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Beloved Doe and those who would not let this child’s death go unsolved.
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CHAPTER 1

PRESENT DAY
JUNE

Kariss had fulfilled all her dreams but one by age thirty-five. Most women would bask in such a claim, but not Kariss. The one mountain yet to climb beckoned her to strap on hiking boots and make her approach. The peak held her in fascination, and failing meant losing everything she’d ever gained.

Her heels clicked along the marble flooring of the Marriott hotel’s lobby adjoining Houston’s Intercontinental Airport. Ten minutes early for her appointment with her literary agent and she could use the time to make sure her responses to Meredith were gracious and resolute. A mouthful for sure.

Sinking into a plush chair, she took a deep breath and waited. With all of her prolific abilities, why couldn’t she respond with words that relayed her passion for this story? But now she had the opportunity to convince Meredith of her sincerity. A little encouragement went a long way when calling up the powers of inspiration and creativity.

Right on time, Meredith Rockford slipped into a chair across from Kariss, sipping on a cup of tea, no doubt Earl Grey. Dressed in a black traveler’s knit jacket and pants, the only color emitting from Meredith was her crimson lipstick.

“You could have texted me that you were early,” Meredith said.

Kariss smiled. “Just got here. Did you have a good night’s rest?”

Meredith lifted a brow while taking a sip of her tea. “My head is killing me. I had to fly from New York to Houston. Arrived late and had to cancel our dinner appointment, and you ask me if I slept well?” She set the cup on a table in front of them. “The only thing that will give me a good night’s sleep is for you to abandon this ludicrous idea of changing genres.”

Kariss valued integrity above all things, and she refused to lose control. “Please understand I have given this writing project considerable thought. I need a break from writing women’s fiction. I’m not discounting what you’ve done for my career, my friends who continue to write women’s fiction, or my faithful readers. But I have a deep need to write a suspense novel.”

“You rehearsed your spiel very nicely, but let me give you the facts: you, Kariss Walker, are about to commit publishing suicide. Changing genres in the middle of New York Times bestselling status means starting all over.”

“I was hoping you’d champion my goals.”

“My goal is to make sure my writers and my agency make money while ensuring the publishing community has quality writing projects.” She crossed her arms. “After Sunrise has held the number two slot for three months. Always a Lady sold over six hundred thousand copies along with a sweet spot on the bestsellers list. You write women’s fiction. Period. Not suspense. Your ratings are going to plummet like an avalanche.”

Kariss uncrossed her legs and allowed her arms to lay limp at her side. How much more open could she be? “Ten novels in five years is a bit much, don’t you think? Suspense intrigues me. Remember the eight years I spent reporting evening news on Houston’s Channel 5? I have more ideas than I will ever have time to write.”

“It won’t work. Your readers want sweet stories about women. They’ll drop you tomorrow if you switch to suspense. Now send me the proposal for the next story. The one we chatted about in New York will do nicely. You’re the only writer who can convince the reader that the main character isn’t just a story, but a human life.”

Meredith started to stand, but Kariss gestured for her to stay. “Please hear me out. Deep inside me is a well of passion for stories that burst onto the suspense scene. These are real and happening in my city. One in particular touched my heart several years ago and has never let me go. I cannot not write this. It doesn’t matter that I don’t have a contract. If one of the big six doesn’t want to publish it, I’ll self-publish.”

“If you do not adhere to the demands of the publishing world, your actions may dissolve our representation of your work.”

Kariss moistened her lips. “I am fully aware of the consequences.”

“Are you? You may never publish again.” Meredith retrieved her cup of Earl Grey and left the lobby.

Kariss gathered her purse and laptop before leaving the hotel. She had two hours until her appointment with Lincoln Abrams, special agent in charge of Houston’s FBI. Five years had passed since she’d linked arms with law enforcement agencies and enlisted public support to help find criminals. Excitement with a twinge of apprehension grabbed hold of her senses. If only her agent held the same enthusiasm about her writing a suspense novel. Maybe if she knew the real reason why Kariss wanted to protect children …

This story meant more than all the six-figure checks combined. In five years, no one had solved the crime stalking her, and she didn’t possess the skills to smoke out a killer. But in her novel version, the perpetrator would be brought to justice.
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Drinking a double espresso, his breakfast of choice, Tigo drove through the seedy neighborhood off South Main in Houston, looking for the dark green van last seen at the shipyards speeding away with two hundred and fifty grand of stolen AK-47 rifles.

The area looked deserted except for the battered vehicles matching the twisted and dented people who hid behind their weapons and bravado.

Some residents were simply poor and trying to eke out a living. Why they stayed made no sense. But those weren’t the ones Tigo wanted to question. He needed Cheeky and his gang of Arroyos behind bars for gun smuggling. Add to that the identity of the dealers who were selling them weapons, and he was a happy man. Houston ranked as Mexico’s largest gun supplier, and Tigo intended to drop that stat like a live grenade.

He drove slowly, studying each peeled-painted house for signs of rodents. He didn’t really expect a tattooed gang member this time of the morning, but he also knew they could tear through a door at any moment ready to blow him to pieces. He risked the encounter and hoped they were sleeping off the previous night. His appointment was critical to draw out those who continued to break the law, one important enough for him to break the rules and work alone. He’d long ago given up trying to figure out if he wanted credit for the arrests or if he didn’t want to endanger another agent. Probably both.

The gangs living here counted coup on law enforcement types.

Tigo eased to the curb next to a bungalow with boarded-up windows. Turning off the engine of the twenty-year-old Toyota minus the fender and hubcaps, he waited for his guest and drank the espresso.

A toddler pushed open the door of a house across the street. Wearing nothing but a diaper, he carried what looked like a rag — probably a substitution for his mother. The reality of the kid’s future yanked at Tigo’s thoughts, along with the likelihood of him already being an addict. How long before he was dealing and carrying a piece?

No one else ventured from the neighborhood. But Tigo couldn’t wait forever. Linc wanted to see him about something. Glancing at his watch and rolling down the window, he gave himself fifteen minutes.

Candy was ten minutes late. Maybe she’d overslept, since her career kept her occupied at night. But the olive-skinned beauty had always been prompt, especially when the extra money didn’t touch her pimp’s pockets. She seemed to sense Tigo’s drive to nail the gang, but he refused to psychoanalyze that. She claimed to have the information he needed to close down the Houston operation, including names of arms dealers and details about those dealers raising prices on their weapons.

