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      Honey Hallgren didn’t normally join her trash into the dumpster, but today was different.

      As soon as she spied the silver Honda Civic pull into the parking lot of her apartment building, she stepped sharply to the left. Aiming for the nearest refuge—a large, stinky dumpster.

      Cringing, she lifted the thick black plastic lid and tried to ignore the stench of rotting garbage.

      Just do it.

      Steeling herself, she leaped over the metal side of that dumpster like the champion hurdler she’d been in high school.

      Still clutching her neatly sealed trash bag to her chest, she crouched low, holding her breath and trying not to think about any creepy crawlers. Especially any furry rodents that might consider her the latest dish in their rubbish buffet. She tried to position herself as gracefully as possible amid the refuse.

      After a long moment of mouth breathing to avoid inhaling through her nose, she peeked over the rusty rim of her hiding place and watched the Civic make a slow circle around the parking lot. “Scoop” on the car’s vanity license plate confirmed her worst fears.

      Ack! It was him.

      She sucked in a deep breath, realizing her mistake a second too late. The putrid stench of rotten meat, soiled diapers, and sour milk invaded her nose and throat, burning her lungs.

      Honey coughed and gagged, then almost lost her balance as her right foot slid into something soft and slimy. Only the sight of her goofy cousin behind the wheel kept her from leaping out of the dumpster.

      Ronnie “Scoop” Baines was following her.

      Again.

      At twenty-years-old, Ronnie was as skinny as a fence post, and one of her most annoying family members on the Hallgren side. According to Aunt Cynthia, Ronnie’s adoring mother, he wanted to be just like Honey, an investigative reporter who followed every lead and never stopped digging.

      The problem had started eight months ago, when Honey had taught a journalism class at the local community college and Ronnie had been one of her students. After the class was over, he’d declared himself her protégé and kept trying to horn in on her stories.

      His clumsy and occasionally illegal investigative methods had become an issue around town. He’d even scared off some of her sources.

      But Honey wasn’t about to let that happen this time—not when her dream job was on the line. If that meant hiding in a disgusting dumpster on a warm April afternoon to avoid relentless Ronnie, that’s exactly what she’d do.

      Because Honey Hallgren never walked away from a story.

      “This is a sign.” She hunkered down in the trash. “A sign that I’m making the right decision—it’s time to move on.”

      After spending the past ten years working as a reporter for the Calamity Chronicle newspaper, Honey was ready for a change. Her thirtieth birthday was coming up next month, and with challenging work and a little luck, she’d be celebrating it with a new job and a new life in Austin.

      But only if Ronnie didn’t get in her way and ruin everything.

      The thought of leaving her hometown behind did make her feel a little homesick. She’d grown up on a sprawling Texas cattle ranch found just a mile west of Calamity, along with her big brother, Theo. He’d taken over the ranch three years ago, although her parents still lived there in the main house.

      Honey had told them the exciting news about her impending job offer and move to Austin. She’d already had two interviews with the head of a prestigious news syndicate there. Now all she had left to do was turn in the profile story she’d promised them by the deadline—which was now only two weeks away.

      The possibility of losing out on that job made her stomach lurch. Or maybe that was a reaction to the decaying garbage surrounding her.

      Just one reason Honey needed to get out of here as soon as possible. She looked around the dim interior of her hiding place, then glimpsed a rusty hole in the front panel of the dumpster.

      Carefully adjusting her position, she peered through the hole and watched Ronnie’s car slowly circling the parking lot.

      After five or six minutes, he parked his car and climbed out.

      Brushing his floppy brown hair away from his eyes, Ronnie cupped both hands around his mouth and yelled, “Hey, Honey! I know you’re around here somewhere. I saw you walking out of your apartment building when I pulled into the lot.”

      She swallowed a groan, remembering that last day of class when she mentioned to her students they could stop by her office at the Calamity Chronicle if they ever had any journalism questions. Ronnie had taken her at her word, showing up every day at her office to pitch story ideas and ply her with endless questions.

