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      The writing was on the wall. Unless Milo Tilton produced another game plan, the empire he’d built over the last twelve years would crumble soon. He stepped to his office window, sipping on his daily late afternoon dose of Dr. Pepper. The carbonation had lost its pop, and the ice had melted, with only pebble-sized cubes remaining. The drink was a metaphor for the state of his life’s work—flat and unsatisfying.

      Adjusting his stare from the recreational yard, Milo focused on the transportation gate of the Harrington Regional Detention Center and watched it roll open. The return of only one prison bus symbolized the untenable change since the election. Last June, at least six buses with three hundred sixty prisoners would have driven through the gate at the end of the workday. Everyone had profited, from the farmers and ranchers who paid for the cheap prison workers to the deputies, guards, county officials, and one amicable district judge paid to look the other way. But the election had swept in a new sheriff and district attorney on top of a newly appointed judge, changing everything. The local gold mine of cheap labor was drying up, and he was losing money at this point. Milo needed to do something drastic soon.

      He downed the rest of his flat soda, put on his suit jacket, and snatched up his leather briefcase before leaving his warden’s office. Going home wasn’t his favorite part of the day since things had gone south, but tomorrow was payday for his business partners. If he didn’t distribute the money in his satchel on time, the entire venture would unravel quicker than a stripper’s costume.

      The housekeeper’s car was gone when Milo pulled into his circular driveway. With any luck, his nag of a wife would be passed out so he could pour himself a scotch and assemble the envelopes in peace. But the absence of music or the television blaring after opening the front door was a much better scenario. Perhaps Nichole wasn’t home. Perhaps she’d taken up the new golf pro on his offer for private lessons atop his office desk. What did he care? Milo had his own distractions and stayed in the marriage for self-preservation. He was losing money and couldn’t afford a hefty off-the-book settlement. As long as he kept Nichole in the lifestyle she’d become accustomed to, she’d keep her mouth shut. At least that was the agreement.

      He stepped inside, discovering the kitchen and living room unoccupied and the electronics turned off. All were good signs. Twenty years ago, when the marriage was fresh, Milo would have searched the house and yard until he found his bride and kissed her on the lips. But he couldn’t remember the last time he’d kissed his wife, let alone wanted to. Making money had occupied his day from sunrise to sunset for the last dozen years and spending it had dominated hers.

      Confident a confrontation was unlikely, he headed to his home office. Halfway down the hallway, light spilling through the open door warned him he’d found his wife, and another argument might be on the evening’s agenda. If Milo didn’t need the ledger in his wall safe, he’d turn on his heel, pour himself a stiff drink, and hit the hot tub.

      He took a deep, calming breath and stepped inside. The safe was open, the ledger was on the desk, and Nichole was poring through it with a cocktail glass in her hand. The once competent bookkeeper looked perplexed, but that wasn’t his greatest concern. Flipping the page, Nichole looked like she was about to blow.

      “I can explain.” Milo hoped to defuse the argument before it started.

      Nichole popped her head up. Her eyes were fiery. “When were you going to tell me about the drop in business?”

      “When I thought I couldn’t turn the tide.” Or never, he thought.

      “You’re a fool to think Sheriff Jessup or that hussy D.A. Charlene Ford will come around.”

      “Everyone has a price, Nichole. I just haven’t found theirs yet.”

      “And what if they can’t be bought?”

      “Then I leverage their weak spot.”

      “And what if they don’t have one? We’re already losing money.” Negative Nichole had a doom’s day scenario to counter every hopeful game plan. It was her nature to contradict everything Milo said or did unless the money kept flowing.

      And who was this we stuff? He’d come up with the idea of using the sheriff and his deputies to scare off the migrants, making the local ranchers and farmers desperate for laborers. He’d come up with the idea of using detainees as cheap labor and charging the ranchers and farmers a third of their typical cost. He’d come up with the idea of cooking the official books while paying the detainees the standard federal prison wage while incarcerated—a fraction of what he took in. Even after paying everyone to turn a blind eye, the profits were insane. He’d come up with the idea of Nichole running an all-cash nail salon to launder the cash. Now he was in the red.

      “I’m painfully aware we have a negative cash flow. I’m using my reserves to cover the difference until I fix things.” Milo placed his briefcase atop the corner of his desk and removed the first bundle of twenties.

      “You’re depleting our reserves. Imagine my surprise when I opened the safe for the monthly salon deposit, and it wasn’t there.” Nichole tapped her perfectly manicured index finger against the ledger. “And this tells me we’ll have to dig into our personal account within months unless you fix this.”

      “I know that, Nichole.” He removed the remaining cash, a fraction of the typical haul before the election. When the new sheriff had visited the ranches and farms, demanding to see the contract with the prison, most of Milo’s customers had gotten cold feet. They’d hired migrant workers who had reappeared in the county since local law enforcement had stopped scaring them away.

      Nichole eyed the stacks of money. “It looks like things are looking up. That’s not bad for a day’s take.”

      “This is for the week.” He poured himself a double of his finest scotch, downing it in two gulps. The burn didn’t faze him. It stung a lot less than the reality biting at his heels.

