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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Previously…

      

      Isabel Hernandez stared up at a ceiling that was, at least, free of mold and water stains and insects staring back. An overhead fan stirred the cool air blowing in past security bars across the open window. Through it, she could see the cloudless dawn sky and the mountain desert stretching to the horizon. She didn’t know what mountains or what desert.

      When she’d stood closer that first night, before being ordered away, and looked down, she’d seen the parking lot. It was the one the van had stopped in, the one where she and the others had been pushed out of the vehicle and ordered up two flights of stairs. The front of the building faced a busy street. The city’s name was Rattler’s Rock.

      That was all she knew about where she was.

      The room on the building’s third floor smelled of too many bodies. There were twelve of them in here, sleeping on flat mattresses on the floor. None were the women she’d traveled with. She’d lost count of how many days the journey had lasted, but she’d been certain a week had passed. They’d changed trucks more than once. They’d driven where there were no roads.

      The women she’d arrived with had been taken away almost as soon as they’d crossed into the United States. Each of the new ones who’d joined her since was given a thin blanket but no pillow. Same as her. There was only enough space to walk to get to the bathroom. But there was a bathroom. That was something.

      She closed her eyes, tears running from the corners over her temples and into her ears. The drops pooled there, finally spilling out to dampen her neck and hair. Even the fabric of her top. It smelled like deodorant and bar soap and sweat.

      Though she was given a clean shirt for work, neither her own clothes, a set of white scrubs, or her blanket had been laundered in days. She barely had the energy to wash herself.

      She was lucky; she knew that. She spoke English. She had an education. She worked in the front of the taqueria downstairs, where she took customer orders. But she didn’t want to be here. She’d studied to be a nurse. She wanted to go home and work with the doctor who’d praised her efficiency and compassion for the patients she cared for. Her parents were so proud of her. She missed them so much.

      Every thought she had of them tore loose another piece of her broken heart. It hurt her heart, her chest. Drawing breath felt like a jagged knife scraping at her lungs.

      This shouldn’t have happened. She’d been walking back to her house after her shift at the clinic. Her Honduran village was small and peaceful, the streets quiet, the wind rustling through the fronds of banana trees.

      She’d known not to walk alone, and she hadn’t. She’d been walking with a colleague.

      Just the wrong colleague. One with a gun. One who trafficked in women.

      Tears ran now in streams. Her hairline was soaked, the shoulders of her top, too. Yes, she had a roof over her head. She was given food. But soon her turn would come. She’d be taken away, sold, used without any say. She couldn’t do nothing, just waiting for that to happen.

      Not one more day.

      She made her decision. Today she would run. She would find a way to destroy her captors.

      Or she would die.
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        * * *

      

      Later, in the lull between breakfast and lunch, the door to the taqueria opened to the sound of shared laughter. Isabel looked up from her station at the register. Behind her stretched a long counter with a machine that dispensed soft drinks and ice. There was equipment for brewing tea, and for brewing coffee.

      On the wall between the two systems was a window into the kitchen. Once she input orders into the computer, the women there assembled plates of tacos from shredded beef, chicken, and pork. The tacos at breakfast were filled with potatoes, eggs, and cheese. Beans, rice, guacamole, and pico de gallo came with both.

      Two law enforcement officers entered the shop, and Isabel started to shake. Her hands. Her knees. She was almost unable to breathe. She didn’t know why. She wasn’t afraid of them. Deportation would be an answer to her prayers.

      But she wanted to do more than go home. She’d been thinking of nothing else since waking this morning. She wanted to make a difference. To do more than save herself.

      She wanted to make sure the men who’d taken her were punished.

      They were female officers. Women who might help her. Women who would understand.

      They carried guns at their hips. They had badges clipped to their belts. They were dressed in jeans and boots and wore caps with the symbol of their agency, caps meant for baseball players. Their uniforms were not those of the police. They were young.

      She dropped her gaze to the floor. She had on leggings and tennis shoes and a T-shirt with the name of the taqueria across the front. She had no possessions, no identification.

      She swallowed as they walked to the counter. Fear choked her like a snake wrapped around her throat. She wanted to throw up. She couldn’t speak. She closed her eyes, focusing on the noises in the kitchen, and heard only the voices of her fellow prisoners. Because that’s what they were. Prisoners. Captives. Slaves.

      She wouldn’t be one after today. Even if this was her last day alive.

      She had to do this now and do it quickly. She wouldn’t have much time.

      The Latina officer pulled a bag of chips from the rack on the end of the counter. “If my mouth isn’t full of sour cream and onion chips in the next two minutes, I’m going to require an IV.”