      Honey loved his enthusiasm, but his news instincts were lousy.

      And so was his timing.

      Ronnie walked around the parking lot, still searching for her. “Honey, we need to talk. I think I’ve got an interesting lead for that story you’re working on about Will Pierce. We could write it together!”

      Her heart dropped to her toes. He knew. Ronnie knew about her profile story.

      For a moment, she felt a little dizzy and reached out to grab a broken lamp pole to steady herself. That’s when she realized her parents must have said something to Aunt Cynthia about her plans.

      And Aunt Cynthia must have told Ronnie.

      She resisted the temptation to leap out of the dumpster and set him straight. There was no way she was going to allow him to come within a hundred yards of her story or near Will Pierce. She hadn’t even talked to the elusive Texas Ranger herself yet, so she certainly wasn’t about to let Ronnie bungle his way into her story.

      But Honey knew from experience how persistent her cousin could be, so she stayed put. If he saw her, Ronnie would just tail her in his car and ruin everything. She wasn’t about to take that chance—no matter how long she had to stay out of sight.

      Her back muscles began to tense from crouching in the dumpster, and her lungs ached from trying to hold her breath for so long. The noxious fumes brought tears to her eyes. She blinked them back, then continued watching him through the hole in the dumpster's side.

      To her relief, Ronnie climbed back into his car and started the engine. Then he drove straight toward the dumpster, parking right next to it. His car now blocked the hole, preventing her from seeing anything else.

      She crouched even lower, positioning the trash bag over the top of her as she heard his car door open and the sound of paper rattling. Heavy cowboy boots scraped against the pavement and her breath hitched.

      The next moment, the dumpster lid above her cracked open, letting in bright sunshine. Icy liquid splashed on top of her head and dribbled down her face.

      It took every bit of her willpower not to cry out in shock. A shower of greasy chicken bones and cold French fries followed the drenching. They landed in her hair and fell inside her blouse. Then the lid of the dumpster slammed down above her, leaving her in murky darkness.

      He'd just dumped his trash on her.

      Before Honey could react, she heard the roar of an engine and the squeal of tires. Through the dumpster hole, she watched in soggy relief as Ronnie peeled out of the parking lot.

      She rose, her clothes wet and sticky and her long legs cramped from squatting for so long. Then she hit the top of her head on the dumpster lid.

      It stuck there.

      Wincing, she reached up to feel a thick wad of chewing gum adhering her blond hair to the lid.

      “Wonderful. As if I don’t already have enough problems.”

      She had gum in her hair and a chicken wing in her bra, but it was worth it to get rid of Ronnie. Because Honey finally had a solid lead and knew exactly where to find Will Pierce tonight.

      Now she just had to figure out a way to make him talk to her.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Honey walked up to the counter at Blue Moon coffee shop, prepared for battle. “I need the strongest drink you’ve got, Shelby.”

      Shelby Tanner, who co-owned Blue Moon with her sister, offered Honey a warm smile. “That must mean you either have a big date or you’re working on a big story.”

      “No date for me, big or any other kind.” Honey let out a laugh. “I am working tonight, though. And I might be out late, so I’ll need lots of caffeine. What do you recommend?”

      Shelby considered the question. She wore a white blouse and black skirt under her cornflower-blue apron. Her tawny-brown hair was neatly pulled back into a high ponytail. “How about a large, cold brew with an extra shot of espresso?”

      “Make it two extra shots.”

      Shelby whistled low. “That’s enough to keep you up all night.”

      “Perfect.” Honey knew she’d be ready to start writing her story the moment she got home from the Crossroads Bar, so she would probably be awake until dawn. “And make it an extra-large, please.”

      “You always did like to live dangerously.” Chuckling, Shelby walked off to prepare the order.

      Honey brushed a stray curl behind her ear and studied the wall next to her. It was filled with impressive displays of artwork created by students at Calamity High School. She breathed in the pleasing aromas of coffee beans and vanilla that filled the air, which was a pleasant change from that stinky dumpster.

