PROLOGUE


It was too quiet.


Too still.


Buck's off key humming could usually be heard this time of day.  Or Ray's light snoring.


Maria missed the sounds of cars passing by.  Street sounds, the bustle of civilization.  Those were her sounds, not this endless silence or the dizzying heat of the desert or the dry, rustling winds that coated her throat with dust.  And the nights. . .God, the nights were so soundless and restrained, except for the occasional mournful howl of the coyote.  But then, she'd never really been a nature lover.


The months of running and hiding were wearing on her nerves.  Her Latino blood longed for the strumming of a guitar, the noise of children running through the yard, her father's booming voice echoing through the kitchen.


No more.  Those sounds had been silenced.  Like she had almost been silenced, all because of an insane stubborn streak that wouldn't allow her to leave well enough alone.


Outside it was pitch black.  Only the gloomy outline of the mountains, great hulking shadows against the star-studded sky, could be seen.  The air was close and hot.  But that didn't bother her so much as the silence.


It wasn't right.


Somewhere out there a killer was waiting to strike.  She knew, now, no place was entirely safe.  Her nemesis had very long arms and a web of interconnecting tentacles that reached from the lowest belly of denned thieves to the highest points of democracy.


Idiot, she cursed herself inwardly.  But how could she have known it would come to this?  Still, she wasn't a quitter.  Never had been.  Someone had to stop him.


Once upon a time Maria thought she was noble and brave and that she was doing the right thing by putting her life on hold to obtain justice for the dead.  Now she was only tired of the waiting.  Tired of the running.


How long before Benito Juarez and his band of drug-running cutthroats found her again?


The trial was still two, maybe three months away.  The closer it loomed, the more intense Juarez's efforts became to find her.  Several agents had already lost their lives trying to protect her.  She was weary of looking over her shoulder, of being shuffled from one hiding place to another like airport baggage.  She just wanted it to be over.


"Buck?" Maria called out, turning from the window she'd been gazing out.


Several tense seconds dragged by before he answered.  "Yeah?"  He appeared at the kitchen door of the ranch house; one of the few ready for occupation in the unfinished development, though God only knew what kind of person wanted to live in the desert.

She allowed herself relaxed a little.  "You weren't humming.  You always hum."


"Sorry."  Buck smiled sheepishly, holding up the haphazard mound of salami, cheese, and something resembling wilted lettuce that was meant to pass as a sandwich.  "Want one?"


"No."  He knew she liked the humming even if it was off key.  There was no television or phone.  No communication with the outside world except through Buck or Ray's digitally coded phones.

"Something wrong?" Buck asked around a mouthful of salami.


She smiled thinly, a shiver of dread running up her spine.  "It just seems. . ."  The hair on the back of her neck suddenly stood up.  “It’s just too—“

The explosion rocketed her full force through the window along with shards of broken glass, propelling her helplessly through the air.


There was no time to think, breathe, scream.  She hit the water, hard, bouncing against the concrete bottom.  It took a second or two for recognition to seep in.  The pool.  She'd landed in the partially filled pool.  Maria opened her eyes but the water was murky and dark.  Something smashed against her skull, sending a shaft of pain reverberating through her brain.


Swim, dammit.  Get air.


Pushing off, she broke the surface and sucked in the stifling humid necessity.  Strands of long black hair tangled themselves across her face, blocking her vision, while around her flaming debris continued to fall, hissing angrily as shredded pieces of the house made contact with the water.


Voices.  Ray?  Buck?

No, she decided instantly, too rough for them.


Swiping her hair impatiently from her eyes, Maria treaded water, glancing over her shoulder at the house.  It was nothing but an inferno of rubble now.  She wanted to call out, smothering the urge at the last moment, knowing if she did someone other than Buck or Ray might hear her.


Her head pounded.


The voices came closer.


At the last second she took in a deep breath and ducked beneath the murky water, feeling slightly dizzy from the blow to her head.


Don't panic.


Hold your breath.


Not again.  Oh God, please let Buck and Ray be all right.  Let them be alive.


She prayed to the Virgin Mother, to God, to every Saint she could recall from her Catholic upbringing.


One of them must hear her prayer.  They must; she could no longer hold her breath.  She was going to pass out.

*                        *                        *


Will Skaggs pulled into the deserted gas station and parked his dark blue sedan near the back of the building.  Just because he hadn't seen another car on the lonely stretch of desert highway didn't mean he was in the clear.  Several times in the last six months he had thought he'd succeeded in outwitting Juarez, and each time it had blown up in his face, literally.