      “For Christ’s sake, Milo.” Nichole rose from his high-back leather desk chair, flapping her arms, prepared for one of her money rants. Her taste for designer and luxury everything was at the root of every lecture since he’d started the labor scheme. No matter how much he brought in, it was never enough. She couldn’t let people see her in last year’s Prada, let alone a three-year-old Mercedes. Everything had to be new with a hefty price tag.

      Milo tuned her out and poured a second and another until he’d emptied the bottle. Amazingly, Nichole hadn’t stopped and had barely taken a breath between insults. When the wave of alcohol-induced euphoria hit, he bent at the waist to search the lower cabinet of the built-in bar, but a firm grip on the back of his collar pulled him up.

      “What the hell, Nichole?” He threw off her hold with a flip of his arm and continued his search for more scotch. Bingo! An unopened bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue.

      “Don’t you have anything to say for yourself?” She yanked his arm with the force of a tornado, sending Johnnie to the hardwood floor. A two-hundred-dollar bottle of his finest scotch lay in a puddle among broken shards of glass because his wife couldn’t wait for a damn answer. “Well?” She balled her hands, placing them on her hips, her arms akimbo.

      He detested her smug, superior expression. Without a single word, it said he could do nothing right. He was a disappointment in every respect because respect was the one thing she had never had for him. The pressure she put on him to live up to unrealistic expectations was too much, and something had to give.

      He turned to walk away and address this when they were both sober, but Nichole spun him around again with the same look of disdain and unleashed another verbal beating. The third time was the charm. One more word would send him over the edge.

      “Well?” she said again.

      That was it. He’d had all he could take. Milo towered over her by eight inches and outweighed her by seventy-five pounds, but the disparity didn’t stop him. He wrapped his sweaty hand around her skinny neck to make her shut up. She did. But the gasps wouldn’t stop. He needed her to be quiet. He needed the room silent to think about how to handle the sheriff and the new district attorney. If he squeezed a little tighter, the noise should stop.

      Milo pressed harder until Nichole’s eyes bulged like a cartoon character. Her face turned an unnatural shade of purple. He smirked. He’d resented every arrogant expression directed at him over the last few years, but this one was his favorite. A few seconds longer, and he would never endure another verbal and visual offensive again.

      The noise went silent.

      Nichole’s face stopped twitching. Her body went limp, becoming dead weight in his grip. Milo let go, letting her drop to the wood floor in a dull thud. Her legs lay awkwardly, one straight and one bent. One arm lay beneath her torso while the other curled lifelessly over her face. She remained still. Not even her chest moved to the involuntary rhythm of breathing. She was dead.

      Reality struck him over the head. His nightmarish marriage was over, but now he faced the consequences of his outburst without a friendly sheriff at the helm. “Think, you idiot.” The old sheriff would make this go away with little effort. Milo’s only hope was to make it look like a burglar had killed Nichole during a home invasion robbery gone wrong.

      He’d have until the housekeeper returned in the morning to create a believable scene, but he needed to get to work. The place needed to look like the burglar had rifled through the rooms and knocked Milo out when he came home. He started by transferring the cash, business ledger, and critical files to a floor safe in his office that Nichole never knew about, leaving the wall safe open to mislead the cops into thinking it was the only safe in the house. He then went from room to room upstairs, tearing apart drawers and closets and gathering a handful of valuable watches and jewelry he thought a burglar might take. Stowing them in the floor safe to keep them from the police was the ideal hiding place.

      Satisfied that the upstairs looked like a whirlwind had ripped through the rooms, Milo descended the stairs to stage the main floor. Before starting, he remembered the home security system needed erasing. Walking down the hallway, he heard a noise. “What the hell?” If Nichole could, she would come back to life out of spite just to get in the last word. Or did Milo only render her unconscious? He’d had five minutes to savor the idea of a life without her nagging and thirst for spending, and it was the best future he could have imagined. The thought of that disappearing was more disappointing than his failed side business.

      He took a disheartened breath but turned the corner to a shocking sight. He jerked to a stop as if he’d hit a wall, realizing his plans had to change. The trembling woman locked eyes with Milo. “Marta? You shouldn’t be here.”

      “Do you know what happened? I found Mrs. Tilton dead,” she said in a thick Hispanic accent.

      He had to think fast. “Someone was here. I chased him off.”

      Marta squinted. “I didn’t see anyone when I went out the side door to wait for my ride after hearing you two arguing.”

      “I wish you hadn’t said that, Marta.” Milo couldn’t let a witness walk out of the house alive. His only weapon was the pillowcase in his hand containing the valuables he’d collected. He tipped the case upside down, emptying the contents onto the floor. Marta followed the items with her eyes before locking stares with him again. Milo wrapped one end of the case around a fist and then the other before taking a step toward Marta. Her eyes grew extra wide with fear.

      Marta held up a cell phone in her right hand. “I’ve already called the police. They’re on their way.” She moved backward, and Milo followed her step for step until her bottom hit the edge of his wooden desk.

      “I don’t think so.” He raised the pillowcase toward his chin, readying it to slip over her neck. Marta raised her arms high to block him. Her hands shook like a baby fresh out of the womb. In Milo’s job as the warden, he’d incarcerated several detainees and prisoners accused of murder. He’d often wondered if he would quake in terror like Marta if faced with his impending death. Or would he confront it like a man and remain stoic?