      The other woman laughed in response, pulling off her sunglasses and hooking an earpiece over the neckband of her shirt. “A sour cream and onion IV?”

      “I was told you were the woman with all the ideas when I was hired. They were right.”

      “And by they, I guess you mean all the men? The rest of us being in short supply?”

      “It does feel a little lopsided,” the Latina said, making her way to where Isabel waited. She opened the bag of chips she’d grabbed from the display rack on the way. “Don’t worry. I’ll pay for these.”

      Isabel stared at her. “Are you a policewoman? In the city?”

      “No.” The woman frowned and looked at the other. “We work for another agency.”

      Isabel felt her chest tighten. In the kitchen, the back door opened, and a loud male voice reached her ears. Perspiration trickled down her temples.

      “May I take your order?”

      The woman with the braid and green eyes glanced from the window into the kitchen to Isabel. “Is everything okay in there?”

      Isabel started to nod but gave a nearly imperceptible shake of her head instead. “I will be happy to put in your order. And I can bring it to you outside if you’d rather wait there. In your vehicle. I’ll be very quick.”

      Both women looked at her for a long moment.

      “Tell you what,” said the Latina officer. “Let me pay for these chips. And we’ll take two sodas. Can you bring those out to us? That won’t take any time at all.”

      Isabel nodded. She rang up the sale and held her breath, praying that no other customers entered. And that the man with the loud voice stayed where he was. She took the woman’s cash and made change. When she gave it to her, the woman slipped a card into her hand.

      Without looking at it, Isabel tucked it into her bra. “Let me get your drinks. Quickly.”

      “We really don’t need them,” the white woman said softly.

      “There are cameras.” Isabel whispered the words. “He’s watching.”

      The two women turned without speaking and headed outside.

      Isabel filled two cups with ice and soda. Her hands shook as she snapped on the lids. Footsteps sounded closer to the door that would bring him into the front. She grabbed two straws and scurried toward the exit door, shouldering it open.

      Then the man was there, rushing toward her, shouting. “What are you doing? Stop!”

      She held up the cups in answer but said nothing. Outside, the vehicle was running. The back door was open. Isabel dropped the cups on the sidewalk and ran.

      She jumped inside, reaching back to pull the door shut behind her. The Latina was driving. She sped away, muttering under her breath as the man crashed out of the taqueria and bolted forward. Isabel watched him shrink to nothing in the distance. Then she crumpled onto the back seat and sobbed, sucking in air like salvation.

      “It’s okay,” said the white woman. “You’re safe. We’ve got you. No one is going to touch you again. Never again.”

      Isabel thought about Ava, who’d been taken from her ailing mother and cried every night with worry. She thought about Martina who, alongside her parents, had picked coffee beans for a Honduran plantation owner in order to pay for all the things they needed to live. What they needed was her.

      Martina had never cried. She’d worked silently in the kitchen. She’d slept silently in the room upstairs. Isabel would make certain Martina and Ava and the others were all returned home.

      The vehicle’s speed increased as if they were no longer in town. Isabel dried her face and sat up. “There are more. There are others.”

      “Here?” asked the Latina. “In Rattler’s Rock?”

      Isabel met her gaze in the rearview mirror. “In the kitchen. Upstairs. Though I don’t know for how long. Some are taken away sooner than others. I don’t know why I’m still here.”

      The two women exchanged glances. “You speak English. You’re worth more to them.”

      “I just want to go home. That’s all,” she said, looking over her seat and out the back window as the city disappeared. She faced forward, brave now. She had been brought here for a reason. She believed that.

      She would leave her mark. “But first I want to tell you everything I know.”
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      Now…

      

      The bulky two-story structure hunkered halfway between the city of Rattler’s Rock and the scenic overlook at the end of the mountain road. The building housed an elite law enforcement unit that fell under the auspices of the Texas Rangers. Its territory encompassed a swath of Jeff Davis County in West Texas’s Big Bend. Accessing all those square miles required horses, ATVs, drones, hiking boots, and four-wheel drive.

      The unit’s members working search and rescue, along with those assigned to criminal investigation, occupied the second floor, and made full use of the balcony that wrapped around the building’s four sides. It was covered by the overhang of the steeply slanted roof.

      Kaden Rawlings stood at the edge of the railing and stared into the distance, watching the sun rise over the rounded tops of the Davis Mountains.

      It was a month short of summer, so the mornings were just about as perfect as West Texas weather could manage, crisp and clear and smelling of pine and the desert.

      He wore boots and jeans and shirt sleeves and only for a moment wished for his jacket. A moment that, as the sun’s rays crested the peaks, he forgot ever happened. He reached for the sunglasses hanging from his shirt placket and slid them on, ready.

