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  Endorsements


  “Excellent suspense, an un-put-downable novel by an experienced author who is not afraid to write about issues that we all think about but that so many of us won’t talk about. She certainly kept me reading until the end.”


  —Linda Hall, author of Dark Water and Black Ice


   


  “Grab a cup of coffee, find a comfortable chair, and settle in, because once you start reading Margaret Daley’s Shattered Silence, you won’t stop until you’ve turned the very last page! Exciting plot twists, gripping characters, and nonstop action will keep you up long into the night. As far as romantic suspense goes, it doesn’t get better than this!”


  —Shirlee McCoy, author of Lawmen Legacy (Love Inspired Suspense)
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  1


  No one sees me. They walk right by me and don’t even know I am here. I’m invisible.


  But that’s all going to change today. The woman who has agreed to marry me will be here soon. The world will finally know someone cares about me. It was worth all my savings to bring her across the border. I’m tired of being alone. Being nobody.


  I’m getting married. I won’t be invisible anymore—at least she’ll see me.
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  Maria Martinez lay flat on the dust-covered wooden planks, her right eye pressed against the hole in the floor of the abandoned house. Pedro won’t find me here. I’ll win this time.


  A sneeze welled up in Maria, and she fought to stop it. She couldn’t. Quickly she looked through the small opening to make sure Pedro hadn’t come and heard her. Her older brother always thought he could do everything better than her. Not this time. He’d never think to look here. He’d think she was too afraid to hide here. A rattling behind her sent a shot of fear through her. She went still. Her lungs held her breath and wouldn’t let go.


  There’s no such thing as ghosts. He just told me that to scare me. I’m not a baby. I’m eight.


  Her words fueled her courage, and she popped up to look over her shoulder. Nothing. Just the wind blowing through the broken window. Maria sank to the floor in relief and took up her post again. Watching through the hole. If Pedro came into the house, she’d be ready to hide. He was not going to find her. For once, she would have the last laugh. He was just two years older, but the way he acted, you’d think he was Papa.


  Another sound caught her attention. Down below. Footsteps. She started to hop up and scramble to her hiding place nearby, but a gruff, deep male voice stopped her. Not Pedro. Who?


  With her eye glued to the hole again, she waited to see who it was. Another voice—a woman’s—answered the man, then she laughed. A funny laugh—like Pedro when he made fun of her.


  “Dumb. Evil eye,” the woman taunted in Spanish.


  The man raised his voice, speaking in the same language so fast Maria had a hard time keeping up. Mama insisted on only speaking English at home. Now she wished she was better at Spanish. But she heard some words—the ones he slowed and emphasized, repeating several times in a louder voice a few cuss words that got Papa in trouble if he said them at home. The deep gruff voice ended with, “You will pay.”


  The woman laughed again, but the sound died suddenly. “What are you doing?” she said in Spanish.


  Maria strained to see the two people. The lady moved into her line of sight as she stepped back, shaking her head, her long brown hair swirling in the air. Maria glimpsed the top of a tan cowboy hat that hid the man’s face from her.


  The beautiful lady held up her hands. “No!”


  The fear in that one word chilled Maria.


  Before she could think of what to do, a gunshot, like she’d heard on TV, blasted the quiet. The lady jerked back. She glanced down at her chest, then up, remaining upright for a few heartbeats before crumbling to the floor.


  Maria froze. Her mind blanked.


  The man came closer to the still lady on the floor, her unseeing dark eyes staring right at Maria, pinning her against the wooden planks. She saw the gun as he lifted his arm and aimed it at the woman. He shot her in the stomach then the forehead.


  Maria gasped.


  The man must have whirled away. Suddenly he wasn’t in her line of vision. She bolted to her feet as the sound of heavy footsteps coming up the stairs echoed down the hallway.


  Terror locked a vise about Maria and held her in place.


  Then her gaze latched onto her hiding place—one she’d found when she’d first come to the house. She’d laughed out loud that her brother would never find her there. Now she wasn’t so sure it was perfect.


  But the approaching footfalls prodded her into action. She had no other choice. She clambered toward the couch as quietly as she could. She ripped the seat cushion off and squeezed herself into the small place someone must have used before. The pounding of her heartbeat in her ears drowned out the sound of his footsteps.


  The man threw open a door at the end of the hall. The slam of it against the wall startled Maria as she set the cushion over her like a shield a knight used in a movie she’d seen. When he’d stormed a castle, hundreds of arrows rained down on him. He had survived. Could she?


  The scent of mold and dust threatened to set off her sneezing. She held her hand over her mouth and nose praying that would stop her from making any sound.


  As the man’s footsteps came nearer, her heartbeat reverberated against her skull, again overriding all other sounds. Surely he could hear it. Find her.


  Please, Lord, help me. Mama said You protect children.


  But not her prayers or her fear calmed her thundering heartbeats. The racket grew louder inside her chest and clamored in her ears. Her head spun. She uncovered her mouth to try and breathe deeply. She couldn’t get enough air.


  The door opened, crashing against the wall.


  She flinched, hoping the seat cushion hadn’t moved.


  Please. Please, Lord. I’ll be good.


  The footsteps approached the center of the room.


  Lightheaded, Maria closed her eyes as if that would hide her from the bad man. Something scurried over her leg. Something big. A rat? The urge to flee her hiding place robbed her of any thoughts. She curled herself into the tightest ball she could and prayed, her chest rising and falling so rapidly. The darkness continued to swirl behind her closed eyelids.


  An eternity passed. A brush of whiskers reinforced her fright. She tensed, expecting any second the cushion being plucked off her hiding place or sharp teeth sinking into her. A warm gush between her legs and the odor of pee heightened her terror. He would smell it and . . .


  I’m going to die. Mama . . .