Benito Juarez's men were everywhere, it seemed, like phantoms waiting to rise up from the shadows.  No sooner than he had Maria Carvania hidden away in a new safehouse, the shadows appeared and the agents covering Maria dropped like flies.  Maria herself should have been exterminated ten times over, but thus far she had miraculously avoided the Grim Reaper.


Some people had all the luck.  Others, like himself, had to palm an ace every now and again.


So now, here he was in the Arizona desert, breaking policy, making ready to call Buck to check that everything was all right.  Sliding from the car after one last look around the empty station, he hurried to the payphone, hoping the ancient machine was actually a working unit and hadn't been cut off when the station closed its doors for lack of business.


He breathed a sigh of relief at hearing the dial-tone, but was soon holding his breath again when there was no answer on the other end.  Just as he was about to hang up a choked, rasping voice came across the line.


"Help me. . ."


The person on the other end was neither Buck nor Ray.  Will hung up and made a mad dash for the car, spewing dirt and gravel as he swerved the sedan onto the highway, heading in the direction of the housing development.

*                             *                       *                                      


Maria huddled in a corner of the vacant house, shivering more from fear than from the cool night air.  Her palms were scraped and stinging.  Her knees ached from crawling over debris and heated metal.  She could hear them sweeping the nearby area for her.  Where were the damn coyotes when she needed them?  Any other night they'd be howling their furry asses off.  She could use a distraction about now.  Her life had, literally, flashed in front of her eyes too many times over the last six months.


Just who the hell did she think she was anyway?  When had she decided she had the brains, cunning, and nerve to take on the Venezuelan mob?  She was a journalist, for God's sake.  She had a life once.  One that didn't include cowering in dark corners waiting for fate to strike her down.  Yet that's exactly what she'd been doing since the day she had contacted the DEA with evidence that would, beyond of a shadow of a doubt, put Benito Juarez behind bars.


She no longer thought of life in terms of years, but in days, hours, sometimes minutes.  Like now, when her heart was pounding against her ribcage so hard it was a wonder the thing didn't simply give out.


Her breath froze in her throat when footsteps neared and a beam of light split the darkness, wavering drunkenly along the empty walls, ceiling, and floor.  Instinctively, she pressed her face into the corner, hoping her ebony locks would blend with her dark clothes and the surrounding shadows.


The shaft of light passed over her.  Her heart stopped.  Started again as the beam flickered away.


"Maria!"


The urgent whisper brought her head up.  "Will?" she croaked faintly, scrambling to her feet.  "Oh, Jesus, I thought you were one of them!"


"No time to talk.  Let's go."  He took her arm and led her out the back and around to his car.  He started the engine and drove by the pale light of the moon until they were out on open road before cutting on the lights.


She was almost afraid to ask.  "Buck?  Ray?"


"Dead."


"Oh God."


"No, Benito Juarez, thank you very much."  Will ran a ragged hand through his hair.


"What do we do now?"


"We call in the big guns.  Here, take my jacket.  We can't stop now, but once we've put enough distance between us and them, I'll stop and round you up some dry clothes."

CHAPTER ONE


Maria shifted in the seat, stretching her aching muscles.  "Tell me again why we're driving through the hills of Kentucky, and why I'm dressed like Oliver Twist.  Ever hear of K-Mart?"


Will smiled wryly.  "I'm taking you to a safe place.  And the more pitiful you look, the better our chances of eliciting a favorable response.  Seth's a sucker for the underdog."


"There is no safe place.  I know, I've been to all of them.  You could lock me in Fort Knox and I wouldn't feel safe."


"Lucky for you we're not going to Fort Knox.  At this point I'm not sure I trust the Marines.  Juarez is getting impatient and dangerous."


"He's always been dangerous, I was just too stupid to see it."  Maria gazed out the window at the passing scenery, watching as the fog set in on the hilltops, their wooded tips barely discernable through the evening mist.  Will Skaggs was the one person she trusted with her life.  He was open, honest, and genuinely cared about what she was trying to do.  What she would do, if she could manage to stay alive long enough.


"How's your head?" he asked.


"It hurts."


"I know.  I'm sorry.  Thank God you managed to crawl into one of those vacant houses and keep out of sight till I got there.  Jesus, I almost passed a gallstone when I called and. . .I thought for sure one of Juarez's goons had gotten to you first.” He slapped the steering wheel, lips thinned in anger.  “I don't how that bastard keeps doing it!  I was careful, Maria."


