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  Rose gripped her cell phone so tightly her muscles ached. “Where are you, Lily?”


  “At—Nowhere Motel.” A sob caught on the end of the last word. “Help— me.” Lily’s breath rattled, followed by a clunking sound as though she’d dropped the phone.


  Rose paced the small bathroom at Beacon of Hope. “Lily?” Sweat coated her palms, and she rubbed her free hand against her jeans.


  Silence taunted her.


  What have you done? But the second that Rose asked that question, an image came to mind of her friend lying on the dingy gray sheets in the cheap motel, wasted, trying anyway she could to forget the horror of her life.


  “Lily, talk to me. Stay on the line.” Pulling the door open, Rose entered her room. When she saw her roommate, she came to a stop.


  Cynthia’s wide-eyed gaze fixed on Rose for a few seconds before the fourteen-year-old dropped her head and stared at the hardwood floor. Rose crossed to her dresser, dug into the back of the top drawer, and grabbed a small, worn leather case. She pushed past her roommate and headed into the upstairs hallway.


  Striding toward the staircase, Rose dismissed her roommate’s startled expression and focused on the crisis at hand. “Lily, are you still there?”


  A sound as though someone fumbled the phone and caught it filtered through the connection. “Rose, I need—you.”


  “I told you I would come if you wanted to get out. I’ll be—”


  A click cut off the rest of Rose’s words. No, Lily. Please hang on.


  Rushing down the steps to the first floor, she quickly re-dialed the number and let it ring and ring. When she approached the program director’s office, she finally pocketed her cell, took out her homemade tools, and picked the lock, a skill she learned to give her some sense of control over her life. In the past she’d done what she had to in order to survive.


  Guided by the light through the slits in the blinds, Rose entered Kate’s darkened office and switched on the desk light. A twinge of guilt pricked her. If Kate found her in here after-hours, how could she explain herself? Especially with what she was going to do next to the woman who had saved her and taken her in.


  Kate’s gonna be so disappointed in me for stealing—no, borrowing—the van. She’s put so much faith in me. But I’ve got to save Lily. I promised her. When I bring Lily back here, Kate will understand.


  Rose used her tools to open the locked drawer on the right. Pulling it out, she rummaged through the papers to find the set of keys at the bottom, then bumped the drawer closed with her hip.


  I have no choice, Kate. Please forgive me.


  The memory of the words, I need you, spurred Rose to move faster. She had to get to her friend. Get her out . . . finally. Bring her to Kate.


  Clutching the keys in one hand, she turned off the lamp and carefully made her way to the office door. She eased it open a few inches and peered out into the short hallway. The empty corridor mirrored the feeling inside her.


  When would it go away? When will I feel whole?


  After she checked to make sure the office door was locked, she hurried toward the side exit of the building that housed the residential program for teens like her. Outside the summer heat blasted her in the face even though it was past midnight. Her heart pounded as hard as her feet hitting against the concrete. Sweat beaded on her forehead as she rushed toward the parking lot to find Beacon of Hope’s van. The security light cast a yellow glow on the vehicle at the back of the building. Visions of her friend slipping into drug-induced unconsciousness, no one there to care whether she died or not, prodded her to quicken her steps.


  I won’t let you down, Lily. She was the reason her friend was where she was right now, stuck in a life that was quickly killing her.


  As Rose tried to unlock the white van, her hands shook so badly the keys dropped to the pavement. Snatching them up, she sucked in a breath, then another, but her lungs cried for more oxygen. With her second attempt, she managed to open the door and slip behind the steering wheel. Her trembling hands gripped the hot plastic. After backing out of the parking space, she pressed down on the accelerator and eased onto the street in front of Beacon of Hope. With little driving experience, she would have to go slower than she wanted. She couldn’t get caught by the cops. This was her one chance to save her friend. If all went well, she could be back here with Lily before morning.


  She tried to clear her mind and concentrate totally on the road before her. She couldn’t. Memories of her two years as a prostitute tumbled through her mind, leaving a trail of regrets. One was having to leave Lily behind.


  Nowhere Motel—her and Lily’s name for one of the hellholes where they’d had to earn their living. A place—one of several used when they were brought to Dallas—near the highway on Cherry Street. A place where inhuman acts happened to humans—young girls who should be dressing up for their prom, not their next trick.


  She’d escaped only because she’d been left for dead on the side of the road when a john discarded her like trash. But the Lord had other plans for her besides death. A judge had seen to it that she came to the Beacon of Hope program, and Kate had given her a glimpse of a better life.


  And I’m gonna start with rescuing Lily. I’m not gonna let her die. She’s gonna have a chance like me.


  Rose slowed as she neared the motel, two rows of units. Bright lights illuminated the front rooms, which maintained an appearance of respectability, while the rooms in the back were shrouded in dimness.


  After she parked across the street from Nowhere, she sat in the van staring at the place, its neon sign to welcome travelers taunting her. Sweat rolled down her face, and she swiped at it. But nothing she did stopped the fear from overwhelming her to the point of paralysis. Memories of what went on in the back rooms of the motel threatened to thwart her attempt to rescue Lily before it began.


  I owe her. I have to make up for what I did to her.


