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Prologue

Nine Years Ago

Though Kane Rogan was no longer active military, he was still a soldier and a commander. He expected everyone to obey his orders because he knew how to keep people alive.

And his gut told him Siobhan Walsh had done something stupid. Something really, really stupid.

He and Blitz, his partner in this rescue operation in Tamaulipas, Mexico, sat in the courtyard of the Sisters of Mercy girls’ home. Only girls were allowed inside, and Siobhan had nearly taken his head off when he said he didn’t trust her.

“Half these girls have been trafficked and abused. The other half are nuns and missionaries. I will not have you terrifying them with your attitude and your arsenal. Wait here. I’ll be ten minutes!”

She’d turned and walked into the building without looking at him.

Siobhan Walsh was Trouble with a capital T. Why had he let Andie talk him into this? He should have said no. He should have sent Ranger in with Blitz. He could have tapped someone else at Rogan-Caruso to lead the rescue. But because Andie had once been his commanding officer and he respected her, he’d promised to bring her younger half sister back to the US alive.

Damn bleeding heart. Know who you can save and who you can’t, that’s the only way you stay alive.

It had been five minutes.

“I should never have let her out of my sight,” Kane mumbled.

Blitz glanced at him. “You think she’s running.”

“She didn’t listen to a damn word I said.”

Kane had a good relationship with the Sisters of Mercy because he’d helped them in the past, but he was still an outsider, and Siobhan’s mother had been a missionary with the group. That gave the fiery redhead the upper hand.

“Wait here,” Kane told Blitz, and followed the path Siobhan had taken into the mission.

The building was cooler than outside, the stone structure providing reprieve from the heat.

He listened. Silence.

He walked toward the front. He didn’t want to scare any of the young women seeking refuge here, but Siobhan had used that against him, and she would pay for her deception.

He’d met Siobhan years ago through Andie, when Siobhan was still a teenager and he was still in the Marines. Though he was enlisted and Andie was an officer, they had become friends, largely because Kane had once served under her father’s command and respected him tremendously. Andie had the same leadership skills as her dad. On base, he was the subordinate; here, he was a friend.

Siobhan had certainly grown up since he’d last seen her a decade ago. Why Andie couldn’t keep tighter reins on her sister, Kane would never know.

Like you could keep tight reins on your family?

At least they did what he said, and if he said don’t go to Tamaulipas because it was too dangerous, they would listen to him. This was his world. If he said stop, they would stop. If he said run, they would run.

And Siobhan Walsh had ignored the advice of her wise sister and walked right into the danger zone anyway. It took him two days to track her down, right outside Felipe Juarez’s house, where she nearly got herself spotted by his patrol.

Juarez ran a criminal gang, mostly kidnappings for ransom or thugs for hire to transport drugs from point A to point B. Because he never ventured into the States, he wasn’t on Kane’s radar. He stayed in Tamaulipas and didn’t traffic in humans. Kane focused on the battles that would have the most impact on the drug trade (which didn’t pay much) or the jobs for hire that earned him enough money to go back to the low-paying battles.

Kane understood Siobhan’s position. He’d seen far too many child brides over the years. But there was nothing they could do about it, and why she couldn’t see that, he didn’t understand.

You can’t save everyone, Red.

Kane spotted one of the nuns that he fortunately knew by name. She was surprised to see him inside the mission. “Sister Jeanette, where is she?”

The sister didn’t answer.

“Siobhan!” he said, louder than he intended. He lowered his voice. “She’s going to get herself killed. Tell me where she is now.”

Sister Bernadette came into view. “Mr. Rogan, you will not yell at my girls.”

Kane wasn’t Catholic, but Sister Bernadette scared the bejeezus out of him.

“Siobhan,” he said, keeping his voice so low it was almost a whisper.

“I told her to tell you.”

“Tell. Me. What.”

“But she said you were making her leave. I don’t think you understand the situation.”

It took all his self-control not to lose it. “Getting involved in the personal lives of a criminal is never the smart move,” Kane said. “Juarez runs a criminal gang and he stays local. We can’t go in and dictate morality and justice in how they treat their family. I’m sorry, Sister, but kidnapping his daughter is not an option.”

“She’s thirteen years old and being forced to marry a man three times her age.”

“Not my problem. If Juarez finds out you were helping her, he could cause you and your girls untold trouble. Worse, Siobhan is going to get hurt. Do you want her blood on your hands?”

He didn’t mean to speak so forcefully with the nun, but he had to make her see the truth: that Siobhan was in way over her head and Felipe Juarez would kill her in cold blood.

“I will tell you where she went if you promise me you will save Hestia.”

Well, fuck.

“She put you up to this.” It was now as clear as day. He’d been played.

“Mr. Rogan, sometimes we need to do the right thing even when there is great risk.”

Sister Bernadette didn’t need to lecture him, and she knew it. He risked himself on a daily basis to do the right thing, but he always did a cost-benefit analysis. Not financial—he didn’t give a shit what it cost. It was up to his business partner JT Caruso to manage the money. But the risk versus the odds of success. Half the girls here at the mission, Kane and his team had rescued, and the Sisters were in the process of returning them to their families where possible. That was a justifiable risk.

Going after Juarez’s only daughter was not.

There was no way this was going to end well. Even if they did save the girl, what could they do with her? She couldn’t stay with the Sisters; Juarez would find her. She couldn’t stay in Mexico, because she had no one to protect her. She was a kid, for chrissakes. That meant smuggling her into the US, getting her papers, putting her somewhere safe. Violating the law didn’t bother Kane, but he didn’t need another enemy in Mexico. He had plenty of those to go around.

Juarez was low-level in the grand scheme of things, but if Kane did what Siobhan wanted, it would cause untold problems for Kane and Rogan-Caruso, now and in the future.

Sister Bernadette stared at him and Kane felt increasingly uncomfortable. Guilty. How did she fucking do that? He had to weigh the risks versus the rewards in every operation, and the risks here were too great.

But there was no way he could face Andie and tell her he turned his back on her sister. If saving Siobhan meant getting Hestia Juarez out of this arranged marriage, then he’d have to do it, consequences be damned.

Fuck fuck fuck!

He hated being manipulated like this, and when he saved Siobhan and brought her and the kid back to the US, he would deliver her on Andie’s doorstep in handcuffs and tell his long-time friend to keep her sister under lock and key because he wasn’t going to rescue her again.

Then he’d have to let shit settle down or he’d never be able to set foot in Tamaulipas again. Hell, shit may never settle. If Kane had a kid, and someone took her, he wouldn’t forgive or forget. He’d hunt them down to the ends of the earth and make them pay.

“I’ll get them both,” Kane said through clenched teeth. “Tell me where.”

“Our Lady of Guadalupe. Felipe Juarez moved up the wedding. It’s today.”

* * *

Siobhan Walsh didn’t have much time. She had to grab Hestia before she started down the aisle. She’d only have a small window of time where Hestia wasn’t under her father’s watchful eye.

Kane didn’t understand. She’d had everything under control until her sister figured out what she was doing. Why had Andie sent a soldier down here in the first place? Sure, Kane was no longer a Marine, officially, but once a Marine, always a Marine. Siobhan knew that from her family. She loved her family, respected them more than they could know, but when it came to individual human lives, sometimes they had tunnel vision.

Siobhan had tried to explain the situation to Kane when he caught up with her, but it was a lost cause. He was a big-picture guy: burn a cocaine crop, shut down a trafficking organization, rescue the kid of a billionaire in order to pay the bills. Siobhan respected his vision, his path—why couldn’t he respect hers? Why couldn’t he see what she saw? Why didn’t he care about a thirteen-year-old girl in a low-level crime syndicate being married off to a forty-year-old pervert? Because she wasn’t an American hostage? Because Juarez didn’t move enough drugs for Kane to care?

She would never forget what he said this morning.

“The risk isn’t worth it.”

How he could think that way, she’d never understand. One girl—a child—wasn’t worth the risk? The risk to what? To whom? Kane Rogan risked his life every day, but he wouldn’t risk it for a young girl? How could Andie be friends with a guy like that?

Siobhan had thought Kane Rogan was different. She’d heard stories of his heroics from her sister as well as the Sisters of Mercy. He’d saved two POWs under Andie’s command. He’d saved a group of international scientists after a major earthquake south of Mexico City caused a mudslide and cut them off from civilization. He’d helped Sister Bernadette relocate one of their orphanages after they’d been unknowingly caught in the middle of two warring drug cartels in Guatemala. All those operations had been extremely dangerous. Was it the numbers? Eight nuns and twenty children were worth the risk, but one girl was not?

She might never understand how he thought. At this point, she didn’t care anymore. She pushed aside her feelings—she’d been half in love with Kane Rogan since the day she met him when she was fifteen, but none of that mattered. She had a plan, and while it was dangerous, it could work. It had to work. She didn’t yet know how she was going to cross the border with Hestia, but she’d worry about that later. She had friends who would help.

Not if they find out you kidnapped Felipe Juarez’s daughter.

They wouldn’t. Siobhan would be swift, so word wouldn’t carry faster than she could travel.

Though it was the priest, Father Paulo Rodriguez, who initially alerted Sister Bernadette about the impending wedding, he couldn’t be trusted. He lived in fear of the Juarez family and aided and abetted them in their criminal enterprise. He would perform the ceremony, unless Siobhan succeeded.

How he could balance the two lives, Siobhan didn’t know, but now she was on her own.

Siobhan parked her truck as close to the church as she dared. She could see the people walking in, dressed in their Sunday best.

She looked at her watch. She had fifteen minutes. She said a prayer, slowed her racing heart, and hoped that Gino the altar boy did what he was supposed to do.

Siobhan did everything she could not to stand out, though that was difficult. She had a baseball hat so faded that only up close could you see the Washington Nationals insignia, and it did little to hide her curly red hair that she’d braided down her back. Not to mention she was tall, skinny, and pale. She couldn’t tan to save her life. She hadn’t had time to change—she knew Kane would be suspicious as soon as she left the courtyard at the mission—so she still wore jean shorts and a black tank top. All she had was some money, the truck, and her wits.

She hid the truck and crept along the bushes that grew thick along a dry creek bed on the backside of the church. Our Lady of Guadalupe was right off the main road into town, a pretty little stone church that was always full on Sundays, and half-full every other day of the week.

She’d been to the church several times before, and Gino had given her the inside scoop on where everyone would be. The biggest problem, aside from Juarez’s patrols, was Christina Juarez, his sister, who would be with Hestia until her father came for her. Christina was dangerous. Hestia’s nanny might also be there, but she was an old woman and Siobhan hoped she wouldn’t try to stop them.

Too many variables. But what choice did she have? She’d never be able to live with herself if she didn’t even try to save the girl who had begged her to take her away.

Siobhan watched as four armed guards patrolled the church grounds. They were focused on the church, not the rectory behind it, which was closer to the stream and where Siobhan was hiding. She knew from Sister Bernadette that a tunnel went from the rectory to the church. Gino had promised he’d unlock the door on the church side—Siobhan had to believe that he had done it.

Because the guards were focused on the main entrance, the rectory and trees shielded her approach from the south. Siobhan slipped in through the back door, the coolness of the rectory surprising her. The stone floors and adobe walls kept the place comfortable, even on hot days. She hesitated, listened.

“Señorita,” a small voice said.

She turned and saw Gino. He was eight, Hestia’s cousin and best friend and an altar boy. Juarez wouldn’t kill him, but he might punish him if he learned that Gino had helped her.

“I told you just the door—you can’t be involved with this, Gino.”

“I want to help.”

“It’s too dangerous. Go back to the church.”

He shook his head. “My padre left me at home. Said I was too young. I snuck out so I could open the door.”

“Go home.” She didn’t know if both she and Hestia were going to die today, but Hestia at least knew what she was doing. She had told Siobhan she would rather die than marry Francisco. She understood the risks; Gino did not.

He frowned.

“Now, Gino!” she said. “I don’t have time to argue with you. I’ll make sure Sister Bernadette tells you what happened and that Hestia is safe, okay?”

He frowned, but left.

She waited until she saw him hop on an old bike before she relaxed.

The rectory was small—two rooms and a kitchen. She went to the bedroom and opened the closet. The door to the tunnel was in the back of the closet. Gino had left the key in the lock for her, and if he’d done everything he’d promised, the door on the other end would be unlocked.

Dank air drifted out when Siobhan opened the door. The tunnel was dark and narrow. She turned on a small flashlight attached to her keychain.

A ladder went straight down.

“You can do this,” she whispered.

She didn’t like small, dark spaces.

She took a deep breath. Then another. She descended the ladder. At the bottom she listened.

Silence.

She shined her light down the passage. It was only fifty yards to the church, but the tunnel wasn’t straight. She couldn’t see to the end.

Siobhan looked back up the ladder. The faint light from the closet beckoned her. A powerful urge hit her, to go back up, to avoid the darkness, the unknown; her fear nearly undid her. She could tell herself that she was Hestia’s only hope, that she had to go to the church this way, it was the only way, but telling herself and doing it were two different things.

She bit the inside of her cheek so hard she drew blood.

Then, faintly, she heard organ music.

She didn’t have time to fear. If Hestia was to be saved from an awful fate, Siobhan had to act now.

Battling her urge to run back to the light, Siobhan turned into the dark, her small flashlight faintly illuminating the narrow passage. There was barely room for her. Bugs, spiders, any manner of creepy-crawlies touched her skin and it was all she could do not to scream. Tears burned as she made her way through as fast as she could . . . until she reached a dead end.

Was she lost? Had there been two passages? Had she missed a turn? She didn’t think so. There had been no fork in the tunnel, unless she missed it.

She shined her light up. There was the ladder, a rope ladder that ended just above her head.

She reached up and grabbed the bottom rung. Siobhan was in good shape, but it took all her strength to pull herself up until her feet were able to rest on the bottom rung.

A very faint light shone through a crack above her. That was the door.

The organ music was louder, but it wasn’t the wedding song yet. Voices, people talking and chatting as they waited for the ceremony.

Siobhan climbed quickly now that she could use her feet, held on, and listened.

She heard movement in the room, and then a female voice said, “Hestia, your groom is ready.”

That was her aunt. Christina. Not a woman Siobhan wanted to face, but she might not have a choice.

“I need to use the bathroom,” Hestia said, her voice small. “I just need a few minutes, please, Tia.”

“You should be grateful,” Christina said. “This marriage is going to bring wealth to our family. You will be able to produce an heir, unlike your mother, who produced only you.”

“I am grateful,” Hestia said.

Another voice said, “I’ll make sure she is ready.”

Rosita, Hestia’s nanny. She hadn’t wanted this marriage, either, but she feared Juarez and his reach.

“I’ll tell your father you’re coming. Do not delay, Hestia, you will embarrass our family, and most certainly be punished by your husband.”

A door opened, closed.

This was Siobhan’s only chance.

She pushed at the door. It yielded. Stuck. She pushed again.

It opened.

Siobhan climbed out of the small closet, a flicker of a childhood memory, of her mother reading her The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, and Siobhan wished she could transport Hestia to Narnia, where no one would find her.

But this was real, not fantasy.

Siobhan wiped off the cobwebs and dirt. Wide-eyed, Rosita shook her head. “You can’t be here! They’ll kill you, they’ll kill me!”

Hestia said, “I cannot marry that man. I would rather die than be his wife.”

“Darling, don’t say that. It won’t be that bad.”

“You can come with us,” Siobhan said. “I’ll take you to the US with Hestia.”

“No. Hestia, I love you like my daughter. Please don’t run. He’ll find you. I fear for you. Your father is a powerful man. Francisco is a powerful man.”

Rosita wanted Hestia to stay, but she wasn’t doing anything to alert the guards.

Siobhan pulled zip ties out of her backpack. “To protect you,” she said to the nanny.

Rosita had tears in her eyes, but she nodded. “Hit me,” she whispered.

“I can’t.”

Rosita picked up a wood carving and hit herself. The sharp edge of the base cut her cheek and blood dripped down. The older woman staggered and fell to her knees.

Siobhan stifled a gasp, then used the zip ties on Rosita’s wrists. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“Go fast. Go fast or you will die.”

Siobhan gently laid her to the floor, then stuffed a rag in her mouth and grabbed Hestia’s hand.

They couldn’t go back down the tunnel—too obvious, and they would be trapped. The only way out was the window, and it faced the back of the rectory.

“We get to my car and we go, no looking back,” Siobhan said.

“Thank you, Siobhan. Whatever happens, thank you.”

A guard passed by the window but didn’t look inside. As soon as he disappeared from view, Siobhan pushed the frame open and helped Hestia out. The wedding dress was simple, but long and white, which stood out against the stark green-and-brown scenery. Fortunately, Hestia was in flats—satin ballet slippers—which would help her run.

Siobhan climbed out after Hestia, closed the window, and ran low, away from the guards, away from the church. Hestia held her skirt up with one hand while Siobhan grabbed the other and pulled her along.

No one saw them, and they made it to the first set of bushes, which obscured them from view of the church. The next open stretch was twice as long, and they’d be even easier to spot.

It was seventy-five yards to her hidden truck. Shorter than a football field, but just as open. If they were spotted, Juarez had the vehicles and people to follow them. The only thing Siobhan had was . . . damn. Her whole plan was dependent on tricking them. Of making Juarez think she went one way, but going another. Because they went out the window that faced that rectory, Juarez hopefully assumed they’d be going in that direction, to the north. So that even if Juarez didn’t go to the rectory, he would be looking in the wrong direction. Just long enough to buy them the time to escape.

Dear God, please help us. Please help us get to the truck safely.

Then there was a shout. She looked, saw no guards.

Please let them look north first. Please.

“Now,” she said.

Hestia ran with her over the open space. Siobhan didn’t hear anyone pursuing them, but she didn’t slow down or look.

Breathless, they reached the truck. Siobhan jumped in and started the ignition. Hestia climbed in next to her. It was a small, cramped two-seater but had a full tank of gas, thanks to the Sisters.

She pulled out, heading away from the church, her heart racing. They’d done it!

She drove parallel to the stream until she was forced by the terrain to turn northwest, which would take them to a dirt road. She willed the truck to go faster. She couldn’t see anything behind her because of the dust that her wheels kicked up. But they were gaining speed. Not far now!

She reached the road, turned west, and a hundred yards later slammed on her brakes.

Two jeeps blocked the road. Four men stared at Siobhan, all with guns, all aimed at her.

These weren’t Juarez’s men. They were Francisco’s men, the groom. They hadn’t been here when Siobhan came in. Were they patrolling? Had they been alerted?

“Out,” one of them ordered.

Hestia bit back a sob.

Siobhan put the truck in reverse. They wouldn’t shoot; they didn’t want to risk hitting Francisco’s child bride.

She drove straight back, then curved until she almost fell into a ditch, braked, then put the truck in drive and spun around. There was another way out, but time wasn’t on their side.

Another truck raced up to her, boxing her in.

Felipe Juarez jumped out. He had a gun aimed at Siobhan.

“Hestia! Come here!”

“Don’t,” Siobhan told her. “I’ll—” She was going to say she’d think of something, but she didn’t know what to do.

“I’m so sorry, Siobhan. I’m so, so sorry.”

“This is not your fault,” she said. She looked behind her. Francisco’s men were still there.

“I’ll beg for mercy, for my father to spare your life.”

“I have one more idea. Trust me.”

“I’m scared.”

“So am I.”

Siobhan had to believe that Juarez wouldn’t shoot at his daughter, or they would both die. She took a deep breath, then pressed the gas and turned the wheel sharply to the left, across the dirt field. She kept going, knowing they would be followed, but she didn’t hear gunshots. She drove around the backside of the church, past the rectory, the truck violently bouncing up and down as she sped over the rocky terrain. Her head hit the roof more than once, but she focused on the land in front of her and prayed as hard as she’d ever prayed before.

Don’t get a flat tire. Don’t get stuck.

She spared a quick glance in the rearview mirror. They were following her. She glanced at Hestia, who clutched a Rosary bracelet, silently mouthing a Hail Mary.

The field dipped as they headed toward the main road, and the truck picked up speed. For a moment Siobhan thought that they had a chance, at least to get to the road and an area she was more familiar with. If she could get out of their range, out of sight, they would hide in the woods and cross the land on foot until she found a vehicle to steal. Anything to get away from the brutal Felipe Juarez—and get Hestia away from being forced to marry Francisco Duarte.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw another vehicle come at her from an angle. It hit the back corner of her truck, forcing her to spin out and stall.

She was going to die.

Two men got out of the car. Thugs. They had their guns raised and shouted for her and Hestia to get out.

“Siobhan,” Hestia said, biting back a sob.

The report of a rifle sounded, and Siobhan thought she was dead.

* * *

Kane gave Blitz the signal. Ten seconds later, through his binoculars, he saw the two men with guns on Siobhan and the girl fall dead to the ground.

Yes, Blitz had been a damn good hire. Elite snipers who could make a head shot on multiple targets were hard to find.

He watched as horror crossed Siobhan’s face, but then she quickly restarted her truck and headed away from the church.

Good girl.

He had been lucky to find the boy on the road. Gino told him Siobhan’s plan. She clearly wasn’t thinking. How the hell did she think she could get the bride out of the church with two dozen armed men inside and out?

He radioed his pilot. “ETA.”

“A good afternoon to you, too, Kane.”

Kane wanted to throttle the kid.

“Twelve minutes,” Sean said, without Kane having to ask him again.

“Nine,” Kane said.

“Don’t see how that’s possible.”

“Nine minutes and counting or you’ll be transporting home a couple of corpses. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Sean said, and clicked off the radio.

Damn kid. If he wasn’t the best pilot Kane knew outside of the military, he’d never use him. But he wanted to keep Rogan-Caruso a family business, and that meant using Sean’s unique skill sets—planes and computers. But he wasn’t a soldier, he was a fucking kid genius with a degree from MIT. He treated these rescues as an adventure, a fucking game, and Kane wanted to knock some sense into him but didn’t quite know how. Nothing he seemed to do or say got through to him. If he wasn’t so damn good, Kane would have banned him until he acquired a healthy dose of fear.

Siobhan approached where he’d pulled off the road. She slammed on her brakes when she saw his Jeep, and was about to put the truck in reverse when she recognized him.

He motioned for her to get out.

“Faster, Red,” Kane said, his mouth clenched. Damn, Juarez’s men were too close. “Get in and stay down,” he ordered.

She and Hestia climbed into the back seat and made themselves as small as possible. Kane waited a count of three, then detonated the explosives he’d set. The explosion shook the ground, but he didn’t fall. He jumped into the driver’s seat and sped off.

“That’ll buy us a few minutes,” he said. He glanced down at Siobhan, furious and relieved all wrapped into one. “Do you have a death wish, Red?”

“You could have helped from the beginning.”

“You don’t listen.”

He didn’t care if she was angry with him. Not his problem. And as soon as he got her back to the States, she’d never be his problem again.

Eight minutes later, they were in a small field. Sean’s plane was landing. Kane stopped the Jeep, told them to get out.

“Are you injured?”

“No,” Siobhan said. She had her arm protectively around Hestia.

Kane looked at the girl. She’d been made up like a doll, too much makeup on her young face. Her mascara had streaked and her eyeshadow was smudged, and at some point she’d wiped her lipstick off with the back of her hand, and it had smeared across her cheek. But she didn’t look a day over thirteen, even with the glitz and glamour. His anger rose. At her father, at Francisco Duarte, at the reality that no girl should be forced to marry anyone against her will.

Hestia spontaneously hugged him. “Thank you, Mr. Kane. Thank you for saving my life.”

Kane looked at Siobhan over Hestia’s head. Caught her eye. Forced his expression to be as blank as possible.

Hestia was now his responsibility, as much as Siobhan was. And he wouldn’t let either of them down.

Blitz came out of the woods from the right, and the plane stopped just short of their Jeep. Sean opened the door and smiled. “Anyone need a lift?”

Blitz said, “Move it, Little Rogan, they’re almost here.”

“Thank you,” Siobhan told Kane quietly.

“You lied to me and manipulated me.”

She glared at him. “I didn’t lie to you. I told you I had to get my things. One of those things was Hestia. And I would do it again.”

He knew she would. And he knew he would move heaven and earth to save her.

“You’re impossible.” He helped Hestia up into the plane, and then Siobhan. “Siobhan, my brother Sean. Get us out of here, kid.”

Chapter One

Present Day

Kane tipped his cold beer toward Sean. “Thanks for coming down.”

“I wouldn’t miss this for anything,” Sean said. “I expected you to elope.”