Five more minutes passed, and the espresso cup lay crumpled on the passenger’s seat. Candy wouldn’t have left him waiting without a call. Lately she’d grown bolder … maybe too bold. After all, meeting here at seven-thirty had been her idea. Late nights ate up her earning power. She claimed his presence looked like a john leaving, and the neighborhood slept until noon.

Tigo punched in her number. Four rings. “This is Candy. I’m busy right now.” A giggle followed the sexy voice with a Hispanic accent. “Leave a message, and I’ll get back to you.”

He wasn’t stupid enough to leave a message.

They’d met five times, and he believed each one raised the bar on their trust. She wanted to leave her sordid life, but she needed money until she landed a respectable job. Even asked for the name of a shelter. Said her two kids would have a better future. That had suckered Tigo in. Now suspicions about her motives called him a fool.

Tigo fired up the Toyota, muttering the language of the area. At the end of the block, two Hispanics wearing black T-shirts stepped into the street carrying assault rifles, their muscled forearms tattooed with gang symbols, their shaven heads etched deep with crossbones. Tigo spun the car, tires squealing. The smell of burned rubber invaded his nostrils.

At the other end of the street, two more armed men straddled his path, matching the MO behind him. Both had sidearms tucked into the front of their jeans. Great. He headed straight for them. In his quest to singlehandedly stop this gang, thinking a prostitute would take an exchange of money for info, he’d allowed pride to overrule logic. He deserved to have that engraved on his tombstone.

The man to the left in front of him lifted his rifle and fired, shattering Tigo’s windshield and narrowly missing his left shoulder. In return, Tigo grabbed his Glock from the passenger seat, tossed it into his left hand, then fired into the man’s chest, sending him sprawling backward onto the street.

Another bullet whizzed past the top of Tigo’s head. The men behind him were chasing after him. Tigo stomped the accelerator and headed straight for the remaining man on the right. Tigo might have fallen for a classic fog job with Candy, but he still had a few tricks to save his neck.

With the next outburst of fire, he sliced the morning with a pain-filled cry. The man on the right hesitated, giving Tigo the break to send a bullet flying into his chest.

Candy had either set him up or she was dead.





CHAPTER 2

Kariss zipped along outbound Highway 290 to the FBI office on a sun-bathed morning, clearly a good omen for her new writing project. She admired the fluid precision of her silver Jaguar XKR convertible, barely six weeks old. Its dynamic sound system rivaled a concert hall, and she imagined a tuxedo-dressed conductor ushering Bach into action. She detested the statements that people deserved this or that, but this car was definitely worth the sticker price. Of course, if Meredith made good her threats, Kariss would be selling the Jag in a heartbeat.

Traffic on the inbound lane merged bumper to bumper. Another reason for living inside the loop and working from her condo. She’d go nuts if she faced this every day. However, today her destination was worth any price.

Mentally checking what she needed once she reached the FBI office, she pushed aside Meredith’s insensitive attitude toward her goals. Her agent would change her mind once she read the first chapter of her suspense novel — and the book’s dedication.

She’d like to add some romance and the grit of a heroine who was not afraid to help solve a crime. The storyline was a little vague, but after today the detailed plotline should fit right into her spreadsheet — a writing technique she hadn’t used before. In the past her books were straightforward and pretty easy to write. All she needed to do each morning was take her place at her computer and work through the plot in her head.

Taking a deep breath, Kariss envisioned the exclusive book signings and TV interviews. Admittedly so, she was hungry to make this work.

A late-model green Toyota sped alongside her on the left. At the car’s speed, it must be shaking. How did a vehicle that beaten up stay on the road? Her attention swept to the driver, a Hispanic man, and for a brief moment their gazes met before he cut directly into her path. Slamming on her brakes, she stiffened. What a jerk. He’d nearly caused an accident.

She reached to palm her horn, but the driver looked like the type who might whip out a gun. Great for her novel, but not for real life. He sped down the highway, weaving in and out like her granny’s knitting needles.

“You’ll get yours.” She turned up the radio, still shaken but certain HPD patrolled both sides of the road. Some people didn’t deserve a driver’s license.

Taking a drink of her Starbucks mocha latte, she eased into the right lane, maintaining her speed at the posted limit of sixty miles per hour. The make of her car kept her on the radar of over-enthusiastic police officers. No time for a speeding ticket today.

A police car whizzed by, red light flashing, and she laughed. Sure enough, he had Mr. Toyota in his sights. By the time she passed the police car, both vehicles were chummy at the side of the road.

Kariss turned right onto West 43rd toward Houston’s FBI office, her fury over the driver who’d cut her off dispersing. She parked in the designated visitor area and snatched up her laptop and purse with a goal to whiz through security. Her fingers tingled at what lay ahead. Oh, the glory of story.

A sign inside security stated no laptops. Why hadn’t she remembered that stipulation? Back when she frequented the FBI office, she hadn’t needed her tool of the trade.

She pasted on a warm smile. “I have an appointment with Special Agent in Charge Lincoln Abrams. He won’t have a problem with my laptop.”

“Yes, ma’am. I still need to scan it and you.”

“Then I can take it with me?”

“When I’m finished.”

She’d planned an early arrival, knowing the paperwork required before her appointment. Her foot tapped against the concrete of the security’s floor. Patience. You’re not a one-legged tap dancer. Twenty minutes later she sat in the reception area, her paperwork completed, her laptop resting in its pink sleeve beside her.

“Miss Walker?”

Kariss hurried to the receptionist. “Yes, ma’am. Is Mr. Abrams ready to see me?”

The woman smiled. Her black jacket and pants radiated power as her dark eyes narrowed with authority. “I’m sorry. Mr. Abrams has been detained for about forty-five minutes. Would you like to wait?”

Kariss hid her disappointment. Linc held a prestigious position, filled with responsibility and unexpected interruptions. “I’ll wait. Thank you.” She did have downloaded emails to answer, and she hadn’t touched the marketing plan for the new novel.

Nothing could snip her excitement for this writing project.
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Tigo’s neck stung along with his pride for getting pulled over by one of Houston’s finest.

“You’re late.” Linc Abrams settled back into his chair and steepled his fingers, just like he used to do in college during study groups — when he was right. A file sat on his otherwise cleared desk, empty except for his computer and pictures of his wife and teenage son.

“Got a ticket.” Tigo flashed a smile and took a chair across from Linc’s desk. His watch registered forty-nine minutes past the scheduled meeting time.

“Flying like a speed demon again?”

“Something like that.”

Linc leaned in, his dark-brown gaze calculating yet not unfriendly. “Were you solo this morning?”

“Why would you ask that?”

