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      But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong.

      
        
        2 Corinthians 12:9-10
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      Cora Isaksson’s pulse jerked with her arm when Jana tugged hard to the right. The golden retriever never pulled on her leash unless she caught scent of one of two things—narcotics or a human in need of rescue.

      Jana tugged toward a black suitcase parked upright next to a man in the baggage claim of Minneapolis International Airport.

      “Get that dog away from my luggage.” The middle-aged, heavyset man had a smudge of dark hairs on his head and a long, sagging mustache that shaped his mouth into a severe frown.

      Cora’s mind raced. She and Jana were off the clock, finished logging in their hours searching for narcotics at Departures. The usual TSA officer who accompanied her had left, and Cora had handed in her radio for the day.

      But Jana sat next to the man’s suitcase and aimed her big brown eyes up at Cora.

      She’d found drugs.

      Cora swallowed. She glanced past the scattered crowds of people, her gaze finding the nearest glass exit doors.

      A security guard, Frank O’Donnell, stood by the exit, talking to a woman with suitcases piled in a precarious stack.

      Cora should be able to get help from Frank if the traveler didn’t cooperate.

      “I said, get it away from me.” The man’s voice lowered as he grabbed the long handle of his suitcase and started walking. Toward the exit.

      “Sir, wait.” Cora grabbed a handful of treats from her pocket on autopilot and gave them to Jana as she hurried after the escaping passenger.

      A younger man stepped into the mustached man’s path, halting him abruptly.

      They appeared to exchange some words, then glared at Cora as she approached with Jana.

      The golden smelled the suitcase, her feathered tail swishing with excitement.

      “Sir, I’m afraid you’re going to have to stay and allow your suitcase to be searched.” Cora’s voice trembled slightly as trepidation coursed through her veins. Confronting a suspect without backup from an officer was risky, but she couldn’t let him go. “This is a narcotics detection K-9, and she has identified there may be illegal narcotics in your suitcase.”

      “I don’t care what you or your dog think. You can’t stop me from leaving.” The man nodded to his companion, and they turned to leave again.

      “No.” Cora’s heart thudded against her ribs, as if an instinctive warning of self-preservation. But she darted in front of the two men, using Jana’s wagging body to help block them. “I’m sorry, but you can’t leave.” She started to turn toward Frank.

      Someone grabbed her arm and yanked her backward.

      Cora gasped.

      “Don’t you dare.” The younger man leveled the threat in a low growl. He stood just behind her to one side, his body an uncomfortable inch or two away from hers. He squeezed her arm as he leaned in, an odor that suggested he hadn’t bathed in a while assaulting her nostrils.

      “Feel this?” He pressed something hard into her back through her jacket.

      She held her breath. She’d never had a gun poking her before, but somehow, she knew without a doubt what it was. Father, please help me.

      “You’re gonna walk out of here with us like everything is normal. Got it?”

      “Díaz, what are you doing?” The mustached man’s gruff words returned a burst of oxygen to Cora’s lungs. Would he help her?

      “What does it look like?”

      “We can’t afford to kidnap someone right now.”

      “Maybe you can’t.” Díaz’s grip on her arm cut tighter. “I can’t go back to prison. We’re getting out of here.”

      The older man cursed, making Cora wince.

      Díaz dug the gun into her spine. “I’m gonna put this in my pocket, but my finger will be on the trigger the whole time. You talk or make a wrong move, and that security guard dies. And whatever other people I can take out before I go down. Got it?”

      She moistened her lips as she darted her gaze around the baggage claim. There must be something she could do.

      “Got it?” He jerked her arm. “Or I can start shooting right now.”

      “No.” The word popped from her mouth with air she didn’t know she had. “Don’t hurt anyone. I’ll go.”

      “Move.” He released her arm, allowing blood and circulation to return with a surge of pain.

      She walked toward the exit, Jana following at her side with her tail swishing as if it were the normal day it had been moments ago. Please, Father. Don’t let anyone get hurt. Show me what to do.

      If only she had made more headway with her proposal to the airport that metal detectors be installed at the baggage claim entrance. Most airports didn’t have any such security measures in their arrivals area but Cora had been concerned about the vulnerability that created. And now a man had brought a gun in, just as she’d feared could happen someday.

      Frank smiled as she neared.

      The two men walked a few paces behind her.

      Blood rushed in her ears. Should she run? Make a dash for the shuttle service counter near the doors and shout a warning to Frank?

      Jana bumped lightly into Cora’s leg as they walked.

      No. Jana could get hurt. Frank could get shot. Anyone here could become a victim of her self-preservation.

      She pasted on a smile and waved at Frank. “Have a good afternoon.” Did her voice sound normal? It might have held a hint of the trembling that was now more constant than her breathing as fear took control of her body.

      “You, too, Cora.” Frank turned his head away as she passed through the doors.

      Thank you, Lord. She must not have shown the growing terror that threatened to buckle her knees.

      What would happen outside on the sidewalk? There were so many people. More than indoors but spread farther apart.

      “Get in.” Díaz cinched her arm in his grip again, standing too close. “Brown car.”

      She tried to swallow but coughed instead as frigid, January air broke into her lungs.

      “Move.” He pushed her forward, toward the empty brown four-door that waited by the curb. Waiting to take her. Where?

      Jana nudged Cora’s gloved hand with her nose.

      Cora looked down at the beautiful golden’s face, her hopeful gaze directed up at Cora. What would happen to Jana?

      Never get in. Phoenix Gray’s words blared through Cora’s mind. How many times had Cora’s employer told her this was where she was to draw the line? If anyone ever attempted to abduct her, she should do whatever it took to avoid getting into a vehicle. As the owner and founder of Phoenix K-9 Security and Detection Agency, Phoenix should know.