      Milo narrowed his eyes, summoning the courage for one more kill. Choking the life out of Nichole stemmed from years of needling and pent-up anger. But doing the same to Marta would be out of desperation. If she talked to the new sheriff, Milo would face a mountain of resistance in sweeping this under the rug. Killing her was necessary, but he had to make it believable. A burglar could conceivably surprise and choke one woman in the same room but not two. He would have to rough her up first to make it appear he’d knocked her out.

      Milo took the final step forward.

      A loud crash sounded at the front of the house. A voice shouted, “Police.”

      Marta yelled, “Help! In the office.”

      Milo’s chest rose and fell to the realization the sheriff and Marta had him cornered and drained of options. He moved backward, concluding he’d have to take his chance on the Harrington justice system and his old friend Judge Powell. Clem will get me out of this, he thought. He had to.
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      Lexi finished the final leg of her three-mile walk, ending at the south end of the Civic Garden, and waited for the distinctive yellow and white Dallas metro bus to pass before darting across the street. The north-facing art deco Santa Fe building cast long afternoon shadows. If she had completed her traditional two-mile run, she would have welcomed the respite from the warm fall temperature, but the walk had her barely breaking a sweat. The effort hardly seemed worth her time, she thought, before glancing at the heart rate app on her smartwatch. One hundred twenty beats per minute was a decent workout, but it still didn’t convince her that walking was a suitable exercise for her. It might cost her precious speed in a footrace.

      When Nita had suggested walking as an alternative to running to stave off early-onset knee arthritis in her amputated leg, she’d left out one crucial point. The slower pace provided Lexi with time to think. Too much time. Thinking surfaced baggage-filled memories, and remembering made her doubt her choices. If she had known the pressure of leading Task Force Zero Impact would take an unbearable emotional toll, she might not have accepted FBI Deputy Director Maxwell Keene’s challenge. Maybe she should stick to a workout requiring less thinking and more counting, like lifting weights, until she settled into fieldwork with the ATF.

      Entering the building, Lexi ascended the stairs to the third floor, foregoing a shower since it was late in the workday. A spray or two of Febreze would keep her cubicle neighbors from searching for a late afternoon soda break until she went home. Before heading to her desk, Lexi strode past the equipment closet and stuck her head in her favorite supply clerk’s cubicle. “Any word?”

      Ronald spun on his rolling chair with a grin so devilish that Lexi thought he’d won the lottery. “It’s in. I just finished adding it to our inventory.”

      “And which lucky explosives expert gets the new blast suit?” After working with Ronald for two years, one as the administrative chief, Lexi already knew the answer, but she wanted to make him think he’d kept her guessing. They had a friendship beyond the traditional officemate dynamic. When Lexi had first arrived at the Dallas office to rehab after becoming an amputee, she and Ronald were the only two on the floor who didn’t do fieldwork, putting them in an exclusive club. They couldn’t help developing a unique bond.

      “My pod buddy, of course.”

      The new blast suit was fifteen pounds lighter than the older model in their inventory but provided a third more protection against shrapnel. And the demister fan in the helmet was virtually silent. The ATF had 195 explosive experts on staff but had purchased only 100 new suits. Every field office around the country would soon have explosives experts elbowing each other for a chance at the suit. And Ronald made sure headquarters sent one of the few smalls to their office.

      “Thank you, pod buddy. You’re the best.” They really were two peas in a pod.

      “It was a no-brainer. You’re ATF royalty.”

      “I appreciate the suit,”—Lexi gave Ronald a two-finger salute—“but you can keep the crown.” After losing three prisoners and two good federal officers in a single explosion on FBI property to the Raven, Lexi felt more like a failure than royalty. She’d let her guard down, thinking the threat to the task force had passed once she’d cut off the Gatekeepers’ head. That mistake cost a good friend her life, showcasing the horrendous weight of leadership.

      “Whatever you say, Lexi. I’ll have the suit in your gear locker by tomorrow morning.” Before she turned to leave, Ronald stared at her with curiosity. “It’s good having you back, but you could have any assignment in the country. Why did you come back here?”

      “To forget.” But it didn’t work.

      Lexi continued through the maze of cubicles tall enough to camouflage her comings and goings, making her the stealthiest one on the floor. Entering her forty-eight square feet of usable space, she plopped down in her chair. After returning from the task force, her seating assignment was cruel not for its size but for its former occupant. No one wanted to backfill a desk of someone killed in the line of duty, but Lexi took it as the price of returning to her roots in a post-Tony Belcher world.

      Her circumstance might have been palatable if Lexi didn’t blame herself for Kris Faust’s death. As her last official act as the task force leader, she’d tapped Kris to escort their last prisoners to Beaumont as a reward. She had thought being there in person to see their former boss begin his twenty-year sentence would be a gift after he’d duped Kris into giving him the intel that had kept Belcher one step ahead of them. But it had turned into the ultimate, irreversible punishment.

      Lexi had intentionally not personalized the desk. The only non-governmental items in her cubicle were her backpack, gym bag, a box of tissues for hay fever season, and one souvenir. Lexi didn’t intend to spend much time at her desk after returning to fieldwork, so bringing anything more would be meaningless.