      At least for the shift in the breeze, the light, the temperature.

      What he wasn’t ready for was the interrogation headed his way in jeans that matched his, a shirt that matched his, and boots that matched his, though several sizes smaller. His sister’s sunglasses were larger than his aviators, her molasses-brown hair secured in a tail while his was shorn close, though slightly longer than a military buzz.

      Rowen also wore a windbreaker and a wedding band. In many ways, she was smarter than him. In some, she wasn’t.

      “There’s a lot more wind at this altitude, which I’d think you’d know since you’ve lived here all your life.”

      “Yep.” He got the word out without shivering. A second later, sunlight swept from right to left across his throat. He lifted his chin for more. “Why’re you here so early?”

      “Got called in. Then got canceled. The missing hiker made it back to camp before we’d even finished staging.” She shrugged. “I was already here, so I stayed.”

      Like Kaden, Rowen was assigned to search and rescue, though when needed, both found themselves mired in the criminal cases that hit the sparsely populated areas of Big Bend, which relied on county and state law enforcement. Unlike Kaden, Rowen worked with a partner, her husband, Lucas Winters.

      The thought had Kaden dropping his gaze and raking it across the parking lot. The only vehicles in the lot were his, Rowen’s, her husband’s—Lucas had either showed up early like Rowen or slept in the office; Kaden would bet on the latter—and a couple more he knew belonged to criminal investigators.

      Just not the one he was looking for.

      Irritation scratched its way down his spine. “I see Lucas is early too.”

      Rowen stiffened. “He was already here. It’s where he sleeps most nights.”

      Kaden grimaced. He had such a big mouth. Rowen and Lucas weren’t officially separated. They hadn’t even really split. But they were estranged for who knew what idiotic reason. He could say that, at least to himself, because he was single. He looked down at the lot again.

      “She’s on assignment, you know.”

      “Who?” he asked as if he wasn’t as transparent as cellophane tape.

      He hardly needed the reminder. Tru Barrow was an investigator. The assignment board told him what case she was on. Or it always had in the past.

      Right now, all there was next to her name was an asterisk. It might as well be a question mark or an exclamation point. He wanted answers, not punctuation, and no one was talking.

      No one.

      Rowen barked out a laugh. “You, big brother, are hilarious.”

      “I do my best.”

      She turned her back to the rising sun and leaned against the railing. “Dad was looking for you last night. He cornered me in the kitchen when he couldn’t reach you.”

      That was because Kaden hadn’t been in the mood to answer his phone. At least not a call from Willem Rawlings. Like his sister and her husband, Kaden lived at the Rawlings ranch. The Double R was more of an empire than fence posts and barbed wire and cows.

      But he had a space in town, not really an apartment, hardly even a studio. Most of the rooms in the building were more sparsely furnished than his. But they were used by desert hikers who preferred not to sleep outdoors.

      His room came with a sofa bed, a bathroom, a dorm-sized fridge, a hot plate, and a microwave for the nights he was too tired to make the trek home. It also came in handy when he wasn’t in the mood for the Rawlingses’ drama. Because the Rawlingses were made of drama.

      “What’d he want?”

      “Are you going to be at the ranch for Memorial Day?”

      Kaden shrugged. Family get-togethers never failed to devolve into drama of the worst sort.

      “She’ll be there. Tru.”

      “Maybe. Probably.” Who was he kidding? “Yeah.”

      “Then call Dad and let him know. Or text him. Or call Mom. They need a head count.”

      Kaden sputtered. “They always cook for more heads than they’ve counted. Needing a head count isn’t about the food.”

      “Never said it was.”

      She hadn’t. True enough. “I’ll call or…whatever.”

      “I’ll see him at home tonight,” she said wearily, as if what was one more family issue piled on. “I can tell him.”

      “That’s fine.” Then, because he wasn’t a total jerk, he added, “Thanks.”

      Still leaning against the railing, she turned her head. He couldn’t see her eyes, but she had a whole lot of lines showing at her temples. His own were easily blamed on the elements…wind and sun heat baking his skin until it blistered, cold drying it out until it cracked. He figured some of hers were from the same, though she was better than him about sunscreen.

      But most had Lucas written all over them.

      Kaden flexed his ankle. If only Rowen could be fixed with pins and surgery and forced time indoors shuffling paper. He hated seeing his little sister like this, lost, at loose ends, in limbo. Hurting, just like he’d been, though not physically. “I think you need a vacation more than I do.”