   


  [image: ]


   


  Liliana Rodriguez sat across from her older sister at the Bluebonnet Cafe in Durango, Texas, waiting for the waitress to bring their sandwiches. She leaned across the table and lowered her voice to a fierce whisper. “I don’t want to hear those bruises are from an accident, Elena. We both know who did that to you. Samuel, your low-down excuse for a husband.”


  Her sister’s dark eyes clouded, her brow knitted. “Oh, no, I really did get up in the middle of the night and run into the wall.”


  “Yeah, after he tripped you.” Liliana lifted her iced tea, hoping the cold drink would cool the fire in her belly.


  “No. No, don’t say that. He’s a good husband and father. Like Papa.”


  Liliana choked on the swallow of liquid sliding down her throat. Coughing, she nearly dropped her glass as her eyes watered.


  “Are you okay?” Elena started to stand.


  Liliana waved her down. “Fine,” she managed to get out while sucking in deep breaths of air that didn’t fill her lungs. When she could talk, she caught her sister’s attention and added, “But you aren’t. Your husband is an abuser just like—”


  “Don’t. Papa disciplined us when we needed it.”


  When it rained, Liliana’s left arm still ached from her father’s form of discipline that ended in a broken bone.


  The middle-aged waitress set their lunch plates in front of them and asked, “Anything else?”


  Liliana shook her head.


  After the waitress left, Liliana fastened her gaze on Elena. “If you don’t do something about him, I will.”


  Her sister’s eyes widened. “What?”


  Liliana brushed the top of her gun in her side holster, running her finger over the handle. The action held her immobile for a second. The realization of what she was automatically doing shook her. She immediately brought her hand up to clasp her iced tea. No matter what she thought of her brother-in-law, she would not overstep that line. “Have a little talk with Samuel.”


  “No!” Her tone raised, Elena gripped the edge of the table and half rose. “Don’t you dare. This is none of your business.” She glanced from side to side, noticed people around them staring at her and sank back into her chair, lowering her voice. “I’ll never forgive you if you interfere. Samuel is a good husband. He gets angry sometimes, but so do I.”


  “As a police officer, I can’t ignore his behavior, but even more so as your sister. I love you. I can’t sit by and let him hurt you.”


  Tears shone in Elena’s eyes. “Don’t do this. I love Samuel. You’ll ruin my life. My children’s.”


  Liliana reached out and covered her sister’s hand on the table. “You’re family. You mean everything to me. I don’t want to see your children go through what we did.”


  “Oh, Samuel never disciplines them. He loves them. He . . .” A tear rolled down her cheek.


  “He takes his frustration out on you instead?”


  “No, it’s not like that. I mess up sometimes and make him angry, but . . .” Elena snapped her mouth closed, wiped her napkin across her face, then stood. “I need to go. I have errands. Remember, this is none of your business. I meant what I said, Liliana. I won’t forgive you if you interfere.”


  Her sister started for the exit. Liliana clasped her arm to stop her escape. Elena winced.


  Liliana dropped her hand into her lap but pinned her full attention on her sister. “I love you. I am always here for you. If you need anything at any time day or night, call. I’ll be there immediately.”


  Elena’s eyes filled with moisture again. “I know you would be.” She bent down and hugged her. “But I can take care of myself. The bank has had some problems, and he’s upset right


  now. That’s all.”


  “That’s an excuse. We all have to deal with problems.”


  “He told me there were signs of an improving economy in the area. He feels directly responsible when the bank doesn’t do as well as he thinks it should. You know men and their egos. He’s not responsible for what’s been going on with the financial market, but he thinks he is. Things will be like they used to be when the economy in Durango picks up.” Elena continued her trek toward the front door.


  I bet they will. Liliana wasn’t convinced Samuel would change. She’d seen too many abusers in her line of work to believe that. Even bank presidents weren’t protected by the façade of their jobs when the truth about abuse came out. It would take all her discipline and willpower not to say anything to her brother-in-law, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t keep watch over the situation and continue to talk to Elena about getting help. While they had been growing up, Elena had stepped in and protected Liliana from their father. The least she could do was return the favor. Her big sister needed her whether she would admit it or not.


  She’d never liked how Samuel Thomas had treated Elena in front of others—belittling her and blaming her for anything that went wrong. Now it appeared as though he had turned physical. Liliana sighed and stared at her untouched turkey and Swiss sandwich. Her stomach knotted. The thought of food didn’t appeal to her, but she was on duty this afternoon and evening, so she needed to eat.
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  "Don't ya think you should go look for your sister now?" Brady asked Pedro.


  He looked up from playing war with his best friend. “Nah, I’ll let her think a little while longer that she’s fooled me. I know where she’s hiding.”


  Brady moved one of his soldiers. “The abandoned house in the field?”


  “Yep. I’ve been talking about it and telling her it’s haunted. Not a safe place to go. She acted all scared.” Pedro laughed. “But for the past hour she hasn’t been bothering us. She thinks if she wins I’ll do her chores for the next week.”


  “When is your time up?”


  “Soon. I wish she’d stop pestering me all the time.” Pedro studied the layout of his soldiers on the battlefield, facing Brady’s.


  “Pedro,” his mama called as she stepped out onto the porch of their house.


  He swung around toward her. “Yes?”


  “Lunch is ready. Go get your sister, and come in and wash up. Brady, can you stay for lunch?”


  His best friend grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Then I’ll set a place for you.” Pedro’s mother turned back into the one-story adobe house, the screen door banging close.


  “Guess we gotta get Maria now.” Brady hopped to his feet.


  “Yeah, we’ll leave this set up and finish later. Maybe I can think of another way to get rid of her for the afternoon.” Pedro stood and looked toward the field at the end of the street. “I’m gonna hate it when they start building houses in that field.”


  “Mom said it’s gonna be a big subdivision with a pond and everything. I hope there’s fish in the pond. Then we can at least go fishin’.”