      She’d enjoyed a long, hot shower after her messy encounter with Ronnie, and then dressed carefully for the interview, fixing her hair and makeup just right. Honey wanted to make a good impression on Will, but also fit in with the evening crowd at the Crossroads Bar, so she didn’t stand out too much.

      “Well, fancy meeting you here,” said a cheerful voice behind her.

      She turned around to see Amber Mitchell, the communications director from the mayor’s office. Her dark hair was cut in a cute pixie style that framed her face. Amber had often been Honey’s go-to person for information or newspaper interview requests from the mayor’s office. “Hey, this is a delightful surprise. How have you been?”

      “Good!” Amber said. Busy, of course.” She motioned to the art on the wall.

      “Ahh.”

      “I’m actually here to select three pieces for display in the city hall. And a cup of coffee, of course.”

      “Of course,” Honey echoed.

      Amber’s brow furrowed. “Say, I heard something about you leaving the Chronicle. Is that true?”

      “I still freelance for them, but I’m not in the newspaper office full-time anymore. With any luck, I’ll be starting a new job in Austin soon.”

      “That’s exciting!”

      “You’ll have to come up to the big city and hit the hot spots with me.”

      Amber laughed. “Girl, I’m going to take you up on that, because I’ve had terrible luck with the dating apps.”

      “I’ve been hearing that a lot lately.”

      Shelby approached with her order.

      “Gotta go,” she said, paying for her cold brew. “See you later.

      Before she left, she took a quick look around the crowded coffee shop. “Hey Shelby, have you seen Maria Torres? She was supposed to meet me here.”

      “Oh, she’s here.” Shelby wiped down the counter. “She already picked up her order and is out on the back patio.”

      “Okay, thanks.” Honey took a long sip of her drink, and walked toward the antique arched wooden door that led to the patio.

      The outdoor seating area was paved with the same red bricks that had once been used to construct the original main street of Calamity. A boxwood hedge bordered the cozy space. The small round tables and wrought-iron chairs were perfectly placed to provide comfortable seating below a large blue awning.

      Maria waved to her from the far corner of the patio. “Hey, over here! You’re just in time.”

      “In time for what?” Honey took a seat beside her friend. A few other people were seated on the patio, but no one she recognized.

      “Time to help me pick a date for Saturday night.” Maria held her cell phone in one hand. “I signed up for a dating app and I’m looking through options.”

      Maria had been Honey’s best friend since third grade, when the Torres family had moved to Calamity. She had long dark hair and big brown eyes and was the smartest person Honey had ever met. They’d gone to college together at Texas A&M, although Maria had majored in finance while Honey had chosen journalism.

      At twenty-nine, Maria had already worked her way up to vice president of the local bank. As eager as she was to get that job in Austin, Honey knew she’d miss Maria and these coffee dates more than anything.

      Maria held up the phone so Honey could see the screen. “What do you think of this guy?”

      “That’s funny, I was just talking about dating apps.” Honey pulled the cell phone toward her and gaped the profile picture of a muscular man wearing only a small white towel draped around his waist. It had been a long time since she’d seen an almost-naked man. Longer than she wanted to admit.

      “Well?” Maria prodded.

      “Wow, he is leaving almost nothing to the imagination.”

      Maria leaned forward in her chair. “I actually think he’d be perfect for you.”

      “Me? You’re the one looking for a date.”

      “I think you’re more his type.” Maria picked up her coffee cup and smiled. “You’re not dating anyone now, right?”

      Honey shook her head in disbelief. “I don’t have time to date this guy or anyone else in Calamity. You know I’m busy with this profile story.”

      “You’re always busy with a story. You need a personal life, too, Honey. A little romance to balance out your life.”

      “It makes little sense to get involved with a guy now,” Honey said. “I’ll try to make time for romance after I move to Austin. Deal?”

      “Deal.” Maria sighed, took her phone back and swiped left on the profile picture before dropping it into her purse. “Now, why am I here?”