      The mustached man opened the front passenger door and slipped inside as if he couldn’t get away fast enough.

      Díaz yanked open the back door. He started to push her inside.

      She stiffened and pulled back.

      Giggles.

      She jerked her head to the left.

      Three children hugged a suited man who kneeled on the sidewalk. He was likely their father, probably returned from a business trip.

      “They’ll be the first I’ll shoot. Get in.”

      She couldn’t risk that Díaz meant what he said. She turned back to Jana and the kidnapper’s car. “In.”

      The golden jumped in easily at the command, as calm and steady as always.

      Cora sat beside Jana on the backseat, her fingers shaking as she stroked the dog’s fur. Thank the Lord Jana didn’t have an ounce of guardian instinct, as her co-worker Bristol liked to joke. If she did, the men might have hurt her in their effort to kidnap Cora.

      Or maybe…perhaps, Jana knew something Cora didn’t. That there was nothing to fear.

      As Díaz jerked the car into gear and pulled away from the curb, Cora’s pulse pounded in her ears.

      The remainder of Phoenix’s repeated warning about abductions seared her thoughts.

      If you get in, you’re dead.
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      Special Agent Kent Thomson lowered his coffee cup to the drink holder as he waited for another car, and then a shuttle, to pull out behind his suspects. He shifted into drive and slid into one of the lanes that would lead to the exit from the arrivals area of Minneapolis Airport.

      He swore under his breath. What in the world were those two idiots thinking? Sure, the twenty-year-old lackey the cartel had sent for the pickup could probably be impulsive and dumb. But Marco Ramos, a regional manager for the Guajardo drug cartel’s U.S. distribution network? Kent would’ve thought he’d do anything to stay under the radar.

      Kidnapping wasn’t the best way to manage that.

      Assuming Kent read the signs right and this was a kidnapping.

      When the suspects had exited the building with an attractive blonde, Kent was poised to add her to his mental list of suspects as an accomplice. Even when he saw the dog wearing a harness labeling it a working K-9, he couldn’t be sure the woman wasn’t cooperating with the cartel.

      But she’d put on the brakes when the young perp pushed her toward the car.

      And she’d stared at people on the sidewalk. Some kids with an adult male, it looked like from the angle of her head.

      Kent had been ready to pop out and open fire on the kidnapper if he tried to shoot anyone. But it would’ve been messy, at best.

      And not at all what he’d planned would be the outcome of this day.

      The woman had gotten into the car with her dog, but with the limp posture of someone who’d lost a battle, not joined one by choice.

      Kent pushed out a frustrated grunt. If this was a kidnapping, he’d have to apprehend both the suspects.

      He slowed behind the vehicles as the drivers chose which path to take, either circling back into the airport maze or leaving to enter the freeway. As he’d expected, the brown sedan followed the curve to the freeway entrance ramp.

      Maybe Kent would get lucky, and it’d turn out the woman was working with the cartel. Or maybe they’d take him to some location where he could catch bigger fish.

      He’d let it play out. Just for a little bit. Stay close enough not to lose them but far enough back they wouldn’t know they were being tailed. At least until he could figure out where they were headed or what they were up to.

      After all, he couldn’t be positive the willowy blonde wasn’t working for them. He knew better than anyone what happened when people misjudged criminals. Looking at some kids didn’t automatically make her a stand-up citizen.

      He’d play it safe and assume she was as dirty as the drug dealers until he saw otherwise. He’d be more than happy to let her lead him up the chain of command in the cartel along with the other two suspects.

      But if she was a hostage, this could turn ugly real fast.
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        * * *

      

      The car that could be chauffeuring Cora to her death had been on the road for an hour and a half. Díaz had abandoned the freeway thirty minutes ago and now navigated snowy, half-plowed rural roads into countryside Cora didn’t think she’d ever seen before.

      Her training for search and rescue had taken her to forests and other wilderness areas outside the city, but not the farmland they drove through now. At a different time, the beauty of the snow-covered landscape would have been a joy to see.

      But today, Cora’s thoughts were too preoccupied, primarily with the smartphone in the rear pocket of her dress pants that dug uncomfortably into her lower back. She hadn’t dared remove it.

      The mustached man in the passenger seat had stopped pointing his gun at her some time ago to smoke his second cigarette, but both kidnappers still checked on her frequently. They might see the phone and take it from her if she removed it at the wrong moment. But the device was her only hope of rescue now.

      Jana’s warm body and even breathing as she lay nestled on Cora’s feet on the floor were a lifeline of comfort. The golden’s eyes pressed closed in sweet sleep.

      If only Cora could find the same peace. She could barely breathe, thanks to fear and the cloud of cigarette smoke that filled the car.

      Father, please give me an opportunity to get to my phone. She’d bathed nearly every moment of this nightmare in such prayers as she sat in the silence, hoping if she didn’t talk or move, the men would forget about her.

      But fear wouldn’t loosen its grip.

      She kept trying to think of what Phoenix would do. Not that it helped. Cora wasn’t capable of half the skills Phoenix had or her quick, clever thinking and courage.

      The digital clock between Cora’s captors in the front flicked to another number: 1:04. Five minutes since the mustached man had looked back to check on her. The second time he’d waited that long.

      He turned his head to glance at her, cigarette dangling from his mouth between the ends of his limp mustache.

      She sat still and tried to appear relaxed, though her heart rate sprang into a gallop.

      He looked forward again.

      Now was her chance. She slowly pulled the phone from her back pocket with as little movement as possible, glad she’d removed her gloves earlier for maximum feel and control.

      Díaz flicked his gaze to the rearview mirror.

