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For Mom and Dad. Love you always and forever.
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IF IT WEREN’T FOR THE whole funeral thing, today would have scored an eight in Sabrina Barton’s journal entry. Maybe a nine. She forced one more smile, accepted one more hand clasp, one more token embrace, and whispered one more thank you to the next someone who offered condolences.

When the flow of mourners stopped at last, Sabrina gazed over the crowded room. Men in uniforms. She assumed they had served with her brother John in his Ranger days. The ones in dark suits she guessed were the security people he’d worked with before he died. Sabrina had vague recollections of people reciting names, their connections to John, but frankly, everything was a blur.

She and John had fallen out of touch after he'd joined the Rangers, not that they’d ever been the sort for weekly phone calls or even emails. And although she didn’t condone his career choice—killing people didn’t sit well with her—estranged wasn’t the word for their relationship. Indifferent was more like it. Besides, she’d been twelve when he’d enlisted. When he’d quit, he’d settled in San Francisco. She’d moved from their home in Iowa to Albuquerque for college and had settled there.

John had used the army as his way of saving lives. Sabrina had chosen an entirely different approach. She'd started a cooking school, a place where she gave the less fortunate a set of skills they could use to get off the streets, make their own contributions to society. And even knowing Renae, her partner, was covering Sabrina's classes, Sabrina couldn't wait to get back to her normal life.

How much longer did she have to stay? She was John’s sole living relative, and not even blood at that. They shared a last name, but not much else. Yes, she cared about him, but she hadn’t been part of his life in a long time. They’d both been orphaned, both adopted out of the foster care system, and their foster parents had died years ago. 

Why'd you have to die, too, John?

She'd always assumed he'd have died a noble death in the army. When he left that life for what she considered a smarter, safer choice, she'd been relieved. But to die in a hit and run accident? That was so wrong.

A chill snaked down her spine.

You’re the only one left.

With the room closing in around her, Sabrina claimed her coat and went out to retrieve her rental car. 

As she wound her way through the hilly San Francisco streets to her motel, she battled her conscience.

You shouldn’t have left.

Why stay? You don’t know those people.

You could have listened to the stories. Found out what John’s life had been like.

You have your work. You need to get home.

In her motel room, she worked her cell phone, searching for a flight. After putting herself on a standby list for one leaving in three hours, she finished packing and checked out of the motel.

At the airport, she gave a silent thank you to the travel gods who had bestowed a seat upon her. On board, she found her row and shrugged out of her coat. As she did, something crinkled in the pocket. An envelope, folded in half, with her name printed in neat, block letters. Her childhood nickname. The one her brother used.

How could this be? Fighting tears, hands trembling, she opened the envelope and pulled out a single sheet of folded, yellowed paper.

June 7, 2002

Breenie~~

We’re supposed to write these letters before a mission. Just in case we don’t come back. Here goes: If I ever made you feel bad when we were kids, I’m sorry. Before you came, Mom and Pop had fostered a bunch of other kids, and none of them stayed, so I didn’t think much of it when they brought you home. Besides, I was ten, and you were four. And you were the first girl. When they said they were going to adopt you, the way they had me, I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. I didn’t want to play your girlie games, and none of my friends wanted a tagalong kid, especially one who constantly peppered us with questions. I’m guilty of following their lead, and I never meant to hurt your feelings.

That’s it, Bree. Sarge is calling, and that means I’ll be jumping out an airplane soon.

Oh. One more thing. If you ever get in a jam, go find Derek Cooper. He’ll take care of you.

Your annoying big brother,

John

Sabrina replaced the paper in the envelope, then exchanged the note for a travel packet of tissues. Tissues she hadn’t needed at the funeral. But she’d be damned if she was going to break down now. She sniffed, daubed at the few tears she hadn’t been able to control, then tilted her seat and closed her eyes. Who was Derek Cooper? Had he been at the funeral? And who'd put the letter in her coat?

~
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HUNGRY, TIRED, AND still confused about John’s note, Sabrina tapped her foot as the elevator made its way to the third floor. Eager to be in her own space, key at the ready, she hurried down the hall and unlocked her door.

“Damn it, Merry,” she muttered under her breath. “How hard is it to leave the mail on the table?” Sabrina abandoned her luggage, draped her coat over it, and stooped to gather the envelopes scattered over the tiled entryway. “Get my mail, water my two lousy houseplants. That’s all I asked.”

It wasn’t until she’d gone to hang her coat in the entryway closet that a sense of foreboding—that there was more wrong here than mishandled mail—twisted through her belly. Merry, her best friend and good neighbor, wouldn’t have left a mess. Sabrina tiptoed farther into the apartment, clutching her brass letter opener.

What good will this do?

She set it down, went for her purse and punched 911 into her cell phone, her finger poised over the Send button. Barely breathing, she listened for any signs of an intruder, but all she heard was the blood pounding in her ears.

She crept along the short hallway toward the kitchen. Rounding the corner, she froze. Sabrina had left in a hurry when she’d heard about her brother, but her apartment had been clean. Her finger jammed the button.

Phone to her ear, she relayed the information to the dispatcher as she snatched her key ring and hurried next door to Merry’s apartment. When Merry didn’t answer Sabrina’s knock, she let herself in.

It’s not like there was someone in the apartment. It’s so you don’t destroy evidence.

At least that’s what she kept telling herself as she paced Merry’s living room, waiting for the cops.

Five days later

Sabrina’s hands gripped the steering wheel as if it were the only thing keeping her from falling off a fifty-foot cliff. Heavy rain pelted the car, sounding like water in a pan of hot grease. The highway lines disappeared beneath the pounding rain. Red taillights in the distance were her beacon, her lifeline. Now, if whoever was driving that car would slow down a little, she’d feel more in control.