      Honey sucked in a deep breath. “I just wanted to go over my plan with you one more time to make sure there aren’t any holes in it.”

      Maria’s brow furrowed. “What’s going on with you? Three days ago, I showed you those photos from Lauren McBride’s bridal shower at the Crossroads Bar.”

      “Yeah?”

      “That’s when you recognized Will Pierce playing bartender. But instead of racing there to interview him, you’ve been stalling.” Maria leaned forward. “What gives?”

      “I’m not stalling, I just needed some time to prepare.” Honey shifted in her chair, realizing that wasn’t the whole truth.

      Maria arched an eyebrow.

      “Look, I’ll be honest. I’d been searching for Will Pierce for weeks before I saw him in that photo. I even called the Texas Rangers Division office in Austin asking about him, but they were incredibly unhelpful.”

      “Oh?”

      “They told me he was unavailable, then started grilling me on why I wanted to speak to Will. They insisted I give them my full name and address.”

      “Maybe that’s just protocol.” Maria’s eyes widened. “Or maybe Will is working undercover, and they don’t want you on his trail.”

      Hmm, she hadn’t thought of that.

      “Isn’t that why you’re so fascinated with the guy in the first place? Because of his undercover work? Or is it because you fell in love with him at a rodeo? Wasn’t he a bull rider?”

      “Yes, he was a bull rider.” Her cheeks burned. “But I did not fall in love with him.”

      “Could have fooled me.”

      “I was only sixteen. The only reason I was even at that rodeo was to watch my brother compete. Besides, Will lived over a hundred miles away from Calamity.”

      “You couldn’t stop talking about him for weeks.”

      Honey shrugged. “Okay, so I might have had a little crush on him at the time, but that was years ago.”

      “But you never forgot him.”

      “He is pretty unforgettable. He and Theo kept in touch for a while, though. That’s how I know Will joined the Texas Rangers. They lost touch after that.”

      Maria gave a knowing smile. “But that didn’t stop you from following Will’s career.”

      She shrugged. “I like to keep up with people from my past. And I read some interesting news articles about him over the years. That’s why I thought Will would make a relevant story.”

      “It was more than a crush,” Maria said. “But it doesn’t explain why you’re stalling.”

      “You just won’t let this go, will you?” Honey sighed, and sipped her cold brew. “I’m a professional journalist. I know what I’m doing.”

      “It’s been three days. I’ve never seen you wait this long to follow up on a lead. Spill it, Honey. What’s going on?”

      Honey pressed her lips together, wishing her friend would change the subject. But Maria was right.

      “Okay, I have been stalling.”

      “Why?”

      “I simply can’t figure out why Will is working as a bartender in the middle of nowhere.”

      “He needs money? Normal reason why people work.”

      “I’ve spent the last three days making calls and following breadcrumbs that led nowhere. Is he working undercover? Or did he quit the Texas Rangers? Or get fired?”

      “There’s only one way to find out. Go talk to him.”

      “I want to talk to him. In fact, I can’t wait.” She met Maria’s gaze. “I just hate going into this interview completely blind. Because if he shuts it down, then it’s over for me. No new job and no move to Austin.”

      “Couldn’t you just write about a different person for your profile story?”

      “No, during my interview they clarified that once you commit to a story, you need to follow through. Which I understand because the best stories are usually the most difficult.”

      “True.”

      Honey squared her shoulders. “I promised them a profile story about a decorated Texas Ranger. A man who has brought down some of the biggest criminals in Texas. And that’s the story I’ll give them.”

      “No doubt,” Maria said. “And I get that Will looks like a scruffy nomad in that picture and not a Texas Ranger. But even if he did get fired, that story would still be fascinating, right?”

      “Absolutely. I don’t know what got into me. One minute, I was ready to pounce on Will and learn everything about him, and the next I was as nervous as my cousin Ronnie, investigating his first story.”

      “So something is going on.”