      She froze, the device in her clammy palm behind her back. Hopefully, he couldn’t see that low through the mirror.

      His gaze returned to the road.

      She released her pent-up oxygen, just a shallow bit through her nostrils, as if any more might catch their attention.

      Keeping the phone alongside her cold thigh, she tilted the screen toward her. Thank the Lord for the daylight that streamed through the windows so the screen’s illumination wouldn’t call attention to her actions.

      She navigated with her thumb to the text app and tapped the conversation with Phoenix.

      A scraping sound jerked her head upward.

      The mustached man brought a fist to his mouth as he coughed and cleared his throat.

      It was now or never.

      Cora dropped her gaze back to the phone and slid her thumb across the letters to form one word: Firebird.

      “Hey!”

      Cora jumped at the shout from the mustached man. But she touched the send button.

      “She’s got a phone. Give me that.” The man held up his gun, aimed at Cora.

      Her hand shook as she extended the phone to him.

      He snatched it, glaring at the screen. “Who did you text?”

      “She texted somebody?” Fear raised Díaz’s voice an octave. “Oh, man.”

      “Who’s Phoenix?” The older kidnapper flashed the screen at her. “What does this ‘Firebird’ mean?”

      She cleared her throat, trying to find the voice she hadn’t used for what felt like a lifetime. “It’s a play on words. Phoenix and Firebird.”

      “What is she talking about?” The driver’s tone reminded Cora of her brother Bradley when he was six and becoming overtired. In fact, everything about Díaz conjured memories of Bradley.

      “Shut up.” The mustached man still aimed his gun at Cora. “I don’t think you were texting someone for a word game at a time like this.”

      She moistened her lips. It shouldn’t matter if she told him now. And it might make her seem more cooperative, perhaps even get him talking to her. “It’s a code word. A friend of mine wanted to have a code word we could use if we were ever in trouble. She chose Firebird.”

      “She?” The shoulders of both men visibly relaxed. “Cute.” The man lowered his gun and turned forward. “Why didn’t you check her for a phone?” He shot the scolding question at the youngster beside him.

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Because I have people for kidnappings and…” he waved the back of his hand toward Cora, “cleanups like this.”

      “What do we do about the text?” Díaz slowed by a farmhouse and barn at a corner.

      “I’ll watch the phone to see if there’s a response. But she didn’t say anything besides ‘Firebird.’ There’s no way anybody could find her based on that.”

      Thank you, Lord. Please, don’t let them realize.

      They might destroy her phone if they thought of the possibility that someone could track it. She prayed Phoenix was doing just that this very moment. Knowing Phoenix, she’d probably already begun tracking moments ago, the instant she received the text.

      And she and the team of the Phoenix K-9 Security and Detection Agency would find Cora and rescue her from the men.

      She only hoped they’d reach her before it was too late.

      Because she had realized one fact about a half hour ago. They hadn’t blindfolded her. She had been relieved at first, thinking she could remember the route so she could know where to go if she escaped or be able to lead law enforcement back after she was free.

      But then, she had remembered another lesson learned from Phoenix and this protection business they were in.

      Kidnappers didn’t bother concealing their identity and location in only one situation—when they intended to kill the victim.
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      The bumpy, ice-patched driveway jostled Cora and Jana as Díaz pulled past a dilapidated, two-story, white house and swung around behind a barn. It wasn’t one of the newly painted, updated red and white barns pictured in magazines, but a precarious structure held up by faded, grayish brown boards that let light and most assuredly cold through the panels.

      The car door to Cora’s right swung open.

      “Get out.” Díaz pointed his gun at her.

      She stepped onto the dirt that was frozen hard where it peeked through the snow. She shuddered, but not from the cold. “Jana, with me.”

      The golden immediately appeared at her side, landing on the ground and brushing against Cora’s leg with support she desperately needed.

      The barn loomed large and foreboding before them. The angle of the foot of snow on the slanted roof suggested it might collapse as soon as they entered.

      Was this where they were going to hold her? Where she would…die?

      The thought sent another shudder through her limbs.

      “Move.” Díaz gestured with the gun, indicating she should go to the open barn door.

      The darkness within yawned at her like a large mouth waiting to swallow her whole.

      Father, please rescue me somehow. Send the PK-9 team. Or anyone. Please.

      “Who’s in the house?” The mustached man’s gruff question for Díaz came from behind her.

      “Nobody. My uncle died years ago. My aunt never comes here.”

      No help possible from the house, then.

      Mustiness and mold filled Cora’s nostrils as she stepped into the darkness. She pressed her face into her arm as a sneeze built up and released.

      Díaz laughed. “City girl, huh?”

      It was true, she had been born and raised in the city, but this barn was hardly in normal condition for a working farm. The interior wasn’t as dark as it had appeared from the outside. Light easily penetrated through the deteriorating structure and through the open entrance they’d used, illuminating countless dust particles that floated in the air.

      Shadowed corners hid dismantled bales of straw and discarded pieces of equipment Cora couldn’t identify. A beam, perhaps meant to support the barn in some way, had fallen and slashed at an angle across one quarter of the barn from ceiling to floor. Boxes, a child’s wagon, a wheelbarrow, a rooster lawn ornament, and other forgotten items clustered along the walls—shadows of habitation that now cast an eerie pall of foreboding and…death.

      Stop it. The Lord will save you. Think. Don’t give up.

      Phoenix and Amalia, and the other women on the PK-9 team, wouldn’t helplessly await rescue. They’d try to get out, probably fight their way out. Cora almost wished she’d heeded Phoenix’s counsel and taken more than a basic self-defense class. But even if she had, could she really hurt someone to save herself? Hopefully, she’d never have to find out.