Control. Ha! As if she’d felt in control even for a minute since her brother had died. If she’d felt in control, why would she have left Albuquerque and be driving through Colorado?

Because a letter written over a decade ago said find Derek Cooper. And he was in Colorado.

“It’s a common MO,” the cop had said when he’d come to take her report about the break-in at her apartment. “They scour the obituary columns and funeral notices, then pounce while the family is at the funeral.”

“But the obituary notice would have been in San Francisco papers,” Sabrina had said.

“Did you read it?” the cop asked. “They’ll often mention surviving family members. Might have said where you lived.”

Sabrina hadn’t bought it. Not completely. Unless these funeral vultures had a network. Which, the cop had said, wasn’t far-fetched. “These folks do their homework.”

“But they didn’t take anything valuable,” she’d protested. “Not that I have a lot, but you’d think they’d have taken my jewelry. Easy enough to carry. From what I could tell, they just ransacked the place.”

“Maybe they were interrupted,” the cop had said. “Or they wanted to make a mess, put a little scare into you.”

Which they had. She’d found a message on her cell phone, one from the San Francisco police saying her brother’s apartment had been broken into as well. The Albuquerque cop had used that to prove his point.

Sabrina still had her doubts. During the two days she’d been in San Francisco before John’s funeral, she’d gone through her brother’s things, keeping a photo album with family pictures of them as kids. That and his journals, something their foster parents had insisted they keep. For her, the habit had stuck, but from the looks of things, John had quit when he’d joined the Rangers and no longer had Mom nagging him to write something ... anything ... every night before bedtime.

The rest of his possessions she’d arranged to have donated to charity, and when the people had come to pick them up, they’d found the furniture slit, everything tossed into heaps.

“Somebody wanted something,” Sabrina had insisted to the cop.

“Or was making a point,” the cop had responded.

Since she had no inkling what her brother did in his security work, she had no leads to offer. In the end, the San Francisco cops said the same thing. Funeral vultures, mad because there was nothing of value, taking their frustrations out on the furniture and dishes.

Then the emails had started. At first, she figured they were spam, or trolls, and the delete key took care of them. But as the vitriol level rose, so did her apprehension. The last straw, two days ago, came when Merry asked to borrow Sabrina’s car since hers was in the shop. Sabrina had turned over her keys and a few hours later, Merry had shown up at her door in tears.

“I am so sorry, Sabrina. I parked at the mall, and when I came out—” Merry burst into another bout of sobs.

“What happened?” Sabrina asked.

“Someone—vandals—they slashed the tires, broke the windows, shredded the interior. I don’t know why. None of the other cars were touched.”

Sabrina’s heart jumped to her throat. “It’s okay, Merry. I’m insured. Did you call the cops?”

“First thing. They took a report, and towed your car to—I don’t know where.” She fished in her purse, handed Sabrina a card. “They said you could call them and get the necessary information.”

Fear and resentment clamped like a vise in Sabrina's chest. Why had her car been singled out? It wasn't new, wasn't even an in-demand model. She had to go somewhere. Regroup. The cops had been no help when John's and her apartments were vandalized. Why would they help her now? She'd work something out with Renae until she figured out what was going on.

“Can we trade cars?” Sabrina asked Merry. “I’ll give you the insurance money, and you can buy yourself a new one.”

“But mine’s not worth anything near what yours is,” Merry had said. “It’s the family clunker. Dad figured I couldn’t mess it up more than it already was when he gave it to me.”

“Not a problem for me. Call it an even trade. I'll work it out with the insurance company.”

A flashing right blinker on Sabrina’s beacon car brought her to the present. The car slowed, then exited the highway. Damn. She peered into the distance, looking for another leader. Nothing. Most everyone was too smart to be on the road at one in the morning in the middle of a deluge. Headlights brightened her rearview. Sabrina slowed, hoping the driver would pass and she could follow.

The driver moved left. Sabrina slowed further. A crunch. She spun. Her mind whirled.

Don’t brake. Go with the skid.

As if she had a choice. When her car stopped, the jerk who’d hit her was gone. She wondered if he’d even realized he’d clipped her fender.

Once her heart rate slowed to something approaching normal, once she could draw a breath, she tried to assess the damage. With luck, a dinged fender. At worst, enough damage so she’d need a tow.

It couldn’t have been deliberate, she rationalized. Nobody should know she’d swapped cars with Merry. Even if someone had, she doubted they could’ve read her plates in this rain. She hadn’t noticed anyone following her. And, if by some freak of fate, someone had tried to run her off the road, why not finish the job?

Headlights approached from the other direction, half-blinding her in their glare.

Oh, God, what if they’re coming to do just that?
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Chapter 2
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DEREK COOPER JERKED awake at the shrill ring of his landline. Immediately alert, he took in the time—almost two in the effing morning—and rushed to the kitchen to the old rotary wall phone. Reception beat any cordless or cell he’d ever had out here. No caller ID, but his number was unlisted, so anyone calling should have a damn good reason to do so. Especially at almost two in the effing morning. More so, since he’d gotten to bed less than two hours ago after dealing with a barn full of horses spooked by the storm.

“Cooper,” he barked into the mouthpiece. “Make it good.”

“Sorry to bother you. We got a stranded motorist out on the highway. You’re the closest Posse member.”

His sister’s voice punched all the wrong buttons. “Why don’t you try Triple A? They get paid to tow idiots who go out in weather like this. And what about the State Patrol? Isn’t that in their domain?”

“See, apparently there are enough other idiots out there who’ve managed to get themselves stuck, so all our normal responders are otherwise occupied, and they’re out the other direction. The car’s ten miles from your place. You know I wouldn’t bother you unless—”

“Cut the crap. You and I both know you would bother me. It’s one of your favorite pastimes. That, and your penchant for finding strays—both animal and human. You still owe me for taking Lemuel in last week.”