  Brady traipsed next to Pedro across the mounds of dirt in the field where they rode their bikes. They jumped over the small stream and plowed through the tall weeds until they came to the two-story wooden house nestled among a grove of trees. He and Brady had played numerous times in the place since the owners left last year. Pedro chuckled to himself. Maria didn’t know that.


  “It does look spooky. I never saw the door open like that.” Brady approached the steps that led up to the front door.


  Pedro leaned close to him, put his finger to his mouth, then whispered, “I told you she would be here. She didn’t even close the door. Let’s scare her.”


  A giggle came from Brady before he clasped his hand over his mouth and tiptoed forward. He squeezed through the foot-wide opening because the door creaked. Halfway inside he stopped.


  Pedro frowned and shoved him so he could come into the place. What’s wrong with him? Brady wouldn’t budge. Then his best friend swiveled toward him with terror in his eyes and lifted his hand to point into the room. His fingers shook, and his face went so white that Pedro feared something had happened to his sister. He thrust the door open and stared at the bloody scene. His stomach roiled. He pivoted away and threw up all over the porch.
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  Hauling in their last load of possessions from the SUV, Cody Jackson followed his son, Kyle, into their new apartment, bumping the front door closed with his hip. Kyle trudged toward the hallway that led to the two bedrooms.


  “What am I supposed to do while you’re gone?” Kyle asked as he dropped the box he’d carried onto the floor next to the bed—fortunately a box full of linens.


  Cody bit back the words he wanted to say to his teenage son. He’d known this move to Durango would be tough for Kyle, especially after the recent death of his mother, but Cody hadn’t really had a choice, not if he were going to protect his son. “I shouldn’t be gone too long,” he replied in the calm voice he’d been using a lot lately. “You could start putting away some of our things.”


  “So you get to run off and leave me with all this work.” Kyle swept his arm wide to indicate the box-filled room.


  “We were supposed to be here yesterday. This meeting at the police station has been set up for a while.”


  “It’s not my fault you had to stay to finish up a case.” His son’s blue eyes—so like his mother’s—pierced right through Cody.


  “Look, son,” he clasped Kyle’s shoulder, “I know this is hard for you, but give this new place a chance. You’ll make friends in no time. You’ve never had a problem with that.”


  Kyle shrugged away from him. “I don’t want to make new friends. I wanna keep the ones I had in Houston. I don’t wanna live in this pathetic town out in the middle of nowhere. What am I supposed to do?”


  Deal with the changes like I have to. Cody clamped his teeth down and fought to control all the emotions bombarding him since his ex-wife died three months ago and Kyle came to live with him full time after years of wanting to have little to do with his father. He was quickly discovering loving his son and relating to him were two very different things.


  “That will change when you enroll in Durango High School on Monday.”


  Kyle turned away. “Sure. That’ll solve everything.”


  Cody plowed both his hands through his hair. Lord, please give me the patience I need with Kyle. “Durango isn’t that small. There are thirty thousand here.”


  “Yeah and most of them are Spics.”


  Cody stiffened. “What did you say?”


  “You heard me. Mexicans don’t belong here. This is our country.”


  Cody had heard Kyle’s stepfather say that on a few occasions—almost word for word. “The United States was settled by many different nationalities. Didn’t you learn in history class that America is called the melting pot?”


  “They’re taking jobs away from hard-working Americans. They aren’t paying taxes. They’re overrunning Texas.”


  “Nate has a narrow view of this world.”


  “Wake up, Dad. A lot of people are saying those things, not just Nate.”


  “Who? Your friends in Houston?”


  “Yeah and Mom—” Kyle snapped his mouth closed and charged toward the doorway.


  Cody stood in the middle of his son’s bedroom, trying to fortify himself with deep breaths. But his constricted chest burned. He hated hearing his son parroting his stepfather’s words. Every other weekend for the past ten years hadn’t been enough for Cody to shape Kyle into the young man he’d hoped he would be. Frustration churned his gut as he scanned the boxes stacked around him—a picture of chaos like his life of late.


  Checking his watch, Cody strode into the hallway and toward the kitchen where he found Kyle standing in front of the near-empty refrigerator, studying its meager contents. “I’ll pick up some food on the way back here.”


  “Don’t forget PowerUp Bars.” Kyle shut the fridge’s door and left Cody in the middle of the kitchen, wondering how he was going to get through to his son, a fifteen-year-old who resented Cody for taking him away from Nate when his mother died.


  Then on top of everything, he had made the hard decision to take the Company D’s position in the Durango area. Ranger Al Garcia, his mentor when he had joined the Texas Rangers seven years ago, had been shot and forced to retire due to medical reasons. The case of his attempted murder was still unsolved. He owed Al and planned to figure out who shot him.


  That coupled with Kyle needing to get away from Nate and his influence had convinced Cody coming to Durango would be the best thing for his son. He needed a new set of friends. He was afraid if he had stayed in Houston, his son would have ended up in trouble—with the law. His son’s friends weren’t in a gang—at least he had not found them to be, but the peers Kyle hung with were the closest thing to a gang without being called a white supremacist group.


  Cody snatched up his keys and left his new apartment. It was situated in a complex of well-tended units with landscaped terrain, a pool being cleaned to open April 1st, and a fresh coat of tan paint and dark green trim on the buildings.


  Hopping into his navy blue SUV, Cody surveyed his surroundings, something he did everywhere he went even when he was off duty, a habit that had saved his life once when he had gone into a Quick and Go in the middle of a robbery. He slid a glance at his tan hat on the seat where he’d left it, then started his vehicle.


  His gaze fell onto the apartment complex’s main building where the office was, and he remembered something he’d wanted to tell Kyle. He withdrew his cell and called his son. Kyle answered on the second ring.


  “I forgot to tell you there’s a great exercise room off the pool area. I know it’ll take a while to set up your home gym. Until then, use their equipment. It’s top-notch.”