      “What’s your plan now?” The mustached man crossed his arms over his thick chest, his gaze directed at the younger man.

      Cora’s breath hitched. What was to be her fate?

      “I don’t know. Hide her here, I guess.”

      The older man’s mustache flitted away from his mouth as he smirked. “For how long?”

      “She won’t last past tonight.”

      “You’re going to let her freeze to death here? That’s your big plan?”

      Cora shivered.

      Jana leaned against her leg and whined softly. Poor girl was probably tired and thirsty. And likely hungry.

      Cora squatted down and gave Jana some treats from her pocket, stroking the golden’s soft fur. How much longer would she be able to enjoy being with Jana? Cora’s throat swelled.

      “And the dog?” The mustached man gestured to Jana. “What if it barks or goes for help?”

      Cora’s attention perked. The man must have read about dogs doing such heroic acts. Or watched animal movies?

      “We can shoot it.”

      Cora abruptly stood, her hand covering Jana’s head. Father, no. Please don’t let them hurt her.

      “You’d shoot the dog, but not the girl. What are the police going to think when they see the dog was shot? You’ll still be suspected anyway.” The mustached man swore. “It’s your family’s place. Didn’t you think of that?”

      Cora forced herself to breathe and consider. The facts, observations she’d been too panicked to catalog before, clicked into place in her mind. The older man hadn’t wanted to kidnap her in the first place. He’d rarely met her gaze the whole drive, even when he had checked on her. He hadn’t become violent when he had caught her using her phone. He knew about heroic dogs, as if he perhaps enjoyed feel-good stories.

      And though he was clearly smarter than the younger man and held more authority, he hadn’t used that against Cora. At least not yet.

      “What are we going to do?” Díaz bounced a frightened glance from Cora to the older man.

      “I’m not going to do anything.” The man’s mustache twitched with his mouth. “You got yourself into this mess. You take care of it and meet me back at the car in one minute. You’re driving me back to the city to where you were supposed to drop me off. And then if I ever see you again, I’ll kill you.” He turned on his heel and started for the bright opening.

      Díaz threw a panicked look at Cora.

      He would shoot her. And Jana.

      Phoenix couldn’t have reached this location yet. She needed more time.

      “Wait, please.” Cora moved to follow the older man.

      “Hey, you’re not going anywhere.” Díaz grabbed her sore arm and yanked her back.

      A yelp sprang from her lips.

      The mustached man turned back. He didn’t say a word, but he had stopped.

      Jana pressed her nose into Cora’s hand, probably concerned by her cry of pain.

      But Cora focused on the man who looked back, her chance to keep a bullet at bay. “You have a daughter, don’t you?”

      He took one step toward her.

      Her heart lifted. She’d guessed right.

      “How did you know that?”

      “It changes a person, doesn’t it? Having a child? A girl.”

      He looked to the side, his stocky frame silhouetted in the bright light of the doorway behind him. His head turned to her again. “Not necessarily.”

      But it had changed him. His evasive answer confirmed her hunch. “Does she have blond hair?”

      He paused. Then he opened his mouth. “Curls. Blond curls.”

      “My mom said I had curls when I was little.”

      “What are you trying to do?” Díaz squeezed her arm harder.

      Cora winced.

      “Stop it.” The mustached man launched the sharp command.

      “What?” Confusion wobbled the young kidnapper’s response.

      The older gentlemen walked closer and stopped a few feet away. “Stop hurting her.”

      “Why? I’m going to have to kill her or something. You just said so.”

      Cora had to intervene, before Díaz’s line of reasoning prevailed. “But you wouldn’t want someone to treat your little girl this way, would you?”

      The mustached man looked at her. Conflicting emotions warred in his eyes.

      “What’s her name?” Cora asked the question with a soft tone.

      “Sydney.” The word floated from the father’s lips, burgeoning with love he seemed to be trying to hide, to conquer.

      Cora smiled. “That’s a lovely name.”

      He met her gaze, softness melting the hardness she’d seen there before.

      Hope rose in her chest. Would he free her?

      “I can’t save you. I’m sorry.”

      The hope crashed to the dirt at her feet.

      “Do what you have to.” He barely looked at Díaz as he delivered her death sentence and turned to leave.

      They were going to kill her anyway.
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        * * *

      

      “Wait!” The woman’s shout pierced the cold air just as Kent reached the barn.

      He’d parked on the road a distance away where a stand of trees hid his car from view. He had come in carefully, using the house and whatever he could as cover as he made his way to the barn. Wasn’t about to get caught in an ambush.

      The house looked empty, but he couldn’t be sure. Had to keep an eye on it.

      “I told you. I can’t help you.” A low, gruff voice. Maybe Ramos’s? “This idiot got us in too deep.”

      Kent squatted and peered around the corner of the barn.

      Sounded like Ramos was inside, somewhere through the massive open doorway.

      “If you let him kill me, you’ll be implicated, too.” The woman. A hostage, not accomplice.

      Wonderful. Months of work down the drain. And the best lead of his career blown to bits. So much for following these suspects up the chain of the cartel.

      Kent hadn’t called for backup. Couldn’t risk it without first knowing if the woman was part of the drug operation. Now he’d have to get her out of here by himself. Alive.

      He rounded the corner, kept his shoulder near the wall, weapon in his hands as he crept closer to the opening ahead.

      “What happens when you’re caught or killed?”

      Kent paused next to the edge of the doorway as the hostage talked more.

      “Think of your Sydney. Who would protect her?”

      Kent lifted his Glock and pressed his back against the wall. For the first time in his tenure with the DEA, a wave of surprise made him hesitate. The woman was trying to reason with a member of the Guajardo drug cartel. And not just any member. A regional manager—the elite among a select handful of trusted and dirty-up-to-their-elbows gangsters. She had guts, he’d give her that. But she couldn’t win.