“That was personal. He needed to get his head straightened. And, thanks, by the way.”

“Fine. And since I’m awake now, where is this dipshit driver?” Derek nuked leftover coffee and poured it into a travel mug as his sister, who happened to be a dispatcher for the Sheriff’s Department, gave him the location.

“You have plates? Registration? Any hint as to who I’m going to be meeting? It could be a wanted felon.”

“Negative. The person who reported the vehicle said it was a car, not a pickup or SUV. The caller was going the other direction, couldn’t see much because of the rain. Sorry there’s not more.”

“Crap, Sis. For all anyone knows, the driver pulled over to make a damn phone call and is long gone by now.”

“Doubtful. The caller reported the vehicle was half off the road, and facing the wrong direction. Appeared to be stuck.”

“You’re going to owe me come calving season,” Derek said. “Big time.” Without waiting for a protest, he hung up.

Who was the bigger fool, he wondered as he got dressed. The idiot who couldn’t wait out a storm—okay, so it had come in fast and furious—or him, for going out there, too? This wasn’t the first time he’d second guessed his decision to take over the ranch after Mom’s stroke. Let his folks retire after all their years of hard, physical labor. Wouldn’t be the last.

But a working cattle ranch meant there were always vehicles to repair, and he had the tools. And, as a member—no thanks to his sister’s nagging—of the Civilian Posse for the Sheriff’s Department, this wouldn’t be the first time he’d been called out to offer aid. Charlie, his little-bit-of-lots-of-everything dog, raised a sleepy head from his bed.

“Go back to sleep, boy. No point in both of us going out tonight.”

Huddled into his slicker, Derek slogged across the yard to the old barn for his battered Ford pickup, and did a quick check to make sure he had the gear he might need. Although at this point, he planned to convince whoever was in the car to accept a ride to the motel in town. Let whoever it was deal with the car tomorrow when the storm passed, and the towing companies were freed up. His sister hadn’t given him any details other than he was looking for a sedan on the northbound shoulder.

And why hadn’t whoever’d called it in taken a minute to check on the occupants of the car? Too bad times had changed. So many people were afraid to help. As if a predator would park his car on the side of the road in this weather to see if any easy marks stopped. Not hardly.

The trouble with his sister’s ten-mile calculation was she never took into account it was eight miles from his spread to the highway. And the first three miles were dirt. Muddy river, more like it. He’d make her come out to the ranch and wash his pickup when the weather cleared.

His windshield wipers offered intermittent peeks through the sheet of raindrops. He left the dirt road for the pothole-filled paved one, hoping none of the potholes had grown into sinkholes. When he hit the turnoff for the highway, he pressed the accelerator, laughing at the signs proclaiming Speed Limit 60. Forty was pushing it.

As he approached the point where his sister had said the car had been spotted, he slowed further. If the driver had turned his lights off, Derek could drive past without ever seeing him. Not to mention, he’d be on the other side of the highway.

There. Up ahead. The faint glow of headlights. He nudged the pedal, went beyond the car, then eased off the gas as he made sure it was safe to cross the road. Hanging a U-turn, he backtracked and drew within ten feet of the vehicle. Clearly disabled, listing to one side, the headlights shining upward into the rain. Stupid driver hadn’t put his flashers on. Derek pulled onto the shoulder in front of the vehicle.

Nobody got out. No headlights flashed acknowledging his presence. Was the driver hurt? He couldn’t be stupid enough to leave the car and go for help. Not in this weather. Not when the nearest semblance of civilization was miles away.

Not being a cop with a radio, he called his sister’s cell phone. Let her run the plates. New Mexico, he noted. Gathering intel before acting was still ingrained in his system.

“It’ll be a bit,” his sister told him. “Got stuff going down.”

Knowing that meant she was busy coordinating officers dealing with actual criminal activity or bigger emergencies than a stranded vehicle, Derek grabbed his heavy-duty Maglite. Waiting while someone might be hurt wasn’t ingrained in his system. He pulled the hood of the slicker over his head and jumped into the rain.

Derek might not have a radio, but this was Colorado, and he did have a gun. Raising the flashlight with his left hand, he kept his right on the butt of the Kimber 1911 pistol resting in the pocket of his slicker.

Most of what he saw was a brightly illuminated curtain of shimmering raindrops. He swung the light in narrow arcs on the ground in front of him, checking the footing. His mud boots sloshed through the standing water. Between the wind and the rain pounding on his truck and the car in front of him, he doubted the person in the car would hear him shout. And too many years of working in field ops strongly suggested a stealth approach would be smarter. At least until he was close enough to see what he was up against. He tightened his grip on the Kimber.

That was years ago, idiot. Don’t you listen to what you say to your sister? Nobody’s going to be sitting in a disabled car, lying in ambush, in a monsoon.

Yeah, but it could be a mom with a couple of kids, protecting them like a bear with her cubs.

Reminding himself he was a cattle rancher now, not an operative, he let go of his weapon and raised his right hand in the air as he approached the driver’s side window.

When there was no indication anyone had seen him, he tapped his flashlight gently against the window. “Anyone in there? You need assistance?”

No response. Derek cupped his free hand against the window and peered inside. Empty except for a small backpack on the passenger seat and two cardboard cartons on the rear. A slight rocking of the car set his senses on alert. Could someone be trapped in the trunk?

It’s late, you’re tired, and expecting the worst. Check it out, dimwit.

Derek drew his Kimber, keeping it at his side. He eased his way toward the rear of the car.

A figure rose from a crouch beside the rear fender. Short. Soaking wet. Brandishing a lug wrench. He lifted his flashlight. “Hello? You all right?”

“You from the auto club? It’s about time. I guess my call went through after all.”

Female.

Derek shoved his Kimber in his pocket. “Not exactly. You need a hand?”

