Dallas sitting on her bed, she jumped.
 
   “What are you doing in here?” she cried out.
 
   Dallas noticed the Glock in Gwen’s hand. He nodded to the gun. “I didn’t realize you brought your gun with you.”
 
   She looked down at the gun. “I put it in my purse. After the other night, I didn’t want to leave it at the house.”
 
   “Do you always shower with a gun?” he calmly asked.
 
   “I’m nervous and this helps,” she said, placing the gun on the nightstand next to her. “Why are you in here, Dallas?”
 
   He motioned to the white bag on the bed beside him. “Lance brought the fish food. We were looking all over the house for you.”
 
   “I got splashed a couple of times when I was trying to feed bread crumbs to the koi. I was covered in pond water and had to take a shower. I didn’t realize Lance was here.”
 
   Dallas let his eyes linger on her body. “He was here, but he had to go. He was disappointed he didn’t get to see you though.” He stood up from the bed. “Odd, you felt the need for a shower right when Lance was here. After all of the time you have spent around horses, I’m surprised that being splashed by a few fish would even bother you.”
 
   She nervously checked her towel. “I don’t need to explain my reasons for needing a shower to you. Why are you being so suspicious?”
 
   “Suspicious? Let’s just say a lot of thing s about you don’t add up. For instance, Lance just happened to mention that the Gwen Marsh he knows is a vegetarian. Any particular reason why the Gwen Marsh I have been living with for the past few days isn’t a vegetarian?”
 
   Gwen’s face remained unchanged and her eyes never wavered from his. “I was a vegetarian. But a few months back I started having issues with anemia, and Doug told me I needed to start eating meat again. What difference would any of that make to you?”
 
   Dallas slowly came up to her. “I get the distinct impression you are lying to me. The more I hear from Lance about who Gwen Marsh is, the less you appear to be Gwen Marsh. Now is there something you want to tell me?”
 
   Gwen’s jaw fell as she placed her hands on her hips. “Lance Beauvoir is an idiot! Did he tell you that he also hit on me and I turned him down?”
 
   Dallas nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “Did he just happen to mention that after I turned him down he started telling everyone in town that I was a lesbian? When word got back to Doug, he threatened to have Lance neutered if he ever embarrassed me like that again.”
 
   “No, he forgot to tell me about that,” Dallas admitted. “But it sounds like something Lance would do.”
 
   “And still you stand here and question me about the insignificant ramblings of a man whose only goal in life is to have sex with more women than Hugh Heffner.”
 
   “Lance is a notorious playboy, I will grant you that. But I have worked with him enough in the past to know I can trust what he tells me.”
 
   Gwen threw her hands in the air. “So you think you can trust him more than me. Is that it?”
 
   “I know Lance. You I’m still trying to figure out.”
 
   “Oh, and was kissing me supposed to help you figure me out? Or was that strictly for entertainment purposes?”
 
   Dallas grinned. “Wanting you is not the same as knowing you.”
 
   Her pale face turned a lovely shade of crimson as her blue-green eyes grew in size. “But wanting me has got nothing to do with getting to know me in your book. It’s just sex, right…a quick roll in the sack to pass the time. Once the assignment is over you’ll head back to your empty existence in New York and forget all about me.”
 
   “It’s not an empty existence,” he defended.
 
   Gwen waved her hand down his body. “Jesus Christ, look at you! Of course it’s an empty existence. I’ve never met anyone so hollow inside. You walk around with a perpetual scowl on your face, looking for the slightest bit of deception in everyone.”
 
   Dallas felt his blood begin to simmer. “Stop turning every conversation I start about you into a litany of my faults. You always do that. You skew everything around so we end up talking about me and not you,” he said, raising his voice. “I don’t have to explain myself to you.”
 
   Gwen folded her arms across her chest as the redness receded from her cheeks. “Whoever she was, she’s not worth this. There are many ways to die, but allowing someone to kill you from the inside out is probably the most pathetic.”
 
   Dallas clenched his fists. “You know nothing about me, Gwen,” he growled.
 
   “I know a hell of a lot more about you than you think.” She turned around and walked back into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Dallas tried to avoid Gwen for the rest of the evening. He spent most of his time in Carl’s study, hovering close to the bar. He hated to admit it, but Lance was right. The woman had gotten to him, and her words from earlier in the day still stung as he lifted his third glass of Stoli and soda to his lips. As he sat in a leather chair, staring out a round window that overlooked the back patio, he thought about Gwen.
 
   Not being able to understand the woman was eating at him. He had always prided himself on his ability to read people like a book, find their weaknesses, and get what he needed out of them. But Gwen was different. It was as if she were able to read his thoughts, and then cut him off at the knees.
 
   He got up from his chair and walked to the bar. He put his glass down on the black granite counter top and was about to reach for the bottle of Stoli, when he heard the door to the study open.
 
   “I was wondering where you had disappeared to,” Gwen commented from the doorway.
 
   Dallas did not turn to acknowledge her. He picked up the bottle of vodka and poured himself another drink.
 
   “How many is that now?” she asked.
 
   He put the bottle down on the bar. “Does it matter?”
 
   “You won’t be very good to me as a bodyguard if you’re drunk.”
 
   Dallas finally turned and looked her in the eye. “Takes a hell of a lot to get me drunk, sweetheart.”
 
   Gwen raised her eyebrows as she slowly entered the room. “Sweetheart? Now I know you’re under the influence. That’s the first endearment you’ve said to me since we met.”
 
   He picked up his glass and held it in his hands as he rested his hip against the bar. “Well, you may not have to put up with me for much longer. When Lance was here he told me that the jury is going to get the Robertson case after closing arguments tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow? That fast. I thought it would take at least another week for the defense—”
 
   “There was no defense,” Dallas stated, silencing her. “Lance said the defense barely presented a case. So they either have no case or they know something that the rest of us don’t. Either way, looks like you’ll be free of me a lot sooner than expected.”
 
   He went back to his chair and sat down. Dallas turned his attention to the waterfall outside his window, wanting to avoid Gwen’s intrusive eyes.
 
   “So I guess you’re pretty happy about the early reprieve,” she commented.
 
   Dallas lifted his glass to his lips. “As are you.”
 
   Gwen slowly made her way across the room to his chair. “But I’m not the one celebrating.” She eased her figure in front of his line of sight. “I know I haven’t been the easiest creature in the world to deal with.”
 
   “No argument here,” he said, peering down into his glass.
 
   “And I’m sorry about attacking you earlier.” She lowered her head slightly. Her silky blond hair fell around her slender face. “But I was upset that you would believe Lance instead of me. He’s not one of my favorite people, and that you trusted him more than me…hurt.”
 
   Dallas took another sip from his drink. “I don’t see the point in rehashing that subject again.”
 
   She took the glass from his hand. “You drink when you’re frustrated, don’t you, Dallas?”
 
   “I’m getting really tired of your in-depth analysis of my emotions, Gwen.” He stood from the chair and grabbed for his drink
 
   But Gwen took a step back from him, holding the glass just out of his reach. As Dallas took another move toward her, Gwen stepped back again. He made another step, and then another, but each time Gwen backed away from him. Dallas increased the speed of his advance until Gwen found her withdrawal halted by the bar behind her. With one last look of defiance, she turned and dumped his drink in the sink behind the bar.
 
   “You.…” Dallas growled as he finally reached her.
 
   He set his hands on the bar behind her, trapping her in his arms. “You like playing games with me. I think you’ve been playing games with me since the moment I first laid eyes on you.”
 
   “And I have felt like you have been manipulating me since I saw you getting out of that silly red Mercedes.”
 
   Dallas moved his body closer to her. He suggestively pressed his hips into her as he smelled her jasmine-scented hair. The glass in her hand dropped on to the counter with a clank. Gwen ran her hands up his arms as her hot breath teased the skin along the base of his neck.
 
   “So what are we going to do about this?” he asked.
 
   “What would you suggest?” She lifted her head to him.
 
   “A truce,” Dallas offered.
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “One night,” he answered and lowered his head to her.
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   His lips were poised over hers. “Let me know what you decide.”
 
   She placed her arms about his neck “I’ll tell you…in the morning ”
 
   Dallas closed his mouth over hers and pulled her into his arms.
 
   He ran his hands along her waist and hips, until he found his way to her round bottom. He grabbed at her buttocks and lifted her onto the bar.
 
   She hurriedly began pulling at the buttons on his shirt as Dallas tempted her neck with kisses. After wrestling his shirt open, Gwen kissed the smooth skin on his chest, and then she took his right nipple in her mouth and bit down hard.
 
   Dallas groaned into her hair as she started undoing the zipper on his jeans. He picked her up from the bar and carried her to the red, oval throw rug in the center of the room. As he laid her down on the soft rug, he tenderly kissed around the bandage on her upper left arm.
 
   “Maybe we should go upstairs,” Gwen murmured against his neck.
 
   Dallas pulled her T-shirt over her head. “I don’t think I want to wait.”
 
   She placed her hands over his swollen crotch. “Neither do I.”
 
   She was easing his jeans over his firm backside when the doorbell rang.
 
   Dallas immediately sat up. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
 
   Gwen laughed into his chest. “I’ll bet it’s Lance with more fish food.”
 
   Dallas got up from the floor and pulled up his jeans. “I better get it. You go upstairs.” He held out his hand and lifted her from the floor. “I’ll get rid of whoever it is,” he assured her.
 
   “I’ll be waiting in my bed,” she whispered to him.
 
   Dallas grinned at her. “You do that.”
 
   Gwen picked up her shirt from the floor and scurried out of the room.
 
   Running his hands over his face, Dallas took a moment to collect himself. As he headed for the door, he began buttoning up his shirt.
 
   When he reached the front door, he punched in the security code.
 
   “What did you forget—” he began as he opened the door, but stopped when he saw Agent Al Brewster standing beyond the doorway.
 
   “We saw Lance Beauvoir leaving here earlier. I expect he told you about the trial,” Brewster said as he focused his dark eyes on Dallas.
 
   “Lance also brought fish food, but I guess you knew that already.”
 
   Brewster grinned, but still somehow managed to look unamused. “Once that verdict is read, our protection of Ms. Marsh ceases. I just wanted to make sure she is prepared for the consequences if the verdict is not guilty.”
 
   “She knows the ramifications, Brewster.” He paused for a moment. “You didn’t knock on this door just to tell me that.”
 
   Brewster reached into his jacket and pulled his Sig Sauer P226 from its holster. He pointed the gun in Dallas’s face.
 
   Dallas slowly raised his hands. “I’m pretty sure Gwen won’t agree to your terms even with that,” he calmly advised as he nodded to the gun.
 
   Brewster slipped inside the door and quickly glanced over his shoulder at the street outside. He shut the door behind him and waved the gun at the keypad.
 
   “Punch in the code. And don’t do anything stupid, or I’ll shoot you right here,” Brewster ordered.
 
   Dallas thought about punching in the wrong code, and then he remembered Gwen. If he did that and the alarm went off, Brewster would surely shoot him and eventually Gwen. He cursed Lance for not showing him the intricacies of the alarm system. He figured something this detailed had to have some sort of panic code or button, but he could not chance experimenting with the security as long as Brewster was in the house.
 
   Dallas punched in the code. “And what are you going to do? Kill us? Is that what Dan Wilbur ordered you to do?”
 
   Brewster avidly watched Dallas’s every move. “Not quite,” he replied. “I’m not here on Bureau business. Robertson wants to make sure he has some insurance to turn the trial his way. I take the girl and her old man recants his testimony. Then the trial gets thrown out, no matter what the jury decides.”
 
   Dallas felt his gut twist in disgust. “So you’ve been working for Robertson,” he reasoned. “How long has this been going on?”
 
   “Since I discovered that retiring on a government pension wasn’t going to be quite enough for me. Robertson has always had his fingers in this operation.”
 
   “And your partner, Crawford? Is he in on the deal?”
 
   Brewster inspected the control panel and saw the green light shining. “I’ve already taken care of Crawford. Once I have the girl, I’ll bring his body inside and leave it next to yours. That should give the local police something to wonder about for a few days.”
 
   While keeping his gun aimed at Dallas, Brewster ran his hands lightly over Dallas’s jeans, frisking him. He stepped back from Dallas and motioned to the foyer.
 
   “Now, lets go and find Gwen. Make sure you keep your hands where I can see them, August.”
 
   Dallas kept his hands raised in front of him as he moved into the grand foyer. “I hope what Robertson is paying you is enough for all of the problems you’re creating for yourself. Dan Wilbur will hunt you down to the ends of the earth to clear his name.”
 
   “Dan Wilbur is a pencil-pushing geek that hasn’t stepped out of his office in ten years. I know about you and his dead sister. I checked into you, August, as soon as you showed up at Gwen’s. Dan filled me in on the rest. I’ve got to hand it you though. When he told me about you and Nicci Beauvoir, I was impressed. Shame it didn’t work out.”
 
   Dallas approached the curved mahogany staircase. “If you know about Nicci, then you know what I do, and who hired me.” Dallas stopped and slowly turned to face him.
 
   Brewster raised the gun slightly higher, keeping his aim on Dallas. “Carl Bordonaro is not my concern. One hired thug is the same as any other to that man. And I seriously doubt he’ll be too sad to hear about Gwen’s abduction either. Bordonaro will do whatever he can to save his little empire. And if that means forming an alliance with Robertson and turning on his friend Ed Pioth, then I’m sure he’ll be happy to do it.”
 
   “And what about Robertson turning on you? You don’t think he will give you to Bordonaro as a peace offering? Any way you write this, Brewster, you’re going to die in the end.”
 
   “They’ll have to find me first.” He looked up the stairs. “Where’s the girl?”
 
   Dallas lowered his hands and placed them behind his back. “I don’t know. It’s a big house and Gwen is the restless sort. She never sits still.”
 
   Brewster squinted his deep brown eyes at Dallas as if trying to figure out if he was lying or telling the truth. “We’ll start a sweep upstairs and then go through the first floor,” he said, waving Dallas up the stairs with his gun.
 
   As he started up the steps, Dallas thought of every scenario he could for keeping Gwen safe. He had to find some way to warn her.
 
   They stepped on to the second floor landing together. Dallas slowly walked over to the first bedroom door to his left. Hoping to buy some time, he figured he could go through the three bedrooms down the hall to his left before he approached Gwen’s room.
 
   Dallas opened the first bedroom door and stepped inside. He moved over to the bed as Brewster came into the room. After checking the bedroom and adjoining bathroom, Brewster turned Dallas.
 
   “How many bedrooms?” he asked.
 
   Dallas shrugged. “Five on the second floor. There’s a billiard room on the third floor.”
 
   Brewster placed his gun right under Dallas’s chin. “And where are the two of you staying?”
 
   “Two main bedrooms off to the right of the stairs,” Dallas replied.
 
   “Two bedrooms? What’s the matter, August, losing your touch with the ladies?”
 
   “She’s a job, Brewster. Just a job.”
 
   Brewster lowered the gun from his chin. “From what I have heard, it doesn’t matter if they’re a job or not to you.” He motioned to the door with the gun.
 
   Dallas walked out of the room and waited by the door for Brewster. When the agent stepped into the hall, Dallas slammed the bedroom door closed.
 
   Brewster spun around and pointed the gun at his head.
 
   “Sorry. Just a little jumpy,” Dallas told him.
 
   “Or trying to warn the girl,” Brewster reasoned. He kept his gun pointed at Dallas’s head as he pushed him down the hall. “Take me to her room first, and don’t do anything like that again. Next time I will kill you.”
 
   “Surprised you haven’t done so already,” Dallas stated as he kept his eyes on the plush burgundy carpet beneath his feet.
 
   “You in a rush to die, August?”
 
   Dallas slowly walked across the landing toward his bedroom door. “No, are you?”
 
   Brewster shoved the gun into Dallas’s back. “Just take me to Gwen’s bedroom.”
 
   Dallas stopped in front of his bedroom door. He took a breath and reached for the door handle. He felt the tip of the gun press into the back of his skull.
 
   “Nice and easy or I’ll put a bullet in your head,” Brewster hissed behind him.
 
   Dallas opened the door and Brewster pushed him inside. When Brewster walked in, his dark eyes eagerly scanned the blue bedroom.
 
   “Where is she?” he snarled.
 
   Dallas gazed casually about the room. “Obviously not here,” he answered.
 
   Brewster stepped over to a chest of drawers. He lifted a man’s pair of white briefs from the top drawer. After tossing the underwear back into the drawer, Brewster stormed over to Dallas. Without warning, he lifted the gun and brought it down hard against the right side of Dallas’s face.
 
   As soon as the impact of the blow hit him, Dallas’s vision went black. He felt his body falling to the floor and when he hit the ground his vision returned. He lay sprawled on the floor for a few moments, stunned. As he started pushing himself up from the ground, Brewster placed his foot on the side of Dallas’s neck and smashed him back against the floor.
 
   “I told you not to do anything stupid,” Brewster barked.
 
   Dallas tasted blood in his mouth as he fought against the blackness closing in around him. The weight of the man’s foot was cutting off his air and he knew that if he didn’t do something soon, he would pass out and Gwen would be as good as dead.
 
   He reached his hand underneath the sole of Brewster’s black leather shoe and pushed with all of his might to send the man off balance. As soon as his neck was free, he gasped for breath as he tried to get up, but the wave of dizziness that hit him as he struggled to his feet was overwhelming. As he fought to gain his balance, Brewster slammed his shoulder into Dallas and sent him hurtling into the wall. Dallas hit the wall with a thud. After his body settled on the floor, he could not help but grin. The wall where he landed was next to Gwen’s room. Dallas prayed she heard the commotion and would know what to do.
 
   “You’re one dumb son of a bitch,” Brewster pronounced. “I’m in charge. I’ve got the gun, August.”
 
   Dallas wiped the blood from the side of his mouth. “A gun doesn’t make you in charge, Brewster; that’s one of the first things they teach you at the academy. Never assume that because you have a weapon, you have the advantage.”
 
   Dallas slowly rose from the floor. A sharp pain came barreling up from his side. He pressed his hand into his left shoulder, but nothing felt broken or out of place. He swayed slightly on his feet.
 
   “Look at you,” Brewster said, pointing the gun at Dallas. “You can’t even stand up straight. What are you going to do?”
 
   Instantly, Dallas leapt from his spot against the wall and went after Brewster. Dallas drove his elbow into the man’s ribs, sending him to the ground. As he hit the floor, the gun fired in the agent’s hand. Dallas reached for the gun. He used every ounce of strength available to keep Brewster from turning the gun on him. Dallas felt a blow to his face as his opponent lashed out with his left hand.
 
   Dallas was thrown off balance and fell to the side. Brewster used the opportunity to get out from under Dallas and free his right hand, still holding on to his gun.
 
   Brewster was on his knees beside Dallas, pointing the gun at him. “You’ve outworn your usefulness,” he mumbled
 
   “I’d think twice about that, Brewster,” a woman’s voice advised from the door.
 
   Dallas careened his head around to see Gwen, standing in the doorway with her legs spread apart, and her Glock pointed directly at Brewster’s head.
 
   “What? You’re going to shoot me?” He nodded to Dallas. “He’s the one working for Robertson. I’m here to save you. We just found out about the guy. He’s supposed to kill you after the trial is over—you and your father.”
 
   “Gwen,” Dallas called out to her, his voice hoarse and scratchy. “If I’d wanted to kill you…”
 
   Gwen smirked. “I’d be dead already.”
 
   Brewster turned his gun on Gwen, but before he could pull the trigger the roar of a single gunshot filled the bedroom. Brewster was thrown back and hit the ground with a loud thud. A few seconds later Dallas struggled to his feet, and then he saw Brewster lying on the floor with a bullet wound in the middle of his forehead. He checked for a pulse and removed the Sig Sauer from the dead man’s hand. Dallas turned and saw Gwen still standing in the doorway.
 
   “He’s dead?” she calmly asked, lowering her gun.
 
   Dallas nodded. “Are you all right?”
 
   She took in a breath and walked over to him. “Fine,” she whispered. She examined the large discoloration on Dallas’s right cheek as she wiped the blood away from his lip. “I’ll bet that hurts,” she remarked, nodding to his cheek.
 
   Dallas looked down at the gun in her right hand. “I wasn’t sure if you heard us.”
 
   “Oh, I heard you all right.” She turned her eyes back to the dead man. “What about Crawford?”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “I think Brewster may have killed him. He wanted you. You were to be the insurance policy to get your father to recant his testimony against Robertson.”
 
   “So Robertson bought off a federal agent sent to protect me?” She sighed. “There’s going to be hell to pay for this.”
 