      Silence filled the air that chilled Kent’s face.

      Were they about to shoot her?

      He couldn’t risk sneaking a look and getting his head blown off. Couldn’t risk her life either.

      He stepped away from the wall, just far enough to see the southern portion of the dark barn. Clear.

      He darted inside. “DEA! Lay down your weapons!” Kent moved to the right, so the interior wall stood at his back instead of the light of the doorway. He aimed his Glock at the young dealer.

      “You can’t come in here!” The kidnapper pressed the barrel of a 9mm to the hostage’s head. Held her by the arm.

      She loosely grasped a leash connected to the golden retriever that whined and panted as it fidgeted by her side.

      Ramos, no weapon visible, shifted to stand mostly behind the young guy. Smart man. The lackey would take any bullets for his superior without knowing he’d volunteered to be a human shield.

      “Put it down, and I’ll let you live.” Kent kept moving in a curve to the right, half-circling the gunman.

      “Stop it!” Panic elevated the dealer’s shout. “Don’t move, or I’ll kill her.”

      Kent paused. “Okay. I’m not moving.” His Glock stayed fixed on the perp. “Now put down your weapon, and we can all walk out of here alive.”

      “No.” He shook his head slowly, his mouth puckering. “You’re not going to take me. I have the gun on her. I’ll kill her. I will. Unless you put yours down right now.”

      The blonde’s wide eyes caught Kent’s gaze. She stared at him, her fear palpable. Fear and something else. Hope? Pleading?

      A twinge of sympathy threatened to distract him.

      He yanked his attention back to the kidnapper. “Okay.” Kent took one hand off his weapon, angled it sideways in his grip and lowered it to the dirt floor. He straightened, leaving the Glock at his feet.

      “Kick it away.”

      Kent slid the weapon with his foot, sending it four feet. “Look man, we can do this the easy way or the hard way. Your choice. Either way, I win.”

      The dealer laughed, confidence returning. “I got all the cards now, Fed.”

      “Then what’s your play?” Kent smiled.

      The kidnapper’s grin wobbled, confusion creating an inch between his gun and the hostage’s head.

      “Let her go.” The regional manager’s words hit Kent’s ears like an electric shock.

      What?

      The gunman tilted his head but didn’t look away from Kent. “What are you talking about?”

      Pretty much Kent’s thoughts at the moment.

      “The girl’s right.” Ramos watched Kent with a measured gaze. “We don’t want to go away for this.”

      “I’m not going to!” The kidnapper spewed out the protest. “I’m leaving now. All I have to do is shoot the girl and the cop and go.” He shoved the woman forward, lowering his gun to point at her torso.

      Kent’s gut told him what was happening before his brain knew. He snatched his secondary weapon from behind his back.

      Ramos grabbed the gunman’s shoulder.

      Kent pulled the trigger. The shot exploded, struck the young dealer in the thigh.

      He went down, screaming, weapon dropped in the dirt.

      “Ma’am, are you okay?”

      “Yes.” Her voice was barely a whisper as she watched the writhing man on the floor.

      “I need you to come over here by me. With your dog.”

      She didn’t move. Like she was transfixed by her kidnapper instead of scared of him. “He needs help.”

      The woman had just been nearly killed by the pusher, and now she was worried about him? No wonder she’d gotten kidnapped. Way too soft, which made her a prime target. “I’ll call for medical response as soon as you come over here.” He didn’t know what Ramos was up to, interfering with his cartel buddy’s shot like that. But Kent wasn’t going to let Ramos turn and grab the hostage again.

      The blonde finally started toward him.

      Kent kept his weapon trained on Ramos, but the guy’s mustache didn’t even twitch.

      He just stared at the woman like he wasn’t sure what to make of her. Or like she had some hold on him.

      “Ramos, you’ve got a weapon on you.” A guess, but one he’d bet on. “I want to see it now.”

      The dealer reached behind his back underneath his leather jacket.

      “Slowly.” Kent barely tracked the hostage as she stopped near his side, his attention trained on Ramos. “Set it down.”

      The man did as instructed.

      “Back away, hands up.”

      Ramos took several steps back, tame as a pussycat. Weird. Was he setting Kent up for a trap?

      A snarl came from the doorway.

      Two silhouettes stood outlined in the backlit opening. A growling dog and a person with a gun in a lowered hand. A woman?

      Kent swung his weapon to her.

      “Looks like you have everything under control.”

      “Phoenix.” The blonde let out the word like a sigh of relief.

      “Who?” Kent didn’t turn his head from the new arrivals.

      “Phoenix Gray. Owner of Phoenix K-9 Security and Detection Agency. I work for her.”

      The agency that had made headlines last year when it took down the terrorist who was bombing Minneapolis river dams. “Anyone with you?” Kent swung his weapon back to cover Ramos, who still stood passively where Kent had left him.

      “FBI and an ambulance. Phoenix K-9 backup on their way.”

      FBI? He’d heard this Phoenix Gray was well connected.

      Before he could say another word, FBI agents poured in, ready to secure the scene he’d already handled. He lowered his weapon and stepped toward Ramos as an FBI agent cuffed him.

      “Thank you.” The soft voice behind him stopped his progress.

      He turned to the hostage.

      Her big eyes, blue as a summer sky, met his gaze. “‘Thank you’ can’t say enough. But it’s all I have. Thank you for saving me.” She touched his forearm with the gentleness of a feather. “I’m so grateful the Lord sent you to rescue me.”

      He stared, thought of telling her his car brought him, not God. But the words stuck in his throat.

      Kindness and sincerity filled her eyes, and a sweet smile lit her face.