“You think? Some dimwit clips my rear fender, spins me off the road, and by a stroke of luck—and not the good kind—the car hits a pothole at the right angle. Bam. There goes the tire.”

“I’ve got tools in my truck,” Derek said. “I can fix it.”

The woman took off the ball cap she was wearing, wiped her face, then shoved the cap back, low on her head. “What I need is a tow. I changed the tire, but I can’t get out of the ditch. And since the spare is a freaking donut, I can’t get the traction I need.” She opened the trunk and set the lug wrench inside. “Everything’s slick mud. Might as well be ice.”

Derek raised his light, taking her in from the ground up. Muddy sneakers. Muddy jeans. Mud-spattered blue nylon windbreaker. All soaked. For half a second, he wondered if the shirt beneath the lightweight jacket was as wet, and what it would look like clinging to her—

Would you stop? What the hell are you thinking?

“Ma’am,” he said gently, “if you don’t mind my suggestion, I’d say leave the car here until tomorrow. Rain’s supposed to let up before noon. I’ll be happy to give you a lift to the nearest hotel. It’s not safe to drive that car with a donut on these roads.”

She seemed to be weighing her options. He didn’t think there were many to consider, but she didn’t answer.

“Ma’am. We’re both standing here getting wetter by the minute. Can we continue this conversation in my pickup?”

“I don’t think we can get any wetter, but all right. How far to the nearest motel?”

“I can have you there in under twenty minutes. Can I help with your stuff?”

More thinking. More getting wet. 

Without waiting, Derek grabbed the small suitcase from her trunk and tossed it onto the backseat of his pickup. He turned, and the woman had slung her pack over one shoulder and was wrestling one of the cartons from her car’s backseat. Derek grabbed the other one and put it on top of the suitcase, then took the second from the woman and put it in as well.

She hesitated when he went to open the passenger door. “You don’t have a towel or something to sit on? Your seats will be ruined.”

Derek wiped rain from his face. “At this point, makes no difference. This baby has seen a lot worse than mud and water, trust me.”

The woman buckled in, then pulled out her cell phone. Frowning, she slapped it. “Piece of junk.”

“What’s your carrier?” he asked.

She frowned. “I’m not sure. I just bought the phone this morning. It’s a prepaid.”

“Out here, Verizon’s the one with reliable coverage.”

She shoved the phone into her pack. “Great. I’m guessing that’s not what this phone has.” She folded her arms across her chest and closed her eyes, shutting him out.

Fine with him. Making small talk in the middle of a rainstorm wasn’t his idea of a good time. It took every bit of concentration to stay on the road and not miss the turnoff for the business district of Pinon Crest.

He pulled into the covered entry to the Eagle’s Roost Motel and helped his passenger with her belongings. Once he’d made sure there was a room for her, he called his sister, let her know the car was spending the night on the side of the road.

“She’s at the Eagle’s Roost,” he said. “Might be nice if you’d get it towed there first thing in the morning, seeing how I did your cops a huge favor.”

“I’ll see if we can arrange it,” his sister said. “And thanks. Come for Sunday dinner, I’ll try to pay you back.”

Without committing, Derek sighed and disconnected. What he wanted now was a hot shower and bed. Not in that order.

Once he got home, he left the pickup by the back door, dashed up the steps to the porch, and into the mudroom where he shucked his dripping slicker and left it on a hook. Charlie trotted over, yawning.

“I’m back, fella. Played Good Samaritan. It’s shut-eye time.”

Charlie cocked his head, stretched, and sat while Derek stripped and left his sodden clothes next to the washer. He hauled himself upstairs. Sleep sucked him under as soon as he hit the mattress.

~
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A COLD NOSE IN HIS face, bright sunlight, and the bell clanging at his front door dragged him awake.
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Chapter 3

[image: ]




SABRINA GAVE THE COWBELL hanging by the door one more yank. She scraped her sneakers against the doormat as she waited, still wondering if she should be here. Maybe the cops had been right. Funeral vultures, email trolls, and her car being parked in the wrong place at the wrong time.

But the wondering had become moot when Merry’s little city-driving car had been mired in the mud on the dirt road to this ranch house, which might be where Derek Cooper lived.

She’d gotten in touch with the friends of John who’d helped her with the funeral arrangements. One remembered him from Ranger days. Another from the security company John had worked for. According to that source, nobody’d heard much from Derek Cooper other than he’d taken up life on a cattle ranch in Colorado when he quit.

But they’d given her an address—not that Triple-D Ranch was much of an address—and directions. Directions? Sabrina made a mental note to get a decent GPS, something else Merry’s car lacked.

She rolled up the wet, muddy cuffs of her jeans. She’d come this far. If Derek Cooper did live here, she had a chance to meet someone who must have known John, both as a Ranger and a security whatever-he-did guy. If not, she’d ask whoever did live here to call a towing service, and she’d be gone.

The tick-tick sound of approaching dog paws, along with quiet footfalls, had Sabrina standing at attention. What should she say? She’d been running through options ever since she left the motel. “Hi, I’m Sabrina and my dead brother sent me?” or “You must be Derek Cooper. I’m Sabrina Barton. Do you remember John Barton? He was my brother.” or “John said to look you up. Here I am.”

When the door opened, she had no words. She knew she must look like a fool, standing with her mouth open, staring at the man in the doorway. A shaggy mutt of uncertain parentage sniffed her feet, then darted past her into the yard.

“Can I help you?” the man said.

Even if she didn’t recognize him—which she certainly did, because who’d forget a man who went out of his way in a raging storm to get her to a motel, even if she only saw him for a couple of minutes in enough light to make out his golden eyes, straight nose and perfectly formed lips—the voice was the same. Not that he’d used it much, but it was deep, and seemed to rumble from his chest with a touch of roughness. As if he was coming down with, or getting over a cold. And if he was, going out in the rain couldn’t have been good for him.

