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For Doug


Three messages.

The first to create shock and awe.

The second to deliver a terrifying blow—but only to the few who understood it.

The third was his favorite. It would be understood by everyone and bolder than they ever imagined.



chapter one


THE MESSENGER PULLED UP to the stoplight and scanned his surroundings. People streamed up and down the sidewalk, headed to jobs and meetings and classes under the colorless Philadelphia sky. The older ones wore dark overcoats and moved briskly down Market Street, with cell phones pressed to their ears. The younger ones were casual, dressed in jeans and bright-colored scarves and hats. They had backpacks slung over their shoulders and read texts from their friends as they walked.

He glanced at his watch. Eight minutes. He rolled his shoulders to ease the tension as he waited for the light. Three hours ago, he had woken up in a motel parking lot. He’d had a solid night’s sleep in the front of the van—which was probably odd, considering his cargo. But years ago, he’d learned how to sleep anywhere.

The car ahead of him rolled forward. A silver Accord, late-model, female driver. She hooked a right, and the man followed, keeping his moves cautious.

A utility crew occupied the left lane, squeezing traffic down to a single line as they tore up the asphalt. The construction was good and bad, he’d decided. Bad because it might throw off his timeline. Good because it added to the chaos and created another reason for him to go unnoticed.

The man surveyed the sidewalks, skimming his gaze over the now-familiar takeout restaurants and shops hawking Liberty Bell replicas to tourists. Another glance at his watch.

Six minutes.

He reached into his jacket to check his weapon, a sleek FN Five-seveN with a twenty-round magazine. The pistol was loaded with nineteen SS195 jacketed hollow-point bullets, one already in the chamber. He was good to go.

Five minutes.

The messenger circled the block again. His stomach growled as he passed a doughnut store for the third time. He scanned the faces along the street, forcing hunger and fear and all distractions out of his mind as he made what he hoped would be his final lap through campus.

The phone beeped from the cup holder. He glanced at the text.

Red coat. Coming from the trolley stop.

He spotted her. No hat today, and her blond hair hung loose around her shoulders. Tall black boots. Tight jeans. Short red jacket with a belt at the waist.

He checked his watch. Once again, she was right on time.

Easing the minivan to the curb beside a fire hydrant, he watched her. She hurried toward her destination, gripping the strap of her backpack with a gloved hand. The other hand held a cigarette, and she lifted it to her lips for one last drag as she neared the building.

The cigarette disappointed him. She’d probably taste like an ashtray, nothing at all like his fantasies. He looked her over for another moment before sliding from the vehicle.

The sound of jackhammers hit him, along with the familiar smell of busted-up concrete. He glanced up and down the block and noted the cop on foot patrol talking to one of the utility workers. Both guys were fat and complacent. Too many doughnuts. The cop would hoof it over here in a few minutes, but by then, it would be too late.

The messenger hit the sidewalk, keeping the brim of his cap low as he watched the woman.

Eye contact. Just an instant, but it sent a sweet jolt of adrenaline through him.

One minute.

He looked straight ahead as they passed each other. This was it. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out two bits of orange foam, which he pressed into his ears. He hung a right and saw the Ford parked in the designated place.

Ten seconds.

He pulled out his second phone. Took a deep breath as he flipped it open.

Message One: You reap what you sow. He hit send and braced for the concussion. For a moment, nothing.

And then the earth moved.

♦

Andrea Finch had never been dumped at a barbecue joint, but there was a first time for everything.

Her date looked out of place at the scarred wooden booth in his charcoal-gray suit. He’d come straight from work, as she had. He’d ditched the tie but still seemed overly formal in a restaurant that had paper-towel rolls on every table and classic country drifting from the jukebox.

“So.” Nick Mays took a swig of beer. “How was your day?”

Andrea smiled. He sounded like a tired husband, and they’d only been dating a month.

“Fine,” she said. “Yours?”

“Fine.”

For the dozenth time since she’d sat down, his gaze darted over her shoulder. When his blue eyes met hers again, she felt a twinge of regret. He really was a nice-looking man. Good eyes, thick hair. A bit of a beer gut, but she didn’t mind, really. His main problem was his oversize ego. Andrea was used to men with big egos. She’d been surrounded by them since she’d entered the police academy, and they’d only multiplied once she earned her detective’s badge.

“Listen, Andrea.” He glanced over her shoulder again, and she braced for the speech. “These last few weeks, they’ve really been great.”

He was a terrible liar, which was too bad. As an assistant district attorney, he was going to need the skill if he planned to run for his boss’s job someday.

He opened his mouth to continue just as a waitress stepped up and beamed a smile at him.

“Y’all ready to order?”

Nick looked pained. But to his credit, he nodded in Andrea’s direction. “Andie?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

He glanced at the waitress. “Me, too.”

“So . . . y’all won’t be having dinner with us?” Her overly made-up eyes shifted to Andrea. She tucked a lock of blond hair behind her ear and looked impatient.

“Just the drinks for now.” Nick gave her one of his smiles, which seemed to lessen her annoyance as she hustled off. The smile faded as he turned back to Andrea. “So I was saying. These past few weeks. It’s been a good time, Andie. You’re an interesting girl.”

She gritted her teeth. If he insisted on using frat-boy speak, she was going to make this way harder for him. She folded her arms over her chest and cast her gaze around the restaurant, letting his comment dangle awkwardly.

The cowbell on the door rattled as a family of four filed outside. Tonight’s crowd was thin, even for a Monday. Maybe the weather was keeping people away. Austin was set to get sleet tonight, and her lieutenant had called in extra officers, expecting the roads to be a mess.