  She pried her hands from the steering wheel and climbed from the van. After jogging across the two lanes, she circled around to the second building that abutted the access road to the highway.


  The sounds of cars whizzing by filled the night. People going about their ordinary life while some were barely hanging on. A loud, robust laugh drifted to her as she snuck past the first unit, heading for room three, the one Lily always used at Nowhere. Someone opened a door nearby and stepped out of a room ahead of her. Rose darted back into a shadowed alcove at the end, pressing her body flat against the rough cinder block wall. Perspiration drenched her shirt and face. The stench of something dead reeked from a dumpster a few yards away. Nausea roiled in her stomach.


  Two, sometimes three, of his guards would patrol, making sure the girls stayed in line. She wasn’t sure this was a guard, but she couldn’t risk even a quick look. She waited until the man disappeared up the stairs, then hurried toward the third unit. With damp palms, she inched the unlocked door open and peeked through the slit.


  Dressed in a little-girl outfit that only underscored Lily’s age of fifteen, she lay sprawled on the bed, her long red hair fanning the pillow, the sheets bunched at the end. Her friend shifted, her eyes blinking open. Groaning, she shoved herself up on one elbow, only to collapse back onto the mattress.


  Footsteps on the stairs sent a shaft of fear through Rose. Her heartbeat accelerated. She pushed into the room and closed the door, clicking the lock in place. She almost laughed at her ridiculous action as though that would keep anyone out. But she left it locked.


  The scent of sex, alcohol, and sweat assailed her nostrils and brought back a rush of memories she’d wanted to bury forever. For a few seconds she remained paralyzed by the door as memories bombarded her from all sides. Hands groping for her. A sweaty body weighed down on top of hers. The fog she’d lived in to escape.


  She shook them from her thoughts. Can’t go there. Lily is depending on me.


  Turning toward her friend, she started across the room. Lily’s glazed eyes fixed on her. For several heartbeats, nothing dawned in their depths. Then a flicker of recognition.


  She tried to rise, saying, “Rose, so sorry . . .” Lily slurred her words as she sank back. “Sor—reee.”


  “I’m here to get you out.” Rose sat on the edge of the bed. “You’ve got—”


  A noise behind her and to the left cut off her next words. She glanced over her shoulder as the bathroom door crashed open, and he charged into the room.


  “Did you really think I’d let you go?”


  His gravelly voice froze Rose for a few seconds. King never came to Nowhere Motel. Too beneath him. He should be—


  Finally, terror propelled her into action. She scrambled off the bed and ran for the door. She grappled for the lock, her sweat-drenched fingers slipping on the cold metal.


  King slammed her against the wall beside the door—her only escape route. He pressed her back to hold her pinned, the scent of peppermint sickening her. He loved to suck on peppermint candies, and she’d come to hate that smell. The aroma enhanced her desperation.


  Words from her street days spewed from her mouth. She twisted and tried to buck him off. He thrust her harder against the wall until she couldn’t catch her breath. Lightheaded from the lack of air, she went still.


  “You’ll always be mine. That john paid for losing you.” Her pimp threw the lock on the door and opened it. “Tony.”


  Oxygen rushed back into her lungs and with it returned the frantic need to get away.


  But before she could make a move, King’s fingers clamped around her upper arm so tightly she thought he would break it. A six-foot-tall guard appeared in the doorway as King dragged her across the room and flung her on the bed. One of her arms flopped then bounced on the mattress near Lily. Her friend’s head lolled to the side. Her eyes closed.


  “Hold her.” King withdrew a syringe, filled with a clear liquid, from his pocket.


  “No,” Rose screamed and scrambled over Lily’s body. She had to get away. She wouldn’t go there again.


  Tony lunged across the bed and grabbed her leg. His fingers dug into her ankle. Inch by inch he hauled her to him. Lily moaned as Rose slid across her, but Lily’s eyes stayed closed.


  Can’t give up. Rose kicked free and launched herself at the guard, raking her fingernails down his cheek.


  He struck her face with his fist. Pain radiated outward from her jaw. Her vision blurred. A metallic taste coated her tongue. The room tumbled through her mind, as if she’d been stuffed into a dryer in the middle of its cycle. The ringing in her ears drowned out what Tony said. Throwing his body over hers, he trapped her on the bed.


  Can’t—


  Her pimp loomed over her. Through the haze, she saw the malicious grin as King gripped her arm and yanked it toward him.


  When he held up the syringe, her heart beat so fast she thought she would pass out from the hammering force against her ribcage. She gasped for a mouth full of air, but it wasn’t enough.


  “No, please not that,” she whimpered as he jabbed the needle into her arm.


   


   


  2


   


   


  As Kate Winslow jotted down a note at the bottom of a letter she’d received, the door to her office at Beacon of Hope opened. She glanced up.


  “Where’s the white van?” Harriet, one of the teachers on staff, asked from the entrance.


  “In the south parking lot.”


  “It’s not there. I’m supposed to take the girls to the ranch today. We went out there to leave and couldn’t find it.”


  Kate pushed her chair back and caught sight of the barely open right-hand drawer. Pulling it toward her, she searched beneath the papers for the vehicle’s second set of keys. Nothing. Finally, she pulled the drawer completely out and dumped the contents on her desk. Still nothing.