Damn, the kid was perceptive. “Siobhan wanted Andie to be here. It’s not like I could refuse.” Kane drained half his beer. He had never felt so . . . content, he supposed the word was. He’d never expected to settle down, though he didn’t know how settled he and Siobhan would be, considering that she wasn’t giving up her career as a photojournalist, and he had made it his life’s mission to keep her safe.

Hell, he’d expected to be dead by now. Forty-five was old in his line of work. For the last year, especially after being shot in the back and losing a kidney, he knew he had to slow down. It was time for Sean and Lucy’s brother Patrick to take RCK in a slightly different direction, focusing on corporate and computer security instead of international kidnappings and Kane’s special causes.

Though he wouldn’t give it up completely. He would simply be more selective in the jobs he took.

And he’d be lying to himself if he said he didn’t enjoy his relationship with Sean. For years he’d used his brother’s insanely talented piloting skills without really getting to know him. Partly out of self-preservation. Kane’s life was dangerous, which by extension made Sean’s life dangerous.

But recently, Kane had explored the idea that family was important. That Sean, and his wife Lucy, were as important to him as any of his brothers-in-arms, as important to him as the woman he’d fallen in love with. And while he liked—needed—his solitude out here on the RCK ranch in Hidalgo, Texas, he enjoyed knowing he could pop up to San Antonio for a couple days and catch up with his brother.

“Jack said that he and you were training a new crew for rescue missions. I never thought you would retire, but it’s a good choice.”

“Retire?” Kane laughed. “Hardly. We’ll call it a semi-retirement. Blitz and Ranger are both more than capable of being team leaders.”

Ezra, the caretaker who’d been at the ranch since long before Jack signed it over to RCK last year, walked up the porch steps. “The bunkhouse is ready for Lieutenant Colonel Walsh. Need anything before I head out?”

“Thanks for staying an extra day,” Kane said.

“I’m sorry I’ll miss her. If I didn’t have this trip planned I would have stayed.”

Ezra was old-school military, a veteran of both Vietnam and Desert Storm. He’d turned sixty-eight this year but had no intention of leaving the ranch. Jack Kincaid had brought him on when Jack left the Army, and Ezra had been here ever since. He lived in a two room cabin on the other side of the airplane hangar and kept to himself when Kane was around, but mostly made sure the ranch was functional when first Jack, then Kane, left on a mission. Took care of anything that came up, and he was a magician with planes and trucks.

“Tell the Lieutenant Colonel Semper Fi from this old Army sergeant.”

“I will,” Kane said.

“I left a little something for you and Siobhan in the house.”

“Thanks, Ezra. For everything.”

Kane watched as his old friend waved and drove off in his Jeep.

“Where’s he off to?”

“Reunion with his squad. They meet in Denver every year.” Ezra had never married, had no children, and his squad was his family—as well as the Rogans and the Kincaids.

Kane glanced over at Sean. “Stop thinking about it.”

“What?”

“Jesse. In California. There’s nothing you can do. You made the agreement with McAllister, live with it.”

“Screw you.”

Kane didn’t take offense. He knew Sean was going through a rough patch right now. It was the first time his son, Jesse, was in California staying with his maternal grandfather without Sean in the picture. Kane would have been willing to fight, but he understood that Sean feared losing Jesse if it went to court. McAllister had the time and money to dig deep into Sean’s life, into Lucy’s life, to find ways to hurt them. So letting Jesse spend a couple days here and there with his grandfather was the compromise. It was Christmas break and now was as good a time as any. Sean had legal custody and the court had recognized that he was Jesse’s biological father. Jesse had willingly changed his last name to Rogan. Kane didn’t know why Sean was so worried.

But he didn’t say anything. It took a minute, but Sean said, “McAllister is going to say anything to turn my son against me. I know it. I just have to trust Jesse not to listen to his lies.”

Sean was more trusting than Kane. Jesse was a good kid, and he loved Sean, but he was thirteen and impressionable. Sending him for a week to stay with a man who hated Sean was borrowing trouble. But Kane didn’t say anything—it was clear Sean wasn’t comfortable with the whole thing, and had probably thought of everything Kane would say.

Still, Jesse was a strong kid. He’d already faced more in his young life than most thirteen-year-olds, and Sean had done a great job getting him through the rough patches.

Though Kane didn’t put anything past Ronald McAllister, he said—mostly to give Sean hope—“Jesse isn’t going to believe bullshit, Sean. He’s your kid, he’ll talk to you. You’ve only had him for a few months, but you’ve done good.”

Sean didn’t say anything.

“If you want to go to California, I understand,” Kane said.

“The deal was McAllister gets Jesse the week after Christmas and two weeks in the summer. I put him on a plane yesterday before Lucy and I drove down here. He’ll be home Friday night.”

“Then get rid of the long face, kid. I’m getting married. Never thought I’d say it.”

“Never thought I’d hear it.”

An alarm went off, then stopped. Kane frowned. Looked at his phone, which Sean had hooked up to the security system. “Western perimeter. Could be nothing—these things go off weekly. Animals, kids, a few times the cartel moving drugs—I nipped that in the bud. They know to stay away from this place. But with Ezra gone, I need to go check it out.”

“Siobhan and Lucy won’t be back for a few hours, I’ll join you.”

“Stay alert.”

Kane sounded more serious now.

“Is there a new threat?” Sean asked.

He glanced at his little brother as they hopped into his truck. “There’s always a threat,” he said as he drove west down the dusty road. “Jack and I have been thinking of expanding the ranch here, using it for training. The bunkhouse where Andie will be staying has a large living area and another large sleeping area. Kitchen and bathroom are functional, need updating. Ezra’s been working with some local contractors on planning a redesign. We can convert the sleeping area to four two-man rooms, add a second bathroom, update the kitchen. JT likes the idea—we don’t have the facilities in California, and it’s gotten way too expensive there to house our field team, not to mention all the rules and regulations. Jack signed over all two thousand acres to RCK. We want to use it for RCK.”

“Eight men on site?”

“Or women. I don’t have any female veterans on staff right now—but we have in the past. I was talking to Andie last week. She has a female enlisted soldier who is transitioning out, thinks would be a good fit for RCK. Trilingual, seen action, sharp on her feet. I’m going to meet with her after her debrief. If she works out, she’ll have her own room—if Ezra can get the bunkhouse in order that fast.”

“Sounds like a lot of changes.”

He shrugged. “Ranger has his own place in Laredo, he’s not moving. Blitz will, I’ve talked to him. Maybe Lucky. I like the idea of having backup here.”

“It sounds to me like you’re expecting trouble.”

“It won’t matter if I take an ad out in every major international newspaper in the western hemisphere that I’m retiring—which I’m not—there will still be scumbags who want my head. I’m okay with that.”

“Maybe you should leave the area. Here, you’re only fifteen miles from the border.”

“I’m not moving.”

“Just saying Montana or Wyoming have a lot of land and might be safer.”

Kane glanced at him. “I hate snow.”

Sean laughed. “I never knew that about you.”

Kane pulled up at the western fence. The entire ranch was surrounded by split-rail fencing, but much of it was decades old. The cost to maintain and repair was steep, though they kept on top of it as much as they could. Sean had installed sensors where a breach was most likely to occur—along the roads, mostly. The property was surrounded by farmland, with a two-lane road separating them from their neighbors. The Santa Ana National Wildlife Refuge was to the south.

“You can always move to San Antonio,” Sean added.

“Let’s put it this way, Sean. I haven’t had roots since I enlisted in the Marines when I was eighteen. Now I do. I’m not digging them up.”

Sean considered what Kane said. Kane had more than earned peace in his life, and he wasn’t actually retiring—though Sean wouldn’t question it if he did. Six years in the Marines followed by twenty years as a mercenary, soldier-for-hire, whatever you called it. When he and JT founded Rogan-Caruso—which had become Rogan-Caruso-Kincaid eight years ago—they created a business that filled a void in the market, as well as a void for them, as veterans. Sean was one of the few who hadn’t served in the military.

But Kane seemed to be a cat on his last life. Losing his kidney and nearly dying last year had been a wake-up call. It wasn’t his first serious injury, but it had been bad. Then he had reconnected with Siobhan and realized that he was more than his job. Sean was glad Kane had found a balance, and he hoped it lasted.

Sean and Kane got out of the truck. Kane stood and surveyed the area with binoculars, while Sean went over to the sensor that had tripped the alarm.

He squatted to inspect the small device. It was cracked, which was what had caused the alarm to ping in the first place. He’d had to play a lot with the sensitivity of the sensors—he didn’t want them going off in the wind or if a coyote slipped under the railing. But what had caused it to crack? The light breeze that had built up that afternoon couldn’t send rocks or debris at the velocity necessary to break the sensor.

Sean stood and looked beyond the fence. “What road is this?” Sean asked Kane, gesturing to the one-lane paved road that was on the other side of a drainage ditch.

“It leads down to the Dickersons’ farm. They farm sorghum, primarily for livestock feed. Good people.”

Which meant in Kane-speak that one or more of the family had served honorably in the military.

“Do they use this road a lot?”

Kane shrugged. “I haven’t talked to the family in a while, but they generally harvest in October. I don’t know if the recent storms impacted them, though we didn’t get hit like San Antonio did.”

“Something hit the sensor. It could have been a rock from the road, but that seems like a one-in-a-thousand chance.”

Kane took another look with the binoculars. “Nothing out of place.”

There was no place for a sniper to hide, one of the benefits of having wide, flat property. The buildings were clustered on the southern end of the property, and that barrier was far more difficult to traverse because there was no road—only the 1,800-foot-long runway they maintained. Plus, Sean had heightened the security on the southern fence because he could use the power from the house and hangar.

“Since you’re going to be living here full time with Siobhan, you might want to consider cameras.”

“What’s that going to cost RCK?”

“It’s only worth doing if you’re going to do it right.”

“So a small fortune.”

“I need to look at the power structure, see what I can tap into, see if we need to run any lines. These sensors work off solar power, but the camera needs a direct, dedicated, and closed intranet connection for real-time—”

“I don’t need details. Work it out with Duke, but cameras are overkill.”

“What happened to ‘always be prepared’?”

Kane didn’t respond. He did a third survey of the terrain. “I’ll talk to Ezra about the Dickersons when he returns, see if they’re working out on this part of their property. We might need to adjust the sensors if there’s more traffic.”

“If someone is going to breach here, they can.”

“You can’t fix it?”

“I can, but I need a new sensor, then I need to hook it up to the network and test it. I’ll do it on Sunday, before Lucy and I head home.”

“I haven’t heard of any serious threats in the last few months,” Kane said as they climbed back into the truck. “I still keep my ear out. RCK has a lot of people listening for chatter, and not just people who want to get back at me.”

Kane drove slowly along the fence, to see if there was anything out of place. There wasn’t. Sean ran a quick diagnostic on his phone of all thirty sensors around the perimeter and nothing else was broken.

Maybe Kane was right and it was just a fluke.

“You’re not usually this paranoid, kid.”

“It’s been a wild few months.”

“True. Did anything change after my last visit to St. Catherine’s?”

“They’re still on track, no problems Mateo and Ruth can’t handle.”

Kane had stayed involved with the orphan boys at St. Catherine’s who they’d rescued nearly two years ago from a cartel using them as drug mules. When the older brother of one of the boys made contact and tried to recruit him into a gang, they’d all had to work together to protect the kids. The oldest was fourteen and the youngest was ten. Their families were either in prison or dead, and all they had was the home that Sean had built for them, run by a priest Sean and Lucy had befriended during the original investigation.

Sean was glad that Kane was more involved. He elicited respect from the kids, and they needed firm guidance as well as understanding. Kane knew what demons they lived with, and he was honest and blunt. Sean didn’t have the tough love gene that Kane had. He was more the big-brother type who helped with homework, taught them computers, and cheered at their soccer games. It worked, though—the boys had adjusted and were doing well across the board.

Twenty minutes later, they were back at the main house. Out of habit, Kane checked the security system. “All is good. Another beer?”

Sean looked at his watch. “Shouldn’t we be getting ready for the rehearsal?”

“Rehearsal?” Kane laughed. A real laugh. “This is going to be quick. Andie is walking Siobhan down the aisle. You and Lucy are standing up for us. Padre is going to say the prayers, then tell us we’re legally married. And married under God in a Catholic Church, which is important to Siobhan, so who am I to say the Big Guy in the Sky doesn’t exist? What do I know, anyway?” He handed Sean a beer. “Relax.”

“You’re far more relaxed than I was when I married Lucy, and I didn’t have any doubts.”

“I won’t have a church full of friends and family watching. I don’t have to entertain anyone. You had nearly a hundred people at your house—I don’t think I could handle that kind of invasion. After the wedding, Siobhan and I are flying to Colorado. Plane is already fueled and packed. Thank you for the week at your place there.”

“It’s yours anytime.”

“Then we go to Ireland.”

“Have you ever been?”

“No. Can’t say I want to, either, but Siobhan’s grandmother insisted.”

“I went once, when I was in college.”

“I know.”

“You know?”

“Kid, you think I didn’t know where you were at all times? You’re a Rogan. I always kept tabs on you.”

Sean supposed he should have known that intuitively, but he didn’t think about it back then, when he and Kane rarely saw each other. He hadn’t told Duke he was going to Europe. When Duke sent him to MIT after he was expelled from Stanford, it took Sean years to forgive him. And to this day, though Sean and Duke had a much better relationship, that time was still a sore spot.

If Duke hadn’t sent him away, Sean would have known Madison was pregnant. He would have been in Jesse’s life from the day he was born.

And chances are you would never have met Lucy. You would never have become who you are today. Don’t play those mind games, Sean. They are never productive.

Siobhan was a great influence on Kane. He had mellowed, at least a bit. He smiled more. He’d never lose the edginess he had—too many years as a soldier—but he’d found a sense of peace that Sean was grateful for. For too long, Sean expected to hear that his brother was dead or missing. Now, Kane restrained himself from taking every case that crossed his path.

Sean wanted the time with his brother. He wanted Jesse to have time with his uncle. The Rogans had never done “family” well. Sean didn’t pass along blame—their parents had many wonderful traits. They were smart, inquisitive, patriotic, and free spirits, of a sort. Sean never doubted that his parents loved him, but he’d wondered if having kids had been unexpected and unplanned. They hadn’t grown up as a tight family unit, and then his parents were killed in a plane crash and his life was upended.

“Since we’re not doing a rehearsal,” Sean said, “I’ll get dinner started. The girls should be back soon.”

“That’s why I invited you, kid,” Kane said, laughing. “You can cook.”

Chapter Two

Lucy had a lovely day with Siobhan. They picked up Siobhan’s wedding dress—a family heirloom that her grandmother had sent over from Ireland and Siobhan had altered. Instead of a full-length gown, because of Siobhan’s height, she had it hemmed to hit mid-calf and took off the train so it didn’t look funny. But the Irish lace was exquisite, and the antique white complemented her curly red hair.

Lucy had brought a nice cocktail dress, but Siobhan had picked one out for her that she wanted her to wear. “Andie will be in her dress uniform, and so will Kane. I made sure Sean was bringing his tuxedo, so please, let me get this dress for you.”

Lucy could hardly say no when she saw the classy, calf-length sleeveless dress in a rich blue, somewhere between royal and navy. It fit perfectly, and Siobhan admitted that she’d had Sean send her dress size.

Siobhan refused to let Lucy pay for it. “I’m just so happy that you and Sean could come down. I don’t think Kane would have waited much longer, and Andie isn’t able to easily get time off.”

“Once Kane sets his mind on something, he doesn’t like to wait,” Lucy concurred.

They were having a drink in a café in McAllen, where they were relaxing while waiting for Andie’s plane to land. One of the benefits of being a Marine was that Andie could often grab a free ride. She had flown from Quantico to Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio earlier, and a friend of Kane’s was flying her down to Moore Airfield. Her ETA was five thirty.

“I’m glad Padre refused to marry us last week,” Siobhan said. “We were coming back from Arteaga—we’d helped the Sisters with a project—and drove by Padre’s church. Kane said, ‘Let’s get married.’ I didn’t answer—I was, well, in shock.”

“Your ring is gorgeous. It looks like an antique.”

She smiled and showed off the simple round diamond with two sapphires on either side. “Kane bought it spontaneously months ago, he told me. For a man who can strategize and execute any military operation without hesitation, he was so nervous. When I could finally speak and said Of course I’ll marry you, he made a U-turn and went back to the church.” Siobhan laughed. “I didn’t mean right that minute, but Kane did. I really wanted Andie here. Kane did everything to talk me into it, but Padre sided with me, and Kane gave in. He called Sean and I’m so glad you two could make it the same weekend that Andie could take leave.”

“We are both so happy for you.”

Siobhan beamed at her ring. “It’s been a good year. I don’t think Kane really cares whether we’re married or not, but deep down I wanted to. I never said it—but I guess Kane picked up on it. I’m a little more traditional than I thought I was.”

“Sean and I were happy living together, but marriage is a commitment. A deeper bond. And being Catholic, that deep-seated guilt of living together out of wedlock doesn’t really go away.”

Siobhan smiled in understanding. “Amen, sister.”

“I’m thrilled to have you as a sister-in-law. I’m close to Dillon’s wife Kate, but they live so far away. I miss them a lot.”

A chill went up Lucy’s spine. It was the feeling she had when someone was watching her. She looked around the café. There weren’t many people there at four thirty in the afternoon. Three women chatting at the bar drinking colorful cocktails; two men, who looked like a father and son, eating sandwiches in the corner. A group of coworkers who’d come in shortly after Lucy and Siobhan. A very affectionate couple in the corner. So affectionate it made Lucy blush.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

None of the people in the café were watching them. Lucy looked out the window and saw a man sitting in a dark brown sedan across the street. He didn’t seem to be staring at her, but what if he had been? She couldn’t see the license plate from here, but she burned his image in her mind. Dark, thick hair, light-brown skin, mustache, tattoo on his left arm that was hanging out the window. She couldn’t make out the design.

“Lucy?”

“Just my cop instincts working overtime.”

“Kane says you have sharp instincts. You should listen to them.”

“I will. It’s that guy—don’t look!—across the street. I think he was looking at us.”

“Maybe because we’re two attractive women and he’s a cad.”

“Maybe.” Except they were inside. Sitting at a window, but would he be able to easily see them?

Siobhan leaned over the small table and squeezed Lucy’s hand. Lucy wasn’t a touchy person—she valued her personal space—but she accepted the reassurance.

“What do you want to do?”

Lucy wasn’t sure. She sipped her drink—barely tasted it—and watched the street. A minute later, a second man—same basic appearance as the driver, but older and with military-short hair—got into the passenger seat and they drove off. She breathed easier; she caught the license plate number as they drove by and wrote it down.

“They’re gone. Sorry.”

“No apologies.”

“I really enjoyed Thanksgiving at your place,” Siobhan said. “I love your family as if they’re my own.”

“I’m glad. They are your family now.”

Lucy missed them. She’d been becoming nostalgic of late. She loved San Antonio, and she loved her job, but she didn’t like that half her family was on the East Coast and half her family was on the West Coast. Even though she was halfway between them, it didn’t seem to help. But if she moved west or east, half her family would still be a continent away.

She glanced at her watch. “It’s nearly five thirty.”

Siobhan paid the small tab—they’d both had a glass of white wine and split a fruit and cheese plate. Shopping had made Lucy famished, and she was still hungry.

“Talking about family,” Siobhan said as they walked out to her car, “I haven’t seen my grandmother in more than a year. I’m so looking forward to going to Ireland, then we’ll have a long layover in Virginia to spend time with Andie, since we’re not going to get much time now. I love that she’s not deployed anymore, so she comes home every night.”

“It sounds like a great and well-deserved vacation.”

“If we went anywhere else, Kane would be half working. It’s his way. He never truly relaxes. But my grandma lives in a small village in Killarney and after a few days he’ll realize that there’s nothing for him to do. Either he’ll go crazy with boredom or he’ll finally take it easy and enjoy the peace.”

“It sounds lovely,” Lucy said.

“We’ll have to plan a trip there, you and I. You would love my grandma.”

Siobhan pulled away from the curb, changing the subject from her trip to a new spread she was photographing. She was a photojournalist and much of her work was done to raise money for the Sisters of Mercy and bring awareness of worlds outside the US border. It was grueling, dangerous, and rewarding.

Lucy thought she saw the brown sedan again, but it was down a side street moving away from them, the license plate too far to read. She wasn’t positive it was the same vehicle, but she’d been on alert ever since she’d felt that creep looking at her.

Crime was a problem in the area. Mostly car thefts, muggings, property crimes. Violent crime was higher here than in other parts of Texas, but it was fairly stable, and daytime was generally safe. Still, predators often saw women as easy marks.

Lucy would not be an easy mark.

By the time they arrived at Moore Airfield—a private aviation field—Lucy had pushed the vehicle to the back of her mind. Not out of her mind, though—she had learned to be cautious. She and Siobhan had been shopping, had carried bags to the truck—it was Kane’s decked-out Ford. More than a decade old, but in excellent condition. If the thugs were watching them, they might think about jumping them for their stuff, or stealing the truck. If that was the case, she shouldn’t see them again.

Siobhan looked at her phone as soon as she stopped the car. “She’s here!”

Lucy smiled. Siobhan sounded like a little kid.

They walked over to the small building that separated the main airfield from the parking lot. Andie came in through the double doors. She was dressed in her everyday military uniform, her dark-blond hair pulled back into a tight, smooth bun.

“Andie!” Siobhan rushed over and hugged her before her sister could put down her garment bag.

“It’s good to see you, too, sis,” Andie said with a surprised grin.

“Lucy! This is my sister, Lieutenant Colonel Andrea Walsh.”

Lucy extended her hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Lucy Kincaid, I’ve heard so many great things about you, and not just from Sean and Kane.”

“Well, thank you.” She didn’t know who else would talk about her—Jack had been Army, not the Marines, and she didn’t know anyone who worked on the military base.

Andie said, “You’re thinking. I know your sister-in-law Megan really well. Years ago—gosh, twenty years now. Megan was a new agent, and I was deployed to Kosovo as part of a protective detail when the FBI was working a crime scene after the civil war there.”

“She worked under Dr. Hans Vigo,” Lucy said. She had been expecting Andie to say she knew Kate, who worked at the FBI Academy at Quantico, so hearing about Megan surprised her.

“Yes, I remember Dr. Vigo. He was in charge of the unit.”

“Small world.”

“Indeed. Nice to finally put a face to the name. I wish Sean had introduced us when you were at training in Quantico.”

“Do you have everything?” Siobhan said. “Sean’s cooking and I’m starving.”

“Some things never change.”

Andie slid into the back of the extended cab and they left the airfield. It was nearly an hour’s drive back to the outskirts of Hidalgo. By the time they were on the road, the sun had set, casting an orange hue over everything.

“I’ll let Kane and Sean know we’re on our way,” Lucy said.

Kane answered Sean’s phone. “It’s Kane. Sean’s making a pie. If the security business goes south, he can open a restaurant.”

“Ha ha,” Lucy heard Sean in the background.

“Tell me it’s chocolate pecan,” Lucy said.

“Apple,” Kane said.

“Second best.”

“Chocolate pecan?” Kane groaned. “Sounds awful.”

“It’s amazing.”

Kane said, “Sean said he’ll make it when you go home.”

“I’m counting on it.” Lucy loved anything with chocolate. “We picked up Andie and are on our way back.”

“Padre’s coming by for dinner. He has some questions for Siobhan and me. I don’t see what he needs to know.”

“Humor him,” Lucy said. “We’ll be there in about forty minutes.”

She ended the call and looked over at Andie in the back seat. Lucy was about to say something when she saw the dark-brown sedan again, following them at a distance.

“Lucy?” Andie questioned.

“I saw that car twice before. Once for certain, they were outside the café where Siobhan and I had a drink, then I thought I saw it turn off the road a few minutes later.”

Andie looked. They were far enough back, and in the rapidly falling sun, neither of them could see the driver or if there was a passenger.

Lucy called Nate Dunning, her colleague and friend. He was staying at their house with Bandit, their dog, while they were here. “What’s up?” Nate said.

“Can you run a license plate for me?”

“I’m not at headquarters, but I can get it done. Give me a few minutes. What’s going on?”

“A car I’ve seen a couple of times. Might be following us.” She read off the number. “Texas plates. It’s an older car, a brown Ford sedan, but I’m the first to admit I don’t know car makes well.”

“I got it. I’ll call you back.”

Lucy held her phone and considered calling Sean, but they didn’t know anything yet. As soon as she had the information from Nate, she’d give Sean the heads-up.

“Are you sure it’s the same car?” Siobhan asked.

