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        Things fall apart; the center cannot hold.

        Yeats
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        * * *

      

      
        
        That’s the problem with secrets. Some of them are too dangerous to reveal - and others are too dangerous to keep.

        Nathan Thomas
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            Sunday
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      Four weeks had passed since FBI Agent Ben Tinsing’s cold-blooded murder, and his boss, Nathan Thomas, woke up once again covered in sweat.

      Trembling, he sat up and glanced over at the alarm clock.

      Two-forty-two a.m.

      He ran his hands over his face, then back through his hair before he pulled back the covers. Beside him, he heard Bella sigh and felt her roll from her back to her side. He paused, listening, and once he was certain she was still sleeping, he got out of bed as quietly as he could.

      He grabbed his cell phone from its charging station on the nightstand and took it with him as he left the bedroom, moving down the dark hallway to the kitchen to start the coffeepot.

      While he waited for his first cup of what he knew in his core would be fuel for an exceptionally long day, he glanced at his phone and noticed he’d missed a text from DEA Agent Hank Myers a little after eleven the night before.

      I’ll be back in Dallas this week. Thought we’d grab lunch. Have some updates for you.

      Sounds good, Nathan typed in reply, then set the phone down to retrieve a mug from the cabinet.

      The ping of a new message startled him.

      Can’t sleep either, huh? Hank asked.

      Nope, not much at all lately, Nathan typed back.

      “And I’m not sure I ever will again,” he muttered to himself as he filled his mug, then headed back down the hallway to the bathroom for a shower.
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        * * *

      

      In Tulsa, a restless Annie Adams finally gave up any further attempts at sleep around five-fifteen. She sighed, threw back the covers, and stood.

      Great. Now what?

      As she reached for her robe the same conversation started up again in her head, but this time, she didn’t deflect it as she had for the past month.

      Where do I go from here?

      She already knew on some level that her retreat to Tulsa was meant to be a respite, not a permanent relocation. She’d spent the time since her arrival reconnecting with her parents, and she was grateful for their love and their unconditional support.

      But it didn’t fill the void. Not by a long shot.

      More worrisome, lately the grief that surrounded her like a dark cloud had become increasingly rage-filled, as well.

      She wanted closure.

      No, not closure, her inner voice immediately corrected in a steely tone. Retribution.

      And I can’t do it from Tulsa, she realized. I cannot just run away and hide from my life forever.

      Deep in thought, she slipped on her robe and left her room, and as she padded down the carpeted stairs, Annie sighed again.

      She took the last step down to the first floor, turned right to walk into the bright and airy kitchen, and was surprised to see her father already sitting at the table with the day’s newspaper.

      “Morning, sunshine. You’re up early.”

      “Hey, Daddy. Yeah, couldn’t sleep so I figured I might as well get out of bed.”

      He folded his paper and set it aside.

      “Want to talk?”

      She shrugged.

      “Come on, Annie-bug,” he coaxed, and patted the seat next to him. “Let’s talk it out.”

      She smiled at the loving nickname and joined him at the table.

      “Let me guess. Trying to figure out if you should go back,” he said gently.

      She leaned over to rest her head on his shoulder.

      “Not just that,” she confessed. “I’m trying to figure out if I even still want to be an agent, Daddy.”

      “Do you like what you do?”

      “Yes, very much.”

      “Then you should keep doing it. Ben would want that for you, honey.”

      “I know. I just… I don’t know if I can, Daddy. I don’t know if I can handle being back there. So many memories…”

      He wrapped an arm around her in silent understanding.

      “But at the same time, I’ve just got so much anger. You know? And I feel like unless we find Ben’s killer and put him away, I will never be able to let that anger go.”

      “Makes sense. And from what you’ve shared with your mom and me, you have a great group of teammates, Annie. You don’t have to do any of this on your own,” her father pointed out.

      “True,” she admitted.

      “Then it sounds to me like you already know what you need to do, kiddo.”

      She sighed once more.

