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The hot, muggy air pressed down like a damp, steaming blanket, clinging to Roxie as she ventured deeper into the parking garage toward her car. Early evening temperatures had subsided a few degrees, but the humidity still held steady in the upper nineties. The pressure clamped down on her chest and limited the depth of every breath.

As she passed by a homeless man huddled by the stairwell in the corner, he grunted or belched, she wasn’t quite sure. All his worldly possessions were crammed into a couple of grubby gym bags he now used for his pillow. A sad sight for sure. She shook her head, thankful she had caught a break when she did or that just might be her lot in life.

The sun was setting, casting gold and orange splashes of color across the horizon and creating an eerie feeling swirling around her. One reminding her of a fact she had been told all her life: a woman shouldn’t be out alone and unprotected.

A truth that had multiplied with reports of increased crimes in the downtown area over the past couple of weeks, but her job as a PI demanded late hours and working alone from time to time. She had an edge on the average woman out on her own, however. Her on-the-job training and the fact her team had her back this evening was a comforting reassurance.

The evening was quiet, not much traffic on the street and only a few vehicles remained on the third level with hers. Several spaces down, a white service van and a late-model Mustang were parked. A blue, rust-sprinkled pickup straddled the line, taking up two spaces on the row opposite her.

She laughed out loud when she spotted the fake bull package hanging from the trailer hitch. Shiny and silver, it was the driver’s message to the world that he had balls of steel. She shook her head and rolled her eyes as she reached for her keys. “Somebody’s compensating for some major shortcomings.”

She slipped her hand inside her bag, fumbling through the contents for her car keys that always managed to sink straight to the bottom then play hide and seek with her when she needed them. The jingling sound she heard from under all the other necessary contents led her in the right direction and allowed her to fish them out with a minimum of complications.

She brushed her chestnut bangs away from her eyes, glad her efforts to grow them out had been successful, and they were at last long enough to tuck behind her ears. She peeked through the window. “Ah, there’s my ponytail ring hanging on the gear shift right where I left it.”

Her thumb slid to the unlock button on the key fob but froze when she heard a noise. Her eyebrows crinkled as her head jerked in the direction of a sound coming from nearby. “Pl-Please. Help me.”

The weak, pitiful request echoed in the silence of the evening from the area near the other vehicles. Moving a few cautious feet away from her car, Roxie stepped out into the open area to get a glimpse of the person calling out.

Her breath seized in her chest at the thought of someone sick or hurt. Inching toward the faint plea for help, she reminded herself to stay alert, keep her eyes scanning the area around her for any movement, and her ears tuned to any sound, any danger.

Her hand curled around the pepper spray container attached to the strap of her purse, her finger easing into position, readied on the trigger.

“Who’s there? Are you hurt?” She inched two steps closer to the sound of muffled whimpers. Careful to keep a safe enough distance, she peeked between the van and the black car residing in the space beside it, searching for the person begging for help.

The backdoors of the van squeaked as they swung open fast and hard, slamming against the rear panels with a double thud. A man dressed in grimy, paint-splattered coveralls jumped from the inside. Latching on to her arm, he growled out his demand, “Get in!”

The forceful jerk swung her slender frame toward the van, slamming her face first into one of the open doors. Her bag, along with her keys and pepper spray canister, scattered across the concrete floor.

Dazed from the impact, Roxie struggled to keep herself upright as she resisted her assailant’s forceful insistence. Her instincts screamed the end of her if she allowed him to force her inside the van.

She jabbed her heel hard in the direction of his knees as she twisted her body, fighting to find the strength she needed to loosen his hold on her arm.

His claw-like grasp bit into her flesh. He yanked her in a circle, grabbing hold of the back of her neck and banging her head against something hard inside the open doors. Stars danced in her eyes. Her head swam in circles as her legs weakened as she crumbled toward the floor.

A third wrench on her aching bicep spun her in another semicircle. Her assailant grabbed hold of her other arm and shook her like a ragdoll.

She summoned the last fragments of her strength and with a shriek, jabbed her knee upward in the direction of his groin. Just missing the exact target and failing to deliver the full effect intended to send him to the floor, she made an impact in any case. With both feet planted in a firm stance, she braced herself to counter his next move.