   Dallas took the Glock from her hand. He noted how calm she seemed, like she had done this a dozen times before. In his experience, no one was ever “fine” after killing a man. There were usually panicked looks of terror, tears, hyperventilating, and a whole lot of shaking. But Gwen showed none of those hallmark signs of distress. She was as cool as a hit man taking out a mark.
 
   “You sure you’re all right?” He inspected her eyes once more. “Most people aren’t so together after killing someone.”
 
   “Yeah, well, not like it’s the first time I’ve watched someone die.” She quickly started for the door.
 
   “Watching someone die isn’t the same as pulling the trigger, Gwen.”
 
   She stepped into the hallway and glanced back at him. “That’s just semantics, Dallas. It doesn’t matter who pulls the trigger. Dead is dead.” She was about to turn toward her bedroom when she stopped, appearing lost in thought for a moment. “Any idea who we’re going to call about this?” she eventually asked.
 
   Dallas gave a heavy sigh as he glimpsed Brewster’s body on the floor. “I know who to call.”
 
   Gwen nodded to him. “I’ll get something for your face while you make the call.”
 
   As she disappeared down the hall, Dallas realized his initial instincts about the woman had been completely wrong. This was not some vulnerable, scarred, recluse wrapped up in her animals; this was a cold and calculating woman with nerves of steel. He wasn’t sure if he should be repulsed by that insight or turned on by it. Vulnerability in a woman was a quality most men admired, but then again, he preferred someone who could handle herself in tough situations. And Gwen Marsh had just proved, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that she could definitely take care of herself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Dallas waited patiently on Gwen’s bed for the party on the other end of his cell phone to pick up. After seven rings, a man’s irritated voice came through the speaker.
 
   “August,” Dan Wilbur grumbled. “This better be good. I was in the middle of dinner.”
 
   “Brewster’s dead. And I think Crawford may be to. I haven’t been out to the car to look yet. You might want to send a team out to Carl Bordonaro’s house to take care of the bodies.”
 
   “You and the girl okay?”
 
   “A bit bruised, but we’ll survive.”
 
   “So Brewster was my plant,” Dan Wilbur mused.
 
   Dallas shook his head. “You suspected all along. I should have known.” His body sank against the bed. “You could have said something to me, Dan.”
 
   “I knew Robertson had somebody on the inside, but I wasn’t sure who. When I was told you were brought on board, I figured I would find out sooner or later. You have a talent for bringing out the worst in people, August.”
 
   “I assume you don’t want the locals brought in on this,” Dallas asserted.
 
   “For Gods sake, no,” Dan roared. “The last thing I need is a federal investigation in New Orleans. That city has more problems than it knows how to deal with. I don’t need my office dragged through all that Katrina mud. I’ll have a crew come by and clean up.”
 
   “We’ll be here,” Dallas assured him.
 
   “And August, I would appreciate it if, after the verdict is read, you get the hell out of that city. Once we have Robertson behind bars, I need you to leave the girl to me.”
 
   “And what if the jury finds him not guilty?”
 
   Dan was silent for a moment. “Not to worry. Justice will prevail.” Dan Wilbur hung up the phone.
 
   Dallas placed his cell phone down on the bed beside him and winced. Every part of his body hurt. The right side of his face was throbbing and his left shoulder was sending shooting pains down his arm. He gently eased his body back on the bed and let out an uneasy breath. He had to keep it together for a little longer.
 
   Dallas closed his eyes, wanting just a few moments of rest. His mind raced with plausible explanations why he should not give in to his fatigue, but his body was winning the battle and before he knew it, he fell asleep.
 
   ***
 
   “Dallas,” a voice called out, snapping Dallas awake from his slumber.
 
   Dallas opened his eyes and discovered Gwen leaning over the bed. When he sat up he spied a bottle of peroxide and a package of gauze in one hand, and a bottle of Stoli in the other.
 
   “I must have dozed off. How long was I out?”
 
   “Not long,” she told him. “I went downstairs and got this.” Gwen handed him the bottle of Stolichnaya vodka. “I figured you could use it.”
 
   “Ah, the cavalry,” he quipped as he grabbed the bottle.
 
   He immediately took two long sips from the vodka. He grimaced slightly as the alcohol stung inside of his mouth.
 
   After Gwen put the bottle of peroxide and gauze down on the bed, she began tracing her fingers along the right side of his face. “What did he hit you with? The gun?” she asked, inspecting his swollen cheek.
 
   Dallas nodded. “Among other things.” He handed her the bottle of Stoli. “You sure you don’t need any?”
 
   She shook her head. “I found a bottle of Johnny Walker Red behind the bar.”
 
   “You were pretty good in there. Who taught you how to shoot like that?”
 
   Gwen unbuttoned his shirt. “Learning how to shoot was a requirement in my household,” she conceded, pushing the shirt over his injured shoulder.
 
   “The dead man next door was not some buck out in an open field, Gwen. Your shooting was accurate, deadly and showed exceptional skill.”
 
   Gwen snickered as her fingers ran over the contours of his injured shoulder. “It was a lucky shot, Dallas. Don’t read more into it than there is.”
 
   He reached for her hands and held them in front of him. “You can toss me around your kitchen like you’ve had extensive close combat training, handle a gun like a field agent, and kill a man without batting an eyelash.” He paused as his eyes examined her face. “Who in the hell are you?”
 
   She pulled her hands away from him. “You’ve met my father and have seen what kind of man he is. Is it any wonder I turned out to be the way I am?” She sat down on the bed next to him. “I’m not a shrinking violet afraid of confrontation or in need of a man to help take care of me. All of my life I have been trained to be self-sufficient and be able to protect myself in any situation. What you saw in there was years of what my father called ‘prep work’. He claimed he was getting me ready for all that life would throw at me.” She looked down at her hands. “But there were things my father neglected to teach me about. Like how to get along with people or have a relationship with another person.” She shook her head. “Who am I?” Gwen laughed and tossed back her head. “Hell, sometimes I don’t even know the answer to that question.”
 
   Dallas could understand her dilemma. He had been struggling with the same question for as long as he could remember.
 
   He patted her thigh. “In case I forget to say this latter, thank you for saving my ass.”
 
   Gwen nudged him with her shoulder. “Well, I’m a sucker for a fine ass.”
 
   Dallas leaned in closer to her ear. “Me too. I hope I’ll get to see more of yours later this evening.”
 
   Gwen stood from the bed. “I think you’re in no condition for any more exertion.”
 
   The loud chimes of the doorbell could be heard coming from downstairs.
 
   Dallas let out an exasperated sigh. “That was fast. Dan must have had a team close by.” He carefully pulled his shirt over his left shoulder. “Let me do the talking.”
 
   “And what if they want to talk to me? After all, I shot him?”
 
   Dallas slowly stood from the bed. “These people won’t ask, Gwen. They’re not interested in who shot him. They only want to make sure that he’s dead.”
 
   “There won’t be an investigation?”
 
   Dallas walked over to the door. “Brewster will be ruled a self-inflicted gunshot wound and Crawford will be reported as killed in the line of duty.”
 
   “How do you know that?” she questioned, following behind him.
 
   Dallas stopped in the doorway. “It’s what they always do when they find a leak. It sends a message to the people who were paying him. Every leak, every mole, every double agent when killed is labeled a suicide. It’s the ultimate badge of disgrace and the ultimate act of revenge.”
 
   “Revenge? I don’t understand.”
 
   “When I started at the FBI, I was taught that the ancient Romans compared the suicide of a soldier to desertion. There can be no greater humiliation than for a soldier to desert his post. In so doing, he disgraces his family and his name. His existence is wiped clean from the records and his life is basically voided from every archive, like he never existed.”
 
   Gwen placed her hand on his arm and gazed into his wintry eyes. “So is that what you do? Wipe everyone from your life, like they never existed.”
 
   The doorbell rang again.
 
   “Come on,” Dallas said as he headed into the hall. “We can’t keep the feds waiting.”
 
   ***
 
   It took almost two hours for the team of four men, dressed in nondescript dark suits, to clean up the scene. Brewster’s body and his gun were bagged, and the bloodstains on Dallas’s bedroom carpet were cleaned away. Crawford’s body was carefully removed under cover of darkness from the black Ford Crown Victoria parked in front of the house. Then the car was discretely hauled away by a tow truck. After the house had been wiped down, and Gwen’s gun had been completely cleaned, reloaded, and returned to her, the quiet crew of men walked out the front door.
 
   As Dallas punched the security code into the keypad, he felt Gwen’s hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Come on, we’d better see to your bruises,” she whispered against his cheek.
 
   Despite the ache of his body, Dallas felt his desire for her surge inside of him. He turned to her and placed his right hand under her chin. “I’ll be all right, Gwen.”
 
   Gwen abruptly pushed him away “Tomorrow you will feel a hell of a lot worse unless we take care of you tonight.”
 
   Dallas frowned, looking a bit confused. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Come on, I’ll show you.” Gwen took his hand and slowly led him toward the stairs.
 
   Once in her room, she walked into the bathroom, and returned a few seconds later, carrying a long white towel in her hand. “Take off your clothes and put this on,” she instructed, handing him the towel.
 
   Dallas took the towel from her. “I get the take off your clothes part, but why do I need this?” he questioned, nodding to the towel.
 
   “For once do as I say, Dallas. Trust me, you’ll enjoy this.”
 
   She unbuttoned his shirt and gently eased the fabric from around his shoulders.
 
   Dallas winced as he flexed his left shoulder back.
 
   Gwen noted his discomfort. “Admit it. You’re in no condition to hold a woman in your arms.”
 
   “I could try,” he insisted.
 
   Gwen reached for the fly on his jeans. “I think we would both want it to happen when we’re ready. And you’re definitely not ready.”
 
   After helping him out of his jeans and leaving him in his white briefs, Gwen wrapped the towel about his waist. She seated him on the edge of her bed and picked up a white jar from the nightstand next to her. Gwen applied a small amount of sweet smelling cream from the jar on to Dallas’s left shoulder.
 
   “Christ, that hurts,” he complained as she began working the cream into his bruised flesh.
 
   “I know, but it will help you.”
 
   “What is that?” He picked up the white jar she had placed on the bed beside him.
 
   “Yam cream,” she replied. She leaned over his left shoulder and rubbed the cream down along his tender ribs. “Best stuff in the world for bruises. It also has some feverfew and white willow bark in it for inflammation and pain.”
 
   He could feel the cream warming on his skin. “Where did you learn about this?”
 
   “When you ride horses you tend to get knocked about a bit. I’ve used this for years. It’s better than a shot of Stoli and two aspirin.”
 
   “And who do you get to rub the cream on you?”
 
   Gwen shook her head. “Never had the desire for anyone to do that for me,” she said as she took a step away from him.
 
   Dallas wrapped his right arm about her waist and pulled her back to him “Why not? You deserve someone who can make you happy.”
 
   “Do I? I’ve been wondering lately what exactly it is I deserve. Maybe this whole Robertson fiasco has made me realize that there are things I need to change in my life.”
 
   “What things?”
 
   She ran her hands down his back, working the cream into his muscles. “You told me yesterday that I shouldn’t keep secrets buried away inside of me. You kept asking me what I was hiding.” She paused and removed her hands from his back. “And I want you to know that you were right about me, Dallas. I am hiding something.”
 
   Dallas’s pulse quickened. He waited a few moments before he spoke, hoping to find the right words to encourage her to open up to him. “I want to help you, Gwen,” he began in a soothing tone of voice. “No matter what it is, I will promise to help you.” He paused as he gazed into her bright eyes. “What are you hiding?”
 
   “A promise I made to someone; someone who died,” she revealed.
 
   Dallas searched her face as he thought of how best to approach this. “Gwen, perhaps it’s time to let go of this promise. If it’s eating at you, maybe it’s best to relieve yourself of the burden.”
 
   “I know.” She nodded her head and took a seat on the bed next to him. “About two months ago, I was asked by a friend to help take care of someone. He was an older gentleman, dying of bone cancer. This man was in so much pain, and no one ever came to visit him in the hospital. He asked me to do something for him, and up until now I have been reluctant to even try. But I was thinking…I was hoping maybe this would be one of those secrets I carry around that I could unload on you.”
 
   Dallas put his good right arm about her shoulders. “I will do whatever you need me to do, Gwen.”
 
   Gwen abruptly stood from the bed and walked over to her brown leather purse, which was sitting on the mahogany dresser. She pulled something from her purse and when she came back to Dallas, Gwen placed a small gold key in his hand.
 
   “He gave me this. I know it’s a safe deposit box key, but I have no idea where it is located.”
 
   Dallas examined the key. “Do you know what’s in it?”
 
   She shook her head. “He never told me. He made me promise to give it to his family. It’s just that…I don’t know how to find them.”
 
   “What was this man’s name?”
 
   She took the key from Dallas. “Earl Yeager,” she answered.
 
   Gwen quickly returned the key to her purse.
 
   Dallas noticed Gwen slipping the gold key back into a corner pocket of her purse. He slowly stood from the bed and walked up behind her
 
   “I can try to find his family for you,” he told her. “When this is finished, I can try and track them down. All right?”
 
   “Thank you,” she said, turning to him. “Thank you for helping me.”
 
   Dallas ran his right hand up from her shoulder to her face. He traced the outline of her jaw with his finger and moved his body closer to hers. “I think that cream of yours is already working.”
 
   “Told you. That stuff is wonderful.” She gently pushed him away. “But I think you shouldn’t over do it.” She eyed her king-sized bed. “Why don’t you take my bed for the night? I doubt you’ll want to sleep in your room after everything that happened, and I can sleep on the floor next to the bed.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “No, I can find another room to sleep in.”
 
   Gwen sighed and rubbed her hands together. “I wish you would stay in here with me. I don’t want to…be alone tonight,” she whispered.
 
   Dallas nodded, comprehending her anxiety. He had seen it before during his days with the Bureau. There had been agents who would put on a brave face after a kill, only to be haunted by the events of the day when they settled into bed. Some people just took longer to register shock, but eventually Dallas knew it caught up with everyone.
 
   He looked to the bed. “It’s a big bed. We can share it, and I promise I will be a complete gentleman.”
 
   Gwen gave him a skeptical side-glance. “Have you ever been a complete gentleman?”
 
   Dallas shrugged. “I’ve had my moments.”
 
   “All right, Dallas. I guess we can give it a try.” Gwen gathered up her nightshirt from under her pillow and walked toward the bathroom door.
 
   “Hey, what about the rest of my bruises?”
 
   Gwen turned in the bathroom doorway to face him. “I think you can handle the rest without me.” She quietly closed the door.
 
   Dallas sat on the edge of the bed as the sweet smell of yams encircled him. He eyed her brown leather purse sitting on the dresser and toyed with the idea of taking the safety deposit box key. Dallas silently berated his impatience.
 
   “There’ll be time enough to disappoint her later,” he murmured.
 
   Dallas was suddenly tired…tired of all of the lies, manipulation, and intrigue. It seemed impossible to him that just eight months ago he had been living with Nicci in Connecticut and building boats with his Uncle Elliot. But then he had walked away from that life and had chosen to return to this world of deception, because he had missed the thrill of it all. At that moment, he wondered what thrill he could have been thinking of. Dallas had forgotten about this part: the lying. As a specialist you were only supposed to think about the job; the job was all that mattered. From this point on he had to think only of the job, and forget about the person he was about to destroy.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning, Dallas awoke to discover he was alone in the bed. He threw off the covers and when he stood on the cold floor, he immediately bent over in pain. His right jaw and cheek throbbed, his back and left hip ached, and his left shoulder was sending shockwaves of sharp pains down his arm and into his neck. While he was hunched over and debating about lying back down in the bed, he heard the shower running in the bathroom. Slowly, Dallas shuffled toward the bathroom door.
 
   He stepped into the bathroom and immediately spotted Gwen. Covered in a fluffy, white robe, she was standing in front of the shower stall and testing the water with her hand.
 
   “Nice robe,” he commented, rubbing his left shoulder.
 
   She pulled her hand from the running water and walked up to his side. “I found it in the bathroom closet.”
 
   Her round eyes carefully inspected his semi-naked body. He had a black and yellow bruise under his right eye and along his right cheekbone. His entire left shoulder, part of his left upper back, and all along his left upper ribs were also sporting black and blue patches.
 
   “You look like the other guy won,” she quipped as she came alongside of him and placed her arm about his waist.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked as she began guiding him toward the shower.
 
   “Getting you into a hot shower. You’re sore and the shower will help. Then I’ll put more of that yam cream on you. I promise you’ll feel much better.”
 
   Gwen helped him step out of his pajama bottoms. She tossed the pajamas aside and boldly explored his nude body with her blue-green eyes.
 
   “Care to join me?” Dallas whispered.
 
   Gwen slipped the white, fluffy robe from about her body and let it drop to the floor. “Someone’s got to help you scrub your back,” she added with a saucy grin.
 
   Dallas marveled at her slender waist, the swell of her small breasts, and her narrow hips. The color of her skin reminded him of sweet cream: pale, velvety, and delectable. He reached for her, longing to run his lips over every inch of her, but Gwen stayed his hands.
 
   She pushed him back into the shower. “Why don’t you leave everything to me?”
 
   When the hot water hit him, Dallas closed his eyes and reveled in the relief the heat instantly brought to his aching muscles
 
   “Now I’m going to show you something that I’m really good at,” Gwen said beside him.
 
   Dallas opened his eyes to see Gwen settling in next to him under the powerful jets of warm water. She turned him around and ran her hands over his sore left shoulder as the hot water beat down on his skin. She gently kneaded his neck and left shoulder with her agile fingers.
 
   “You’re killing me,” Dallas groaned, as her hands only seemed to increase his discomfort.
 
   “Relax,” she softly said to him. “Let me take care of you for a change.”
 
   Dallas tried to loosen up as her fingers manipulated his tender muscles. He remembered her naked body and longed to pull her into his arms, but as the hot water pulsated against his skin, he reconsidered his plans. Deciding to enjoy the moment, he let his mind empty as he surrendered to her skillful hands. For the first time in several months, Dallas August had finally found a few moments of peace.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Dressed only in his jeans, Dallas stood at the island cook top in the center of Carl’s gourmet kitchen cooking scrambled eggs. The clock on the microwave read a little after eleven as he added some chives and finely chopped green peppers to their breakfast.
 
   He could not help but smile as he thought of their morning in the shower together. Gwen was nothing like Nicci. He stopped in the middle of adding some Gruyere cheese to the eggs. Nicci. He realized he had not thought of her in some time. He had been so caught up in his assignment with Gwen that Nicci had not even entered his mind. Then he thought of the assignment and what Carl had hired him to do. He had the information Carl needed and the proof of a safety deposit box key to allay Carl’s concerns. All he had to do was take the key and leave. But he didn’t want to leave, not just yet.
 
   “How’s the shoulder?” Gwen inquired from the kitchen doorway.
 
   “Better,” he replied.
 
   “I fed the fish in the saltwater aquarium,” Gwen said as she walked into the kitchen, holding up a small can of fish food. She was dressed in jeans, and one of his long-sleeved shirts. “I think Lance got the instructions on the cans backwards. It seems like a lot of food to feed those fish,” she added as she placed the can on the counter next to Dallas.
 
   Dallas nodded at the can of fish food. “Do you want me to put that on your eggs?” he asked.
 
   Gwen frowned. “No.”
 
   “Then remove it from the counter,” he stated and pointed to the sink with his spatula. “Put it over there away from the food.
 
   “You don’t have pets do you?”
 
   “No, why?” He picked up a plate on the counter and started placing a portion of the scrambled eggs on it.
 
   “Because if you have kids or pets, things like fish food on the kitchen counter doesn’t really bother you.”
 
   “Coming from a woman who spends all her time in a barn, that comment doesn’t surprise me.” He took two plates filled with scrambled eggs to the kitchen table.
 
   “You ever been married?” she asked, making her way to the table.
 
   “No,” he stated.
 
   Gwen took a seat at the table. “Ever come close?”
 
   Dallas stepped over to the counter behind him and picked up some toast he had sitting on a plate. “No,” he told her.
 
   “What about Nicci Beauvoir?” She picked up a fork next to her plate. “There was a rumor that you two were going to get married.”
 
   Dallas nodded as he joined her at the table. “It was just a rumor.”
 
   Gwen tilted her head slightly to the side as she watched him pick up his fork and reach for a piece of toast. He took a precise slab of butter from the butter dish and spread it out evenly on his toast. She noted the meticulous way he held his fork and lifted a carefully selected measure of scrambled eggs to his mouth. After a certain amount of chewing, he took a bite from his toast.
 