“I know your habits. Your methods give a whole new definition to furtive.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“Not today. I got a report from HPD. Firefight involving the Arroyos and an unidentified driver of a green Toyota.” He pointed at Tigo’s face. “The giveaway is your bleeding neck.”

“I should have driven the speed limit.” They danced this kind of interrogation on a regular basis. Next time Tigo would stop to treat the cut. “I was there chasing a lead.”

“Nearly lost a friend this morning and all you can say is you were out chasing a lead?”

“This case is driving me nuts while the gunrunner trade escalates.”

“We’re a team, remember? Who gave you the info? Candy?”

Tigo chuckled. “That’s three questions in a row.”

“Congrats. You can count. Next time remember ‘two,’ as in you and your partner, Ryan.”

Adrenaline continued to flow. Or rather, it dripped like the blood trickling down his neck. “I work better alone, but I’ll watch my rear—”

“You’ll take Ryan. The far-reaching effects of these gangs and cartels will get you killed. You were disguised today?”

Tigo nodded. “Okay. I’ll do what it takes. I’ve worked Operation Wasp for a long time, and my patience is running thin. We’re being tipped off about some of the Arroyos’ transports, and we don’t know who is setting them up or why.”

“Humor me here and answer my questions.”

“Questions two and three are the same. Yes, it was Candy.” He shrugged, still fuming with what had gone wrong this morning. “She didn’t show.”

“Good reason. HPD found her dead after midnight near her corner. Throat cut.”

He clenched his fist. “We know Cheeky had her killed. I suppose they’re bringing in Bling?”

“Looks like a classic. She ticked off her pimp once too often.”

Tigo blew out an exasperated breath. “She either sold me out or the Arroyos caught on to what she was doing. Or both. Can I get some coffee?”

“Sure. Looks like you need it — and a Band-Aid. By the way, you had another appointment thirty minutes ago.”

Tigo flipped open his Blackberry. He had his schedule memorized. “I don’t think so.”

“Get your coffee. Do something with that neck. And get back here. We need to talk.” Linc stood and walked to the window. “Bring me a cup too.”

Less than ten minutes later, Tigo lowered himself into the “think” chair, his reference to the other side of Linc’s desk. Coffee in hand, he breathed in the aroma. Not the savory South American beans he ground each morning, but right now he needed the caffeine. His last birthday had pushed him into the backside of thirty, and it was catching up with him.

“I can’t take on another case until Cheeky is arrested. Between the drugs and gun smuggling, I want the Arroyos stopped.”

“I agree, but no choice in this one. It’s more of an assignment than a case.”

Tigo didn’t like where this was going. While taking a sip of the bitter brew, he considered the ways he could negotiate out of this. Gang warfare and gun smuggling were his top priorities. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

“I need a favor.”

Tigo maintained his composure, but his nerves seemed to grind. “What kind?”

Linc rested his hand on the file before him. “Do you remember about five years ago when Kariss Walker worked as news anchor for Channel 5?”

“I do. She was influential in enlisting public sentiment for many of our cases as well as HPD’s. Never met her. Why?” Had the woman turned up dead?

“She’s been writing novels since then. New York Times bestsellers.”

“Suspense and thrillers?”

Linc shook his head. “No. Women’s fiction. I’ve only ever glanced through her books, but Yvonne reads them. She thinks they’re well done.”

“What does she want from the FBI?”

Linc scratched his jaw. “I owe her, Tigo. Remember how she helped me infiltrate a drug ring by encouraging public support? Right after that I received a promotion.”

“So the agency is indebted. But you’re not answering my question.”

“I’m getting to it. Kariss wants to write a suspense novel. She’s requested permission to use a cold case, one she reported on and investigated. The second request is she’d like to shadow an agent.”

A shot of heat raced up Tigo’s neck and into his face. “Oh, no. You’re not asking me to babysit a woman who wants to be a faux crime fighter.”

“In fact, I am. A Memorandum of Understanding has been drafted and already gone through our legal department. She understands the confidentiality aspect of FBI protocol.”

“So you and Miss Walker have been discussing this little arrangement for a while?”

Linc blew out a sigh. “Yes … we have. When she’s finished with her book, I’ll also need you to review the material for accuracy.”

The day continued down the drain. “Where does our media coordinator fit into this?”

“You’ll both meet with her later. She’ll explain the guidelines before you sign the MOU.”

Tigo rubbed his temples. His neck throbbed, and the coffee tasted like dirt. He’d had better mornings digesting sand in Saudi Arabia.

“Tigo, I wouldn’t ask if I had time to help her myself.”

“Is this your discipline measure for my independent investigations?”

Linc attempted to mask a laugh. “Hadn’t thought of it in those terms, but it sounds good.”

Tigo owed Linc for his own position at the FBI, although this stretched the boundaries of years of friendship. “How long will this take? She just needs to gather facts, right? All I need to do is pull the investigation report from the file, right?”

“That’s three questions.”

He shouldn’t have gotten out of bed this morning. “Lay it on me.”

“Three months max. Right now I’d like for you to change clothes before meeting her. She’s waiting downstairs in the reception area. I have a few things to discuss with her first. Then she’s all yours.”

Tigo frowned. He didn’t want to come within fifty feet of the woman. “If I’m to help her gather data for a cold case, why does she have to shadow me?”

Linc hesitated, and in that moment Tigo realized the worst was yet to come.

“She wants her book to be authentic, and we want the FBI to be well represented. She’s going to press you for protocol and details. Keep her away from obvious danger but let her accompany you and Ryan on minor calls. You’ll need to read her manuscript for content.”

“Any other good news?”

“Her book will be based on the last case she reported before leaving the station. You worked on the case — Cherished Doe.”

Oh, he knew that case well … “She picked a hard one.”

“I agree. She’ll be your sidekick for the next few months. I haven’t told Ryan. Thought you could handle it.”

This day had turned from bad to worse.





CHAPTER 3

Kariss attempted to sit still, but patience had never been one of her virtues. A sign in the waiting room stated visitors were prohibited from accessing the Internet. She’d responded to emails, but without connectivity she couldn’t send the dozen messages. Neither could she post to Facebook or Twitter or read the latest marketing blogs. Once she passed Linc’s inspection, she’d ask about using the Internet. Why hadn’t she brought her Kindle? At least she could read the manuscript her publisher wanted her to endorse.

Of course that could change.

After rereading her female protagonist’s characterization workup for the new novel, she played with scenes. Although Cherished Doe remained a mystery, Kariss hoped to write an ending that moved readers to be more aware of the children around them, to nurture and guard the world’s most precious treasures. Adults were responsible to protect children from abuse and neglect, and she’d fight anyone who claimed otherwise.