  “That’s okay. I’m searching for my stuff and putting it together first.”


  Click.


  Cody stared at the silent phone, punched the off button and slipped it back into his pocket. The counselor had said it would take time to reach his son, that he had suffered a devastating loss. He’d had ten years to get over the fact he and Paula wouldn’t stay together, that she would move on with another man. When he allowed himself to think about it, it still hurt, and if he were honest with himself, he missed seeing Paula even if it was only occasionally and solely because they shared custody of Kyle.


  Cody backed out of his parking space and headed toward the Durango Police Station on Alamo Boulevard, the main thoroughfare through the town. If he continued on that street to the highway, he would be at the Highway Patrol building where he would have his office.


  Halfway there, he heard a call come over the radio concerning a body found in a vacant house adjacent to the Rancho Estates, south of town. He programmed the address into his GPS, made a U-turn, and headed toward the crime scene. Most likely, he would be called in to assist in the investigation. He’d call the police chief and let him know where he was going. He might as well see the crime scene fresh.
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  As I pace my living room, the adrenaline pulsing through my body finally subsides. I drop onto my couch, my hands trembling. Staring at the gun lying on the table a few feet from me, it finally sinks in. I killed her, that lying whore. She deserved it, using me like that. She laughed at me. Me! After I paid her way here.


  I hardly remember coming from the coyote’s drop-off site, listening to Anna tell me she hated the sight of me. How dare she say I was dumb and had an evil eye. I’m not even sure how I ended up at the abandoned house with my gun in my hand.


  I surge to my feet. Anger festers in my belly, as if eating holes into its lining. We were to be married next week. Now . . .


  I scan the room I painstakingly prepared for her arrival. No dust on any of the furniture. The hardwood floors swept. A new television set. Sitting on the coffee table in front of me is a glass vase with fresh flowers I bought at a florist.


  The sight of the bright red roses shoves the rage into my throat, clogging it. I inhale over and over, but the tightness in my chest threatens to send the fury to every part of me again. Consuming me. Changing me.


  Empowering me.


  For the first time in a long while, I controlled a situation. I took charge earlier. Me! She will no longer laugh at me. I pound my chest and the tightness breaks up, freeing me to be who I am.
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  It’s been quiet the past few months. Is it too much to ask for that to continue?” Brock Patterson, Liliana’s partner and the only other detective on the Durango Police force, asked.


  Liliana released a long breath and turned onto the dirt road that led to the vacant house. “I like quiet. Less paperwork. But I guess that’s over.”


  “I’m just glad you’re the lead on this one. I’ve got my vacation planned. Two days, three hours,” Brock glanced at his watch, “and thirty-eight minutes I’ll be boarding a plane for my camping trip in Colorado.”


  “Thanks for reminding me. It’s not like I haven’t heard all the details for the past month. What I don’t understand is how you and your wife can consider camping in a tent in the middle of nowhere a vacation.”


  He laughed. “Jealousy doesn’t become you.”


  The jostle of the ride and the potholes created by the spring rains forced her to concentrate on driving rather than her partner’s humor at her being stuck in Durango working on a murder case. Maybe they would catch a break and solve it in two days.


  Three minutes later, Liliana sighted the vacant house—a patrol car and a dark blue SUV parked out front. The uniformed officer who was the first responder was talking to a man by the SUV.


  Liliana climbed from her car and covered the short distance to them while her partner walked toward the back of the house to check it out. Liliana tried to place the man angled away from her. Why was he here? A witness? Two children found the body and ran home. The six-foot stranger, dressed in dark brown slacks, white long sleeve shirt, yellow-and-tan striped tie, brown boots, and a tan cowboy hat, shifted toward her. She caught sight of the silver star over his heart. The new Texas Ranger assigned to the Durango area. Oh, great!


  She didn’t like change, and Al Garcia, the last ranger who served in Durango, had to retire due to a shooting. He would be missed—at least by her. In the cases they had worked together, they had fallen into a good rhythm and routine. She’d always felt she’d complimented him. He’d never tried to showboat her or keep her out of the loop. This new ranger could be entirely different, and she didn’t have the time or patience to break in a new one.


  “I’m lead on this case, Officer Vega.” Liliana said to the uniformed officer standing next to the ranger.


  “Good to see you. I figured you would be since Patterson is leaving on vacation.”


  Her partnership with Brock had fallen into a good pattern after working together for three years. She usually took the lead on cases involving the Hispanic population of Durango since that community could be closed mouth with a gringo. Swinging her gaze to the ranger standing next to her, she held out her hand. “I’m Detective Liliana Rodriguez. Are you Al Garcia’s replacement?”


  He shook her hand. “Yes. I’m Cody Jackson. I was on my way to the station to meet with your police chief when a call came over the radio about the body found here.”


  Tension gripped her neck and spread down her back. She knew that the Texas Rangers often worked murder cases in Durango, but she had never felt Garcia had been heavy-handed. What was this man’s intention? He didn’t even know the town or its people yet. Probably hadn’t been here a day.


  “Nice to meet you. If I can help you, please let me know.” Hoping that would be all, at least for the time being, she returned her attention to Officer Vega. “Have you checked the premises?” Liliana moved toward the porch, taking out her notepad while the Texas Ranger hung back for a minute speaking to Brock, who had joined him and introduced himself. She’d find out later what the man said to her partner, but for now she had a job to do.


  “Not thoroughly yet. The ranger pulled up before I got the chance to complete my search.”


  On the porch, Liliana stepped around some vomit, throwing a questioning look at the patrol officer.


  “According to what his mother said, Pedro Martinez did that. His friend, Brady Roberts, made it to the bushes over there. At least that’s what she rambled off to the dispatcher when she called this in.” Officer Vega pointed toward some foliage growing wild against the house. “I haven’t had a chance to interview her yet about the boys.”