“Yes,” Lucy said. “The same as outside the café for certain. But they’re staying far back. I don’t know what they’re up to. I think we should lose them.”

“I don’t know that I can,” Siobhan said. “I was going to turn right at the next street. Ware’s a straight shot down to Hidalgo.”

“Don’t turn. Go to the next street, then turn right. If they follow, I’ll navigate.”

Siobhan was tense. Lucy didn’t want to scare her—and maybe she was being paranoid—but she wasn’t going to take any chances. She understood Kane’s lifestyle and that his life could bleed into Siobhan’s. Kane had made it clear to Siobhan that she could be at risk, and he didn’t have to tell the same to Lucy.

Not to mention that Siobhan had upset the apple cart when she exposed a black-market baby operation and helped reunite the stolen babies with their birth mothers. It was how Lucy and Siobhan first met, and Lucy had liked her immediately, even before she knew Siobhan was close to the Rogan family.

Siobhan turned at the street past Ware. Lucy looked behind them. The sedan didn’t follow.

“They went straight,” Lucy said.

Siobhan’s grip loosened on the steering wheel. “False alarm.”

Lucy wasn’t going to make that call, not yet. There could be a second tail, or whoever was following them suspected their destination was the ranch.

Two minutes later, Nate called Lucy back. “The car is registered to Juanita Zapalo of Edinburg. She’s seventy-two years of age.”

“A Hispanic male of about thirty was driving.”

“Want me to run Zapalo?”

Lucy almost said no, then changed her mind. “Might get us in trouble, I don’t really have cause, but my gut tells me something is odd.”

“I’m on it. I’ll call you as soon as I know anything.”

“Thanks.”

Lucy then called Sean’s number. It rang four times, then voice mail picked up. She left a brief message. “Sean, it’s Lucy, call me back. We’re about thirty minutes out, but I need to talk to you.”

She called Kane’s number.

He didn’t answer, either. She didn’t leave a message.

“Now I’m scared,” Siobhan said.

“They’re probably outside barbecuing,” Lucy said, not wanting Siobhan to panic. “Kane hates his phone.”

“Sean doesn’t,” Siobhan said, stating the obvious. “Sean dependably answers his phone, day or night.” She sped up. “Grab my phone and call Padre.”

Lucy caught Andie’s eye. Yeah, they were all worried. “Siobhan, don’t go the normal way home, okay? Go a completely different route.”

“But it’ll take longer.”

“Do it,” Lucy said. Her phone beeped. Nate had run a quick search on the vehicle owner. She’d died a year ago and had no known family. The car could have been sold by the court, given to a friend, stolen, and they wouldn’t know without more investigation. They didn’t have time for that now.

She called Padre—Father Francis Cardenas—and he answered on the second ring. “Siobhan? I’m on my way. Mass just ended.”

“Father, it’s Lucy Kincaid. Siobhan and Andie are here with me. We just tried calling the ranch and neither Kane nor Sean is answering. How far out are you?”

“I’m leaving the rectory now. Fifteen minutes. Do you have a reason to be concerned?”

“A car followed us earlier today, and then I saw it again. Kane said there were no known threats.”

“Nothing new, at any rate. Where are you?”

Lucy told him. “It’s about twenty minutes, but we’re going an alternate route.”

“I’ll meet you at the ranch.”

Lucy ended the call. Her stomach flipped.

Something was definitely wrong.

Chapter Three

Sean never cooked until he started dating Lucy—other than spaghetti—but he found that he was good at it. More, it relaxed him.

Baking was a new thing, however. He and Jesse started with cookies, and then Sean tried a few pies—including the chocolate-pecan recipe that was now Lucy’s favorite. Apple pie was easy, though he cheated with premade crusts. When he was done, he popped it into the preheated oven and turned his attention to the kabobs he and Lucy had prepared that morning. A full tray of steak, green peppers, and onions; and a tray of chicken, red peppers, and pineapple. Perfectly marinated. The barbecue was almost ready, but the kabobs didn’t take long to cook, so Sean would wait until the girls were back.

He picked up his phone to call Lucy and had no signal.

“Kane, is there something wrong with the cell repeaters I installed last time I was here?” Because they were far outside of town, reception was sketchy. Sean had set up a series of repeaters around the property to tap into three different cell towers in three different directions.

“The storm that blew through last month screwed with one of them. I’ve had a little trouble, but only when we’re in the hangar. I haven’t had problems in the house.”

“You should have told me.”

Kane shrugged.

Sean shook his head. “I’ll go take a look. I had one mounted on the west side of the hangar, which gets the best signal from the tower in town. If it’s just knocked out of alignment I can fix it in two minutes.”

Sean would be miserable with unreliable cell service or internet, but Kane didn’t care. Half the time he didn’t even answer his phone, and he never called just to talk to someone. When Kane called him about getting married, Sean almost thought he’d dreamed the conversation, it was so short.

“It’s Kane. Siobhan and I are getting married a week from Saturday. Padre’s church. We’d like you and Lucy to stand up for us.”

“Wow, Kane, that’s terrific! Thank you, we’d love to. But ten days? Isn’t that kind of short notice for everyone?”

“It’s just you and Andie. Thanks.”

And he’d hung up.

Sean had sent Kane a message that he might want to at least call their family and friends, let them know what was going on. He suspected Kane didn’t want a party—he didn’t relax easily, and he didn’t like crowds. He’d disappeared shortly after Sean’s wedding because there were too many people in Sean’s house, where they had the reception.

An hour later, Sean was copied into a message that went to the RCK board, a few other staff that Kane worked with, and his core field unit.

Siobhan and I are getting married. We’ll be in Ireland for three weeks and I’m not taking any jobs until after Feb 1.

Kane didn’t do “social” well.

Sean took the ranch truck over to the hangar. It was two hundred yards from the house, so he could have walked, but the wind was picking up, tossing tumbleweeds around.

It wasn’t a working ranch. They kept the land cleared and maintained the airstrip for small planes. The hangar could hold two small planes if necessary, though usually only Kane’s was stored there. There was an unused eight-stall barn that needed some work; Siobhan had mentioned to Sean that she’d love to have a couple of horses. Jack had put in a gun range that Kane had upgraded, but most of the space was open.

At one time, before Jack Kincaid bought the property, it had been part of a much larger farm that grew sorghum and raised cattle, but these 2,000 acres hadn’t been used in some time. Jack knew the owner, got a good deal, and used the place for more than ten years as his home base—convenient since much of his work, before and after he joined Rogan-Caruso-Kincaid, was south of the border. He’d recently signed the property over to RCK because Jack was settled in Sacramento with his wife, but Kane had been using it on and off for years—especially since last summer, when he’d lost his kidney and needed time and space to recuperate.

Sean stopped the truck at the southwest corner of the hangar. He kept the headlamps on because of the setting sun. As soon as he got out and looked up, he saw the problem: the repeater wasn’t there.

He looked down and found it on the ground, clearly damaged. He might be able to fix it with enough time and patience, but they weren’t that expensive to replace.

Still, this inoperable repeater shouldn’t have denied him cell service in the house. He looked at his phone. Still, no service.

He heard a buzzing noise and looked up and around; at first he didn’t see anything in the twilight.

He recognized the sound. It was a drone. As he looked, he could make out the moving machine, heading toward the house.

It appeared to be a simple unit with a camera, a high-end toy. But Sean couldn’t risk that it was innocuous or that it was just a kid messing around.

Sean jumped in the truck and sped toward the house. If it wasn’t a kid, it could easily be someone working surveillance on Kane. If Sean had a signal, he could hack into the drone and figure out where the person who controlled it was standing; the newer models could be worked well over a mile. One that Sean had tested had a five-mile radius. Military drones had far more abilities.

As he got closer to the drone, he realized that it wasn’t a camera mounted on the front. What the hell was it?

He parked next to the house, and when he got out of the truck he saw that there was more than one drone flying around the property. He detected movement more than distinct shapes. What the hell?

“Kane!” he shouted.

Kane stepped out onto the porch, holding his gun. Before he responded to Sean, he saw the drone. He immediately fired his weapon and the drone fell to the ground. By the sound, at least two other drones were circulating.

Sean ran over to the fallen device. He inspected what he had first thought was a camera. “This is why we have no service—these drones all have cell blockers. We’re dead in the water here.”

“Get inside,” Kane ordered.

“We need to leave. Get in the truck,” Sean said.

“We leave, we’re exposed. Get inside.”

Sean wanted to argue with his brother, a rarity. Kane was almost always right about tactical situations. But this time . . . something wasn’t adding up.

“We need to warn Lucy and Siobhan. They’ll be here soon, and we have no fucking way to warn them!”

A low-level alarm rang in the house.

“Someone rammed the gate,” Kane said. “Get in the truck.”

Now he changed his mind. Sean took the driver’s seat while Kane went back inside the house. What was he doing?

Sean looked down at his phone. He still had no reception, but he typed out a text message for Lucy and hit send. His phone would keep trying until the message got out.

In the distance, Sean saw dust kicked up by multiple vehicles before he saw the vehicles themselves. They all had lights off. Looked to be at least four trucks or SUVs, all heading toward the house.

“Dammit, Kane!” Sean mumbled.

Kane finally emerged with weapons and his go-bag. He jumped into the passenger seat and Sean did a one-eighty, heading away from the oncoming trucks.

They headed toward the west side of the property to the service gate. He’d have to ram the truck through it, but the truck had a reinforced front end. He’d make it. Halfway there, Sean remembered the broken sensor. It had been intentionally destroyed, and now Sean knew why.

Three vehicles, all with multiple armed men, waited for them on the other side of the gate—which had been forced open. One man, in his fifties, with a round stomach and a rifle, stood on the flatbed of a truck.

Sean was about to turn left, to cut across the field and hope to get to the main gate, or at least buy them time to figure something out, when the men started shooting. They were aiming at the tires.

They hit the engine and the truck screamed in protest as Sean tried to turn. Then his front right tire blew. At the speed and angle he was going, Sean could barely keep control, but he managed to keep the truck upright as it stalled.

He turned the ignition. Nothing. Again. Nothing. Shit.

Kane had his gun out; Sean did the same.

Over a bullhorn, a booming voice said, “Kane Rogan. Get out of the vehicle. Drop your weapon. I don’t want you dead, not yet.”

Kane didn’t budge. Neither he nor Sean had a clear shot of the man speaking from the back of the pickup on the other side of the fence.

The four trucks that had pursued them now surrounded them.

That’s when Sean noticed Kane had a grenade in his hand.

“Felipe Juarez,” Kane muttered. “Fuck.”

Juarez was the man who had nearly got Kane killed the year before. His men had been pursuing Kane and shot him, and Sean had been part of the rescue team deep in the Tamaulipus region of Mexico.

But that wasn’t the first time Kane had had a run-in with Juarez.

“Plan?” Sean asked. He had to trust Kane, because right now they had twenty men with guns pointed at them, sitting in a dead car. The grenade could take out either the men on the other side of the gate, or the men to the east. And they would be sitting ducks.

Kane didn’t speak. Never had Sean known his brother not to have plans up the ass—contingencies for contingencies.

Juarez spoke in the bullhorn. “I only need you, Kane. I will spare your brother if you throw out your weapons and get out of the truck now. I will not ask twice. We’re on the clock.”

“Kane, we can’t give in.” Sean tried the truck again. Dead. He hit the dashboard.

“I’m not counting,” Juarez said. “Out now. If you don’t give me what I want, I’ll get it from your girlfriend. I have men following her as we speak.”

Kane’s grip tightened on his gun. “Fuck fuck fuck!”

Kane opened his door and tossed out his gun.

“No! Kane, you can’t—”

“He won this round, he won’t win the war,” Kane said.

But he didn’t say trust me.

Kane didn’t know what was going to happen. He didn’t know that they were going to get out of this alive, or that these men wouldn’t be waiting here for Lucy and Siobhan. He had lost his confidence, Sean realized, because he hadn’t seen this coming.

Kane looked at Sean. The fear in his eyes wasn’t for himself. “First chance, get away. I’ll figure it out.”

Kane climbed out of the truck and knelt on the ground, his hands behind his head.

This couldn’t be happening. Kane never gave up without a fight. He was practically Captain America. He could do anything . . .

And yet he was on his knees, surrendering.

Four of Juarez’s men approached Kane, and four more approached Sean.

A heavily armed man tapped on Sean’s window with the barrel of his rifle. “Don’t be a hero,” he said with a heavy accent. “Out.”

Sean didn’t have a choice. He could fight and most likely die—or he could bide his time and find a way to escape.

But if Kane thought Sean was going to run without him, he was a fool.

Sean opened his door, keeping his hands visible. The men roughly pulled him out of the truck and pushed him to the ground. They searched him and tossed his weapons back into the truck. His wrists were tied behind his back, and then four rough hands yanked him up, forcing him to walk toward Felipe Juarez.

He and Kane stood side by side. Kane didn’t take his eyes off Juarez. Sean assessed the force against them. Two against a dozen. Real shitty odds.

“Good boys,” Juarez said. “Pete, take the brother. The soldier will come with me. I don’t trust either of you, and certainly not together. Vamanos!”

Sean was pushed into the back seat of a rusty old blue Chevrolet and forced to lie down. Two gunmen sat with him, and two men—boys, really—were in the front. Kane was taken in Juarez’s truck. But not before Sean saw Juarez coldcock him with his handgun.

Sean winced, then vowed to find a way to escape and find his brother.

Chapter Four

The front gate had been rammed open.

The ranch was fenced all the way around, but it was still relatively open—people could hop the fence, but someone had chosen to break through the main gate.

“What happened?” Siobhan said, a hitch to her voice. “Why aren’t Kane and Sean answering? Are they—no. No.”

“Stop,” Lucy said firmly. Her stomach was twisted in knots, but she couldn’t afford to let her emotions dictate her response. “Proceed with caution.”

She pulled out her Glock, then glanced in the back at Andie. “Do you have a sidearm?”

“Yes, ma’am, in my bag in the trunk.”

“Siobhan, as soon as I tell you to stop, stop and pop the trunk.”

The house was visible a minute later. Padre’s Jeep was parked out front, but Lucy didn’t see him. No other vehicles could be seen.

Fifty yards from the house, Lucy said, “Stop.”

Siobhan did, and popped the trunk. Andie jumped out and retrieved her sidearm. “Stay here,” Lucy told Siobhan.

Lucy and Andie approached the house cautiously but quickly. There was no way to conceal their approach—a small grove of trees encircled the house and provided shade, but most of the ranch was flat and open.

Padre stepped out onto the porch. “They’re not here,” he said.

“Father, what happened?”

He shook his head. “I got here five minutes ago. The gate was mangled, and I came right here—I found that.” He pointed to a drone on the porch.

Lucy didn’t touch it, but inspected the device. It had been shot down. The box on the bottom, which should have held a camera, had something else instead. “I think this is a cell blocker. That’s why we couldn’t get through.” Or they were already gone.

“I just got off the phone with the sheriff. He had calls about gunfire out here fifteen minutes ago. People don’t call when they hear guns go off—this is the country, people shoot all the time—but this was more than target practice.”

Siobhan drove up to the house and got out. “Padre—where’s Kane?”

“I don’t know.”

“The ranch truck isn’t here. He and Sean must have fled. Was there—blood?”

He shook his head. “No sign that anyone was hurt.”

“We need to search the property,” Lucy said. She didn’t want to. The very real fear that she was going to find Kane and Sean executed hit her hard.

“Andie and I can do that,” Padre said.

“I will. Andie?” Lucy said.

Andie nodded and Lucy took the keys from Siobhan. “Padre,” Lucy said, “see if they left a note or clue about what happened. Search the place again, look for booby traps or anything out of place.”

“Kane’s go-bag is gone,” Padre said. “It was the first thing I looked for.”

That was a good sign, Lucy thought, and by the expression on Siobhan’s face, she was relieved too.

“Padre, do you have someone you can call? To keep an eye on things?”

He knew what she meant. “The sheriff will assign a car.”

Padre and Siobhan went inside, and Lucy steeled her fear and got into the car.

“Did you see the tracks?” Andie asked.

“A chase.” There were multiple tire tracks on the dry earth, certainly recent. As if there had been a car chase through the property. She followed the tracks and saw Kane’s truck in the distance, and no other vehicles. She was fixated on the truck—both doors were open.

Andie said, “The side gate is open.”

Lucy looked at the western gate which accessed a narrow, unmaintained road that both this property and the farm next door used primarily for heavy vehicles. It was a dead end to the south, but merged with the main road to the north.

She was more worried about what she would find when they reached the truck.

She stopped the car behind the truck. No bodies on the ground. She didn’t see any blood on the windows, but bullets had riddled the metal. All tires were flat.

But no blood. She almost breathed easier.

She looked inside the cab. Kane’s go-bag was on the floor on the passenger side. Sean’s gun was on the driver’s seat—along with his backup gun, knife, wallet, and cell phone. The keys were still in the ignition. A grenade was on the passenger seat.

“Andie, you know grenades.” She pointed.

Andie carefully inspected it without touching, then picked it up. “He didn’t pull the pin. I’ll secure this. He shouldn’t even have it in his possession.”

Taped to the steering wheel was a note addressed to Siobhan.

Lucy pulled on gloves she always kept in her purse—she couldn’t rush through this, though she was desperate to know what had happened. She had to preserve evidence in case . . . She didn’t want to go there.

She unfolded the paper. It was written in Spanish, but Lucy was fluent and read it with ease.

If you want to see your boyfriend alive,

you will pick up your phone at exactly 7:00 p.m.

If you don’t pick up,

he will die.

Do not doubt me.

F Juarez


No mention of Sean. Just Kane.

But there was no blood, no body. That meant Sean was alive. It had to mean Sean was alive.

Juarez. That name was familiar, but Lucy didn’t know why.

Andie had walked around the perimeter of the truck and came back with Kane’s handgun. “One bullet missing, recently fired.”

Lucy showed Andie the letter and checked Sean’s guns. He hadn’t fired them.

“They were trying to get away,” Andie said, “but there were multiple vehicles involved—not just the vehicles chasing them, but it’s clear there were several trucks parked along that fence. I didn’t find any blood.”

Small blessing. Did that mean they were alive and well? Or being tortured?

A lot of people wanted Kane Rogan dead, and getting Sean would be icing on the cake for some of them.

A chill ran down Lucy’s back. She could not think that way.

They weren’t dead, not yet. This note would likely turn into a ransom demand.

She was about to call JT Caruso, one of the principals of RCK, to find out what she should do. She knew what to do as an FBI agent, but every principal of RCK had ransom insurance. She looked at her phone; still no service. Maybe the drone hadn’t been disabled, and the blocker was still operating.

“Juarez,” Andie said with distaste.

“Who is he?”

“Nine years ago Siobhan and Kane rescued his daughter, relocated her. She was going to be married off to another criminal family—she was thirteen.”

Lucy frowned. “I never heard about that.”

“Remember last year when Kane was trapped in Mexico, after he rescued Siobhan?”

Then it clicked. “Juarez took the contract.”

“Right. He kidnapped Siobhan in order to get Kane down there. I think that put them both back on Juarez’s radar.”

They had taken his daughter—likely they’d never gone off his radar, Lucy thought.

“Then why not kill him?” Lucy said. As she said it, she realized. “They’ll torture him.”

“I can’t say, but there has to be a way to track them down. That many vehicles—that many men? Kane has a lot of friends, as well as enemies. We need to get the word out and gather information.”

“Let’s talk to Padre. He knows this area better than anyone.”

“I don’t trust Juarez, but he would know that when he calls, Siobhan will demand proof of life. And Siobhan isn’t going to turn herself over to him. I wouldn’t let her, and Kane wouldn’t want it. He’s resourceful, and I hear Sean is the same way.”

“Sean isn’t military.”

“But he’s smart.”

True.

They gathered up all the weapons from the truck, and Lucy unlocked Sean’s phone. The screen was cracked, and like her he had no service.

But she saw his unsent text messages for her.

Multiple drones with cell blockers. Gate breached. We’re heading to west gate, stay away until clear. Don’t know who or why.

The second message was shorter.

Juarez. We’re surrendering. No injuries. TX-TSB223 JBB197

“I love you,” Lucy whispered.

“Excuse me?” Andie said.

Lucy showed her the messages. “These are Texas license plate numbers, and six digits, so they’re from the nineties. Trucks most likely. Probably stolen or unregistered, but this gives us something to go on, and we might get lucky. We need to disable all the cell blockers and call in this information.”

They drove back to the house. Andie secured the weapons in Kane’s safe, and Lucy showed Siobhan the note.

She stared at it.

“Juarez?”

Her voice was a squeak. She began to shake.

“Why would he come after you now?” Lucy asked.

Siobhan shook her head. “It’s been nine years . . .”

“But you and Kane went to his territory last year,” Andie said. “It would take him time to plan an operation like this.”

“But if he wanted to kill them,” Lucy said, “it would have been smarter to wait until they were together.”

She looked at her watch. It was six thirty. “If he’s telling the truth, we have thirty minutes. Padre—did you learn anything from the sheriff?”

Padre shook his head. “He’s reaching out to his trusted sources, has all deputies on alert.”

“I need you to do the same. They are going to stay local, is my guess. Border security has been beefed up here along International Road, and it would be nearly impossible to get Sean and Kane out quickly.” Though Lucy could think of half a dozen ways to take them south, because smuggling out of the US was much easier than smuggling into the US. “My guess is he has a safe house in the States. Sean sent the text messages at five twenty-seven and five thirty-two, they just didn’t go through. They have about an hour head start.”

“He wants me,” Siobhan said. “He hates me because I took Hestia. He thinks I brainwashed her. She wanted to go. She wanted to escape. She said if she had to go through with it, she would kill herself. She didn’t want to—to be married to that pervert.”

“Stop,” Lucy said. “We don’t know why he’s doing what he’s doing, or what his endgame is. It could be revenge, but I think if that was the case we would have found their bodies in the truck.”

Siobhan shivered, and Lucy probably should have been more sensitive. Except . . . she had to think like a cop. She had to work the case and forget that the man she loved more than anything in the world was being held captive by a brutal criminal who wouldn’t hesitate to kill him.

Andie had brought the drone inside. She dumped it on the table. “Cell phones should work.”

Lucy looked at hers. Suddenly, the two messages from Sean popped into her feed, and she blinked back hot tears. Swallowed. Forced herself to regain her composure.

She called JT Caruso. He would know where to start. Padre got on his phone and started to spread the word and work his contacts.

Andie said, “I have a couple of people I can call.” She stepped outside.

They would find Sean and Kane and they would be alive and well.

Lucy had to believe it.

Chapter Five

Kane didn’t know where they took Sean. He could be in another vehicle following him, or he could be taken to another location. He had to trust his brother to get himself out of this mess, because it was clear Kane was the primary target.

Or Sean was already dead.

Kane couldn’t think about that. Not if he wanted to survive. Emotions, grief, made even the strongest of men weak.

Mourning would come later.

After vengeance.

They’d been on the road for thirty minutes. Though Kane’s head ached, he kept track of every turn, which were few. Based on the speed and road quality, they were on route 281 heading east, away from Hidalgo. He knew these roads well and the small towns that branched off them. He counted the times they slowed, the sound of traffic, and based on his memory, they turned north just before they hit Santa Maria. Less than five minutes later they turned left twice. This was all farmland up here. Open and spacious. Did Juarez have property here? Was he working with a local thug? Or had he found an empty warehouse?

The problem with open space, from a prisoner’s perspective, was that it would be easy for Juarez’s men to see someone coming for a rescue, and it would be difficult to find cover if Kane managed to escape.

But he would put money on his ability to escape and elude.

He was hauled up and out of the back of the truck. No blindfold or hood—so clearly they didn’t care if he knew where they were—or they planned on killing him.

Both, Kane figured. Whatever reason Juarez had for not killing him on sight didn’t mean that he didn’t plan on killing him as soon as he got what he wanted.

Kane saw nothing but open fields, though far to the south he could make out the lights in a couple distant houses. But here, rows of neatly stacked hay, two high, led to a large barn. Solar-powered security lights faintly illuminated the entrance. They pushed him inside, which was lit only by two portable battery-operated lamps. There were tools to one side, a large harvester and tractor near the rear. No electricity. The lock on the large doors hadn’t been broken, which told Kane that someone who worked for the farmer, or the farmer himself, had given Juarez the key. Kane’s guess based on the visual and the fresh smell of cut dried grass was that the field had been recently plowed, possibly even that morning, the hay bundled and left to be collected. Tomorrow? Monday? Maybe it wouldn’t matter to Juarez. Whatever he had planned, he would do it quickly.