In the deepest part of her heart, the area where compassion should balance with justice and mercy, she nursed the thought of helping the FBI solve the outrage. In her reporting days, crimes against the public kept her glued to a case until the authorities were able to bring in the offender. But this atrocity haunted her, as if she hadn’t done enough to help the authorities identify the child. The lack of evidence had festered into a poison, causing her to shove aside mercy for vengeance. She wanted the killer found.

Kariss was hungry for a new adventure, ready to sink her teeth into a challenge above all other challenges. But what differentiated this new height was the passion for a situation she couldn’t right, only bring some semblance of justice to. Depending on what the day held, Kariss could later drive to the south side of town and the Pine Grove apartment complex to see if something rattled her memory. Something everyone who’d investigated the crime had overlooked.

The sound of a man’s deep voice caught her attention. Linc entered the reception area. Neither his six-foot-tall frame nor his average build commanded attention, but the way he carried himself did. Confidence filled the room, as though the very air around him stepped aside. Intelligence poured into his speech and warmth radiated from his dark eyes, more so than when they’d worked together five years ago.

He reached to shake her hand and smiled. A true friend. She’d definitely use Linc in her book.

“Good to see you, Kariss. It’s been a long time.”

The thrill of what was happening bounced into her response. “Yes. Too long. Congratulations on your promotions. You deserved them and more.”

“Thanks. Sorry for the delay. Had an urgent matter to address.”

“Of course. That’s your job. I’ve been busying myself.” She gestured around the room. “The new headquarters is impressive.”

He grinned as though taking ownership and walked to the glass-enclosed display case. A history of Texas’ Juneteenth Day filled the area, commemorating the date in 1865 when slaves were freed by the Emancipation Proclamation during Abraham Lincoln’s presidency. African American achievements in a historical timeline proclaimed Linc’s heritage. His mother must have known her son’s future when she named him Lincoln Abrams.

“We want the public to work alongside us, and this is one way to show we value them as well as our city, state, and country. We change the display monthly.”

Kariss observed the tintype pictures, then moved on to the artifacts and the progressive involvement of the African Americans in Houston. She hadn’t been aware of how her city’s culture, business, and politics were shaped by these hardworking people. This was Linc’s world and a reminder of the precision in which he carried out every aspect of his life.

“Are you ready for a tour of the new building?”

“Absolutely.”

Linc gave her a thorough tour, but she expected no less. He allowed her just far enough inside the glass doors of the restricted areas to whet her enthusiasm, then ushered her on to the highly sophisticated workout room. As special agent in charge of the entire Houston FBI operation, Linc knew every detail of the building.

They entered his massive office, open and airy with floor-to-ceiling bookcases. Kariss seated herself on a russet-colored leather sofa, and he joined her on a matching chair.

“Linc, how is your family?”

“Good. Ron is a senior this year. Planning to major in political science at Rice. And Yvonne is busy with her volunteer projects and teaching two days a week at Rice.”

“Please tell them I said hello. I’d love to see her and Ron.”

He walked to his desk and picked up two photos, then handed them to her.

“Yvonne looks stunning as always. Oh, Ron has grown.”

“We’re so proud of him. Do you remember his rebellious stage in junior high? Well, he made some changes, and we survived.” He replaced the photos and returned to his seat.

She recalled Ron’s run-in with the police and his parents’ subsequent drug intervention. They were survivors. “I’m really glad for all of you.”

“You were there. Hey, your career took a leap when you resigned from Channel 5 and began writing full time. Yvonne tells me you’re always on the bestsellers lists.”

“I try.” She pulled her latest release, After Sunrise, from her computer sleeve. “I brought this for her.”

He studied the cover then flipped it over to read the back. “Thanks.” He opened to the first page. “She’ll appreciate your personalizing it for her.”

“It’s the least I could do for old friends. Linc, I’m grateful for your help on my new writing project.”

“We want the public to know we’re on their side. Solving and preventing crimes works hand in hand. You’re in a position to help us achieve that goal.”

She thought about the case she wanted to use. An active and aware community diminished the occurrences of crime. “Will Cherished Doe ever be solved?”

“I’d like to think so. It would have to be a joint effort with HPD to reactivate the investigation. Is that the case you still want to use for your book?”

“Definitely. I want to write this novel so the ending reflects a solved case. Any chance of opening it back up?”

He pressed his lips and laid her book upside down on the table separating them. “Those of us who’ve worked Cherished Doe have not given up — not the special agents involved, Detective Montoya at HPD, the Texas Rangers, or myself.”

His passion to solve the child’s murder laced every word. Kariss’s throat tightened with the reality of the case’s unfortunate status. “Maybe something will turn up soon.”

He nodded. “We can hope and keep our eyes open. You’ve been assigned to a good agent. He’ll allow you to view what is appropriate in the file and ask questions.”

“Does he have any problems with a writer following him around for the next few months?”

He nodded his head. “I’d be a liar if I didn’t warn you.”

“No enthusiasm, huh? Then why him? A female agent would be fine.” They could be girlfriends, chat about the challenges of being a female agent.

“Special Agent Santiago Harris is one of the best. Perhaps the best. That’s why I want you to learn from him. You indicated a desire to show authenticity, to learn from an agent who has a reputation for being relentless in solving hard cases.”

She did need someone sharp. Oh, she could win Special Agent Harris over. Give him a copy of her latest release — her books had won national acclaim after all. Acknowledge him and his contributions to her research. Gush over his helpful attitude while giving TV interviews. Even fashion the lead agent after him. “I trust your judgment. This book may launch a whole new series featuring the FBI.”

“We aim to please. Are you ready to meet him?”

Kariss stood, gathering her purse and laptop case, now minus After Sunrise. She should have brought two copies to appease her assigned agent.

In the hallway Linc pointed to the right. “He’s waiting for us. Tigo—”

“Special Agent Harris?”

“Yes, he goes by Tigo. He’s a bit nonconventional. I can say that because we went to college together.” He chuckled.

Wonderful. Her book was taking form. “Does he do much undercover work?”

Linc stopped in the hallway and faced her. “Yes. But you are not to accompany him on those missions or ask about his current case. His work takes him into dangerous areas of town — restricted for you. Those places can get you killed. I haven’t forgotten a few of your antics in chasing down stories. Don’t even go there.”

She’d see if Tigo would rescind that stipulation.

“Is this clearly understood, Kariss? I see the wheels turning in your head. Let the reality of a murder investigation play out in fiction, not on your epitaph. Your research is through Tigo. Our media coordinator will meet with you two for the signing of the Memorandum of Understanding. She’ll also detail your limitations.”