  “Did she come to the crime scene?”


  “No, she only relayed what her son told her. He and his friend ran home right after they found the body. They were hysterical and she was trying to calm them down.”


  “So the two boys are at the Martinez’s house?”


  The officer bobbed his head once. “But Brady’s parents were on their way home.”


  She glanced back at Ranger Jackson and Brock striding toward them. “I’ll take care of interviewing the boys. The chief said there was a possibility a little girl could be here. Pedro was looking for his sister. She still hasn’t come home. Her mom and some of the neighbors are out looking for the child. The chief is sending some officers to help while we check here.” She pivoted toward Brock. “Cordon off the area around the house and check the rest of the grounds. I’m going to search the house. Officer Vega hasn’t had a chance yet.”


  Ranger Jackson removed his gun from his holster. “I can help with that.”


  “Fine.” As she entered the place with the ranger, two other vehicles pulled up to the scene and parked behind the ranger’s SUV. The scent of blood hung in the air, vying with a moldy, musky odor. Her attention riveted to the body lying in a pool of blood about ten feet inside the entrance.


  The woman, approximately twenty to twenty-five, stared up at the ceiling with vacant eyes. Inching closer, Liliana swept her gaze down the victim’s body, noting the bullet hole in her forehead and chest as well as her rounded stomach. Pregnant? If she was, she was probably about six months, at most.


  The ranger panned the living room. “Tell me what you know. The radio didn’t mention anything about a little girl. Do you think she was taken?”


  Liliana continued her visual inspection of the woman, dressed in a loose, full blouse over brown pants and tennis shoes, muddied. Bits of green foliage stuck to the bottom of her slacks. “Pedro Martinez, age ten, came looking for his eight-year-old sister, Maria. He was sure she was hiding in this house. They were playing hide and seek, and he saw her going this way. He had a friend with him named Brady Roberts. Instead of finding Pedro’s sister, they found this woman. When he saw her, he ran home and told his mother.”


  “So it’s possible the killer kidnapped Pedro’s sister.”


  “Yes or worse, but I’m hoping she’s somewhere in the neighborhood waiting for her older brother to find her.” Liliana drew her weapon and looked over her shoulder at the patrol officer standing in the entrance to the house. “How far did the two boys come into the house?”


  “Brady, according to Mrs. Martinez, went in a few feet while her son only came about this far.” Officer Vega, who had been on the police force for a year, gestured to the spot where he stood in the doorway.


  “You said you didn’t get a chance to thoroughly check the house. How much did you do?”


  “I went as far as the dining room. That’s when I saw his SUV pull up.” The officer nodded his head toward Ranger Jackson.


  “Okay. Let’s do a room-by-room search to rule out the possibility she’s here, maybe hurt . . .”


  “Or dead.” The ranger started toward the hallway leading to the back part of the house. “For that matter, the killer could still be here.”


  “Officer Vega, keep everyone outside until we’re through and know the house is safe for them to come in and process the crime scene.” Liliana inhaled a deep breath and peered toward the Texas Ranger. “I’ll take the upstairs.”


  Liliana ascended the stairs, alert for anything unusual. When she moved into the first bedroom, she surveyed the empty area, not one stick of furniture present. Crossing to the closet, the door open, she peered into it. Empty. She shone her flashlight into the dimness, checking for an entry to a crawl-space or storage area. Again, nothing.


  Back in the hallway, she repeated her inspection of the bedroom next to the first one. Discovering no evidence anyone had been up here recently, she backed out into the corridor and headed to the last door upstairs, like the others, it was open wide into its room.


  Stepping into it, she immediately noticed the few pieces of furniture—a couch along the north wall, an end table next to it, and a cabinet, the doors open to reveal its empty contents. Funny, how all the doors were open as though someone had searched what lay behind them. What was he looking for? The girl? Something else? Had the girl even been here? Mrs. Martinez had told the dispatcher her husband was on his way home to search Maria’s favorite places in the field while she stayed with Pedro, who still shook.


  “I wish the walls could talk,” she murmured.


  Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed the middle cushion on the old couch move. With her weapon still drawn, Liliana crept toward the sofa, aimed her gun, and quickly yanked up the cushion in question. Wide, terrified eyes stared back at her.


  Liliana holstered her gun immediately and knelt next to the couch. This was the part of the job she hated, seeing a child hurting and afraid. “Maria?”


  The child sat up and hugged her arms to her, then rocked back and forth.


  The scent of urine wafting to her, Liliana unclipped her badge from her belt and held it up. “I’m a police officer. Are you all right?” she asked in Spanish in a calm, soothing voice. When the girl didn’t respond, Liliana switched to English. “Are you Maria?” When the child nodded, Liliana added. “You’re safe now. We’ve been looking for you.”


  Out of the corner of her eye, she spied a gray mouse scurry out from under the couch and race toward the hallway. The little girl stopped rocking. Her dark brown eyes, shiny with tears, grew even rounder as the mouse disappeared out into the corridor. A tear rolled down her plump cheeks. “Did he get him?”


  “Who?”


  “Did the bad guy get Pedro?”


  “Your brother is fine at home with your mama.” She offered the little girl her hand. “C’mon. I’ll help you out of there.”


  “Are ya taking me home?” Putting her hand in Liliana’s, the child started to rise.


  “Down to the police station first.”


  Maria yanked away and sank back into her hole in the couch. “I want my mama and papa.”


  Liliana smiled. “I know and they’ll meet us down at the station. You’ll see them real soon.”


  She lifted her gaze, her big, brown eyes glistening with tears. “Promise.”


  “Yes, sweetheart.” Liliana offered her hand again.


  The child averted her head. “I wet my pants. Mama is gonna be mad.”


  “She’ll be happy you’re all right. I’ll have her bring a change of clothing.”