   Gwen picked up a piece of toast in one hand and her fork in the other. She loaded the scrambled eggs on to her toast. Once the toast was overflowing with eggs, she folded it in half. Gwen then slapped the creation in the middle of Dallas’s plate.
 
   He sat back from his plate. “What did you do that for?”
 
   “Eat it,” she demanded as she waved to the scrambled egg sandwich on his plate.
 
   “Gwen, I have my own plate of food and I don’t want—”
 
   “Eat it that way, Dallas,” she ordered, cutting him off. “For once in your life, do something spontaneous, unplanned, and messy.”
 
   He glared at her. “And what is that supposed to prove? That I can choke back a meal like you?”
 
   “No,” Gwen replied as she took another piece of toast and piled it up with scrambled eggs from her plate. “It will prove that you can let yourself break free of those calculated, predetermined confines you live in.” She folded the bread over and took a bite out of her sandwich. She chewed up her food and swallowed it down. “I think you do what you do, because you keep your life so well-ordered that the only excitement you get is from going out on these jobs of yours. The danger is what excites you, but you’ve blinded yourself to the simple thrill of being alive.”
 
   “Stop it, Gwen. Stop trying to pry me open like a can of sardines. I promise you won’t like what you find.”
 
   She leaned in closer to him. “You need to let go Dallas, before you have nothing left to hold on to.”
 
   “You’d better take a good look at your life, Gwen, before you start handing out advice. You hide yourself away on that farm, for what? Because you are afraid of men, people, the world? At least I am living my life. What are you doing with yours?” He abruptly got up from the table.
 
   When he was about to pick up his plate Gwen reached for his hand, stopping him.
 
   “I’m sorry. I have no right to tell you how to live your life when I’m not doing such a bang up job with mine,” she conceded. “But I was just trying to prove a point, not ruin your breakfast.”
 
   Dallas scowled. “Congratulations, you at least accomplished half of your task.”
 
   He was about to turn away when she stood from her chair and eased her body up to his. “Don’t walk away angry because I was trying to help you.”
 
   “I don’t need your help, Gwen. I’ve made it just fine the way I am for the past thirty-eight years without your interference.”
 
   She ran her hand along his muscular chest and traced her finger down his flat stomach. “Yes, but you can’t spend another thirty-eight years being the way you are—unless you want to spend all of that time alone.”
 
   “You don’t know what I want or who I am, so stop trying to analyze everything I do.”
 
   She held up her hands. “All right, I’ll stop. But don’t think this conversation is over.”
 
   Dallas shook his head as he glimpsed at his plate. He picked up the sandwich she had slapped together for him and took a bite.
 
   Gwen smiled, happily. “See, you’re letting go.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “No, I’m getting indigestion.”
 
   She patted her hand against his flat stomach. “It’s a step.”
 
   Dallas placed the sandwich back on his plate as he observed the way Gwen’s nose crinkled when she made her funny smile. He was pleased that something as simple as taking a bite of her sandwich could make her happy. He quickly checked himself and realized that his emotions were interfering. He took a step back from her, picked up his plate, and took it to the sink.
 
   “You’d better see to the other fish after you finish eating. God knows we don’t want Carl Bordonaro pissed with us for killing off his pets. If you need me, I’ll be in the study.”
 
   Not waiting for her reply, Dallas exited the kitchen as fast as he could. He needed to get his mind off Gwen Marsh and stay focused on the task at hand. As soon as possible he had to get the hell out of the New Orleans before he found himself wanting to never leave again.
 
   ***
 
   After a late lunch, Dallas was at the kitchen table enjoying a cup of one of Carl’s specially imported coffee blends when his cell phone rang.
 
   “Any word?” he said into his phone.
 
   “They just came out with the verdict five minutes ago,” Lance answered over the phone speaker. “Guilty. The judge remanded Robertson into custody right away. It seems the feds think he’s a flight risk.”
 
   Dallas took in an uneasy breath. “Now what?”
 
   “I guess you can take Gwen back to her farm in the morning. The feds are pulling out as we speak.”
 
   “Their job is done. They don’t see any reason to stick around. Who is going to keep an eye on Ed and Gwen now? ”
 
   “Our mutual friend has already made arrangements for them to be looked after until the sentencing. He’s putting men around Ed’s house and will send two men to cover her place until Robertson is out of the picture.”
 
   “And what if Robertson orders someone to make a move on Gwen and her father from prison?”
 
   “Don’t worry, they’ll be protected. Your job is done, or at least our friend said he hopes it’s done. Did you get what he wanted?”
 
   “Yeah, I got it,” Dallas replied, looking down into his black coffee.
 
   “Then I’m sure he will be real appreciative,” Lance stated. “Any idea when you’ll be heading back to New York?”
 
   “I’ll make reservations as soon as I get back to Gwen’s. I‘ll let you know when I’ll be flying out.”
 
   “I’ll be waiting for your call. Have a good night, Dallas.” Lance paused and Dallas could almost hear him grinning on the other end of the line. “Enjoy yourself,” Lance added and then hung up the phone.
 
   Dallas looked down at his cell phone, shaking his head. He felt as if he were leaving in the middle of a job, not at the end of it. But his job was to get the information Carl wanted from Gwen. All that was left was to take the safety deposit key from her purse and hand it to Carl. Then he could walk away and forget about Gwen and New Orleans. But the steady burn he felt in his belly told him that was not quite true. On some level the woman had gotten to him. Maybe it was her looks or her personality, but there was something about Gwen Marsh that was very alluring.
 
   “Maybe she just doesn’t put up with your bullshit, August,” he said out loud as he tossed his cell phone on to the table.
 
   He was about to go in search of her when Gwen walked into the kitchen. She was still wearing his button down shirt from earlier that morning.
 
   “I thought I heard a phone ringing,” she remarked.
 
   “Lance called,” he informed her as he stood from the table. “Verdict came in a few minutes ago. They found Robertson guilty. The judge remanded him into custody right after the trial,” he added as he picked up his coffee mug.
 
   “So I can go home?”
 
   Dallas nodded. “We can go first thing in the morning.”
 
   “Why not now?”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “Can I at least finish my coffee?”
 
   Gwen smiled. “I want to get back and check on Rotolo.”
 
   Dallas walked over to the sink. “Go and pack.”
 
   Gwen quickly turned and headed for the doorway. “And when we get back, you can cook a celebratory meal. In the morning, I’ll teach you how to ride.” She turned back to him. “I figured you don’t know how since you never asked to get on one of my horses. We can spend the next few days—”
 
   “Gwen,” Dallas cut in as he stood by the sink. “I’m not going to be able to stay. My job is done. The trial is over and it’s time for me to get back to New York. I’m going to try and get a flight out tomorrow.”
 
   “Oh.” The smile fell from her face. “Of course. I understand. You’ve got to get back.” She turned to go, but Dallas caught up to her as she stepped into the hallway.
 
   “Gwen, don’t do this. Don’t walk away angry.”
 
   She backed away from him. “I’m not angry. I just feel silly, I guess. I forgot about who you are for a moment. I’m sorry.” She gave him a curt nod of the head. “I understand the situation completely, Dallas. I’m under no romantic delusions about us.”
 
   “I don’t want you—”
 
   “Let’s just leave it where it is, shall we?” she interrupted. “No false words of praise or heartfelt feelings of regret.” She turned from him. “I’ll just go and pack,” she said over her shoulder as she headed down the hallway.
 
   Dallas went back to the sink and poured out his coffee. His eyes caught sight of his reflection in the stainless walk-in refrigerator across the room. He felt a sudden wave of revulsion for the man he saw before him. After Nicci, he thought he could return to this life, but as he looked at the tall, lean man with the cold eyes staring back at him, he realized that he wasn’t the same anymore. Dallas was no longer immune from his emotions, and he wondered if he could ever be the same cold bastard he used to be. Turning away from his image, he started across the kitchen. The first assignment after Nicci was probably going to be the toughest. It would be easier next time. And that was the mantra he repeated to himself as he headed up the stairs to his bedroom.
 
   ***
 
   When they pulled into Gwen’s front gate the sun was just setting below the horizon. The red, orange, and blue in the expansive sky above welcomed them back to the open country.
 
   Dallas had not even put the car into park before Gwen was out the passenger side door of the Mercedes and across the clearing to the red barn. He toyed with the idea of going after her, but then he had to remind himself that the job was done. On the passenger seat next to him, Dallas spied Gwen’s purse. He turned to make sure Gwen was still walking toward the barn, then he reached for her purse and started going through it. He pulled the Glock out and put the gun on the seat next to him. After he pulled out her wallet and keys, he began going through the little compartments that always seemed to fill a woman’s purse.
 
   Then through the growing darkness, he heard a piercing scream coming from the barn.
 
   Dallas grabbed the Glock and bolted from the car.
 
   As he cautiously stepped through the front barn doors, he heard Gwen crying from one of the stalls. He lifted the gun and made his way down the dark aisle, hugging the stall doors as he went.
 
   When he reached her stall, he saw Rotolo lying dead on the ground
 
   “Those bastards,” Gwen growled from the corner of the stall. “I told them what to do before we left. I explained everything he needed. He should still be alive. It’s as if they never lifted a finger to care for him.” She emerged from the shadows and came up to his side.
 
   Dallas quickly scanned the stall. The animal had no food in his feed bucket or hay in his hay net, and his water bucket was bone dry.
 
   “Where are those grooms supposed to be staying?”
 
   She pointed up to the loft above them. “There’s a small apartment up there. I made sure they had everything they needed.”
 
   Dallas felt an uneasy tingle creep up his spine. “Gwen, I heard your scream in my car on the other side of the clearing. If those two grooms are here, why didn’t they come running?” Dallas felt his adrenalin kick in. “I need you to show me how to get up to that apartment.”
 
   “There’s a back stairway through the tack room,” she informed him
 
   He took his cell phone from his pocket. “You hold on to this in case we need to call for help. Let’s just go upstairs and see if these two guys are even here.”
 
   “You think they might have just left?”
 
   “I sure hope so,” he replied while reaching for her hand.
 
   He pulled Gwen from the stall, staying low as he stepped into the aisle.
 
   Gwen followed behind him as he made his way down the aisle to the tack room. Once they were inside the darkened tack room, the smell of oiled leather mixed with the musty aroma of sweat soaked saddle blankets irritated Dallas’s nose. As he took in the walls filled with saddles, bridles and halters, he felt Gwen tug on his arm. She pointed to a narrow door located next to an old refrigerator in the corner of the room.
 
   “The stairs are behind that door,” she told him.
 
   Dallas went to the door and gently opened it. He turned to Gwen. “I want you to stay right behind me. Don’t go running into the room, or doing anything foolish. Let me assess the situation and stay low to the ground. Understood?”
 
   Gwen nodded.
 
   Dallas slowly climbed the narrow stairway, making sure Gwen was following close behind. When they came to the top of the stairs, Dallas found a wooden door. He checked the doorknob, but the door was already slightly ajar. Nudging the door open with the Glock, Dallas stepped inside.
 
   Dallas could hear Gwen’s heavy breathing behind him as he moved deeper into the apartment. The fading light from outside permeated the two large windows in front of him, allowing Dallas to get a better view of the layout of the room. There were bunk beds to his left, a sink, refrigerator, and small stove to his right. In the center of the room he could make out a couch and coffee table. As he approached the couch, Dallas saw something hanging down from the top of one of the bunk beds. He realized, as he got closer to the beds, that the object was, in fact, a human arm. On the top bunk he found the bodies of two young men. It became readily apparent that both men had been pretty badly beaten and then shot in the back of the head.
 
   Gwen cursed behind him.
 
   Dallas went back to her side. “Someone was probably trying to get information out of them before they were killed,” he analyzed.
 
   “Do you think Robertson sent someone here looking for me?”
 
   He shook his head. “Brewster was working for Robertson. He would have told him where you were.”
 
   “So who did this?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know.” He took her hand. “Let’s go back to the house and I’ll call Lance.”
 
   “What about the police?” she questioned.
 
   “Robertson may have gotten to the local police. The only person I can trust is Lance Beauvoir.” He took her hand. “Let’s get out of here,” he said and led her back to the entrance.
 
   They made their way down the stairs and out into the barn aisle. Gwen wanted to stop and check on the other horses as they went, but Dallas urged her forward.
 
   “We have to worry about keeping ourselves alive right now, Gwen,” he asserted as he dragged her from the barn.
 
   While crossing the clearing from the barn to the house, Dallas felt a sudden, sharp sense of apprehension cut across his gut. Something was wrong with this picture. Who would have come looking for Gwen other than Robertson’s people? Then Dallas remembered what Carl Bordonaro had told him about his associates and how anxious they were to discover what Gwen knew.
 
   Together, Gwen and Dallas warily climbed the front porch steps to Gwen’s Acadian cottage. The house appeared dark and empty. Dallas wondered what other surprises would be waiting for them inside.
 
   As he placed Gwen’s key in the front lock, Dallas found the door was already open.
 
   He turned to Gwen. “No matter what, stay behind me.”
 
   Dallas gently kicked the door open as he held the Glock at the ready in his hand. He crept in the door first, surveyed the living room, and his apprehension quickly escalated. The room had been turned upside down. Pictures had been torn off the walls, furniture had been cut open, and foam stuffing covered the floor. Books were tossed about and even the runner of carpeting on the stairs had been torn away.
 
   When Gwen came in behind him, she gasped. “Oh, my God!”
 
   Dallas placed his hand on her shoulder. “Let’s make a sweep of the house.”
 
   Every room from her study to the two bedrooms upstairs had been ransacked. They had even gone through the contents of her refrigerator, tossing all of the food to the floor and leaving it there to rot. That was where they found Lawrence, lying on the kitchen counter gnawing on some chicken bones.
 
   Gwen picked up Lawrence and hugged him to her chest. “What in the hell where they looking for?”
 
   Dallas said nothing as he placed the Glock on the beige kitchen counter. He knew what they were looking for, but he couldn’t tell Gwen without compromising his assignment.
 
   Dallas took his cell phone out of Gwen’s blue jeans pocket and dialed Lance’s number.
 
   When Lance answered the phone, Dallas heard music and other voices in the background.
 
   “You get a flight?” Lance asked.
 
   “Where are you?” Dallas inquired, turning away from Gwen.
 
   “Party. Why?”
 
   “Gwen’s house has been ransacked, and I’ve got two dead grooms in the apartment above her barn. They were beaten up pretty badly before someone put bullets into the backs of their heads,” Dallas angrily informed him.
 
   “Let me go outside,” Lance said in a hushed tone of voice.
 
   Dallas waited as he heard the music and background noise dissipate. “All right, go ahead,” Lance instructed.
 
   “This was professional. They went through the mattresses on the beds, the stuffing in the sofa and chairs, and even pulled everything out of the refrigerator and freezer. Very thorough.”
 
   “Just get in the car and get the hell out of there,” Lance advised. “I’ll get a hold of our mutual friend and call you back with further instructions.”
 
   Dallas hung up the phone. “We have got to go,” he told her as he put his cell phone back in the front pocket of his jeans.
 
   “I’m not leaving!” she exclaimed. “I’ve got to see to the horses. God knows when they were fed or had water.”
 
   Dallas picked up the Glock from the counter. “We don’t have time for that.”
 
   She handed Lawrence to him. “All I need is fifteen minutes to throw them some hay, feed, and make sure they have water.”
 
   Dallas repositioned the heavy cat in his arms. “And what am I supposed to do with the snorer?”
 
   “Put him in the car. He’s coming with us.”
 
   Dallas held the large tomcat up in his hands. “He can stay and hunt mice, like a normal cat,” he argued. “I don’t know where we are going and if—”
 
   “We’re going to Ed’s house,” she insisted, cutting him off. “I won’t go anywhere else. We’ll sleep there and in the morning figure out what to do.”
 
   “I’m waiting for Lance to call me back. He’s going to talk to Carl about—”
 
   “Screw Carl Bordonaro!” she shouted.
 
   Dallas sighed. “Gwen, it’s not that easy to just ignore the man’s wishes. He’s very powerful and can help protect you.”
 
   Gwen marched toward the kitchen door, tripping over food and broken dishes as she went. “Carl will do as I wish, for once. He owes me and my father.”
 
   Dallas left Lawrence in the house and followed Gwen to the barn. He allowed her enough time to check each and every horse, water them, load up their hay nets, and feed buckets. Twenty minutes later she turned to Dallas.
 
   “They have enough to get them through the night,” she stated as she headed toward the entrance.
 
   Once she reached the red barn doors, she turned off the overhead lights, and shut the large doors closed. She walked ahead of Dallas as they made their way across the clearing to his Mercedes.
 
   “Let me get Lawrence and then we can go,” she said, walking toward the house.
 
   Just as she hit the porch steps, his cell phone rang. He looked up at her. “Hurry up,” he called out behind her.
 
   Gwen waved her hand at him as she headed inside of the house.
 
   “Yeah, Lance,” Dallas said as he answered his cell phone.
 
   “Our friend has some men heading to her farm as we speak. They’ll clean up her place and remove the bodies. In the meantime, he suggested you take Gwen to her father’s.”
 
   “That’s good. She’s insisting on going there,” Dallas reported.
 
   Lance was quiet on the other end of the line for a moment. “Our friend believes his associates are getting impatient for the information you collected. You’re to give it to me on the way to the airport in the morning. There’s an eleven o’ clock flight to New York. A ticket will be waiting for you at the American Airlines counter.”
 
   A sudden chill overtook Dallas. “I understand. I’ll see you in the morning.” Without waiting for a reply, Dallas hung up his cell phone.
 
   Gwen appeared on the front porch with a large blue cat carrier in her hand. Lawrence meowed loudly from inside of the carrier.
 
   “Little bastard fought with me about getting in this thing.” She held up the cat carrier.
 
   “People are on the way to clean up the mess in the apartment and in your house. We are to go to your father’s for the time being,” he explained to her.
 
   “Glad to hear it.” She climbed down the porch steps to the car. “In the morning, you can drive me back here to check on the horses.”
 
   Dallas nodded. “Sure,” he agreed, not wanting to tell her the truth. He figured there was no point in sharing his plans with her anymore. After tomorrow, he would never see Gwen Marsh again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
    
 
   When Dallas parked his Mercedes in front of Ed Pioth’s Garden District home, he eagerly scanned the house and surrounding street for any sign of Carl’s men. A few moments later a short, bald, bulky man dressed in an ill-fitting suit appeared on the front porch. As Dallas got out of the car, the man came down the walkway to greet him.
 
   “Mr. Bordonaro wanted you to know that if there is anything else you require to let me know. My name is Evan,” the thick man said as stood before Dallas with his hands behind his back.
 
   Dallas gave Evan’s round face a quick going over. “And the rest of your party?”
 
   Evan nodded to the street. “One in the black Camry over there.”
 
   Dallas saw a nondescript black Toyota Camry parked down the street. Far enough away to be missed, but close enough to the house to observe every one coming and going from the entrance.
 
   “There’s a man on the back porch, and I get the front porch,” Evan announced with a nod of his baldhead.
 
   Dallas walked around to the back of the car and opened the trunk. “Thorough, and more than the feds were willing to do.”
 
   “The feds did the minimal to protect Mr. Pioth. Mr. Bordonaro made it quite clear that every effort was to be made to protect Mr. Pioth, and now Ms. Marsh.”
 
   “Thanks, Evan.” Dallas began unloading his suitcase when Gwen came around to the back of the car.
 
   “And what about my house?” Gwen asked Evan as she folded her arms over her chest, glowering at the man. “Will they be just as thorough with my house?”
 
   Evan nodded. “Yes, ma’am. My guys went over there right after Mr. Bordonaro called. I promise when you return home, everything will be as it should be.”
 
   Gwen seemed satisfied with his answer and uncrossed her arms. She reached into the trunk for her bag, but Evan grabbed for the overnight bag first. “Allow me, ma’am,” he said as he lifted her bag from the trunk. He reached over and picked up Dallas’s overnight bag as well.
 
   Gwen gave him a slight smile. “Thanks,” she whispered.
 
   Ed Pioth greeted them at the front door. He was dressed casually in blue jeans and a fitted Polo shirt, but his face appeared drawn and haggard. Dallas noted how Ed’s eyes had lost some of their previous sparkle and wondered if the stress of the trial had worn him down.
 
   Ed waited as Evan stepped inside the front door and deposited the two overnight bags he was carrying on the floor. Evan gave one last nod to Ed and then quietly shut the door.
 
   Ed looked Gwen over. “You all right?” He made no move to comfort his daughter, but stood there staring at her as if he were waiting for her to break down.
 
   Gwen held her head high. “Fine. My house is a mess, but Evan said they would have it fixed by the time I get home.”
 