“Andrea?”

She looked at him.

“I said, wouldn’t you agree with that?”

The cowbell rattled again as a skinny young man stepped through the entrance. He wore a black trench coat and clunky boots. His too-big ears reminded Andrea of her brother.

She looked at Nick. “Agree with what?”

His mouth tightened. “I said it seems like neither of us is looking for something serious right now. So maybe we should cool things down a little.”

She glanced across the room as the kid walked toward the double doors leading to the kitchen. She studied the line of his coat, frowning.

“Andrea.”

“What?” Her attention snapped to Nick.

“Christ, you’re not even listening. Have you heard a word I said?”

She glanced at the kitchen, where the clatter of pots and pans had suddenly gone silent. The back of her neck tingled. She slid from the booth.

“Andie?”

“Just a sec.”

She strode across the restaurant, her stare fixed on the double doors. Her heart thudded inexplicably while her mind cataloged info: six-one, one-fifty, blond, blue. She pictured his flushed cheeks and his lanky body in that big coat.

A waiter whisked past her and pushed through the doors to the kitchen. Andrea followed, stumbling into him when he halted in his tracks.

Three people stood motionless against a counter. Their eyes were round with shock, and their mouths hung open.

The kid in the overcoat stood a few yards away, pointing a pistol at them.

His gaze jumped to Andrea and the waiter. “You! Over there!” He jerked his head at the petrified trio.

The waiter made a strangled sound and scuttled out the door they’d just come through.

Andrea didn’t move. Her chest tightened as she took in the scene: two waitresses and a cook, all cowering against a counter. Possibly more people in back. The kid was brandishing a Glock 17. It was pointed straight at the woman in the center, Andrea’s waitress. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen, and the gunman looked almost as young. Andrea noted his skinny neck, his freckles. His cheeks were pink—not from cold, as she’d first thought, but emotion.

The look he sent the waitress was like a plea.

“You did this, Haley!”

The woman’s eyes widened. Her lips moved, but no words came out.

“This is your fault.”

Andrea eased her hand beneath her blazer. The kid’s arm swung toward her. “You! Get with them!”

She went still.

“Dillon, what are you—”

“Shut up!” The gun swung back toward the waitress. Haley. The trio was just a few short yards away from the gun. Even with no skill whatsoever, anything he fired at that distance would likely be lethal. And who knew how many bullets he had in that thing?

Andrea’s heart drummed inside her chest. The smoky smell of barbecue filled the air. The kitchen was warm and steamy, and the walls seemed to be closing in on her as she focused on the gunman.

His back was to a wall lined with coat hooks. She counted four jackets and two ball caps, probably all belonging to the staff. Was anyone else hiding in the back? Had someone called for help?

“You did this!” the gunman shouted, and Haley flinched.

Andrea licked her lips. For only the second time in her career, she eased her gun from its holster and prepared to aim it at a person. The weight in her hand felt familiar, almost comforting. But her mouth went dry as her finger slid around the trigger.

Defuse.

She thought of everything she’d ever learned about hostage negotiations. She thought of the waiter who’d fled. She thought of Nick. Help had to be on the way by now. But the closest SWAT team was twenty minutes out, and she knew, with sickening certainty, that whatever happened here was going to be over in a matter of moments.

“I trusted you, Haley.” His voice broke on the last word, and Haley cringed back. “I trusted you, but you’re a lying bitch!”

“Dillon, please—”

“Shut up! Just shut up, okay?”

Ambivalence. She heard it in his voice. She could get control of this.

Andrea raised her weapon. “Dillon, look at me.”

To her relief, his gaze veered in her direction. He was crying now, tears streaming down his freckled cheeks, and again he reminded her of her brother. Andrea’s stomach clenched as she lined up her sights on his center body mass.

Establish a command presence.

“Put the gun down, Dillon. Let’s talk this through.”

He swung his arm ninety degrees, and Andrea was staring down the barrel of the Glock. All sound disappeared. Her entire world seemed to be sucked by gravity toward that little black hole.

She lifted her gaze to the gunman’s face. Dillon. His name was Dillon. And he was eighteen, tops.

Her heart beat crazily. Her mouth felt dry. Hundreds of times she’d trained to confront an armed assailant. It should have been a no-brainer, pure muscle memory. But she felt paralyzed. Every instinct was screaming for her to find another way.

Dillon’s attention slid to Haley, who seemed to be melting into the Formica counter. The others had inched away from her—a survival instinct that was going to be of little help if this kid let loose with a hail of bullets.

Loud, repetitive commands.

“Dillon, look at me.” She tried to make her voice firm, but even she could hear the desperation in it. “Put the gun down, Dillon. We’ll talk through this.”

His eyes met hers again. He rubbed his nose on the shoulder of his coat. Tears and snot glistened on his face.

“I’ll kill you, too,” he said softly. “Don’t think I won’t.”

“I believe you. But wouldn’t it be easier just to talk?” She paused. “Put the gun down, Dillon.”

She could see his arm shaking, and—to her dismay—hers began to shake, too. As if she didn’t know how to hold her own weapon. As if she didn’t work out three times a week to maintain upper-body strength.

As if she didn’t have it in her to shoot a frightened kid.

He was disintegrating before her eyes. She could see it. His Adam’s apple moved up and down as he swallowed hard.

“You can’t stop me.” His voice was a thread now, almost a whisper. He shifted his stance back toward Haley, and the stark look on her face told Andrea she’d read his body language.

“I’ll do it.”