      “You’re welcome,” seemed to be the only words he could push out.

      “Cora.” A deeper female voice spoke from behind her, and she turned away.

      Cora. He’d have to find out who she was and how she’d ended up a hostage. Only for the sake of his documentation.

      But for now, he needed to make sure the FBI hadn’t run off with the man he’d thought this morning would be his ticket to bringing down the most dangerous drug cartel in the nation.

      And he’d have to start working on another means to bring about the justice he’d been waiting nineteen years to serve.
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      He could have been Bradley. The thought had haunted Cora all afternoon and evening.

      She stared somewhere beyond the coffee mug in her hands but saw only her brother’s face as she remembered it.

      The young man who’d held Cora at gunpoint could have once been a sweet boy, transformed by evil influences and addiction, just like Bradley. Was Bradley involved in something as awful as kidnapping and…murder? No, she couldn’t believe it of her little brother. But his drug addiction had changed him before her eyes, torn him from her grasp, from her life.

      You’ll never see me again!

      She flinched at the memory of his shout and the door slam that had followed.

      She’d barely recognized the eighteen-year-old who had walked out the door of their family home. And that was seven years ago. Every one of those years had been marked by the pain of not being able to look for him, to know where he was and if he was okay. He wasn’t a missing person in the eyes of the law. He’d left of his own volition, a legal adult, clearly wanting nothing more to do with her.

      “Where are you, Bradley?” She whispered the question that squeezed her heart.

      “Are you okay?” The kind voice beside Cora pulled her from her thoughts.

      Jazz Lamont’s eyebrows drew together as she watched Cora.

      “Sorry, yes.” Cora smiled. “I’m fine. Just lost in thought.”

      “I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now. After…what happened today. You must be tired.” Jazz angled her green-eyed gaze at the Phoenix K-9 team members who occupied the chairs and sofa in the center of Cora’s sitting room, chatting and laughing. “I hope you didn’t feel like you still had to hold this party for me. I would have completely understood if you’d wanted to cancel.”

      “Oh, please don’t feel badly about it. I wanted to still have the party tonight. I wouldn’t want to miss welcoming you to PK-9. Besides, this is for me, too.” Cora smiled at the women scattered in the coziest room of her home. “These ladies are my family.”

      “That’s so cool.” A touch of wistfulness feathered Jazz’s tone.

      “You’re part of our family now, too.”

      A smile widened Jazz’s mouth, brightening her lovely features. “I’d like that.”

      “You’ll see. And Flash, of course.” Cora squatted by the Belgian Malinois who stood next to his partner.

      He stepped close to sniff her face, and Cora smiled at the tickle of his gentle breath. The retired military working dog had a fascinating aura of worldly wisdom, caution, and bridled power.

      If Flash and Jazz had been at the airport today instead of Cora, they wouldn’t have let things disintegrate to the point where a young man got shot.

      “Okay, Cora.” Nevaeh Williams tossed her contagious grin their way over the back of the sofa where she sat, beckoning them with a raised arm. “We need you over here.”

      Cora stood and gave Jazz’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze before she headed for the sofa, trying to pause her incessant mental critique of her choices and actions during the kidnapping.

      Jana didn’t rise to follow Cora as she usually would have. The sweet golden stayed sleeping by the wall where Cora had been standing, exhausted from the day’s events.

      Regret pinched Cora’s chest. She should have kept Jana from being put in danger today. She should have protected her.

      Cora paused at the nearest end of the sofa where Amalia Pérez sat with the head of Gaston, her chocolate Newfoundland, stretched up to reach her lap. The rest of the huge dog’s body sprawled on the floor in front of her. His lazy relaxation belied the energy he put into water rescue. Cora focused on the humorous sight and her friends, pushing aside her regrets for a moment. “How can I help?”

      Amalia flashed her beaming smile up at Cora, her black, glossy waves of hair falling away from her warm-toned, sandy complexion. “Bris wants input on the color scheme for the wedding. I think you’re the only one of us who can help her.”

      Nevaeh and Amalia broke into laughter.

      Bristol Bachmann rolled her eyes from the chair she occupied across the room. Her black Labrador Toby lay at her feet, his head lifted as he panted and watched the laughing women like he wanted to join in. The explosives detection K-9 never wanted to miss out on anything fun.

      Raksa, Amalia’s German Shepherd protection K-9 had somehow ended up lying by the far side of Bris’s chair, likely after playing with Toby.

      Bris lifted her hands off the armrests of the chair. “I only said I was trying to decide between royal blue or red for the flowers and your maid of honor dress.”

      “Well, I would guess Nevaeh said red.”

      “You know it.” Nevaeh grinned, wearing her favorite color in the form of a red blazer that complemented the bronze undertones of her smooth brown skin.

      Even Cannenta, Nevaeh’s corgi mix who sat on her lap, sported a red bandana around her neck.

      “And Amalia probably said you should pick whatever you want to?”

      Amalia’s dark eyes twinkled with humor at Cora’s deduction. “That’s our girl. You know us well.”

      Phoenix, sitting to Cora’s right in an armchair, likely hadn’t said anything about it, just watched the women have the discussion. Though, Cora suspected she’d have more insight than any of them if she’d chosen to express it.

      “What do you think, Jazz?” Cora turned to the tall redhead who hung back slightly.

      She tucked her wavy hair behind one ear. “I’d think blue.” She looked at Bris. “The color of the bouquet would bring out the blue in your eyes.”

      Cora beamed at her. “Exactly what I was going to say.”

      “Bam! Give it here, girl.” Nevaeh reached behind the sofa, her fist stretched out toward Jazz.

      Their new teammate fist-bumped Nevaeh’s hand with a grin on her face.