   Ed turned to Dallas. “You look like hell,” he commented, taking in Dallas’s bruised right eye and cheek.
 
   Dallas nodded. “Looks worse than it feels.”
 
   “Bull,” the older man said with a grin. His face became somber as he glanced back at his daughter. “This reeks of Robertson,” he grumbled.
 
   Dallas placed his suitcase down by the entrance as he stepped over to Ed. “Does it?”
 
   Ed threw his hand casually into the air. “Who in the hell else could it be? After what happened at Carl’s, he was obviously out to get Gwenie.”
 
   “You know as well as I do how associates of Carl Bordonaro’s operate,” Dallas asserted.
 
   Ed’s eyes flashed with concern.
 
   Gwen turned to Dallas, frowning. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Gwenie!” Ed raised his voice, distracting her. “Why don’t you trot on upstairs and get settled into your old room. I want to have a chat with Dallas.”
 
   “Not without me present. Whatever you two have to say, it involves me and I plan on hearing about it.”
 
   Ed turned to his daughter, the frustration brimming in his blue eyes. “This has nothing to do with you. There is something Dallas and I have to discuss.”
 
   “Which is?” she asked, impudently.
 
   Ed cleared his throat. “If you must know, sleeping arrangements. I want to know the man’s intentions.”
 
   Gwen rolled her eyes. “Jesus, I don’t think that’s any of your business. I’m not sixteen anymore.”
 
   Ed sighed, impatiently. “But I’m still your father and I want to know what’s going on under my roof.”
 
   “Gwen, why don’t you go on upstairs,” Dallas suggested.
 
   Gwen looked from her father to Dallas. “All right.” She picked up her overnight bag, as well as Dallas’s overnight bag, and swung them both over her shoulder. “But Dallas, you have my full permission to punch the crap out of my father if he gets out of line.” She turned from the men and climbed up the stairs.
 
   “I’ll take that under advisement,” Dallas called to her.
 
   Ed Pioth waited until Gwen had turned the corner on the second floor landing before he finally spoke.
 
   “So you think this is about her taking care of Earl Yeager?”
 
   Dallas nodded. “Carl and several of his associates think Earl disclosed something to Gwen before he died; something that could put Carl and a whole lot of other men in trouble with the feds. Whoever went through her house and killed those two grooms was looking for that something.”
 
   “Any idea what it is?”
 
   “Gwen showed me a safety deposit box key Earl Yeager gave her. He wanted it to get to his family. I need that key. I’ll give it to Carl and then, perhaps, Gwen will be left alone.”
 
   Ed stood for a moment and studied Dallas with his weary eyes. “You weren’t hired to protect Gwenie, were you? Carl wanted you to get this information out of her, by any means necessary, I’ll bet,” he added with a look of disgust.
 
   “I’m leaving first thing in the morning. I haven’t told Gwen, and if it makes you feel any better, I will not be seeing her again,” Dallas assured him.
 
   “Your job is done here, eh? You’re leaving when there is still a big mess to clean up.”
 
   “The decision wasn’t mine.”
 
   Ed Pioth folded his arms over his broad chest. “You know, I might be a prime asshole but when it comes to my kids I want the best for them, especially Gwenie. She has always been a tough woman, but when she showed up here the other day with you, I thought I saw a change in her. She had a softness to her; something that I had never noticed before. When you leave, you will take all of that away.”
 
   Dallas said nothing. He turned from Ed and walked over to the front door. He picked up his suitcase and asked, “Where do you want me to sleep?”
 
   Ed pointed up the stairs. “There’s a guest bedroom across the hall from Gwenie’s.”
 
   Dallas moved toward the stairs.
 
   “I’ll explain to Gwen after you’ve gone. She’ll understand,” Ed stated behind him.
 
   As he made his way up the stairs, Dallas knew Gwen would never truly understand why he was walking away. But how could he ever tell her this wasn’t something he wanted to do, but something he had to do?
 
   ***
 
   It was after two in the morning when Dallas finally tossed the covers aside. He had settled into his king-sized sleigh bed only an hour before, after spending much of the evening avoiding Gwen. But as he sat on the edge of his bed staring down at his blue pajama bottoms, he desperately wanted to see her once more. Images of her silky hair and slender body floated across his mind. He wiped his hands over his face and yearned for a drink, but then he remembered what Ed had said about not keeping any alcohol in his house. Itching for a distraction from his restlessness, Dallas decided to head for the kitchen. After putting on a T-shirt to stave off the cold, Dallas opened his bedroom door and tiptoed toward the stairs.
 
   As he passed the living room doorway on his way to the kitchen, the flicker of a fire in the hearth caught his eye. When he peeked inside of the room, he spotted Gwen’s blond hair resting on the back of a long, gold couch.
 
   “Any particular reason you’re up?”
 
   Gwen spun around and glared at Dallas.
 
   When he saw the firelight dancing in her blue-green eyes, Dallas smiled. He came around the side of the couch and noticed that she was still wearing the long-sleeved shirt and blue jeans she had arrived in a few hours before. Her slender legs were curled beneath her, and then Dallas saw the bottle of Stoli vodka in her hand.
 
   He snickered as he pointed to the bottle. “What did you do? Smuggle that in?”
 
   “I put it in my bag back at Carl’s, in case you needed it when we got back to my place. You damned near wiped out the other bottle I had under the kitchen sink.” She held up the bottle. “I remembered it when I got up and couldn’t sleep”
 
   Dallas settled on the couch beside her. “Want some company?”
 
   She handed him the bottle. “Help yourself.”
 
   Dallas took the bottle from her hand. He lifted it to his lips and took a long swallow. The alcohol burned the back of his throat as it eased its way down. He felt his body shudder with relief as the liquid hit his stomach.
 
   “I guess you needed a drink, too,” Gwen reasoned.
 
   Dallas exhaled as he sat back on the couch. “Yes, I did,” he said softly.
 
   “And what’s bothering you, other than your usual bullshit?”
 
   He looked over at her, surprised by her comment. “My usual bullshit?”
 
   “All that stuff you carry around like a fifty pound weight.” She stared into his chilly blue eyes. “I can see it in your eyes, like some dark secret you can’t share with anyone. But I think you desperately need to share it.”
 
   “I don’t need to share my secrets, Gwen.” He took another swig from the bottle.
 
   She leaned back on the couch. “You’re a lost man, Dallas August.”
 
   Dallas frowned as he mulled over her words. “How would you know that?” he finally asked.
 
   She turned her head to him. “I recognize that look in your eyes because I see it staring back at me in the mirror every morning.” She gave a long sigh. “I’m just as lost as you, Dallas.”
 
   “You’re not lost, Gwen. You know where you’re going and what you want.”
 
   Gwen shook her head as she leaned forward. “You have no idea what I’m talking about.”
 
   He reached over and lifted her chin. “Explain it to me.”
 
   She removed his hand from her chin. “I can’t.”
 
   “Try,” he urged as he put the bottle on the floor next to the couch.
 
   “Why should I try? Why should I share any of my secrets or my hopes with you? I’m just an assignment to you, and when you leave you’ll forget about me.”
 
   Dallas shook his ahead. “I’ll never forget about you, Gwen. No matter how hard I try.” He flopped back against the couch. “The real reason I came downstairs tonight was because I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”
 
   She sat back on the couch and stared ahead to the fire in the hearth. “You have been on my mind, as well.” She paused. “I keep thinking about us together in Carl’s study,” she casually added.
 
   “I keep thinking about us in the shower,” Dallas whispered as his eyes were drawn to the fire’s glow.
 
   “And how you were in my kitchen,” Gwen said beside him.
 
   Dallas turned to her. “Your kitchen? What did we do in your kitchen?”
 
   “I hate to admit it, but watching you cook was a real turn on for me.” She turned to him. “It is for most women.”
 
   Dallas laughed out loud. “Now you tell me.” He rested his head against the couch and gazed into her eyes. “What are we going to do about this?”
 
   Gwen rested her head against the couch inches from his. “How about a truce?”
 
   Dallas pushed away a tendril of blond hair that had fallen into her face. “For how long?”
 
   Gwen took his hand and stood from the couch. “I suggest you come with me.”
 
   “Where are we going? The kitchen?” he asked with a grin.
 
   Gwen nodded to the stairs.
 
   Dallas stood up beside her. “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m sure about you. I’m not under any false illusions about us. I want you for as long as I can have you, whether it is one night or one hour, I don’t care anymore. I just want you, Dallas.” She hungrily kissed his lips.
 
   The fervor of her kiss made Dallas forget all about Carl, the safety deposit box key, and his job. In that instant, he only wanted her. He wanted to feel her next to him, and hold her for as long as fate would allow.
 
   Gwen pulled away and led him out of the living room. When she got to the stairs, she let go of his hand and began to ascend the steps.
 
   Halfway up the stairs, Gwen stopped, unbuttoned her shirt and tossed it on the walnut banister. Then she took of her bra and seductively draped it over the banister.
 
   Dallas grinned as he watched her strip tease from the first floor landing.
 
   When she reached the top of the stairs, she kept her back to him as she slowly slid the jeans from around her hips, dropped them to the floor, and kicked them away. Discreetly covering her breasts with her bandaged arm, she turned and looked down the stairs at him.
 
   Dallas took in her slim figure and pale skin as he climbed the first step.
 
   “Since you’re still technically injured I thought I would make it easier for you.” She ran her fingers along the elastic waistband of her white cotton panties and smiled. “Think you can handle the rest?”
 
   Dallas felt a burst of energy charge through him as he took the stairs two at a time. Just as he reached the top, Gwen turned and headed toward her bedroom door. When he caught up to her, he grabbed her hand and pulled her inside of her bedroom. Dallas wrapped his arms about her as he kicked the bedroom door closed. He gently eased her body across the room to her wrought iron princess bed.
 
   Gwen laughed into the recesses of his neck as he pushed her back on to the white bedspread.
 
   Dallas sat up slightly and took in the full-sized bed. “Do you think we will both fit on this thing?” he whispered.
 
   Gwen hastily pulled his body back to hers. “We’ll fit,” she assured him.
 
   Dallas ran his hands over the swell of her breasts and along the smooth curves of her waist and hips. Her creamy skin was like velvet to the touch and smelled of sweet honeysuckle soap. He kissed her breasts as he gently pulled her white cotton panties down to her knees.
 
   “The more I’m with you, the more I want you,” Dallas murmured into her skin.
 
   As Dallas pulled his shirt over his head, a crushing pain from his shoulder made him fall across the bed. “Damn it,” he cursed, grabbing at his shoulder.
 
   “You’re still too sore,” Gwen admitted as she sat up on her elbows and looked over at him.
 
   Dallas rolled back over to her side and almost fell off the edge of the bed. “I’m going to make this work,” he avowed, reaching for her.
 
   Gwen laughed at his bravado and pushed him down on the bed. She climbed on top of him and straddled her legs over his hips. As she kissed his face, her blond hair fell down along his bruised right cheek. “Now I get to show you the second best thing I’m good at,” she told him.
 
   “I wouldn’t exactly say the second best thing,” he said, holding back her jasmine-scented hair with his hands. “I’ve been quite impressed with your performance so far.”
 
   Gwen kissed his chest and worked her way down to the taut muscles in his abdomen. Anxious to feel his naked body next to hers, she pushed his pajama bottoms over his firm buttocks and down his legs. Gwen flung the pajamas from the bed and then gently lifted his T-shirt from over his shoulders.
 
   Dallas kissed her neck, and his mouth traveled down to her small, pink nipples.
 
   Gwen tossed her head back and ran her hands through his dark hair as he bit down hard on her right nipple. She gasped in pleasure as his right hand reached between her legs and began stroking her flesh.
 
   “I can’t wait. I want you inside of me,” she whispered.
 
   Undone by her words, her smell, and her touch, he lost all control. Dallas grabbed her hips and lifted her over his erection. Gwen lowered her body onto him, taking him deep inside of her with one forceful thrust. Dallas gripped his hands around her hips, urging her on. Gwen reached her hands around his shoulders, raised her hips, and then came down on him again. She arched her back and dug her fingernails into his flesh as he entered her again and again.
 
   “Yes,” she moaned in a throaty voice.
 
   Dallas bit into her shoulder as he felt his climax building inside of him. Overcome with need, he forced her hips to move faster against him, until Gwen cried out.
 
   Her body bucked on top of him when her orgasm catapulted through her. Dallas groaned into her chest as his body tensed. He slammed his hips into her with one last deep penetration before he felt his body explode with the final release.
 
   Dallas was lying beneath her still body with his arm draped over her back, listening to her rapid breathing. A light film of perspiration covered his brow and as Dallas reached up to wipe his hand across his forehead, Gwen stirred.
 
   She sat up and tenderly kissed his lips. “Now that was worth the wait.”
 
   Gwen rolled over to her side and hung on to Dallas to make sure she did not fall off the bed. He gathered her up in his arms.
 
   Dallas softly laughed into her hair. “It will be a miracle if the two of us don’t break our necks on this thing.”
 
   “We’ll just have to sleep very close together,” Gwen insisted as she cuddled up against him. “When I first met you I thought you were this arrogant asshole who was going to run around my house waving a gun and never stop telling me what to do. I’m glad to see I was wrong about the arrogant part.”
 
   “I was told by Lance, and a few others, that you were distant and only liked your horses. But now that I have gotten to know you a little better, I think it is just the way you are. You’re suspicious of the intentions of others.”
 
   “Just like you.” She sat up next to him. “You have to admit you’re not the most trusting person, Dallas.”
 
   He nodded. “No, I’m not.”
 
   “And do you trust me now?”
 
   “No, I do not.”
 
   Gwen sighed as she rested her head against his chest. “One day, I’ll make you eat those words.”
 
   He began stroking her hair. “I’ll look forward to seeing you try.” Dallas sighed against her. “One day, I hope we can both begin trusting again.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Early the next morning as the sun crept into the bedroom, Dallas rose from the wrought iron princess bed, trying his best not to wake Gwen. She was curled up in the white sheets, sleeping soundly while he stood over her. Her bedroom reminded him of a little girl’s sanctuary. There were horse show ribbons decorating the pale pink walls, as well as silver trophies set up along the oak dresser and atop the two matching oak bookcases. On the bookshelves, Dallas glimpsed copies of classic Jane Austin novels next to those of Stephen King. There were even assorted ticket stubs from various rock concerts preserved beneath a glass countertop on her white desk. Inserted into the edges of the vanity mirror in back of the desk were a few pictures of two men in desert fatigues. They both had Gwen’s fair coloring, and their father’s muscular physique. Dallas smiled as he took in the room and glanced back once more to Gwen. He noticed the time on his stainless steel watch and walked across her room, picking up his clothes as he went. When he got to the door, he tried to open it as quietly as possible, and then ducked into the hall.
 
   Once safely back in his bedroom, he quickly threw what clothes he had unpacked back into his suitcase and headed for the shower. As he waited for the water to warm outside of the shower stall, he remembered back to the way Gwen had stood naked beside him and massaged away his discomfort. Frustrated by his emotions, he turned the tap to “cold” and jumped into the shower. As he shivered beneath the water, he figured he needed this. He needed to feel something, no matter how painful, before he returned to his life in New York. Once he stepped back into Simon La Roy’s world, he would become numb again. Dallas August would regress into the cool and distant professional he had been before Nicci, before New Orleans, and before Gwen.
 
   ***
 
   Half an hour later he was downstairs, placing his suitcase and overnight bag by the front door, when he spotted Gwen’s brown leather handbag on the table next to him. He opened the purse and began going through it. After unzipping all the small compartments and practically turning the purse inside out, he found no sign of the safe deposit box key. He ran his hand over the back of his neck and anxiously checked his watch. Dallas only had fifteen more minutes to find that key before Lance arrived. He was about to head back up the stairs and question Gwen, when he stopped on the steps. Carl Bordonaro had asked him to simply find out what information Gwen had on Earl Yeager. He had done that. As far as Dallas was concerned, she knew nothing. She had made no attempt to find the dead man’s family or trace the location of the safe deposit box key, and probably never would. The key could stay hidden in her purse and no one would ever know what secrets the dying man had locked away. It was better this way. Gwen would be protected and Dallas could deliver exactly what Carl Bordonaro had requested.
 
   When he turned back down the stairs, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafted up to him. With his dilemma over the safe deposit box key resolved, Dallas decided to head to the kitchen and have a quick cup of coffee before Lance arrived.
 
   When he walked into the room, he saw Ed, seated at the kitchen table with his coffee mug in his hand. He nodded to Dallas. “You heading out?” he asked.
 
   “In a few minutes,” Dallas confirmed. “Thought I would steal a cup of coffee before Lance Beauvoir shows up.”
 
   Ed grinned. “Lance Beauvoir, now there’s a hell of a character.”
 
   Dallas walked across the kitchen to the coffee maker. He picked up one of the two mugs standing beside it. “Yes, Lance is something,” he concurred.
 
   “You almost married his niece, Nicci, didn’t you?” Ed questioned behind him.
 
   Dallas paused and then picked up the coffeepot from the heating plate. “How did you know?” He poured the coffee into his mug.
 
   “After that first day you came here I recognized you. I saw you last year at Val’s housewarming party, the one where you and Sammy Fallon’s idiot son got into that brawl.”
 
   Dallas picked up his coffee mug and turned to him. He said nothing as he kept his eyes on Ed.
 
   “Val is an old friend,” Ed went on. “I go to all of her parties. I, ah, gave her a call after you came by for brunch that day. She told me a good bit about you. She likes you, and Val Easterling doesn’t like very many people.”
 
   Dallas raised his coffee mug to his lips. “I like Val. She’s been a good friend.”
 
   “And my daughter?” Ed stood from the table. “For what it’s worth, I understand you haven’t been given a lot of choices here. But I just wanted to say thanks. I know you’re leaving and it’s over, but at least my Gwenie had some happiness with you.” He walked up to Dallas and pulled something out of his pocket. “I believe this is what you were looking for,” Ed stated, and handed Dallas a small gold key.
 
   Dallas put his mug down on the counter and took the key.
 
   Ed nodded to the key. “I explained everything to Gwenie last night after you went to bed. I made a fire in the living room, sat her down, and told her why you were really here. After that, she gave me the key and told me to give it to you before you left this morning.”
 
   Dallas held the key in his closed fist and silently berated himself for being such a lousy human being.
 
   “Tell Gwen….” Dallas began, but struggled to find the words.
 
   “I’ll tell her something. Not to worry,” Ed assured him.
 
   A car horn sounded from the street. “Sounds like Lance has arrived.” Ed held out his hand to Dallas. “Thanks for taking care of Gwenie for me. Now you try and take care of yourself.” He turned and went back to his seat at the table.
 
   Dallas left Ed in the kitchen and once again heard Lance’s impatient car horn as he made his way to the front door. He picked up his suitcase, slung his overnight bag over his right shoulder, and quietly slipped out the front door.
 
   When he approached the blue Jaguar waiting by the curb, Lance Beauvoir stepped from the driver’s side door.
 
   “What are you, deaf?’ Lance asked as he went around to the back of the car and opened the trunk for Dallas.
 
   “I was saying good-bye,” Dallas explained.
 
   Lance cringed. “Ooww!” he exclaimed as he watched Dallas toss his black suitcase and overnight bag into the trunk. “I never figured you one for good-byes,” Lance mused.
 
   Dallas unzipped his suitcase and removed the Sig Sauer P226 from inside. He handed the gun to Lance. “The good-byes were for Ed.”
 
   Lance snickered as he took the gun and tossed it back into the trunk. “Somehow I don’t see you and Ed Pioth hugging it out.” He pointed to the bandage on Dallas’s left index finger. “The guy who did that to your finger, did he do that to your face, as well?”
 
   Dallas ignored him and glanced back to his red Mercedes parked behind Lance’s Jaguar. “I thought we were going to return that.”
 
   Lance shook his head. “It’s leased for another week. I can return it later.” He eyed the car. “The case I gave you with the backup Sig, is it still in the trunk?”
 
   Dallas nodded and reached into the pocket of his gray slacks. He pulled out the gold key Ed had given him and tossed it to Lance. “I believe that is what Carl is waiting for.”
 
   Lance looked down at the key in his hand. “Carl will be very pleased.” He placed the key in his front trouser pocket.
 
   Dallas shut the trunk and went around to the front passenger door. “I’m glad someone will be.”
 
   Lance went around to the driver’s side door. “Do I detect a hint of regret in your voice?”
 
   Dallas just glared at Lance over the roof of the Jaguar.
 
   “Hey I’m not saying anything happened between you two, but if it did, I can certainly understand. I’m just glad you took my advice.”
 
   “What advice?”
 