  “Someone took my keys.”


  “And stole the van.” Harriet covered the distance to Kate’s desk. “One of the girls?”


  “Anyone missing?”


  “Not from my group.”


  Kate inhaled a deep breath, holding it for a few seconds before releasing it slowly. “We need to do a check. Was everyone at breakfast?”


  “No. Rose and Beth were missing. Rose often doesn’t eat breakfast, and someone said Beth wasn’t feeling well.”


  “I’ll take Rose’s room. You check Beth’s.”


  Dread gnawed at Kate as she climbed the stairs to the second floor where the girls often gathered when they weren’t busy. Rose had been in the program six months and was really doing well. Kate didn’t want to see anything go wrong with the sixteen-year-old’s path to a better life.


  So often when she received a teenage girl in the program, her physical wounds were healed because she’d come from somewhere besides the Dallas area, and it took a while for the system to send them here. But not Rose. She’d been found by a couple nearly dead on the side of the road just south of the city. Her face, still bruised and cut from the beating she’d received, took weeks to heal. Weeks during which Kate had grown attached to the child. Even more than the other twenty-three girls she housed at Beacon of Hope.


  At the door to Rose’s room, Kate knocked. When half a minute with no reply passed, she pushed the door open and entered. After she made a visual sweep of the area—noting Rose’s made bed—Kate checked the small bathroom the teen and her roommate shared with the girls next door.


  Why would Rose take the van? Has she run away? That doesn’t make sense, not after our heart-to-heart conversation yesterday.


  Kate inspected the closet, full of the teenager’s clothes, then pulled open the dresser drawers to see if anything was missing. Everything seemed to be there. Rose wouldn’t leave without taking her possessions. She had so little, but she’d always taken special care of what she had.


  So what are you doing, Rose? Going back to your old life?


  That just didn’t seem possible. Rose had begun to have dreams of what her future could be. Yesterday she’d talked about what she was going to do after she got her GED.


  Maybe Rose was in the infirmary. Hope flared in Kate. She swung around toward the door and left at a quickened pace.


  A minute later, she entered the small infirmary. Harriet, one of the school staff, stood talking with the nurse on duty who was wrapping an Ace bandage around the ankle of a student. Beth lay on a bed next to them. There was no one else present.


  Visions of what Rose had looked like when she’d first come to the program flashed into Kate’s mind. How the young girl had survived such a beating still amazed her. Fear for her charge clawed at her composure.


  If she’s back on the street, what will happen to Rose if her ex-pimp finds her? The question chilled her. She shuddered, hugging her arms to her. I have to find her before it happens.


  Kate signaled for Harriet to step into the hallway. “Rose is missing from her room. I’m going to talk with her roommate while you do a thorough search of the building. Get Jillian and some other staffers to help you. Before we do anything else, I need to know that she’s gone for sure.”


  “I’ll tell my girls to wait in the rec hall. Her roommate, Cynthia, is part of my group. I’ll send her to your office.”


  “Let’s keep this quiet for now, just among the staff.” There were no bars on the windows or locks to keep the teens inside at Beacon of Hope, because she never wanted the girls to feel like criminals. The teens had to agree to come to the voluntary program. They weren’t forced, but that didn’t mean some didn’t feel they had a choice really. She knew she still had to contact the police if someone left on her own. They were still minors, and, legally, they were runaways. But she didn’t have to report the van stolen by Rose. At least not until she had exhausted all possibilities concerning the girl. The teen didn’t need any more problems.


  “We’ve done well. Remember the success stories. They outnumber the ones who go back to the streets.”


  And Rose was going to be one of those success stories. Why did you leave, Rose? If I knew that, I might know where you went. “You’re right, but sometimes it’s hard to remember that when you lose someone special. Rose has so much promise.”


  “Don’t forget there are few places like Beacon of Hope in the United States. The police and courts are beginning to see the need for this type of program. Where are the teens most people have forgotten going to go for help if we aren’t here?”


  “I’m afraid back on the streets or in the morgue.” That’s why I’ll do what I need to get results. Someone has to care.


  As Kate strode to her office, she passed a group of teenage girls in the large foyer of the building. With only a nod and a general greeting, she didn’t stop to talk as she usually did.


  Rose’s dream for her future played in Kate’s mind. I want to help girls like me have a better life. I want to make a difference like you. Tears had shone in Rose’s eyes as she’d confided that to Kate yesterday. For the first time Rose had hugged Kate and cried as though she were reliving every horrible act done to her.


  But the teen still hadn’t told her who her pimp had been. Every time she had tried to get Rose to talk about him and discover something to help the police find him, Rose would clam up, say she couldn’t remember anything before she woke up in the hospital. The fear in the child’s eyes tore at Kate’s heart. Rose knew more than she was saying.


  In her office, which overlooked the street that ran in front of Beacon of Hope, she surveyed the room, wondering if anything else was missing. She often met with the staff or some of the teens around an oak table set in the corner with its four comfortable beige padded chairs. She tried to keep meetings as informal as possible. The chocolate-brown leather couch on the opposite wall became her place to crash after a long day. The rest of the area was completed with two wooden file cabinets, a desk, and a set of bookcases between two windows that lit the area with streams of sunlight. Bright posters of locations around the world adorned the mint green walls. This was her home more than her small apartment on the third floor of the shelter. Nothing was out of place or missing.