Andrea’s pulse roared in her ears. The edges of her vision blurred. All she saw was that white hand clutching that big black gun. The muscles in his hand shifted as his index finger curled.

“I’ll do it. You can’t stop me.”

Andrea squinted her eye.

Lord, forgive me.

She pulled the trigger.



chapter two


ANDREA WOKE WITH A KNOT in her chest. She rolled onto the cool edge of the pillow and tried to hold on to the soft, dreamy feeling that she could slide out of bed and step into her routine. But even her sleep-drugged brain knew it was a lie.

She opened her eyes. The hum of traffic outside was inescapable. Beams of sunlight seeped through the gaps in the blinds, hinting at a bright, agonizingly blue morning that was already well under way.

As she sat up in bed, her gaze landed on the running shoes that had been taunting her for days now. She went into the bathroom and avoided her reflection in the mirror as she brushed her teeth. Then she padded into the kitchen and reached for the coffeepot.

Day three on leave. Just the prospect made her stomach fill with acid. She couldn’t stand another stint in her apartment, but the thought of going outside was worse. As the coffee hissed and gurgled, she glanced around her tiny living room and made a list of all the chores she needed to do—laundry, cleaning, grocery store, bills. It was the same list as yesterday, only longer, and she felt a surge of disgust with herself.

She stalked into the bedroom and wrestled into her sports bra, then jammed her feet into sneakers. Back in the kitchen, she poured a mug of coffee, not bothering with cream, which she probably didn’t have anyway. A few quick gulps. Pulling her tangle of dark hair into a ponytail, she grabbed a baseball cap and was almost out the door when her cell phone chimed.

Andrea eyed her purse. She dug the phone out and wasn’t surprised at the number on the screen.

“Hi.”

“Hi yourself,” Nathan Devereaux said. “Where have you been?”

“Oh, you know. Lounging by the pool. Working on my tan.”

Silence. He didn’t like the sarcasm. Then he said, “Have you seen the news today?”

“No. Why?” Against her better judgment, she grabbed the remote from the coffee table and switched on the television.

“Forget it. Anyway, where are you? I thought you’d be in by now.”

Andrea flipped channels until she landed on a news broadcast. But they were done with local stories, and a photo of the senator’s daughter who had died in that university bombing filled the screen. Andrea studied the picture, which had been plastered all over the news for days now. Julia Kirby. She was beautiful.

And just eighteen years old.

The camera cut to a view of the smoldering building. First responders raced about, ferrying the wounded to ambulances and triage tents. Dust-covered civilians staggered down the sidewalk with wide, shocked eyes, some with shrapnel wounds and ears bleeding from the blast.

“Andrea? Are you coming in?”

“Why?”

“You’ve got an appointment with the shrink, I thought.”

“I rescheduled.”

More silence.

“Something came up.” She switched off the TV and grabbed her sunglasses from the counter. Lot of good they would do her if some reporter was camped out in her parking lot.

“Andie—”

“I’ll be in tomorrow. Eight o’clock sharp. Listen, I’ve got to go, okay? Call you later.”

She stuffed the phone back into her purse and knew it wouldn’t ring again. Nathan wasn’t like that. He wouldn’t call incessantly, but he would track her down some other way. He’d probably come pounding on her door late tonight when he knew she’d be home. And he’d probably refuse to leave until she let him in and at least went through the pretense of answering his questions. He was her assigned “sponsor”—whatever that meant—and it was his job to ask.

Nathan had been her mentor when she first joined Austin PD’s homicide unit. They’d been through ups and downs together and many hellacious cases but nothing that came close to this. This was out of her realm of experience, and she didn’t know how to talk to him about it.

Which was what shrinks were for.

Another chime emanated from her purse. She jerked the phone out but didn’t recognize the area code.

“Hello?”

“Hey, it’s me.”

She felt a flutter of panic at her brother’s voice. She’d considered the possibility of her grandparents calling. Dee and Bob read the paper every morning and might stumble across the story out of Austin. She’d planned what she’d say to them, but she hadn’t given her brother a thought.

“Are you there?”

“I’m here.” She cleared her throat. “What’s up, Gavin?”

Now it was his turn for quiet. Andrea waited. Would he bring it up right away or dance around it?

“I need a favor.”

The statement startled her.

“I need some money. Not a lot,” he rushed to add. “And I’ll pay you back, I promise.”

He didn’t know, then. This wasn’t about her at all—he was hard up for cash. If he was like most college kids, she’d assume he needed it for beer or gas. But Gavin wasn’t like most college kids. He wasn’t like anyone. “You been taking your meds?” she asked.

“Come on, Andie.”

“Have you?”

“Yes, all right? Gimme a break. Can you lend me the money?”

“How much?”

“Two thousand.”

“Two thousand? You said not a lot!”

“It isn’t a lot.”

“Are you out of your freaking mind? I’ve got rent due next week. Jesus. What’s it for?”

“I’ll pay you back.”

She snorted. “How? Last I checked, part-time busboys weren’t making the big bucks.”

“I quit that job.”

Andrea thought about the number on the caller ID. Her stomach clenched with anxiety, and for the first time in days, it wasn’t because she’d taken another human life.

“Gavin . . . whose phone are you on?”

“A friend’s. Listen, can you lend me the money or not? I’ve got wiring instructions here. You can send it straight to my bank, and I’ll pay you back, I swear.”

“Where are you? Are you even in Lubbock?”

Silence.

“If you dropped out, I swear to God—”

“I didn’t call you to get the third degree.”

“You did, didn’t you? You dropped out. Gavin! You’re what? Fifteen credits shy of graduation?”