   Lance gave Dallas a mischievous grin. “You got to know the woman.” Lance opened his car door. “Did I happen to mention I’m envious as hell?”
 
   Dallas glanced up to the second story window of Ed’s uptown home. He could swear for a moment that he saw someone standing in the window gazing down at him. He decided it best not to look back to see if he was right.
 
   Dallas got into the car and shut the door behind him. He pulled the seat belt around his shoulder as he thought of Gwen. He remembered the way she smelled, her silky hair, and the feel of her soft skin.
 
   “Jesus, do you have it bad,” Lance remarked from the driver’s seat next to him. “I haven’t see you that enamored with someone since Nicci.”
 
   Dallas gave Lance a dark scowl. “Are you going to talk or drive?”
 
   Lance hit the ignition switch and the engine roared to life. “I’ve been known to do both,” he joked.
 
   “Just get me out of here, Lance,” Dallas requested as he watched his friend put the car into gear. “Get me the hell out of here before I change my mind.”
 
   ***
 
   It was well after eight that night when Dallas walked into his penthouse apartment at the Cuomo Towers in New York City. He stepped through the heavy oak doors to his home and set his suitcase and overnight bag down on the white-marbled floor in his entryway. He looked down the hallway across from the entrance for any signs of life.
 
   “Cleveland?” he called out.
 
   “I’m comin’,” his security guard shouted back from somewhere in the apartment.
 
   A few seconds later, Dallas saw the tall, dark man with the bulging arms and thick body casually strutting his way down the hall to Dallas.
 
   “Damn!” Cleveland exclaimed as he came up to Dallas. “Who beat the crap out of ya?” he asked, pointing to his face.
 
   “Never mind,” Dallas replied
 
   “Can’t believe ya didn’t stay longer in N’awlin’s. What I wouldn’t do to get away from this freezin’ ass weather.” Cleveland picked up Dallas’s black overnight bag and turned back down the hall.
 
   Dallas looked at the big security guard and back to his black suitcase. He shook his head, picked up his black bag, and followed Cleveland down the hallway.
 
   “You sound like you want a vacation?” Dallas inquired
 
   “Vacation?” Cleveland laughed as he kept on walking. “Hell, I just had me one. Done had a beautiful girl up here when you’s was gone. Told her this was my crib. Can’t wait for ya to leave town again.”
 
   Dallas stopped in front of the door to his office and peered inside. Everything appeared just as he had left it. “It’s moments like these that make me glad I’m home.” Dallas turned to him. “Anything come in while I was gone?”
 
   Cleveland stopped in front of the door to Dallas’s bedroom further down the hallway. “What came in, I done sent to ya private e-mail account.” He opened the door to Dallas’s bedroom. “How’s Ms. Marsh?”
 
   Dallas took a breath and ran his hand over the back of his neck. “She’s fine,” he softly said.
 
   Cleveland watched as Dallas turned back into the hallway and came toward the bedroom door. “Man, ya had sex with her, didn’t ya?”
 
   Dallas stared indignantly at his security guard. “Cleveland that is none—”
 
   “It’s written all over ya face,” Cleveland interrupted. “Ya always walk around here with that scowl, like you’s mad at the world or somethin’. Now you’s ain’t angry no more, but I think what ya feelin’ ain’t cause ya happy, is it?”
 
   Dallas walked into his bright yellow bedroom with its sculpted ceiling niches and inset lighting. He threw his suitcase onto the antique mahogany inlay Queen Anne bed and walked over to the ornamental plaster archway that concealed a pair of sliding glass doors. Pushing the doors aside, Dallas stepped on to his private balcony and breathed in the cold night air.
 
   “Ya want me to get ya the usual?” Cleveland asked as he dropped the overnight bag on the floor beside the bed.
 
   Dallas stepped back inside the bedroom and slammed the sliding glass doors closed. “Yes, make it three of the usual.”
 
   Cleveland shook his head. “And what ya think knockin’ back three of ‘em shots of vodka goin’ to accomplish?”
 
   “Getting me good and drunk,” Dallas confided.
 
   “Drunk ain’t the answer, boss.”
 
   Dallas sighed. “Then what is, Cleveland?”
 
   Cleveland shook his head “When ya said you’s goin’ back to N’awlin’s, I was worried for ya, goin’ back to where Nicci was livin’. But then ya told me of Ms. Marsh, and I kinda hoped spendin’ time with another woman might help ya forget about the one that got away.” Cleveland walked back to the entrance of the bedroom. “Now ya gone and found a cure for what’s been ailin’ ya, but how ya gonna get over the cure? How many women it gonna take for ya to realize ya can’t run away forever? One day ya gonna have to stop and feel what ya been too afraid to feel.”
 
   Dallas snickered as he turned to Cleveland. “And what have I been too afraid to feel?”
 
   Cleveland smiled. “Regret.”
 
   “I already feel that,” Dallas revealed as he turned back to the patio doors. “It seems I’ve been feeling nothing but regret lately.”
 
   “Then ya ain’t the cold bastard people think ya are. Ya got a heart somewhere under that thick hide. Now ya got to let someone in it, then ya’ll be all right.”
 
   Dallas wiped his face in his hands. “Enough advice, Cleveland. I could really use that drink.”
 
   Cleveland nodded. “I’ll get it.” He looked over at the suitcase on the bed. “But you’s gonna unpack that suitcase, ‘cause I ain’t no maid.”
 
   ***
 
   For the next two days Dallas worked around the clock catching up with the organization. He had specialists to check on and potential clients to interview. He spent hours on the phone every day as Cleveland came and went from his office, giving him sour looks. Cleveland even arranged for a home health nurse to come by the apartment to remove the stitches from Dallas’s finger.
 
   “Cause knowin’ ya,” Cleveland had told him after the nurse had left. “Ya’d never done nothin’ ‘bout it and ya damn finger would’ve falled off.”
 
   One afternoon Cleveland walked into his office carrying an enormous fruit basket. He placed the basket in the middle of Dallas’s dark oak desk as he was trying to go through some bills.
 
   “And why is this here?” Dallas asked, looking over the selection of oranges, apples, pears, and grapefruit.
 
   “Just got delivered,” Cleveland announced. “Figured ya’d want to see it.”
 
   Dallas waved the basket away. “I’ve seen it, now take it back to the kitchen,” he instructed.
 
   “There’s a card. From that little bald dude that done come here week before last. The mafia guy,” Cleveland reported.
 
   “You read the card?”
 
   Cleveland shrugged and pulled the card out from the basket. “He says thanks for the help and Gwen’s back with her horses. Safe at last,” he read from the card. “What’s that ‘safe at last’ crap mean? Is she safe cause she’s done rid of ya sorry ass, or safe ‘cause of some other reason?”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “I have no idea.”
 
   Cleveland shrugged. “Well, ain’t ya curious? Don’t ya think ya should call and check on her? Send her flowers or somethin’?”
 
   Dallas threw the pen in his hand on his desk and sat back in his chair, glaring at Cleveland. “What are you, my mother?”
 
   “Jus sayin’, maybe ya should call the woman, see how she’s doin’. Ya want to know, admit it. Ya haven’t stopped thinkin’ ‘bout her since ya got back.”
 
   “And how would you know that?”
 
   “I count them liquor bottles. You’s been through two bottles of Stoli since ya got back. Now either ya can call that woman, or start savin’ up for that liver transplant ya gonna be needin’.” He picked up the fruit basket and walked to the study door. “I done hope that little mafia dude plans on payin’ ya in somethin’ other than oranges,” he commented as he stepped into the hallway.
 
   A fruit fly suddenly appeared and circled about his desk. Dallas frantically swatted at the creature and almost instantly he could hear Gwen laughing in his head. He stood up from the desk and walked across the room to the window. Dallas needed a drink, but then Cleveland’s comment about counting the bottles of vodka he was consuming came back to him. He rubbed his face in his hands and sighed.
 
   “Christ, is this ever going to get any easier?” he asked out loud.
 
   But there was no reply.
 
   ***
 
   The following morning Dallas was sitting at his desk, going through e-mails from his specialists out in the field, when the ringing of his cell phone interrupted him. He checked the caller ID and hesitated for a moment before he answered.
 
   “Hello Dan,” Dallas said into the phone. “I didn’t think I would be hearing from you so soon,” he added as he sat back in his chair.
 
   “What kind of crap you up to, August?” Dan Wilbur angrily growled into the phone.
 
   “You’re in a wonderful mood,” Dallas commented.
 
   “I’m pissed. What kind of horse shit are you trying to pull?”
 
   Dallas glimpsed the e-mail on his computer screen for a moment. “You lost me, Dan.”
 
   “The girl, August. What kind of switch did you pull?”
 
   Dallas knitted his brow and turned away from his computer. “Switch? What switch?”
 
   “August, I’m looking at two sets of pictures on my desk. One of you and the girl after she shot Brewster, and the other taken by surveillance team sent out to her farm yesterday. It’s not the same woman.”
 
   Dallas laughed into his phone. “Dan, what are you talking about? I have it on good authority that Gwen returned to her farm and everything is fine.”
 
   “The woman that’s on the farm as we speak is not Gwen Marsh, or at least not the Gwen Marsh you were with. I had research dig up a few photos from the local newspaper down there. I found an article about a car accident she was involved in when she was twenty-two. So I pulled her medical records. Gwen Marsh has a large scar on her lower abdomen as a result of that accident. She was four months pregnant and thrown from the car. She lost the baby and her uterus during the surgery.”
 
   Dallas felt the icy grip of disbelief crawl up from the inner reaches of his gut. “Are you sure about this?”
 
   “I’m sure. So who in the hell were you with in New Orleans?” Dan asked into the phone.
 
   Dallas glanced down at his desk while his mind raced with questions. “Dan, I don’t know who it was.”
 
   “I need answers, August. I sent a team down there to protect a girl who wasn’t who she appeared to be. How can a screw up like this happen? And where was the real Gwen Marsh when the trial was going on? I’ve got a mind to send two agents down to New Orleans and arrest her and her father. With Robertson dead and the boys upstairs—”
 
   “Robertson’s dead?” Dallas asked, sounding surprised.
 
   Dan snickered into the phone. “What are you, a monk? It’s been all over the news since yesterday. The guy was found strangled in his jail cell.” Dan Wilbur paused. ”I guess Gwen Marsh and her father have nothing to worry about. They’re safe now.”
 
   “Safe at last,” Dallas whispered.
 
   “What? August? Are you listening to me?” Dan shouted over the phone speaker. “I still got a bitch of a problem here. Who is the goddamn girl you and my men were protecting?”
 
   Dallas thought quickly. “Why don’t you let me handle it?” he suggested, hoping to buy some time to find out what was really going on. “Let me go to New Orleans and make inquiries. All the parties involved are more apt to talk to me rather than your people.”
 
   Dan cursed into the phone. “You’ve got two days. If I don’t hear from you by then, I’m sending agents down there with arrest warrants.” He paused and Dallas could hear his heavy breathing on the line. “And I’m still waiting for a line on Bordonaro, August. You owe me that.”
 
   “And what if I find out about the girl? Will that clear me of having to turn on Bordonaro? I walk a fine line in my business, Dan. I don’t need Bordonaro as an enemy. Besides, I couldn’t turn him in to you if I wanted to. I’m in deep with him.”
 
   “You stupid son of a bitch. Since when have you turned and joined the other team?”
 
   “Since I learned your team plays just as dirty as theirs. Do your higher ups know about Brewster? Wouldn’t look good for you if word got out that one of your agents got turned, would it, Dan? It might jeopardize your position as head of the Organized Crime Division.”
 
   “Are you threatening me, August?”
 
   “Yes, Dan,” Dallas said with a smile. “I believe I am.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
    
 
   When he came to the end of Concourse B at New Orleans International Airport, Dallas explored the frenzy of smiling faces eagerly waiting on the other side of the security perimeter. He wanted to hurry to the car rental agency and get on the road, but when he broke free of the other passengers exiting the concourse, a familiar figure, leaning against a pole on the far side of the terminal, stopped him.
 
   He was tall and slender with dark, wavy hair. When he saw Dallas, he nodded. Dallas watched the man’s face as he skillfully maneuvered his way through the crowd. He had a small mouth that always held a sarcastic grin. His pale skin was pulled taught over high cheekbones, but on closer inspection Dallas could see one cheekbone stood slightly higher than the other. And one side of his firm jaw appeared larger than the other side. He had a long, thin scar down his left cheek, a small scar on his right upper cheek, and his eyes were a brilliant shade of gray.
 
   Dallas held out his hand to him. “Good to see you, David,” he said, genuinely pleased to see his old friend.
 
   David Alexander took Dallas’s hand and gave it a firm shake. “Been a while,” David commented in his smooth voice.
 
   “And you’re a married man,” Dallas added with a shake of his head. “Congratulations again on the baby. You must be very happy.”
 
   David smiled, exposing his slightly crooked bottom teeth. “Over the moon. Never thought…well, let’s just say I never thought I could be at such a place in my life.” He patted Dallas on the shoulder. “I hope one day you can be this happy,” he offered.
 
   Dallas gave David an encouraging smile. “Thanks.” He paused as he surveyed the people milling about the terminal. “Did Lance send you?”
 
   David nodded as he waved his hand toward the stairs to the baggage claim area. “He mentioned you were returning and I had some free time after dropping Nicci at her baby shower in town. So I told him I would come and meet you,” he explained with a hint of an Irish accent.
 
   “Baby shower?” Dallas paused as he considered David’s words. “Who else knows about Nicci and the baby?
 
   “Nicci wanted to tell her family about the baby. I figured it would be all right now that you have things under control in New York. The baby shower is only for those who know about her new identity. Aunt Hattie, her cousin Colleen, Nicci’s new stepmother, Betty, and Val, of course.”
 
   “And that’s why you’re here? You’re avoiding the baby shower?”
 
   “No. I wanted to discuss something with you. I didn’t feel it was a subject we should handle over the phone.”
 
   “Is it about Nicci?” Dallas hesitantly asked.
 
   “About the business,” David replied, shaking his head. “I know we have an agreement about the operation and splitting of the profit from the organization, but I want to make some changes.”
 
   Dallas stopped walking and turned to him. “What kind of changes?”
 
   “I want to give it all to you. After Lance told me about the feds knowing everything there is to know about me and Nicci, I decided, with the baby on the way, I can’t risk being involved in such a dangerous operation anymore.” David paused. “Running the organization was always your dream, not mine.”
 
   Dallas stood in silence for a moment, feeling a little overwhelmed by David’s offer. “I don’t know what to say,” he finally told him.
 
   David grinned as his gray eyes lit up. “There’s one other favor I’d like to ask.”
 
   “I don’t like that look. Is it legal?”
 
   “Very. Nicci and I want you to be Ellen’s godfather.” David raised his hands to Dallas, preempting his retort. “In case anything happens to us, we want you to take care of her. We both know she would be safe with you.”
 
   Dallas was floored. “Are you sure, David? I know nothing about kids. And what kind of screwed up parent would I be? The kid would probably need years of therapy to get over the damage I might do.”
 
   “Look, Dallas, it’s simply a backup plan, just in case. We want to make sure that if anyone comes after us, if anything should happen, Ellen will be safe.”
 
   Dallas shook his head and took in a deep breath. “Yeah, I guess I see your point, but are you sure? Is Nicci all right with this?”
 
   “It was Nicci’s idea. Anyway, it’s not like anything will happen. I’m a painter and in a few months, when Nicci’s new book comes out, she will be entrenched in her writing career again. We live a quiet and reclusive life, but we both have a past. And that is why we want to do this.”
 
   “I understand.” Dallas paused and smiled. “I’m glad Nicci is writing again. When does the new book come out?”
 
   David beamed with pride. “Jenny Goldvarg’s first novel will hit bookstores in about two months.”
 
   “I’ll keep an eye out for it,” Dallas commented. “What’s it about?”
 
   David rolled his eyes. “About a dead painter coming back from the grave to rescue the woman he loves from marrying another.” He gave Dallas a wary gaze. “Sure you still want to read it?”
 
   “If it’s anything like Nicci’s other novels, I can’t wait to see how I’m portrayed.”
 
   “I’ll have her send you a copy then.” David motioned to the stairs. “Let’s get your bags and I’ll drive you over to the car rental agency.” David took a few steps toward the stairs. “Lance said you never gave him a reason for coming back to town. Is something up with that Gwen Marsh business?”
 
   Dallas browsed the busy terminal. “I got a call from an old friend at the Bureau and I have been asked to check something out.”
 
   “You and the Bureau? You always told me you hated working for those guys.”
 
   “I know, but right now I’m doing a little fact-finding mission to help cover my ass,” Dallas stated as the two men reached the stairs. “After that, I’ll have paid my debt.”
 
   “Watch your back,” David warned. “You and I have had enough experience with the feds to know that they never let up.”
 
   Dallas started down the steps. “I know, but in this instance I need to make sure of the facts. It’s important,” he said in a deep, husky voice.
 
   “Important?” David snickered as he followed behind Dallas. “I know that tone of voice. You’re pissed. It’s more than important. It’s personal for you.”
 
   “Yeah, “Dallas murmured as they descended the stairs together. “It is personal.”
 
   ***
 
   Dallas parked his dark green Nissan Maxima outside of the gate to Gwen’s farm. He sat in the car and watched the white cottage for a while, hoping she would just come outside on her way to the barn. Then he could see what she looked like and drive away. He didn’t want to speak to her again. As far as he was concerned, they had nothing left to say to each other.
 
   The cottage looked the same with its wrap around porch and array of potted plants. And as his eyes took in the landscape, everything appeared to be unchanged. To his left he saw horses in paddocks or out grazing in the pasture behind the red barn. Even her old, dark blue truck was still parked out in front of the house beneath a tall oak. He sat in his car and observed the minutes ticking by on his watch. And with each passing minute, his apprehension escalated. He soon realized he would have to confront her.
 
   Fed up with procrastinating, he shoved the car door open and stepped outside. As soon as he slammed the car door closed, a cacophony of barking broke out from the front porch of the house. Two large brown dogs came barreling down the porch steps and across the clearing toward the gate.
 
   The front door of the cottage quickly opened and a tall, slender woman came out to the porch and looked his way. She was instantly down the front steps and heading for the gate, calling to the dogs as she went.
 
   “Clovis, Rufus, cut it out!” she yelled in a deep, throaty voice.
 
   The voice was not Gwen’s. He anxiously watched as the woman came closer. Her shoulder length blond hair was flowing freely around her face as her long legs carried her across the grass. She was taller than Gwen, her face was longer, and her features did not have the same delicate appearance. This woman had more of a world-weary expression to her countenance. Her eyes were a little sunken, her mouth dropped downward, and her hips did not have Gwen’s alluring sway.
 
   “Can I help you?” the woman asked as she tried to grab one of the dogs by the collar.
 
   Dallas took a step toward the metal gate. “I’m looking for Gwen Marsh.”
 
   “I’m Gwen Marsh,” she said in an unfriendly tone.
 
   Dallas felt his insides clamp down with panic. Dan Wilbur had been right.
 
   “You’re Gwen?” Dallas shook his head and waved his hand at her. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I was out here just last week with Gwen and you’re not—”
 
   “You’re Dallas,” she interrupted as she approached the gate. “She told me you might be coming back.”
 
   “Who told you I might be coming back?”
 
   “The woman you stayed with last week,” she admitted as she stopped before the gate. “Her name was Rennie Davis. And she was sent here to protect me.”
 
   “Protect you? How?” Dallas angrily questioned.
 
   “She became me. She was able to protect me by pretending to be me,” she told him.
 
   As Gwen Marsh stood before him, Dallas could immediately see the likeness between the two women, but her wary, gray eyes were nothing like the blue-green orbs of the woman he had known.
 
   Dallas shook his head. “Pretend to be you? I don’t understand.”
 
   Gwen walked over to the side of the gate and lifted the latch. “Perhaps you should come inside and I’ll explain,” she said and pushed the gate open.
 
   Dallas nodded and stepped onto her property. He waited for Gwen to close the gate and then followed her to the white cottage as the two large dogs frolicked behind them.
 
   As they climbed the porch steps to the house, Dallas motioned to the dogs. “Are those your dogs?”
 
   Gwen nodded. “Harley was mine too.” She opened the front door. “Rennie told me what happened to him when I got back,” she added as she stepped inside.
 
   Dallas followed her in the door. “When you got back? Back from where?”
 
   Gwen shut the front door just as two black noses tried to finagle their way inside.
 
   “My ex-husband wanted to protect me from any retaliations that might occur because of my father’s testimony at the Robertson trial,” she explained, turning to Dallas. “He knew the feds would be watching me, but he felt that was not going to be good enough. He wanted me out of the way until the whole thing blew over.”
 