A rumble from the bed of the well-endowed, ill-parked pickup produced two additional men rushing toward her. A roar from the stairwell where the homeless man slept rocked the quiet evening. “Noooo!”

Her attacker doubled over in pain. He cupped his injured manhood with both hands as a labored groan escaped his snarled mouth.

Startled by the commotion from the men rushing in his direction, the thug lunged in Roxie’s direction. He shoved her into the path of the oncoming men and bolted in the opposite direction.

Stunned from the sharp blows to her forehead, Roxie vision faded to black. She lost control of her footing and stumbled as she fought her impending meeting with the concrete garage floor. She braced her hands on her knees, swaying and struggling to remain upright.

The now wide-awake vagrant from the stairs skidded to a stop, scooping her up from her stooped position and folding her into his arms. “Are you okay?”

Roxie’s face twisted in disgust as she pulled away from him. She held her pounding head with one hand and covered her mouth and nose with the other. The stench threatening to overcome her before her head injuries. “Nelson! Ughh, you stink! Where’d you get that coat anyway? The dumpster?” 

“It’s from my undercover wardrobe. Pretty believable, huh?” He held out his free arm and made a fashion wave to show off his street dweller ensemble.

The other half of her team, Garth and Daily, the pair leaping to her rescue from the bed of the truck, made their way back to the group with their suspect secured in hand cuffs. “Is this the man who assaulted you, ma’am?”

“Uh, yeah, superheroes. You two need to do some serious work on your timing.” She shot another glance in Nelson’s direction. “I’m calling a team meeting as soon as we get back to the office.”

Garth and Daily shared a look.

She eased her hand from her head. Blood covered her palm, streaking jagged lines down her arm and face. The sight of the red stains caused her legs to wobble a bit, her knees buckled and protested the support of her weight. The lights around her dimmed as she sank down toward the floor just before Nelson caught her in his arms again.

“Hold on there, darlin’. We need to get you to the office and get those goose eggs checked out.” He brushed the hair from her face and straightened, keeping one arm around her to make sure she didn’t fall.

He allowed the oversized coat to slide from his arms, and fall to the floor, kicking it aside. “Sorry about the smell. I guess the clothes can look grubby without the actual scent to go along. Anyway, we gotta see to these bumps.”

Roxie’s head pounded with an increased drumbeat. “Ya think? I wouldn’t have bumps if Humpty and Dumpty here weren’t drag-assin’ around.” She slumped into his arms, her head spinning from the expanding lumps.

“I sure am sorry, Roxie. We bailed out as soon as we heard the ruckus. We had no idea he was gonna body slam you,” Garth said as he winced. “Twice.” He held out his hands accompanying a sympathetic shrug.

She raised a finger, pointing in his direction. “Sorry is only a Band-Aid, mister. What I need is—” She paused her verbal assault, her brows bunched tight together again as she searched the space around them. “Did y’all hear that?” No one moved a muscle. The group of PI’s scanned the area, paying close attention to any odd sounds around them.

“I don’t hear nothin’.” The scruffy kidnapper blurted out his two cents’ worth as if Roxie gave a hoot.

“Shut. Up!” she barked, her finger stabbing the air in his direction, accentuating her warning as she continued her search for the faint sounds she had detected moments earlier.

The soft, muffled whimper brushed her ears once again. “There it is again. Did you hear it?” Roxie turned and glared through the open rear doors of the van. Her focus fell on the toolbox as her attention snapped once again to their suspect. She pointed her finger at the box inside the doors. The same box he had, moments before smashed her head against. “Open it,” She spat out her command through clenched teeth.

“I ain’t opnin’ nothin’. Ain’t none of y’all even real cops. You ain’t got no warrant, so you can’t touch my stuff. That’s private property and y’all need to let me go.” He huffed out his legal declaration with a self-righteous snarl.

Roxie curled her fist into a tight ball and drew back to clear the know-it-all smirk off his face only to be stopped when Nelson’s arm hooked inside hers, blocking her swing. He nodded with upspoken instructions in Daily’s direction.