      Since leaving the task force fourteen days ago, awaiting her first ATF assignment, she’d completed the required recertifications from weapons qualifications and bomb suit wear on the range to sexual harassment training. The litany of annual explosive disposal tests online was pro forma. Lexi could describe any explosive inside and out and how to render it safe forward and backward by memory. But she enjoyed getting back to her roots, where her primary worry was establishing a big enough cordon to protect the rest of the agents and officers on the scene.

      On one side of her desk sat two unlabeled folders, the only sign of official work aside from the laptop. She opened the folder that was two inches thick with papers of all shapes, sizes, and colors stuffed inside. Lexi had neatly organized everything she’d assembled on the Gatekeepers dating back to the first load of stolen nitro in Kansas City, documenting the breadth and depth of Tony Belcher’s crimes and influence. The collection represented three years of work and a trail of lives cut short, starting with Trent Darby and ending with Kris Faust. Both were ATF explosives experts performing their duties, during which Lexi had a hand in their demise.

      Lexi closed the Gatekeepers’ folder and placed it in her bottom desk drawer, finally closing the book on Belcher. It was time to move on. But, as with Trent, Lexi wouldn’t rest until the person responsible for killing Kris was dead or captured.

      Her cell phone vibrated in her cargo pants’ pocket. The unique ringtone told her who was calling, giving birth to a broad smile. While swiping the screen, Lexi opened the other folder. “Hey, sexy.”

      “Hey to you, too.” Nita added a low, seductive tone to her voice.

      “You looked extra delicious this morning in bed.” Lexi closed her eyes briefly, recalling the show Nita had put on for her benefit, lingering longer than necessary while rummaging through the bottom dresser drawer. The absence of sleep shorts ultimately made her fifteen minutes late to work.

      “And you were delicious this morning.” Nita changed her voice from sexy to business-like on a dime. “But that’s not why I’m calling.”

      “Well, that’s disappointing.”

      “Sex isn’t off the table tonight, but I called to say I picked up your black suit at the dry cleaners on the way home from work to save you the trip.”

      The back of Lexi’s throat grew thick at the reason for her procrastination. She turned her tone solemn. “Thank you, Nita.” Kris’ funeral was tomorrow, and Lexi dreaded facing her parents. Whatever she said to the loved ones of the woman she’d ordered to her death, it wouldn’t be enough.

      Lexi focused on the one thing that would give Kris’ sacrifice meaning. She scanned the few papers in the folder she’d assembled on the Raven, the arms dealer who built the dirty bomb that nearly killed her and Noah and might have left the Vegas Strip uninhabitable for years. She first learned about him through the Red Spades’ second in command while he was in her custody, and her gut told her he was responsible for Kris’ death.

      Her eyes turned to the desk’s interior corner where she kept her only souvenir from the task force. Without fingerprints or human DNA, it held no evidentiary value. But Lexi didn’t need the FBI lab to tell her the black feather was from a raven. Nor did she need Kaplan Shaw, her intel specialist, to say it was likely from the Raven. When she had discovered it in the parking lot across the street from the prisoner transport explosion, she knew it was the Raven’s calling card.

      “Will you be home on time?” Nita asked. “I was thinking takeout tonight.”

      “Chinese?”

      “What else?”

      Lexi’s office phone rang. “Hey, I gotta go. I have another call. I’ll pick up dinner and see you around six. Love you.” She hung up, glancing at the caller ID on the desk unit. It read U.S. Government, not the four-digit extension of the caller. That meant the call originated from outside the building. Lexi could count on one hand the people to whom she’d given her office number, which limited the pool to one source. The realization instantly raised her curiosity. “This is Agent Mills.”

      “Special Agent Mills, this is Theo Gold from the Dallas FBI Crime Lab. You asked us to call if we found anything interesting from the bomb you rendered inert in Las Vegas.”

      “And?”

      “Once we peeled the layers back, we found a bird feather embedded between the plutonium pit and the Semtex.”

      “What breed?”

      “The Common Raven.”

      In Lexi’s mind, Theo’s findings proved the Raven had blown up the prisoner transport van that killed Kris Faust and the U.S. Marshal escort. Picking up the feather from the desk corner, she envisioned the Raven dropping it out of his SUV moments after triggering the armed drone. He likely had a smug smile, thinking he’d cleaned up every loose end by killing the prisoners, the only three people in the world who could have linked him to the failed Las Vegas dirty bomb. But he didn’t factor in Lexi’s determination, because her old friend, Crew Chief Gavin, had it right. Lexi didn’t know when to quit.

      After hanging up the phone, Lexi dug through the top desk drawer and located two thumbtacks. She rummaged through the folder on her desktop until she found the piece of paper she wanted—a sketch of the Raven based on the description Jamie Porter and Rick Ferrario had provided before their deaths. She then tacked it up on her cubicle wall and studied it. The Raven was tall, thin, and dressed in only black, a stark contrast against his pale skin. He kept his dark stringy hair chin length and had a small scar below his left eye. But his more remarkable characteristic was his bloodred contact lenses, completing the image of a demonic raven. He’d created a persona most people would fear, but not Lexi. The Raven had met his match, and Lexi had him in her crosshairs.