      “I guess I just got a case of the jitters because this new job is so important to me. I even quit my full-time position at the Chronicle and am now working freelance for them, so I’d have time to write Will’s story.”

      “I know you enjoyed working at the Chronicle, but they were running you ragged. And you’re more than ready to move on to the big time.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Of course, I’m right. You’re the best reporter in Texas.”

      “Aww, thank you saying that. Untrue, but sweet of you.”

      “And you’re definitely dressed right to get his attention. That sapphire-blue blouse is beautiful, and those denim jeans fit you like a glove. New cowboy boots, too?”

      “Yep. I can’t remember the last time I went shopping, but I racked up quite the credit debt with this outfit.” She wanted to make a good impression and fit in with the crowd—especially since she planned to stay long past closing time to have a one-on-one conversation with the bartender.

      “Smart choice.”

      “No matter what happens, I’m not leaving the Crossroads Bar until he spills his life story to me.”

      Maria laughed. “Now, that’s the Honey I know and love. The one who doesn’t stop until she gets exactly what she wants—especially if it’s a story.”

      “I do have a nose for news.”

      Maria cocked her head. “Any chance that Will might remember Theo’s little sister?”

      “After almost fifteen years? Nah, no way he’ll remember me.”

      Maria folded her hands together on the table. “Want to rehearse your plan again.”

      “Yes, thanks. First, I’ll sauntered into the place and order a drink.”

      “What sort of drink?”

       “Nothing fussy. Wine or a beer.”

      “Good choice. Bartenders hate getting out the blender.”

       “Hopefully, there will be an empty stool at the bar so I can sit down and have a conversation with Will.”

       “And if there’s not?”

      Honey gnawed her bottom lip. “Guess I’ll just belly up to the bar.”

      “You sound like an old west gunslinger.” Maria let out a hoot of laughter.

      “Either way, I’ll get him talking and see what I can learn. In my experience, that’s the best way to start an interview. You’d be surprised how people like to talk about themselves.”

      “But what if he’s not a talker? Or worse, he’s undercover. That could be dangerous for both of you.”

      “Are you kidding? I’m hoping he’s undercover.”

        “You enjoy taking risks.”

      “Not risks really. I just follow opportunity whenever it appears. If I could tag along on a case and give my readers a glimpse into the life of an undercover Texas Ranger. Now that’s a story I’d love to write.”

      “Honey, I think all that caffeine is going to your head. There’s no way an undercover Texas Ranger would let a reporter tag along with him.”

      “First things first.” Honey took a deep, calming breath. “Can you show me the photos from the bridal shower again. I want to make sure I missed nothing important.”

      “Sure.” Maria picked up her cell phone. “Isn’t it strange? I never would have gone to Lauren’s bachelorette party if her family hadn’t lived next door to mine and we became besties. If you hadn’t seen that photo, you might have never found Will.”

      Honey suppressed a shiver, then scrolled through Lauren’s photos from the bachelorette party, taking her time to make certain there weren’t any other clues that sparked her interest. “It looks like a great time.”

      “We had a blast,” Maria said. “The wedding should be fun, too. Did you get your invitation?”

      “I sure did. My parents and brother are invited too. With Lauren marrying Sheriff Kane, I’m guessing half the town will be there.”

      She reached the photo with Will and caught her breath.

      Which surprised her because she’d already examined it too many times to count. He was in the photo's background, standing behind the bar. He wore a blue chambray shirt and black belt with his blue denim jeans. His dark beard was new to her, and the black cowboy hat he wore cast a shadow over part of his face, but every cell in her body told her it was him.

      Maria leaned across the table to look at the photo. “Are you sure that’s your man? Seems a little scruffy for a Texas Ranger.”

      “I’m sure, although it has been almost fifteen years since I’ve seen him. And in all my research, I haven’t found a single current photo of him.”

      “I still can’t believe you’re gambling this job on a teenage crush.”