      “Yeah. I do. I need to get back to Dallas.”

      He squeezed her shoulders.

      “Let me know when you’re ready and I’ll help you load the car, Annie-bug. In the meantime, want to help your old man whip up some breakfast?”
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        * * *

      

      Up in Seattle, Hank Myers finished packing, then checked his watch.

      It took ten trips down to his truck to load it all, after which he made one last trip through the furnished apartment he’d called home for three years to ensure he’d left nothing behind.

      He locked the door for the last time, worked the key off his keyring, sealed it in the envelope he’d prepared, and trudged down to the complex’s office to slip it through the mail slot.

      The moment the envelope left his grasp, he felt something wash over him that he never expected – an overwhelming sense of freedom, like the last wisp of web entangling him had melted away.

      Grinning in surprise, Hank returned to his parking space and climbed into his truck.

      “Twin Falls, Idaho. That sounds like a good place to stop for the night,” he murmured aloud as he logged his ultimate destination of Pantego, Texas into his GPS, then looked at the map that showed the most efficient route.

      He started his truck, backed out of the parking space, and pulled out of the lot and into the waking dawn.

      As he made his way onto I-90 East to begin his 2,100-mile pilgrimage, his mind drifted, recalling the past four weeks that had been the hardest of his life.

      He’d left Dallas after Ben Tinsing’s funeral service to head straight into another grief-filled event – escorting Cruz Delgado’s remains home for burial.

      The time he’d spent back home in Del Rio, Texas had almost been a blur; he’d reinforced his walls to try to keep the pain from eviscerating him as he’d upheld the promise he had made long ago to his best friend.

      But seeing Cruz’s parents again and hearing their wails of sorrow had pierced through to his soul, and in Cruz’s brothers’ eyes he saw the same heavy grief that threatened to drown him.

      He’d stayed long enough to watch as his friend’s casket was lowered into the earth. But the distinctive sound of freshly turned soil drumming steadily against Cruz’s coffin as the hole was filled in was too much. Hank had abruptly turned on his heel, walked to his rental car parked along the thin strip of pavement adjacent to Cruz’s final resting place, and fled.

      When he returned to Seattle, he felt restless and unanchored. Hank spent the following two weeks in solitude, and he’d returned to work the week after that.

      He’d no sooner walked into his office when the power-hungry branch director immediately summoned him to a disciplinary session.

      Hank sat across from the man, who began the meeting by announcing Hank’s formal reprimand for daring to travel to Dallas to search for Cruz without prior clearance. The more the director spoke, the less of a damn Hank gave, until he finally reached his limit.

      The smirk Hank wore as he stood, loudly announced his immediate resignation, and slammed his badge and his agency-issued weapon on his boss’s desk grew into a wide, satisfied smile when he saw the man’s stunned and panicked expression.

      After that, he’d gone back to his apartment and made some calls to further develop the seeds of an idea that quitting the DEA had sown in his mind.

      And now? Hank thought as he cranked up the radio and drove toward the rising sun.

      Now, I’m free to chase my future.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey girl,” Lizzie Zimmerman said when she answered the phone a little before nine a.m.

      “Hey Lizzie,” Annie replied. “I need a favor.”

      “Name it.”

      “I’m coming back, and I need a place to crash for a few days until I get my living arrangements lined out. I’d ask Grace but she’s on that cruise this week.”

      “Like you even have to ask me. Get yourself to my house, Annie. You’re welcome to stay as long as you need to.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it. Should be there by five.”

      Lizzie disconnected the call and glanced over at Donny, who was in the process of bringing a stack of pancakes and the syrup over to the table.

      “I don’t mind at all, you know that,” he reassured his wife, knowing by her expression what she was about to ask him. “Because I know that Annie is more than your co-worker, Liz. She’s part of your family.”

      Lizzie grinned.

      “Yes, she is. Guess I’d better go make sure the guest bedroom is ready for her.”