“Of course. Whatever I learn or discover is confidential.” She smiled and tapped her foot. What an adventure. She might never write women’s fiction again.

They continued down the hallway and stopped at a cubicle, where a dark-haired man talked on a phone with his chair turned away from them. His hair touched his ears, slightly longer than she expected — probably because of undercover work. A few moments later, he ended the call and faced them.

Her heart leaped like the turbo in her Jaguar. Surely not.

Blood trickled through the man’s Band-Aid and onto his shirt collar. He might be dressed in a sports coat and jeans now, but she recognized his face. He’d been the one who’d cut her off on the highway.





CHAPTER 4

Tigo cringed at the blanched look on the woman’s face. Dressed in a light-green silk pantsuit, she didn’t fit his expectations of a successful writer. Not sure what he expected. Kariss Walker … Sounded like a cowgirl or a country-western singer. Oh, but she was hot — tanned skin and lips that looked ripe for kissing.

She frowned. Great. This day had just gotten worse, and it wasn’t even noon. Suck it up, Special Agent Harris. He stood and reached to shake her hand, offering his most charming smile.

“We meet again. This time under more pleasurable circumstances.” The encounter on Highway 290 might have been to his advantage, considering the bandage on his neck. After all, he’d been wounded in the line of duty. Sort of a red badge of courage.

The woman lifted her chin. Sassy. He preferred submissive. Dark, tousled hair clung to her shoulders and framed huge, pecan-colored eyes. She might be a challenge, but he could persuade her to forget this ridiculous idea of following him around like a puppy.

“It’s a pleasure, Special Agent Harris. Or shall I call you Tigo?”

He detected the sarcasm and continued to smile. “My friends call me Tigo. You must be Kariss Walker, the prolific writer?”

She stiffened. Hadn’t anyone ever taught her how to read body language other than a corpse? “I am. And we’ll be friends, now won’t we? Or does that depend on who needs to get to the FBI office first?”

“You do have good-looking wheels.”

“What am I not getting?” Linc said.

Tigo swallowed a smirk. “Miss Walker and I crossed paths this morning.”

She tilted her head. “ ‘Crossed’ is subjective. But it happened before he was pulled over for a speeding ticket.”

Linc coughed. “Now this is beginning to make sense.”

More like someone had cursed Tigo’s morning. “I owe you an apology for my—”

“Reckless operation?”

She was good. Feisty. Probably spoiled by her fame and fortune. The Jaguar stood as proof of her success. “I had an appointment.”

“With me or my longtime friend, Special Agent in Charge Abrams?”

“Both.”

“Look,” Linc said, “if you two got off on the wrong foot, this arrangement might not work.”

With a tilt of her head, Kariss flashed an award-winning smile at Linc. “Oh, I’m excited about working with Tigo. This morning is the past. I’m over it and ready to open my laptop, ask questions, and take notes.” She shifted her laptop and studied Tigo’s face. “I understand my research has to occur in and around your busy schedule, so just give me the guidelines.” She peered closer at him. “Do you need another Band-Aid? The two you have sticking there aren’t doing the job.”

Did she think he couldn’t take care of himself? “It needs a few stitches.”
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Kariss hurried at a fast clip to the elevator. Why had she worn stilettos? Keeping up with Tigo had led to another workout. First the MOU had to be signed and now this.

“The med center’s off campus.” He pressed the Down arrow, and she noted his Buzz Lightyear watch. If not for her nieces and nephews, she wouldn’t have recognized the Toy Story character.

“No problem. Linc told me. My car or yours?” she said between breaths.

“Mine is quicker.”

She’d already witnessed that.

“Sure you don’t want to stay here?”

“I want the whole experience. One of my characters might need medical attention, and this is an excellent fact-finding mission.”

He stepped into the empty elevator and then pierced her with his gaze. But she would not be intimidated. “Make sure I’m not one of your characters.”

This guy definitely thought highly of himself. “Why not? Looks like you’re Linc’s favorite. Or is it least favorite?”

“I’m beginning to wonder.”

If Kariss wanted the inside scoop on the work of an FBI agent, she’d have to make the first move. “We’ve gotten off to a rough start, and I know I’m not on your list of favorite assignments.”

He smirked. “Linc tell you that?”

“He indicated the possibility. What can I do to make this easier, other than quitting or requesting another agent?”

“I haven’t a clue.”

She laughed lightly. The elevator opened, and they stepped out. “I have no intention of giving up my writing project because you view me as a hindrance to your work.”

“All I ask is you don’t get in my way.”

“I wouldn’t think of it.”

Tigo continued at the same lightning speed toward the rear of the building. He and Buzz did have much in common. How could one man walk that fast with blood oozing onto his shirt collar? Maybe pain kept him moving.

Through the glass doors, she viewed the employee parking lot. He opened the door and waited, impatience etched across his forehead.

“Is the jog for my benefit or yours?” She struggled to control her breathing.

“I’m in a hurry. Lots to do.” He pointed to the car that resembled a castoff from the junkyard. She might use it in her story. “Is that your normal transportation?”

“You don’t like the tank?”

“Oh, it’s fine.” She grimaced at the spider-web effect of the shattered windshield, which looked like a bullet had sailed through. Other similar holes sank into the car’s side. “I know this is not your ride of choice. What’s your other vehicle?”

He opened her door. The ragged piece of metal protested. “Most days I drive a truck. But there are three other tank-types available for my use.”

Made sense. He’d already jumped from the image of a professional who worked a case from a phone and computer to a … Well, she didn’t know yet. Buzz Lightyear’s phrase “To infinity and beyond” slid across her mind.

She eased onto the ragged seat and hoped her outfit wasn’t destroyed by the open springs and dirt. “Were you on a stakeout this morning?”

“Possibly.” He slammed the door and walked around the front of the car. Ruggedly handsome, but his condescending and ripply sarcasm reminded her of an ex-boyfriend. Very ex. She’d killed him off in a tragic accident in her third bestseller.

She composed herself before he started the engine. “Did you get what you went after?”

“Since I didn’t go after a bullet, the answer is no.”

“Is dodging bullets your normal method of gathering information?”

He wrestled the gear shift into reverse, obviously throwing his frustration into the process. “Have you counted how many questions you’ve asked since we started this ordeal?”

“Ordeal?”

He moistened his lips and backed out of the parking place. “I will answer one question of your choice if you promise you won’t ask one more thing until my neck is stitched.”