  Her gaze fell upon the books that lined her shelves. What about the hidden cash she kept for emergencies? She crossed the room and retrieved a thick volume. Inside, concealed among the pages were four twenties and two tens. Nothing missing. Her hand shook as she slipped the psychology book back in place.


  She had a bachelor’s degree in social work with a master’s in counseling, but nothing she’d studied at the University of Texas had really prepared her for what she’d faced each day with the teenage girls here, all former prostitutes, some as young as thirteen. She’d remembered when she was eight, her parents gave her an expensive, antique porcelain doll. Her dog had knocked it off the table, and it had smashed when it fell on the marble floor in the large foyer of her childhood home. She’d spent days trying to glue all the pieces together. Her result had gaps in the porcelain face, pieces too shattered to be glued back in place—same as the girls she worked with, some of whose hopes were so shattered she hadn’t been able to fix them. Remembering this incident only renewed her determination to do more in the future to help put them back together.


  The door flew open. Harriet and a petite brunette hurried into the office. Cynthia kept her head down, her shoulders slumped, until Harriet left them alone.


  “Have a seat please.” Kate waved the fourteen-year-old to the chair in front of her desk. She took the other one beside it and turned it so she faced the young girl. “Do you know where Rose is?”


  No answer. Cynthia hunched her back even more as though drawing in on herself. The child had been at Beacon of Hope for three months because her parents had given up on their daughter, and the only person she’d warmed up to had been Rose.


  “Cynthia,” Kate waited until the girl peered up. “I think Rose is in trouble, and I want to help her. Is there anything you can tell me about where Rose might be?”


  She shrugged, averting her gaze. “She got a call right before she left last night. She never came back to the room.”


  “Do you know who she was talking to?”


  “Not sure but it sounded like the person was in trouble.” Tears crowded the teen’s eyes. “I know I shouldn’t have eavesdropped on Rose, but I don’t want anything to happen to her.”


  “Neither do I.”


  One tear slipped down Cynthia’s cheek. She scrubbed it away, dropped her head, and stared at her lap. “She was nice to me.” She peered at Kate. “When she didn’t come back—she’s in trouble, isn’t she?”


  “I don’t know.” Kate pushed to her feet, not sure what to do next. Leaning back against the front of her desk, she clutched its edge.


  Unless Rose turned up soon, as much as she wished she didn’t have to, her next step would be to go to the police and file a missing person report. No good would come of it. The teen would be considered a runaway, especially because of her background. In her gut, Kate was sure Rose hadn’t returned because something bad had happened to her—not because she chose to run away or go back on the street.


  If she could just get some kind of lead, maybe she could find Rose. “Cynthia, did she ever tell you anything about her old life? Who her pimp was?”


  Shaking her head, the fourteen-year-old twisted her hands together in her lap and kept her gaze down. “She said she didn’t remember.”


  “I think she was remembering. If you recall anything about where Rose might be or who her pimp was, please let me know right away. If Rose is in trouble, I need all the information I can get to find her. Anything, no matter how insignificant, might help me.”


  “You’re gonna look for her?”


  “Yes, if I have something to go on. Think back to any talks you two might have had. It could be something casual Rose said.”


  “I’ll try.” The teenage girl yanked on the long sleeves of her shirt—over and over.


  Was she cutting herself again? Kate approached her, all her actions in slow motion. That didn’t stop Cynthia from flinching away, her eyes wide. She pressed her arms to her chest.


  “Let me see your arm. Please.” Kate forced calmness into her voice while the injustice of what these children had gone through raged inside her. From the beginning, Cynthia had been one she was afraid she would lose. Until she had paired the girl with Rose. She had made a difference in Cynthia.


  Rose’s roommate stared through her, as though she were somewhere else.


  “Please.”


  The teenager uncurled one arm and presented it to Kate. Slowly she pushed her white cotton shirt up to her elbow. Angry red slashes, many old wounds but a couple of fresh ones, marked Cynthia’s skin. Kate unrolled the sleeve and covered the cuts.


  “Why don’t I walk you to the infirmary to have the nurse look at your arm? I don’t want you to get an infection.”


  “I’m all right.” The girl hung her head, her words mumbled so low it was hard for Kate to hear her.


  “Humor me.”


  “I guess so.” Cynthia shoved to her feet.


  Kate moved toward the door and opened it. “You know you can talk to me any time, 24/7.” Since she lived at Beacon of Hope, she was available even in the middle of the night for any crisis that arose. She wished that Rose had come to see her last night. Then maybe she wouldn’t be missing, possibly in peril.


  “Yes, Ms. Winslow.”


  “Remember it’s Kate. I’m here to help you.”


  Cynthia shuffled past her into the corridor and followed Kate in silence toward the infirmary. She wanted to put her arm around Cynthia and tell her she wasn’t alone anymore. She had someone to turn to now, even if Rose never came back. She’d been surprised the child had let her see her cuts. Maybe one day she’d get through to her. Every failure to reach a girl left a mark on her that she couldn’t erase.