   Dallas stopped inside the door and surveyed the home. Everything was different. Pictures appeared on the walls that had not been there before, mostly pictures of Gwen—the Gwen standing before him. There were numerous photographs of the woman with her father, brothers, and one of her in a wedding dress standing next to a groom with a slight build, red hair, and round pink cheeks.
 
   Gwen walked through her living room and back toward the kitchen. “My ex-husband and Greg Caston were good friends. Doug knew that the art business was just a sideline for Greg. When my father found out about the trial, Doug decided to contact Caston’s organization.”
 
   Dallas followed her into the kitchen. “But Caston died several months ago. I wasn’t aware his organization was still in operation.”
 
   “Greg’s second in command is running everything.” She smiled at him as she walked over to the cabinet above the sink. “That’s who came up with the plan for me to be replaced with a specialist.”
 
   The aroma of baking bread filled the kitchen. On the stove, Dallas saw a pot of soup simmering away. On the beige counter, beside the sink, freshly baked cookies were still sitting out on a baking sheet.
 
   Gwen pulled a white mug from the cabinet above the sink. “Coffee?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.” Dallas walked over and inspected the pot on the stove. “I take it black,” he added. “Chili?” he asked, pointing to the pot.
 
   “Vegetarian chili,” Gwen clarified as she filled his coffee mug with the black liquid. “You want some?”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “No, smells good though.”
 
   Gwen nodded to the cookies. “Sugar cookie?”
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   She brought his coffee over to him and motioned to the island beside them.
 
   Dallas took a seat on one of the wooden stools by the counter next to him. “So where did you go?” he asked and took a sip of his coffee.
 
   Gwen sat down on the stool beside his. “Houston, to stay with Doug. He wanted me out of New Orleans completely. I made the switch with Rennie right before the feds showed up. She was chosen, not only because she looked like me, but could also ride and take care of my horses.” She peered down at her hands neatly folded in her lap. “My father, however, was against Rennie from the start. They disliked each other from the moment they met. I think going to my father’s for brunch was harder for her than rescuing Rotolo for me.”
 
   “You’re the one who called her about Rotolo?”
 
   Gwen nodded as she raised her eyes to him. “We hadn’t planned on her doing any rescues for me, but when I was told about poor Rotolo, I got in touch with Rennie and begged her to collect him for me.” She shrugged. “In almost every way, she became me.”
 
   “But you can cook,” he asserted as he glanced around the kitchen. “She never touched the stove. Lance Beauvoir told me that she…I mean you were a vegetarian. The Gwen I knew ate meat.” He shook his head. “I knew she was keeping something from me. The missing pictures on the walls; the well-equipped kitchen for a woman who ate frozen dinners; the whole gun issue; even down to how she avoided seeing Lance at Carl Bordonaro’s house. I should have seen the signs.”
 
   Gwen’s skittish eyes found his. “When Carl contacted my father and told him he was bringing you on board, Rennie almost walked away. She said she knew of your reputation and didn’t think she would be able to pull off the switch with you hanging around.”
 
   Dallas lifted his coffee mug to his lips. “Well, she did pull it off. She did a first rate job of deceiving me.” He took another sip of coffee.
 
   “Don’t blame Rennie, Dallas. She didn’t tell me everything that went on between you two, but when I got back and saw her face, I instantly knew that something had happened.”
 
   “Where is she?” he softly asked as he placed his mug of coffee on the brown-and-white counter before him.
 
   “I don’t know. After you left, I flew in from Houston, and we made the switch at my father’s house. I haven’t heard from her since.”
 
   Dallas sat quietly for a moment, mulling over everything that she had told him. “And the story about Earl Yeager?”
 
   Gwen sighed as she placed her hands on the counter before her. “When Rennie found out Carl had brought you into the scenario, she asked me if I had any secrets you might be after. She said you would not let up until you had what you needed. That’s when I remembered about Earl Yeager and the safety deposit key he had given me. I had hidden the key in the house before I left. I told Rennie where to find it so she could get rid of you.”
 
   “At least that part of this nightmare was true,” Dallas reasoned, rubbing his face in his hands. “If Carl Bordonaro ever finds out what you and your father pulled….”
 
   Gwen smiled, knowingly. “But you won’t tell him, will you Dallas?”
 
   “No, he got what he wanted. He need never know the truth.”
 
   Gwen stood from her stool. “And now that you know the truth, what are you going to do?”
 
   Dallas stood up next to her. “Learn from my mistakes and walk away. It was a job, and she did it extremely well.”
 
   He felt the bitter taste of betrayal rise in the back of his throat. He had been conned and now he had to live with the after effects. It felt more than a little disconcerting to be on the receiving end of what he had been doing to others for the past several years.
 
   Gwen started for the kitchen door. “Are you heading back to New York?”
 
   Dallas fell in step behind her. “Yes, I’ll try and get a plane out in the morning.”
 
   Gwen stopped at the kitchen door. “You’re welcome to stay here. I think I kind of owe you, considering everything that occurred.”
 
   “You don’t owe me, Gwen.” A very round, gray tomcat trotted into the kitchen and passed right by Dallas’s feet. He smiled as he looked down on Lawrence. “Besides, Lawrence snores,” he asserted with a grin.
 
   Gwen laughed, a deep bellow of a laugh. Dallas missed the light tinkling sound of his Gwen’s laugh at that moment.
 
   “I should go,” he abruptly stated as he headed for the front door.
 
   “I hope one day we can meet again under better circumstances,” Gwen declared as she came up to the door behind him.
 
   Dallas turned to her. “I doubt we will see each other again, Gwen Marsh.” He held out his hand to her. “You have a good life,” he warmly added.
 
   She took his hand in hers. “You do the same, Dallas August.”
 
   He walked out the door and made his way back to his Maxima as the large dogs trotted alongside of him. When he reached the gate, he took one last look around the facility. Suddenly, it was not the same place he remembered. It appeared to be the same to him, but it did not feel the same, because she was not there. He angrily flipped the latch on the gate and went to his car. He had to stop thinking about her. The job was done. The bitch had taken him for a ride and dented his ego. He had to stop thinking of her as a woman, and start thinking of her as a threat that, one day, needed to be taken care of.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
    
 
   The Hilton by the New Orleans International Airport was booked with conventioneers, but had one suite available for Dallas when he called on his way back to the airport from Gwen’s farm. As he stood inside his two-bedroom suite and surveyed the eighth floor view of the pool, he thought of his Gwen. Dallas had tried to harden his heart against her on the drive across Lake Pontchartrain. He had even made a few phone calls to his contacts in Caston’s organization to locate her. But what would he do with her once he did find her? Kill her, or take her back to bed? His mind flipped back and forth between each possibility as he looked down on the pool. Both felt satisfying, but neither seemed very wise.
 
   Popping the seal on the minibar, Dallas grabbed four miniature bottles of vodka and a clean glass that was sitting on top of the small refrigerator. He took a seat on the ugly orange couch in his small sitting area and began opening the bottles of vodka.
 
   “Rennie,” he whispered to the room. “What kind of stupid name is that?”
 
   While he was pouring the contents of one of the bottles into his glass, he heard a knock on the hotel door. When Dallas opened the door, he found a short, round man with a pasty complexion staring up at him.
 
   “Well, well, a little bird told me I could find you here.” Carl Bordonaro gave Dallas a going over with his brown eyes.
 
   “Carl? What are you doing here?”
 
   “Can I come in?” Carl asked as he motioned to the suite.
 
   Dallas waved him inside.
 
   Carl Bordonaro was dressed in a perfectly tailored blue silk suit and gray tie that clashed with his thick rimmed, black glasses.
 
   Carl gazed about the suite and then his eyes found the open minibar. “They got any nuts in there?” He pointed to the minibar.
 
   Dallas went to the minibar and found a package of salted pecans. He tossed it to Carl.
 
   Carl pulled the tab on the foil bag as he nodded at Dallas. “Did you get my fruit basket?”
 
   “It was very nice, thank you, Carl. I got your card as well,” Dallas told him as he walked back the vodka he had left on the coffee table. “Are you the one who made sure Gwen and her father were safe at last, or was that someone else’s doing?”
 
   Carl just grinned. “Prison is a nasty place, filled with angry and violent people. All kinds of things can happen to all kinds of men there.” His round face became very serious as he made his way to the coffee table. “I heard that you were in town doin’ business for the feds. Is this true?”
 
   “Didn’t know you were keeping tabs on me,” Dallas said as he took a seat on the orange couch.
 
   “You think Darryl Robertson was the only guy with his fingers in FBI pie? Anyone can be bought for a price, Dallas. You know that.” Carl reached into the bag of pecans and tossed a few of the nuts into his mouth.
 
   Dallas shook his head as he poured the vodka bottles one by one into his glass. “I should have known better. And did your informant tell you why I came back?”
 
   Carl went to the minibar and started rummaging through it. He pulled out a can of ginger ale. “Apparently, the Gwen Marsh you were protectin’ wasn’t the real Gwen Marsh.” He popped open the can of ginger ale.
 
   “And you didn’t know she wasn’t the real Gwen, I take it,” Dallas commented, picking up his glass of vodka.
 
   Carl walked over to the couch with his ginger ale and pecans in his hands. “I found out when you brought her to my house on Esplanade Avenue. When I saw the surveillance videos, I realized it wasn’t Gwen.”
 
   Dallas nervously rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “Surveillance videos?”
 
   Carl made himself comfortable on the couch next to Dallas. “Got the whole house wired, everythin’ except the bathrooms. You can learn a lot about people that way.”
 
   “Christ, Carl, I don’t know if I should be embarrassed or really pissed off.” Dallas took a long sip of his drink.
 
   “She’s an attractive woman. I can’t say I blame you for fallin’ for her. She was real good with my fish too. And if you want my two cents, I’d be pissed with the girl, not me. She beat you to the punch on the Gwen Marsh, Earl Yeager problem. If I’d known what Gwen and her father were up to, I would never have gotten you involved.”
 
   “And now that you know, what are you going to do?”
 
   Carl shrugged. “Nothin’. Ed was protectin’ his daughter and I can understand that. After all, Ed and I have been friends a long time and I owe him. So he had someone step in and be his daughter for a while. No harm done.” Carl leaned over and patted Dallas’s leg. “And I appreciate you, my friend. You held up your end of the deal and didn’t rat me out to Dan Wilbur.”
 
   “Is there anything you don’t know, Carl?” Dallas asked as he held his glass to his lips.
 
   “I don’t know where to find that girl you like so much, but I got a place you can start.” He pulled out a card from his suit jacket and placed it on the coffee table in front of Dallas.
 
   Dallas picked up the card and read it. “This is Greg Caston’s gallery in New York City. Why give me this?”
 
   “Ed Pioth told me that is who Doug Marsh contacted to find someone to protect Gwen,” Carl stood up from the couch. “He gave it to me the other day when I went to see him for lunch.” He wiped his hands on his expensive suit.
 
   Dallas put the glass down on the table and sighed. “I feel like this has been your operation all along, Carl, not mine.”
 
   Carl laughed, sounding like a little boy. “Now your gettin’ some smarts. It’s always my operation, Dallas.” He nodded. “I gotta go…can’t be in one place too long these days. See me out,” he urged.
 
   Dallas stood from the couch and walked around the coffee table to Carl. “What was in that safety deposit box, by the way?”
 
   “Pictures of Earl, his family, and even pictures of his grandparents. Nothing but pictures; and, of course, his books.”
 
   “His books?”
 
   “Accounts of every transaction he ever made, from his first numbers operation in the French Quarter to the days when he ran one of the biggest casinos in town. He kept records of everythin’. Now all that’s protected, and everyone is happy. And I have assurances from all those other interested parties that there will be no more midnight excursions to Gwen’s farm.”
 
   “Do you think those other interested parties killed the two grooms?”
 
   Carl waved his hand in the air. “Some of these gentleman may have jumped the gun a bit, but now they’re appeased, thanks to the information you collected.”
 
   “But I thought you said the girl beat me to the punch,” Dallas objected.
 
   Carl moved toward the door. “Yeah, but you got to her. You got her to hand everythin’ over to you. If you hadn’t been there, who knows where all of that information might have ended up?” Carl stopped in front of the door. “I owe you, Dallas.”
 
   “All right, Carl. I guess you’ll be in touch.”
 
   Carl balked as he opened the door. “In touch, hell— I hope to see you at little Ellen’s christenin’. Heard you were goin’ to be the godfather. That’s a very important role. I should know,” he added with a wink.
 
   After Carl left, Dallas went to the coffee table and picked up his drink. When he grabbed for his glass, he spotted the card Carl had left for him. Turning the card over in his hands, Dallas walked over to a chair by the couch and retrieved his cell phone from his jacket pocket. Dallas searched through his phone until he discovered the number he needed.
 
   “You find out anything?” Dan Wilbur asked in a menacing tone.
 
   “Yeah, I found out something. But you might want to consider changing the prescription on your glasses, Dan. It’s the same girl.”
 
   “You’re lying to me, August. Why?” Dan growled into the phone.
 
   “It’s the same girl, Dan. I’ll swear to it.”
 
   Dan Wilbur sighed on the other end of the line. “I’m real sorry to hear that. I was hoping you would help me out. You owe me, August.”
 
   “Our slate is clean, Dan.” Dallas hung up and quickly dialed another number.
 
   “Watcha need, boss?” Cleveland said when he picked up the call.
 
   “Cleveland, there’s been a change of plans. After you pick me up at the airport tomorrow, I will need to go to the Chelsea Art District.”
 
   “Sure thing.” Cleveland paused. “You’s finally gonna get rid of Simon La Roy’s things and buy some new pictures for the place?”
 
   “No, I won’t be buying anything.” Dallas looked down at the card still in his hand. “I’m going to check out the competition.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Cleveland parked the black Town Car in front of the Greg Caston Galleries on West 25th Street in the Chelsea Art District of Manhattan. The four-story, renovated red-bricked warehouse had a wide glass entrance and large windows covering the entire façade of the building. The bright lights from inside of the gallery shone out through the first three floors of the structure, but the fourth floor appeared dark and empty.
 
   Cleveland turned to Dallas in the back seat. “You’s sure ya wanna go in there? After everythin’ that happened in Mr. Caston’s gallery in N’awlins, ya might be takin’ a big chance.”
 
   Dallas placed his hand on the car door. “I need to find out who is running this operation, so I can get some answers.”
 
   Cleveland shrugged his wide shoulders. “It’s ya ass.”
 
   Dallas stepped from the black Town Car and made his way to the building. He pulled his black coat closer around his body as a brisk breeze from the nearby Hudson River blew past. When he reached the glass entrance to the gallery, a slender Asian woman with long, black hair, and dark, almond-shaped eyes opened the door for him.
 
   “Welcome,” the woman said in a smooth voice.
 
   Dallas nodded to her as he walked inside.
 
   “My name is Nia. How can I help you?” she inquired with an alluring smile.
 
   Dallas eyed her trim figure and perfectly smooth skin. She was wearing a fitted, black silk dress and black stilettos. He knew of Greg Caston’s reputation as a collector of attractive women, and for a moment he could not help but admire the man’s exquisite taste.
 
   Dallas removed his black gloves as he took in the gallery. “Nia, I’m looking for your boss,” he remarked in a brisk tone.
 
   Nia frowned, slightly. “Perhaps there is something I can help you with. The gallery manager is out at the moment but I am—”
 
   “I’m looking for your other boss,” he interrupted. “The one who lives upstairs in the penthouse.”
 
   Nia glanced nervously around the gallery. “I’m sorry, but Mr. Caston—”
 
   “Is dead. I know that, Nia,” he interjected. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his business card. “I’m looking for the one who took over for Mr. Caston.” He handed her the plain, white card. “Give him this. He’ll want to see me.”
 
   Nia took the card and read it. She then looked up at Dallas. Her eyes were instantly cool and businesslike. “Of course, Mr. August. Please wait here.”
 
   The beautiful Nia glided across the gallery floor and went through an unmarked door. Dallas strolled about the gallery and casually took in a few pieces of art hanging on the walls. There were large oil paintings of the New York skyline intermixed with smaller pieces of important historic buildings scattered throughout the city. Further along the wall he found some abrasive watercolors of nude men in a variety of compromising positions. The banner above the works read simply, “Winston.”
 
   Dallas lingered about the first floor of the gallery, looking down at his stainless steel watch once or twice, and wondering what was taking so long. He reasoned whoever had taken over Greg Caston’s organization had to know who he was, and probably had already figured out why he was here.
 
   Nia suddenly reappeared on the gallery floor and walked over to Dallas, smiling.
 
   “If you would come this way, Mr. August.” She motioned to a door marked ‘private’.
 
   Behind the door, Dallas discovered a narrow hallway with an armed security guard standing behind a semi-circular desk that was piled high with an assortment of television monitors.
 
   Nia stood by as the burley security guard came around the desk and began to pat Dallas down. Once he was done, he nodded to Nia.
 
   “If you take the elevator at the end of the hall.” Nia waved to a pair of silver doors at the end of the narrow hallway. “They will take you to the penthouse.”
 
   “And who is waiting in the penthouse for me?” he asked, staring into the woman’s dark eyes.
 
   “The person you came to see,” she softly replied and turned away.
 
   Dallas watched as Nia headed back into the gallery. He looked over at the security guard who was watching something intently on his monitor, and then turned down the hallway.
 
   Inside the elevator he hit the “P” button on the console and the car doors closed. As Dallas rode the elevator to the penthouse apartment, he tried to picture his counterpart. He knew Greg Caston would never have trusted just anyone with his organization. Like Simon La Roy, the man had been a ruthless and manipulative bastard who had prided himself on being able to extract secrets from the rich and powerful. Greg Caston would have made sure that whoever succeeded him would have been just as cunning, and just as dangerous, as he had always been.
 
   The elevator doors opened to reveal a spacious loft apartment with a wall of windows that opened on to the distant Hudson River. The red-bricked walls had been left bare, but new hardwood floors had been installed adding to the contemporary feel of the apartment. To the right was an open kitchen with gray granite countertops and stainless steel appliances. To the left there was a living room filled with tan Italian leather furniture and a complex entertainment center with two wide screen televisions. Thick wooden stairs with shiny iron railings stood directly in front of him. The stairs led upward to an open loft bedroom with a wide king-sized bed.
 
   “It looks exactly the same as his place in New Orleans,” Dallas mumbled as he stepped into the apartment.
 
   “Greg designed all of his homes to look the same,” a woman’s voice stated to his right.
 
   Dallas turned to see Gwen, or Rennie as she had been called, standing beside him. She was dressed in black pants, a red silk shirt, and high-heeled black pumps. Her hair had been neatly coifed and hung seductively about her shoulders. She wore a touch of make up on her face, highlighting her delicate features. She appeared confident, classy, and not at all like the Gwen he remembered.
 
   She rubbed her finger nervously along her pale brow. “So I guess we have things to discuss.”
 
   “What in the hell are you doing here?” Dallas shouted.
 
   “You asked to see the guy in charge.” She waved her hand down her figure. “That would be me.”
 
   “You?” He laughed. “Caston left his organization to you?”
 
   She nodded. “I run the galleries and the organization. But technically he left his entire empire to his son, Joshua.” She turned away and walked deeper into the apartment. “I was his right hand for almost three years, just like you were Simon’s after David died—or at least after we thought he had died.”
 
   “And how did you get involved with Caston?”
 
   “I got the idea of joining up with Greg from you.”
 
   He gawked at her. “Me? What did I have to do with it?”
 
   “You don’t remember our meeting ten years ago at Quantico?”
 
   Dallas ran his hands over his face. “You worked for the Bureau,” he muttered.
 
   “I was going to go to medical school after finishing my biology degree, but I didn’t want my father’s life as a physician, so I joined up. We first met at the training facility in Virginia, but I was told at the time that you were too into your partner, Carol Wilbur, to notice anyone else. A few weeks after that, Carol was killed in a car accident and I heard you had resigned. I learned later about your teaming up with Simon La Roy. That was when I contacted Greg and offered my services.”
 
   “What else have you been keeping from me? Is your name really Rennie Davis, or is there something else I should be calling you?” He followed her into the apartment.
 
   “My real name is Rennie Davis.”
 
   “And what kind of name is Rennie?” He began unbuttoning his long, black coat.
 
   “It is a nick name for Lauren. I gave it to myself when I was a kid back in Texas. I detest the name Lauren.”
 
   Dallas tossed his coat on to the leather couch to his right. “Good. I’ll make sure I call you Lauren from now on.”
 
   “Still pissed because I got the safety deposit box key out of Gwen before you, or because I fooled you into believing I was her?”
 