“Okay.” She should have understood his pain could make him surly. “I’m sorry. Here’s my last question for now: how much of your investigative method involves dodging bullets?”

“Too much.”

“Thank you. I believe the next few months will be exciting.” She gave him her best smile.

He groaned, and she didn’t ask if his response was due to the wound in his neck or her presence.

“I can bring Starbucks every morning.” She’d seen that done on a TV show.

“Venti, black.”

“A pastry?”

“That’s a question, but I’ll give you a break. Blueberry scone once a week. Preferably Wednesday.”

“It’s a deal.” She’d found his weakness.

“Here’s an assignment for you.”

He’d be a great character. “Bring it on.”

“See if you can muzzle your enthusiasm until we’re on our way back to the office.”

Kariss bit her tongue to keep from laughing. This was not at all what she’d expected. But it would be worth any price.





CHAPTER 5

“Do you realize your file is bigger than any other agent’s?” Dr. Nguyen shifted his focus from Tigo to the open folder. “More stitches. Two broken arms. One hospitalization after you decided to scale a twenty-foot fence. Need I go on?”

“I’m working on a record.” All Tigo wanted today was an opportunity to eradicate gun smugglers and those who sold them weapons. And in the course of a few hours he’d been shot, received his second speeding ticket in three months, been introduced to a woman who would drive him to drink, and now had to endure more pain. He also wondered about a tooth that seemed to be giving him a problem, but he didn’t have time to see his dentist.

Dr. Nguyen stepped forward to examine him. “Let me guess how this happened. I’m writing a book, you know.”

Not another one.

“Patching you up reminds me of a war zone.” Dr. Nguyen chuckled.

“I’m glad my wounds are your comic relief.”

Once Tigo received the five stitches and what he needed to keep the wound clean from infection, he took a deep breath and headed back to Kariss Walker, his new assignment. More like a shackle. She wouldn’t be riding shotgun with him when he needed to follow up leads. But she’d be waiting at the office to pester him with questions.

A blast of reality blew into his thoughts. A male writer would most likely ask as many questions and get under his skin too. But maybe he could share a few of his exploits and chase this woman away, back to the world of the rich and famous. He stifled a laugh. Linc had shown him the back of Kariss’s book. Her tag line read “Real Women, Real Issues.” She had no clue about the actual work involved in solving a crime.

“Ready?” Tigo smiled with the intent of convincing her of his sincerity.

“I am.” She closed the lid of her laptop. “I’ve been writing my questions.”

His mission went into take-charge mode. “Good idea. Then we can tackle them all at once.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “What’s the change? Pain meds?”

“I thought I’d give you a rundown on why I was in the middle of a firefight this morning.”

Her dark eyes widened. The reaction he needed. “I’ll tell you in the car. No point in boring anyone else with the details.”

“Great. Can I record you?”

“I’d rather you simply listen.” Once in the car, he began, adding a few colorful touches that stretched the truth but served his purpose. “… that’s when I realized I was late for my appointment with Linc.”

“Twelve gang members after one agent. I’m amazed you escaped with only a bullet grazing your neck.”

“I was motivated.”

“Why didn’t you fire a warning shot before it got deadly?”

“FBI agents don’t fire warning shots. That’s only in the movies and isn’t practical.”

“Wow. I’m so lucky.”

Whoa. That’s not the reaction he needed. Before noon, he wanted to make calls to find out the particulars of Candy’s death and work on his next lead. He slid into a parking spot and turned off the engine. “My nearly getting killed is lucky for you?”

She startled. “I mean I’m fortunate to learn from your expertise. I’d love to hear about your disguises. How many do you have?”

Tigo sensed defeat creeping over him, but he rarely ran from a challenge. “Because of what I do, there are those who’d like to gun me down. Gangs don’t play touch football. We could be together at lunch, and your life would be in danger.”

“Not any more than getting cut off on the highway.”

Did she have a flippant remark for everything? Time to put his skills into the next gear. “My point, Kariss, is your desire to write this book might get you killed.”

She shifted to face him. “Cowboy, trying to persuade me to give up my research only reinforces my determination. Let’s start over with your story. This time you can begin by telling the truth.” Her gaze bore into his, steady with a spark of humor. “I believe you had a few problems this morning, and by not mentioning a partner you’re indicating your little incident was probably not sanctioned by FBI protocol. My question is, how many guys did you really upset? Even fiction heroes don’t take on a dozen gang members singlehandedly. Only stubborn women.”

She crossed her arms before continuing. “I’m not stupid, Tigo, and I resent your implication that I’m not smart enough to see what you’re doing. My goal is not to make your life miserable but to conduct research effectively and professionally. So suck up your male ego and realize you’re stuck with me.”

He’d met his match, and she’d won the first round.
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An hour had passed since Kariss and Tigo had returned from the med clinic to the work cubicles assigned to each agent. She studied the man seated at the desk before her, the FBI agent with a bandage on his neck. She hadn’t decided if she liked him. He’d fed her a line of trash as though she were a schoolgirl idolizing a rock star. But like heroes and heroines in a novel, she wasn’t giving up one of her character traits. She understood danger and what it meant, but though she hadn’t been involved in anything more life threatening than driving in six lanes during rush-hour traffic since she’d quit being a reporter, she had the intelligence to know when to back off from the opposition. Like the past hour.

What did impress her was the autopsy photo of Cherished Doe on his desk. Like her, he hadn’t been able to forget.

Tigo rubbed his face. Paperwork must drive him nuts. When he’d told her he needed to document what happened this morning, she decided to work on characterization for her hero, who was decidedly Special Agent Santiago Harris. Hmm. He had an interesting combination of names. She’d have to find out about his heritage. He had yummy-colored skin, reminding her of a man she’d met once in Cozumel. Huh. That line would look better in a novel.

Twenty minutes passed before he scooted back his chair and left the area. How she’d love to get her hands on that report. Maybe he’d feel like talking about the Cherished Doe case when he returned.

She let her fingers fly with the hero’s description, filling in the previous blank areas with eye and hair color, height and weight, body build, and distinguishing physical features. She closed her eyes. Tigo had coffee-colored eyes, deep with intensity, and his thick black hair begged to have a woman’s fingers combing through it, feathering her touch around his temples—

Kariss caught herself. This was a suspense novel. She couldn’t think thoughts like this. Different descriptions, priorities … Focus, Kariss. Venture into a world where the resolution of a story means a crime’s been solved and characters change and grow into better people.

So she added the description “ruggedly handsome” and considered his skills and abilities. She’d add more details as she learned from the men and women of the FBI.