      “Thanks, ladies.” Bris smiled at Jazz and Cora. “Blue it is. And now Rem will be eternally grateful to you all that he doesn’t have to hear me agonizing over this decision anymore.”

      Cora was quite sure Remington Jones, Bris’s fiancé, would gladly listen to her talk about anything for hours given how smitten he was, but she joined in the ladies’ laughter.

      The grandfather clock in the corner chimed the hour. Eight o’clock already?

      “Oh, I’m sorry, ladies.” Cora pressed her palms to her cheeks. “I should have brought out dessert earlier. I have cheesecake. Anyone hungry?”

      “Oh, yeah.” Nevaeh nodded, three black curls teasing her forehead like renegades from her gorgeous head of hair. “Girl, I’m always hungry.”

      Bris got to her feet. “I’ll help you.”

      Toby popped up, too. The lab’s nails clicked on the vinyl floor at a faster rhythm than Jana’s usually did as he followed Bris and Cora into the kitchen.

      “How are you doing?”

      Cora sent Bris a grateful smile before turning away to retrieve dessert plates from the cabinet above the counter. “I’m tired and still feeling…anxious. A little nervous.” She set the plates on the countertop by the raspberry cheesecake and faced Bris.

      Concern clouded her friend’s gray-blue eyes. “We were so worried when Phoenix told us you’d used the emergency code and tracking showed you were way out in the country somewhere. I prayed nonstop after that.”

      “Thank you.” Tears pricked Cora’s eyes. “God answered your prayers.”

      “I just wish we could’ve reached you faster.”

      Cora nodded, a tear escaping as the memories returned—Díaz’s grip on her arm, the gun pressed to her head, the fear she couldn’t protect Jana, that they both might die. “God sent someone who could.”

      “I heard a DEA agent followed you and helped, but I didn’t see him by the time I was on scene.”

      “He was amazing.” Cora didn’t think she’d ever forget his handsome face, the dark, brooding countenance matched by his black hair. Or the intensity in his green eyes. Her Godsend in time of need.

      “‘Amazing,’ huh?” Bris’s lips tucked at the corners. “You better not let Nevaeh or Amalia hear you say that, or they’ll never stop ribbing you.”

      “Oh, no. I didn’t mean it like that.” She cleared her throat and stepped to the silverware drawer to pull out dessert forks. “Just that he was very skilled and knew what he was doing. He could be on the PK-9 team. I mean, if he had a dog. He’s good enough.” She met Bris’s watchful, amused gaze. Cora let the defensive lift of her shoulders drop as she smiled. “Yes, I’d appreciate you not repeating what I said to the other ladies. I know how much they teased you about Rem in the early days.”

      Heat rushed to Cora’s cheeks as she realized the comparison she’d unintentionally made. “Not that this situation is anything like—”

      “Cora, I get it. It’s okay. Though I have to say, now I’m dying to meet this guy.” Bris laughed. “But that’s all I’ll say.” She walked to the counter by Cora and reached for the cheesecake. She stopped and looked down. “Toby, leave it.”

      The black lab was opening the cabinet door with his nose.

      Bris chuckled and gently pulled Toby back as Cora closed the door. “He probably hoped you store dog food in there like I do.”

      “Sorry, buddy.” Cora smiled at Toby as Bris turned on the faucet to wash her hands.

      “Maybe Toby will be as laidback as Jana one day. But…”

      “Probably not.” Cora finished the sentence with Bris, and they both laughed.

      Bris’s smile faded as she dried her hands. “I’ll keep praying for you. I know this has to be really hard, recovering from what happened today. But things will get better.”

      As a survivor of more than one trauma, Bris spoke from experience and a depth of understanding that gave sincerity to her words.

      “Thank you.” Cora’s heart warmed as she met her friend’s caring gaze. What a blessing to have a fellow Christian on the Phoenix K-9 team. Since Bris came to Christ nine months ago, she had become a special comfort and close friend for Cora in their shared faith. And with her blunt observations, Bris had challenged Cora more than once.

      Bris glanced over her shoulder, her gaze seeming to catch on something.

      Cora turned to look.

      Phoenix stood in the doorway. Dagian, her sandy-colored dog with upright ears and piercing blue eyes stood at attention, glued to her side as usual.

      “Bris, would you mind taking the plates to the sitting room?” Cora smiled at her. “I’ll bring the cheesecake.”

      “Sure thing.” Bris grabbed the plates with the forks stacked on top, and Phoenix stepped in the room to clear the path for Bris and Toby.

      Phoenix met Cora’s gaze with her steady blue one. “You won’t do better next time if you fixate on the unknowns.” Her firm voice halted the swirling questions in Cora’s mind, the constant review of what she should have done differently.

      She’d ask how Phoenix knew what she was thinking but there was no point. Phoenix always knew nearly everything, but seldom shared how. “I’m sorry. I know you’ve always told me never to get in the car. But they were going to shoot the children with their dad outside the airport. I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “They preyed on your vulnerability. That’s what predators do.”

      Cora’s chest squeezed. “I could have prevented the whole thing. If I’d just approached it differently from the beginning.”

      “I doubt it.” The blunt answer could have been offensive, but Cora knew what Phoenix meant.

      “I should have been more aware of my surroundings like you’re always telling me. You would have seen Díaz was armed. You would’ve contained them instead of walking right up to them and trying to talk.”

      Phoenix crossed her arms over her steel gray sweater. “I wasn’t there. You were.”

      And Cora fell far from the skill and perfection Phoenix, Amalia, and all the other women of PK-9 seemed to possess. “I just…” Cora moistened her lips. “I could have kept Jana safer. I could have prevented Díaz from getting shot.”