      “Not before you let me feed you, you’re not. Pancakes are better warm.”
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        * * *

      

      In Reynosa, Mexico, Estoban Cortinas’ top henchman paused outside his master’s bedroom door and mentally braced himself for the impending storm, then took a deep breath and knocked loudly.

      “What?” came the surly snarl.

      “Your father, Patrón. He’s sent a car for you.”

      The man held his breath and waited, steeling himself not to flinch when the door was flung open and a furious Estoban stared him down.

      “He thinks to summon me, like some commoner off the street?” Estoban growled.

      The man shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly as he held Estoban’s stare. But his sharp gaze noticed the subtle traces of white residue under his boss’s nose that confirmed he’d jump-started his day once again with chemicals.

      “We’ll see about that. Dismiss the car. Tell them I’ll go visit with dear old Papa when I’m good and ready,” Estoban intoned, his face scarlet with anger as he stepped back into his sanctuary once more.

      “Yes, Patrón,” came the neutrally toned reply as Estoban slammed the door as hard as he could in the man’s face.

      As the man newly appointed by Silvadore Cortinas himself to protect the cartel king’s oldest son walked away to do Estoban’s bidding, he could clearly hear the tempest of destruction raging behind the closed door.

      He stepped back into the front foyer to relay Estoban’s message to Silvadore’s personal driver and kept his expression purposefully blank as he watched the chauffeur gulp at the news.

      Estoban’s coke habit is out of control, and he is becoming more unstable by the day, he acknowledged silently as the nervous driver left empty-handed.

      He moved swiftly into a room just off the foyer, closed the door behind him, and pulled his cell phone from his pocket. With a deep exhale, he dialed, and waited.
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        * * *

      

      Once he’d finished trashing everything within easy reach, Estoban Cortinas snorted two new lines, then paced back and forth in his debris-filled bedroom and struggled to tuck his rage back into its box for safekeeping.

      How dare he send a car for me, like I’m some nobody, he fumed as he paced.

      He was on his fourth circuit when he stopped abruptly, and his lips curved into a feral smile.

      Time to pay the old man a visit – on my terms.

      A determined Estoban wheeled around and marched through his destroyed bedroom to take a shower and line out his plans.
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        * * *

      

      An hour away, in Matamoros, cartel head Silvadore Cortinas hung up the phone and frowned.

      He picked up the perfectly prepared cup of coffee that his butler had brought to him and strolled across the study of his sprawling, luxurious estate to sit by the fireplace and contemplate the difficult road ahead.

      Perhaps I should have done this sooner, he thought to himself as he sipped, then watched the flames dance in a hypnotically soothing rhythm.

      He is my firstborn son, and I love him. But I can no longer stay my hand because of it.
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        * * *

      

      By eleven, Annie’s car was loaded to the brim once more, and she hugged both her parents tightly one last time before she walked to her car to climb behind the wheel.

      “Call when you get there so we don’t worry,” her mom prompted, and she nodded.

      “I will. I love you both,” she announced.

      “And we love you. We’re here if you need us, Annie-bug,” her dad said. “Drive carefully.”
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        * * *

      

      As Annie pulled out of her parents’ driveway in Tulsa, Hank Myers passed the city limit sign for Baker City, Oregon and took the first exit to find lunch and gas. A half-hour later he resumed his trek southeast.
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        * * *

      

      After Lizzie made sure the guest room was set up and ready for Annie’s arrival, she made herself comfortable on the couch to spend a lazy Sunday of watching television with Donny.

      When her cell phone rang a little before one, she glanced at it, then answered.

      “Hey, boss, what’s up?”

      “Hi,” Nathan responded. “I need to pick your brain. Can you come over?”

      “Sure, I guess. What’s up?”

      “Well,” Nathan managed before yawning, “I’m looking at some stuff Steve sent down, and I could use another set of eyes on it.”

      “You sound exhausted,” she murmured. “You all right?”

      A long pause followed her question before she finally heard him say, “It is what it is, Lizzie. See you in twenty?”

      “On my way,” she confirmed.