Tigo returned in a better mood. He stood at the entrance of his assigned cubicle — which was a decent size, but with the extra chair Kariss felt crowded.

“Hard at work?” he said.

Kariss gave him her full attention. “I’m in the prep stage, forming my characters.”

“Keep at it. I have a call to make. Do you mind waiting outside my little office.”

She offered her sweetest smile and grabbed her laptop. “All right. I wouldn’t want to get in the way of FBI business.”

For half a second he scowled, but then quickly masked it with a nod. “Anything you hear is confidential. We’re working on getting you a cubicle of your own. Possibly the one to the right of mine.” He scooted her chair into the hallway.

With his back to her, he punched in a number. She wasn’t going to tell him about her acute sense of hearing. Fingers poised, she waited. Although the conversation would be one sided, she could get the gist of what was being said.

“Hey, Ricardo. I understand candy was found last night.”

Candy was a code name for drugs. Kariss wondered where the drugs had been found.

“Unfortunate, any way you look at it. Did you pick up bling?” Tigo leaned back in his chair.

Was bling a code word or a person?

“A man like you doesn’t believe everything he hears.”

Silence.

Tigo chuckled. “Sure, I can do lunch tomorrow. What can you tell me now?”

Several seconds passed with Tigo listening. He grabbed a notepad from his desk and jotted down a few things. She’d love to get her hands on that too.

“Thanks. I’ll see what I can find and get back to you. I’d like to talk to the guy too.” After ending the call, he wrote a few more items, then whirled his chair around to face her.

“Do you have time to discuss the cold case now?” she said.

He held up a finger, wrote something, and placed his notepad inside a drawer. He patted a file and looked up. “Hey, Ryan.”

Kariss turned to see a thin man dressed in a black shirt and khakis standing behind her.

“Heard you were busy this morning. Sorry I missed the action.”

“News travels fast. Hey, I’d like you to meet Kariss Walker. She’s a writer who’ll be observing us for the next three months.”

Ryan reached out his hand, and she met a kind face … that held a sparkle of mischief. “Ryan Steadman. Pleasure to meet you. Are you a journalist? Doing a feature on wild FBI agents?”

“Not exactly. I’m writing a suspense novel, using one of your cold cases.”

Not a muscle moved on his face. “Tigo here is the best agent for your kind of research.”

“Linc said the same thing.”

“He has good stories, and I’m sure he’ll tell you all of them.” Ryan nodded at Tigo as if encouraging him to dive into another heroic venture.

She didn’t want another ego blast. “I’ve already heard one.”

“They get bigger and better.”

This time Tigo laughed. Good to know the man had a sense of humor.

“Tigo,” Ryan said. “I need to talk to you later about our informant.”

“Sure thing. Around two o’clock will work.”

Kariss hoped to be privy to that discussion since she’d been denied access to the phone conversation with Tigo and Ricardo. He had to be the same Ricardo who’d worked on the Cherished Doe case. She turned to Tigo. “You have clearance to give me information for my story.”

“We can discuss the file over lunch.”

“I wasn’t aware of the time.”

He tapped his left wrist, right over Buzz Lightyear. “Check your watch.”

“I don’t wear one.”

Obviously bewildered, he shrugged. “Why? Hard to find one to match your outfit?”

She ignored his gibe. “I can’t find one that will keep time. I have too much electricity in my body.”

He laughed. “Did this happen before or after you started writing fiction?”

If he was setting the stage for the next three months, she’d better be prepared. “I’ve always been this way. For some reason my body generates more static electricity than other people. I’m sure you’ve felt it.”

“Right from the beginning.”

Clearly annoyed but refusing to show her irritation, she cleared her throat. “There isn’t a medical term for my condition, but I assure you it’s documented. I use my phone to check the time.”

“I’ll remember that. Any other quirks I should be aware of?”

She considered a response, but why bother? “If I think of something, I’ll let you know. Why Buzz Lightyear?”

“Fits my mode of tracking down bad guys.”

“ ‘To infinity and beyond’? How does an FBI agent develop an appreciation for an animated character?”

He chuckled. “Ryan’s son is a big Buzz fan. I was playing basketball with him and Ryan when he compared one of my shots to something Buzz would do. So I became Uncle Buzz, and of course I had to complete the MO.”

“That one I believe.”

“You can populate your story with it. How about Mexican?”

What? His nationality?

“I know a great restaurant close by where we can talk about Cherished Doe. I remember you worked at Channel 5 when the child was found, but we didn’t have the privilege of meeting then.”

“I reported on the case and enlisted public support. It happened the last two weeks I was there.”

“So you have a personal stake in it.” He stated his response as though summarizing why she wanted to write the book.

But he had no idea how deep her passion for this story … or why. “I’ve never been able to erase the little girl’s autopsy picture from my mind.”

“I understand your desire to make a terrible crime right. If that is ever possible. It doesn’t bring the child back. Neither will writing a book in which her killer is brought to justice.”

“But it might make a reader aware of a potentially dangerous situation and act instead of react.”

“Optimistic thought. I’ve tried working on this case many times, and the outcome is always the same. Dead end.” His features shadowed. He cared about this case too. “I’ll repeat what I know Linc has already told you. We have nothing to go on.”

“Except hope.”

“Hope is worthless without a lead.”

She refused to reconsider her plans. She simply had to learn to think like Tigo, like a pragmatist.





CHAPTER 6

Kariss dipped a chip into salsa while forming her words to Tigo. The two had been civil to each other since leaving the office for lunch. Linc had served her well by assigning her to Tigo, although the agent could use a few lessons in manners. Her growing list included the way he dipped chips into salsa like he was panning for gold.

Some women would find his crusty edges appealing. But not Kariss Walker, suspense writer. She’d use most of his traits for her hero, but she’d polish his attitude.

Obviously the case involving gangs and gun smuggling had his attention and priority. Maybe she’d do better sliding into his good side with that approach. “How much time can you allot me while working the weapons case?”

He poked his chip into the hotter bowl of salsa. “How long will it take you to conduct your research?”

“I could review the files this afternoon. See about a new angle—”

“There aren’t any.”

She braced herself. “I want to talk to the HPD detective who also worked the case, Ricardo Montoya.”

He nodded. “I can put you in contact with him. Good guy. I talked to him this morning. He’s never been able to let the case rest either. Tough situation. A man or woman is murdered and it’s regretful. The authorities want the killer found so others can be safe. But a child is a different matter.” The lines across his forehead softened. “An adult can fight back. Possibly escape. Not so with a helpless child.”

He still had passion for the case.