She snapped her thoughts back in line. “I’m sorry to bother you again, but—”

He jerked upright, staring at her. She watched as recognition set in.

“Last night?” he asked. “That was you?”

“Yes. I’m sorry we didn’t introduce ourselves properly.” She extended a hand. “I’m Sabrina Barton. Thanks so much for what you did.”

He shook her hand. “You’re welcome, but it wasn’t necessary to come all the way out here to thank me.” He peered over her shoulder. “You didn’t walk from the motel, did you?”

She gave a quick snort. “No, from about half a mile up your drive. Car’s stuck. Again.”

“You need another tow?” he asked.

“Yes, but ... I’m looking for Derek Cooper. Do you know him?”

His eyes widened, and he studied her again. “I’m Derek Cooper. Do I know you?”

She ducked her head. “No, except for last night. Things were sort of—”

“Wet,” he said. “Come inside. Would you like some coffee? Then you can tell me why you’re looking for me.”

“Coffee would be nice,” she said. “If it’s no trouble.”

“Not at all. I haven’t had mine yet, so it’s next on my agenda.” He stepped back, motioning her inside.

She toed off her sneakers and left them on the wooden porch before grabbing her backpack and following him.

“Make yourself comfortable,” he said. “I’ll get the coffee going.”

Good. While he was busy brewing coffee, she’d figure out how to explain the real reason she’d driven over four hundred miles to find someone her brother had mentioned years ago. Heck, she didn’t even know the real reason she’d come. Or what this cowboy could do about it.

He turned for what she assumed was the kitchen. Living in Albuquerque, seeing men in jeans was normal, but this guy—he rocked the butt-hugging pair he wore. His bare feet hardly made a sound as he walked away.

She dropped her pack beside a chair and wandered the living room, trying to discern a hint about what connected this man to John. The room matched her image of a ranch house. Big fireplace. Wood-framed sofa in bold plaid shades of rust and brown. Dark brown leather easy chairs. Hardwood floors with striped rugs. Oak end tables and a coffee table to match the sofa. Almost as if he’d seen a room layout in a furniture store or magazine and said, “I’ll take that one.”

No dead animals on the wall, at least. Not much in the way of bric-a-brac, either. She strolled to the mantle which displayed a few photographs in rustic wooden frames. She stepped closer to a group shot of men in camo. Could John be one of them?

She’d reached for the frame when Derek’s return stayed her hand. He carried two thick white steaming mugs. The aroma of coffee wafted toward her.

He set both mugs on the coffee table in front of the sofa. “How do you take yours?”

“Milk if you have it. Otherwise, I’m fine with black.”

He popped into the kitchen and returned with a carton of milk and a spoon. “Don’t stand much on formalities around here.”

Sabrina poured a little milk into her mug and traced circles with the spoon, still pondering how to broach the John sent me subject. Sitting in one of the leather chairs, she took in her host. Tall. Broad shoulders. Biceps that bulged out from the short-sleeved tee he wore. Wavy brown hair that curled over his ears. Stubble on his jaw. She couldn’t tell if he liked the stubbled look or hadn’t shaved yet. Either way, she liked it.

You are avoiding the issue. Okay, so the guy’s a nice distraction, but get on with it.

She leaned over and opened the compartment on the pack where she’d put John’s letter. Without a word, she handed it to him.

~

[image: ]


DEREK TOOK THE ENVELOPE from Sabrina’s trembling hand. Studying her, he slipped the single sheet of paper out. She nodded.

He read. Long-buried memories flooded him. The whup-whup of the helo. The vibration under his butt. The taste of fear mixed with the thrill of anticipation. Heart pounding, adrenaline rushing. And he heard Sarge’s demands for these letters. Remembered thinking it was a silly waste of time. He, Daredevil Derek, was invincible.

He finished the letter, contemplated the wisp of a girl sitting across from him. Small in body, but not in spirit, not after what he’d seen of her last night. No makeup, no funky-colored fingernails. He guessed she’d reserved her funkiness for her hair, which was blond and spiked—with purple tips. Big, round gray eyes. High cheekbones, upturned nose. Straight white teeth scraped over a full lower lip. A habit he’d bet she was unaware of. He’d also bet she had no clue how sexy it was, either.

“Sabrina. Breenie. That’s you?”

She nodded, but her expression said that name wasn’t one he’d dare use.

He checked the date. “This was written in 2002. You had to be a kid.”

“I was eighteen.”

His eyebrows lifted, and he did a quick calculation. No way this woman was thirty-two. Twenty-five was as high as he’d let himself go. He’d bet she still got carded.

She lifted a hand. “Yes, I’m older than I look. I’ll show you my driver’s license if you want.”

“You’re here because something bad happened, and you’re following your brother’s advice? Even though it came over a decade ago. Times change. People change.”

She breathed in a sigh, then blew it out. “I never got this letter. Not the normal way, I mean.”

He did a virtual headslap. Of course not. John didn’t buy it on that mission, so the letter would have—should have—been trashed. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have had to write new ones every time. “How did you get it?”

“At his funeral.”

Derek stiffened. Massaged his forehead. Why hadn’t he known?

Because you’re not with the Rangers or Blackthorne anymore.

After a deep exhale, he met her gaze. “John’s ...? When? How?”

Sabrina’s matter-of-fact tone when she answered told him she’d been over this enough she was numb. Either that, or she hadn’t cared about her brother, but the underlying sadness—and something else he couldn’t identify—in her eyes said that wasn’t the case.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, still absorbing the shock of John's death. “I knew your brother from the army and from our work in another company. He was a good man.”

“Thank you,” she said. “We weren’t close, but we were always family. Foster siblings, but ...” She cupped her mug in her hands.

“You don’t know who put the envelope in your coat?” he asked. Had Sarge been there? No, if he had, he’d have introduced himself, handed it to her personally.