      She hung up the phone and looked at Donny, whose eyebrow had raised with curiosity.

      “He doesn’t sound good,” she volunteered.

      “It doesn’t surprise me, to be honest,” Donny told her. “You of all people know how seriously he takes his team’s safety. That’s been breached now, and it weighs on him.”

      “Danger is just part of the job,” Lizzie sighed. “He can’t keep punishing himself for what happened to Ben. He couldn’t have known things would go like that, much less prevent it. But I know Nathan, and yes, he’s taking it as a personal failure.”

      “So, talk to him, Liz. He’ll listen to you.”

      She smiled and leaned over to kiss Donny before she stood up.

      “I’d already planned to.”
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        * * *

      

      When Lizzie arrived, Bella was waiting at the front door for her.

      “I thought you and I could talk for just a moment.”

      “Sure.”

      “I’m worried about him, Lizzie,” Bella confided softly, and Lizzie could plainly see and hear the strain she was under. “He doesn’t realize that I am aware of it, but he hardly sleeps anymore, and the little bit of rest he does get isn’t peaceful. He tosses and turns and wakes up shaking and covered in sweat.”

      “Has he talked to anybody?”

      Bella shook her head.

      “No, not yet. But he needs to. It’s the hospital explosion all over again, Liz.”

      Lizzie reached over and squeezed her hand.

      “I’ll try, Bella. That’s all I can promise.”

      “I know, and I appreciate it.”

      They turned and began to walk through the living room when a blur of movement caught Lizzie’s eye.

      “Hey, little buddy,” she said with a grin as she scooped up Charlie, who had run at her full tilt.

      “Hi Izzy,” he replied with a toothy grin before he flung his arms around her neck to hug her. “Watch cartoons?”

      “I can’t right now, kiddo. I came over to help your dad with something. Maybe later, okay?”

      He huffed and responded, “Kay.”

      “It’s lunchtime, Charlie. Chicken nuggets and mac and cheese,” Bella informed him, and Charlie wriggled out of Lizzie’s arms to race into the kitchen.

      His mother looked over at Lizzie and smiled.

      “Works every time. Go on back, Liz, he’s in his office.”
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        * * *

      

      Lizzie walked down the hall and rapped on the open doorframe to get Nathan’s attention.

      “Hey, you. Need more coffee?”

      He stood, stretched, and nodded.

      “Always, how about you?”

      “I could use a cup.”

      They walked back to the kitchen side-by-side.

      “I made you a sandwich,” Bella announced, and pointed to a plate on the counter.

      “Thanks, honey,” he said as he refilled his mug.

      “Lizzie, you want one?” Bella offered.

      “Just coffee for me at the moment, but thanks.”

      The two agents retreated to Nathan’s office and settled in after Lizzie shut the door behind them.

      “Before we get started on what Steve sent you, I’d like to talk for a bit,” she said solemnly, and Nathan gestured for her to continue as he took a sip and set his mug down.

      “You realize that what happened to Ben wasn’t your fault, right?”

      His brow furrowed.

      “But,” he started to say, but Lizzie held her hand up and stopped him from going further.

      “No buts, Nathan. It wasn’t an avoidable situation. And you didn’t send Ben to go do transport. You asked for volunteers, remember? And he volunteered.”

      “I remember,” he retorted as the muscle in his jaw began to twitch.

      “No one knew what was going to happen. There’s no way anyone could have predicted it.”

      “But I should have!” Nathan thundered and slammed both fists down hard on his desk. “I should have had my freaking head in the game more. We were running a full-court press against an extremely dangerous cartel, and I knew it, and I should have thought ahead and realized they’d try to get to Ramon to shut him up. But I didn’t, and Ben paid for my mistakes with his life.”

      He scrubbed his hands over his face before he looked over at her with stormy, haunted eyes.

      “I failed him, Lizzie. I failed him, and he’s gone.”

      She held his grief-filled gaze as she leaned forward and took his hand.