“I never understood why the FBI was called into a police matter.”

He leaned back and peered at her. Was he evaluating her intelligence? “Our assistance to local police agencies falls under ‘police cooperation’ in our guidelines. Congress gives us authority to assist and provide resources to local police agencies in situations like this, even if the case isn’t our jurisdiction.”

She started to pose her next question, but he held up his hand. “Pulling out resources for another investigation is a waste of the bureau’s manpower and time. It doesn’t make sense. Show me new evidence, and I’ll be the first one on it.”

Which was exactly why she intended to visit the crime scene this afternoon.

“But sometimes cold cases are solved by reviewing evidence already presented.”

A wisp of anger crossed his features. “I know my job. The Cherished Doe case is not about rules or stipulations or feelings. The case is cold because that’s what it is. Write some violence into it, add some sizzle, and let your story spin.”

She wanted to say things a lady shouldn’t utter. “I’m writing the story as it happened.”

“Good luck.”

The server walked up to their table and voiced caution about their hot plates. The few moments’ reprieve gave her time to step back from her emotions. She clearly understood Tigo’s position, and debating the FBI’s findings only alienated her from those who had much to teach her. She had to put aside his insults and play on his macho image.

“I apologize for my comment a few minutes ago. You’re the pro. I’m the spectator.”

“All right.”

“You’re a problem solver, right?” she said.

“I thrive on solutions. But I’ve done the research, searched through the flimsy evidence, and examined the press conferences — including your TV report — and nothing has persuaded me to reopen the case. I even contacted the various clinics in the area the body was found to see if they had record of a little girl requiring a breathing tube. Nothing.”

“Although our differences keep us at odds and will continue to do so, I want you to know I respect your work and your commitment to the FBI.”

His gaze met hers, and she saw a hint of respect. “Maybe your perception of character comes from your study of human nature, which must be essential in writing fiction.” He studied her for a moment, and she hoped he was finally seeing her as an intelligent person. If he’d read her novel, he’d see a plotline that showed characters involved with real-life problems.

“I’m sorry we didn’t meet when I worked at Channel 5.”

“That might have helped … the awkwardness.”

“We both want Cherished Doe’s killing solved. My method is a story. Yours requires cold, hard facts.”

He tapped his finger against his glass of iced tea. “I’m not a calloused agent who can box up violent crime into cold-case status without a sense of failure. On the other hand, the weapons smuggling currently has my priority.”

“Can’t you do both?”

He pointed to her plate. “Your food’s getting cold.”

She held her breath, anger tingling her fingertips. The last time someone had told her to eat, she was ten.
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From the way Kariss sliced into her spinach enchilada, Tigo had accomplished his purpose of successfully diffusing her thoughts of rehashing the case.

Pouring hot sauce over his refried beans, he pondered the situation of earlier this morning. Candy was at the morgue. Tigo regretted her death for several reasons — one honorable and one selfish. Her kids were seven and eight, a little old for the system to adopt out. He’d met them once, a boy and a girl. Sweet kids.

But the relatives were probably of the same caliber as Candy. Tough break.

The second reason was her ability to provide information about the Arroyos.

The more time that passed, the more guns made it across the border into the hands of cartels. He and Ryan could talk this afternoon. Figure out the next series of moves. Jo-Jack had served them well before Candy entered the picture. His leads had brought about arrests and drug raids. But could he find out what the gun smugglers were doing?

Linc had given permission for Kariss to be privy to the conversation, taking notes and asking questions. Tigo questioned the logic of her presence. Not that he thought she might sell them out, but the Arroyos had methods of forcing people to talk …

No. He’d gone into left field with those concerns. Kariss was safe. With his disguises, no one in his undercover work suspected him of being an agent — except Candy. She could have been forced to reveal his name, which meant this morning’s firefight might be the beginning of more.

He studied the writer, who’d left a lipstick stain on her water glass. Why did women put the stuff on only to leave it somewhere else? Like a trademark … or a tattoo. For a moment the Arroyos’ crossbones tattoo popped into his head.

Tigo shrugged and dug into his food, finishing long before Kariss took more than a few bites. Pushing his plate aside, he opened the Cherished Doe file, although he didn’t need a refresher. But it made him look like he was on her side.

The rumble of angry voices to his left grabbed his attention. A lovers’ spat. She accused him of cheating. He claimed the woman was his wife. Tigo glanced at Kariss, who was drinking in the scene like an investigative reporter. Hmm. Her old role blending with a new one.

He pulled out his Blackberry and googled her name. Time he found out a little more information about his new appendage.

“I can take this in a to-go box,” she said.

“No problem. I’m checking on something.” He added a smile to reassure her.

His first stop was her website. Whoa. New York Times bestseller, just like Linc said. Endorsements from high-profile writers. Huge awards. And two of her novels were being made into movies. Clicking on her bio, he read about her success and awards. She held a prestigious position in the publishing world and supported new writers. The blurb said Kariss had been a homecoming queen, and her parents still lived in Texas City.

“You must be reading something serious.” She took a sip of water.

“I am. I’d share it with you, but it’s not appropriate.”

Later he’d conduct a background check, find out where she went to school, her majors, and everything else from there. Never hurt to know all about your opponent. “So you were writing during your stint at Channel 5.”

She tilted her head, a smile lifting the corners of her mouth. “You were googling me, weren’t you?”

Laughter rumbled in his throat, and it had everything to do with being caught. “I was.”

“I hope you’re pleased with what you’ve found. I work hard to get my point across.”

“I am. Quite an impressive site. Promotion and marketing must be a fun part of your job.”

“At times. That part of my writing is difficult, so I let my publicist direct it.”

“What part do you like?”

“The actual writing after I brainstorm about the women in my novels.”

“What caused an attractive woman like yourself to write fictionalized stories about real issues women face?”

She lifted her chin, “I don’t exploit women’s feelings, if that’s what you’re insinuating. I entertain, encourage, and inspire them to make a courageous stand in their lives.”

“Touché. Okay, let’s talk about the contents of this file. That is, if you’re finished eating.”

She pulled out a notepad and pushed away her half-eaten lunch. “Fire away.”

“In short, I don’t think there’s anything here that you haven’t seen before.” He handed her the file and watched her leaf through it. Emotion swept over her face, and she blinked. He well remembered his own reaction to Cherished Doe. But the contents in her hand were all she’d get from him.

“You’re right. I have all this information. Guess I’ll need to write the story as I originally intended. Make up the ending.”

Relief swept through him. Now to ensure she received a crash course in “How to Be an FBI Special Agent in One Week.”
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