  Lord, one crisis at a time. I know I want to solve all the problems at once, but Rose is my immediate concern. Help me find her before something bad happens to her.
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  The screen door banged closed behind Wyatt Sheridan as he came out onto his porch and strode to the wooden railing. Setting his mug on it, he surveyed the ranch that had been in his family for over a hundred years. When he had the time, he loved riding his horse over his land. He dreamed of raising quarter horses when he retired from the Texas Rangers.


  Rows of black fences and green pastures with a few animals grazing in them stretched out from the left and right of his house. A gravel road led to the highway three hundred yards away. His Lone Star Ranch was his refuge in a world gone crazy. Not far from Bluebonnet Creek, a small town twenty miles northeast of Dallas, he stayed connected to the world out there, but when it got to be too much, he always returned here and rode over his property until he could put to rest the demons that hounded him.


  Taking a swig of his black coffee, he hoped it did the trick after being up most of the previous night in a stakeout that led nowhere. He winced at the bitter taste as it slid down his throat. His mother had made the coffee, trying her hand at being domestic, again. It was never gonna happen.


  He took another sip and finally pitched the mug’s contents over the porch rail. A butterfly fluttered around a bush his mother had planted to attract them. That had been when she was in her gardening phase, which had lasted all of two weeks last year. Much like that butterfly, his mom flitted from one project to the next, never staying long with any of them.


  The sound of the screen door squeaking open, then closed, drew him around. “You’re up early.” He glanced at his watch. “You don’t get up before seven even when school is in session.”


  “It’s too hot to ride later.” His fourteen-year-old daughter set her tan cowboy hat on her head. “It’s in the high nineties before noon.”


  “That’s August in Texas. Who are you going to ride with?”


  “Kelly. I’m meeting her in the south pasture. Are ya gonna make the rodeo this evening?”


  “Sure, I have to see my gal compete. How about your grandma? Is she coming?”


  Maddie shrugged. “I never know what Nana is gonna do next.”


  “I suspect she doesn’t either. Have you seen her this morning?”


  His daughter descended the steps. “She told me last night she’d be gone by five-thirty. I think her latest hobby is bird watching.”


  He chuckled. “Who’s into bird watching?”


  “Chuck.”


  “Ah. That explains her interest.”


  Maddie crossed the front yard and headed for the nearby barn. One of his current assignments with the Child Rescue Task Force, dealing with child prostitution, made him thankful every time he was with his daughter that she was sensible, normal, caring. When Maddie disappeared from view, he made his way inside to make real coffee, not this tasteless tar his mom thought was drinkable.


  After brewing some and filling his mug, he started toward his bedroom. His daughter had reminded him he had some chores to do around the ranch before his meeting with the Dallas police. He stopped in mid-stride halfway across the large kitchen. His mother stood in the entrance, her face twisted into a frown.


  “I thought you were bird watching. Not many out at seven?” Wyatt blew on his coffee then took a sip. It was perfect.


  “Chuck and I had a difference of opinion this morning.”


  He gritted his teeth then asked, “What about?”


  “My talking. I don’t understand why I can’t talk while bird watching. I can’t just sit there and wait. My arms were getting tired holding the binoculars up.”


  With his mother dressed in a bright orange shirt, tan shorts, and orange sandals with heels, he couldn’t imagine her blending in with any type of terrain. “You weren’t gone but an hour. How long were you sitting and waiting?”


  “Five minutes.”


  “A record.” He pressed his lips together to keep the rest of his comment to himself.


  “What’s wrong with talking?”


  “Nothing, Mom.”


  “My name is Carrie. I’ve been telling you and Maddie to call me that. Mom and Nana make me sound old. I’m only fifty-five. I was so young when I had you, practically a child myself.”


  He fortified himself with a gulp of caffeine-laden drink. “Your name is Caroline. Where is Carrie coming from?”


  “Carrie and Caroline are close. I like Carrie better. Makes me sound young. Like that country-western singer that won American Idol.”


  “I have to check a fence before I leave. I’ll talk to you later.” He passed her in the doorway.


  “That’s the trouble with being out here in the boonies. No one to talk with.”


  “Why don’t you join another ladies’ club or something?” He hurried his step, realizing when she started on that tirade he’d never get anything done.


  “Why don’t you move into town? Bluebonnet Creek is small, but it has some people. Better yet, Dallas. Don’t the Texas Rangers have people in Dallas? We certainly know it has its share of crime. If not, I would settle for Garland, where Company B’s headquarters are.”


  He paused, came back to his mother, and kissed her on the cheek. “I promise we’ll talk tonight. You can have my undivided attention then.”


  “Where’s Maddie?”


  “She’s riding Star Champion. Meeting Kelly in the south pasture.”


  She swung around. “Then I’ll go and talk to her.”


  “But, Mo—Carrie . . .” It was useless. His mother crossed the dining room and was in the hallway. It wouldn’t make any difference what he said. She would do what she wanted, even joining her granddaughter and her friend on a ride.


  His cell rang. He unclipped it from his belt. “Sheridan here.”