“No. I didn’t know anyone at the funeral. John and I went our separate ways, and had our own lives. Do you think it’s important? I figured it was someone who didn’t want to embarrass me by giving it to me directly. You know, afraid I might cry. Guys don’t like crying women much, from what I’ve seen.”

She had that right. He set the letter on the end table. “What triggered this visit, then?”

He listened as she explained. Break-ins, vandalism, crank emails, and the destroyed car. Sadly, in this day and age, not all that unusual. Or threatening.

She seemed to read his thoughts. “I’ve blown this all out of proportion. If I hadn’t read the letter, I doubt any of this would have seemed worth packing and running away. I guess because he wrote ‘if anything ever happens’ had my brain ready to see stuff ... bad stuff ... happening. If you’ll call a tow truck, I’ll be on my way.” She placed her mug on the coffee table and stood, extending her hand. “It was nice meeting you, Derek Cooper, and I’m sorry to have put you to all this trouble.”

“Can I at least offer you breakfast?” Derek said. “It won’t be anything fancy, since my cook quit, but my crew will be here in a bit, and they’ll be expecting food. And if you’ll keep me company while I cook, I might be able to tell you a little about your brother.”

“If you’ll let me help.”

He picked up both mugs, and she followed with the milk carton.

“What are we making?” she asked.

He glanced at the wall clock. Damn, he’d overslept, and Sabrina’s arrival hadn’t helped his schedule. “Might have to be cereal today. Or whatever we can get on the table in about fifteen minutes. My guys do not like to wait for food, and they’ll be doubly impatient because the weather’s made for extra work. My cook quit,” he repeated, “but even I can’t mess up cereal.”

Sabrina stared at the contents of the fridge, then grabbed a carton of eggs and set it on the counter. “I can scramble eggs. I see bacon, too. Can you handle that?”

“Sounds like a plan. You eggs, me bacon.” Derek pulled a bowl and two frying pans from under the cooktop. “But keep an eye on me so I don’t burn it.”

“I promise to alert you at the first signs of smoke. You said fifteen minutes? Guess that rules out biscuits. You have bread for toast?”

He tilted his chin toward the pantry.

She returned with a loaf, found the toaster on the counter, and popped four slices in. “Baking sheet? Shallow tray?” she asked. “Make it two.”

“For scrambled eggs?”

She fussed with the oven controls. “No, to keep the toast and bacon warm.” She moved to the fridge, grabbed the butter and the milk carton. “You’d better get the bacon going.”

He cranked up the flame under a frying pan and peeled bacon slices apart, setting them in the pan.

Sabrina opened the carton of eggs. “I didn’t ask. How many people?”

“Five. Three hungry cowboys, plus the two of us.”

“When you say hungry cowboys, I’m thinking I should be cooking for ten.”

He chuckled. “Sounds about right. Twelve, if your eggs are better than what I create.”

“Hard to screw up scrambled eggs,” she said.

You haven’t tasted mine.

The mudroom door creaked open. Boots thunked. Water ran in the sink.

“Guess I was off by about ten minutes,” he said.
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Chapter 4
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SABRINA TIPPED THE egg mixture into the pan. Three sock-footed cowboys, along with the dog she’d seen earlier, stepped into the kitchen. The men stopped as if they’d hit an invisible wall. The dog gave her a sniff, a lazy tail wag, then trotted to one of the cowboys’ side.

“Good morning,” she said to the men. “Breakfast will be ready in a few minutes.”

“This the new cook, D-Man?” one said. “Easier on the eyes than Bella, that’s for sure.” He touched the brim of his gray cowboy hat and bobbed his head.

“Was that her car stuck down the drive?” This from one in a beige hat.

“No to the first, yes to the second,” Derek said. “This is Sabrina, and she’s here for this morning. Grab your coffee, and you can fill me in on the aftermath of last night’s storm over breakfast.”

Sabrina stirred the eggs, watching the men as they grabbed mugs from a cabinet and went to the coffee maker. Each filled his mug, then padded through a doorway at the far end of the kitchen. Dining room, she assumed.

She found a saucepan and melted half a stick of butter. “Pastry brush?” she asked.

Derek looked at her as though she’d asked for a rattlesnake. Eyebrows raised, he pointed at a bank of drawers. “Try one of those.”

Sabrina pulled them open, finding a catch-all drawer of utensils, including her target brush. Given it was in the kitchen, she assumed Derek didn’t use it for painting. She shuttled bread through the toaster, spreading each slice with a nice layer of melted butter, put them on one of the shallow trays, then put the tray into the warm oven. She lined the other tray with paper towels. Derek understood, and forked the slices of bacon onto that one as he brought them out of the pan.

Her eggs were almost done. “Serving platter? Plates? Utensils?”

Derek pointed to cabinets along the wall. “Try over there.”

What kind of a person didn’t know his own kitchen? She hadn’t noticed a wedding band on his hand, or any pictures that suggested he was anything but a bachelor. Then again, he’d said he’d had a cook, so she must have ruled the kitchen.

Sabrina found what she needed. She didn’t approve of putting hot food on cold plates, but she had a feeling the cowboys in the other room would devour their breakfast before it would make a difference.

She discovered jam, jelly, and honey in the pantry and pulled them from the shelf.

“Better grab the peanut butter,” Derek said. “Tim can’t live without it. And the ketchup.”

“Ketchup? Not on my eggs,” she said. 

Derek gave her a skeptical look, but shrugged.

She added a jar of peanut butter to a tray along with the other condiments, then dished the hot food onto platters. Derek carried the bacon and eggs while she followed with the toast.

One of the cowboys—gray hat—stood when she walked in. “I’ll get the plates,” he said, as though he knew that much about where things were kept.