“We don’t need a warrant if it’s not locked.” Daily shrugged, inventorying the junk scattered on the floor of the van. He grabbed up a hammer he spotted in the rubble and popped a single smack to the padlock causing it to separate and clatter onto the floor. “Well, what d’ya know, it’s not locked.”

Roxie rushed to the open doors of the van. Her fingers trembling as she fumbled to remove the shackle still looped through the latch and flip it up. She shoved the lid open and gasped. Her heart lunged upward, lodging in her throat. The whimpers from inside became open sobs.

“Oh. My. God.”
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Roxie stood with her hand fisted against her mouth. “She can’t be any more than four or five years old.”

Garth snapped pictures with his phone for evidence. Roxie held out her hands, offering the wisp of a girl some assistance then lifting her out of the metal box.

The frightened child curled into Roxie’s arms, and squeezed her eyes shut, shaking and sobbing on her shoulder. Her blond hair was glued to her cheeks by the wide strip of sticky duct tape covering her mouth ear to ear. Her hands and feet were bound tight with thin rope.

“It’s okay, sweetheart, I’ve got you. You’re safe now.” Roxie offered a sincere smile although her heart was breaking for the precious child she held in her arms.

Making her way over to Daily’s truck, she settled down on the open tailgate with the girl on her lap. Roxie reached into her recovered bag and brought out a tube of sunscreen she used on sunny days. “We’re going to get this tape off your face and the ropes off your hands and feet now, okay, honey?” The girl’s blue eyes remained wide and panic-stricken. “It’s not going to hurt a bit. I promise I’ll be gentle, okay?”

Nelson slipped the blade of his pocketknife between the thin nylon ropes, slicing through each and freeing the girl’s hands and feet.

Roxie peeled away the corner of the tape from her face and dabbed a bit of the lotion where the adhesive surface attached to her delicate skin.

She continued to massage the area around the girl’s mouth and coaxed the tape to release its grip bit by bit. “There, now. That’s better, isn’t it?” With a bit more of the lotion and a napkin, the stubborn tape residue left behind was removed.

“My name is Roxie and I’m a friend. And these are my friends.” She turned, pointing to the three members of her group, and whispering close to the girl’s ear, “I know they look weird, but they are good guys.”

The young girl peeked at each of the men Roxie pointed out before her gaze skipped to the fourth man in their presence. She drew herself closer to Roxie, hiding her face. “No, that’s the bad man. He put me in the dark box.”

“It’s okay, honey. You’re safe now and our friends are going to take the bad man away. Okay?”

The girl nodded, squeezing her eyes tight again and hiding her face. When she raised her head, her gaze focused on the red streaks from Roxie’s wound. She reached for the crumpled napkin, dabbing at the blood on her cheek. “Did the bad man hurt you, too?”

“Oh, I’ll be just fine. Thank you for taking such good care of me.” The girl returned a slight smile.

Roxie glanced over to Garth and Daily. “Get him out of here and make sure he gets locked up good and tight.”

She maneuvered her body, blocking the young victim’s view of the monster who had shoved her into a dark box. Garth and Daily hurried the man to the police car they had summoned to the scene.

The PI group, successful in apprehending one of the missing links in a rash of abductions in the area, was part of a team of special investigators who worked hand in hand with local law enforcement on certain assignments. Roxie’s brief history as a decoy had been smooth sailing so far. This was the first case resulting in any degree of personal injury but just one of the risks she had been warned about and schooled on from day one with the agency.

The situation took an unexpected turn in today’s plan. Her part was to be the bait for the man suspected in several unsolved kidnappings around the city. Her injuries were unexpected.

Roxie and the team had saved at least one of his victims from harm. The fact the kidnapper was off the streets made her own injuries worth bearing. She tugged the child closer hoping to make her feel safe.

“I want my mommy.” The girl sat up and looked around, then squeezing her eyes shut, she began sobbing into her palms.

“We’re going to find your mommy right now, honey. We’re going to my office and call her from there. How does that sound? I need to ask you some questions about how you got here though. Can you tell us your name and what happened?” Roxie smoothed the hair from the child’s face and glanced up at Nelson. “Water.”