      “You, who couldn’t even manage sick leave, take a vacation?” Rowen gave a barnyard snort. “Is that why you’re up here? Seeing if the pigs are flying?”

      He almost laughed at that. “Now who’s hilarious?”

      “Here,” she said, handing him the lidded paper coffee cup she hadn’t touched. “Almost forgot I brought you this.”

      “I was wondering if you were just being mean,” he said as he wrapped his hand around it. The warmth thawed his palm, which was a lot colder than he’d realized. His fingers too.

      Rowen’s scoff echoed with hurt. “When have I ever been mean to you?”

      He took a tentative sip, testing the heat, then took a big one. “How long have you got? Because we could start with you ripping up my birthday card from Jen Peters in kindergarten.”

      “Oh, please. I was like three years old.”

      “And it’s been all downhill from there.”

      Rowen rolled her eyes. “I’m going to work. Enjoy the coffee. And the view.”

      She pointed to the big silver SUV pulling into the lot, and then she was gone.

      Kaden drew up stock still. He held his coffee cup to his mouth, but he didn’t drink. He waited, counting the seconds, one, two, three, four. The idling engine died. The door opened. Then Tru stepped out in hiking boots and jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt and matching navy ball cap. Her honey-colored hair hugged her head in a braid that reached a spot between her shoulder blades.

      She leaned in for her backpack, hoisted it over one shoulder, then hit the fob to lock up, her gaze on the screen of her phone. Her strides were quick, but she hadn’t made it far before an even larger vehicle pulled into the lot and braked to a stop behind hers.

      Kaden couldn’t see the driver but didn’t need to. The captain’s Ford Excursion was as familiar to him as Tru’s silver Pathfinder. Seconds later, the captain got out, meeting Tru at the rear of his SUV. They talked for several minutes.

      They kept their voices so low that Kaden couldn’t even make out either one’s tone. And they faced each other, giving Kaden a side view as they gestured and frowned. Both wore sunglasses, but he could make out lines across Tru’s forehead, and neither one of them was laughing.

      He assumed it was work. They were friends, sure, in the same way the captain was friendly with all of his agents. But there was nothing personal between them.

      The captain took a call then, and Tru turned toward the building. She disappeared from Kaden’s sight and into the open-air first floor. It had been intended for parking but was used for storage. The elevator sat in the center.

      Kaden heard the echo of the ding as the car arrived. He drained his coffee, crushing the cup before he headed back inside, his muscles taut, his tendons tight, as if someone had purposely turned the wrench one too many times to screw with his screwed-up head.

      He had to get back out there, in the field, in the desert, climbing. Searching. He couldn’t stand administrative duty, being sidelined for weeks. It wasn’t clearing his head. He was getting rusty and stale, his skills atrophying. He was not meant to be put on ice.

      Maybe that was why he couldn’t quit chewing over Tru’s assignment. Why not knowing what was going on was getting to him. There weren’t that many agents working out of the Big Bend substation. And that made it easy for them to keep tabs on one another.

      That asterisk kept him out of the loop. He couldn’t have Tru’s back when he didn’t know where she was, what she was doing. Except his need to know, his interest in her movements, drilled down a whole lot deeper than for any other coworker.

      And that absolute truth, more than the incident that had grounded him, was at the root of his discontent with the state of his life. He was impatient, nothing new there, and unapologetically so. He wanted what he wanted.

      And that was to get out of the office and back in the field.

      And, despite his insistence otherwise, he wanted Tru Barrow.
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      At the sound of tires on the parking lot pavement, Tru looked up from her phone. She’d just read her mom’s daily morning text, wishing her a happy whatever silly national day it was. Today was National Sweet Cream Butter on Pancakes Appreciation Day.

      Tru was pretty sure her mom just made them up. She texted back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tru

      

      
        thx now i’m hungry

      

      

      

      

      

      Her mom immediately replied.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom

      

      
        then my job here is done

      

      

      

      

      

      She was still smiling when the captain pulled his vehicle to a stop in front of her. His window was already down.

      “Morning, sir.”

      “Morning, Agent.” He nodded toward his assigned parking spot. “Let’s talk.”

      He pulled away to park. She followed, tucking her phone into her jeans pocket and ignoring the prickle between her shoulder blades.

      Kaden was still there, on the balcony, watching her. Whatever this was between them, and she really wasn’t ready to let it come to life, was getting in the way of her doing her job. It had been so ever since he’d had a search go bad and been put on administrative leave.

      Something had to give.

      She waited at the rear of the black Ford Excursion. The captain’s door opened, and he unfolded his long legs and long torso from the cab like a pocketknife. Or a switchblade. Without preamble, he asked, “What do you need?”