      “None of us thought about that, Nathan. None of us recognized that Ramon would be an active target at that point in time. Even the directors didn’t, or they would have had way more than just two agents assigned to transport him. And do you know why?”

      He frowned.

      “Enlighten me.”

      “Because at the time we took him in, we thought we’d escaped detection, remember? Think about it. From what we all knew at the time, we’d picked him up without the cartel noticing anything. That was the whole reason we went after him at the restaurant and not the garage, to make sure that it went unnoticed. Right?”

      Nathan nodded on a shaky exhale.

      “Yeah, at the time, we thought we’d managed to fly under their radar,” he admitted.

      “So, they must have had someone watching Ramon, and whoever was tailing him was at the restaurant that night and saw us take him into custody. I’ve been racking my brain for the last month, and that’s the only thing I can think of. Otherwise, they’d never have known about it - because we took steps to ensure that our plan to grab him was rock solid.”

      She paused and squeezed his hand.

      “My point is, none of us realized that the cartel knew he’d even been arrested, much less by us, or that they would take steps to take him out. This was a perfect storm. None of what happened is your fault or your burden to carry, Nathan, and to say or think otherwise is not fair to you.”

      Lizzie released his hand and leaned back in her chair.

      “And for the record, I’ve talked to Baker a few times now, and guess what? He doesn’t blame you, either. He puts the blame where it belongs – on the cartel. So now the question becomes, can you lay this burden down? Because we need you, Nathan. We need you to lead this team. Ben’s gone, and it’s not fair. It sucks, and it hurts. But you did not cause this. It is not your fault.”

      Nathan closed his eyes and lowered his head as her words washed over him, and she waited and watched him as he struggled within himself.

      “Here’s what I’d like to do,” she offered softly. “I know we watched the restaurant’s interior footage to help tie the noose around Ramon Gutierrez’s neck for what he did to Annie. I want us to look at any exterior footage, whether it’s the restaurant’s or from other cameras in the area. I have a feeling that when we do, we’re going to spot Ramon’s tail carefully hidden somewhere in the background, and we can take steps to hunt down Ben’s killer from there. You in?”

      He lifted his head again, and she saw the raw rage shining in his eyes when he answered her.

      “You bet your ass I’m in.”
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        * * *

      

      Annie hummed along with the radio as she drove through Pauls Valley, Oklahoma, heading south on I-35 toward the Texas border. With each mile that passed, she felt more certain that returning to Dallas was the right move.

      Should I call Nathan first, or just show up at the office in the morning? she mused, and then remembered Lizzie talking about the time off she’d taken when her father had passed away.

      I’ll ask Lizzie when I see her. She’ll know.

      Her thoughts were derailed when the station she was listening to started to play a song that she knew all too well.

      Too soon, she acknowledged as the opening notes of Ben’s favorite song tore a fresh hole in her heart, and she quickly changed the channel with a trembling hand.

      I don’t know if I will ever be able to listen to it again.
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        * * *

      

      The next two and a half hours seemed to last forever, and Annie finally heaved a sigh of relief as she pulled to the curb outside Lizzie’s and Donny’s house.

      She’d barely made it out of her car before Lizzie was at her side gathering her into a hug.

      “Welcome back, girl,” she heard, and felt Lizzie patting her back as the tears flowed freely again.

      After a few minutes, when she’d composed herself, she glanced over Lizzie’s shoulder and noticed Donny smiling at her.

      “Good to see you, Annie.”

      “Hi,” she managed as Lizzie finally turned her loose, and she stepped back and wiped her eyes.

      “Thanks. It’s good to be back.”

      “What needs to be unloaded first?”

      Annie shrugged.

      “How about this,” Lizzie countered. “Dinner first, then we’ll get you settled in.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      Hank Myers rolled into Twin Falls, Idaho a little before six p.m. and drove around until he found a suitable hotel. He parked, grabbed his duffel bag from the front passenger seat, and made sure his truck bed’s tonneau cover was locked before he went to the front desk to get a room for the night.