  “I’m heading to a crime scene. A rancher found a white van abandoned on his property,” The familiar voice was Daniel James, his FBI counterpart on the Child Rescue Task Force.


  “Since when do you investigate abandoned cars?” Wyatt strode toward his bedroom, hearing his mother singing a song by the country-western singer she’d named herself after. Singing it off-key.


  “Since there’s a young girl found near it. The sheriff sent me a picture of the victim. She was reported missing last year in Oklahoma.”


  He pushed the sound of his mom’s fading voice from his mind. “Where?”


  “Not too far from you off Highway 78.” Daniel gave him the directions.


  “Be there in half an hour.” Wyatt stuffed his cell back into its belt case and grabbed his gun, wallet, and car keys.


  In the kitchen, he jotted a note on the dry-erase board by the wall phone, letting his daughter and mother know where he’d be. For a few seconds, Maddie’s smiling face as she started for the barn popped into his thoughts. Another parent would be notified a daughter wasn’t ever coming home. He’d wanted to make a difference in children’s lives and had asked to be assigned to the Child Rescue Task Force, but sometimes he questioned his sanity when he’d approached his captain about it. His daughter was his life. How would he be able to deal with it if something happened to her?
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  A half hour later, Wyatt pulled his silver Ford F-150 off the country road and parked behind Daniel’s black SUV. The crime scene techs were crawling all over the area like ants on their hill. Not far from the pockmarked highway sat an older white 8-passenger van. Along the side, a deep groove ran its length as if someone had keyed it. As he approached the FBI agent, Wyatt noted the vehicle’s Texas tag number. Then his gaze fell upon the flat back tire, the other one stuck in a muddy patch of ground.


  “Is that where they found the body?” Wyatt gestured to the left toward a cluster of men and one woman standing in a grove of trees.


  “Yeah. I had them wait until you came to transport the body.” Daniel started forward.


  “How’d you identify the victim so quickly?”


  “I’ve been monitoring the missing girls in this region. That one stood out to me. She disappeared about a year ago. She was fourteen at the time. Her parents had insisted she’d been kidnapped, that she wasn’t a runaway. They hounded the FBI office in Oklahoma, demanding they find their daughter. She vanished. One classmate said she had been hanging out with a new group of friends and had a secret boyfriend. Older. None of her classmates knew the friends or boyfriend. The case sent up a red flag to me.”


  “So you suspected she’d been wooed by a recruiter?”


  “Yeah.” Daniel stopped in the middle of the meadow, took out his cell, and passed it to Wyatt. “This is the photo the parents used for the Amber Alert. She fits the profile of someone the recruiter would go after. Not overly beautiful but not unattractive.”


  Wyatt stared at the picture of a young girl with red hair pulled back in a ponytail, a big smile and large gray eyes. But what caught his full attention was that look of innocence in her expression. His own daughter with gray eyes and long dark red hair came to mind. The two similarities knotted his gut. He tore his gaze from the photo. “How old was she when this pic was taken?”


  “The month before. You see it, too.”


  “The innocence. Yeah. That seems to attract a certain predator.” His grip on the phone strengthened, his jaw clenched so tightly pain streaked down his neck. Finally, he released his hold and gave the phone back to Daniel. “They’re getting younger and younger.”


  “You know the statistics. The average age has become thirteen.”


  Maddie isn’t much older than thirteen. The fact drove a sharp blade straight through his heart.


  Daniel continued his trek across the pasture. “I don’t think they expected the body to be found so fast. It was buried in a shallow grave.”


  “You think the death was recent?”


  “The medical examiner says within the past twelve hours. He’ll know more after an autopsy is done.”


  “How was the girl found?”


  “The rancher saw the van when walking across the field with his dog at dawn. While he was checking out the van, his dog began sniffing the ground. Then it raced toward the trees and started barking. When the rancher got there, the animal had dug up part of the body. That’s when he called the sheriff.”


  Wyatt paused and turned back toward the van. “So the suspect drove into this field at night got stuck and a tire went flat?”


  “Maybe he left the road because the tire went flat and ended up stuck. The end result was the suspect decided to ditch the van here and bury the body.”


  “A change in plans? Maybe. If that’s so, then I wonder where the suspect was heading with the girl.”


  Daniel resumed his trek toward the cluster of people in the grove. “We’ll ask him when we find him.”


  “Has the tag number been run?”


  “Yep, and that’s the interesting part. It belongs to Beacon of Hope, a program for teenage prostitutes. I’ve heard good things about it.”


  Wyatt knew a little about the privately funded, nonprofit organization. It was gaining a top-notch reputation for working with former teenage prostitutes from all over the Southwest. He’d considered talking with the program director to get her insight on what was happening to these girls on the streets. Possibly even interview some of the teens now that he was on the Child Rescue Task Force. It had been on his long list of things to do. “When was the van reported missing?”


  “It hasn’t been.”


  “Maybe it was stolen last night. It’s early yet. Maybe they haven’t noticed it’s missing yet.”


  “Maybe everyone is sleeping in.”


  Wyatt chuckled. “Sleeping in? What’s that?”


  “Beats me.” Daniel stopped next to a crime scene tech who stood over the dead girl, lying in the unzipped body bag.