They didn’t bring Sean in, which concerned him. Juarez’s men restrained Kane to a support beam in the middle of the structure. They didn’t take any chances—his wrists were bound, then his arms tied behind the beam. His ankles were bound, then they doubled up the rope around his body and secured it behind the beam.

Kane just stared at Juarez.

Juarez backhanded him. He looked smug, satisfied. As if he had won.

He knew something that Kane didn’t know, and that deeply disturbed Kane. Because in the nine years that Juarez had hated Kane, he had never made a move against him, until last year when his gang had been hired by a drug cartel to kidnap Siobhan to lure Kane in, because the cartel thought Kane had information they needed.

Something happened between then and now that gave Juarez the balls to come after him.

“I’ve waited for this day for years, but now your death will mean so much more. I will have my daughter back, and you will die knowing your girlfriend will suffer for her deception and lies.”

Kane stared at him, didn’t react. Giving Juarez any reaction was foolhardy. He didn’t bait him or play him. There was no way that Juarez knew where Hestia was. Even Kane didn’t know. He’d turned her over to one of the few federal agents he completely trusted. All he knew was that Sonia had successfully obtained Hestia a new identity—name, social security number, birth certificate—and placed her with a family that Sonia trusted. He didn’t know where, he didn’t know her new name, he didn’t know anything—and he preferred it that way. And there was no way that anyone could find out that Sonia was involved at all—her name wasn’t on any paperwork because nothing was official.

If Juarez thought Kane or Siobhan knew where Hestia was, he was mistaken. And if he tried to beat the information out of them, it would fail, because there was no information to gain. Torturing him or Sean wouldn’t give Juarez the information he needed because they didn’t have it. And they didn’t have Siobhan, not yet. Not at all. Kane trusted Lucy to keep Siobhan safe.

Lucy and Siobhan had picked up Andie, one of the most decorated US Marines still active today. Andie would put her sister in a high-level military prison if she had to until this situation was resolved. If she got a lead, Lucy would certainly go after Juarez. If Juarez left men at the house, Lucy wouldn’t walk into a trap.

Maybe that’s why they separated him and Sean. To use Sean as the bait.

But Lucy wouldn’t turn Siobhan over to Juarez to save Sean.

Love makes even the smartest people stupid. Don’t forget that.

Kane trusted Lucy to do the right thing. But this whole situation was fucked; worse, Kane had no idea what Juarez’s end game was.

He has a secret. He knows something.

Kane hated that he didn’t have all the information he needed to formulate an actionable plan.

Juarez looked at his watch, still smirking. “Ten minutes. Ten minutes and you’ll realize that your redheaded whore is a liar like every other female. I will enjoy watching you fall, Kane Rogan. I will enjoy it very, very much.”

* * *

As soon as Sean was taken into the small, dark, moldy house he knew that Kane wasn’t there.

Sean wished his Spanish were better, because he didn’t understand everything the men were saying, but the part he picked out was that Kane was being taken to “the barn,” wherever the hell that was.

They’d only driven about fifteen minutes before they stopped. There were voices around him, but he couldn’t make them out. When he tried to adjust his position to look, one of the two guards sitting in the back of the truck with him kicked him in the ribs.

Then the voices stopped and the truck started moving again, bumping on a deeply rutted road. They only drove for a minute before stopping again. Sean was pulled out of the truck and taken into the sagging structure. It had once been a home, but storm damage had rendered it uninhabitable.

There were several other similar manufactured homes that were barely a step up from dilapidated trailers, scattered through the area, but no one was close enough where Sean could call for help. And why would anyone help him? Juarez could have paid off the neighbors, or maybe they just didn’t want to get involved with a bunch of men with guns.

Only two vehicles had come to this trailer with Sean, which meant the others had either been left at the ranch or had followed Juarez, who had Kane.

One thing Sean had going for him was there were two trucks outside. He could hotwire most anything, especially older vehicles. And there were other houses in the area, where he might be able to find a vehicle or a phone or someone to help. He needed to get out, get away, and get to a computer. Kane still wore the watch that Sean had hacked. Sean could find out exactly where he was at midnight or noon.

He hoped it didn’t take that long. He prayed Kane was still alive. That this wasn’t just some elaborate plan to torture and torment him.

Sean’s captors tied him to a chair. The trailer stank of rotting wood and furniture. It had clearly been flooded and only partly cleaned out. The windows were open or no one would be able to breathe in here; as it was, the place remained a serious hazard.

The chair was metal, and maybe his captors didn’t know that he was as good—and sometimes better—than his brother at getting out of bonds, because they didn’t secure him well. Nylon rope around his wrists, tied behind his back, ropes around his ankles, and they’d tied a couple of loops around his middle and the back of the chair.

Fools.

He just had to wait until they left. Two minutes and he’d be free, but only if they weren’t watching.

The two young men—hell, Sean didn’t think they were yet eighteen—stayed outside. He didn’t see any guns on them. The two men with guns stood inside the doorway, letting the breeze come in through the open door. They didn’t talk to him. Didn’t tell him what they were or weren’t going to do. They spoke in Spanish, but he didn’t know if they came with Juarez or if they were local. Considering that southern Texas was 90 percent Hispanic, he suspected local. Juarez probably brought in his key team members from Tamaulipas and hired the bulk of his crew locally.

He listened as best he could. A few years of high school Spanish didn’t really help him understand the fast-spoken dialect. Lucy could interpret virtually any Spanish out there, from high Spanish to regional Spanish. Kane was fluent—at least in conversational Spanish. Siobhan was fluent. But Sean was better with machines than language, and he’d never quite caught on.

He needed to work on that, because he really wished he understood what they were saying.

He closed his eyes. Focused. He heard a few things, specifically girls’ names, and soon realized that they were talking about their girlfriends and what they were going to do with the money they were making.

Yes, definitely local.

Sean didn’t know if that would help him, but it was best to have all the information available. And if they were local, they didn’t have loyalty to Juarez. They might be enticed to run or disappear if things got heated.

He stared at them and waited, willing them to leave him alone.

I just need two minutes. Two minutes and I’ll be free.

Chapter Six

Siobhan’s phone rang at exactly 7:00 p.m.

She reached for it, but Lucy grabbed her wrist. “Remember what I said,” Lucy said.

Siobhan was on edge. Lucy understood that, but both Sean and Kane’s lives were on the line, and they needed to play this right.

“I know. I know.”

They hadn’t had enough time to set up an FBI trace, and JT hadn’t wanted to call in the authorities just yet—he wanted to make sure this wasn’t a pure hostage situation, which RCK specialized in.

Fortunately, Lucy had enough technical skill to use Sean’s computer to run a basic trace program, and she had set it up with Siobhan’s cell. Siobhan would answer through the computer, which put the call on speaker. It wouldn’t give them an exact location, but they could narrow it down, and then look at the region and find the most likely place they might be held hostage.

Lucy nodded, and Siobhan hit the enter key, which started the call and the trace program.

“H-hello?” Her voice cracked.

“Siobhan Walsh, this is Felipe Juarez. You took my daughter; you will return her.”

“I saved her from a disgusting pervert. You should be ashamed marrying her off to an old man! She wanted—”

“Stop. Stop,” he said over and over, until a gun went off.

Siobhan screamed.

“That’s your only warning. The next bullet will go through your lover’s head instead of in the wall.”

“I—”

“You are a liar, Ms. Walsh. A liar and a kidnapper. When I learned the truth, I wanted to find you and break you. But I know you are strong. You would die with your secrets. But you are not strong enough. I will make Kane Rogan suffer. I will make him curse you and beg to die. I know he is strong. It will take days, weeks, to break him. But I will break him. I will send you tapes of his screams. I will send you videos of his blood flowing into the earth. All because you are a liar.”

Tears ran down Siobhan’s cheeks.

“I—I—I—p-please.”

“Please. Please what, Ms. Walsh? Please spare him? He’s going to die. You know I would never let him live after what he’s done, so I won’t even pretend. But the difference between weeks of pain and suffering and a bullet in the back of the head? That’s on you.”

“I don’t—”

“Do not tell me you don’t know where Hestia is! I know you do! You think you were so smart? Think again. She just graduated from college. From University of Arizona. And guess what? You were there. Oh, she’s a smart girl, and you are a smart girl, but her friends, not so smart. I saw the truth. Hazel Lopez.” He spat out the name. “You will bring Hestia to me. You have twelve hours. At seven a.m. I will call this number again. Either Hestia answers, or the torture begins. Do you understand?”

“Y-yes.”

He ended the call. Siobhan sobbed.

She hadn’t asked for proof of life. Lucy had wanted it, needed it. She hadn’t asked about Sean.

But at least they knew why this had happened.

“Who is Hazel Lopez?” Andie asked.

Siobhan couldn’t speak. She had a hard time catching her breath. Lucy gave her water, but couldn’t coddle her, not now. She was watching the computer as it narrowed down the area Juarez had called from.

A minute later, the computer beeped that it had a location.

A two-square-mile location in the middle of nowhere. The closest town was a small place called Santa Maria.

But it was a place to start.

She sent the data to JT in Sacramento, and he would work on narrowing the information down. It wasn’t enough, but it was more than they’d had.

“Hazel Lopez,” Lucy repeated.

Siobhan took a deep breath and pulled herself together. “I’m sorry, I’m usually better than this, but that man—he is evil. I know he’ll do everything he said he’ll do. I was a fool nine years ago, I should have done it differently.”

“No second-guessing. Why does he think you know where his daughter is?”

“Hestia called me in May. She was graduating from college and asked if I wanted to come. And . . . I knew I shouldn’t, but she had a new name, a completely new life! I don’t know how he found out I went there, or that I went for her graduation, or anything! I don’t know. But I don’t know how to find her. Her name is Hazel Lopez now, that he has . . . he might be able to find her, I have to find a way to warn her, but I don’t even know how to do that! All she told me was that she was going back home after graduation, that her family didn’t live in Arizona. I met them and they are so wonderful, so proud of her. A wonderful family, and she has brothers and sisters and—”

“Siobhan, focus.”

She said, “Only Kane knows who got her papers in order and how to reach out to her. He told me once that he didn’t want to know, that he trusted this person—said she was in ICE, that she had been trafficked and would know exactly how to make Hestia disappear in all the right ways.”

“Sonia Knight,” Andie said. “She married a fed.”

Then it clicked. Sonia had married Dean Hooper, the ASAC of the Sacramento FBI office. Dean and Sean were friends. “I know how to reach her,” Lucy said. But this information would, by necessity, need to be kept confidential. She didn’t want to know where Hestia was. But she would likely have to get a new name and identity if they couldn’t stop Juarez now.

Lucy stepped outside and called JT Caruso. She gave him all the information she’d learned, not only about the call but the reason Juarez was coming after Siobhan and Kane now. JT was already working on tracing the call, and he said he’d talk to Dean and Sonia.

“Just get her protection,” Lucy said. “Juarez hasn’t been able to find her. My guess is when he learned her name and the college she graduated from in May, he tried and failed to track her down. That’s why he took Kane—if he took Siobhan, Kane would mount a rescue. Taking Kane, Siobhan doesn’t have the training or resources to find him, especially with this tight time limit.”

“You’re right, but I know Sonia and she’s not going to turn the girl over to her father. Kane wouldn’t want her to.” Lucy heard voices in the background, but couldn’t make them out. Then JT said, “I’m getting Sonia on the phone now. We’ll get the girl protection, but if we don’t find Kane and Sean before seven in the morning, we need to buy time. I’ll figure out if we can patch Hestia in to Siobhan’s phone, or forward the call to her location.”

“We can’t put her at risk.”

“We won’t. But when he calls again, we’ll have the FBI trace it. I’ve already talked to Rick.” Rick Stockton was one of the assistant directors of the FBI in Washington and JT and Kane’s closest friend. Rick and JT had been in the Navy SEALs; Kane had been a Marine. But they had worked more than one joint operation and seemed to be bonded for life, a bond that Lucy was grateful for now. “Rick’s putting together a small tactical FBI team. They’ll be there to trace the call at seven in the morning, but if you get any information about their location, call Rick directly—you’ll need backup.”

“I will.” Lucy would take all the help she could get at this point, because twelve hours—eleven hours, forty-two minutes—wasn’t enough when she didn’t know where to start.

“I’ll listen to the conversation as well—thanks for recording it. If I come up with anything, you’re the first to know. Jack just left, but it’ll take him eight hours to get there. He’ll fly straight to the ranch, so he’ll definitely be there early in the morning to help with any rescue. If this ends up being a hostage rescue, you’ll want Jack.”

“You don’t have to convince me,” Lucy said. “My negotiation skills aren’t going to come in handy this time.”

“But you can work on buying time. Use your strength, Lucy. And remember—Sean and Kane will do everything they can to get out of this. Be ready.”

Lucy ended the call and took a deep breath. Padre had come out to the porch while she was talking.

“Jack’s coming,” Lucy told him. Padre and Jack had been friends for more than two decades.

“I expected nothing less. We’ll find them, Lucy.”

She had to believe it, or she would fall apart.

“JT is going through the maps, but—”

“I know this area. You’ll just have to show me how to use that computer of Sean’s. I’m technology challenged.” He gave her a spontaneous hug and mumbled a prayer in Spanish. It comforted her like nothing else had.

She said, “Let’s get started.”

Chapter Seven

The sun was long down; the rotting house was dark.

The four men rotated in and out, but for the last thirty minutes, they all sat in the back of the pickup truck, talking. Complaining, it sounded like. From what Sean could figure out, they hadn’t realized they’d have to sit on him all night. Maybe no one expected him, or if they did, they hadn’t planned on grabbing him as well. Two of the guys had plans they canceled.

Sean recognized that he was lucky to be alive. They wanted Kane, for whatever reason. It would have been easy to kill him, especially since they’d separated him and Kane. Yet, if they needed leverage, they’d be able to bring Sean in. To torture or kill, it wouldn’t really matter. Kane was strong, but would he bend—or break—if Sean was being tortured? Siobhan?

So far, though, other than a few bruises, Sean was in good health.

By now, Lucy and Siobhan would be back at the house. They’d know something was wrong, call for backup. If Lucy found his phone, she’d at least have the basic information of what happened. Sean hadn’t seen any of the men go back and take their guns or phones. They had tossed everything in the ranch truck.

But he had no control over what Lucy had found or not found; he just needed to find a way to get out of here and call for help. Now that it was fully dark, he had a better chance.

They were checking on him infrequently, probably because the house reeked. It should be completely razed—it would cost far more to save it than it would to build it new. But the door was open. They’d hear if he made too much noise.

He’d mentally seared the image of the living room into his mind. He didn’t know if there was a window he could crawl out—quietly—in the back of the house, but that was his best bet. Still, he had to make sure that he had a few minutes, and no one had checked on him for the last thirty.

“Hey, guys!” Sean called out.

No answer.

“Guys! I have a question!” he shouted.

He heard grumbling, then one of the four walked up to the doorway. “What?” he snapped.

“Can I get some water? I can hardly breathe in here.”

He laughed. “Screw you.” He walked away, said something to his friends in Spanish, and they all laughed.

Sean waited a few minutes in case one of them decided to bring him water, but no one came.

Two minutes later, he was out of the ropes. He sat there for a second, made sure no one was coming.

The open door was going to be a problem, but he would have to risk it.

Be smart. Be fast. Be quiet.

Sean slowly stood, stretched because his feet were asleep. The last thing he needed was to trip because he had no balance. He glanced out the door as the pins and needles worked themselves through his body. He couldn’t see his captors from this angle, but he could still hear them talking and laughing. He stepped forward. The rotting floor creaked.

He hesitated, but didn’t hear any change from outside. They were still talking and laughing, and he heard a couple bottles rattle.

No other noises in the neighborhood. No parties or cars or voices. No kids playing or televisions blaring. Was the entire neighborhood empty? Were all the trailers abandoned, like the one Sean was being held in?

He glanced out the door. Now that it was completely dark, he couldn’t make out the people in the truck, though two of them appeared to be smoking, the small orange embers from their cigarettes moving in the black night. They likely couldn’t see him, but they might be able to sense movement.

Sean took another step; another creak. The sound seemed unbelievably loud, but that could be his adrenaline pumping. He took six steps forward and two to the right—he knew from staring at this place for the last three hours that there was an overturned recliner that partly blocked the hall. His left leg brushed against it, but he didn’t trip.

He listened. The guys were still chatting.

He didn’t know what was in the back of the trailer—from his observations he had seen four doors, leading to rooms or bathrooms. The stink was worse back here, as if the septic tank had busted and no one had cleaned it out. The last door was the largest bedroom and the door was missing. But there were two windows—one facing front, one facing back.

He felt around. Everything he touched had a gooey, slick residue. His hand brushed against metal blinds. They would make a racket if he tried to remove them. Shit. He found the strings and prayed he could pull the blinds up without noise. He held the bottom with his left hand and slowly pulled at the string with his right. At first they didn’t budge, and he yanked firmly. They rattled and he winced, but he couldn’t stop now.

When the string locked, Sean felt the edge. The blinds were slanted, the right side all the way up, the left side still down because the string had broken. The window was a simple aluminum frame, and there was a safety bar to prevent the window from being opened.

He yanked it out, metal grating on metal, and if those bastards outside were listening at all, they would certainly hear that.

But now he had a weapon. It wouldn’t stop a bullet, but he could use it to fight.

He forced the window open, then heard one of the men shout, “Hey, quiet! I heard something.”

At least that’s what Sean thought the rapid Spanish meant.

As he climbed out the window, the entire sill crumbled under his weight. He tried to hold on and control his landing, but he fell hard on his ass. The metal blinds came crashing down.

Sean jumped up and ran as fast as he could across the field. The night was nearly black, no street lights out here, the moon was a tiny sliver high in the sky, and the stars gave the faintest of illumination, but it was better than nothing. His eyes were already adjusted to the dark, and it was amazing what the senses could do, especially when fear coursed through your veins. One of the trailers to the south had lights, but his captors would go there first, likely thinking that’s where he would seek help.

Instead, he ran, praying he didn’t step in a hole and break his ankle.

He had to find a phone and call in the cavalry.

Then they could search for Kane.

* * *

Kane had been tortured before. He’d been well trained, thank you to the United States Marine Corps, and he endured.

Didn’t mean he wasn’t in pain, but he separated his mind from his bruised body.

And honestly, Juarez’s men didn’t know how to torture anyone effectively. They beat on him, and he would pay for it later. His body was getting old and worn. But right now they were just bruises. Nothing was broken, though one of his molars was a goner—he’d spit it out.

They had quickly grown tired. These were Juarez’s men, but Juarez was the one with the grudge, not them. They did what they were told, but it was primarily to keep Kane here—too hurt and slow to mount an escape.

At least, in their minds.

What he was most concerned about was the call that Juarez placed to Siobhan earlier in the evening.

He had never known that Siobhan was in contact with Hestia. Had he, he would have put an end to it. It was foolish and emotional. And while he loved Siobhan for her compassion, that same compassion was going to get her killed.

How had Siobhan found her? Sonia Knight was the only person who knew who had adopted Hestia. Kane had introduced Sonia to Siobhan at Sean’s wedding, but in no world could Kane imagine that Sonia would tell Siobhan anything about Hestia.

Maybe he was wrong. Maybe Sonia hadn’t realized how serious the threat from Juarez was.

Don’t be ridiculous. Sonia more than anyone would have protected Hestia from her father, and that meant keeping well-meaning Siobhan away from her.

Dammit.

There was no way that anyone would bring Hestia into this situation, even if they could locate her. Yet . . . if Hestia were anything like Siobhan, if she knew that someone would die if she didn’t act, she would act.

He hoped that she couldn’t be found. They had risked everything to save her from the arranged marriage, a marriage that would likely have resulted in an early death, or at minimum sexual servitude in a criminal organization. If what Juarez told Siobhan on the phone was true, then by now Hestia was back home with her adopted family and Juarez hadn’t been able to find her—hence this plan to force Siobhan to talk.

Kane’s binds were too tight to slip off, and Juarez wouldn’t fall for a standard trick that might fool his minions.

Kane would have to keep his eyes and ears open—and think of an uncommon ploy. A way he could escape—trick Juarez—that he wouldn’t be expecting.

He wished Sean were here. His little brother could be annoying as hell, but he was the smartest guy Kane knew, and he always seemed to have a trick up his sleeve.

I hope you’re not dead, Sean. If anyone hurts you, they’ll pay for it with their blood.

Chapter Eight

The Hidalgo County Sheriff, Eddie Consuelo, had been elected when Jack still lived at the ranch, and reelected two years ago. He had a good working relationship with the FBI and the DEA, and he knew Kane personally. He quickly pulled the registration records for the two trucks Sean had identified and offered to interview the owners, but Lucy wanted to do it herself.

Consuelo sent a deputy to sit on the ranch to keep an eye on the property, and Lucy asked Padre to join her in the interviews. Padre knew half the town, the benefit of being the pastor of the lone Catholic church in a small town.

The devout had a very hard time lying to a priest.

Andie promised to keep an eye on Siobhan. Siobhan didn’t want to sit out, but Lucy and Andie convinced her that if she was easy to grab, Juarez would grab her.

However, Lucy realized that if Juarez wanted Siobhan, he could have gotten to her. They had been shopping today, their guard down until Lucy spotted the two men outside of the café and became suspicious. She wondered if Juarez simply wanted to keep tabs on Siobhan but planned on grabbing Kane from the beginning. Siobhan was more likely to cave in to Juarez’s demands if he had her boyfriend tied up, and Kane wouldn’t cave. Not only that, but Kane had resources that Siobhan might not easily be able to access. If Siobhan’s life was threatened, she might still keep her mouth shut about Hestia’s location. Using Kane made Siobhan more pliable.

Even though Lucy had no doubt that Juarez fully intended to kill both of them when he found his daughter.

The first truck was registered to Morris Jergens, an elderly man who didn’t know his truck was missing. He lived in a small house on a large piece of property. His truck was supposed to be in his barn, but he rarely drove anymore because of his poor eyesight. He spoke loudly, as if he was hard of hearing. Lucy made sure she kept her voice clear and spoke a fraction louder than normal, but not too loud to embarrass the man. He had on one hearing aid, but it looked worn and old, and she wondered if it even worked.

Lucy asked about family who had visited him recently, and he kept shaking his head. He didn’t have family in the area. She asked about neighbors, or anyone who came to help him on the property. It didn’t look like the property was well maintained, though the house itself was clean, if cluttered.

“I have two boys come by every week to do chores. Brothers, Laredo is their name. Michael . . . Michael and I think Juan, but I don’t remember. Michael was the older brother. Good boys, they’ve been helping me out for the last couple of years, since they were in high school.”

“When was the last time you saw them?” Padre asked. It was clear that he knew who the man was talking about.

“I call Michael when I need help. I think they were here Tuesday—no, Wednesday. I had the big trash pickup, and they cleaned out my storage shed.”

“Have you used your truck since Wednesday?” Lucy asked.

“I—um, no, I haven’t driven since Sunday, when I went to church. Lifepoint Christian, up in McAllen.” He looked at Padre. “Sorry, Father, I left the church long ago.”

“No apologies necessary,” Padre said with a kind smile.

“Would you mind if we looked in the barn?” Lucy asked.

“Go right ahead, but there are no lights in there,” he said.

“I have a flashlight,” Lucy said.

She and Padre walked to the barn and went inside. The truck, a ten-year-old Ford F-150, wasn’t there. The barn was clean, with containers for recycling, a few lockboxes, some old, broken equipment, and a relatively new tractor. Tools were lined up along one wall, and from the look of things the Laredos primarily did gardening and cleanup work.

“Smart enough not to use their own vehicle, but not smart enough to use a truck that can’t be traced back to them,” Lucy mused.

Padre said, “There’s no evidence that it’s the Laredos.”

“You know the family?”

“I do.”

“We need to talk to them.”

“Their parents are hardworking people,” Padre said. “Good people.”

“I’m not saying they aren’t.”

“Let me talk to them, okay? I doubt these boys knew what they were getting into.”

“Maybe not, but they still had a choice.”

“And I might be able to convince them to make a different choice, if they see that they have options.”

“Not if Kane or Sean are dead,” Lucy snapped.

Padre hardened. “I understand what’s at stake.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“Yes, you did. And I understand your position. Your brother Jack has been my best friend for more than twenty years. I love him like a brother, and I love Kane like a brother. I know that you’re running on fear and training. And if this goes south, I will be at your side. But let me help prevent tragedy. These are good people, in their heart, and I can convince them to do right.”

Lucy nodded. “We’ll do it your way, Father.” For now.

“Drop me off at the Laredos’ house, and you look into the second address.”