      He let himself into his suite on the fifth floor, then headed for a shower to wash away the mild stiffness of being behind the wheel for nine hours. After that, he ordered room service and plotted out the next leg of his trip while he waited for his meal.

      By nine p.m. he was sound asleep, with the room’s standard issue alarm clock set for six in the morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Monday
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      “Good to see you again, Annie,” Nathan told her when he looked up and saw her standing in his doorway at the Dallas office on Monday morning.

      “You too,” she replied with a small smile as she entered and took a seat in one of his visitor’s chairs.

      “So, what’s up?” he asked.

      “I’m back,” she said simply. “I’m glad I took that time away, but now I need to get back to work. We have a killer to catch.”

      “Agreed. In fact, Lizzie and I talked about a battle plan just yesterday afternoon.”

      “I know. She told me last night.”

      At Nathan’s puzzled look, Annie explained.

      “Grace isn't back from that cruise yet, and I didn’t feel right staying over there without asking her first, so, I called Lizzie. I’m crashing at her and Donny’s house until I can figure something out.”

      “Fair enough. I made some calls to try to round up some video for us to review. Hopefully, I’ll have more news on that by the end of the day. We’ll see.”

      “Anything you need me to start working on?”

      “Actually, yes,” Nathan said with a grin and handed over two files. “Go down to the lab and ask about the test results for these two cases. They’ll be happy to see you. I know they’ve missed you, too.”

      She grinned back at him.

      “You got it, boss. Be right back.”
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        * * *

      

      While Annie rode the elevator to go reunite with the lab techs, Hank Myers made excellent time traveling through Provo, Utah. He’d left Twin Falls early enough to beat the start of rush hour through Salt Lake City.

      He’d selected Albuquerque, New Mexico as his next overnight stop – which meant a thirteen-hour day behind the wheel.

      By all rights, he was on his own timelines – nowhere specific he had to be – and he’d taken his time and enjoyed the scenery between Seattle and Twin Falls.

      But he’d jolted awake at four a.m. consumed with a sudden sense of urgency; the bone-deep need to get to Dallas quickly was almost overwhelming, and he had no idea what was driving it. All he knew was that for some reason being in Dallas as soon as possible was of the utmost importance.

      He’d learned long ago to follow his gut instincts, and his years in the DEA had honed those instincts to a razor-sharp point. As a result, he’d only paused in the hotel’s small dining room long enough to fill his travel mug with coffee and grab two donuts to take with him.

      He was back on the road at four-sixteen.

      Hank took another sip from his travel mug, set it back down in the cupholder, and whistled along with the radio as he continued his trek. As his GPS instructed, he left Interstate 15 in Spanish Fork to merge onto US-6 East, then US-191 South to continue his way toward the New Mexico state line.
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        * * *

      

      “That was a good call, Lizzie,” Nathan told her that afternoon as his team took their seats around the conference room table. “The restaurant owner’s camera system deletes footage after forty days. We almost missed getting what we needed.”

      “What about other cameras in the area?” Annie asked softly.

      “I had better luck with the ones operated by the city. Private sector, not so much. Most of those overwrite their recordings every month.”

      Nathan paused and sighed.

      “Still, we have some good footage to work with. It’s just a matter of wading through it.”

      “If it helps us figure out who took Ben from us, I’ll watch footage all day every day,” Annie announced, her jaw set.

      “Absolutely,” Nathan agreed solemnly, then picked up his cell phone as it vibrated and looked at the screen.

      “Excuse me one moment,” he said, and stepped out into the hall.
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        * * *

      

      “Good afternoon, Hank,” Nathan began as he answered the call. “How are you?”

      “Headed your way,” Hank replied in a clipped tone. “I’m about an hour from Cortez, Colorado. I’d like to meet with you when I get into town. Best guess is sometime Tuesday night or Wednesday morning.”

      Nathan frowned at Hank’s tone.

      “Something’s wrong. What is it?”