      They had this conversation every few days. He stayed on top of all the cases in-house, but this one had more bite than any other she and her team had ever been assigned. And her biggest obstacle was something she should’ve been able to handle.

      It was personal. And it didn’t belong on the job. But here she was.

      She lifted her chin and got on with it. “I need Kaden to return to active duty and get out of the office.”

      The captain nodded and set his hands at his hips, dropping his gaze to the ground. “His last medical and psych eval said he was good to go. I’ve just been waiting, wanting to make sure.”

      Because Captain Rye Winslow had a sixth sense about his agents. Same reason he’d asked her what she needed. He’d known she was struggling. His next question made that even more clear.

      “Do I need to move your team off-site? He’ll still be in and out of the office.”

      She shook her head. “Moving us would probably make things worse. You know how he is.”

      A grin tugged at the captain’s mouth. “I do indeed. It’s a Rawlings trait. Willem, Jameson, Morgan, even Rowen at times. All of them stubborn and impatient.”

      “You forgot the know-it-all part,” she mumbled, but the captain heard and nodded.

      “That too,” he said as he came to a decision. “Okay. I’ll sign the releases and get him out of your hair.”

      “Thank you, sir.” The sigh she exhaled drifted into the air with equal parts relief and failure. She shouldn’t have needed the captain’s intervention to deal with Kaden. She was a supervising agent. She ran her own team.

      But this case…

      The captain’s phone rang. He took the call, and she headed for the elevator.

      As she waited for the single car to arrive, her mind drifted back to the day she and fellow agent, Nia Segura, had stopped for lunch at Rattler’s Rock’s only taqueria and left with the case of a lifetime. Isabel Hernandez was incredibly brave, facing hardships Tru had never known, her future uncertain, her present steeped in danger, her past a place that no longer existed.

      Tru wasn’t sure she had that same strength. She was strong, sure. Her work demanded it of her body and her mind. She’d never felt helpless or uncertain…until Isabel’s story had cracked open the solid ground she walked on every day.

      And even without Kaden underfoot at the office, she’d have to be careful what she said when she saw him, how she answered any questions he asked.

      Because he would ask. He always asked.

      And she could not, could not, even hint at the fact that Isabel’s revelations had put his family, a law enforcement family, a family with deep political ties to the City of Rattler’s Rock, at the center of her investigation.

      A criminal investigation.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey,” Kaden said, stopping in front of Tru as she exited the elevator and stepped into the second-floor lobby.

      He was big, tall and broad, and intimidating, and he smelled like coffee and the desert. The scents of the latter had carried through the air and stuck to him while he’d watched her from the balcony. It hit her again how close they’d come to losing him.

      How close she’d come.

      “Where’ve you been?”

      She studied his focused expression, his eyes a deep-hued blue-gray. Doing so did nothing to calm the distress washing through her, so she dropped her gaze to her watch.

      It wasn’t even seven a.m., and it took her a moment to switch mental gears and set aside her conversation with the captain. She was finding it so hard to keep from discussing the case with Kaden. Since she’d joined the agents in this location four years ago, he’d been her go-to sounding board, even though he spent more time in the field than the office.

      He was smart, logical, maybe a little bit devious.

      Or just enough so to think like the bad guys.

      “An hour ago, I was at home. After that, I was in my car.” She added a smile for good measure. “Then I was in the parking lot talking to the captain…which you know, since you and Rowen were on the balcony watching.”

      “Right.” The look he gave her was all little boy in trouble. But the dimples in his dark scruff were trouble of the grown-up kind. “I forgot.”

      She laughed. He was such a man. “Might want to get that memory thing checked out. The job’s all about the details. Or have you forgotten that too?”

      His dimples deepened. He reached around her and hit the button. The door slid open.

      “Where are you off to?”

      “The parking lot. Seems that’s where the captain’s holding court today.” He brushed by her into the elevator car, the wake of the motion tugging her toward him like an undertow. “Don’t work too hard.”

      “Only way I know how,” she said, watching as the door slid shut and took him away.

      She closed her eyes and breathed in, then gave a shudder and headed for her desk.

      One of these days he was going to catch her. She was going to slip up. Give away a clue that would get under his skin, a tidbit he wouldn’t be able to let go and would worry over and chew on like the obsessive perfectionist he was.

      Kaden Rawlings had not climbed through the agency’s ranks as quickly as he had because of his family connections. She knew that because she’d climbed just as fast, and she had no connections at all. They were equals, both smart, both good at their jobs.

      She still had her secrets. If she wasn’t careful, he’d figure out what she was doing.