“Twelve,” he said tersely. “And I didn’t drop out. I took a leave of absence. For something important. I can go back whenever I want.”

“Go back now. What the hell are you doing? And what’s this money for?”

“Damn it, Andie. Why do you have to be such a bitch all the time?”

“Does Dee know? Don’t you dare tell me you hit her up for money.”

His silence confirmed her suspicions.

“They’re on a fixed income! What the hell’s wrong with you?”

She waited, half expecting an answer.

“Gavin?”

The call went dead.

♦

Jon North should have been fighting insomnia on a lumpy, too-short mattress, but instead he was speeding toward a crowded honky-tonk on the outskirts of Maverick, Texas, the capital of Middle of Fucking Nowhere.

All because he trusted Jimmy Torres.

Jon surveyed the array of cars and pickups as he pulled into the gravel parking lot. Located on a two-lane highway just south of Interstate 10, the Broken Spoke attracted its fair share of ranchers, roughnecks, and long-haul truck drivers looking for a break in the monotony between El Paso and San Antonio.

Jon swung into a space beside an ancient Chevy and checked his rearview before getting out. The chilly air smelled of dust and diesel fuel. The sky was clear, and a half-moon shone down on the desert landscape. Jon approached the dilapidated bar. Neon beer signs cluttered the windows, and the thin walls seemed to vibrate with every guitar riff.

Inside was stuffy and loud, just as he remembered. He stepped away from the door and skimmed the crowd. It was the Spoke’s usual array of men, most well on their way to being drunk. The women were of the heavily made-up, bottle-blond variety, with plenty of cleavage on display. They were here to have fun or make a buck, maybe a little of both. Some faces were familiar, some not. He cataloged all of them, swiftly discarding the ones that didn’t line up with his objective tonight.

Jon turned to the pool room, where a brunette with a cue leaned low over the green felt—a move choreographed to get the attention of the beer-swilling man behind her. Jon peered at her face.

Right hair color, wrong type.

He scanned the room again and his gaze landed on a woman seated on a corner bar stool. Slender build, leather jacket, straight dark hair that didn’t quite reach her shoulders. She glanced toward the door, noticed him, and gave him a brief look of appraisal before shifting her attention back to the bartender.

Torres was right. She didn’t fit. Before joining the Bureau, Torres had put in five years on a Houston vice squad, and he was good at reading people. Jon was glad now that he’d hauled himself out of bed.

The woman lifted a drink to her lips as he edged around the crowd. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. There was something about her alert expression, her posture. She noticed him again in the mirror behind the liquor bottles, and her gaze narrowed as he walked over and claimed a stool.

“Hi,” he said.

No answer. She was about as approachable as a coral snake.

The female bartender lingered a moment, seeming amused, then slipped away to tend to other customers.

“Buy you a drink?”

She looked him over with cool blue eyes. “Thanks, I’m good.”

“No, really, I insist.” He nodded at her almost-empty glass. “What is that, whiskey?”

She seemed annoyed by his persistence but not surprised. “Jack and Coke,” she said.

He caught the bartender’s attention and held up two fingers.

The brunette shifted to face him, and he noticed the thin gray T-shirt beneath the leather. Faded jeans, snug. Scarred black biker boots. A slight bulge under her jacket told him she was packing. He pulled his gaze back to her face. She wore black eyeliner, and a trio of silver earrings dotted both ears.

The drinks arrived.

“I’m Jon, by the way.”

She watched him over the rim of her glass as she took a sip.

“You’re new in town,” he said.

“So are you.”

“Is it that obvious?”

“The accent. Michigan, is it?”

“Illinois.” He tipped back the drink and tried not to cringe at the sweetness of it.

She was watching him while keeping a close eye on the mirror behind the bar. Clearly, she was looking for someone tonight, and it wasn’t him. She rested an elbow on the counter and pretended to give him her undivided attention.

“Illinois is a long way,” she said. “What do you do?”

“Search for people, mostly. And things.”

At her questioning look, he expanded.

“I’m with ICE. Immigration and Customs Enforcement.”

The corner of her mouth lifted, and he felt a warm pull he hadn’t felt in a long time.

“Think I’ve heard of it,” she said.

“They move us around a lot. I started out near Canada. Now I’m down here. So what about you? What’re you doing in town?”

“Passing through.”

“Where you headed?”

“Wherever.”

He watched her eyes. Calm. Clear. Not lying, really, but giving nothing away. He was used to evasiveness. Most people out here valued their privacy and didn’t let down their guard with outsiders.

Which was one reason so many leads in this case had turned to dust.

She was still watching him. She sipped the whiskey again, and he saw her gaze return to the mirror. A stocky cowboy type steered a woman through the crowd toward the door. Jon recognized him as one of the ranch hands at Lost Creek.

“I should get going.” In a quick, fluid motion she slid off the stool and scooped up her purse.

“What’s the hurry? You haven’t finished your drink.”

“That’s okay.” Her mouth curved into a coy smile. “It’s past my bedtime. I need to get home.”

He stared down at her, and the smile irked him more than the lie. She dug a crisp twenty from her purse and placed it beneath her glass.

“Nice talking to you.” Another smile before she turned on her heel.

He watched her walk away. When she was gone, he slid the twenty into his pocket and replaced it with one from his wallet.

The bartender filled a few beers and made her way over. She had leathery skin and lines around her mouth that signaled years of hard living under the West Texas sun. Jon had talked to her before but never bothered to introduce himself, and now he regretted it as she cleared away the half-finished Jack and Coke.

He smiled. “I didn’t catch her name, did you?”