      The muscles in her jaw tensed with resolve. “I’m coming for you, Raven.”
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      The irony of spending the night in a jail cell stripped of his belt, everything from his pockets, and the laces on his shoes hit Milo Tilton like a ten-ton truck. For twelve years, he’d overseen the incarceration of thousands of male detainees pending deportation and pretrial confinement prisoners facing federal felony charges at the detention facility north of town. Today, he was just like them.

      While losing his freedom was distasteful, the sixty-year-old Harrington County Jail accommodations weren’t disagreeable, merely dated and mildly dirty. They’d gone underused for decades and didn’t justify an upgrade. Though recent years had seen an uptick in crime in Harrington, the county residents had yet to see a reason to build a modern facility. At least he didn’t have a cellmate, and the mattress and shower facility were new.

      Milo settled into the lower bunk and placed the meal tray on his lap, which a deputy had delivered minutes before. He snickered. The familiar bologna and cheese sandwich, canned pears, and creamed oatmeal made up the same meal the guests at his detention facility would receive today. The county must have contracted with the same provider. Taking one bite of stale bread and greasy lunch meat, he understood why the detainees nearly rioted last month over the food.

      “Hey, Mr. Tilton.” A deputy appeared at his cell, inserted the key into the lock, and slid the door open with a loud clank. “Your lawyer is here.”

      Thank goodness, he thought. Within a few hours, Jackson Price would have all the right skids greased, and Milo would be at the Cattlemen’s, digging into his favorite steak dinner. He placed the tray on the scratchy wool bunk blanket and approached the door. “Thanks, Rusty. Can you pick up a Spanish omelet from Tillie’s if it’s not too much trouble? You’ll find an extra hundred in your envelope next month for the effort.”

      “I would, Mr. Tilton, but the new sheriff gave strict orders. You are not to receive special treatment.” Rusty Ross turned his head left and right, checking the corridor. “And there are some around here who support him.”

      Milo patted him on the shoulder. “I understand, Rusty. I should be home by dinner, anyway.”

      Rusty removed the handcuffs from the pouch at the back of his Sam Browne belt. “Sorry, Mr. Tilton, but the rules say I have to cuff you.”

      “You’re just doing your job.” Milo placed his hands behind his back with a smile. Until he got out of here, he’d need a friend, and Rusty was one of a handful he could count on.

      Rusty led him into the interview room where the overpriced lawyer he’d plucked from Midland years ago sat, sipping on a Starbucks cup. He flicked a crumb of his scone from his Armani navy blue tie. The money Milo paid him over the years to keep his side business running smoothly likely paid for the tie and every designer suit in his closet.

      Jackson Price finally looked up when Rusty removed the cuffs and left. “You’ve gotten yourself into a pickle this time, Milo. Choking your wife to death and threatening the only witness won’t be easy to sweep under the rug.”

      “It’s not like I planned to kill her. She wouldn’t shut up about the election and how it was the end of the world. I couldn’t hear her screech for one more minute.” Milo adjusted his gaze to the wall behind his lawyer. His suit, shirt, and tie hanging from a hook there gave him hope. He cast his chin toward the clothes. “Does this mean I’m being released?”

      “No.” Price reached below the table and plopped a pair of Milo’s wingtips on top of it. “Your arraignment is in fifteen minutes, and I don’t have high hopes.”

      “What do you mean? Clem will set bail. I pay him well to look the other way.”

      “You didn’t draw Judge Powell. The district attorney stepped in and had him disqualified as biased. Judge Cook is hearing your case.”

      Milo deflated like a tire stabbed with a buck knife. His detractors had stacked the deck against him in a blink of an eye. The newly elected sheriff was quick to throw on the cuffs, and the new goody-two-shoes district attorney ensured Milo drew the one judge in the county he couldn’t buy.

      “How much will it take to get a new judge?”

      “That boat has sailed for the hearing. I’ll move to disqualify Cook as biased based on his history with you for the trial.” Price spun his hundred-dollar ballpoint pen between his fingers.

      “That’s not good enough. Solomon Cook is squeaky clean, which is why I had the county board give the old governor Clem Powell’s name to replace him years ago. All that talk about shooting corruption between the eyes. I didn’t trust him when he was on the bench before, and I don’t trust him now. If we don’t get him off the case, we’ll need to take care of everyone in my way. The judge. The sheriff. The new district attorney. I know someone who can make it happen.”

      “We’re not there yet, Milo. Let’s see how high he sets bail.” Price stood and retrieved the suit from the wall hook. “Let’s get you dressed for court.”
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        * * *

      

      Stepping into the county courtroom shackled was like stepping into a time machine. Milo hadn’t been there since he was twenty, pleading guilty to Judge Cook on public intoxication and vandalism charges—spray painting a Stedman Ranch cow purple. Aside from a fresh coat of white paint on the walls and hand railings and shellac on the wood benches, tables, and floor, nothing had changed since then or when it had opened for business in 1928. Even the brass wall sconces were the same.

      Locals and a handful of fresh faces had filled the gallery to capacity. Media, Milo guessed. The haters were all present to see the great Milo Tilton get his just due. When Rusty escorted him through the room, the hum of conversation came to a slow hush. There was a tug on Milo’s arm when he made the wrong turn to what he thought was the defendant’s table, making his handcuffs dig into the skin around his wrists. It was a tactile reminder of his untenable circumstance. Rusty removed the cuffs, but Milo couldn’t shake the choking feeling they would come right back on after the bail hearing.