  Wyatt fixed his attention on the teen. Ordinary features arranged in a pasty death mask surrounded by her stringy red hair. Her gray eyes vacant and staring straight up at him as though to beg him to find the person responsible. He blinked and averted his gaze from the body.


  This isn’t Maddie. He had to remember that. He had to remain detached if he was going to do his job. His hands curled at his sides. There was nothing innocent about the victim’s face now, and he intended to discover who robbed her of that. The sound of the tech zipping the body bag echoed through the stand of trees.


  Slowly, Wyatt flexed his fists. “Any physical evidence gathered?”


  “Footprints were destroyed by the rancher and his dog.” Daniel gestured at the ground nearby. “There are some at the van that might belong to the suspect and a set walking off toward the road. I have some deputies canvassing the places up and down the road to see if anyone saw someone last night.”


  “What if the suspect had a partner who picked him up? If this is part of a prostitution ring, there was probably a partner following to give the driver a ride after dumping the van.”


  “Probably. What’s down this road?”


  “Woods. A lake.”


  “Drive the van into the lake? That could work.”


  “Yeah.”


  Daniel moved back while two deputies hefted the body bag and carted it off toward the road. “We’ll scour the area, talk to everyone we can find. Let’s hope someone saw something.”


  “And I think I’ll pay Beacon of Hope a visit and tell them their van has been found.”
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  After staring at the sheet of paper for ten minutes and not remembering anything she’d read, Kate closed the file and pushed it away. It wasn’t any use. She couldn’t do the normal day-to-day work running Beacon of Hope when Rose was missing. Now for thirty-eight hours, not that she was counting or anything.


  Yesterday she’d spent her time talking to the girls and discovering no one knew anything beyond what Cynthia had told her. She’d gone to the police station and filed a missing-person report, and she knew beyond checking the city hospitals, morgue, and juvenile detention center for Rose, nothing would be done. And she’d already done that herself. She still hadn’t reported the van missing, however. She would have to soon. But she kept praying that the teen would appear at Beacon of Hope with the vehicle.


  The sound of her office door opening caught Kate’s attention. An older woman with short black hair, wearing a designer sundress with a short-sleeveed jacket entered. Based on her stern look, Kate resigned herself to the fact the next few minutes wouldn’t be pleasant.


  “Mother, what are you doing here?” Kate rose from behind her desk.


  “Harriet just told me a girl is missing and so is one of the vans. What is going on, Katherine?”


  “Are you asking as my mother or the head of the Winslow Foundation?”


  “Both.”


  “Rose left here two nights ago around midnight and hasn’t been back.”


  “And she took the van?” Her mother marched to the couch along the far wall and eased onto it, crossing her legs.


  With a sigh, Kate skirted her desk and took the other end of the sofa, trying to relax back against the cushion. But nothing she did mitigated the tension woven through her. “I don’t know for sure.”


  “But you think she did?”


  She nodded.


  “What do the police say about the van?”


  “I haven’t reported it missing yet.”


  “Why not? You can’t protect them when they do something wrong. This is what thanks you get for trying to help them.”


  Her mother’s icy emphasis on the word them produced a constriction in Kate’s chest. She delayed replying—forcing oxygen into her lungs. “The teens I’m trying to help are young girls who need someone to care about them. To protect them.”


  “They—they are prostitutes.”


  “Former ones. Often these girls have been lured into a situation they can’t get out of easily, especially if there isn’t somewhere they can go to get assistance. So many of them are throwaway kids, children who their parents don’t—”


  Her mother fluttered her hand in the air. “I heard all this before when you came to the foundation for money.”


  “And I appreciate your financial support, but I need more than that.” I want you to believe I can make this work.


  “The only reason I agreed is because your father thought it would be a good tax deduction, and he didn’t want our friends to think we didn’t support our own—even in foolish endeavors.” Her mother’s sharp gaze zeroed in on Kate. “So what are you going to do about your van?”


  “If it isn’t found, I’ll use my own money to replace it.”


  “You mean from your grandmother’s trust fund.”


  “Yes.”


  Her mother clutched her Prada purse. “She didn’t give you that money to throw at a cause like—like—”


  “Don’t go there.” Kate pushed to her feet, her head throbbing. “Thank you for coming, but as you know, I’ve got a lot to do.”


  Her mother remained seated. “Like what?”


  Kate glanced away, resisting the urge to squirm under her mother’s intense scrutiny. Finally, she knew there was no way around the truth. “I’m going to go look for Rose.”


  She shot to her feet. “Katherine Winslow, you will do no such thing.”


  Kate winced at the all-too-familiar reprimand. “Thank you for dropping by.” She started for the office door.


  At the entrance, she turned back toward her mother who still stood by the couch. Her stare drilled right through Kate. An uncomfortable silence seemed to plunge the room’s temperature. She refused to allow her mother’s usual techniques to get to her.


  A minute later, her mother gripped her purse in one hand and crossed the room, her gaze never leaving Kate’s. She’d lived through many attempts at intimidation by Laura Winslow, the matriarch of her wealthy Texas family. This is no different, and I’m not giving in.


  At the door, she straightened her shoulders and looked down her nose at Kate. “I can pull my funding.”