      And she was pretty sure that would put an end to their friendship, their working relationship, and quash this…thing building between them she refused to give a name.

      She’d just plopped into her chair that squeaked and groaned and rolled it close to her desk when Rowen Winters plopped into the one beside her desk that didn’t roll but groaned and squeaked as if it, like hers, was ready to be put out to pasture.

      Rowen rocked it back and forth. “You think we could find chairs we can trust not to quit on us downstairs?”

      Downstairs where supplies from keyboards to office furniture to cases of water and paper products were stored along with weapons and other paraphernalia used in the field. Those items, of course, were stored in vaults. The chairs, however, were up for grabs.

      “Probably, though I never think to check until I’m already up here hanging on for dear life.”

      Rowen considered her curiously. Her expression was nearly the mirror of the one Kaden had given her not five minutes ago. “What’s going on with you and the captain?”

      Well, that came out of nowhere. “Nothing, why?”

      “You looked awfully cozy in the parking lot.”

      “The way you and I look cozy now?”

      “Hmm. Probably not. I can’t imagine the two of you talking about chairs.”

      “Not chairs.” She looked pointedly at the pile of folders on her desk. “Work stuff.”

      Rowen followed the direction of her gaze. “Why aren’t we paperless by now? I mean, really. What year is it?”

      “Mostly we are. And as soon as I’m done here, this pile gets scanned and archived. Then shredded⁠—”

      “Thereby wasting another tree. Speaking of wasting trees, mesquite trees, to be exact, are you coming to the parents’ Memorial Day barbecue? Mom was asking.”

      “Was she?”

      Rowen nodded. “She likes to anticipate all the possible drama.”

      Tru sputtered. “I’m not sure I can make it.”

      “It’s a holiday. It’s mandatory.”

      Tru laughed. “Maybe. Depends on whether or not I get all of these trees killed.”

      Rowen held up both hands, then placed them on the armrests and pushed herself from the chair. “I’ll tell her you said yes.”

      Tru rolled her eyes and watched Rowen go, sighing not in relief but frustration. She had no intention of going to the Rawlingses’ barbecue, but couldn’t tell that to Rowen, or her mother, or Kaden for that matter. Or at least, she couldn’t tell them the truth of why she wouldn’t be there with the hundred-plus guests she knew from previous years would attend…that having them out from under foot made investigating them so much easier.

      Tru pulled up the departmental messaging app and sent a note to Leon Coe to meet her in the conference room. And to bring every scrap of paper he had on this case that was leaving her with too many sleepless nights. And she feared, in the end, would break her.
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      Leon Coe reminded Tru a lot of Kaden in appearance…tall and broad-shouldered, his hair longer than Kaden’s but the same dark hue, as was the stubble on his face. He was dressed as she was in their unofficial uniform of hiking boots and jeans and long-sleeved tees. She’d always found that funny since they weren’t the ones doing search and rescue. Just part of the desert culture, she guessed.

      Leon had shoved his cuffs up his forearms. They were ropy with muscle and dusted with hair, his hands large and long-fingered and competent. He’d be a great catch for someone. Just not for her. He had Kaden’s same sharp analytical mind, which made him a top-notch investigator. He was always Tru’s first choice when she was putting together a team.

      Kaden would’ve been if he’d been part of the criminal investigation unit. She’d always thought it a waste that he worked S&R. It wasn’t, of course. He loved what he did. He was good at what he did. His success rate was phenomenal.

      But she was selfish and wanted him for his brain.

      She might want him for more, one day, someday, but with the Rawlings family members on her list along with the rest of the investigation’s persons of interest, well, she wasn’t holding her breath. When all was said and done, there might be only one of them standing.

      With that thought stabbing her like a desert cactus, she closed the conference room door behind her and took a seat beside Leon at the long table. It had both of them facing the wall of glass that looked out into the hub of cubicles and offices. It wasn’t bustling. It was actually pretty quiet. But it still made her feel like a hamster, a goldfish in an aquarium. A monkey at the zoo. A convicted prisoner behind bars.

      More stabbing, this time from the sharp edges of her conscience. She got up and pulled the vertical blinds closed before Kaden returned and saw her.

      Grinning, Leon arched a curious brow, the strap of his backward ball cap lifting too. “Who’re we hiding out from?”

      Anyone named Rawlings, she wanted to say. “I don’t want any distractions.”

      “This is just you and me then? You don’t want Nia and Dev sitting in?”

      Devon Morris and Nia Segura made up the rest of Tru’s team. They were talented junior agents, both with a lot of promise. But right now, because she couldn’t use Kaden, she needed Leon to challenge her. She wanted to pick his brain, bounce her ideas off his. “Two heads are better than one, but more than two gives me a headache.”