      “I’m not sure, Nathan. All I know is I need to be down there.”

      “Well, that’s very… cryptic, Myers. Are you coming down on official DEA business, or can you not tell me that either?”

      Nathan heard him snort out a laugh.

      “Hardly. I’ll explain more when I see you.”

      “Fair enough. Got a place to stay when you get into town?”

      “Haven’t thought that far ahead, to be honest.”

      “Come to my place, if you want.”

      “Roger that. I’ll call you again when I’m about an hour out.”

      A confused Nathan hung up, shook his head, and returned to the conference room.
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        * * *

      

      “Just so you know, Hank Myers is coming back into town,” he revealed to his team once he’d retaken his seat at the table. “His ETA is sometime Tuesday night or Wednesday morning. We’re supposed to meet up.”

      “How’s he doing? I know Cruz’s death was hard on him,” Annie remarked.

      “As far as I know, he’s good. But you know Hank. Plays stuff close to the vest most days.”

      “Yeah. So, about that footage. Which one do you want me to take?”

      “The restaurant. Lizzie, Mark, Herb, and I will start on the other recordings.”

      With the video files divided up between them, the team got to work – and it wasn’t long before Annie paused her video and called out.

      “Nathan, can we pull up one of the garage videos? I think I found something.”

      “Sure. Which one do you need?”

      “Anything with Javier in it. I just noticed a guy outside the restaurant. I think it could be him.”

      “We never did get a clear shot of his face,” he reminded her.

      “I know. But I still think if we view the two images side-by-side we’ll be able to rule him in or out,” Annie said confidently.

      Nathan cued up one of the videos they’d seized from the Fort Worth smuggling front and brought it up on the oversized drop-down screen, then repeated his efforts with the video Annie had been watching.

      “Interesting. Same height and build, for sure,” Lizzie noticed. “Zoom in?”

      Nathan adjusted the feeds until two close-up still images appeared side-by-side.

      “Can’t be one-hundred-percent certain, but it looks like the same guy to me,” Mark commented, and Herb nodded his agreement.

      Lizzie swung her gaze from the oversized wall screen to Nathan.

      “What does your famous gut say about it?”

      There was a long pause before he replied.

      “My gut says Javier watched us grab Ramon. It would explain how the cartel knew about it – and it would also explain why Javier wasn’t at the garage the next day when we raided the place.”

      “I thought he was just a mechanic,” Mark muttered.

      “I did too,” Nathan admitted. “But there’s obviously more to him than we thought.”

      He paused and looked around the room at his team.

      “The question is, how much more?”
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        * * *

      

      The meeting wound down and as the others filed out, Lizzie gestured to Nathan to wait.

      Once they had the space to themselves, she turned to him and said, “I think we need to continue reviewing that restaurant footage.”

      “What’s your theory?” Nathan said, intrigued.

      “I want to see how long this guy stuck around after we took Ramon into custody,” she replied.

      Nathan reached over and restored the restaurant footage to a full-screen view, then pressed ‘play’.

      Together, they watched as the mysterious figure they believed to be Javier hung back in the shadows, then climbed into a truck and followed the unmarked car that Ramon had been loaded into by Evans and Wilford.

      “That’s not good,” Nathan muttered. “Not good at all. This guy watched the entire thing, Liz. Which means he’d be able to recognize every team member we had on that operation…”

      He looked over at her.

      “Get them back in here. Now. They need to know.”

      “On it,” Lizzie said, and raced out the door to catch Mark, Herb, and Annie before they left the building.

      As Lizzie left, Nathan reached over, picked up the conference room phone’s handset, and dialed the director’s extension.

      “Sir, we have a problem. There’s something you need to see.”

      He took advantage of the few minutes before the director’s arrival to get Hank on the phone again and quickly share an abbreviated version of what they’d discovered.

      After that, he pivoted to greet both his boss and the three team members that Lizzie had succeeded in finding and bringing back to the room.

      “There’s a new development, guys. Here’s what we
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