  “Then if I have to, I’ll use my whole trust fund to keep the program going until I can find someone else who believes everyone needs a second chance.”


  Her mother blinked, doubt flickering into her eyes. “Let the police do their job.”


  “That’s not enough.”


  The haughty façade melted. “I’m not going to let you put yourself in danger.”


  “You can’t protect me forever. I’m in the Lord’s hands. I have His blessing in this endeavor.”


  “We’ll see about that.” Her mother jerked the door open and nearly collided with a six-foot man poised in her way.


  Surprise crossed her mother’s face for a few seconds before she recovered, drew herself back, and angled to the side. “Good. Someone to talk some sense into you.” Without another word, she marched down the corridor, the sound of her white high heels clicking on the tile floor.


  Kate watched her disappear from view before turning her attention to the stranger dressed in brown cowboy boots, tan slacks, white short-sleeve shirt, a black tie, a white Stetson, and a gun in a holster on his belt. She finally fixed upon the silver star pinned over his heart. A Texas Ranger. His presence filled the doorway and locked her attention on his neutral expression, not one indication of why he was at Beacon of Hope.


  Rose? Did he know something about her? “May I help you?” Dread settled in the pit of her stomach. Had Rose been found dead?


  “I’m Wyatt Sheridan with the Texas Rangers.” He pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and flipped it open to show her his ID. “I need to have a word with you.”


  She stayed rooted to the spot for several seconds. Hope that he knew anything concerning Rose evaporated. Surely, the local police hadn’t called a Texas Ranger in on a missing teen’s case—one they hadn’t thought was a kidnapping.


  “Ma’am?”


  His deep Southwestern drawl yanked her back to the matter at hand. “Yes, come in.” She stepped to the side, gripping the edge of the door. After closing it, she faced the Texas Ranger with eyes like quicksilver. “Can I help you with anything?”


  “I hope so. Are you aware that your white van is missing?”


  “Yes. Have a seat.” She waved her hand toward the chair in front of her desk while she took her seat behind it. “I wasn’t aware the Texas Rangers would be interested in a missing vehicle.”


  “So it hasn’t been stolen?” He leaned back as though this was a casual conversation about the weather. “Who took the van?”


  “Why do you want to know?” She pulled her chair close to the desk and folded her hands on its wooden top—to keep them from trembling. If Rose had been found, he would have mentioned that first. Which means she wasn’t with the van.


  “It was found this morning in a field.”


  “Good,” she managed to say while inside questions assailed her, ones she didn’t want to ask out loud. Where is Rose? Where was it found? What did that mean for Rose?


  “Why haven’t you reported it missing? Who took the van?” His calm voice belied the intensity behind his queries.


  “I’m not sure who took my van.”


  His gray eyes narrowed. His mouth pinched into a frown. “Who do you think took it?”


  She glanced down at her keyboard off to the side on her desk. “A teen staying at Beacon of Hope.” She lifted her gaze to his. “But I have no proof it was her.”


  “Who?”


  “She goes by the name Rose Garland.”


  “Goes by?”


  “She was found near Garland, Texas, beaten badly. Her injuries caused quite a bit of trauma to her brain. She had holes in her memory. She insisted her name was Rose but couldn’t remember her last one. She couldn’t or wouldn’t tell the authorities anything that happened to her other than she’d been kept against her will and forced to have sex with different men. No names. Nothing. Rose decided to go by Garland. So far no one has come forward to ID her.”


  After removing a pad and pen from his pocket, the Texas Ranger leaned forward. The chiseled planes of his tanned features settled into an unreadable expression. “But you think she knows more?”


  “Yes. I think she has been regaining her memory lately.”


  “The police couldn’t find her parents?”


  “No. There wasn’t a missing person report about anyone who fits her description. No match with her fingerprints was found either. So she ended up here. This is a last-ditch place for some girls, and I work with the authorities and parents or guardians to save as many as I can.”


  He wrote a note on his paper pad. “And she hasn’t said anything to you about her past?”


  “Nothing that tells me who did that to her. The rest of what has transpired between us is confidential.” She squeezed her hands together. “Tell me why you want to know about Rose.”


  “Because we found a young girl’s body near your abandoned van.”


  Why didn’t he say that at the beginning? Her heartbeat accelerated, pounding a rapid staccato. Please Lord, not Rose. I could have helped her. I had such hope for her.


  She collapsed back in her chair. Words swirled around in her mind, refusing to form a coherent comment after his declaration. “Rose is dead,” she finally murmured.


  “I don’t think it’s Rose.”


  The thundering of the pulse in her ears muffled his voice, and she strained forward to hear his quiet words. “You don’t think it’s Rose?”


  He nodded.


  “Why?”


  “She has been identified as Lillian Harris from Oklahoma. She was reported missing a year ago.”


  “But Rose might not be her real name. Although she remembered that, it doesn’t mean it’s her given name. I felt Rose was hiding something. I sensed she knew more than she was letting on. A lot of these girls have been terrorized and are frightened of being found and forced to go back to that life. Some never speak about it. Others finally do.”


  “Lillian’s family was actively looking for her. It doesn’t sound like Rose’s was.”


  “Still. I’d like to be sure it isn’t Rose in the morgue.”
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