      Leon laughed. “I hear ya. I haven’t even seen Dev this morning, come to think of it.”

      “He’s chasing down a lead in El Paso. Nia’s doing his paperwork while he’s gone.”

      “Then let’s get to it,” he said, snapping the elastic band on the flap of his bulging folder. He pulled out nearly a ream of paper. Then he looked up. “You going to the Rawlingses’ Memorial Day thing?”

      “I don’t think so. I figured I’d use the time to do some digging. Stuff it’s hard to manage with Kaden and Rowen around.” She thought of the captain offering to move them off-site. “I’m always looking over my shoulder. I’d borrow an office or work in here if it wouldn’t mean more questions than I’m already suffering.”

      “I heard Clayton Pierce and Vic Jeffers are going to be there. And Morgan, of course. All with their families. Wives sharing favorite recipes. Kids playing cops and robbers. The men conspiring to break more laws and make more money.”

      Chief of Police Morgan Rawlings was Kaden’s cousin. Vic Jeffers employed a dozen of Rattler’s Rock’s citizens at Jeffers Law PLLC, and Clayton Pierce ran the county’s largest stockyard and feedlot. All three had turned up in her investigation. Would she learn more by being at the Rawlings ranch than by combing through reports and files?

      “Recipes? Really?”

      Leon laughed. “You know what they say about foxes and henhouses.”

      “Does that make me the fox? Or a hen?”

      “Keep your friends close. And your enemies closer.”

      “Now you’re just mixing up your aphorisms. Or idioms. Whatever.” But she got what he was saying. “I’ll think about it.”

      “If you need help tipping the scale, think about the food. Ribs, chocolate sheet cake, homemade ice cream, brisket, chicken, potato salad…”

      Tru’s stomach rumbled so loudly it sounded like it was begging. She hated it when her body did her decision-making. “Okay, okay. I’ll be there. But not just for the food.”

      “Right.” Leon drew out the word, nodding. “Fox. Henhouse. Friends and enemies.”

      Rolling her eyes, she pulled the sheaf of papers marked Hernandez, Isabel closer and removed the rubber band. There were transcripts of all the interviews Tru had conducted with her. Tru knew them by heart.

      Isabel was smart. She’d been observant. And she was deeply determined to make a difference. She had to be kept safe. That meant there was no record of her location in the case file. But Isabel had been worried about her family should the traffickers seek retaliation. So Tru had requested help from a federal agency. They’d brought the Hernandez family to the States.

      Until Isabel’s role as eye-witness was exhausted, no one, save for Tru and Leon, had access to her. And even they had to jump through hoops while she and her family were in hiding.

      Tru and her team were building a case that would bring down a ring of human traffickers. She had to follow every lead, examine every detail. She also had to tread carefully, not rush in, even if waiting meant one step back for every two taken forward.

      But something had been niggling at her since she’d decided to ask the captain to put Kaden back to work. Something fluttering like a sticky note at the edge of her field of vision. It had to do with Isabel. But it also had to do with Kaden.

      There was an intersection between the road Isabel had traveled to get here, and the one that had almost taken Kaden away in a body bag.

      “I know that look,” Leon said, his voice edgy and low as if he didn’t want to interrupt her process, or pull her back to the surface before she was ready.

      She knew, if she looked over, he’d have one inquisitive brow raised. Just like she knew she appeared to be staring sightlessly into space, unblinking, waiting to be hooked and reeled up from the depths. “There’s something here I’ve missed. Or a connection here we haven’t made.”

      “Something Isabel said?” Leon asked.

      “I think so,” Tru said as she nodded. Her eyes were aching. What was it? What was it? She looked over at him and touched an index finger to a spot above and behind her ear. “It’s stuck. Right here. Shake it loose for me?”

      Leon stretched out his long legs, laced his hands behind his head, and leaned back in his chair. “We got the security feed from the taqueria that shows Pierce and Jeffers eating there after hours. And we know from the woman who’d been called to serve them that there were two other men with them. One she said seemed younger, and one she says was wearing a gun, but they were both out of camera shot, and the woman didn’t speak English, so couldn’t understand what they were saying.”

      “Plus,” Tru added, “she was ordered to stay in the kitchen. And she didn’t get a good look at either of the other two men.” But none of that was what was niggling at her.

      Leon went on. “Okay. Taqueria Chihuahua and Diamondback Eats are owned by the same parent company. That doesn’t necessarily mean anything. And they’re managed as separate businesses. But it is curious.”