   Dallas walked up to her and let his eyes linger on her slender face. “You didn’t fool me,” he whispered. “I knew something was up from moment we met.” He stepped from her side and headed toward the kitchen. “Your inability to cook, your sudden urge for meat, the Glock, the way you tossed me about your kitchen, and of course, shooting Brewster. All of your little quirks gave me some indication that you were not who you said you were.”
 
   Rennie turned and watched him march into the kitchen and open the freezer.
 
   “What are you doing?” she called out.
 
   Dallas eyed the stacks of frozen dinners filling the freezer. “Just checking,” he said to her. He moved back into the living room. “So what else did you lie about?” He lifted his left index finger to her. “What about this? Where did you learn to sew a guy up?”
 
   “My father taught me. He was a country doctor and I was always prone to accidents growing up on a farm.”
 
   “And the scar on your wrist?” He pointed to the red scar poking out from beneath her sleeve. “You didn’t get that by catching your arm on a nail, did you?”
 
   “You were right. It was a knife wound from a fight I got into a few months back on assignment.” She tilted her head slightly to the side, observing him. “So why are you here, Dallas? If you had me figured out, and Gwen told you about me, then why come here? What else do you need to know?”
 
   He leaned in closer to her. “I want to know…why me?” he growled.
 
   Rennie took a step back from him, shaking her head. “I didn’t hire you, Carl Bordonaro did. Shouldn’t you be asking him that question?”
 
   “Why did you sleep with me when you knew I had what I needed? I was leaving in the morning and we could have walked away without the added complication of that night. Why do it, Lauren?”
 
   “I was wondering when you were going to bring that up,” she mocked. “What I did is nothing you haven’t done many times before with your other targets, Dallas. You and I both know sex is merely a tool for obtaining secrets.”
 
   “But I had my secret; I didn’t need anything else from you,” he grumbled, grabbing her arm.
 
   “Maybe I wanted you, Dallas. To have just one night with you,” she whispered.
 
   He let go of her arm, pushing her away. “You’re a real piece of work.”
 
   Rennie grinned into his face. “I’m you, Dallas. In high heels and with blond hair, but I am you.” She shook her head as she took a step away from him. “Greg told me about you, once. He said he admired your ability to get any secret out of any target. He thought you were the best in the business.”
 
   “Deceiving people is nothing to be admired for,” Dallas argued in a husky voice.
 
   “Isn’t it? It all depends on one’s perspective, Dallas. Secrets are a commodity that will never lose their value. The world runs on them, men build empires with them, they can topple governments, and can even turn a Hollywood hopeful into a star. What we do may not be right or popular, but it is necessary.” She paused and stared into his frigid eyes. “We are the secret brokers, you and I. And leopards with the same spots should always stick together.”
 
   Dallas studied her face. “What are you suggesting?”
 
   “Joining forces.”
 
   He laughed. “You and me? You must be joking.” He laughed even louder.
 
   “Why not?” She frowned, looking like a little girl.
 
   Her sudden change in demeanor unnerved Dallas. He felt his resolve fading and quickly turned away from her. “Because we run competing businesses, Lauren, that’s why,” he added over his shoulder.
 
   “Simon La Roy and Greg Caston ran competing businesses—not us,” she insisted behind him.
 
   “They hated each other,” Dallas countered, raising his voice.
 
   “But we don’t.”
 
   Dallas snickered, turning to her. “Don’t be so sure of that, Lauren.”
 
   She shook her head, appearing aggravated. “You really need to stop calling me Lauren.”
 
   He grinned with amusement. “Lauren suits you.”
 
   Rennie leaned in closer to his body and placed her hand on the lapel of his black suit jacket. “And what would it take to get you to stop calling me Lauren?”
 
   Dallas lowered his head to her. “I’ll keep that a secret for the time being,” he whispered to her.
 
   Unable to resist, he leaned forward and kissed her. Rennie eagerly reached her arms about his neck and arched her body into his. Then without warning, he pushed her away.
 
   “Why stop?” she asked, breathlessly.
 
   “Why go on? It can’t go anywhere between us.”
 
   “Why does it need to go anywhere?”
 
   Dallas walked over to the couch and picked up his long, black coat. “You’re not a target anymore, Lauren.”
 
   She ran her hand through her silky hair as her brow furrowed. “Does that matter? You don’t want a relationship any more than I do. Safer this way, for both of us.”
 
   Dallas headed to the elevator. “Safer for you, perhaps, but not for me,” he reasoned over his shoulder.
 
   He pressed the call button and the silver doors parted before him.
 
   “And what about my offer to join forces?”
 
   Dallas turned around in the elevator and stared back at her. “I’ll be in touch.”
 
   Rennie folded her arms over her chest. “I’ll be waiting,” she declared right before the elevator doors closed.
 
   As the elevator made its way down to the first floor, Dallas August grinned. It seemed there was more to Rennie Davis than he had ever imagined.
 
   When Dallas walked out of the building, his cell phone began ringing. He checked the caller ID and quickly answered the call.
 
   “David?” he said into his cell phone.
 
   “Well, you’re never going to guess what happened, Dallas. We got our special delivery a few weeks early.”
 
   Dallas headed for the black Town Car waiting for him at the curb. “What’s wrong, David?” he anxiously asked.
 
   David laughed. “Nothing’s wrong. I’m a daddy!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
    
 
   The allure of spring was in the air as Dallas walked in the front doors of the St Charles Avenue Presbyterian Church. He eyed the French Gothic interior with its travertine textured walls and dark English oak finishes. He admired the abstract stained glass windows above that illustrated stories from the Bible, and the leaves, diamonds, and crosses that were incorporated throughout the churches interior. A small crowd was gathered around a baptismal fountain to the right of the sanctuary, and as he drew near he heard the muffled cries of a baby.
 
   Then he spotted her off to the side, holding the child. She was wearing a simple, green sheath dress that clung to her slim figure and highlighted her long, auburn hair. She had an oval face, with creamy skin, high cheekbones, and a mouth that always reminded him of a pink summer rose. When Nicci saw Dallas staring at her from the middle of the church, she smiled.
 
   There were still moments when her memory tugged at his heart. The smell of her, the feel of her soft skin in his hands, but those moments had been fading in the past few months. And until he saw her coming toward him, holding her baby in her arms, he thought he had conquered his past with her, but now he was not so sure.
 
   “Dallas,” Nicci said as she came up to him.
 
   He gazed into her alluring gray eyes and smiled. “Hello, Nicci,” he whispered. “How are you?”
 
   “Happy, very happy.” Nicci looked over his gray suit and pale yellow tie. “You look good, Dallas. Taking over Simon’s empire seems to agree with you.” She paused and glanced down at the fidgeting baby in her arms. “Thank you for doing this. I know we didn’t…I mean I just wanted to say that I’m sorry—”
 
   He raised his hand to her. “It’s fine, Nicci. I don’t regret what we shared for a moment. And I am happy for you and David. I really am.”
 
   The tiny infant, dressed in her white christening robes, raised a small pink hand to Dallas.
 
   Nicci looked down to the baby. “Meet your goddaughter, Ellen Beauvoir Goldvarg.”
 
   Dallas studied the tiny face nestled in Nicci’s arms. She had her mother’s creamy skin and beautiful face, but her father’s brown, wavy hair and sharp gray eyes.
 
   “She’s beautiful,” he said as he looked back up at Nicci. “Just like her mother.”
 
   “I’ll get David and tell him you’re here. I think he’s back in the rectory with the minister.” She hugged Ellen close to her chest as she headed to the side of the church and through an open doorway.
 
   “Dallas!” a woman cried out behind him.
 
   Dallas turned to see Nicci’s Aunt Hattie rushing toward him. She was wearing a snug yellow dress and dragging her husband, Ned Vasterling, behind her. Aunt Hattie was a short, round woman with brown hair and big brown eyes, and had a propensity for being late for every occasion. Her tall, slender husband was dressed in a dark pin striped suit and gray tie, and already looked quite bored.
 
   Aunt Hattie kissed his cheek. “Isn’t it wonderful?” she began. “Nicci and David alive and together—then we get our little Ellen too.” She patted his arm reassuringly. “Not that you and Nicci weren’t great together, but you know how people are when it is a destined love.”
 
   “Destined love?” Uncle Ned frowned at his wife. “Hattie, you’ve been reading too many romance novels.” Uncle Ned held out his hand to Dallas. “Glad you came, Dallas. Nicci was so pleased you agreed to be Ellen’s godfather.”
 
   “I’m happy she thought of me.”
 
   “Oh, it’s such a shame the whole family could not be there when Colleen’s little boy and my grandson, Andrew Cole, was christened two months ago in this very same church. But we didn’t know they were alive then. And when we found out that first Nicci, and then David were not only alive, but also married, we were so happy. I only wish I could have seen them marry. My sister’s only child, and I never got to see her wed.”
 
   “Her name is Jenny now, Hattie,” Uncle Ned reminded his wife. “Jenny Goldvarg. Nicci Beauvoir is technically buried up at that cemetery in Hammond.”
 
   Aunt Hattie looked indignantly at her husband. “I remember, Neddie. I went to the funeral, remember? I even helped pick out her mahogany casket.” She turned to Dallas. “I’m still getting used to this new identity thing.”
 
   A young woman came running up to Dallas. She was wearing a very tight violet dress with swirls of lace and taffeta that came together in a large bow over her right shoulder. She had Hattie’s brown eyes, brown hair, and sallow coloring, but her slender hips and ample bosom contrasted sharply against her mother’s round figure.
 
   “Dallas!” Colleen squealed as she kissed his cheek, leaving a pink lipstick stain. She quickly began wiping his cheek.
 
   Dallas eyed the hodgepodge of fabric in her dress. “Is that one of yours?”
 
   Colleen twirled for him. “One of my most recent creations.”
 
   Dallas noted how Aunt Hattie rolled her eyes at her daughter’s dress.
 
   A lanky, redheaded man in a blue suit came up to Dallas extending his hand. “Dallas, good to see you again,” Ray Phillips said.
 
   Colleen wrapped her arm about her husband’s waist. “We had our son christened in this same church. I think it’s just so great that Nicci and David get to christen little Ellen here, too.”
 
   “Jenny and Dan,” Ray corrected his wife. “You need to call them Jenny and Dan from now on, Colleen.”
 
   Colleen shrugged. “Why? There’s no one here but family. It’s not like they were secret agents or somethin’.”
 
   “But it’s for their protection,” Uncle Ned chimed in as he glanced over at his wife. “You two agreed to go along with this ruse, and you can’t jeopardize their safety, remember.”
 
   “I’m not good with secrets,” Colleen whined.
 
   “You definitely got that from your mother,” Uncle Ned quipped.
 
   Aunt Hattie and Colleen stared at each other as they began sucking in gasps of air through their teeth. Their odd laughter reverberated throughout the church, making the sacred building sound like a large vacuum cleaner.
 
   “Maybe we should find our seats,” Ray suggested. He took his wife’s arm and dragged her away, still laughing, from Dallas’s side.
 
   Uncle Ned nodded to Dallas as he and Aunt Hattie followed behind Ray and Colleen.
 
   “Hoovers at it again, eh?” a man’s voice whispered behind Dallas’s right ear.
 
   Dallas turned to see Bill Beauvoir, Nicci’s father, and his wife, Betty, standing in the middle of the aisle behind him.
 
   “Bill,” Dallas said with a warm smile as he reached out his hand. “Good to see you again.”
 
   Bill Beauvoir had Lance’s green eyes but lacked the youthful looks and vigor of his brother. Bill had a receding hairline, pale skin, and always appeared haggard, unlike Lance who never seemed to age. The president of the family business, Beauvoir Scrap Metal, Bill had spent a lifetime worrying over deadlines and budgets, while his older brother had opted to embrace a more carefree lifestyle far away from the confines of any office.
 
   Bill shook Dallas’s hand. “So glad you’re here, Dallas. I know Nicci is thrilled you agreed to be Ellen’s godfather.” He paused and his face grew somber. “After everything that happened last summer, I never got a chance to thank you for all that you did for David and Nicci.”
 
   “There’s no need to thank me, Bill. They both mean the world to me.” Dallas turned to the petite, blue-eyed woman next to Bill. “I’m sorry I couldn’t make your wedding, Betty.”
 
   Betty Webster Beauvoir kissed his cheek. “Never mind about the wedding—David told us of everything that you had going on in New York. Bill and I understand why you couldn’t come.”
 
   Bill’s deep green eyes clouded over with concern. “Must have been quite a mess to clean up after all of that Simon La Roy business.”
 
   Dallas sighed. “At first, but things are settling down now.”
 
   “Glad to hear it,” Bill admitted. He patted Dallas on the shoulder. “We’ll talk after the ceremony.”
 
   Bill took Betty’s arm and escorted her to one of the nearby pews.
 
   “There he is!” a man cried out beside Dallas as he slapped him on the shoulder.
 
   Dallas turned to see David standing next to him. He was dressed in a tailored blue suit and yellow tie. His dark, wavy hair was neatly combed and he had a proud smile on his slender face.
 
   “Can’t get the festivities started without the godfather,” David remarked.
 
   Dallas reached held out his hand to David. “You look like a proud father.”
 
   “Proud?” He shook his head as he gripped Dallas’s hand. “I’m scared to death. It’s one thing when they’re pregnant and you have the thought of a baby, but when you are standing in the delivery room, watching your wife scream in pain, it’s another thing entirely. And then they hand you this alien life form, call you ‘Daddy’, and tell you to cut the cord, well….” David wiped his brow. “I thought I was going to die…again.”
 
   “Nicci seems happy,” Dallas commented. He nodded to her as she crossed the front of the church with Ellen in her arms.
 
   “She’s absolutely besotted with Ellen. We both are. It’s the most amazing feeling in the world, Dallas. You should try it.”
 
   Dallas frowned at his old friend. “You were the one meant for this life, David, not me.” David scrutinized his face with his warm gray eyes. “You’re meant for it too, my friend. You’ll see. Life has a funny way of grabbing you by the ankles and tripping you up when you least expect it.” He gazed over at Nicci and his face warmed over with affection. “Who would have thought when I came to New Orleans a few years ago to run a routine assignment and pass off false information that I would meet someone and fall in love?” He paused as he turned back to Dallas. “Did you get the final papers I signed and sent back?” he asked.
 
   “They have already been filed at the courthouse. I now own all of Simon La Roy’s assets. Dan Goldvarg’s name has been removed from the estate.”
 
   “Good. It’s best this way. I want no more ties to Simon. I want him out of my life forever.”
 
   “And you’re sure about this godfather thing?” Dallas gave him a slight grimace.
 
   David laughed as he observed the look on Dallas’s face. “You’re the only person I would trust with my little Ellen. And it’s too late to back out now, Dallas.” David turned to the church entrance and smiled. He waved his hand to someone. “Ah, here comes Val,” he said to Dallas.
 
   A round woman dressed in a tailored light blue suit and white, low-heeled shoes came down the aisle toward them. She had silver hair, bright blue eyes, and a lively smile on her face. When she reached Dallas’s side, she flung her arms lovingly about his shoulders.
 
   “Dallas, it’s so good to see you!” Val proclaimed as she hugged him.
 
   Dallas kissed the older woman’s cheek and then stood back from her, taking in her outfit. “Val you look positively sophisticated.”
 
   An old family friend of the Beauvoirs, Val Easterling was a wealthy widow who sat on some of the most influential committees in town. She was considered by many to be one of the most powerful women in the city of New Orleans.
 
   “I think she looks like a nun,” Lance Beauvoir spoke up beside her as he reached for Dallas’s hand. “Dallas, good to see you here.” He gave Dallas’s hand a firm shake. “Valie’s probably gonna scare the crap out of the kid when she holds her during the ceremony.”
 
   “Well, it’s a church, Lance,” Val declared as she elbowed Lance in the side. “One needs to dress accordingly, even if these places do make you break out in hives,” she teased.
 
   “I’m very fond of churches,” Lance told her. “I got married twice in a church a lot like this one.”
 
   “When did you get married in a church?” Val questioned.
 
   “They have churches in Las Vegas.”
 
   Val rolled her blue eyes. “Just make sure you stay down wind of the minister. You still smell like the bar you slept in.”
 
   “I was celebrating the christening with a friend of Dallas’s last night,” Lance explained.
 
   “And how is Carl doing these days?” Val inquired.
 
   Dallas turned to Val. “How do you know Carl?”
 
   Val let out a raucous laugh. “Carl and I go way back, Dallas. New Orleans is a small town. You live here long enough, you end up knowing everybody.” She paused and then nodded at Dallas. “He called me a few weeks ago to inquire about you. He said he wanted a character reference. I told him whatever he needed done, you could handle.”
 
   “I shall never underestimate the scope of your influence, Val,” Dallas avowed, grinning at her.
 
   Lance nodded to Dallas. “Carl wanted to be here today, but he didn’t think he should risk it.”
 
   “I’m thankful he didn’t come,” David asserted. “I don’t need the added worry of having a possible swarm of feds descending on my baby’s christening.”
 
   Lance eyed Nicci holding the baby by the sanctuary. “I think I will go on over and say hello to my great niece, before the festivities begin,” Lance said and went across the aisle toward Nicci.
 
   David kissed Val’s cheek. “Thank you for doing this, Val. Nicci and I are very pleased you agreed to be part of Ellen’s christening ceremony.”
 
   “I was happy you asked. At least I got to avoid going to the Hoover’s shindig two months ago. I heard they had over 200 people at their reception.”
 
   “Won’t be near that many at ours,” David assured her. “I don’t want too much attention around Nicci or the baby right now. The less people know about us the better.”
 
   “Then you’d better super glue Hattie’s mouth shut for your own protection. Why on earth you wanted to tell her about the two of you being alive is beyond me!” Val exclaimed.
 
   David laughed as he put a loving arm about Val’s shoulders. “It wasn’t my choice, either, but Nicci wanted her entire family to share in Ellen’s arrival. I think it was my fault anyway. When I broke the news to my Aunt Flo about us, she insisted the rest of her family be told as well.”
 
   “Where is Flo? Is she coming?” Val eagerly asked.
 
   “Her flight got delayed. She’ll be here for the reception at Bill and Betty’s home.” David eyed Nicci across the church, frowning at him. “I’d better go and see what I’ve done wrong.”
 
   Val watched David hurry to Nicci’s side. “Family can be such a pain in the ass, especially this one.” She turned to Dallas. “You know this means you officially become a member of this group of lunatics, don’t you?”
 
   Dallas placed his hands in his trouser pockets and shrugged. “I thought being a godparent meant you were just considered a good family friend.”
 
   Val waved her hand about the church. “For better or worse, these people are your family, Dallas. We’ll always be your family.”
 
   Dallas’s cell phone began ringing just as Ellen’s let out an ear-piecing scream. Dallas and Val turned toward the front of the church to discover a perplexed Lance holding the howling baby.
 
   “I’d better go and rescue him,” Val said with a hearty chuckle.
 
   “I’ll be over in a minute,” Dallas told her as he pulled the phone from his inner jacket pocket.
 
   Val patted Dallas’s arm, and headed toward the front of the church.
 
   Dallas checked the caller ID on his phone but no number appeared.
 
   “Hello?” He said into the phone as he walked toward the back of the church.
 
   “Hello, Dallas,” Rennie’s sultry voice came over the phone speaker.
 
   Dallas felt his blood turn to ice. “Why are you calling me?”
 
   “I was just checking in.”
 
   “Checking in!” He gazed nervously about the church and lowered his voice. “What do you mean checking in, Lauren?”
 
   “I was in New Orleans on business and heard you were here for the christening. I thought we could get together.”
 
   “What business? And how did you know about the christening?”
 
   “You know what we do, so it shouldn’t be hard for you to figure out how I tracked you down, Dallas.” She sighed into the phone. “I’m calling because I have a business opportunity for you.”
 
   Dallas was silent for a few seconds as he considered her statement. “What kind of business opportunity?” he finally inquired.
 
   “I don’t think it’s safe to go in to too much detail over an open line.” She paused for a moment and then asked, “Is your heart pumping yet? Can you feel your adrenalin kicking in? Admit it, Dallas, you’re intrigued.”
 
   “Where are you?” he growled.
 
   “I’m at Greg’s gallery in the Warehouse District. Come tonight after the festivities. We’ll talk then.” Rennie hung up the phone.
 
   “Hey,” David called out across the church. “Godfather to be. What are you doing?”
 
   Dallas quickly shoved his cell phone back inside his inner jacket pocket.
 
   As Dallas headed down the aisle of the church to the baptismal fountain, his head was swarming with questions. When he stepped up to the sanctuary, David was waiting for him.
 