Lucy and Padre thanked Mr. Jergens and Lucy let Padre navigate to the Laredos’, in the heart of Hidalgo. She looked at her phone and realized the second identified truck was registered to Regina Quezada, only a mile away. “I’ll pick you up here,” Lucy said, and drove off.

Regina Quezada was a large woman in her fifties with a cherub face. There was no garage and no truck—according to the registration a fifteen-year-old blue Chevrolet—under the carport.

Lucy identified herself, and Ms. Quezada wasn’t intimidated by a federal agent, which relieved Lucy. In fact, she seemed pleased to have company and invited Lucy in. The house smelled amazing, of a rich Spanish stew, and Lucy realized she hadn’t eaten anything since the fruit and cheese that afternoon.

“May I get you anything? Water? Coffee?”

“No, thank you,” Lucy said. “I don’t want to trouble you, but your Chevrolet truck was possibly used in a crime. A witness wrote down the license number and I’m following up.”

She sat down heavily. “Oh, no.”

“Do you know where your truck is now?”

“My baby—my youngest son. He knows better. He’s a good boy.”

“I’m sure he is.” Lucy made a leap. “Is he friends with the Laredos?”

“Yes, Juan. They are both seventeen, both good boys. They help me, help others, they’re going to college next year.”

“We believe that someone may have offered a substantial amount of money for these boys to help them.”

She looked torn about talking. “Dangerous?”

“Unfortunately, it could be. We believe they were hired by a criminal organization run out of the Tamaulipas region of Mexico.” She didn’t want to say kidnapping. Not yet. “I want to help them, but there are some lines they can’t come back from. Right now, if they cooperate, I can put in a good word. But if they don’t, I can’t make any promises.”

The woman blinked back tears. “Peter is the youngest of five boys. All my boys have done so well. Two went to college—I never went to college. One is a police officer like yourself, in McAllen. He’s a good man, has a family, I love his wife like a daughter. My oldest is a soldier, in the Army. Serves our country. I—I can’t have anything happen to my baby. He wouldn’t do anything wrong.”

“Is there a reason he might want money? Money that he might think is easy to earn?”

“I don’t know. He’s a smart boy, he wants to go to college. College is expensive, but he can get a scholarship, like his brothers. He—sometimes he thinks there are easier ways, but I say no cutting corners.”

“Is there any way you can reach him?”

She still looked like she didn’t know what to do. “What do you think my boy did?”

“I don’t know that your son is involved, but we have reason to believe that he joined with the criminal group to kidnap two men. Possibly for ransom.” She didn’t want to go into the full story about why Kane was a target, but she needed to explain the severity of the situation with Ms. Quezada.

“I need to talk to Joseph,” she said. “Joseph will know what to do.”

She didn’t want to lose this lead. “I can call Joseph for you.”

“No, no, no, I will call him. Please. My son—he’s seventeen. He’s never been in trouble. He has straight As. He’s in honors classes. He’s a smart boy. Please leave.”

Dammit! Lucy should have had Padre with her. They were going to lose valuable time.

She handed Ms. Quezada her business card after writing her cell phone number on the back. “Call me, or have Joseph call me,” she said. “But I will tell you this: the kidnappers spoke to the fiancée of one of the victims and said that he would kill him if she didn’t do what he wanted. We’re on a time clock here. I can help Peter—he’s a minor. But if someone dies, he’ll be an accessory to murder, and I can’t do anything for him then.”

Ms. Quezada was shaking, but Lucy steeled herself against feeling any guilt. There was no doubt in her mind that Juarez would kill Kane as soon as he had his daughter—and if he thought he couldn’t get his daughter, he would kill him sooner. Time was not on their side.

She drove back to where she’d left Padre. He was standing out on the street. “How did it go?” she asked, as he climbed into her car.

“They don’t know where their boys are. Didn’t seem concerned, and said that Mr. Jergens lets them borrow the truck all the time. They were very certain that they weren’t up to anything illegal. Michael is in his twenties, has a good job. Juan is a senior in high school.”

“And friends with Peter Quezada, who is driving the other truck.”

“Ms. Quezada. I know her. I know the whole family.”

Lucy turned onto the main road, heading to Padre’s rectory because she didn’t know what else to do, where else to go. “She was very helpful, then kicked me out. Said she’s calling her son, I assume the son who is a cop in McAllen.”

“Joseph. I married him and his wife. They’re good people, Lucy. This is going to be difficult on them.”

“Those boys are seventeen. I will do everything in my power to get them off if they haven’t done anything other than driving for Juarez. But if Sean and Kane are dead—”

“Don’t say it. We’ll find them, alive.”

Lucy was at her wits’ end. She wanted to go back and pressure Ms. Quezada—she was pretty certain she could get more information out of her. Instead, she said, “I’m calling the sheriff and telling him what we’ve learned. Maybe he can help, put a deputy on both houses, tell us when the boys return home.”

“Do that, and in the meantime, I have one more idea.”

“What?” She pulled up to the curb around the corner from the rectory.

“Trust me, Lucy. I’ll call you if I learn anything.”

He got out of her car. She rolled down the window. “Where are you going?”

He waved at her and repeated, “I’ll call you.” Then he walked down the street, away from the church, and out of view.

Chapter Nine

Sean didn’t regret escaping, but he was now stuck.

Two of the men had followed him on foot, and one went back to get a truck. Sean didn’t know where the fourth guy was, but he had one big advantage—these guys weren’t experienced. The two older men—older in that they were in their twenties and not teenagers—were locals. They easily moved from Spanish to English and didn’t have heavy accents. They might know the area, but they wouldn’t be skilled in tracking, especially in the dark.

When Sean realized one of the three had gone back for a truck, he knew he had to find a hiding space. The dark helped hide him; headlights would expose him if he was in the open. He circled around and slipped behind one of the other trailers, the one that was directly across from where he’d been held captive—though directly across was relative, as there was at least half a football field separating them. He was partly shielded by a large, handmade garden toolbox. It was locked, and he didn’t have any tools with him to pick the lock. He’d lost the metal rod when he fell out the window, and he needed a weapon to defend himself.

A stick wasn’t going to defend against a gun.

He didn’t know if all four men were armed, or only the one he’d seen with a handgun. He didn’t trust they wouldn’t shoot him, especially since they were amateurs and might fire out of fear. They had clearly been waiting for something or someone—orders, perhaps, to bring him to Kane, or to kill him.

Sean didn’t think you could tell a killer by their eyes, but if you could—none of these four had ever killed anyone. Maybe that’s why they were sent to watch Sean instead of stay with the men holding Kane.

He could hide here indefinitely, but if those searching for him called in reinforcements, he would be stuck. If Juarez sent someone smarter, someone who had a history of tracking prey, they might realize he’d circled back.

He considered breaking into the trailer. There was no one inside; no car in the carport, no sounds he could hear. He didn’t even know if anyone lived here, though there was some garbage and broken furniture lying between the house and the small drive.

He looked around the vast space. There were only a dozen manufactured houses out here, and he didn’t know if they were employee housing or individually owned. All around this small development were fields—sorghum, melons—Sean didn’t remember what kind, maybe cantaloupe—and cotton. People often thought that because Texas was hot and dry that the entire state was a desert, but in truth, there were a lot of thriving agriculture crops. Not Sean’s area of expertise, but he knew enough to get by in conversation.

The storm over Labor Day weekend in San Antonio had caused damage all throughout central and southern Texas, and he wondered if all these places were now abandoned, at least temporarily. He saw a couple of lights in the distance, but he didn’t trust that he’d be able to reach them without being seen. The truck was driving slowly through the fallow field with its high beams on.

Sean realized he could hide indefinitely from this crew of inexperienced thugs, but he couldn’t hide from Juarez’s people if these guys called them in.

He needed a distraction, and then he needed to get to the other truck.

Sean tried the windows in the back of the trailer. They were all either locked or stuck. He climbed onto the back of the wooden box to reach a higher window and looked inside. He couldn’t see anything in the dark, though this appeared to lead to the kitchen. He couldn’t tell if anyone was inside, but it didn’t feel lived in. He hadn’t seen or heard anyone in the hours that he’d been held captive.

He pushed and pulled at the window. It budged, but didn’t fully open. It was such a dark, quiet night he feared if he broke the window, the guy waiting across the way would hear him.

He jumped down and peered around the corner, through the carport. He couldn’t tell if someone had stayed with the second truck, but he had to assume someone was there. He couldn’t see or hear the other vehicle.

A door from the carport led into the house. It was locked. He used his elbow to break the glass above the knob. A sharp pain told him he wasn’t as good at breaking and entering as he used to be. He unlocked the door and entered.

The trailer was mostly empty. A few pieces of furniture, but nothing recently used. A thick layer of dirt and grime covered everything, and the same moldy stench as in the trailer across the way filled the place.

He searched. No weapons, no phone. Some old cleaning supplies under the kitchen sink. He searched the drawers. Most had been emptied—no plates, utensils, or glasses. But in a junk drawer he found mostly junk—and a couple of matchbooks.

Bingo.

He needed a distraction to get the kid away from the truck.

He took a nearly empty jug of bleach and a nearly empty bottle of generic window cleaner. Bleach wasn’t generally flammable, but many glass cleaners had alcohol or ammonia in them, and mixing those with bleach created a noxious gas, which—depending on the concentration—could be flammable.

He just needed a distraction, he didn’t need to burn down a house.

He tore through the bathroom and found a filthy facecloth in the back of drawer. It was stiff from whatever had dried on it. He was glad he could barely see because he heard rats and other creatures scurrying as he moved through the place, and he didn’t want to see a giant rodent close up.

He took a cushion off the couch and brought everything outside, to the back of the trailer. He put them in the carport, so they would be visible faster, but that also risked him being seen, so he had to be quick.

The inside of the cushion was foam, which helped. He mixed the chemicals in the bleach jug while holding his breath, then poured the remainder of the glass cleaner on the rag. He tucked the jug into the cushion and pushed the rag in, then lit it.

It took him several matches to get the rag to smoke, and he wasn’t certain it was going to stick.

He lit another match, and stuck it into the matchbook. As it burned, it should ignite the other matches, and he hoped it would start a big enough fire to distract the kid.

Sean ran to the opposite side of the trailer so he could see both the house across the street and the smoldering cushion behind the carport.

At first, all he got was smoke. Right when he thought the entire thing was going to fizzle out, there was a loud pop and a flame shot up.

Sean looked over at the Chevy truck. The kid was looking at the fire, but not moving. Well, shit!

Sean didn’t have another idea. He would be calling his friends. Sean could take out one kid, but not four.

While the fire distracted him, Sean ran in the dark toward the Chevy. In the distance, across the field where Sean had first fled, he saw the headlamps of the second truck bouncing on the rough dirt.

The kid walked away from the house and was halfway between the Chevy and the small fire. Sean was almost to the truck when the kid spotted him. “Hey!”

Sean didn’t respond. The kid didn’t shoot or even say he had a gun.

“Hey!” he called out again, running toward Sean. “Stop!”

Sean jumped into the driver’s seat. No keys in the ignition. Dammit!

The kid stood in front of the truck. He was so young, sixteen or seventeen. This whole situation was fucked.

Sean got out of the truck, cautious. He didn’t think the kid had a gun, but he couldn’t be sure.

“Give me the keys. Please.”

“They’ll—I didn’t know what was going on. I swear. I was just asked to drive. This has gotten way over my head.”

“Come with me. I’ll get you help.”

“I can’t. They have my best friend, he vouched for me, if they think I helped you, they’ll . . . I think they’ll kill him.”

The kid sounded scared—genuinely scared. Sean knew how kids got in these situations—he’d done some stupid shit when he was a teenager. Not kidnapping or any serious crimes, but he could have. If the wrong people had talked to him when he was young and angry, he could have led a much different life.

“Kid, I want to help you and your friend, but they’re going to be back, and we don’t have time to argue.”

“I’ll give you the keys, but you have to hit me. Hard. Make it bleed or something. I—I can’t just leave Juan here. I swear to God I didn’t know what was going on. They told me they needed my truck to move someone. I thought, like, furniture or something. Or—you know—people. Gave me a hundred bucks, said I’d get another hundred when it was done. I would never do anything like this . . . but then it just happened.”

Sean sympathized with him, and the fear he faced when he realized that he was party to a kidnapping.

“You can still come with me.”

“I can’t. Juan’s my best friend. He didn’t know what was going on, either. I think his brother did, though. Please, hit me, I’ll give you the keys. My brother’s going to kill me anyway. He’s a cop. This is so messed up.”

“Do you know where they’re keeping my brother? The other guy with me?”

“No—I’d tell you, but Juan and I were sent here with the other two guys. I heard it was an abandoned warehouse or something. Maybe a barn.”

Sean didn’t want to hit the kid, but he saw the lights of the other truck coming across the field, gaining speed.

He hit him hard in the jaw, felt something crack, and immediately felt like shit. The kid went down. “What’s your name?” Sean asked.

“Peter,” he whispered, and spit out blood.

“Stay down. And call your brother, tell him the truth.” Sean searched his pockets and found the keys, then ran back to the truck.

He sped away with his lights off, hoping to buy time, and worried about that kid he’d hit.

But he could only help Peter—and Kane—if he was free.

He bounced in and out of a deep rut and realized he had no idea if he was still on the unpaved road, so he was forced to turn on his lights. A dark house loomed in front of him, and he spun just in time to avoid crashing into it.

Shit, he would have gotten himself killed. He put on his seat belt and turned back on the gravel and dirt road. It, too, was in poor condition. He couldn’t see any lights in the distance, but it was late, he was out in the middle of thousands of acres of farmland.

Sean glanced in the rearview mirror. The truck pursuing him was still a good hundred yards back, and Sean was by far a better driver, so he picked up speed. Once he hit the main road, he’d really fly.

His headlights reflected off a sign in the distance, indicating that he was reaching a T in the road. Excellent! These roads were all cut perpendicular, so he would have to slow down to make the turn or risk going into the ditch and flipping.

As he neared the road, he saw two cars approaching from the north, moving fast. And his gut told him these weren’t civilians.

They called in your escape. Well, damn.

Sean had to risk the speed. He turned onto the road going far too fast, spun out in the opposite ditch, but had enough momentum and wherewithal to turn the wheel sharply to the right and pull back onto the road.

Then he floored it at the same time as he was rear-ended.

If he hadn’t put his seat belt on, he would have hit the windshield. As it was, his head banged against the steering wheel and he saw stars.

He tried to speed up, but the collision had screwed with his drivetrain, and then he was hit again.

Gunfire rang out and suddenly he was spinning. It was all he could do to keep the truck upright as it drove into the ditch. He hit his head again and tried to open the door to run, but his hand would not cooperate.

Then the world went black.

Chapter Ten

Lucy was still driving back to the ranch when her phone rang.

“Agent Kincaid, I’m Officer Joseph Quezada from McAllen. You spoke to my mother. Scared her to death.”

“It’s about your brother, Peter,” Lucy said.

“My mother is upset and not making sense. Is Peter hurt? In trouble?”

“The blue Chevy registered to your mother was used in the commission of a crime, and your mother implied that Peter had taken it out. He wasn’t at home, so I can only assume that he’s involved with the crime.”

“My brother has never been in trouble. I’ve made sure of that.”

“Can you say the same thing about his best friend, Juan Laredo? Juan and his brother borrowed a truck without permission from a neighbor. That truck was also used in the commission of a crime. So help me help you.”

“Peter would never do anything wrong.” He paused. “Michael Laredo has some criminal ties. I thought Juan was keeping it clean. If I thought he was going down the same path, I would have told Peter to cut ties.”

“How long have they been friends, Officer?”

“Since they were little,” he said quietly. “Look, I’m on my way to my mother’s house. Is this about the attack out at a ranch in the east county? I heard about it on the radio.”

“Yes. Two men were kidnapped at gunpoint. We’re not positive of the motivation, but we know that the organizer of the attacks runs a criminal organization in Tamaulipas, Mexico, and he believes that the men have information he wants.” Not exactly true, but close enough, and Lucy wasn’t giving everything away until she could assess Joseph Quezada face-to-face.

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. I’ll call when I arrive, and I’ll try to find out what’s going on with Peter. But please, he’s a kid.”

She wanted to read this cop the riot act, but instead she swallowed her fear and anger and said, “I understand. But this is a serious situation, and my job is to bring those two men home alive.”

By the time she drove back to the ranch, it was well after eleven. She was tired and crabby and very worried. She had a terrific lead—the trucks—but so far, they hadn’t found them or the kids who had taken them.

She sat in the car in front of Kane’s house and put her head on the steering wheel, feeling overwhelmed. Sean and Kane were missing, taken by a brutal criminal who told no lies: He would kill Kane. He hadn’t mentioned Sean, he hadn’t even hinted as to his fate. Lucy wanted to believe that she’d know in her heart if he was dead, but she just felt numb, and she didn’t put much stock in supernatural feelings. She considered herself spiritual, she believed in God and in justice and that evil would be punished, but she didn’t know, in her heart, whether Sean was dead or alive.

Then the anger seeped in, the deep anger that she’d been keeping at bay all afternoon. That she and Siobhan had been followed for the purpose, she believed, of instilling fear into them. There was nothing those men did that suggested they planned to grab Siobhan . . . why? Why not grab her? Siobhan was the one with the answers. She was the one who put all of them at risk.

Yes, she was angry with Siobhan. She loved her like a sister, but what had she been thinking? Hestia wasn’t in witness protection, she had been taken from her home country, brought illegally into the United States, and given a new identity because her father was a criminal. And while Lucy didn’t fault Kane or Siobhan for their decision—there were some people so evil that you did what you could to protect the innocent—Siobhan should have done what Kane did: put Hestia out of her mind and never see her again.

Lucy had compassion for those like Hestia—or the boys that she, Kane, and Sean had rescued nearly two years ago, who had been imprisoned and forced to work for the cartels. She wanted to help those she could, especially the children who, through no fault of their own, had found themselves in the middle of violence. But sometimes, you had to remember that you don’t save them for you, you save them for them. For their future. Sometimes, you don’t get to know what happens to them. They go into the system and you have to trust that they will survive, that they have the hope of something better than they had before.

So yes, Lucy was angry at Siobhan for violating the unspoken rule. And Lucy was angry at herself for being mad at her future sister-in-law. And she was angry with Felipe Juarez, who used teenage boys to commit crimes. He was no better than the cartel leaders who used children to transport drugs and weapons in and out of the country.

She pounded her fist on the dashboard and pain shot through her arm, jolting her back to the present.

It was nearly midnight. Sean and Kane had been missing for more than six hours. They had seven hours to find them, or they would die.

Lucy believed that—if they weren’t already dead.

Her phone trilled and she jumped. She grabbed it without looking at the number. “Kincaid.”

“Lucy, it’s Dean Hooper. I’m here with my wife, Sonia.”

“Dean.” She shook her head to clear it. “I’m in the car. Sorry. Distracted. You talked to JT.”

“Yes, and Sonia reached out to Hazel—Hestia, but we don’t call her that anymore. None of us are going to allow her to risk her life and her freedom to go to Texas and meet with her father, but we’ve figured out a way to get her on the phone and he won’t know that she’s not in Texas. She’s an amazing girl, Lucy, you would like her very much. She is willing to give herself up for Kane and Sean, but you and I both know that Juarez would still kill them.”

“I know,” she said quietly.

“I’m having Hazel brought into FBI headquarters, where we have the technology to pull this off and can control the situation, but I’m hoping you’ll find them before we have to do this.”

“So do I.” But at least this would buy them a little time, and she was grateful.

“I didn’t know that Siobhan went to Hazel’s graduation,” Sonia said. “I’ve kept tabs on her and her new family, and Hazel said that she’s the one who reached out to Siobhan. She emailed her and told her about her graduation and asked if she could come, because none of this would be possible without her. Hazel feels like this is her fault, and it’s going to take both Dean and me all of our skills to convince her not to go to Texas. That’s why I don’t want her on the phone. She has a huge heart, and if she believes she can save Kane—who she thinks is in danger because of her—she’ll promise anything.”

“We don’t want her to do that,” Lucy said. “But thank you for getting her on the phone. I hope we find them first, but this is a good backup plan.”

“I know you’re worried, Lucy,” Dean said, “but there’s no one more resourceful than Sean and Kane.”

“Thank you,” she said.

When she ended the call, she surprisingly felt better. Not because she was less worried, but because Hazel’s selfless act to help, even at risk to her physical and emotional safety, reminded Lucy that there were still good people out there, everyday heroes like Hazel who put others before themselves.

Lucy would do everything in her power to avoid Hazel having to talk to her father. The man had tried to force her into marriage, he was no better than a human trafficker, and he didn’t want her back because he loved her or wanted her forgiveness; he wanted her back to punish her or use her for his own personal gain.

Lucy didn’t want Hazel to have to face such an impossible choice: of death or servitude. Which meant she had seven hours to find Kane and Sean.

Chapter Eleven

Kane thought Sean was dead.

Two of Juarez’s men dragged Sean over to the middle of the barn and dropped his limp body next to Kane. Dark, cold rage filled him. He stared at his brother’s unmoving body, saw the blood on his head, and in that moment believed he’d been shot.

Then Sean moaned.

Relief flooded through him, then anger. He didn’t say anything, only glared at the men watching them.

One of the men said in broken English, “Bastard tried to escape and sealed his own fate. He’ll die with you.”

Kane didn’t respond. He needed Sean to wake up. He’d been mentally working on a plan, but it was contingent on Juarez wanting to hurt him. He needed Juarez to get close to him. He always had a knife on his belt. Kane couldn’t free himself, but if he could get Juarez close enough, he could grab the knife and slice through the ropes. It was risky, because it depended on being fast after being beaten; depended on a clean slice with a knife whose sharpness he didn’t know. It depended on the element of surprise, and getting the knife to Juarez’s neck before someone shot him or tackled him.

Too many what-ifs.

But with Sean here . . . maybe. Maybe they had a chance.

They hadn’t tied him up, but Kane didn’t know how badly his brother was hurt.

The men stayed on the far side of the barn. They all had guns, except for the two younger boys, one of whom was sporting a broken nose and bruised jaw. Had Sean fought the kid when he escaped? Or had the kid been punished because he was supposed to keep an eye on Sean?

The teens looked scared. They were clean-cut, dressed better than the others. Hired, Kane figured. Lured in by promises of quick money.

It was because of boys like them that Kane did this job. It was why he fought the cartels and the traffickers. He didn’t want teenage boys to feel they had no option except to work for criminals. It was a surefire way to die young.

Maybe they were a lost cause. Maybe they could be saved. But right now, they were not Kane’s concern. They had made their choice of their own free will. They had driven two of the trucks. They were the enemy, until they proved otherwise.

Kane’s concern was Sean.

Kane cleared his throat. Sean slowly turned his head and looked at him. The side of his face was bloodied from a cut on his forehead. He had multiple bruises.

“Hey,” Sean said, his voice rough.

Rage burned in Kane that Juarez had had Sean beaten.

“They’ll pay for this,” Kane said, his voice low.

Sean winced. “Me.”

Kane stared, having no idea what Sean meant.

“I stole a car. They ran me into a ditch.”

“Anything broken?”

“No.”

But Sean was in pain, it shone in his eyes. Concussion. Maybe internal bleeding, a cracked rib. But as long as nothing was broken, they had a chance.

“Stay with me, kid.”

“Um-hmm.”

Dammit, Sean was worse off than he looked, and he looked pretty pathetic.

Juarez himself had left with half his men two hours ago. They hadn’t returned, and Kane didn’t think that they would, at least until he was ready to call his daughter.

Kane planned on being long gone.

He closed his eyes and listened to the men talking in the corner. The teens sat on one side, either being punished or sulking. The other four men were in a semicircle, facing Kane, but in a heated conversation. One of the men was clearly American—he had no accent, but spoke Spanish well. He was doing most of the arguing, and it seemed to have something to do with one of the younger boys. Then he heard the word hermanos and realized that one of the kids was his brother, and his brother had screwed up, but ultimately it would be up to Juarez as to what the punishment would be.

Men like Juarez used systems of rewards and punishments to keep his people in line. Rewards were generally access to women and booze, and punishments were beatings. If the older brother was trying to get into the gang—though why, Kane didn’t know, since Juarez worked south of the border exclusively—then Juarez would cut them both off. He didn’t like incompetence. When Kane had eluded Juarez’s men eighteen months ago in their own territory, he’d heard through the grapevine that Juarez killed the two in charge as an example.

Kane had stayed away from anything Juarez did, mostly because of the situation with Hestia, but he would have heard if he was branching out. It didn’t make sense, but Juarez had to have contacts here in order to recruit locals who knew the area.