      “The company owns other local restaurants, doesn’t it?” Tru asked. “Small shops like both of those?”

      “Right. Just not in Rattler’s Rock.”

      Tru thought about that. They needed to dig further into the parent company, but that still wasn’t what was bothering her. “What else?”

      “The plane,” Leon said. “Even if the women boarded it on this side of the border, we’re looking for the Rattler’s Rock connection. So start there. It would’ve been flying below air traffic radar. Not hard to land in the desert without witnesses. No one to hear the engines or see the lights. Of the plane, or those of the van the women were loaded into.”

      Except someone had.

      Her eyes widened, and her gaze honed in on Leon’s. He lowered his arms. He pulled in his legs. He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, never breaking her gaze.

      “What?” It was one word. It was asking everything.

      “The lights.” She opened her laptop, entered her password, logged into the agency’s file system, and pulled up the case Kaden had been investigating when he’d been ambushed. “I think the ranch where Kaden was hurt is the one Isabel was talking about.”

      “Art Petty’s ranch? Didn’t he have the Rattler’s Rock PD look into that?”

      “He did, but they didn’t find anything.”

      “Remind me how Kaden got involved.”

      “Art mentioned the incident to Willem Rawlings. They’re old friends, and he thought it might be rustlers. I guess he’s had them before. Willem called the captain.” She stopped.

      Leon finished the thought. “And the captain sent Kaden out to look.”

      Tru nodded. “He spent a couple of nights doing surveillance.”

      Leon gave a low whistle. “And got made.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded, looking back to the table that reflected her laptop’s screen in its grainy surface. Then she glanced up to check the file’s date. “Kaden was out there the first week of March.”

      Leon stilled, then pulled out his phone and launched his calendar app. “That’s when Dev and I were out there.” He looked at her, his eyes mirroring the excitement gripping her. “The lights Art saw were ours? Mine and Dev’s? But the van Kaden saw…”

      “It belonged to the traffickers.” Tru’s blood sizzled beneath her skin.

      It was all in Kaden’s report, the van, the men. But he hadn’t seen the vehicle’s interior. He wouldn’t have known he was looking at more than someone illegally accessing an unused ranch road. But it was his detailed corroboration of Isabel’s description that placed the traffickers on the Petty Ranch. Tru’s stomach drew up into a fist.

      She scrolled through the photos Kaden had taken. Isabel had mentioned a windmill. It was still and painted with yellow roses. And there was Art’s yellow rose windmill. Next in the gallery was a zoomed-in shot of the van that had crossed the back of the ranch.

      Kaden had focused on the open passenger window. On the man staring out.

      The man who’d nearly taken Kaden’s life.

      She downloaded it and sent it to her phone. Then she texted it to Nia Segura with a note.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tru

      

      
        does he look familiar

      

      

      

      

      

      Nia responded within the minute.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nia

      

      
        you mean did he come after isabel at the taqueria

      

      

      

      

      

      Tru’s breath hitched as she responded.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tru

      

      
        thx thought so

      

      

      

      

      

      “You know who he is?” Leon asked.

      She nodded, then shook her head. “He was in the kitchen where Isabel was working. He came out after her when she ran.”

      Leon whistled. “Petty’s not involved, is he? Or…Willem? Reporting it to throw us off?”

      “I don’t think so,” she said, her forearm on the table’s edge as she held up one hand. “Give me a sec.”

      She had to put everything in order. One, two, three. She had to keep it simple. She had to make it clear enough for a five-year-old. It was exactly how one of her favorite crime novelists explained complicated investigations.

      “Nia and I questioned Isabel after bringing her in. She told us about the small plane, about landing, about being transferred to the van. She told us about the mountains and the desert. And the windmill. That put the traffickers on the Petty Ranch.”

      She paused, glanced at Leon. He nodded and gestured for her to go on.

      “You and Dev went out to Art’s ranch. Art saw your lights. Art called Willem. Willem called the captain. The captain sent out Kaden to look for evidence of rustling.”

      Again Leon urged her on.

      “But there weren’t any rustlers.”

      “Okay.”

      “He went out there because we, you and Dev, went out there first.”

      “Right. Looking for evidence left by Isabel’s kidnappers. The traffickers.”

      Tru held Leon’s gaze, her eyes burning, her skin hot. When she spoke, her voice cracked, breaking with the truth. “We sent him out there. Kaden. He went out there because of our investigation.”

      But Leon was shaking his head. “No. The captain sent him out there.”

      “But he would never have gone if we hadn’t been out there first, because there wouldn’t have been any lights for Art to see.” Her breath hitched. “This is on us. His ambush. His injury.”
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