“Don’t think she threw it.”

“You seen her in here before?”

“Nope.” Her tone was clipped, and she darted a glance at the clock. He figured she was jonesing for a cigarette. After a moment, she looked up at him and seemed to give in.

“She asked about Lost Creek Ranch, same as you did.”

Jon glanced at the door. He got up from his stool, even though he knew it was pointless to tail her. She’d be looking for it. He didn’t know much about her, but he knew that.

He left another twenty on the counter and maneuvered through the crowd. He stepped into the parking lot and saw a pair of red taillights fading down the highway.

He called Torres.

“You were right, she’s a badge.”

Curses filled Jon’s ear as he crossed the lot to his pickup. “I knew it!” Torres said. “The DEA’s fucking us again. Did you run the plate on her Cherokee?”

“I thought you had it.”

“Yeah, but something’s screwy. Must’ve got it down wrong. I can swing by the motel later, see if it’s there.”

Jon looked out at the horizon, at the vast, empty desert. No traffic, no houses. Just a twinkle of lights on some distant oil derricks.

“Don’t bother. She was heading for the interstate.”

For a moment, Torres said nothing. Then he said, “Well, that’s good, right? Maybe she’s going back where she came from.”

“Maybe,” Jon said, but he didn’t believe it.

Jon ended the call and pointed his truck toward Maverick. He checked the dash clock. Ten past midnight. Another day gone and nothing to show for it.

He trained his gaze on the endless yellow lines. Thirteen days. Less than two weeks left.

The clock in Jon’s head continued to tick.



chapter three


ANDREA SWUNG HER ARMS over her head and gazed up at the clouds. She bent down to touch her toes, did a couple of deep lunges, and set off toward the lake.

She’d left her music behind so she could relish the sounds of traffic and construction and a city bustling with people. She’d actually missed the noise. She pounded down the sidewalk, passing commuters with umbrellas. She passed bus stops and coffee bars and bike shops with faded pictures of Lance Armstrong still on display. She passed aluminum trailers where the spicy scent of breakfast tacos wafted from the windows. Then she cut east at the lake, and as her feet hit gravel, she finally found her stride.

The running helped. Always had. Her breathing was a soundtrack, better and more vital than any music as she focused on the tree-lined path and picked up the pace. The trail was clear today—nearly empty, in fact. She glanced left toward the water, but the usual fleet of stand-up paddle-boarders wasn’t out.

The sprinkling became a drizzle as she ate up the trail. Her heart thrummed in her chest. She passed the statue of Stevie Ray Vaughan holding his guitar. She passed the dog park. She neared the Congress Avenue Bridge, home to the largest urban bat colony on the planet. The pungent odor of guano hit her, and she had a memory of her freckle-faced brother, age five, standing under the bridge in the black cape left over from Halloween. Gavin had idolized Batman, and their grandparents had taken them on a pilgrimage to Austin to witness the bats take flight over the city at sunset. Andrea had been twelve and thoroughly bored by it all as she’d sat on the hillside watching her brother zoom around pretending to be a superhero.

She pictured Gavin’s ruddy cheeks and the unruly red hair that had earned him nicknames throughout his life. Once again, she was worried about him. Her brother was a genius but could be amazingly dumb when it came to people.

Andrea quickened the pace. As the trail curved, she glanced up to see the concrete headquarters of the newspaper that had been running stories about her all week.

Her chest pinched. Her breathing grew shallow. She looked at the building and fought against the panic.

Don’t do it.

She focused on the path and tried to get her rhythm back. She had to get a grip. She was meeting the department shrink in less than two hours, and she needed to have her shit together.

And how are you sleeping, Andrea?

Fine.

Any nightmares? Insomnia?

No, nothing like that.

And have you experienced any flashbacks associated with the incident?

No.

What about sudden feelings of anger or hostility?

She’d had feelings like that most of her life, but she knew the answers. No, no, no. She might throw in an occasional yes to make it seem like she was being honest, but no way was she letting some shrink climb inside her head.

It was tougher to lie to Nathan.

He’d had that look on his face when he’d come over the other night. Nathan knew. He’d been through an officer-involved shooting, and he knew, which was why they’d assigned him to her. He was supposed to help her. But she didn’t want his help. She didn’t want anything from anyone, even though for days, she’d felt this constant low-grade anxiety, as if she was holding on to something by her fingernails, but she didn’t know what.

Andrea veered right, away from the newspaper building, prompting a honk from a driver. She cut across a parking lot and turned southbound on a busy street.

For a while, she ran without thinking. Rain soaked her T-shirt. It seeped into her shoes, making her socks squish with every stride. She wove through residential streets, twisting and winding as she racked up mile after mile at a too-fast pace for the weather conditions. When her thighs burned and her lungs were about to explode, she looked up and spotted her apartment building. She set her sights on it and poured on the speed.

She stopped at the bank of mailboxes and gulped down air. Arching back, she let the rain pelt her face. Six miles, maybe seven. She bent over to flatten her palms on the cold pavement, letting the drizzle soak her back as thoughts flooded in to fill the vacuum. She thought of Gavin and Dillon and her grandparents. She thought of her mother. She thought of the dozens of things she’d failed to do in her life and the handful of things she’d done right.

A pair of shiny black wingtips stepped into her field of view, and she jerked upright.

“Detective Finch.”

He wore a suit and tie. Jon something . . . who clearly wasn’t an ICE agent. Her gaze dropped to the badge clipped to his belt.

FBI.

Water glistened on his dark hair. His broad shoulders were damp but not all of him, which meant he hadn’t been standing out here long. His eyes were shielded by silver aviators, so she couldn’t see his expression, just her own look of wariness reflected back at her.