      Price sat beside him, placing a legal-sized manila folder, a writing pad, and his fancy pen atop the table between them. “Let me do all the talking. If you have a question or want to tell me something, write it down. This judge will hit you with contempt of court in a heartbeat.”

      “If I don’t go home today, there’s not enough money in the world that can protect Cook.”

      Price leaned in and lowered his voice. “Save that talk for outside the courtroom.”

      “All rise,” the bailiff bellowed. Everyone stood. The opening announcement ended with “the Honorable Solomon Cook presiding.”

      People in the gallery returned to their seats when the judge entered. He sat smugly atop his bench like it was Mount Olympus and he was Zeus, looking down upon the people on earth as if they were his toys to play with.

      The bailiff read the court docket and the charges. Milo had seen enough police shows on TV to expect Cook to ask, “How does the defendant plead?” But he locked stares with Milo. It was cold and self-righteous, riling up every negative emotion Milo had ever felt. If he had to label their emotional states, he would say they were both spitting mad.

      “Mr. Tilton, you must think you’re pretty smart, having avoided coming into my courtroom since your youthful indiscretion.”

      Milo opened his mouth to give Cook an honest answer, but Price placed a hand over his arm. “Jackson Price for the defense, Your Honor. My client pleads not guilty to all charges.”

      Cook shot his stare at Price like a spear aimed right between the eyes. “I didn’t ask for a plea, Mr. Price. If you speak out of turn again, I’ll hold you in contempt of court.” Cook returned his attention and disdain to Milo. “Looking at the faces in the gallery, I think it’s safe to assume every person in this courtroom doesn’t like you, Mr. Tilton. You’ve ruined many lives in this town. But none of that has bearing on today’s proceedings. I must decide whether you pose a threat to the community based on the charges and your criminal history.”

      The slight upturn at the corner of his mouth clarified Cook was enjoying this. The Medal of Honor hanging in a glass case behind his bench likely made him think he was always right. That hero status made him untouchable to most, but not Milo. He was a man who was about to push an adversary too far.

      Cook turned to Price and asked, “How does your client plead, Mr. Price?”

      “Not guilty, Your Honor.”

      Cook turned to the prosecutor. “What does the state ask for bail?”

      “Considering the horrific nature of the crime and the defendant’s wealth, the state asks for remand.” The new district attorney looked smugger than the judge in her tailored skirt and jacket. She had thrown down the gauntlet in her first big profile case. Milo expected nothing less. The stack against him was growing higher and higher by the minute. At least she was easy on the eyes.

      “Mr. Price?”

      “Your honor, my client has had no criminal convictions since his youthful indiscretion thirty-five years ago in this same court. He has been a valued member of the community for decades. We offer his passport and two hundred thousand dollars.”

      “Valued member of the community is questionable, Mr. Price. Knowing Mr. Tilton, I believe he poses an ongoing threat to the people of Harrington.” Judge Cook shifted his steely stare to Milo. “I hereby remand you to the custody of the Harrington County Jail until your trial begins in”—he reviewed several papers on his bench—“three weeks.” The judge hit his gavel. “We’re adjourned.”

      The courtroom burst out in gasps and chatter.

      Milo snapped his stare toward Price while a deputy handcuffed his hands behind his back. “You better fix this, dammit.” He leaned in so only Price could hear. “The man’s name and number are in a floor safe in my office. The combination is your birth date. Tell him I’m calling in my favor.” At the time, he’d questioned the wisdom of getting mixed up with an arms dealer with a reputation for brutality, but now he realized it was the best decision he’d ever made.

      “I will, Milo. I promise.”

      “You better.”

      The deputy whisked Milo away, but not before the walls closed in. The only way out depended on one man taking Price’s call.
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      Never again would Lexi pride herself on being a people person. She’d worked with Kris Faust for six weeks yet had no idea she was born and raised in College Station, where her parents had taught mathematics at the Texas A&M main campus, until the preacher had stood over her casket in the chapel and given her eulogy. She didn’t know Kris was the youngest of five children with four older brothers. Lexi had never taken the time to get to know Kris like the others, viewing her as the temp who kept Sergeant Mel Thompson’s seat warm on the task force.

      The entire network of Faust kinfolk, aged eight months to eighty-eight years, had gathered in the veterans’ hall on the outskirts of College Station to remember their fallen daughter, sister, aunt, and cousin. They’d laid out a spread of Kris’ favorite foods, marking each dish with a note card, explaining its importance in her life. The nachos made from microwaved American cheese slices were an after-school staple when she was a latchkey kid, while the pasta salad was her go-to side dish to bring to family events.

      Lexi grabbed two plates of strawberry shortcake, Kris’ favorite dessert, and navigated her way through the three dozen kids, all under twelve, balancing M&M candies on their noses. According to the sign on the table, they were Kris’ not-so-secret chocolate indulgence, and the game was a childhood challenge from her brothers that had followed her into adulthood.