  “Is the mouse gone?”


  “Yes.”


  The child peered at Liliana for a long moment then fit her fist into Liliana’s palm. She helped the little girl rise then climb out of the hole she’d buried herself in—a hole that probably saved Maria’s life. Liliana stooped in front of her, still clasping one hand.


  “Did the mouse bother you?” Liliana couldn’t see any bite marks, but the child wore jeans, wet down the legs, and a long sleeve shirt.


  “Scared me, but I stayed real still.”


  “He didn’t bite you?”


  Several tears coursed down her face. “No.”


  “You’re safe now. I won’t let anyone—”


  Maria glanced toward the door, her eyes growing round and huge again. The child threw her arms around Liliana, hugging her so tightly she nearly cut off her breath. “Don’t let him get me.”


  Grasping the girl with one hand and groping for her weapon with the other, Liliana swiveled on the balls of her feet toward the door. Ranger Jackson stood a few feet inside the entrance into the room. Her tensed muscles relaxed. “He’s one of the good guys, Maria. He’s a Texas Ranger helping me. You’re still safe.”


  Slowly the little girl released her tight grip on Liliana and raised her head to look at her. Tears continued to spill from the child’s eyes. “He’s wearing a tan cowboy hat.”


  “Yes. A lot of people wear them.”


  “Bad man did.” Maria backed away until she bumped into the couch.


  “But Ranger Jackson isn’t the bad man. He’s here to help.” Liliana said in her calm, controlled voice she used on Elena’s children when they were frightened of something.


  “A Texas Ranger? Really?”


  “Yes, really.”


  “My brother’s always talking about being one when he grows up. Him and his best friend. They play war a lot.”


  The ranger closed the distance between them in a slow gait. “Your brother did a good job today reporting the crime downstairs.” He squatted a few feet from Maria, a smile crinkling the corners of his gray eyes. “But you did, too.”


  “I did?” Maria stared at the silver star he wore.


  “Yes, you protected yourself by hiding. Some wouldn’t think to do that.”


  “That woman . . .” Maria chewed on her lower lip, tears welling into her eyes again. “I couldn’t do . . .” Her voice broke as she cried.


  Liliana gathered the child against her, wishing she could take away the images that probably would haunt her dreams for a long time. “But you can help us now.” She brushed some spiderwebs from the girl’s long brown hair.


  Sniffling, Maria leaned back. “How?”


  “You can tell us what you saw.”


  “No, no. I don’t remember anything. I can’t.” She pulled away and started for the door.


  When Liliana saw the Texas Ranger reach out to clasp the child before she darted away, she quickly shook her head. “I’ll take care of this.”


  He dropped his arm to the side and rose.


  Liliana was on her feet and racing after the girl before she ran downstairs and saw the woman’s body. In the hallway, a few steps behind Maria, Liliana called out, “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.”


  The child slowed and then halted, her gaze fixed on the stairs that led to the ground floor. Suddenly she began backing away. “I can’t go downstairs. I can’t.”


  Before Maria collided with Liliana, she settled her hands on the girl’s shoulders. “I won’t let anyone hurt you. I’ll carry you and find another way out of the house.” She didn’t know for sure, but she hoped there was a back door in the kitchen.


  The child turned toward her and wound her arms around Liliana’s neck. As she lifted Maria and stood, she sensed Ranger Jackson coming up behind them.


  “Do you need any help?” he asked in his Texan drawl.


  Pressing Maria against her, Liliana locked gazes with the ranger. “I’ve got this.”


  “There’s a back door. I’ll show you.”


  She smiled. “Thanks.” Maria was small for her age, probably no more than fifty pounds, but Liliana had been so busy lately with family and her job that she hadn’t worked out with her weights as she should have.


  By the time Liliana reached the bottom of the stairs, Ranger Jackson appeared in the doorway down a short hallway and signaled that she follow him. Half a minute later, she and Maria exited the house through the kitchen.


  Bright sunlight beamed down on her, but a cool breeze made the day feel perfect. The sound of birds chirping in the trees surrounding the vacant house mocked the tragedy that had occurred inside.


  As Liliana started for the front of the place, Maria clung to her and buried her face even more against Liliana. She hurried her steps while the ranger slowed his until she caught up to him.


  “We can take my car to the station.”


  She opened her mouth to tell him she would take hers then remembered her partner had come with her. “Fine.”


  When she rounded the side of the house, everyone shifted to watch her stride toward the SUV with Maria safe in her arms. A few spectators, a hundred yards away, cheered. Her partner broke free from the cluster of officers waiting for the go-ahead to process the crime scene and bridged the short distance to her.


  Ranger Jackson had the back door open to his SUV. She tried to set Maria on the leather seat, but the child wouldn’t let go of Liliana.


  “It’s okay, Maria. I’m going to get into the car, too. I just need to talk to my partner for a moment.”


  A minute passed before the child unlocked her arms and slid them away from Liliana. “Promise?”


  “Yes. I’ll be right here where you can see me.” She settled the child on the seat then turned toward Brock.


  “Process the crime scene. I’m taking Maria to the police station to interview her once her parents arrive. She may have seen the guy who did this. She was hiding in a couch upstairs and terrified when I found her.”


  “We’ll get on it. Let you know later what, if anything, we find. Is the Texas Ranger taking over the case?”


  Liliana glanced at the man in question. He had stopped to talk with Officer Vega. Ranger Jackson looked up and snagged her gaze. Although the brim of his cowboy hat shaded his eyes, she could feel their scorch like the sun in the middle of a Texan summer. “Probably. We need to ID the woman. Is she from around here? She looks Hispanic, but from what I saw of her face, I’ve never seen her in the area.”


  “Durango has about thirty thousand, so I’m sure there are a few you don’t know.”


  “Not that many in the Hispanic community. I’ve lived here all my life and know most of the locals.”