“You have a minute, Detective?”

It was more of an order than a question. She glanced around the lot again but didn’t see any sign of the reporters who’d been hounding her for days.

She turned and faced him. “I knew you weren’t ICE.”

The side of his mouth curved slightly, but he didn’t smile.

“Is your name really Jon?”

“Special Agent Jon North. How about we find a place to talk?”

Andrea glanced at her apartment window. She didn’t like the idea of taking him up there—not because he was six-two and armed and a virtual stranger but because she assumed he was nosy.

But if she took him to a coffee shop, they might get approached by a reporter.

“Third floor, no elevator,” she said.

He gestured toward the stairs with a politeness that fit the suit. “After you.”

She trekked up the steps, untying the key from the drawstring of her sweatpants as she went. She opened her door and made a direct line to the breakfast table covered in paperwork.

“Coffee’s still on if you want some.”

She scooped the papers into her arms and headed to the bedroom, where she dumped everything on the dresser. Then she ducked into her closet and changed into a dry T-shirt before closing her bedroom door and rejoining him in the kitchen. He stood beside the breakfast bar, where she’d left her laptop out. Fortunately, it was off.

She leaned back against the opposite counter and folded her arms over her chest. “So what can I do for you, Mr. North?”

The sunglasses had disappeared, and he was watching her now with those hazel eyes she remembered from the bar. His hands were tucked casually into his pants pockets, putting his badge and gun on display. She wondered if he thought she’d be intimidated. His dark hair was thick, no gray. She put him at thirty-five, give or take, but what he lacked in years he made up for with a relaxed confidence.

“You been back long?” he asked.

“Two nights.”

He nodded absently, and she could tell this wasn’t news. She watched him taking in details as he glanced around her apartment: her cell phone charging on the counter, the droopy yellow plant in the corner, the unopened mail.

Nosy, just as she’d expected.

“Mind if I . . . ?” He tipped his head toward the coffeepot.

She crossed the kitchen and took a mug down from the cabinet. It was green, with a yellow John Deere logo on it, and she filled it to the brim. He didn’t strike her as the cream-and-sugar type.

He accepted the coffee, took a sip, and put it down beside last night’s dishes.

“You didn’t mention you’re a cop,” he said.

“You didn’t ask.”

“You didn’t mention your name, either.”

“I don’t usually give out my name in bars.”

He smiled. “I don’t blame you.”

Her heart did a little flutter—something about his smile. Or maybe her system was responding to having an attractive man in her kitchen.

“How’d you find me?” she asked.

“Ran your license plate.”

“Try again,” she said. She’d borrowed that tag from the ’86 Chevy Celebrity her grandfather kept under a tarp in his garage.

He watched her silently until she started to get irritated. “I need to know about your interest in Shay Hardin,” he said.

“What interest?”

His eyes didn’t change—they stayed locked on hers. “You interviewed no fewer than twelve people about him over the course of three days,” he said.

“Interviewed?”

“Asked questions about him.”

“So what? I can ask questions about whatever I want. It’s none of your business.”

He rested his hands on the countertop. “Actually, it is. My team’s been conducting an undercover investigation of Hardin for the past four months.”

She didn’t say anything. She was aware of Hardin’s background—he’d been arrested a few times on minor charges, mostly fighting in bars, but he’d never been convicted of anything. She was aware that he lived with some friends, including her brother, at Lost Creek Ranch outside Maverick. She was not aware until this moment that he was the subject of an FBI investigation.

She watched the agent’s face and wondered if he knew that her brother had recently joined Hardin’s little commune. Gavin’s previous stint there had lasted an entire summer and would have been longer if Andrea hadn’t found him and persuaded him to go back to school.

She adjusted her strategy now. If she stonewalled, he’d probably get more interested, not less.

“So what’s your question, exactly?”

“I want to know why an Austin homicide detective is poking around my suspect,” he said. “I don’t need him getting spooked.”

Andrea reached for the cabinet beside him and took down a glass. She filled it with water from the tap and took a long sip as North watched her.

She’d known right away that he didn’t fit the profile of an ICE agent. Those guys tended to be bulkier and rougher around the edges. The ones in West Texas spent a lot of time hotshotting around the desert in their 4x4s.

North had the height. And he’d clearly spent time outdoors recently. But he looked different from the typical border cowboy. He seemed smoother, smarter. And he looked comfortable in a suit.

He was still watching her steadily, waiting for an answer.

“It’s not police-related,” she told him. “My interest is personal.”

His brow furrowed. “You two have a history?”

“Something like that.”

He seemed surprised. And maybe a little disappointed.

But it wasn’t a bad concept. If he thought she had a relationship with Shay Hardin, that kept her brother out of it.

“So what did he say? I assume you tried to contact him while you were out there?”

“He wasn’t really communicative,” she said vaguely. “We’re not on good terms.”

“Any chance you could change that?”

“Doubtful.” And that was the truth. “I tried to reach out to him, and I got nowhere.”

“Did you visit the ranch?”

“Didn’t get past the gate.”

“Did you try calling him?”

“No luck.” She shrugged. “Anyway, I hear he keeps to himself now. That’s what everyone in town says.”

North’s look was intent, and the ball of dread that had been sitting in her stomach for the last five days grew heavier. Andrea had never liked Hardin. What was he mixed up in? And what was Gavin mixed up in by association?

“What’s this about, anyway?” she asked. “Why’s he under investigation?”

“I’m not at liberty to say.”