Once everyone was seated with a plate heaped with food in front of him, she took a moment to study them. All deeply tanned, despite the hats they wore. They hadn’t removed them. She assumed there were three pairs of boots near where they’d entered the room. Apparently not tracking mud and cow stuff into the house was more important than removing one’s hat, although that didn’t mean she had to agree with it. Gray Hat, she discovered, was Frank. Tim wore a black one. Bryce wore beige.

Bryce, tall and lean, wore his long, blond hair pulled into a ponytail, wrapped every few inches in different colored rubber bands like a striped snake. Tim and Frank, both broad-shouldered and muscular, wore their hair short. Unlike Derek, all three men wore short-sleeved shirts, not tees. Snaps, not buttons. Cowboy shirts. And chaps, which framed their denim-clad rear ends nicely, although she had made a point of not staring.

She smiled inwardly at the way they’d gone silent and chowed down after their first bites. And nobody had asked for ketchup. The dog, she noted, had plopped himself at Bryce’s feet, gazing expectantly for handouts. Which, judging from the way Bryce’s hand reached down every now and again, were coming his way.

Sabrina let everyone eat while she had a small plate of her own. When the last piece of bacon was gone, the last crumb of buttery toast licked off fingers, she cleared the dishes, insisting she didn’t mind cleaning up. She felt four pairs of eyes on her as she left the room. Two of the cowboys’ were shades of blue, one chocolate brown, but it was the golden ones she swore were warming her ass.

As if she needed any of this. As soon as her car was freed, she’d be out of here. This whole trip had been a stupid mistake. Her imagination had gotten the better of her, making her see worst-case scenarios everywhere.

As she loaded the dishwasher, strains of conversation that revolved around cows, full of unfamiliar terms, filtered through the room. Apparently the storm had taken down some fencing and the cowboys had spent an unacceptably long time hunting for strays. Another complained about mucking out the horse barn where the horses had been sheltered from the rain.

“Got one heifer snagged in the barbed wire,” one voice said. “She’s okay. Won’t need the vet.”

More talk about cattle to work, having two locals come out to help, and then the four came in and set their empty mugs on the counter. 

“Thank you very much, ma’am. Haven’t had breakfast that tasty since Bella left, Frank said.”

“Better’n Bella’s,” another one—Tim? added. “You sure we can’t talk you into a job here? We can twist D-Man’s arm.”

“Thanks, but no,” she said. “As soon as my car’s free, I’ll have to be leaving.”

“Cryin’ shame,” he said. “What would it take to get you to stay for lunch?”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wallet. She waved him off. “Sorry, no. But I’m glad you enjoyed the food. I hope Derek finds another cook soon.”

“Not as much as we do,” Frank said. “Last two weeks have been hell—excuse my French, ma’am. That man can burn water.”

A muffled boom rumbled from outside and through the kitchen.

Sabrina looked to the men, who had rushed out of the kitchen the way they’d entered. Derek came hustling after them. “Stay here,” he said.

Sabrina pulled aside the curtain over the sink and peered out the window. A plume of gray smoke billowed in the air.

~
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DEREK SHOVED HIS FEET into the mud boots he’d left by the back door. His crew was yanking on their cowboy boots. “Get a fire extinguisher. The one in the kitchen’s too small.”

Tim stomped his feet. “I’ll get it.” He took off in the direction of the barn.

The three remaining men paused on the porch. Derek stared into the expanse of bright blue sky. Cloudless except for the rising gray smoke. “Too wet for a brush fire,” he said.

“Something exploded,” Bryce said. “Looks like it’s on the approach road.”

Not the barn. Not an outbuilding. Sabrina’s car. Damn. He doubted it would have spontaneously combusted. He darted inside for his gun rack and returned with his shotgun. He sniffed the air, the acrid stench of smoke filling his nostrils. Whinnying carried from the barn. “Bryce, go settle the horses. They were spooked last night. The noise and smoke aren’t helping.”

Bryce, a former K-9 handler, who preferred animals to people, took off at a jog with Charlie romping alongside.

Derek sensed Sabrina at his side. “What happened?” she asked.

“That’s what I’m going to find out. I thought I told you to stay put.”

She folded her arms across her chest. Lifted her chin. Somehow, even though she couldn’t be more than five-three standing there in her socks, she seemed to be his equal at six feet. A lone purple-capped chickadee mobbing an eagle. He tried not to laugh.

“Sabrina, until we know what’s going on, I need you to be in the house where it’s safe. You did come here because you thought you needed help, right? Let me help you.”

“With a gun?” She moved a few steps from him and peered toward the smoke. “That’s where my car was. You going to shoot it and put it out of its misery?”

This time he couldn’t suppress the laugh. “No, it’s more to scare someone away—assuming we find someone out there.”

Her gaze dropped to his Remington. “Yeah, that would do it.”

“Wait inside. I’ll be back.” He clamped his Stetson on his head.

“Arnold said it better.” She flounced into the house.

“Feisty little thing, ain’t she?” Frank said. “She shows up, her car gets stuck, and cooks breakfast in return for a tow? Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

“We’ll discuss it later,” Derek said. “Now, let’s see what’s going on out there. We’ll take the Gator.” Derek took the driver’s seat of the ATV and Frank hopped in beside him.

“Since I’m riding shotgun,” Frank said, “how about you let me carry the damn thing.”

Derek frowned and handed the weapon to Frank. “Don’t get trigger-happy, okay?”

“You mean ask questions first, shoot later? Not how we’ve done things.”

“It is now, and I don’t think we’re going to find anyone to shoot or ask questions.”

As the Gator slogged along the muddy road, Derek considered the possibilities. A random act? Not likely, given Sabrina had said her car was stuck about a quarter mile from the house. His house wasn’t visible from the main road, and Sabrina’s car wouldn’t be, either. That would mean someone had to be heading for his place. Why? An all-too-familiar sensation, like a cannonball rolling around deep in his belly, set his jaw clenching. He stared into the dissipating smoke, the same color as Sabrina’s eyes.