  “It’s possible she’s in this country illegally. Maybe she angered the coyote who brought her over the border. Most of the time they’re interested in one thing—money. But you and I know occasionally one will have something else on his mind before he lets his merchandise go. Maybe she wasn’t cooperative.” Her partner fished into his pocket for his Latex gloves.


  “I think she might have been pregnant.”


  “It won’t be the first time someone wants to come here and have her child so the kid will be a citizen.”


  Liliana glanced toward the backseat to check on Maria, who sat with her shoulders slumped and her chin touching her chest. “If we can’t ID our Jane Doe through our normal channels, I’ll have ICE contact the Mexican authorities about her.” Immigration and Customs Enforcement would have better connections in Mexico to run down her identity, if she was Mexican.


  “If she’s an illegal alien, they may know something we don’t about a smuggling ring currently working in this part of the state. I’ve heard rumblings since we shut down the last one.”


  It was an ongoing problem the Durango Police dealt with— like other communities along the border. “I’ll see you when you get back to the station. I’m going to have Maria’s parents bring Pedro down to the station while everything is fresh in his mind. He might have seen something important and not realize it. I’ll have Brady Roberts come down with his parents, too.”


  Ranger Jackson disengaged himself from talking with Officer Vega and sauntered toward them. “Ready to go?” He paused next to Liliana.


  “Yes, I’m sitting in back with Maria.”


  “I figured as much. I don’t mind being a chauffeur.” He tipped his hat, opened the door for Liliana, and then rounded the front of his SUV to slide in behind the steering wheel.


  After Liliana climbed into the vehicle, she helped the child fasten her seatbelt. For a few minutes she put her arm around the little girl as she sniffled, keeping her head down.


  “Okay, Maria?”


  The child nodded, wiping her hand under her nose.


  “I’m going to make some calls before we get to the police station, but if you need me, let me know.” Liliana pulled out her cell phone and called the police chief, then Maria’s parents. “Mrs. Martinez, this is Detective Liliana Rodriguez. I found Maria and she’s all right.”


  “Praise God. Can you bring her home?”


  “We need to talk with Maria and Pedro. I’m taking Maria down to the police station and would like for you or your husband to come down with Pedro and bring a change of clothing for Maria.”


  “Why?” Mrs. Martinez’s voice rose.


  “I found Maria upstairs in the abandoned house, hiding. She wet herself.”


  “Oh, my poor baby. Sí, sí, we both will be down there.”


  Maria tugged on Liliana’s arm. “Can I talk with Mama?”


  Liliana nodded. “She wants to speak with you.”


  The second Maria took the cell she burst into tears. “Mama, I’m scared,” she said between sobs.


  Liliana’s heart twisted at the sound of anguish in the child’s voice. She was so young to see this kind of cruelty in the world. Where was the Lord when this little girl was frightened that the killer would find her? Where was He when that woman was facing that man with the gun? There were days this job made her question her childhood faith. As a kid, she’d clung to it when her father had gone on his rampages. That had been the beginning of her doubts, and the past eight years on the police force had only increased them.
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  Forty minutes later, after Detective Rodriguez interviewed Brady Roberts and Mrs. Martinez and got nothing useful, Cody stood in front of the mirror that afforded him a view into the interrogation room. Detective Liliana Rodriguez was questioning the little girl found at the crime scene. Her clothes changed, Maria sat in a chair so close to her mother’s that she was plastered against Mrs. Martinez’s side while Mr. Martinez was outside with Pedro.


  Liliana, seated across from Maria, waited until the child, sucking in her tears, calmed down. Quiet reigned for a few seconds before the Durango detective cleared her throat and looked up from her notepad. “Thank you for coming down here, Mrs. Martinez. I just have a few questions for Maria, then Pedro. After that, you can take them home. It shouldn’t take too long.” The corners of her mouth tilted upward while a serious look remained in her dark brown eyes. “I imagine Maria is exhausted after the day she’s had.”


  “How could this happen in our neighborhood? We only live a few houses from that field. My children play there all the time. I have forbidden them to go into the abandoned house. She shouldn’t have been in there. You gave me such a fright.”


  “I’m sorry. I wanted to win. I . . .” Maria’s voice faded under her mother’s stern expression directed at her.


  “We will talk about that at home.”


  The child dropped her head and stared at her lap.


  “Maria, can you tell me what you did from when you entered the house until I found you?”


  “I went inside and decided to hide upstairs if Pedro came to the house. At first I was gonna hide in a closet.” Maria peered up at Liliana. “But I thought he might find me there, so I looked for the best place. I was gonna hide in the cabinet until I sat on the couch. It sank in the middle. I lifted up the cushion and saw the hole. I knew then I would win. He’d never find me even if he came to the house.”


  “How long were you waiting?”


  Maria shrugged. “Don’t know. I was checking for Pedro through a hole in the floor. I noticed the sun was starting to come into the window when that . . .” she gulped and looked toward her mother, “he came into the house with that—lady.”


  “Did you see the bad man?”


  Maria nodded.


  Liliana leaned forward. “Do you know him?”


  “No,” the child mumbled and hung her head again.


  “What does he looks like?”


  Maria didn’t say anything. Cody studied the Durango detective. Her composed expression suggested she wasn’t in any hurry. He knew from experience that with a child it was difficult to press for information. You could press an adult but with most children you lose them. He liked how Liliana Rodriguez handled herself.


  “Baby, you need to answer the police lady.”


  “I can’t.”


  Before Maria’s mother responded to her, Liliana said in an even voice, not a trace of anxiety on her face, “What do you mean by ‘I can’t’?”


  “I can’t remember.” Sobs tore from the child.


  Her mother hugged Maria against her. “She’s too upset right now.”


  “I understand.” The detective gave Mrs. Martinez a reassuring smile. “I just have one more question for the time being.”


