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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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A humid Houston afternoon at the Galleria mall sets the stage. Emily Carter, young and careful, steps from the chill of the food court into the sunlit parking lot, her mind on her mother's warnings and the hour before her driver arrives. The routine clang of construction echoes above, barely registering as she passes a gray van with hazard lights blinking and a man in an orange vest, his face hidden behind a cartoon-logo mask. In a flash, two men close in—one blocks her path, the other grabs her from behind. 
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A chemical sting fills her nose as she struggles, her phone and shopping bag hitting the pavement. In thirty seconds, Emily is gone, vanished into the van as bystanders freeze, a security guard arrives too late, and the crosswalk signal beeps for a girl who will never cross.
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Detective Alvarez receives the call: a high-profile abduction in broad daylight, the daughter of a powerful oil executive snatched in front of witnesses. As Alvarez and her partner Holloway sift through shell-shocked statements and grainy security footage, the evidence points to a meticulously planned operation—stolen van, construction disguises, and a ransom demand that arrives before midnight. 
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The kidnappers are professionals, and the stakes are more than personal: the Carter family’s secrets, corporate rivalries, and a city’s reputation hang in the balance. The hunt for Emily Carter has begun, and every second counts.
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CHAPTER 1
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On Tuesdays, the Galleria belonged to women like her mother—pressed linen, discreet gold at the wrist, skin tanned just so—and to the girls who would someday become them. Emily Carter understood this even as she moved alone, her head down, the screen of her phone reflecting a miniature map of the parking garage. There was an hour before she had to meet the family driver at the entrance. Her mother’s message had been clear, if a bit arch: try not to make a spectacle. Not that Emily ever did.
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Inside, the crowds moved in predictable currents, kinetic but ordered. Past the glass elevators, the second-level rotunda funneled shoppers toward the big box anchors. Out here, under the late sun, everything felt less choreographed. She stepped from the chill of the food court exit into heavy, humid air and squinted toward the structure where her car waited. The clang of construction echoed from somewhere above—a new tower, maybe, or endless maintenance. The sound was so routine she hardly registered it. She adjusted her grip on the shopping bag.
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At the curb, a gray panel van with hazard lights blinking hunched against the red-painted line. A man in an orange vest stood near the rear, talking to someone on a walkie-talkie. She clocked the uniform—denim, boots, the vest—then looked away, remembering her mother’s instructions to be aware but not to fixate. The man didn’t look at her. She kept walking.
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She was halfway across the zebra stripe, less than six steps from the first support pillar, when the second man appeared. He came at her from behind the van, fast and purposeful, wearing a mask with a cartoon construction logo printed on it. For an instant, she thought it was a prank—some viral thing, maybe a social media bit—and prepared to step around him. The mask was cheap, probably from a party store, stretched too tight over his nose. His hands were gloved.
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He moved to block her with practiced ease, a pivot, then the hand closing over her mouth. A sharp plastic taste filled her nose—something chemical, bitter. She tried to pull away but the other one was there, arms around her, lifting. Her phone hit the pavement first, followed by her left shoe. The shopping bag crumpled and lay flat, handles pointing at nothing.
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The world telescoped: the van’s door rolled back, loud and abrupt, then the dim hollow of the cargo hold. She tried to scream, managed only a damp exhale against the palm sealing her lips. Inside the van, the air was warm and smelled of ammonia. Her knees scraped something rough—carpet, unfinished wood. The door slammed shut. She heard the driver curse under his breath, something about “now or never.” Then the engine shuddered to life, and the van jerked forward.
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Behind them, the shopping bag still sat on the pavement, a half dozen bystanders frozen in a loose arc around it. A woman with a stroller pressed herself flat against the nearest pillar, her free hand held up as if to shield her child from a blow that never came. A teenage boy stood in the crosswalk, phone raised but not recording, thumb hovering with uncertainty over the screen. Through the food court doors, a security guard in a too-large blue shirt jogged toward the exit, head swiveling from the van to the girl to the crowd, already too late.
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Thirty seconds from curb to gone.
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The van merged into traffic, hazard lights still blinking. No one followed. No one chased. The shopping bag sat, upright and intact, until a gust of wind tumbled it end over end into the gutter.
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For a long time, the only sound was the beep of the crosswalk, repeating for a girl who no longer waited to cross.
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The call came at 2:43 p.m. Alvarez was at her desk, drinking day-old coffee that had been nuked to the threshold of undrinkable, when the desk sergeant’s voice rattled her phone speaker: “Major Crimes, Detective. We’ve got a priority one outside the Galleria. Abduction, broad daylight, possible grab-n-bag.”
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She hung up and was already halfway to the bullpen before the phone settled in its cradle.

––––––––
[image: ]


Holloway met her by the incident board, a manila folder already open and finger-combed for the right sequence of documents. His tie, never truly unknotted, had surrendered early to the day’s humidity, and the sweat ring on his collar marked the occasion.
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“Victim is Emily Carter, daughter of the Richard Carter,” Holloway said. “River Oaks address. They grabbed her in front of a dozen witnesses, two blocks from the main entrance.”
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“Security footage?” Alvarez asked, voice flat.
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“Pulling it now. Security says the van didn’t idle more than a minute. Two men, construction getup. Masks, gloves, the works.” He thumbed through the folder and flicked a glossy, low-res color printout onto the table. “That’s our van. Gray Chevy, partial plate on the rear, HXN dash something-something. Parking structure cam—best angle so far.”
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Alvarez scanned the photo, index finger riding the margin. She noted the sharp angle of the rear bumper and the cluster of stickers, one a green rectangle, the other a faded Texas flag. “What’s the plate?”
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“Cameras only caught the driver’s side. Three numbers, maybe a letter, but nothing you can run cold. Working with Traffic now.”
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She kept her eyes on the printout. “Witnesses?”
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Holloway grunted. “Three willing, two of them shell-shocked, one teenage boy whose mother dragged him to the station. All describe the same thing: two white males, average build, faces covered. One wore an orange vest, the other a hard hat with some kind of cartoon logo on it. No accent, no distinctive features, nothing. They said the van door opened before she hit the crosswalk.”
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“Anyone try to intervene?”
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He shook his head. “Not unless you count the security guard who jogged out four minutes late. Most bystanders froze or got out of the way. One woman tried to follow on foot, but the van was gone before she got out of the parking lot.”
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Alvarez let that settle. “Any traffic cams on the street?”
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“Pulled, but nothing actionable yet. Van merged southbound into Westheimer. Traffic is a nightmare. If they’re smart, they ditched the vehicle already.” He hesitated, then added, “Vehicle reported stolen two days ago from a job site in Pasadena. Owner says it was locked, no signs of forced entry. Mask brand is bulk, sold at any big box hardware in the metro.”
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Alvarez closed the folder. “I want to be at the Carter house in forty minutes. You run the partial plates, see if you can triangulate any sighting past the Galleria. If the van crosses I-10, flag it for every trooper between here and San Antonio.”
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Holloway nodded, already reaching for his phone. “You want an escort?”
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“No. I want a clean entry and no uniforms at the gate. Carter will be expecting police, not a media circus.” She turned, folder in hand, and headed for the elevator.
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The bullpen’s fluorescent lights washed everything in the same indifferent blue. In the half-walled offices lining the far side, junior detectives watched her go, a little too obviously. She ignored them. At the elevator, she pressed the button hard enough to set the panel clicking.
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As the doors slid shut behind her, she opened the manila folder again. The van, the partial plate, the
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