Juarez could have reached out to one of the local gangs, and they brought in the young Americans. Definitely the most likely scenario. Money talked, after all, and some people wanted the easy money.

And some people were desperate.

Little did they know that nothing was easy when working for men like Juarez.

“Sean,” Kane said in a low voice. He didn’t want to draw attention to them, and the fact that they hadn’t tied Sean up.

Sean didn’t answer.

“Kid,” Kane said, slightly louder. Sean groaned.

“I’m here.”

“You’re not going to be able to escape.”

“I will. I just need a few minutes.”

Kane hoped Sean was right.

“I have matches in my pocket,” Sean said. “And a knife. Right front.”

“Okay. Wait for my cue.”

Kane had to make sure that Sean could run. He wasn’t leaving him behind, so he’d give him a little time.

But not too much. Because if they were still here when Juarez returned, they would both be dead.

Chapter Twelve

Two agents from the local FBI satellite office had already been to the ranch and left, setting up the phone and computer so that when Juarez called in the morning, they would hopefully be able to trace the call. They tested the connection with ASAC Dean Hooper in Sacramento to make sure that they could seamlessly bring Hazel Lopez into the conversation without any telltale clicks. Once they confirmed everything worked, they left, and promised to return before the morning call.

Now, Lucy, Siobhan, and Andie were studying maps and aerial photos of the surrounding area trying to figure out the most likely place that Juarez could keep hostages, but the area was too big for an effective search. And because they assumed, based on the tire tracks, that there were at least half a dozen men—and probably twice that—as part of Juarez’s force, they needed a strong counterforce, otherwise they’d risk getting the hostages killed. The FBI and Sheriff’s Department were working to put together several SWAT teams to go in—once they had a location. They, too, would be on standby.

A knock on the door had Lucy and Siobhan both jumping out of their seats. It was after two in the morning and middle-of-the-night visitors were always bad.

Andie answered the door. She had a gun in hand, partly concealed at her side. She’d been a rock, and Lucy was so glad she was there. Not just because she was trained and competent, but also because she kept Siobhan calm and focused on the task at hand.

A police officer in uniform stood there. He was thirty, trim, with broad shoulders.

“I’m Joseph Quezada, from McAllen. I spoke to Agent Kincaid earlier.”

Lucy motioned for Andie to let him in. “I’m Lucy Kincaid. This is Lieutenant Colonel Andrea Walsh and her sister, Siobhan.”

“I got a call that the Chevy registered to my mother was found in a ditch off a county road northeast of Santa Maria, a tiny town about thirty minutes from here. No one was there—the truck had been hit from behind and the initial report indicates it was a high-speed collision. Not far from the accident are a dozen trailers that were flooded in early September. They’re owned by one of the melon farms, housing for ranch hands, and everyone moved out. It’s the only thing out there—I’m heading there now, thought you’d like to join me. If there was an accident, and my brother is wandering around injured . . .”

His voice trailed.

“May I call you Joseph?”

“Joe, please. My mom is the only one who calls me Joseph.”

“Joe, we have to bring in a team.” Lucy wanted to run out there herself, but she knew that would be foolhardy. “We can’t do this alone, because we don’t know what to expect. If they are holding Kane and Sean at those trailers, they have a minimum of half a dozen armed men.”

“A deputy is out there with the truck,” he said. “He didn’t see any activity in the fields.”

Lucy didn’t think Joe recognized the seriousness of their situation.

“The man behind this already intends to kill his hostages once he gets what he wants—which he’s not going to get.”

“Maybe you’d better fill me in.”

She didn’t know if she could trust him, but he was a cop, and he knew the area. Plus, he also had someone he cared about in a dangerous situation. If his brother was as good a kid as Joe seemed to think, maybe the cop could talk to him.

Lucy glanced at Siobhan, as if asking what she thought. Siobhan immediately started talking. “It’s my fiancé and Lucy’s husband who were taken. Kane rescued a young girl nine years ago and Felipe Juarez is her father. He is cruel and abusive and I made a huge mistake in visiting the girl now that she’s all grown up and graduated from college. I should have stayed away—it was my own stupid fault.”

“Siobhan,” Andie snapped. “What did I tell you?”

“I can’t help it! I didn’t think, okay? She has a new name and a new family and she’s happy. And I should have known that Juarez would be watching me for the rest of my life, hoping I would lead him to her. And now he took the man I love because I never think about the consequences!”

Lucy said to Joe, “Kane Rogan is a well-trained mercenary who specializes in hostage rescue south of the border. Sean, my husband and Kane’s brother, is a computer security expert. Juarez knows this, so he has certainly restrained them. We don’t know what is going on with your truck, but I definitely want to inspect it. I can get a team ready quickly.”

At that moment Jack walked in. Lucy had never been so happy to see anyone. She gave him a hug and introduced him to Officer Quezada.

“Where are we?” Jack asked.

“We found one of the trucks used in the kidnapping crashed about twenty minutes from here. It’s registered to Joe’s mother, and his brother may have been driving.”

Joe explained, “I promise you, he didn’t know what was going on. Since we talked on the phone, Lucy, I pulled Michael Laredo’s record. He’s twenty, been in and out of trouble, and I feared for a while that his brother Juan was following in his path, but Juan seemed to want what Peter wanted—a college education, a way out. They’re both smart kids. I have to find a way to get my brother out of this before it goes south. He’ll listen to me, I promise you that.”

Lucy was sympathetic, but wanted him to understand the stakes. “You can come with us, but Joe, you have to realize that Juarez’s people do not negotiate. They are brutal and they’re not local. That’s both good and bad—good in that you know the area; bad in that they don’t have allegiances. They will kill and disappear. We are on the clock—Juarez is calling at seven a.m. expecting to talk to his daughter. We’re setting it up. But he’ll kill Kane either way. All that does is buy us time to find him.” Though in the back of her head, Lucy couldn’t help but think that Kane was already dead.

She turned to Siobhan. “I’m going with Jack and Joe, and calling in the FBI SWAT team to meet us at the accident site. If we don’t return before seven, you must get proof of life before you let him talk to Hazel. No compromise on that. Proof of life for both Kane and Sean.”

“I hope it doesn’t come to that,” Siobhan said. “Do you think you can find them first?”

“I hope so. But proof of life is nonnegotiable.”

Andie agreed. “I’ll be here the entire time. We’ll get this done.”

“I think they’re still alive because Juarez knows we’ll have no incentive to turn over his daughter if Kane is dead. It will also keep him on the phone longer, and give our people time to trace the call.”

Siobhan hugged Lucy. It felt awkward and Lucy couldn’t relax. “I’m sorry, Lucy. I’m really sorry.”

“That’s enough,” Lucy said, and stepped back. “Andie is right. You didn’t marry off a thirteen-year-old to a forty-year-old pervert. You saved her. And we’re going to find them. If Padre calls or returns, have him call me.” She knew that he was a former Army Ranger and that he had street smarts, but he was still a Catholic priest who hadn’t been out in the field for years. “I have no idea what he’s doing, and I don’t want him going out on his own and getting caught in the crossfire.”

* * *

Lucy contacted the FBI SWAT team out of McAllen about the new information, and they indicated they could be onsite in two hours, an hour earlier than the previous schedule, and would attempt to deploy earlier. Unlike on television, most SWAT teams didn’t sit around waiting for action. They had regular law enforcement duties, they trained regularly, and they couldn’t work unusually long hours, because of the high intensity of their operations. They needed a location and actionable intelligence before they’d stage for engagement.

Jack and Lucy were following Joe Quezada in his patrol car as he headed out to Santa Maria. “Have you slept?” Jack asked her.

“Have you?”

“Yes. Megan’s brother flew me out. He’s sleeping in the bunkhouse and will be up at oh-six-hundred if we need him.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“Just need to know that you’re not going to snap. Sleep deprivation is serious. I’m trained for this, but I’m older now and can’t always trust my reflexes when I’m overtired.”

“Fortunately, I’m a lot younger than you.” She was trying to make light of the conversation, but it sounded more confrontational. “I’m worried. And I have to keep it together. Not just for Siobhan, but because I’m a cop. I can’t fall apart because my husband is missing. He needs me to be smart and focused.”

“You don’t fall apart, Lucy,” Jack said. “That doesn’t mean you can’t be worried. Tell me about Quezada.”

She told him what she knew, about the kids involved in the kidnapping, and how they traced the trucks. Her conversation with Peter’s mother, and then Joe. Finally, about Hazel being willing to talk to her father. “I don’t want her to have to do that,” Lucy said. “We need this to end before seven.”

They had less than five hours. It seemed like forever—and it seemed woefully short.

“Thank you for coming,” Lucy said.

“Everyone’s a little ticked off that Kane planned on getting married without us.”

“You did the same thing. Went off to Hawaii and married Megan.”

“It was spontaneous. And even though it was eight years ago, Megan’s brother is still mad at us about it. But I’m sticking around for the wedding, and Kane is just going to have to deal with it.”

Jack’s unspoken optimism that there would be a wedding calmed Lucy. They would find Kane and Sean and take down Felipe Juarez and everything would be fine.

The deputy who’d found Peter’s truck had put out flares because the tow truck hadn’t arrived and a portion of the smashed truck blocked the road. The headlamps from the squad car shined bright on the crumpled metal frame.

Lucy surveyed the damage as Deputy Ynez spoke. “About quarter, half mile down the road there’s signs of a broken headlight. Whoever rammed the truck lost at least one beam. It seems they hit them again, then spun the vehicle off the road. They were going fast—at least that’s my guess based on the skid pattern—but I’ll leave that to the crime scene experts. They’ll be out at dawn, with the tow truck.”

Lucy looked in the cab. There was blood on the airbag, and a few drops on the ground. Probably a head injury or broken nose. The force of the airbag could easily cause a bloody nose, even if it wasn’t broken. Only the driver’s door was open, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything.

Had Peter Quezada fled his partners and been hunted down? Or had Sean and Kane escaped, only to be pursued and re-captured? She was betting on the second scenario.

“Can one of you stay here, and one come with us to search the flooded housing?” Lucy asked.

Ynez left his partner with his cruiser and the truck and hopped into Joe’s squad car.

The entrance to the melon farm’s employee housing was a mile down the road, just past the initial broken glass. The road into the field had about a dozen trailers spread far enough apart to give some privacy, but not too far that they had to put in additional roads.

They pulled into the center of the plot and looked around. There were no vehicles, and the place was quiet. Ynez knew the history because his nephew, one of the field hands, had lived here. The farmer who owned the property had a thousand acres of melons; fortunately most of the land hadn’t been seriously damaged, and he had another lot to put in temporary housing, according to the deputy.

“It’s a good gig,” Ynez said. “I worked for the same farm out of high school. My brother and I had our own place out here, worked for two years. Hard, honest work, paid pretty good. Then Mick joined the Army and I became a cop.”

Ynez was chatty, and Lucy blocked him out. They shined the lights of the two vehicles around and from the depressions and fresh dirt, quickly determined that two trucks had been parked outside one of the trailers.

She was grateful Jack hadn’t told her to stand aside as they approached the trailer with guns and flashlights out. She knew that there could be bodies inside. She braced herself as Jack went in first, and she stepped in behind him.

The trailer reeked of mold and dirt. A rat scurried across the floor, startled by the light. To the right was a small kitchen, rope strewn near a chair. The rope was too clean for this place; it was new.

Jack searched the rest of the trailer. “Someone escaped through the back window,” he said when he returned.

“Only one person was here,” Lucy said. “One chair, one rope.”

Joe called out. “I found something!”

Lucy and Jack walked over to a trailer fifty yards away.

Joe said, “The door has been busted, this glass hasn’t been here long.” He shined his light on the ground. “And smell that?”

“Chemical fire?” Lucy asked.

“Yeah, of sorts.” Joe shined his light to a burned cushion. A blackened plastic jug lay shriveled beside it. “I didn’t want to touch it, it smells pretty bad.”

Either Sean or Kane could have done something like this, but she knew who it was.

“It’s Sean,” Lucy said.

“Why?” Jack said.

“We know there were six vehicles at the ranch. By the tire patterns, two were left here, including Peter’s truck. If you were holding a computer guy and a mercenary, who would you assign more men to guard?”

“Point taken,” Jack said. “So they separated them.” He was about to say something else, but didn’t.

“Because Juarez wants to torture Kane. Or wants Kane to think that Sean is dead. Or because he thinks together, they might have a better chance of escaping. If Sean was driving that truck, he’s injured. He had to have had the key. It’s a newer model, no sign of hotwiring, and Sean didn’t have his electronics to possibly bypass the ignition chip. So either Peter gave him the keys or Sean stole them, or maybe Peter left them in the car.” She looked at Joe. He clearly wanted to say something, but didn’t. “Sean wouldn’t hurt a kid,” Lucy said. “Not unless his life was in immediate danger.”

Ynez had been looking behind the other trailer, and came back to them and said, “It looks like someone set off on foot that way”—he pointed east—“and a truck followed him. He must have circled back, and the truck made some donuts out there, then came back this way.”

“It’s smart,” Jack said. “One truck pursues him, the other stays here. Sean steals the Chevy, the other truck follows, rams him, drives him off the road.”

“So where did they take him?” Lucy asked. “If they wanted to kill him, wouldn’t they leave him in the truck?”

Her voice cracked at the end, but she didn’t break.

“We need to search the Chevy, top to bottom,” Jack said. “Maybe there’s some clue as to where they have been holding Kane. It’s going to be someplace close by.”

“Why would you say that?” Joe said.

“They need a remote location, one where trucks coming and going in the middle of the night aren’t going to attract attention. And they need no interruptions through tomorrow morning. They could be using an abandoned barn, a warehouse, a farmhouse, flooded trailers like these.”

Joe said, “I need to look at a map.”

“I got one back at my car,” Ynez said. “I know what you’re looking for. This is my town. I was born and raised here. There are probably less than a dozen properties that meet those criteria in a five-mile radius.”

* * *

Lucy’s cell phone rang as Ynez and Joe were looking over a map and making notes. She wanted them to find something, but the truth was, they didn’t have the team to go in hot at even one place, let alone half a dozen or more. She and Jack had searched the Chevy, but there was nothing that pointed to where they had Kane—or where they’d taken Sean.

“Kincaid,” she answered.

“It’s Frank Cardenas.”

Padre. “We found where they were holding Sean. He’s gone.”

“I don’t know where Juarez is keeping them, but I know where Juarez is staying.”

“What do you mean?”

“Juarez hired a small local gang out of Hidalgo to help him. Michael Laredo is part of the gang. They mostly do petty crimes, sometimes get paid by the cartels to move product, but it’s small potatoes compared to other entry ports. The gang leader is a guy by the name of Ralph Gomez. He’s well liked by his men, but not the sharpest tack. His girlfriend has a house in Santa Maria, she lives there with his two kids. According to my source, Juarez is staying there.”

“Gomez is letting him stay with his family?”

“The kids are young, Lucy. Eight and ten. He could have paid or threatened Gomez, but I’m leaning toward paying. Hire a local criminal gang to work with your core team. It makes sense. But Juarez is not going to want to leave any loose ends, and now I’m worried about Gomez’s family. I’m not saying to let them off, Lucy—I’m saying that they probably didn’t know what they were getting themselves into. They’ve never been violent. I’ve worked with some of the kids before—Gomez doesn’t retaliate if someone walks away.”

“So?” she snapped. “They took this job, they knew they were kidnapping two people.”

“And Juarez could have told them anything he wanted, and Gomez probably believed him. I’m already on my way there. I have an idea.”

Jack was listening to the conversation as well, his head close to Lucy’s. When Padre was done explaining, Jack said, “It’ll work.”

“Will it?” Lucy said. “They could have seen you, Padre. Juarez could know you and Kane are friends.”

“When I wear my collar, people don’t see me as an individual, Lucy. Trust me—just give me a little time.”

“We don’t have time.”

“We have enough.”

Chapter Thirteen

Lucy hated Padre’s idea. Fortunately, Jack kept quiet as they sat down the street from Gomez’s girlfriend’s house. It was five thirty in the morning and the sky hadn’t even started to lighten. The last three hours had been somewhat of a blur between searching the trailers, inspecting the crash site, and studying maps. And right now, Padre’s idea was the best they had, no matter how many ways Lucy could see this going wrong.

FBI SWAT was stationed at a business a quarter mile away, keeping a low profile, but ready to deploy. An unmarked FBI vehicle with two agents parked on the opposite end of the street from where Lucy and Jack waited. A second SWAT team was waiting at the sheriff’s substation to the east, if needed. Joe and Ynez had stayed at the flooded field in case someone returned. Joe was worried about his brother, and Lucy didn’t blame him. If Peter had given up the keys to Sean—voluntarily or involuntarily—he could be punished by Juarez or his people.

Juarez didn’t condone weakness.

Padre drove up to the house in his personal vehicle, an older Ford truck. Lucy used binoculars to see better. He stepped out, his cleric’s collar bright white in the dark. He knocked on the door, waited. Knocked again. A moment later the lights went on, and a woman answered. She wore a modest bathrobe that she held closed.

They’d wired Padre, and he had a safe word. One word and Jack and Lucy would come.

“Ms. Doreen Chavez?” Padre said. “I’m Father Cardenas from St. Rose’s in Hidalgo. I’m sorry to disturb you so early in the morning.”

“Is something wrong? My mother?”

“Not your mother, but we need to talk. It’s important.”

“Of course—I—Okay.”

He stepped into the house and she closed the door. Lucy had no visual, but the wire was working.

There was only one truck parked on the street that wasn’t registered to any resident, and Lucy suspected it belonged to Juarez or his men—if Padre was right and he was staying here.

“Would you like some coffee, Father?” Doreen asked.

“No, thank you. I’m here because a mother in my parish is very worried about her son. Peter Quezada is seventeen. His truck was in an accident only a few miles from here, and there was some blood on the steering wheel, but Peter wasn’t there. The police called Mrs. Quezada, but she doesn’t trust them and she called me. She wants to find Peter, make sure he’s okay. He’s worked for Ralph Gomez in the past, and Ralph’s mother told me you and Ralph are friendly.”

“Yes, he’s the father of my children. But why come here, Father? I don’t understand.”

“I first went to Peter’s best friend’s house, but he’s missing, too, and his mother thought he was at Peter’s. Peter’s mother thought Peter was at Juan’s house. You can see the issue, now that Peter’s truck was found. It was seriously damaged and his mother is gravely concerned. I’d hoped Ralph was here, that maybe he had hired them for a job and that’s why they were out so late. Mrs. Quezada does not want the police involved, and I want to respect her wishes. I need to find these boys and bring them home, safe.”

Lucy wished she could see the woman’s face. She was much better at reading expressions than she was tone.

“Juan Laredo?” she asked.

“Yes,” Padre said.

“I know him. Michael, his older brother, is friends with Ralph. But I haven’t seen either of them. Ralph was here Wednesday to see the kids. He’ll be here tomorrow, we always go to church together.” In a slightly different voice, almost guilty, she said, “I know we’re not married, but it’s okay that we go to church, right?”

“Of course, Doreen. You’re doing right by your children.”

“Ralph just sometimes . . . well, if he’s not here, I don’t know where he is. Sometimes he takes jobs out of town.”

“Is something wrong?” Padre asked.

“No, of course not.”

Lucy straightened. What did he see that she couldn’t hear in the conversation?

“Doreen, what are you scared of?”

“N-nothing.”

Now Lucy heard the fear in her voice.

A little girl with a sleepy voice said in the background, “Mama, where’s Bobby?”

“Christina, go back to bed.”

“I heard voices. And Bobby isn’t sleeping in his bed.”

Padre said, “Ms. Chavez, where is your son?”

“You need to leave, Father. Please. Just go. Go, go now.”

“I can help you.”

“No, no you can’t! He has my son!”

“Ralph?”

“I asked you to leave.”

“Was a man named Felipe Juarez staying with you for the last couple of days?”

Silence.

“I know he was, Doreen,” Padre said quietly, but firmly.

“My son,” she wailed.

“Mama?” the little girl said.

“Doreen, are those bruises on your wrists? Your neck? Did someone hurt you? Did Ralph do this to you?”

“Ralph has never laid an unkind hand on me! If you don’t leave, that man will find out, he will take my boy.”

“I will get your boy back.”

“You can’t. This will all be over in a few hours, then Bobby and Ralph will be home.”

Lucy had listened to enough. She got out of the car over Jack’s objections. She trusted her brother completely when they were in the field, when planning an operation, but when it came to questioning an unwilling subject, Lucy trusted herself the most.

She approached the house and knocked loudly on the door. Padre answered it. He didn’t look happy with her, but Lucy didn’t care.

She closed the door behind her. “Ms. Chavez, is there anyone currently in this house other than you and your daughter?”

She shook her head.

Lucy showed her badge. “I’m FBI Special Agent Lucy Kincaid, and if you want your boyfriend and your son to survive to see the sunrise, you need to tell me right now where they are.”

The woman shook her head. Christina began to cry, and Lucy pushed aside the guilt that the little girl was scared.

“You are an accessory to felony kidnapping and assault. If you don’t help us, and anyone dies, you will then be an accessory to first-degree special-circumstances murder. That means you will go to prison and you will not see your children before they graduate from college.”

“Kincaid!” Padre said sharply.

Doreen was sobbing.

“We did it your way and your way didn’t work,” Lucy told Padre. “Now we do it my way.”

“They’ll hurt my boy,” Doreen said through tears as she clutched her daughter.

“I will do everything in my power to return Bobby to you safely. But right now, Bobby is in far more danger if you remain silent.”

“An old dairy barn, up county road 503,” she said with a loud sob. “I don’t know exactly where, but all Ralph was supposed to do was find a remote place that had privacy. He brought that man here Wednesday—said it was only for a few days—but I haven’t seen Ralph since then. Then that awful man took Bobby. Woke him up an hour ago after he got a call, I don’t know why or who. I said no, he hit me. And he just took my baby. Told Bobby that he could see his father, that it would be fun. But that man isn’t doing anything good, and I’m scared. He told me if I was good Bobby would be back this morning. That’s all I know, I swear to God, Father, that’s all I know!”

Lucy reached into her pocket and retrieved one of her business cards. She stepped forward and handed it to Doreen. “I know what he did to you. Call me and I can help.”

“Nothing. He did nothing.” But she wouldn’t look Lucy in the eye.

“Doreen,” Lucy said quietly, “I know. Don’t bury the pain, don’t deny it happened, don’t blame yourself. Call me,” she repeated. “I will find you help.”

“Just get my son back. Please. Bobby’s only ten years old. He’s a little boy. I . . . I need to hold my son.”

Lucy turned to Padre. He was looking at her differently, and she wasn’t certain he wasn’t still angry with her. “Can you stay here with them?”

He nodded.

“Thank you,” she said, and left.

Chapter Fourteen

Shouting woke Sean up.

He startled awake, sat up quickly, every muscle in his body sore and aching. But nothing felt broken, thank God.

“Be still,” Kane said quietly.

Kane was tied against a support beam in the middle of an old barn. Tied well, it seemed—he hadn’t been able to loosen or get out of his restraints. Likely because of the noose around his neck—if he moved too much, it would tighten.

“You brought my son here? How dare you!” a man was shouting. “How dare you touch my child!”

“Watch your tone with me, Gomez,” Juarez said.

The men were near the front of the barn. With them was a boy about ten wearing jeans and a pajama shirt. He looked scared, tired, and cold.

“You brought me incompetence! I was told you had a good crew, a smart crew. You’re all idiots.” Juarez pointed to Sean. “Why is he not tied? Do it!”

“I got it, Ralph,” another man said.

Juarez pointed to one of his own men and motioned for him to go with Ralph’s friend.

It was now clear who was who. Gomez, this guy, the two teenagers, and two other men were a local gang. They didn’t have any serious gang tats, nothing Sean recognized. That didn’t necessarily mean anything, he wasn’t well versed in street gangs. But they weren’t one of the major violent gangs, and they all sounded American, even when they spoke Spanish. The two teens had been tasked with watching Sean, along with two other Gomez goons. Sean figured because Kane was the more serious threat, the better-trained soldier, and the real target. Sean was just icing.

Juarez had at least six of his own men. Most were patrolling outside, but Juarez’s right hand was keeping tabs on them—he had a radio and was getting regular reports. He stood off to the side, heavily armed, watching everyone. And then the thug came over to tie Sean up.

They dragged him to the other side of Kane, where they were back to back. Damn, he was sore, mostly his chest, but he didn’t think a rib was broken. Maybe cracked, but more likely just sore from the seat belt when he crashed. It was his head that really throbbed, and he was pretty certain he had a concussion. Dried blood clogged his nose and he breathed through his mouth.