“My name is Jeri Leigh. I was riding my bike by my house. Mommy said I could, but I should never talk to strangers and I didn’t talk to the man. I promise. I was just riding my bike and he grabbed my arms hard and pushed me in that box. I was scared. It was so dark in there.” She pointed to the open doors on the battered old van and the oversized toolbox, turning her head and weeping against her rescuer’s chest again.

Roxie accepted the bottle of water from Nelson and offered it to Jeri Leigh, cradling the girl closer. “Take a couple of sips and cry it all out, honey. You don’t have to talk anymore right now.” She blinked away her own tears and nodded toward her car.

Nelson helped them both to the vehicle. Roxie paused to get another look at the sick monster who had terrified this innocent child.

Her lip curled over her teeth in a full snarl. She’d love to have a couple of minutes alone with him and a tire iron but knowing the police were in charge now was a slight consolation.

When they were buckled in tight, Nelson drove to the Connelly Investigations offices and guided the two of them inside.

Logan and June Connelly owned and operated the top-notch investigations agency where Roxie was fortunate enough to work. The two had been supportive friends since she decided to make Memphis her home.

June was settling the newest members of the agency, the two-month-old triplets, into their swings when the door opened. “Oh, Roxie! Go lie down on the couch and let me see to your head.” June snapped the last safety harness on the infant seat snug and secure. She pressed the buttons on each swing to begin the gentle rocking motions, then hurried to retrieve the first aid kit and some washcloths from the closet. “Nelson, bring a pan of warm water from the kitchen. Oz, get a pillow.”

The couch in the office had always been a comfy spot for sitting or taking an occasional nap if she and Nelson pulled a night shift, but now it had become the spot everyone hovered over her as June cleaned the wounds on her head. “You have a couple of nasty goose eggs there, Rox. I’m tempted to have Nelson take you to the emergency room for stitches on this big one and if the cut were one millimeter longer I would, but I think these strips will hold the wound tight enough to heal without much of a scar.”

Roxie’s head continued to pound out a drum solo. The heat and physical activity from all the running around had been exhausting and had her struggling to keep her eyelids from closing. She could rest now knowing she was safe and protected by a room full of strong friends.

All were trained in martial arts and several of them had secret weapons. Some had dual natures. Logan and June spent part of their time living as jaguars and at some point, their three baby girls would join their older twin brothers and enjoy a four-legged romp through the woods with their parents.

Responsibility stirred inside Roxie. Rousing her from a near twilight sleep, she forced herself up on her elbows and searched the room. “Where’s Jeri Leigh?”

Logan smiled, pointing his thumb over his shoulder, and stepping aside. The girl was standing by the trio of cooing babies swinging to sweet lullaby tunes. “Garth and Daily followed the police to the jail and filled them in on our part of the operation this evening. Her parents were at the station already. They’re on their way over here now.”

“She’ll get counseling, won’t she, Logan?” Roxie’s question was directed to her boss but the girl standing in awe of the babies remained her focus.

“Oh, you bet she will. It’ll be tough for a while. She will more than likely have nightmares about this for some time, but she’ll be fine because I’ve suggested the best counselor I know.” He kept his voice low and winked at Roxie.

A few seconds passed before his words and their meaning registered in her mind. Her gaze darted up to meet his eyes, and her finger turned to point at her own chest. “Do you think I’m ready?” She switched her attention between June and Logan to get her answer.

“I know you are. I’ve already told the detectives you would conduct the initial interview.”

Roxie had studied hard since moving to Memphis. She was blessed to have a second chance at life. After being rescued from a black-market ring specializing in the sale of human body parts, she made the decision to pay her blessings forward and help others the way she had been helped.

She volunteered with a teen suicide hotline in town, held a part-time job with Logan’s agency, and took night classes in criminal justice and victims counseling.

“I would never want our children to go through anything like that,” June said, glancing over her shoulder at her babies.

Logan embraced his mate, tucking her under his chin, and soothing her fears. “Our little ones will have the advantage of natural defenses, but I know how you feel. Heaven help anyone who ever lays a hand on one of my kits.” Logan smiled in the direction of the in-office living area. The triplets were drifting off to sleep and the twins giggled as the tower of blocks they had stacked came tumbling down.

The bell sounded when the door opened, drawing everyone’s attention.