She glared at him across the kitchen. Typical fed. Swoop in wanting a quid pro quo with none of the quid.

He stepped forward and gazed down at her. She noticed his eyes again and remembered how they’d looked back at the bar. She’d seen something else in his expression then, but right now he was all business. “A little friendly advice.”

She glared harder.

“Leave Shay Hardin alone. I can’t think of an easier way to ruin a promising career.”

What the hell did that mean? She got the distinct impression he was taking a jab at her.

He set his mug in the sink. Then he crossed to the door and glanced back as he opened it.

“Trust me on this, Detective. He’s a problem you don’t need.”

♦

Jon slid his truck between some mesquite bushes and tossed a camo net over it. The night air was cold and brisk as he made the trek out to the meeting point. Nothing out here was a short distance away. At first, he’d been put off by the vastness of it, but it had grown on him. He’d come to appreciate the honesty of the desert, the hardworking people with their callused hands and skin as parched and cracked as the land. He crossed the field to a slight rise beside the dried-up riverbed—the Lost Creek for which the nearby ranch was named. Torres was right where he’d said he’d be, about half a mile south of the house.

“Hey, thanks for stopping by,” he said.

Jon ignored the sarcasm as he settled in beside him. He stretched out prone and lifted the night-vision binoculars to his face.

“What do we got?”

“A coyote moved across the highway ’bout an hour ago,” Torres said.

“You call it in?”

“CBP took it.”

Jon glanced at him. “You in your truck?”

“Nah, Whitfield dropped me off.”

Jon settled himself against the cold, hard dirt. He peered through the binocs and did a slow 180-degree scan east to west. It was flat country, only a low ridge running north-south to break up the landscape. The ridge would have been a better vantage point, but it was too obvious. Hardin had trained at Fort Benning. He would have spotted it in a minute.

Overnight surveillance of the ranch had been a priority ever since the eavesdropping crew had picked up a snippet from an outdoor conversation: meeting us . . . oh-two-hundred hours. They’d had a team stationed out here for the past three nights, but no one had entered or left the property, and Jon was convinced they’d missed something.

Still, he scoured the landscape for anyone coming or going. He listened for the crunch of footsteps or the low hum of an approaching engine. He listened for coyotes—either the furry or the human variety. He listened for rattlesnakes. This land was inhabited by things that would bite, sting, and stab—not to mention shoot—when threatened. Hardin had a sign hooked to the game fence that surrounded his land: NO TRESPASSING. WE DON’T CALL 911.

Torres rolled onto his back. He untwisted the lid from his thermos, and the aroma of hot cocoa wafted over. Most agents on surveillance downed coffee by the gallon. Torres was a Swiss Miss addict.

“Thought you were coming back yesterday.”

Jon lowered the binocs. “Got tied up.”

“How was the office?”

“Same. Jane says hi.”

A flash of white teeth in the darkness. “No kidding?”

This assignment had been a dry spell in more ways than one, and Jon knew Torres was ready to be done with it. Jon wasn’t so eager. In the four months since he’d come out here, his work had slowly turned into an obsession. Eight years with the Bureau, and Jon had never had a case grab hold of him like this one. After months of undercover work, after countless hours of painstaking digging, he was long on theories and short on evidence. Coincidence after coincidence had piled up, but he couldn’t find a way to fit everything into a coherent picture.

He checked his watch again. Twenty more minutes.

“How’d it go in Austin?” Torres asked.

“Fine.”

“So what’s her story?”

Jon thought of Andrea Finch outside her apartment, her face slick with rain and sweat, her T-shirt plastered to her body.

“She said it was personal, not business.”

Torres grunted. “Yeah, right.”

“Said she has a history with Hardin.”

“I don’t buy it. She took what, three days off work? To come out here? I bet money she’s on some kind of task force. DEA’s fucking with us again, I’m telling you.”

“She didn’t take off,” Jon said. “She’s on the beach.”

“She’s what?”

“Suspended. Administrative leave, pending an investigation. She was in an officer-involved shooting. An eighteen-year-old died.”

“No shit, she killed a kid?”

Jon pictured her face again. He wondered whether the shooting was the reason for that edgy look in her eyes. Or maybe she always looked that way.

“What’s the verdict with Maxwell?” Torres asked. “He in or out?”

Jon peered through the binocs again and thought about their boss in San Antonio, who’d never really been on board with this operation. “We’ve got one more week. If we don’t have a warrant in hand by that point, he wants to pull the plug.”

Torres muttered a curse.

“Said we’re needed on the Saledo case.”

“We’ve already got ten agents staffed to that thing.”

Jon shifted his gaze to the ridge, and his attention caught on a faint green glow behind some scrub trees. He adjusted the lenses. “What time’d you get here?” he asked Torres.

“ ’Bout ninety minutes ago.”

“And where’s Whitfield?”

“Off the highway near the gate, like we planned. Why?” Torres lifted his binoculars and tried to zero in on what Jon was seeing.

“Heat signature.”

“Faint, but it’s there,” Jon agreed.

“It’s not moving.”

“I’m thinking it’s a vehicle. Engine hasn’t totally cooled down yet.”

“Can’t believe I missed it.”

A flash of movement caught Jon’s eye. He aimed the binocs west, where a much brighter green glow was now moving through the bushes.

Torres tensed beside him. He saw it, too, and it was right on time. Jon checked his watch to make sure. After so many nights of nothing, he’d all but written off this meeting.

The shape moved stealthily through the low scrub brush. The figure was small and hunched over but not sure-footed like many of the drug and human traffickers who slipped through the region. It progressed slowly up the incline and neared the clump of mesquite trees. Jon confirmed his first take that the fainter heat signature belonged to a vehicle.