Right now, the most interesting—and troublesome—dynamic was the kid. From what Sean could piece together, Juarez had been staying at Gomez’s place, and after Sean escaped, he grabbed his kid and brought him here. As leverage, perhaps, or a threat. Sean would kill Juarez himself if he harmed the child, who was both confused and terrified.

They didn’t search Sean, which was a big plus—he’d found the knife in Peter’s truck and it was now buried deep in his front pocket. He exaggerated his pain, hoping that they wouldn’t truss him up too tightly. Gomez did an adequate job, but Juarez’s guy tightened the knots.

Jerk.

When they left them, Sean whispered to Kane, “Do you have eyes on the boy?”

He felt him nod.

“What’s the plan?”

“I’m thinking.”

That wasn’t good. Kane always had a way out, even in desperate circumstances.

“I have an idea,” Sean said.

“I’m listening.”

“We need Peter.”

Silence.

“The kid with the green Vans shirt. He helped me after I escaped. He came along because of his friend, had no idea what was going on. From what I gathered, his friend is the other teen, in blue. And one of these guys is his brother. They all work for Gomez, though the kids—I think they were duped.”

“They’re too scared to act.”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

“If you get him, what next?”

Sean hadn’t gotten that far.

“If he can get the kid out, I have an idea,” Kane said.

Sean knew he’d have a plan. He said, “I can cut through my rope, but yours are thicker.”

“I can get out of them.”

“Why haven’t you?”

“It took me a couple hours to think it through. All I need you to do is loosen one knot that I can’t reach, near my neck. I’ll do the rest.”

* * *

The dairy barn was in the middle of a wide-open field. There was no place to hide, no way to recon without being seen, according to SWAT. The head of the FBI SWAT team out of McAllen, Eddie Jones, said, “Six men patrolling outside, two solo drivers on foot and vehicle. All appear heavily armed. We couldn’t get close enough to use the heat sensors, so we have no idea how many are inside.”

“Are you saying you can’t breach?” Lucy asked.

“I won’t go in blind. We can take out the patrols, but it won’t be silent, and that puts the hostages at risk.”

“Even though it’s still dark?”

A very faint blue had started to rise on the horizon.

“We have maybe fifteen minutes before visibility improves,” Jones said.

“They used drones with cell blockers at Kane’s ranch. Can we get a drone up with a night camera?”

He smiled. “Damn, I think we can. Let me get on it.”

It was just before six in the morning. They were staging in the only area that didn’t have line of sight of the dairy barn. Juarez had picked the location well—there was no easy way to approach. The fields surrounding the barn were fallow. They could possibly have gone in during the cover of night, but by the time they arrived and set up, they didn’t have the time.

“Drone. Smart,” Jack said.

“I only thought of it because one of them was shot down at the ranch. We don’t even know if they’re alive, Jack.”

“They’re alive, until he talks to Hazel. We have time.”

“Not much.”

“We’ll get them. They’re going to be thinking the same things we are.”

“If they’re conscious.”

“Can’t I get a little optimism out of you, sis?”

“I’ll try.” She glanced at her brother. “I think Padre’s angry with me.”

“He’ll get over it. I heard everything. You know what you’re doing.”

“I hope so.”

“You do.”

Jones wasn’t back, and Lucy didn’t know if that meant her idea didn’t work, or if they didn’t have the tools. The sun was working against them now, and so was time. She paced, unable to relax. Jones had gone into the tactical van, but he hadn’t come out—and neither had anyone else. But she couldn’t really see what they were doing, if anything.

Her cell phone vibrated. It was Siobhan.

“Are they there?” she asked without saying hello.

What did she say? “We believe so, but we haven’t had confirmation.”

“I just spoke with Hazel and Dean Hooper in Sacramento. Hazel’s ready. She knows what to do.”

Lucy didn’t want her to have to do this, but there might not be another choice. “Siobhan, this is really important. You need to get proof of life before you let Juarez talk to her.”

“I will. I know I messed up last time, but this time—I won’t forget. But—will it matter? Juarez still plans to kill him. How—”

“We’re working on it,” Lucy said. “If it comes to it, Hazel will keep her father on the phone.”

“Agent Hooper briefed her. She knows what to do. She’s strong. I just wish she didn’t have to do this at all.”

“Me, too, Siobhan. Hold tight. We’re going to get them out.”

“I trust you, Lucy. Let me know as soon as you know anything.”

Lucy ended the call and continued to pace.

Then she saw Jones coming toward her with a tablet.

“We have it,” he said.

“Have what?”

“A drone. Better, we have it parked on the roof and we have a live feed. Not visual, but heat signatures.” He turned the tablet so she and Jack could see.

They studied the image. “These two are Sean and Kane,” Jack said. They were close together, looked like they were tied back to back.

Ynez and Joe approached. “Crime scene is at the crash site, we though you could use help,” Joe said.

And, Lucy figured, he wanted to be where he thought his brother was.

Ynez stared at the tablet. “I know this place,” he said. “That’s the center of the barn, there are several support beams there, they’re probably tied to one.”

“Good to know,” Jones said.

“Here,” Jack said, “is the kid. He’s the smallest one, by himself, sitting on a chair. Who are these?”

Two other men were sitting down, up against a wall. They couldn’t tell if they were part of the gang or tied up, but they weren’t walking around.

That left four additional hostiles, all standing.

Eddie said, “There’s no guarantee if we breach that the hostages will make it. The boy is right in the cluster of targets and could easily be used as a shield.”

“We might have to wait until Juarez makes contact with his daughter. It’ll distract him, at least long enough for us to get in position.”

“Are you sure?”

“No,” Lucy admitted. “But he hasn’t spoken to his daughter in nine years. We’ve briefed her. She knows that we found Kane and Sean, but she’s prepared to talk to her father. Siobhan will demand proof of life. That will help us know who is who—Juarez will have the phone. Once we have that proof of life, Hazel will get on the phone and talk to her father. She knows she needs to keep him talking.”

“We have to take out the external security quickly,” Eddie said. “We’re working on a plan for that. But it would be best to get Juarez out of the barn, separate him from his team, and we can breach from the rear. There’s an unused door in the back. We don’t know if it’s locked, but we’ll assume that it is. We’ll go in simultaneously, front and back, with tear gas. Two of my men will go directly for the kid. The rest of my team will go in two three-man formations. My men are the best-trained in the state, and our goal is no casualties. But if someone aims a gun at one of my people or the hostages, they will be put down.”

Lucy had to let this go. She had to let Jones and his SWAT team do their job.

“However,” Jones said, “we don’t have the recon to go in, not yet. We don’t know if there are booby traps at the doors, and it bothers me that no one is manning that rear door, which makes me think there’s something blocking it. We also have a truck that can go in through a wall, separate the hostages from the hostiles, but the problem there is that the child is with the hostiles. We haven’t identified any external cameras on the barn, however, so I don’t see how they could be watching from the inside. There’s no working electricity. The lights they have must be coming from battery-operated lanterns or a small generator.”

Jones looked from Jack to Lucy. “I know you’re worried, and we’re taking every known fact into account. But without solid intel, we don’t know what we’re facing.”

“Just be ready for Sean and Kane to help themselves,” Lucy said. She watched the feed. It looked like they were moving slightly, but the edges of each human shape were indistinct.

“I have two men doing recon now. They should be back in the next few minutes, then we’ll have more information.”

He left the tablet with them and Lucy watched the screen carefully. What were they doing? Because it looked like Sean and Kane were up to something.

Joe said, “I need to do something.”

He had gone from concerned to extremely worried as he learned more about Juarez and the hostage situation.

“SWAT is putting together a plan,” Lucy said.

“That’s my baby brother in there. Our dad died when he was eight; I’m the oldest. I’m more like a father to him than a brother. I need to save him.”

“Hold tight,” Jack said. “You can help, but right now we need more intel. Without knowing exactly what we’re dealing with, we’re not going to save anyone.”

“I want to be involved in the raid. I can get Peter and Juan out safely. They won’t fight me on this.”

“We’ll bring it up with Jones,” Lucy said. “But ultimately, it’s his call.”

Chapter Fifteen

Sean was facing the back of the barn, and even if he turned his head he couldn’t see much. Kane quietly gave him instructions, since he had the best line of sight to Juarez and the others and they had developed a rhythm where Sean would slowly saw the rope when no one was looking, and stop moving when anyone turned their way.

In the last two hours, since Juarez had brought Gomez’s son into the mix, tensions were high, but no one was talking. The teens had fallen asleep against the barn wall; the younger boy was sitting on a chair, his head resting on his arms on a broken desk in the corner. Gomez was sitting on the ground next to him. Juarez had gone into a stall and was out of sight, but two of his goons stood sentry by the door.

Sean had his binds cut almost completely through and they were now loose enough that he could shed them quickly. “Okay, I need to work on the knot,” Sean said to Kane.

“Hold.”

They were going to have to readjust so that Sean could get his fingers into position, and that might draw attention.

Sean had a great sense of direction, but not as good a sense of time. It still seemed like it was dark outside, but with the lanterns on the east side of the barn and the lack of windows, it was nearly impossible to tell. All they would know was that at seven a.m., Juarez would call Siobhan to talk to his daughter.

If they didn’t get out then, they’d be dead. And probably Gomez’s entire gang. Sean didn’t like petty criminals, but from what he’d seen, this wasn’t what they’d bargained for, and the fact that Juarez had grabbed the kid, that told Sean he didn’t trust Gomez or his team. The kid was for leverage.

“You’re tense and antsy,” Kane said.

“What time is it?”

“About six fifteen.”

How did Kane know that? They’d taken his watch.

“There’s a SWAT team outside.”

“How the hell do you know?” Sean hadn’t seen or heard anything.

“I heard a drone. It landed on the roof directly above us.”

“Juarez was working with drones.”

“I heard a click of a mic in the back. It wasn’t Juarez, he doesn’t have short-wave radios. Between Lucy and Padre, they’ll have tracked down the local gangs. Lucy will have called JT, who called Rick, which would jumpstart SWAT action. You left the license plate numbers, they will have traced them, that was a win for us. SWAT will come in front and back, we need to be prepared to take cover. You get to the teens—neither are armed—but if they hesitate or fight, leave them. I’ll get the boy.”

“I hope this will work.”

“Trust me. Just loosen that knot so I don’t choke myself.”

Finally. For the first time, Kane sounded like he knew what to do, and that alone comforted Sean. The earlier Kane, the one without a plan, without the vision of success, had scared him. Because if Kane didn’t know what to do, no one did.

“They’ll probably wait until the call,” Sean said.

“Yep. Adjust your position, but don’t start on the knot.”

Sean stretched, taking care that his binds didn’t drop prematurely.

Juarez’s head thug looked over at him through sleepy lids. “Settle down over there,” he called out, but didn’t come over.

“Any chance for some water?” Sean called over to the guy.

“Shut up.”

The maneuver helped Sean move his fingers to the central knot that Kane needed loosened. It felt like a mess, but Sean closed his eyes and let his instincts take over. The rope was coarse and thick, and his fingers were already sore and raw, but he had to get this done. This was their only chance.

Juarez entered the main barn. “It’s time.”

It was seven already?

Juarez pointed to his main right hand. “Get the kid.”

“No!” Gomez shouted.

Juarez hit him and disarmed him simultaneously. “You’re a fool, Gomez. Your kid will be fine, he’s insurance, and a lot more pliable than the Rogan brothers.” To his other goon, “Wait for my call. If Gomez doesn’t cause any trouble, he and his crew can live. Kill the Rogans and meet at the safe house. I’ll leave Rod here inside, and the others will guard the door. I don’t expect any trouble, but with that one—” he jerked his head toward Kane “—you never know. Anyone walks in through that door, put a bullet in their head. Understood?”

“Yes, boss.”

Juarez walked over to Kane and took a picture of him. “In case your little whore needs to see you before you die. Just know, I will kill her too. She took from me the only thing that I cared about.”

“You sold your daughter to a pervert,” Kane said through clenched teeth.

“Daughter? She was my property! Her betrayal cost me my reputation, half my territory, and made me a laughingstock! It took me years to rebuild what I had. I want that traitor to know that she will never be safe, that I will find her, find the people she loves, and kill them all. I want her to know that I punished those who helped her. That my nephew is dead because of her! That the old fool woman who raised her is dead because of her! She will beg my forgiveness, and I will not forgive. Actions have consequences.”

He hit Kane. Kane took the punch. He spit at Juarez. “You will be dead before sundown.”

Juarez laughed and walked over to the main entrance. He pulled Bobby up from the desk.

“Do not take my son. Please, I beg of you.”

“That’s a start. Do as I say, your boy will be fine.”

“The truck’s out front,” Juarez’s guy said.

“Let’s go.”

As soon as Juarez left, Gomez started to pace. He was worried about his kid, and he should have been. Juarez had left two of his men in here, and all Gomez had were the two teenagers, who looked like they had no idea what was going on.

But only Juarez’s men were armed.

“Now,” Kane whispered to Sean.

* * *

Jones came running out of the tactical truck. “Juarez is leaving with two trucks—two men in each truck, and they have the boy.”

“Leaving? It’s only six thirty!” Why would he leave before the call? Lucy wondered. Worried that she missed something.

“He wants to be closer to the ranch,” Jack guessed. “He either thinks his daughter is there, or he’s planning another attack.”

“That would be foolhardy,” Lucy said. “He should know that Siobhan would have protection.”

She looked at the heat signature still coming from the drone on the barn roof. “Kane and Sean are getting up—Jones, they’re making their move.”

Jones called on his radio. “Go go go!”

“We have to go after Juarez,” Lucy said. “He has Bobby.”

Jack didn’t need any convincing, but Jones said, “Take my number two, Fernandez. I’ll radio him, he’s at the end of the road in an unmarked truck.” He started giving orders and reassigning a field leader.

Lucy was torn—going after Bobby was the right thing to do, but she still worried about Kane and Sean. Yet, Jones had this operation locked down, and damn if Lucy was going to lose that little boy.

When they got to the end of the road, Fernandez—who went by Dez—introduced his partner, Paul. They had been monitoring the situation from the opposite end of the main staging area. “The suspect passed by three minutes ago. There are not many ways to get out of here.”

“We believe he’s heading toward Hidalgo, to a ranch on the east side, outside the city limits.”

“Rogan’s ranch.”

“Yes.”

“I know the place. Kind of hard to miss considering he has his own runway.”

“My brother here built it.”

“You’re Jack Kincaid? Friends with Frank Cardenas, from the Army, right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ve known Frank for years. Good man.”

“He is.”

“Have you heard anything from Jones? Do they have the hostages?” Lucy asked.

“No word yet. We’re monitoring right now, they’ve breached the barn, waiting for reports from the team leader. The Commander is good. Trust him. There’s the target. Paul, you got him?”

“Got him.”

They were watching a map as well as the road.

“Is that GPS? You have a tracker?”

“Yes, ma’am. Paul here planted it when he had the opportunity. To cover all our bases. Jones says you’re in hostage rescue, which puts you in charge here since our HRS chief is at the barn. What’s the plan?”

Lucy had anticipated this, because FBI protocols were fairly standard from office to office, but this was a precarious situation because of Juarez’s motivation.

“Juarez will use the boy. He doesn’t care about his life, or the lives of anyone else, even his team,” Lucy said, drawing on all her criminal psychology training and what she learned during hostage rescue training. “At this point, he’s motivated primarily by revenge, but it’s tainted by his sense of betrayal—from his daughter—and his self-worth, his honor. He wasn’t able to live up to his agreement when he promised his daughter to a man in order to unite two crime families, and that likely cost him. I don’t think negotiation is going to work.”

“Not even a promise to see his daughter?”

“I don’t think he wants his daughter back home; I think he wants to kill her. An honor killing. He thought she was lost forever to him, and that’s festered for years, turning into something even darker than the psyche that had him selling her off in the arranged marriage. He’ll want to see her only to kill her. But that’s not on the board right now—she’s not in the state. She is, however, prepared to talk to him. That’s when he’ll be distracted, and that’s when we’ll need to act. We get Bobby out of harm’s way, but don’t expect Juarez to surrender.”

She watched the blip on the truck that they were pursuing at a safe distance. She hoped her profile was right. If she was wrong, Bobby Gomez would pay the price.

* * *

Sean broke his ropes, thanks to his being able to cut them nearly all the way through. How Kane slipped out of his binds was a trick Houdini would be proud of, and Sean didn’t have time to inspect the knots to see how his loosening just one had worked.

Later, he’d have to ask Kane how he did that.

When they jumped up, all eyes were on them. Sean hoped that Peter and his friend were with them, because it was going to get ugly if they weren’t.

“Down!” Sean shouted.

He ran toward the teens, heard a gun go, then a grunt. He didn’t think it was Kane, but he couldn’t be sure.

Peter and his friend laid flat down as the gunfire continued. Sean jumped behind a low stable, which wouldn’t do much good as protection, but at least they were out of direct sight.

Wood splintered all around him.

“Peter, stay down!” Sean ordered. “Do what the cops say.”

Sean peered out and saw that Kane was on the opposite side of the barn. He’d thrown the knife he’d retrieved from Sean’s pocket at one of the gunmen, and it hit him in the leg. He was down, but he was still armed. Sean couldn’t see where Gomez and the other two guys were.

“Police! Hands where I can see them!

SWAT breached from both the front and back of the barn, just as Kane predicted. Two teams of three came in.

The gunman who Kane knifed raised his weapon but didn’t get a shot off before he was dead.

Every other man put his hands in the air.

“Rogan!” one of the SWAT called out.

“Here,” Sean and Kane said simultaneously.

Sean slowly rose, kept his hands visible. He was the hostage, but it was still best not to make any sudden moves around trained officers packing serious firepower.

The five men—including the two teens—were all handcuffed. The dead shooter was checked and disarmed, and it was called into the team leader.

A deputy in uniform came in behind one of the SWAT teams.

“Peter!”

“Joe?”

Peter was cuffed with his friend. Joe ran over and hugged him. “Thank God you’re alive. Thank God.”

“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, I didn’t know this was going to happen.”

“I know you didn’t.”

Sean walked over to them. “Peter helped me escape, and he paid the price for it.” Sean motioned to the bruise on his jaw. “I’m going to put that in my statement. Maybe it’ll help.”

“Thank you,” Joe said, holding his brother.

“It’s my fault,” Juan said. He was near tears. “Where’s Michael? What happened to Michael?”

“He was captured out front. He’s okay. What happened, Juan? How did you get into this mess? Michael?”

“He didn’t know—he just thought it would be something quick and easy and we’d be home by midnight. And then—it just got weird.”

“You’re both going to give your statements. You’re going to be arrested, but I’ll do everything in my power to get you probation. If you lie, all bets are off, understood?”

They nodded. Sean became distracted when he heard shouting on the other side of the barn.

“You have to let me go!”

It was Gomez.

“Hold still, sir,” one of the SWAT officers said.

“He took my son! He took my boy!”

If SWAT was in here so fast, they had to know that Juarez left with the kid.

Sean walked over to where Kane was talking to a guy with the name JONES on his breast.

“Eddie Jones, commander of this SWAT unit,” he said. “You must be Sean Rogan.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your wife is following Juarez and the hostage. You need medical.”

“I’m fine.”

“You look like shit,” Kane said.

“So do you.”

“Just get looked at, okay? An ambulance is already here, we had them standing by. I say this is a success. One hostile dead, no injuries to my men, and you two look like you’ll survive.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Thank your wife and her brother.”

“Brother?”

“Jack,” Kane said with a half smile.

“You knew Jack was here?”

“No, but I knew when Lucy called JT that he’d call in the cavalry.”

“Yes, sir. I even had a call from Assistant Director Rick Stockton. That doesn’t happen every day,” Jones said.

“What time is it?” Kane said.

“Just about seven,” Jones said.

“We need to get to my ranch. That’s where Juarez is headed.”

“We have visual on him.”

“I’m leaving. Sean?”

“I’m with you.”

“You’ll need a ride,” Jones said. “Lucy left your truck here when she went with my number two to follow the target.” He handed Kane the keys. “Be careful. Neither of you is one hundred percent.”

* * *

Juarez didn’t go to the ranch, but went to a small house across the main road that was in line with three other small houses.

“Who lives there?” Lucy asked Jack.

“It’s owned by the Dickersons—they own everything north and west of us—but that’s not their primary house. Those would be for ranch hands, the foremen. I know the Dickersons—they’re good neighbors. They would never be in league with someone like Juarez.”

“Where are they? Could they be hostages?” Lucy prayed not. It was bad enough to have the boy, but an entire family . . . what if they were already dead? Cold spread through her veins.

Dez spoke up. “The Dickersons left before Christmas to visit their kin up in Amarillo. They won’t be back ’til after the new year. They have a caretaker, but he lives on the other side of the property. The rest of the staff is off, though I can’t say for certain no one is in any of those houses.”

“He could have found out which were empty through Gomez,” Lucy said.

“He’ll have line of sight to the main driveway,” Jack said.

“There’s a squad car there, and two agents at the house,” Lucy said. “They won’t get close. But we need to know when he’s talking to Hazel. That’s our window.”

“I know how to get in through the back,” Dez said. “We’ll go in on foot, the storage barn will help block our approach.” He looked at his phone. “The raid was successful,” he told Lucy and Jack. “One hostile down, no other casualties. The Commander says that the Rogan brothers are headed our way. But it’ll take them twenty, twenty-five minutes even if they haul ass.”

Lucy was relieved, but she wished they would stay away—they had to be dehydrated and injured and if Juarez saw them, he would know his plan had failed.

That put Bobby at greater risk.

She called Andie’s cell phone. It was almost seven.

Andie answered immediately. “Walsh.”

“Kane and Sean are fine. They’re on their way to the ranch.”

“Good.”

“Is the call set up?”

“Yes, we’re waiting.”

“Juarez is in an empty bunkhouse north of Kane’s property line. He has a ten-year-old boy hostage. I’m with a small SWAT unit and we’re going to go in hot while Juarez is distracted. I need to know exactly when he calls.”

“Stay on the phone.”

Lucy put Andie on speaker. “Dez,” she said, “what’s your plan?”

“Seems like you already figured it out. We go in hot, like you said. You’re in the rear, ma’am. No offense, it’s not because you’re a girl—one of my best team members is a girl, beats my ass at the range nearly every time—but because you don’t have the training.”

“Understood. I’m going for the boy.”

Jack stared at her. He didn’t want her to do it.

“Don’t play my big brother on this.”

“I am your big brother.”

She almost smiled, and if she hadn’t been so tense she would have laughed. “I can do this. They’re not going to be expecting us, so we have to be fast.”

“I agree,” Dez said, “but we’ll get in position and first identify the location of the hostage. Those bunkhouses are small and functional with identical floor plans.”

“I’ll follow your lead.”

“Grab a vest, both of you,” he said. “There should be one that fits in the back. And a helmet. No one leaves here unprotected.”

Andie said, “He’s calling.”

Dez said, “On my count.”

Chapter Sixteen

Siobhan’s hand was shaking when she answered the phone. She willed it to stop. She had two FBI agents here, her sister, and they didn’t even need the equipment to track Juarez because he was right across the street. And she knew that Kane was alive and well.

Yet, she was still scared that something was going to go wrong.

“Hello,” she said. She cleared her throat. “Felipe?”

“My daughter.”

“I have her here. But you can’t talk to her until I have proof of life. I have to know that Kane and Sean are okay.”

“Check your phone.”

She did. She saw a picture of Kane and Sean tied against a beam. Kane looked more than a little angry, but there was blood on his shirt and his face was swollen and bruised. Her heart ached. She couldn’t make out Sean behind him, but assumed that second man was him.

“Hestia. Now.”

“You won’t get away with this,” Siobhan said.

He laughed at her. “I already have, you foolish woman. Three. Two. One.”

“She’s here! Stop!”

He laughed again.

Siobhan took a deep breath, then another, and realized she was practically hyperventilating.

“Hazel,” she said.

“Hestia!” Juarez screamed. “You can’t change who she is. She’s Hestia Maria Louisa Juarez, and she belongs to me!”

“Papa,” Hazel said, “my name is Hazel Lopez, and I belong to no one.”

Silence. Complete and total silence and for a second Siobhan thought that the call had been dropped, or something happened and Juarez heard the click that merged the calls. “Tell me something to prove it’s you. The dog you had.”

“Blanca? The sweet mutt that you kicked when she barked at you? Or Pal, the dog Mom fed and you ran off?”

“You will come home with me.”

“Never.”