      Lexi spotted Nita next to Maxwell Keene and his wife, Amanda. Other former members of the task force were nearby. Texas Governor Chief of Security Simon Winslow and ATF Intelligence Specialist Kaplan Shaw watched the M&M contest. FBI Agents Coby Vasquez and Lathan Sinclair were devouring plates of fried chicken drumsticks. Mel Thompson also had flown in the night before to pay her respects to the agent who had taken her place on the line. Noah Black was the only one missing.

      Nita accepted the dessert plate. “Thanks. It looks delicious.” She winked, signaling her plan to redeem the rain check Lexi had asked for last night sometime soon. But if today affected her as much as she expected, Lexi would need holding, not sex.

      “Kris certainly had an eclectic taste in food.” Amanda nibbled on a bite of spiral pasta salad. She pointed her fork at her plate. “This is very good. I understand it’s her recipe.”

      “I wouldn’t know, and I should have. Kris was my responsibility.” Lexi would never repeat the same mistake with someone who vowed to risk their life alongside her.

      “Kris showed only the parts of herself she wanted us to see,” Simon said.

      “Other than her explosives expertise, she was a stranger to all of us.” Kaplan shook her head.

      Mel rolled her neck and closed her eyes in apparent frustration. “I can’t help but think if I hadn’t shot that suspect, she might still be alive.”

      “It was my fault,” Maxwell said. “I’d rushed the shooting board after Coby shot and killed the first Red Spades suspect. After the second shooting incident, they wanted to cross every T and dot every I before clearing you for duty again.”

      “Doubting ourselves does no one any good,” Lathan said. “We were all there to do a job. We accomplished everything we set out to do. When you consider the type of people we were chasing, it was a miracle more of us didn’t pay the ultimate price.” He turned his attention to Lexi. “And we have you to thank for that. Because you put our safety above everything else, my daughter won’t grow up without her father.”

      Lexi’s eyes misted at the thought of how many other children, spouses, siblings, and parents would not have their loved ones if she hadn’t been diligent. But the notion provided little solace today. Kris was dead because Lexi hadn’t seen the Raven’s potential threat, and every family member in this room was lesser because of it.

      “Lathan is right,” Maxwell said. “If Noah Black were here, he’d tell you the same thing.”

      Noah, she thought. Besides serving as an invaluable second in command, he had become her most trusted partner and friend. She understood why he put the task force behind him after shooting Tony Belcher unarmed before Lexi could. Taking that kill shot served justice in everyone’s eyes but the law’s, and that was a secret Lexi would carry to her grave.

      “How is Noah?” Amanda asked. “I haven’t heard from him since he returned to Nogales.”

      “He’s undercover on a narco case, which is why he couldn’t be here today. He sends his best to everyone.” Lexi dug into her dessert as a form of procrastination, but once finished, she knew she’d dawdled long enough and whispered into Nita’s ear. “Come with me while I talk to the family?”

      “Of course.” Nita grabbed their plates, placed them on a nearby cart, and held Lexi’s hand tight. “Ready?”

      “As much as I could be.” Lexi gave her hand a tight squeeze and led the way to the immediate family tables, stopping at the one with Kris’ parents and three of her brothers. Lexi waited politely for the table conversation to reach a lull before stepping closer to Kris’ parents. The mother appeared heartbroken, so Lexi maneuvered closer to the father. “Mr. and Mrs. Faust, I’m Lexi Mills.”

      The look of recognition filled their eyes. “It’s good to meet you,” Mr. Faust said, extending his hand. Lexi accepted his handshake. “Kris spoke of you before she came to work for you.”

      “Really? I didn’t realize that.”

      “Kris idolized you after you lost your leg. She thought anyone in her line of work who could come back from such a devastating injury was superhero material. She was positively giddy the day her boss tapped her to work on your task force. Even if temporary, learning from the best was her dream come true.”

      Tears pooled at the magnified guilt and trailed down her cheeks. Her voice cracked. “I’m so sorry I sent her on that transport.”

      The mother pushed back her chair, approached Lexi with her arms wide, and took her into a tight embrace. “Our daughter said working for you was the opportunity of a lifetime and wouldn’t have traded it for anything. Thank you for trusting her and taking her under your wing. But I want you to make me a promise.”

      “Anything, Mrs. Faust.”

      “Promise you’ll get the people who killed our Krissy.” Kris may have been collateral damage, but the pain and sorrow in her mother’s eyes made no distinction. Her daughter was dead, and she’d asked Lexi to give her death meaning.

      “I promise.” Lexi excused herself and took Nita by the hand. Weaving her way through the sea of Faust children and fighting a wave of guilt, she went to the restroom and pulled Nita into a stall. The dam of emotion broke when she wrapped her arms around Nita’s torso. Regret swept her downstream, and shame threatened to pull her under. Thinking about her lack of vigilance and the precautions she should have taken for the prisoner transport, Lexi barely sucked in enough air to keep from passing out.

      “Just breathe, Lexi.” Nita held her tighter when her knees buckled, keeping her head above water. Soon her breathing steadied and strength returned.

      Lexi buried her head in the crook of Nita’s neck and whispered, “I’m going after the Raven.”

      “You wouldn’t be the Lexi Mills I fell in love with if you didn’t.” Nita caressed Lexi’s back until she could stand on her own. “Let’s wash your face and head home.”