“Jeri Leigh?”

“Mama!”

The girl sprinted to the door, leaping into her parents’ arms in a quick second. Two detectives accompanied Mr. and Mrs. Lewis.

Jeri Leigh would have to recount her ordeal, but Roxie’s line of questioning aided by the relationship she had built with the child in the short time since they met would make sure the inquiries were presented in a way least traumatizing to the child.

She swung her legs off the couch and eased herself to a sitting position, allowing a few seconds to be sure she’d be able to stand and introduce herself to Jeri Leigh’s parents without collapsing to the floor.

She extended her hand. “Hi. I’m Roxie Sanders. I’ll be with you all during the review of events. Why don’t we move into a quieter area?” She held out a hand indicating the unoccupied office to her left.
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A warm sensation curled through Roxie’s chest as she waved goodbye to the Lewis family. She leaned a shoulder against the closed door watching as they drove away. Six weeks had passed since Jeri Leigh’s kidnapping ordeal. Two counseling sessions per week had been scheduled and Roxie jumped at the chance to put her new skills to work and help Jeri Leigh push her frightening, traumatic experience behind her. As a result, the two of them had bonded on a deeper level.

The young girl had fought hard to return to her normal routine. For the most part, the bad dreams had tapered off and she had started to ride her bike again in the safety of her own yard. This was a step forward in her recovery for certain and Roxie assured Jeri Leigh’s parents that baby steps were always best.

Roxie smiled, retracing the girl’s general progress in her mind and the advances they had both made from the ordeal they had experienced. She prayed for continued success for her young client on her tough road to total recovery and that she’d never have to battle these fears again.

Not the case with herself. She had recovered from being next in line to be sacrificed for her body parts two years ago and had since dedicated her life to helping people and making a difference just as she had been helped. She made sure to keep her own frightening memories alive as life lessons to help her focus on her career goals and remember the blessing she had received from her own rescue.

The cases she had been involved in since joining the team in Memphis had stirred painful memories from that time in her past. Memories that pushed her to help gather enough solid evidence on the suspects they apprehended to lock them away for a good, long time. Her main goal was to keep innocent children like Jeri Leigh safe.

Her testimony against the man who abducted this sweet girl along with the pictures of her own injuries was strong enough to insure he would be secured behind bars for a major portion of his remaining life.  Neither of them needed to worry about him again.

Other demons from Roxie’s past continued to haunt her however. She prayed she had covered her tracks well enough, so she’d never have to face them again, but the nagging sense she was being watched grew stronger every day. Was it because of the counseling work she was doing or perhaps the cautious situations she had to deal with in this business? The questions, none of which had answers or resolution, continued to accumulate in the back of her mind.

“Hey, you sure are deep in thought. Did something happen to slow your progress with Jeri Leigh?” Nelson had stepped behind her, sliding his arms around her waist, and tugging her close against his chest.

His words coated with a layer of warmth bathed the base of her neck and had her sinking into his arms. The body heat sparked a burning desire deep inside her, flipping on her need switch but her cautious side regained control of the situation.

She straightened, fighting the urge to give in and allow herself the comfort being with Nelson was certain to provide. Stepping out of his embrace and moving over to her desk, she experienced an immersion of guilt washing over her. Nelson was a good man. He was patient and kind, but how long would he wait for her to work through the problems she kept locked away from him?

She cleared her throat and attempted to do the same with the thoughts of passion shuffling about in her mind. A pleasant expression covered her face. “Jeri Leigh is doing great. She’s getting stronger every day and I couldn’t ask for better progress with her. The bad dreams have subsided and she’s starting to play outside for short periods of time again.”

The scoring form from her latest class assessment caught her eye and provided her with additional means to avoid thoughts of the recent close contact with a certain hot PI. She snagged the report from the desk, waving it in the air in a victorious manner. “I passed my skills and techniques evaluation with flying colors.”

She paused. Thoughts of how fortunate she was to even be alive crowded her mind and one of the persons she had to thank happened to be standing in the same room with her.

Her gaze skated across the reports in her hand. “I can’t believe how my life has turned around since I came here. Thank you.” She tossed her notebook on the desk, rounded the corner and sank into her seat, putting additional space and a solid barrier between them for her own good. Maybe his as well.