“Do you know what you did to me? How I suffered?”

“I’m sorry, Papa, but you should never have sold me to that man. He was awful.”

“You would have been a princess.”

“I would have been a prisoner.”

“So? That’s what you were born for! Your mother couldn’t give me an heir, just a girl, and that’s what you could do for your family, marry and join two families together. Yet you were selfish, selfish like your mother.”

“I know you had her killed, Papa. I followed Ricardo to the river where he drowned her. And I knew that would happen to me when I no longer served my purpose. Siobhan gave me freedom.”

“And she will die for it. Just like Gino. Just like Rosita. They are dead because of you.”

“N-no,” Hazel said, her voice cracking. “They are dead because of you.”

Siobhan wished she could hold Hazel as she suffered through her father’s diatribe. She knew she was with Sonia and Dean in Sacramento, that they would care for her, but Siobhan wanted to fix it. She wanted to fix everything, which is how they got into this mess in the first place.

“I will come for you, daughter, and you will suffer for your dishonor—”

The call suddenly ended.

“Hello?” Hazel said. “Is anyone there?”

One of the FBI agents said, “The call disconnected on his end.”

“I’m here, Hazel,” Siobhan said. “Don’t listen to that man.”

“I’m okay,” she said. “I’ll be okay.”

Hazel was a strong young woman, and Siobhan was glad she had saved her.

She prayed for Lucy and her team. Because Juarez was on the warpath.

* * *

Lucy took the cue from Dez, who had a calm, almost joking, command presence. Paul had reconned the building—two guards outside in the front, which meant Juarez, two guards, and Bobby in the house. Paul had them all located in the main room. There were two entrances—front and back through the kitchen. The house was filled with durable furniture, which could be a help or hindrance.

Paul said, “The boy is on the couch in the living room, up against the south wall.” He drew on a piece of paper. “The kitchen is here on the north—this door opens into the eating area. The living room runs the length of the kitchen plus the nook. The couch is dead center on the wall. You won’t be able to see the boy when you first enter, until you go through the nook.”

Dez said, “I’ll go left through the kitchen, you go right through the nook. Take the shield, Lucy—it works.”

She hadn’t wanted to carry the shield. It wasn’t that it was too heavy—sixteen pounds, Dez had told her—but it was awkward because she hadn’t trained with one before.

But she took it without argument.

They approached the house from the back. All the blinds were drawn; Paul had observed the layout through a broken slat.

Jack didn’t want to leave Lucy, but he did, because Dez teamed him with Paul to take out the two guards at the front. Lucy was relieved he hadn’t argued. He was lucky he was being included as it was, considering he wasn’t a cop—military training notwithstanding.

For a big guy, Dez was soft on his feet. He was listening through his earpiece to Paul’s report from the front and as soon as the external guards were contained, they entered through the back door. Dez broke the lock and pushed in, Lucy right behind him.

The set up was exactly as Paul described.

Juarez was shouting, “ . . . you will suffer for your dishonor . . .”

Lucy saw Bobby as soon as she stepped to the edge of the breakfast nook.

Juarez was distracted, his back to the kitchen, but his guard saw or sensed movement and turned. He fired at Dez, who came in larger-than-life from the kitchen. Dez dropped him before he could get off a second shot.

“Police! Hands where I can see them!” Dez shouted.

At the same time, Lucy ran to Bobby, her shield up. She felt and heard a loud ping, then more gunfire from the kitchen.

She threw her body over Bobby, the shield covering their heads and most of Bobby’s body.

There was a grunt, then three gunshots in rapid succession. Lucy didn’t dare move. Bobby was frozen beneath her. She could feel his hot breath on her neck.

He was breathing.

He was alive.

“All clear, Agent Kincaid.”

Slowly, she lowered the shield. Juarez and his two goons were dead on the floor. Paul had handcuffed the two men outside. Jack came in, looked from Dez to Lucy, then nodded.

Lucy said, “Bobby? Are you okay?”

“I-I-I want my m-mom.”

“We’ll get you home to her right away.”

He hugged her tightly. He was shaking, but he was alive and uninjured. And that, ultimately, was all that mattered.

* * *

Kane walked into his house and the first thing he saw was Siobhan. He walked over to her and kissed her hard. He didn’t give a shit that Andie was there or two FBI agents or his brother; all he needed was this woman.

She was muttering something, but he didn’t know what it was.

He kissed her again, and she stepped back. She was crying.

“I’m okay,” he said. Why was she crying?

“I was so stupid, Kane. I’m so sorry. When Hazel emailed me—I should never have gone. You could have died. You and Sean and—”

“Shut. Up.” He kissed her again. “I never want to hear you say you’re stupid. That conversation is over.”

“But—”

He took her hand and pulled her to their bedroom and shut the door. He didn’t need an audience right now. He was surprisingly emotional. While his life had been at risk, he hadn’t truly believed that he would die. Maybe because his life had been at risk a multitude of times, and death didn’t scare him.

What scared him was Siobhan’s fear. Which he felt rolling off her, even now, when she knew they were all safe.

He kissed her, because physical connection was how he showed he cared. He didn’t have the words. He wasn’t like his brother Sean, who always seemed to know what to say. Kane was a man of action, and kissing Siobhan said more than any word he could think of.

And she was still crying. He felt her tears on his cheeks and he sat her down. “Please don’t cry, I can’t—I don’t know what to say.”

“I’m so relieved. I thought—I thought there was no way out of this. That a spontaneous decision nine years ago took you from me today. I love you so much. I can’t—I don’t want to think about losing you. And today—I just—I just—”

“Shh. Why talk? You should never feel guilty for doing the right thing. And Hestia reached out to you because you gave her hope, something she hadn’t had for years. I don’t blame you, and you damn well better not blame yourself. This was all on Juarez, don’t forget it.” He paused. “I talked to Jack right before I walked in. Juarez is dead. He pulled a gun on SWAT and he went down. It’s over.”

“Oh, thank God. And that poor little boy?”

“They’re taking him home to his mother right now.”

He kissed her again, even though his face hurt. Hell, his whole body ached.

He forced her to look at him, smiled, though it felt like he was scowling. That hurt, too. “One more thing, Red. No secrets. You should have told me about Hestia—Hazel—whatever her name is. I would have handled security if you really wanted to see her.”

“No more secrets.” This time, she kissed him. “We were supposed to get married today.”

“At two. We can do it.”

She stared at him and shook her head. For a minute Kane thought she was calling it off.

“Tomorrow. At sunset. I already talked to Padre. You need to sleep, you need to eat, and I need—I need my heart to slow down.”

“Tomorrow. I’m holding you to that.”

* * *

An hour later, Lucy walked into the house. The FBI agents had left, Andie was in the bunkhouse sleeping, and Kane and Siobhan hadn’t emerged from their room. Sean sat there knowing Lucy was okay, but desperately needing to touch her.

She and Jack had taken Bobby back to his mother. Bobby hadn’t wanted to let go of Lucy, and Lucy couldn’t bear to put him in the back of a police car for the ride to Santa Maria. They’d talked, but Sean had to wait an hour to see the woman he loved.

At least he’d had time to shower and put on clean clothes. He threw his clothes away—they still smelled like mold from the trailer he’d been held in.

She looked exhausted. Sean got up, ignored his sore muscles and the pain in his head, and hugged her.

She hugged him back tightly, then maneuvered him to sit down on the couch. “I know now that you were in the truck that crashed. You have a concussion.”

“Mild.”

“You’re in pain.”

“Just sore.”

She stared at him. “Sean, this was a close one.”

He didn’t have an answer to that, because there were a few minutes back there at the barn where he didn’t see a way out.

“I love you, Lucy. God, I love you.”

She put her head on his shoulder and a minute later, she was asleep.

Sean kissed her head and closed his eyes.

Yes, it was too close.

Chapter Seventeen

Padre never married anyone on Sundays, but today he made an exception.

It was late, at sunset, an absolutely gorgeous evening for the last day of the year.

Kane said he didn’t need anything official. That he was tired and just wanted to have some peace and quiet with the woman he loved.

Padre simply looked at him, and he was silent.

Because this—this sacrament, this promise, whatever they called it—was important to the woman he loved. Siobhan would happily share his home and bed for the rest of their lives, but for her he would make the final commitment. For her, he would declare in front of his friends and family—and the God Siobhan firmly believed in—that he would be by her side now and forevermore.

And maybe he had a little more faith today than he’d had for the first forty-five years of his life. Maybe today be believed in miracles. Because even luck and training and police work couldn’t explain everything yesterday. Even the heaven and earth Lucy had moved wouldn’t have found them in time. It was a combination of so many different factors. Lucy’s investigation, Padre’s faith and intuition, Sean’s escape and recapture, and Hestia—Hazel—taking the call at the right moment for them to act in unison—when no one knew that the other pieces were in place.

Training? Yes. Faith and God? Maybe. Just maybe.

At least he was willing to entertain the notion.

Kane looked at his brother. Sean was bruised and sore, one eye black and near swollen shut, but he stood there with him and Kane had never been so proud of him as he was now.

“I love you,” he said.

Sean stared at him. Not moving, not blinking. Maybe Kane had never said it before. Hell, he hadn’t. Sean was his brother, what did he need of his love?

With a half smile, Sean said, “I know.”

But the tears in Sean’s eyes told Kane everything he needed to know. And that everything was going to change. While Kane feared it would change for the worse—how could the world survive without him fighting its battles?—he knew now that it may actually change for the better.

The door opened and Kane did a double take when JT Caruso, Rick Stockton, and Matt Elliott walked in. The four of them had been closer than brothers when they were in the military. The three were Navy SEALs and Kane, the Marine. They’d shared more than one intense deployment . . . and were forever blood, forever bound.

“Only you, Kane Rogan, would think you could get married without us,” Rick said bluntly.

“Only you would crash a wedding, Spike.”

Rick laughed at a nickname he hadn’t heard in years, then hugged Kane and slapped him on the back. “You won the jackpot with that one,” he said.

Kane winced at the pain but Rick didn’t show any remorse for the hug.

“No arguments,” Kane said.

“Duke is here,” JT said. “He wasn’t certain you would be happy, since none of us were invited.”

“Because I didn’t want a thing.”

It made him distinctly uncomfortable.

“But,” he continued, “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Then you won’t be upset that Ranger, Lucky, Blitz, and Dyson are all in the church too.”

He stared at his closest friend and didn’t say anything.

“They moved heaven and earth to be here tonight,” JT said. “They wanted to be.”

Kane felt surprisingly blessed—yes, blessed, he thought wryly—that he had so many close friends.

Padre stepped into the small rectory. “Time to get this party started,” he said. He looked at Sean and frowned. “You okay?”

“Nothing a week of sleep won’t fix.”

Kane looked at his brother. He wasn’t 100 percent, and that he was here with him meant everything. He hoped his present would arrive in time—he looked at Padre for confirmation.

Padre nodded.

Good. Jesse had made it. It was cutting it close, but Kane had sent someone he trusted to retrieve Jesse, have a conversation with his grandfather, and ensure that there would be no one coming between Sean and his son ever again.

Because they were family, and family was everything.

* * *

“You’re . . . wow,” Lucy said when Siobhan walked in. “Beautiful is an understatement. It’s perfect.”

Siobhan wore the same dress her grandmother had worn seventy years ago. Beautiful antique Irish lace, off the shoulder, shorter than most wedding dresses because her grandmother had been five feet tall. She’d taken it to a seamstress who had kept it mostly same, just minor changes, and she was so pleased with the result. It was simple, classic, and exactly what she wanted.

History and love all rolled into one.

“Ready?” Lucy said.

“One minute,” Siobhan said, taking a deep breath. “I can’t believe how many people are out there for a wedding we didn’t send invitations for.”

Andie glanced at Lucy. “Can you give us a minute, Lucy?”

“Of course,” she said and stepped out.

Siobhan frowned at her sister. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Why would you think anything’s wrong?

“I just—” She sighed. “I never really talked to you about Kane. I know you were his commanding officer, and this is probably all weird for you.”

She laughed—something that she rarely did. “Honey, I was Kane’s commanding officer nearly twenty years ago. And yes, I’ll always be his superior.” She smiled. “And I love that he’s marrying my sister and he knows I’m always his superior officer.”

Siobhan smiled, though she didn’t quite understand what her sister meant.

“Anyway, something completely different.” She took a deep breath. “I’m being promoted.”

“Promoted? Really?”

“Yes, to Colonel. They told me last week, and there will be a ceremony.”

“For your eagle wings.”

“You’re the last of my family, Siobhan. It would mean everything to me if you would pin on the eagle.”

Siobhan teared up. “Stop. My mascara.”

Andie smiled, but she, too, had tears in her eyes. “Dad would be so proud of you,” she said quietly. “I don’t say it, because sometimes your actions—well, I’m proud and worried and angry all rolled into one. But Dad—he was lost when my mom died. And then he found your mom and he was reborn. I’m not religious, not like you, but I really believe there was a higher power out there looking out for him, and giving him your mom. And you. If you weren’t here, I would have nobody. My mom died when I was young, then my brother died in Desert Storm, and then our dad died . . . and I have you. You are the light of my life, Siobhan. I love my country and the Marines and will always serve them to the best of my abilities. But because you’re here, I do it also for you. You could not have found a better man than Kane Rogan. He’s hardly perfect, but there is no one more loyal on this planet.”

Siobhan couldn’t stop the tears, but she didn’t care. “I love you so much, Andie.”

“I’m proud to walk you down the aisle. And to remind Kane that if he breaks your heart, he answers to me.”
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Chapter One

Wednesday

Siobhan Walsh Rogan watched as her new husband and his team helped the six terrified girls into the old Hummer.

Even before he took her hand to help her into the back, she could read his mind.

“No,” she said. She jumped back down on the ground. She looked into Kane’s brilliant blue eyes and knew her instincts were right. “No,” she said, more emphatic. “Do not go after him.”

She ignored the gnats flying around her head, the distant sound of a lone rifle, the curses of the man restrained in the doorway of the house Kane and his men had raided.

He didn’t say anything.

“See, you can’t even argue with me!”

“I’m not going to argue with you, Red. Get in the truck.”

“No.”

His gaze narrowed just a fraction, but added three levels of mean to his expression.

“It’s an order.”

“Don’t even.”

He pulled her away from the truck, away from his team and the girls who were watching them far too closely.

“I will learn where he’s going. I’m going to stop him.”

“It’s not worth it.”

“Was it worth it to rescue Hestia nine years ago?”

“This is not the same thing. We have the girls! We’re getting to safety.”

“Dyson and Lucky will take you to the convent. Ranger’s with me. I know what I’m doing, Siobhan.”

He looked like the cold, hardened mercenary he’d been when she first met him. The mercenary she had loved and hated. The hero she wanted and feared for.

She couldn’t stop him. She knew that. She wanted to—because she had never loved like this before. But she loved Kane Rogan because of who he was, and this was who he was. He hadn’t wanted her to come because this was a dangerous operation, but he also recognized that her unique skill set working with young victims would be instrumental in making the extraction easier than it might have been. He trusted her when she knew it was hard for him to put her in danger.

She had to trust him.

This was who Kane was. She didn’t want to change him. She couldn’t if she tried.

She just didn’t want to lose him.

Yet another reason why she loved him so much.

“Don’t get killed, Kane Rogan.”

He kissed her. So hard it almost hurt, then he touched her face, and she saw the love in his expression, the love he had a hard time showing. “I love you. Go.”

She went to the truck. Dyson handed her a gun, nodded to Lucky that they were ready. “Eyes open, Red,” he said.

Ranger had already made sure the girls were both secured and unarmed. He squeezed Siobhan’s hand and said, “I’ll protect him.”

She nodded, even though she wanted to scream that this was too dangerous, foolhardy. Human traffickers were a dime a dozen, and even though Peter Blair was one of the worst out there—an ex-patriot who would do anything for money—they could find him another way.

Not following him into territory he knew better than they did, with people loyal to Blair willing to kill for him.

It’s too dangerous, Kane. Change your mind.

Lucky turned the ignition and drove away, down the mountain. The last thing she saw was Ranger following Kane back to the house that had once held these victims. Four dead littered the ground; the fifth was injured and trussed up by the door. Kane dragged him inside the house, and Ranger followed, closing the door.

Peter Blair had gotten away, an evil man Siobhan had been tracking for even longer than Kane. Yet, though she’d seen the brutal handiwork of Blair and his men time and time again, she didn’t want to know how Kane and Ranger would find out where he went.

Lucky sped off toward the setting sun and Siobhan prayed for Kane’s safety.

* * *

Chapter Two

Friday

Three years ago if Sean Rogan saw two police cars and an unmarked sedan in front of his house, he would have driven by until he knew exactly what was going on. But now, his first thought was fear:

Lucy.

He immediately dismissed the thought that Lucy had been injured in the line of duty. Someone from the FBI would have called him. And while his son now lived with him, he’d dropped Jesse off at school not ten minutes ago, so these cops weren’t here because of something related to Jesse or the school.

Still, that twitch in his gut had him seriously wanting to pass by without a glance at his house, and he usually trusted his instincts.

He wished he’d trusted them now, but he clicked the garage door opener and pulled his Jeep Wrangler into his parking slot on the right. A quick glance over his shoulder confirmed that the cops were here to talk to him. The uniformed officers were getting out of their car, and two detectives emerged from the sedan.

He didn’t recognize any of them.

If it was one car, he wouldn’t be concerned. RCK—the security consulting firm his brothers had co-founded, and which he served as a principal—worked closely with law enforcement on a variety of projects. At the end of last year, Sean had assisted in an SAPD case. Between him and Lucy, they knew several cops on the force.

But this was three cars and he knew none of the cops.

That worried him.

He walked around to the back of the Jeep, looked straight in the eye of the cop closest to him. Plainclothes. Detective. Six foot tall, blond hair, blue eyes. The other detective was female, younger, Hispanic, not a good poker face. She clearly didn’t like him, but Sean had never met her before.

“Can I help you?” he said, his voice sounding calm and chatty when that was the last thing he felt like doing.

“Sean Rogan?”

“That’s me.”

The detective smiled, trying to put Sean at ease, but that only made Sean more uncomfortable, especially since the female detective stood there as if she was ready to draw and fire on him.

“Detective John Banner,” he said. He didn’t offer to shake his hand. He was keeping his distance, about twelve feet. “This is my partner Kris Mendez. We were hoping you could come down to the station and answer some questions.”

“About what?”

“Mona Odette Hill.”

Mona?

Shit.

“Why don’t you come inside?” he said, motioning toward his house. “I’ll make coffee.”

“Ms. Hill was murdered Monday night and we’d like to talk to you about that. It would be better if you come with us.”

What the hell was going on? Mona was dead?

Monday.

Sean had gone to Houston on Monday and met with Mona. So these cops might have a witness that saw him near her condo. Fine. But that didn’t mean he would go down to the fucking station and talk. “No, thank you, I’m happy to talk with you here.” It took all his control not to tell them to screw off and call his lawyer. Something was going on, and Sean had the distinct impression that they thought he was involved.

Banner had said Mona was murdered.

They wanted him to come to the station.

Nothing good would come from him going to the station.

What did you get yourself into, Mona?

Banner glanced at his partner. They communicated silently for about two seconds, then Banner said, “Mr. Rogan, you’re under arrest for the murder of Mona Hill.”

Banner nodded to one of the officers who cautiously approached Sean.

“What the hell?” he said though he knew he shouldn’t say a word. “You want to talk, now you’re arresting me?”

“Turn around,” the officer said. “Kneel, and put your hands on the top of your head.”

Sean didn’t move. He was being arrested for murder? He took everything in. The two detectives. Four uniformed officers. Coming to his house—after Lucy was gone, after he returned from dropping Jesse off at school. Did they know his routine? Did they plan it this way? How long had they been watching him?

“Mr. Rogan, please comply,” Banner said. “I know your wife is a federal agent, and you have friends in the department. I don’t want this to become a sticky situation.”

He had no choice.

“I’d like to call my wife.” He actually wanted to call JT Caruso, the head of RCK. JT would know exactly what to do and would get him a lawyer.

You know what to do, Sean. Don’t say anything. Not one more word. You’re innocent, but that doesn’t mean squat. Keep your mouth shut and don’t piss off the cops.

“You’ll be able to make your calls as soon as you’ve been booked in Houston.”

“Houston? You’re taking me to Houston?” So much for keeping his mouth shut.

Mona Hill lives in Houston.

“Yes, Mr. Rogan,” Banner said. “We’re with Houston PD. The San Antonio officers are assisting.”

So they’d planned to arrest him from the beginning. They wouldn’t have brought the officers if this wasn’t the endgame.

“I’m armed,” Sean said. “I have a concealed carry permit in my wallet.”

“Thank you for that,” Banner said. “Are you carrying anything besides a handgun?”

“A knife in my right front pocket.”

He hated this. Everything about this. It was bullshit. He considered resisting, but that wouldn’t do him any good.

You should have driven by when you saw the cop cars. Just driven on by until you knew why they were there. You’ve turned soft, Rogan.

The SAPD officer repeated, “Turn around and kneel, put your hands on the top of your head.”

Sean didn’t like that his partner had his hand on his holstered gun. Did they think he was going to run? Fight? Shoot?

He said to Banner, “If you just tell me what’s going on, I can come down on my own with my lawyer.”

“That won’t be possible.”

“Why the hell not?” Sean snapped, hating that he was letting his fear take over. “You know my wife is a federal agent. My sister-in-law is a fed. You must know I have government contracts, security clearance. You can ask me to come in and talk and I’ll be there.”

“I did.”

“I mean on my own, with my lawyer.”

“Too late.”

“You didn’t give me the fucking choice!”

“Are you going to make this difficult, Mr. Rogan? Do I need to add resisting arrest?”

“I’m not resisting, I’m talking.”

“You’re a flight risk, Mr. Rogan,” Banner said. “I know who you are and what you’re capable of, and I’m sorry it came to this, but I have no choice. I’m only going to ask you one more time. Turn around, put your hands on your head, and kneel.”

He complied, resisting an overwhelming urge to run. His entire body tensed, he would not do well behind bars, and he knew it. He already felt like a caged animal and the cuffs weren’t even on his wrists.

The two SAPD officers approached him. One searched him and removed his gun, handed it to his partner, who unloaded it and handed it to Mendez, who put it in an evidence bag. The officer found his knife that he kept in his pocket, also handed that to his partner.

“Do you always take your kid to school armed?” the cop said.

Sean couldn’t let him bait him. This cop was nobody, and Sean wasn’t going to say a word until he knew exactly what was going on and why these cops thought he killed Mona Hill. He’d already said too much, arguing with Banner.

His left wrist was cuffed, pulled behind his back, and then his right arm was brought down.

“Relax, Mr. Rogan,” the officer said.

He tried. He couldn’t. He valued his freedom more than anything. He’d spent a few days in jail before, he could not—would not—spend the weekend behind bars.

“Come on now,” the officer said, pulling his arm tighter than necessary.

“Mr. Rogan,” Banner said, “you’re drawing attention from your neighbors.”

Sean’s face heated. He didn’t look around. He wasn’t resisting, but he couldn’t force his body to relax. He winced as the cop jerked his arm up and back and clicked on the handcuffs.

Murder. They’re arresting you for murder.

You didn’t kill Mona Hill.

Why do they think you killed her?

They wouldn’t arrest him solely on the word of an eyewitness—there had to be evidence. Question him, sure—but they wouldn’t arrest him. What did they have? Why did they believe he killed her? Anything they had would be circumstantial. He was in her condo. He couldn’t tell anyone, especially the cops, why he was there. Not until he talked to a lawyer.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t told Lucy. There were two reasons he hadn’t told her, not least of which was because Lucy didn’t like Mona. Neither did Sean, but they had an understanding, and in this particular situation they had a common enemy.

You should have told Lucy.

He had a very, very bad feeling that this was all a setup.

You are screwed, Rogan.

Banner said, “Can we take a look in your car?”

He looked over his shoulder and looked Banner in the eye. “Do you have a warrant?”

He took their silence as a no.

“We’ll get a warrant, you can just make this easier.”

“I do not consent,” he said clearly.

The officer who had cuffed him took hold of Sean’s elbow and pulled him to standing, then escorted him to the squad car. “Watch your head,” he said and helped Sean into the back.

The cop closed the door and Sean was alone. His eyes burned. Rage and embarrassment tore him up inside.

And fear. Fear that this setup was going to get him killed. He had enemies in prison. So did his brother. So did Lucy.

Maybe that’s why he was being framed for Mona Hill’s murder. It wouldn’t matter when the cops realized he was innocent, he might already be dead.
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