  Maria’s mother rubbed the girl’s back, mumbling soothing words to her daughter. “Maria, the nice lady has one other thing to ask you. If you don’t know the answer, it’s okay, baby.”


  Finally, the child lifted her head, swiping the tears away and peering at Liliana. The girl’s bottom lip trembled. Her eyes still held unreleased tears.


  “You have been a big help. I know this isn’t easy for you. Just a little bit more, then you can go home. Did they speak Spanish, English, or both?”


  Maria thought for a long moment. “Spanish.”


  “Do you remember what they said?”


  The child stared straight into the mirror behind Liliana. Cody felt as though the girl could see him standing in the viewing room watching them. He stuck his hands into his pockets and shifted from one foot to the other.


  “They were talking very fast. Sometimes too low. I couldn’t catch everything, but she said to him something about an evil eye. The lady laughed and the man got real mad.”


  “Anything else?”


  Maria shook her head slowly.


  Liliana grinned. “That was great. You have been a big help. If you think of anything else, please tell your mother. She can let me know. Okay?”


  The child nodded, then buried her face against her mother’s chest.


  Liliana rose, withdrawing a card from her pocket. “Thank you. If you or Maria remember anything, you can call me anytime.”


  Mrs. Martinez scooted her chair back and stood, holding her daughter against her. “Are you going to talk to Pedro now?”


  “Yes, then you all can leave. If I have any more questions, I’ll contact you.” She walked the woman and girl to the door and opened it for them.


  Cody exited the viewing room and met Liliana in the hallway. She hung back while Mrs. Martinez and Maria headed into the main area where Pedro and his father were waiting.


  “I wasn’t expecting a full description of the killer, but it would have been nice if we knew more than we do.”


  For the first time, Cody glimpsed disappointment in Liliana’s expression. Not once had she exhibited it to the mother or daughter. “She may remember more later. She has been traumatized. A lot of people forget details until they’ve had a chance to distance themselves from the situation.”


  “True. That’s why I’ll pay them a visit in a few days as a follow-up. I’m not sure how helpful a tan cowboy hat or an evil eye will be.”


  “A gang tattoo?”


  “Maybe or just a tattoo.”


  “It could be a look the woman saw right before she was going to be killed.”


  “But the woman laughed after she said it, according to Maria.”


  “A nervous laugh?”


  “It could be nothing. Whatever it was, though, her comment made the man mad.” Liliana strolled toward the main room. “I’m hoping Brock finds something at the crime scene because right now we don’t have much except that the pair spoke rapid Spanish.”


  “A lot of people in this area speak Spanish fluently. Including me.”


  “I know. It doesn’t narrow down the search field by much. Maybe Maria’s brother will have something to help with the investigation.” Liliana came to a halt at the end of the hallway. Beyond her was the large room where there were several desks, all empty at the moment. The chief’s secretary/dispatcher was at the counter facing the front door. Liliana glanced at the Martinez family sitting in a group of chairs along the opposite wall.


  “I’d like to be the one to do Pedro’s interview. I remember Maria talking about how her brother would like to be a Texas Ranger one day. I can use that to our advantage. If he knows anything, he should be willing to talk to me—want to talk to me.”


  “Fine,” she said, then crossed the room to the Martinez family.


  He was the new kid on the block and still had to prove himself to the others. One of the aspects of his job was to establish a good relationship with the local police. It made his job a lot easier. Al had told him a little about the different officers and the two detectives. But his friend had forgotten to mention how attractive Detective Rodriguez was.


  Pedro and his father accompanied the pretty detective, her long, dark brown hair pulled back in a ponytail that swung slightly as she walked toward him. Dressed in black slacks, white shirt, and comfortable-looking shoes, she appeared professional and capable. When she passed him in the hallway, he caught a whiff of lilacs. According to Al, she was a very capable investigator.


  He followed the lilac scent to the interview room and entered last, shutting the door. “Mr. Martinez, I’m Ranger Jackson.” He shook hands with Pedro’s father then took a seat across from the boy. “I don’t want to keep you long, but I do have a few questions for you, Pedro. Actually I need your help. Do you think you can help me?”


  The young boy’s eyes grew round, and he straightened in his chair, his shoulders thrust back. “Yes, sir. I’ll try.”


  “Tell me what you did, what you saw right before you found the woman. Why did you think your sister was in that house?”


  Pedro grinned for a second before he realized his father was frowning at him. He sobered and cleared his throat, slanting a glance at his dad next to him. “I peeked and saw her going that way when she was hiding.”


  “But there are a lot of places she could hide near the house. Why did you think she was inside?”


  With another look at his father, Pedro squirmed in the chair. “Lately I’ve been . . .” He fell silent.


  “What? It’s okay. You can tell me anything. I have a son not too much older than you.”


  “I’ve been teasing Maria about how scared she is of everything, especially the abandoned house.” Pedro stared at a spot halfway between him and Cody. “I told her I don’t play with babies. I knew she would go hide in the house.” The boy angled toward his father. “I didn’t know anything bad was gonna happen. I would never have let her go there.”


  “Of course, you wouldn’t have. Big brothers protect their little sisters,” Cody said to ease the tension that was building between father and son without a word being spoken.


  Pedro returned his attention to Cody. “Yeah.”


  “When you went looking for Maria, did you see anyone or anything out of the ordinary? Think carefully about it. Sometimes a seemingly small detail can lead us to the killer.”


  “Really?” Pedro tilted his head to the side, squinting, his gaze directed to an area behind Cody. “There was some dust stirred up near the road. I glanced toward the area, and I think I saw the back of a black pickup.”


  “Still in the field?”


  He nodded his head, his brow furrowed.


  Cody caught Liliana’s gaze. He could see her taking that bit of information and running through the trucks she’d seen in town lately. “Are you sure?”
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