      Honey smiled. “Like I said before, he’s not a crush. But you know I’ve always had a fascination with following up on people from my past—just to see what they’re doing with their lives now. That’s one of the reasons I became an investigative reporter—because you never know where you’re going to find a remarkable story.”

      “Well, I definitely hope you find one this time. Although, I’ll sure miss you if you get that job in Austin.”

      “I’ll come back to Calamity often to see my family and my horse. And you, too, of course. And you’d better come to Austin to visit me.”

      Maria lifted her coffee cup in the air. “You can count on it. Now you better get going if you want a seat at that bar. The place fills up pretty quickly on a Thursday night.”

      Honey handed Maria’s phone back to her, then rose to her feet. “You’re right. Wish me luck.”

      Maria grinned. “You don’t need luck—you’re Honey Hallgren. Just promise to fill me in on all the details when you get back. I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

      “I promise.” Honey picked up her coffee cup, then headed for the door. She wasn’t sure if it was the excitement of chasing a new story or the triple shots of espresso that were making her heart race and her breathing uneven.

      It certainly couldn’t be the thought of seeing Will Pierce again after all these years.

      No, of course not.
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      Someone was watching him.

      Will stood behind the long black granite countertop at the Crossroads Bar, placing clean beer mugs on the shelf below. Every time he looked up, the man seated alone at a table in the back of the bar was staring at him.

      Maybe he was just paranoid. He’d been on the lookout for suspicious strangers for the past two weeks—ever since that letter had arrived in the mail. His superiors at the Texas Rangers Division in Austin had taken the unsigned letter as a deadly threat. Although, he could hardly call it a letter since it had only held four typewritten words.

      Will Pierce is in danger.

      He shook his head, still amazed that just four words could screw up his life so easily. Both the letter and the envelope had been checked for fingerprints and DNA, but the tests came back inconclusive.

      Will assumed the culprit was one of the criminals he’d put in prison. He’d spent his early years with the Texas Rangers, working undercover, and had made dangerous enemies.

      Now someone wanted to make him pay.

      On the same day the letter had arrived, his chief had called him into his office. Will closed his eyes, remembering every word of their brief conversation.

      “Will, we’re placing you on paid leave while we investigate,” Chief Dillon said. “We think it’s a credible threat and we’re not risking you in the field.”

      “Let me investigate it,” Will said. “Or at least let me be a part of the team.”

      Chief Dillon shook his head. “Absolutely not. You know how this works. You lie low and keep out of it. Otherwise, you could endanger not only yourself, but your fellow rangers.”

      As much as he hated to admit it, Will knew the chief was right.

      “In fact,” the chief continued, “it would be better if you didn’t stay at your apartment, or even in Austin. Do you have someplace else you can go?”

      “Yeah, I have someplace in mind,” Will said. “I’ll let you know when I get there.”

      “Good.” The chief rose to his feet, signaling that their meeting was over. “Watch your back.”

      And that’s what Will had been doing since he’d arrived at the bar owned by Dave and Joyce Gibson, two former security specialists with the Texas State Police. They’d retired five years ago and bought this bar, along with a small motel where they lived and rented out rooms.

      They’d chosen this spot for the beautiful fishing lakes nearby and the peaceful woodlands surrounding it. The motel quickly became an unofficial safe house for any Texas law enforcement officer who needed a place to stay or some time off from the field..

      It was the perfect hideaway for someone who didn’t want to be found. At the intersection of two rural highways, the bar and motel were thirty miles from the nearest town, which made it a popular pit stop for people traveling through central Texas.

      The Gibsons were happy to have Will there, especially since he offered to tend bar while Dave was recovering from knee replacement surgery. It was better than sitting in a motel room with nothing to do.

      He began slicing grapefruit wedges for their most popular cocktail, the Paloma. It was an iced drink made with Patron Silver tequila, lime juice, grapefruit juice, club soda, and sugar.

      The crowd was light, but Will knew the place would start filling up once the sun went down. Through the large front window, Will saw a bank of gray storm clouds gathering on the horizon.
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