The rumble of an engine disrupted the quiet. But it wasn’t from the vehicle on the ridge. This noise came from the direction of the house.

“Someone’s moving out.” Torres rested his binoculars on the ground and dug for his radio. He used a secure channel to make contact with the third member of their team, who was in an ICE van not far from the highway.

“Yo, we got a pickup heading toward the gate,” Torres told Whitfield. “Looks like Hardin’s. And we’ve got a second vehicle parked up on the ridge.”

The plan was for Whitfield to tail anyone leaving the property. The agent was almost as green as Torres, and Jon hoped he wouldn’t get burned.

“Roger that.” Whitfield’s voice sounded staticky. “Just got a visual on the truck . . . exiting the southwest gate.”

Jon looked at the ridge again. He adjusted his lenses. The stationary vehicle seemed to be waiting to leave until the pickup was gone.

Torres climbed to his feet and silently collected his gear. Jon stayed prone, trying to get a view of the second subject.

“You coming?”

The pickup’s grumble continued to fade. Soon Whitfield would be on the tail, with Jon and Torres close behind, hoping to get into position in time to see something wherever this meeting went down.

Torres was on the radio with Whitfield. “Repeat that. You said they’re turning west?”

“Affirmative.”

“Why would they go west?”

“No idea,” Whitfield said. “There’s nothing out there—at least, not on the map I’m looking at.”

“Okay, we’re on our way.”

Jon watched the ridge as the mystery vehicle eased out from behind the brush and moved slowly down the gentle slope. No headlights. It stopped near the dirt road leading to the highway, and Jon got his first unobstructed view of the car and the driver.

He lowered his binoculars. Un-fucking-believable.

Andrea Finch.

Part of him wasn’t surprised at all.

♦

They were leaving, Shay Hardin behind the wheel and a man Andrea didn’t recognize riding shotgun.

She waited at the base of the ridge as Hardin’s taillights grew smaller. Why on earth were they going west? There was nothing in that direction. He’d have to drive a good twenty minutes just to pick up a highway.

Not her problem. She had the information she’d come for, and it was time to get gone.

Andrea kept the lights off as she moved cautiously down the road. Using only the moon for guidance was unnerving, but she couldn’t risk headlights yet, so her visibility was limited to about ten feet beyond her front bumper. She eased over the uneven terrain, careful to avoid trees and cacti and boulders as she neared the dirt road that bisected Lost Creek Ranch.

The ride smoothed as her tires found hard-packed earth. She eased into the middle of the road and headed due east, toward the gate that linked the property with an adjacent ranch. She kept a careful eye on the odometer. In the light of the moon, she spotted the high line of the game fence and the eight-foot posts on either side of the gate.

It was closed.

She rolled to a stop and checked her surroundings. She’d propped that gate open with a rock, but it was shut now. How had it come to be that way? They’d had some gusts in the last hour, so maybe the wind had moved it.

Or maybe the landowner had.

She looked around, hyperalert for any sign of someone lurking nearby. In the dimness, she spotted the loop of baling wire that had been used to secure the gate. It lay in the dirt near the fence post, exactly where she’d left it.

Andrea climbed out. She paused beside her SUV and listened for a full minute before trudging over to the post. She hauled the gate open, then slid behind the wheel and rattled over the cattle guard that separated Lost Creek from its neighbor. Again, she returned to the gate. She reattached the baling wire and let out a sigh. Home free.

A force slammed into her, plowing her face-first into the dirt. Her breath disappeared with an oomph! She bucked and tried to scream, but the weight crushed her lungs. Fire lanced up her back as the barrel of her own pistol dug into her spine.

Something clamped around her wrists. Her arms were wrenched back at an impossible angle. She sucked in a breath but got a mouthful of dirt, and panic set in as she struggled for air.

Then the weight disappeared. She rolled. She scrambled for her knees, and a bolt of pain seared through her abdomen. She convulsed into a tight ball. Another kick landed like a sledgehammer. The third time, she reacted, grabbing the boot and yanking with all her might, but it tore from her hands. Muffled curses as her attacker tripped backward.

She rolled away into something prickly. Cactus! Choking and gasping for air, she groped for her gun and got it out of her holster just as an engine roared to life nearby. She pushed to her knees and finally caught a breath—and a nose full of exhaust fumes—as the truck sped away.

♦

“Where the hell’s he going?” Torres adjusted the screen on their navigation system. “There’s nothing out here.”

Jon picked up his radio. “Give us an update.”

“Subject is still moving due west,” Whitfield reported.

“Copy that. What’s your speed?”

“We’re doing about thirty. He seems to know the area pretty good.”

Torres worked the GPS, trying to determine their destination. “Nothing on the map.”

Jon tried to rein in his frustration as he steered over the bumpy ground. What did Andrea Finch think she was doing creeping around Hardin’s property in the middle of the night?

“Think I remember a dirt road back here, when we did that first flyover.” Torres looked out the window, but the rugged countryside was devoid of lights. “You remember anything else?”

“No.”

“Okay, now he’s changing course,” Whitfield said over the radio. “He’s heading northwest.”

“Keep on him,” Jon ordered. “He know you’re back there?”

“Negative. I’m driving blind, using the NVGs.”

Jon made headway through the desert brush, plowing over the low stuff but veering around any sizable rocks. Whitfield was doing the same but using night-vision goggles instead of headlights. The tactic would help him close the distance without being seen, but noise could still be a problem. Sound traveled pretty well out here.
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