Trusting a man had always spelled trouble for her. Not a single relationship since her dad died had worked in her favor. Making something out of life on her own was her new focus. Maintaining that course with her eye on her future was a promise she had made to herself and one she was determined to keep.

Nelson grinned and shook his head, a lock of raven hair bouncing on his brow. “You are somethin’ else, Roxie. But, let’s be honest, you have done all the hard work.” He pushed himself off the door frame and nodded toward the other room. “And speaking of work, Logan wants to see us in his office in about five minutes. You sure you’re okay?”

She glanced up into the strong, brown eyes of the man who had held her in his protective arms all night after she was rescued from the butcher’s compound in Santa Fe. He had made her feel safe and secure for the first time in weeks, never once expecting anything in return.

He had supported her and guided her in her decision to enroll in classes and become a counselor. He had assured her time and time again he’d give her as much space as she needed. The attraction was intense, but still she doubted her decision to be with him. Dragging him into certain danger that might catch up to her at any time was anything but fair. “What do you suppose is up with Logan?”

“Not sure, but he was wearing his concerned face.” He gave her a quick wink, flashing one of his heart-melting smiles, and extended his hand, inviting her to go ahead of him.

Their boss studied a stack of papers in front of him on his desk, looking up when Nelson bumped his knuckles against the open door. “Come on in, you two. Have a seat.” Logan motioned to the chairs in front of his desk. “Oz and Daily are on assignment so they’re joining in by phone. I’ll start with the good news. Roxie has received glowing reports on her work with Jeri Leigh.”

Logan eased his reading glasses off and plopped them down on the stack of folders. “Roxie, you did wonders with that sweet girl. You are going to be a top-notch counselor. Great job. You make me proud.”

Nelson and the guys on the phone offered a round of applause for Roxie and her latest success.

She waved off the attention. “Thanks, y’all. I couldn’t have done any of this without the help and support of everybody here. I owe each one of you so much.” She swallowed hard, lowering her gaze into her lap.

“You deserve all the credit, girl. You’ve done all the work.” Logan lifted his glasses to his face again, settling them across the bridge of his nose, and tapping the folder on his desk. “Which brings me to the next item. We’ve been asked to assist on a case, if you feel you’re up to it. Memphis PD has relayed a request for our help with another child abduction in a small town in South Mississippi.”

Logan slid a file folder across his desk with pictures of another blond-haired girl about the same age as the victim Roxie had watched leave with her parents after their counseling session earlier.

Roxie sucked in a sharp breath. “Please tell me they didn’t lose that creep from the garage.”

Logan shook his head. “Don’t worry. That one is still locked up tight and will be for a long time.”

“Then, do we think this is a coincidence or is it possible he has a partner?” Roxie scanned the pages of the file she had been handed.

“No connection has been made at this point. Jeri Leigh’s abductor has rolled over on a list of associates in the immediate area and around the country and that’s one item we need you to check out in Mississippi. If you run across any of the names on the list he provided that can tie the two cases together, let me know ASAP. I’ll get with my connections here to cross reference. Otherwise follow your normal procedures.”

Roxie thumbed through the file to locate the list. She glanced over it to familiarize herself with the names.

“From all indications at this point, neither parent seems to be involved, but you do need to keep tabs on both of them for a day or two to see if you pick up on any unusual activity there.”

Roxie’s heart skipped a beat. She feared for this child’s safety and didn’t hesitate to give her answer. “We’ll take it.” She shot Nelson a glance, hoping she hadn’t spoken too soon but he was already nodding his agreement to accept the assignment.

“I was hoping you’d say that. You know some of the area, right?” Logan focused on Roxie’s next answer.

Roxie cocked her head to the side and shrugged. “Osyka. My old stomping grounds.” Scenes of the shops and cafes on the streets she roamed as a teenager skated through her mind. Time stood still as the trip through her hometown memories halted at the end of Meriwether Street, her childhood home. The last place she lived with her mom and dad before they died. The pleased sound of Logan’s voice brought her back to the present.

“Good. Garth is in Alabama helping Marty and Rose on a job. Now, my
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