      “I’d like that.” Lexi opened the stall door and stepped out with Nita on her heels.

      Kaplan was at the bank of sinks washing up. Locking stares with Lexi, her mouth fell agape. “Wedding sex is cliché and sizzling hot, but funeral sex?” She grimaced as if she’d thrown up a little in her mouth.

      Lexi sidled up to the sink beside her and splashed water on her face. “That would be wrong and require way too much bravado. I needed an emotional timeout.”

      “And you didn’t come to your best woman? How am I supposed to keep you sane before the wedding if you don’t talk to me?” When Lexi sighed, Kaplan gently rubbed her upper arms. “We’re all in your corner, Lexi. Call us if you need anything, and we’ll all come running.”

      “Thank you, Kaplan. I really appreciate the support.” Lexi took a calming breath to shake off the lingering regret. “There is something you can do for me.”

      “Name it.”

      “The FBI lab called me yesterday. They found a raven’s feather embedded in the Vegas bomb, so my instincts were right about the feather I found. I need you to keep your eyes and ears open for anything that might link to the Raven.”

      A coy smile sprouted on Kaplan. “I’m way ahead of you. The day after Kris died, I set up alerts on every national and state law enforcement database about the Raven and his MO. Since it’s Friday, I’ll start scouring the dark web when I get home tonight. If there’s anything out there, I’ll find it.”

      “Thank you, Kaplan. I trust you will.” Lexi shifted her attention to Nita. “Let’s get your purse and go home.”

      “Fair warning,” Kaplan said. “The ATF director arrived and is talking to Agent Keene. That’s why I’m hiding in here.”

      “Why are you hiding from him?”

      “Not him. His security escort is an ex. It didn’t end well. If you’re heading back to our group, can you grab my purse, too? I’d rather avoid an awkward reunion.”

      “We have you covered, Kaplan.” Nita caressed her forearm. “We’ll be right back, then we can leave together.”

      Lexi led Nita across the main floor. She got an idea when she was halfway to her group and saw the director talking to Maxwell Keene and a woman she didn’t recognize. Lexi had been on the director’s radar since the attack on the governor’s mansion in Spicewood earlier in the year. He’d encouraged the public relations circus she and Noah were on for months. Lexi was relieved when he didn’t suggest the same during her meeting with him the previous week after the failed Las Vegas bombing. If there was ever a time to take advantage of her celebrity, this was it.

      She positioned herself next to Keene and waited to make eye contact with Director Hanlon. She shook his hand. “Glad you could make it, director. I’m sure the Faust family appreciates the support.”

      “It’s nice seeing you again, Agent Mills. I understand you’re almost ready to return to fieldwork and your position on the special response team.”

      “About that, sir. At our last meeting, I said I’d like to return to SRT and my explosives roots in Dallas, but I’ve given my next assignment more thought. Does your offer still stand?”

      “Of course it does.” Director Hanlon overfilled his chest with overt pride in Lexi. “You’ve earned any job of your choosing anywhere in the country.”

      “Yesterday, the FBI lab discovered evidence linking the bomb in Las Vegas to the one that killed Agent Faust. I want to investigate the person we think built both bombs.”

      “I already have a man who has been on the Raven’s trail for two years,” the woman next to the director said.

      Lexi shifted her attention to her. The woman, dressed in a pricey, tailored dark suit and sensible low heels, towered over Lexi by six inches. Gray strands peppered her collar-length dark blond hair. But her most compelling feature was how she carried herself. She was a woman in charge. “I’m sorry. And you are?”

      “Your new supervisor.” Her voice contained the unmistakable sharpness of animosity and distrust.

      “Lexi Mills,” Director Hanlon said. “Meet Willie Lange. She’s transferring to Dallas from the Houston field office on Monday, taking Jack Carlson’s position.”

      “SRT commander, too? It’s a pleasure.” Lexi extended her hand, eager to greet the first woman to command an ATF special response team. But Lange’s stiff grip signaled the pleasure was not mutual.

      “This could work out,” the director said. “Agent Lange, how quickly can you get your man to Dallas to turn over the investigation?”

      “Sir, I hate to differ, but this is Agent Croft’s case. He has single-handedly compiled a profile on the Raven and feels he’s getting closer.” Lange glanced at Lexi, giving her the side eye of disapproval. “He doesn’t deserve to have it taken away.”

      “Then pair him up with Mills. She’s earned her assignment of choice, including the location.” He glanced at Lexi. “Considering your parents’ injuries at the hands of the Gatekeepers, I assume you want to remain in Dallas. Am I correct?” Lexi replied with a silent nod, holding back a smile.

      “I’d hate to uproot him for a personal vendetta,” Lange said.

      After the feud she’d had with Tony Belcher, Lexi couldn’t blame Lange for labeling her quest to hunt down the Raven as a vendetta, but attributing only that motivation to her work was insulting. Lexi’s track record on Task Force Zero Impact showed she was capable of patience and the ability to focus on a broader mission.

      “Then you have a decision to make, Agent Lange,” Director Hanlon said. “Either relocate Agent Croft to Dallas and team him with Agent Mills, or he turns over everything on the Raven to her. Either way, this is Lexi’s show starting Monday. How it happens is up to you.”
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