      Cora’s imagination instantly conjured the image of him on the floor of the barn, yelping and crying in pain. She shuddered.

      “Drug dealing. Kidnapping. Attempted murder. He doesn’t deserve your pity.”

      “Maybe so. But I don’t deserve your kindness toward me right now, when you know I should have done what you’ve told me to do. When I should have done so much better.”

      Phoenix stared at her, silently for a moment. Processing.

      At least, that’s what Cora imagined Phoenix was doing when she went quiet. A great deal of thinking seemed to go on behind the nearly unreadable façade of Phoenix Gray.

      “Focus on a plan for what you’ll do next time and work hard now to be ready. That’s the best anyone can do. Regrets will hold you back.”

      The start of a smile found Cora’s mouth and lightened some of the weight on her shoulders. Most people would never think of Phoenix as an optimist. But sometimes she was more of one than Cora. “You’re right. I’ll try.”

      “I’ll help you do it.”

      Cora nodded. “I know. Thank you.” Phoenix was so generous not to say more. Not to remind Cora of the opportunities she’d had with Phoenix and the agency to learn more about protection, weapons, and martial arts. But Cora hadn’t been able to bring herself to embrace any of those pursuits. She wasn’t gifted or comfortable with such things, much preferring to focus on detection and security technologies. The events of the day loomed in her mind like a challenge to her resolution.

      She picked up the cheesecake. “The ladies will be wondering what happened to us. Would it be all right with you if we sing ‘She’s a Jolly Good Fellow’ for Jazz?”

      Phoenix stared at Cora, then one of her rare close-lipped smiles curved her mouth. “Go ahead.”

      “Oh, good.” Excitement bubbled in place of the nerves from moments ago. “I really want to show Jazz how glad we are to have her on the th—”

      Dagian rumbled a low-pitched growl.

      Cora froze as the protection K-9 spun around to face the sitting room.

      A bark burst from the sitting room, then more. Sounded like Raksa. And maybe Flash? Cora hadn’t heard him bark before.

      “Follow me.” Phoenix marched with Dag through the short hallway to the sitting room at the front of the house.

      “Car door shut in the driveway.” Amalia spoke just loudly enough to be heard above Raksa’s barking.

      “Are you expecting someone?” Phoenix didn’t look away from the front door and windows.

      “No.” Cora’s stomach clenched. But she was at home with the PK-9 team. Surely, she was safe. “It’s probably just Mrs. Bates wanting to borrow some sugar.” Cora’s elderly neighbor enjoyed baking and visiting, both of which supplied her with excuses to stop by. Although not usually at this time of night.

      Jazz emerged from the study with Flash. “Got a look.” In the dark study where no indoor light would give her away if she pulled back the curtain.

      Cora knew Phoenix had been right to hire Jazz.

      The beautiful redhead didn’t show a hint of the hesitation she’d had during the party as she continued. “Silver Honda Civic. One male, tall and slim, dark hair. Approaching the front door.”

      Phoenix turned from Jazz to Cora. “Check your camera.”

      “I would, but I didn’t get my phone back from today.” For all she knew, it could have been logged with other evidence in the drug dealer’s car and ended up in FBI evidence holding somewhere. “I could get my computer.”

      Phoenix stared at the door. “Amalia, flank him.”

      “Raksa.” The one word from Amalia silenced the shepherd’s barking as Amalia darted away toward the back door of Cora’s house, Raksa sprinting after her.

      The sing-song ding of the doorbell rang out.

      Cora jumped when Flash and even Gaston barked.

      “Bristol, the door.”

      She moved forward at Phoenix’s command, her hand going to the gun holster at her hip.

      “No, wait.” Cora stepped closer to Phoenix. “I appreciate all the effort, but I’m sure it’s nothing dangerous. May I please just open the door and see who it is?” Poor Mrs. Bates would be terrified by an armed greeting.

      Phoenix leveled her gaze at Cora, giving her a measured look.

      Cora smiled slightly. “I just need to be normal again right now. I know you care, and I really appreciate it. But I can do this. Especially with all of you here.”

      Phoenix’s jawline firmed. But she gave a nod.

      Cora approached the front door, her stomach tense despite her bravado with Phoenix. It was so silly. There was nothing dangerous about someone ringing her doorbell at night. She simply wasn’t recovered from the day’s frightening events.

      She took in a breath and opened the door a few inches.

      A tall man stood with his back to her, as if he’d been about to leave.

      There was something familiar about him.

      He turned, the porch lamp bathing his face in light.

      The air whooshed from her lungs and her hand shot to the doorframe to keep herself from falling.

      Bradley.
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      Kent scanned the darkness one final time before he would enter it.

      Midnight and ten degrees Fahrenheit meant an abandoned park. Except for the desperate few who might try to survive the night in the public bathrooms or sheltered under picnic tables.

      But from the vantage point of Kent’s car, parked near the central building used for indoor events, all he could see was an empty parking lot and cleared, dark paths cutting through the snow. Shadows played tag with light from the parking lot lamps and scattered along the main path.

      Not a great place for a meeting. But Navarro was taking a big risk as it was. Kent had to go where the confidential informant was willing to meet, especially if his intel was as good as his last tidbit. Navarro had been spot-on about the cartel’s regional manager flying in within a few days. When Navarro contacted Kent to meet this time, all he’d said was he’d gotten wind of something big going down.

      That was worth more than a little risk. Kent slid his secondary weapon into the waistband behind his back, covering it with his black leather jacket before he opened his car door.

      A blast of frigid air whipped inside. The freezing weather deserved gloves, but he needed to be able to handle his weapon and feel the trigger.

      He headed up the path that curved around the circular building.

      The well-lit route made him too visible—a potential target
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