"Who knew I was there?"


"Just me and my supervisor.  He hand-picked Buck and Ray after the last time."


The last time.  A safehouse in North Carolina.  Simon, the agent assigned to her, shot dead through the window.  A shiver ran through her.


"Cold?" he asked.


"No."


"I can turn up the heat.  It tends to get a little chilly up in these hills in the evening.  We'll stop and check into a hotel so you can rest before heading up to Harris' mountain."


"Are you sure about this, Will?  What if this Harris guy, doesn't want the job?"


He cast her a sideways glance.  "You want the truth or the lollipop version?"


"Guess."


Will took in a deep breath and let it out.  "Seth Harris is the best trained military man the government ever let loose.  We served together in Desert Storm.  He used to be Special Forces.  Did some recon missions for the CIA after the war, bodyguard to the President and various members of the Senate for a couple of years, Secret Service.  Now he teaches literature at Murray State, then takes a hiatus on his mountain in Western Kentucky for the summer."


"You're hiring Indiana Jones to hide me from Juarez?"

He pursed his lips, thought for a moment.  "Seth has. . .special skills.  He's dealt with Juarez before.  Not Benito, the father.  I'm only telling you this because I want you to understand the, er, situation will open an old wound for him.  He's about as approachable as a grizzly.  But," he added before she could interrupt, "he's the only one I trust at this stage of the game.  I swear, Harris is really a good guy on the inside, you just have to get past the crust to find that out."


"You called him though, right?  I mean this isn't going to be a surprise visit."


She didn’t care for the grimace he just managed to control.  "Seth likes the simple life.  No phones, no television, no electricity.  You'd think a man who's crawled through practically every jungle in the world would crave concrete under his feet.  Go figure."


Maria let her head sink back against the headrest and closed her eyes.  Her skull was pounding.  She was stiff and sore, and all she wanted at the moment was a hot shower and a bed.  "So, what you’re saying is that we might have made the trip for nothing.  What if Harris says no?"


"I won't let him."

              *                       *                        *                      


Will checked them into a no name motel with sagging mattresses, lime green carpet that had seen better days, and mold growing in the shower stall.  Maria ignored the mold and stripped off her clothes.  The trickle of lukewarm water that drizzled over her would have to pass for a shower. 


"Feel better?"  Will asked as she emerged from the cubicle disguised as a bathroom, tugging on the pitiful excuse for a shirt he’d managed to dig out of his trunk.


She shrugged.  “Some.”

"Let me see that cut on your scalp."


"It's fine.  Will you stop hovering over me?"


"Shut-up and turn around." He grasped her by the shoulders so he could probe the area.


"You're worse than my mother used to be," she muttered.


"Just call me Mother Will."  He probed the wound until he was satisfied it was clean.  "A stop at the hospital would be just the break Juarez is looking for.  If we're lucky we have one, maybe two days till Benito finds out yours isn't one of the body parts scattered among the rubble in Arizona.  Okay." Will released her.  "Looks fine."


Will told himself he didn't have any choice but to involve Seth Harris.  Harris would keep Maria safe.  Harris would follow the rules and the law only as long as they benefited him.  Seth Harris could do what needed to be done because, technically, he didn't exist.  And Will knew for a fact Harris kept in touch with the rest of his old unit.


"Okay, let's get some shut eye."  But Maria never heard him, she had already fallen asleep on the bed.  He pulled the covers over her and sat down on the opposite bed to think and plan.


What if Seth refused?  What if the group was scattered to the four winds and unreachable?  Seth might be a wild card, but where he led the group would follow.


How Maria had managed to keep it together all this time, he had no idea.  Most people would have given up by now and gone into permanent hiding.  Not Maria Carvania.  She might be small and female, but packed into that petite package was a dynamo; a woman who loved her family and was loyal to their memory.  She didn't want revenge; she wanted justice.  And he was going to see that she got it, one way or the other.  On the other hand, bringing down Benito Juarez wouldn't hurt his career in the least.


Will liked Maria.  She had grit and she wasn't afraid to stand up for what she believed.  When she first came to him with her story, he couldn't believe his luck.  What was more amazing was the fact she posed as a nanny in Senator Long's home, a known crony of Juarez's, and managed to gather enough evidence to put Benito Juarez, and the shady Senator, away for life or, at the very least, have the Venezuelan bastard extradited.  She had taken a big chance but her gamble paid off.


And if Juarez ever found her, there wouldn't be enough left to identify.