   “All right,” a long-faced minister draped in a long gold robe announced to their left as he approached the baptismal fountain. “The godparent is here, so we can go ahead and get started,” he announced. He waved for Dallas and David to take their places next to the baptismal fountain.
 
   David leaned over to Dallas as they walked across the aisle. “Any particular reason you’re getting phone calls in the middle of my kid’s christening?”
 
   Dallas casually shrugged, trying to allay David’s concerns. “You know the organization….”
 
   David glowered at him. “I don’t believe you.”
 
   Dallas stared into his friend’s vibrant gray eyes and then turned away. He realized he could no longer involve David in any of his operations. “You’re being suspicious. Everything is fine, David.”
 
   David carefully examined Dallas’s profile. “I know that look. There’s something you’re not telling me.”
 
   “You’re done with that business, remember.” Dallas nodded to Nicci and the baby standing in front of the baptismal fountain. “Worry about your wife and daughter. It’s my job to worry about the organization.”
 
   “One day you need to consider getting out of that business, Dallas, before it eats you alive.” David looked ahead to Nicci. “Find a woman you can lose yourself in and then see where life takes you.”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “I’m not like you, David. I’m not looking for happily ever after. I’m just trying to stay alive.”
 
   “Just don’t let the organization end up killing you.”
 
   Dallas grinned as he thought of Rennie. “If that were the case, I’d be dead already,” he mumbled as he remembered the enticing sway of her hips. “Besides, I tried it your way, and it didn’t work out,” Dallas added.
 
   “Maybe you could try again,” David suggested.
 
   Dallas thought of his phone conversation with Rennie and as he pondered the possibilities, he felt that kick of adrenalin hit him.
 
   “I’m not cut out for that kind of life. I think I’m better off where I am,” Dallas insisted. “I don’t know any other way to live, David.”
 
   David patted Dallas on the shoulder as the two men came to a halt before the baptismal fountain. “Find another way, my friend. Let go and embrace the unexpected twists life sometimes offers you.” He smiled at his wife and daughter standing beside him. “You never know where it might lead.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
    
 
   It was well after dark when Dallas pulled his Honda Accord rental car into the parking lot outside of Greg Caston’s gallery in the heart of the New Orleans Warehouse District. The parking lot appeared empty as he climbed out of the car and gazed up at the three-story building before him. The first two floors of the gallery were dark, but lights could be seen coming from the windows of the penthouse apartment above. He made his way to the sidewalk that led to the rear entrance of Greg Caston’s former home. As Dallas approached the heavy glass door to the building, his body shuddered with a sense of foreboding.
 
   He had spent the past several months struggling to protect David, Lance and Nicci from the events that had transpired in the penthouse apartment above on that fateful night last May. The night Simon La Roy, Greg Caston, and Jenny Ryan had been murdered. He had concealed so much, and now he had an uneasy feeling that all of his efforts were about to be exposed.
 
   Dallas reached the thick glass door at the entrance and tried to pull it open. After a few seconds he heard a loud buzzer and the door popped opened. Eagerly exploring the frame around the entrance, he finally spotted the security camera posted above his head.
 
   Dallas pulled the door open and walked inside. Waiting just beyond the door was an armed security guard. The man was short, wide, and loaded down with more muscles than Dallas thought could have been humanly possible.
 
   “Ms. Davis is waiting for you, Mr. August,” the short man said in a very deep voice.
 
   The security guard waved down a dark corridor to his right that led to a pair of silver elevator doors.
 
   Dallas looked into the square face of the young guard. “Thank you,” he said and then headed down the corridor.
 
   When he reached the elevator doors, they magically opened before him. Dallas entered the car and pressed the “P” button on the console. As the elevator sped upward to the third floor apartment, Dallas thought of how he would handle seeing Rennie again. Since their last meeting, he had forced all thoughts of Rennie from his mind, convincing himself that he had conquered his weakness for her. But as the elevator ground to a halt, Dallas felt his confidence in his ability to resist her charms rapidly waning.
 
   When the doors opened, Rennie was standing in the center of the expansive apartment, waiting for him. She was dressed in a light blue gown, gathered at her slim waist, with a fitted bodice, and a full skirt. Her blond hair was piled atop her head with several wisps strategically placed around her slender face. The moment he saw her, his breath caught in his throat, and then his anger kicked in.
 
   He stepped from the elevator. “All right, Lauren. I’m here. Now what’s this about?”
 
   Rennie rolled her eyes. “One day I hope you can outgrow that childish habit of yours of always trying to infuriate people.”
 
   “I only try to infuriate you.” His eyes slowly wandered up and down her slim figure. “You look nice. Did you get all dressed up for me?” he playfully asked.
 
   Rennie smirked at him. “We had a small function at the gallery tonight for a few VIPs.” She waved down at the gown. “Impractical for our meeting but necessary since my last guest only left twenty minutes ago.” She looked over his gray suit. “And how was the christening?”
 
   Dallas made his way into the apartment. “The baby cried a lot.”
 
   “Yes, they tend to do that.” She paused. “And how was it, seeing Nicci again?”
 
   He turned from her and walked to the wall of windows that overlooked the Mississippi River. “Do you really want to know the answer to that question?”
 
   “No,” Rennie answered behind him.
 
   Dallas turned and cast his eyes to the kitchen with its stainless appliances, then to the tan Italian leather furniture in the living area, and finally to the same wood and iron stairs ascending to the second floor open loft bedroom that he had seen in Caston’s New York apartment.
 
   “Why did he never want to make each place distinct and different?” Dallas questioned, purposefully keeping his eyes from meeting hers.
 
   Rennie pointed to the bare walls. “He liked having each home appear to be the same as the other. The only thing he made different was the art he selected for the walls. The paintings he chose were meant to represent the city he was in. Here he had portraits of local historic New Orleans landmarks on the walls, but I had them removed after his death.”
 
   “And why did you do that?”
 
   She shrugged. “I sold them. I figured there was no point in having them locked away up here when they could be making me a profit downstairs in the gallery.”
 
   “I take it that means you’re not really into art.”
 
   Rennie moved toward the kitchen. “Greg was the art fanatic. I could care less about the stuff.”
 
   Dallas followed her to the kitchen. “Then why did Greg leave you to run his galleries?”
 
   “Because I ran his organization exceedingly well, and he realized I would take care of his galleries in the same way. A business is a business. Greg knew all I ever cared about was the bottom line.”
 
   “And what else do I need to know about you, Lauren?” He walked up to the kitchen counter and stared into her delicate face.
 
   “I’m thirty-six. I have an older brother who lives in Washington D.C., and works for the Department of Homeland Security. When I was seventeen our parents died in a car accident, leaving us with a broken down farm and a lot of debt, so when I was eighteen I married a man who I thought would make my life better. He didn’t. Six months later I got a divorce, took my alimony, and went to college. After I joined the FBI and saw the world, I vowed never to go back to the small town in Texas I came from. Not long after that, I ended up with Greg.” She sighed. “Anything else you want to know?”
 
   He leaned in closer to her and whispered, “Why am I here?”
 
   Rennie turned from the bar, which separated the kitchen from the rest of the living area, and walked over to a cabinet next to the sink. After pulling out two old-fashioned glasses and picking up the bottle of Stolichnaya Vodka that was sitting on the counter, she returned to Dallas’s side.
 
   Dallas took a seat in one of the iron stools located next to the bar.
 
   Rennie sighed as she placed the glasses down on the counter. “I have a problem and I need your help.” She opened the bottle of vodka.
 
   “My help?” Dallas snickered. ”After the crap you’ve pulled with me, you expect me to help you?”
 
   “Just listen to what I have to say and then you can make up your mind,” she said in an exasperated tone.
 
   Dallas scowled and then gave a curt nod.
 
   Rennie began to pour out a measure of vodka in each glass. “There is a former associate of Greg Caston’s asking me for a favor.”
 
   “A favor?” Dallas grimaced as he stared at the glasses on the counter. “I’ve heard that before.” He paused and looked up at Rennie. “What does this former associate of Caston’s want?”
 
   “A businessman named Scott Corbin has developed certain profitable alliances with India. This former associate wants those alliances shut down. I’m to send in a specialist for the job. The problem is Mr. Corbin has used Greg’s organization extensively in the past and is familiar with many of my best people,” she replied.
 
   “Why don’t you turn down the job?” he asked warily.
 
   Rennie turned back to the refrigerator behind her and opened the freezer. She grabbed an ice bucket and brought it back to the counter. “The individual asking for the information is threatening to pass along certain information about my organization to the feds if I don’t take the job. And that’s not all.” She added ice to both drinks.
 
   Dallas picked up one of the glasses. “I’m listening.” He took a sip of his drink.
 
   Rennie reached for a glass. “He’s someone in a position to do a lot damage. He knows a great deal about me, Greg, and the organization.” She paused and waited for a moment before she added, “I think we need to work together on this.”
 
   “We? I can’t work with you!”
 
   “You do realize that I need someone from outside of my organization to look into this.”
 
   “Get someone else,” he barked.
 
   Rennie shook her head. “There is no one else. I need someone who has worked as a specialist and who knows the business. And I need someone I can trust.”
 
   “You don’t trust me, Lauren. And I will never trust you.” He took another sip of his vodka.
 
   “What’s the matter, Dallas? Did I get too close for comfort?” She lifted her glass to her lips. “I remember how we felt together that night. You can’t tell me it meant nothing to you.”
 
   Dallas slammed his glass down on the counter. “It did mean nothing. It was a job.”
 
   Rennie put her glass down on the counter next to his. “Careful, Dallas. Your emotions are showing.” She slowly eased her way to his side. “I want to show you something.” She took his hand and coaxed him from his stool.
 
   He reluctantly let her lead him across the shiny hardwood floor to the “emergency exit” door on the other side of the apartment.
 
   “Lucky for you, and your co-conspirators, the police never found it. But unfortunately someone else saw this in the wall.” She stopped in front of a small chip in the red-bricked wall about three feet to the right of the “emergency exit” door.
 
   Dallas moved in closer to the wall and inspected the quarter size gouge in the brick. “Bullet hole?” he surmised.
 
   “A .38 caliber bullet hole. It was fired from the same gun that killed Greg Caston and Jenny Ryan.”
 
   Dallas turned to Rennie. “Jenny Ryan is alive and well. You mean Nicci Beauvoir, don’t you?”
 
   Rennie nodded.
 
   “How do you know the bullet came from the same gun?” Dallas asked.
 
   She sighed and headed across the apartment to a dark oak desk. She opened a drawer in the desk and pulled out a small plastic bag. She walked back to Dallas, holding out the bag to him.
 
   Inside the clear plastic Dallas discovered a bullet, flattened upon impact. Dallas thought back to the night of the shooting. He remembered the one shot Simon got off from his gun before he hit the floor, dead. Dallas silently berated himself for not checking the wall after he and Lance had cleaned the apartment. Up until that moment, he had forgotten about the single shot fired by Simon. He had been careless, and now it seemed he had put everyone in jeopardy.
 
   “Where did you get this?” he questioned, never looking up from the bullet.
 
   “It was given to me in New York by that former associate of Greg’s I told you about. He made it quite clear that he knows who killed Greg Caston and Jenny Ryan.”
 
   “Jenny Ryan?”
 
   “Yes, he specifically said Jenny Ryan.” She nodded to the bullet. “He’s going to expose Nicci and David if I don’t help him.”
 
   Dallas felt his heart sink to the floor. “Who sent you this?”
 
   “Greg’s brother, Ted Caston,” Rennie stated. “He owns one of the largest steel mills in Pennsylvania and wants his competitor’s contracts with India sabotaged so he can take them over. I either help him or he will go to the feds with everything he knows about my organization.” She pointed to the plastic bag containing the bullet. “And he plans on telling the media the truth about his brother’s murder.”
 
   “I thought he and Greg didn’t speak. From all that I learned, he kicked Greg out of the family trust fund years ago. What is he doing mixed up with all of this?”
 
   Rennie stepped closer to Dallas. “I never met the man until he showed up at my New York gallery two weeks ago wanting to hire me. I have no idea how he found out about that bullet hole.” She folded her arms across her chest. “And believe me, I have tried to find out. No one in my organization admits to ever knowing anything about him.”
 
   “Why is he approaching you with this now?”
 
   “Money,” Rennie shrugged. “Steel production around the world is down and his business is suffering. The Indian government has been buying up steel from selected companies within the United States. Ted Caston needs those contracts with the Indian government to keep his mill running at full capacity. I give him the information he needs to get those contracts from his competitor, Scott Corbin, and he says he will keep his mouth shut about the organization and his brother’s death.”
 
   Dallas blew out a long breath between his clenched teeth. “Well, it would seem Greg and his brother have a lot more in common than we originally thought.” He looked her over. “When are you supposed to get back to him with your plans?”
 
   “There’s a showing at my New York gallery next week. He will be there along with the target, Scott Corbin. If I don’t make some kind of move by then, he said he will take that to mean I’m not interested in helping him, and he will have no option but to talk to the feds.”
 
   “We need to do some digging on Ted Caston. See if there is anything we can use to shut him down.”
 
   Rennie moved closer to Dallas. “Does that mean we will be working together on this?”
 
   He gazed into her blue-green eyes. “Do I have a choice?”
 
   “You can simply walk away.”
 
   “You know I can’t do that. But I think you already knew I would take the job, didn’t you, Lauren?”
 
   “I knew you would be you, Dallas. Methodical, precise, and a man who leaves no stone unturned. And I also knew you would want to protect your friends.” She ran her fingers along the side of his face. “Did I mention that it’s good to see you again,” she whispered.
 
   Dallas felt his skin tingle with her slightest touch. He took in a deep breath and tried to reign in his desire. He closed his eyes and reached up for her hand, and then he slowly lowered her hand from his face.
 
   “This is business,” he firmly said.
 
   Rennie smiled. “Is it?”
 
   Dallas watched the way her nose crinkled on her face when she smiled. His carefully planned defenses against her were beginning to crumble.
 
   “Don’t complicate matters by throwing you and I into the mix, Lauren. We need to remain objective.”
 
   “No, we don’t,” she insisted as she pressed against him.
 
   She placed her hand on his gray suit jacket and ran her fingers up his lapel until she came to the knot on his pale yellow tie. Slowly, Rennie began to undo his tie. “Anyway, I think you like complicated matters, Dallas,” she softly added.
 
   Dallas grinned as he watched her pull the tie from around his neck and toss it to the floor. “Then we will need some ground rules. First, I don’t like being lied to or deceived, Lauren.”
 
   “Duly noted.” She nodded her head as she slowly pushed the jacket off his shoulders.
 
   Dallas let the jacket fall from his arms to the floor. “If we are to work together, you must tell me everything you know. And I must make the decisions regarding where and how we will proceed.”
 
   “I run my own operations, Dallas,” she replied, furrowing her brow at him. “Any decisions made about this assignment will have to be mutually agreed on by both parties. Deal?”
 
   He stared at her for a moment, contemplating her request. “I’ll think about that.”
 
   Rennie began undoing the buttons on his light gray shirt. “And you’ll stop calling me Lauren?”
 
   “I’ll think about that, too.”
 
   Rennie studied his artic eyes as she reached inside of his shirt and ran her hands along his smooth chest. “I guess we have a deal then. So, ah, how do you propose we seal this bargain?” she whispered as she raised her head to his.
 
   Dallas grinned. “I have something in mind.” His lips hungrily came down on hers.
 
   Rennie eased her arms about his neck as she opened her mouth for him.
 
   Dallas wrapped his arms about her and pulled at the zipper on the back of her dress. He eased the heavy fabric of the gown from around her shoulders and pushed the dress down to the floor. Dallas ran his hands over her breasts and slim waist until he came to the elastic waistband of her white cotton panties.
 
   “Think you can handle the rest?” he whispered to her.
 
   Rennie backed away from him. When she reached the stairs, she turned and quickly climbed the steps to the open loft bedroom above.
 
   Dallas walked toward the stairs, keeping his eyes on her body as she darted up the steps. He pulled the light gray shirt from around his shoulders and casually tossed it over the iron railing. With a contented grin on his lips, Dallas August climbed the wooden steps one by one until he reached her bedroom.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
    
 
   A tall, slender man in the fitted black tuxedo walked up to the Greg Caston Galleries on West 25th street in the Chelsea Art District of Manhattan. The four-story, red-bricked building was lit up as waiters carrying silver trays filled with flutes of champagne wandered among the black tie guests mingling about the entrance.
 
   The man with dark blue eyes took a flute of champagne offered to him by a round-faced waiter. He walked purposefully into the gallery, casually sipping his champagne as he went. Women along the way let their eyes linger on his handsome face and toned physique.
 
   “Your name please, sir,” a young woman asked as the man stepped inside of the gallery entrance.
 
   “Dallas August,” he said to the attractive woman holding a clipboard beside him.
 
   “I’ve got this Rita,” Rennie Davis insisted as she came up to the young woman’s side.
 
   Dallas looked into Rennie’s blue-green eyes and grinned.
 
   “Yes, Ms. Davis,” Rita replied and quickly moved away from Dallas.
 
   Dallas followed the line of Rennie’s black velvet gown as it hugged the curves of her body and flared out at the knees. She had pulled her blond hair back in a bun, and had applied smoky shadow around her eyes. The effect was breathtaking.
 
   “You look nice this evening, Lauren,” Dallas commented.
 
   “Nice?” She eyed him skeptically. “You do realize I will make you pay for that later.”
 
   “Lets hope so,” he whispered to her. He looked ahead to the gallery. “Is he here?”
 
   Rennie nodded. “Arrived ten minutes ago with his wife and an assistant. They’re on the second floor.”
 
   Dallas raised his glass of champagne to his lips. “And the target?”
 
   She watched as he took a sip from his drink. “He’s in the main gallery on the first floor with his assistant and a very young girlfriend draped on his arm.” She paused and frowned at Dallas. “Did you tell David Alexander about any of this?”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “No. Let’s just see where Ted Caston leads us before we go alerting anyone of our plans.” He started toward the gallery, but Rennie held his arm.
 
   “You do realize that Ted Caston has more money than God and his connections go directly to the White House.”
 
   “So I have been told.”
 
   “If he wants to destroy your friends….”
 
   “He would have done it by now, Rennie. He needs you. Whatever information he is after, he will be compliant until he gets it.”
 
   Rennie rubbed her hands together. “And then what?”
 
   Dallas shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m making this up as I go along.”
 
   Rennie laughed. “You?”
 
   Dallas gave her a warm smile. “Yeah, I guess you could say you’re rubbing off on me.”
 
   Rennie leaned over to him. “Just don’t get killed. Then who would I have to share my secrets with?” she whispered.
 
   “Your secrets?” Dallas scoffed. “You’re not the kind of woman who shares her secrets.”
 
   “I only keep my secrets from you, Dallas. To the rest of the world I’m an open book.”
 
   “Somehow I find that very hard to believe.”
 
   Rennie nodded toward the gallery. “In the meantime, Caston is waiting.”
 
   Dallas took in a breath as he gazed down at the champagne glass in his hands. “A year ago I thought I had put all of this behind me. But it seems I might never be free of what happened that night in New Orleans.”
 
   “We’ll end it. I promise.” Rennie gently patted his arm. “I don’t want to watch you spend the rest of your life having doubts about your past.”
 
   “Do you plan on being there for the rest of my life, Rennie?”
 
   “If you’ll have me.”
 
   Dallas explored her blue-green eyes for a moment. “Exactly what are you proposing?” he eventually asked.
 
   “Who said anything about proposing? You and I both know we’re not cut out for marriage.”
 
   “Perhaps we should talk about this in private,” he coolly suggested.
 
   Rennie gave an impatient sigh. “Debate about it, you mean.”
 
   “That too,” he countered. “You never know, one day we might want to get married.”
 
   “One day, but not today. Now be a good boy and follow me to the target.”
 
   Dallas nodded. “Yes, dear.”
 
   She gave him a dirty look and turned away.
 
   He marveled at the sway of her hips as she walked ahead of him. Perhaps he had finally found the right woman for him. Maybe he had discovered that different kind of happiness Lance had once spoken of. He had learned to embrace a woman who could accept what he was, and to let go of the woman who had wanted to change him. Dallas knew he had not been cut out for the kind of life Nicci had desired for him. He had loved Nicci, but he realized at that moment what he had shared with her had not been realistic. Pretending to be someone else in order to hold on to her had only made them both unhappy. In a way, he was indebted to Nicci. She had shown him what he could never be. He was not David. And for the first time in his life, he was grateful, and not resentful, of that fact. He was a secret broker. Good or bad, for better or for worse, Dallas August was exactly where he wanted to be.
 
    
 
   The End
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