Before they reached the car, debris lay along the road. Not car parts. The car smoldered, but it was intact. Derek stopped the Gator.

He jumped out of the ATV and strode to the nearest item. A piece of fabric. No, a t-shirt. He picked it up. From its size, it didn’t take much to deduce it must belong to Sabrina. He reached for another. When it turned out to be a lacy bra, he dropped it as if it had bitten him.

What? You’ve never seen one of these?

It couldn’t get any dirtier than it already was, he figured. He followed the trail of garments to the car.

Given the torn cardboard around the car, Derek surmised the vandal had searched, then scattered the contents of the boxes Derek had helped Sabrina carry last night. From the looks of things, after taking whatever he’d come for, the vandal had tossed a small explosive into the car. The trunk was open and empty except for a donut spare. He checked the car. She’d replaced the donut with a full-size tire.

Where was her suitcase? Still at the motel? But why have the boxes with her? Were the contents of the boxes what lay on the ground? Or had the vandal dumped her suitcase contents and taken the case with him?

Too many questions. He’d ask Sabrina later. He motioned to Frank, who jogged over, shotgun in hand. “Whatcha got, D-Man?”

“You tell me. What do you see?” Frank had been their recon specialist in their Ranger days, and the man hadn’t lost his touch. He could read a trail like it was playing on a Jumbotron. Rather than get in Frank’s way, Derek leaned against the Gator.

Tim trotted over on his bay gelding, fire extinguisher in hand. “Still need this?”

“Seems to be dying on its own,” Derek said.

“Not like you to make those kinds of assumptions, D-Man,” Tim said. “Might be ugly combustion potential still in there.”

Tim was right. Something had messed with Derek’s head, and he tried to yank himself into the game. Trouble was, the game reminded him too much of what he’d left behind when he’d taken over the Triple-D, and he didn’t want to go there. He accepted the fire extinguisher. 

“I’ll take care of it,” Derek said. “Whoever this was can’t have gotten far. With luck, they’ll be stuck in the mud between here and the main road. See if you can get a bead on whoever might have done this. But don’t do anything stupid. Call me and report.”

“You got it, D-Man.” Tim galloped off.

Derek checked the ground, picking his way around potential evidence as he made his way close enough to the car to use the extinguisher.

“How you want to handle this?” Frank asked. “Us or the cops? I walk around here, I’m gonna contaminate anything the cops could see.”

Derek fished his cell phone out of his pocket and tossed it to Frank. “Take pictures. I’m not going to sit around waiting for the cops to show up to tell me someone vandalized this car. Besides, you know how to be careful. Or are you saying you can’t handle the job?”

Frank snorted. “Me? This is nothing.” He snapped pictures as he moved in closer. “Might have a shoe print. Distorted because of the water, but whoever our guy was, he wasn’t wearing cowboy boots.”

Frank continued his examination, walking around the vehicle, stooping, snapping, and mumbling to himself. “You want to leave this all here? I don’t think the cops will be able to tell much from all these muddy clothes. I’ll bet our cook would like them back.”

Derek pulled a plastic storage container from the Gator and dumped out the crumbs of lunch from a couple days ago. “I’ll get them.” For reasons unfathomable to him, Derek didn’t want Frank touching Sabrina’s clothing, her lingerie in particular. Why? What claim did Derek have over her?
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Chapter 5
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SABRINA CREPT TO THE front porch and grabbed her sneakers. If she needed to bolt, she wasn’t going to do it in her socks.

Of course, she had no idea where she’d run, since she was out in the middle of nowhere, and as far as she’d seen, there wasn’t much in the way of cover.

Who would be coming for her? This had to have something to do with John. Who’d have it in for a vocational school culinary instructor? Her recipes were hardly worth stealing.

Unable to settle, she returned to the exploring she’d begun earlier, zeroing in on the picture that had caught her attention. Twelve men in front of a helicopter. Some standing, some kneeling. All with weapons. Wishing the photo was a close-up instead of a group shot taken from too far away, she studied each face. A younger Derek, his hair cropped short, military style. Gazing from face to face, she tried to conjure a mental image of John as he’d have looked in those days.

Come on. You lived with him. Sat across the dinner table from him almost every night for years. Wouldn’t you recognize him if he was in this picture?

One looked vaguely like the teen she remembered. Sadness engulfed her when she realized she couldn’t be sure.

Footfalls behind her had her hurrying to replace the picture where she’d found it. She spun, ready to apologize for snooping. But the man standing in the middle of the room wasn’t Derek. Or one of the cowboys she’d met. Or, judging from his clothes, a cowboy at all.

Dark sunglasses obscured his eyes. A neatly-trimmed salt-and-pepper goatee and moustache surrounded thin lips. His hair, thick and silver, added a look of sophisticated elegance. He wore loose-fitting black trousers, a loose-fitting tweed blazer over a lightweight crew-neck, charcoal gray shirt.

She stood, chin raised. Waited for him to break the silence. He stared. Although everything about him exuded a sinister air, he could have every right to be here. To him, she might be the intruder.

A door slammed. The man pivoted. Bryce stormed into the room. Carrying a rifle. “Who the hell are you?”

The man raised his hands. “There’s no need for violence.”

Sabrina agreed, but she sure as heck wasn’t going to get in the middle of a testosterone standoff.

For what seemed like forever, the two men glared at each other. Bryce glanced at Sabrina. “You let this guy in?”

She shook her head. “No, he appeared a few seconds ago.”

“You always let yourself into other people’s homes, mister?” Bryce said.

“If you’ll put down that weapon, I can explain,” the man said. “I have ID. Left breast pocket.”

“Two fingers,” Bryce said. “And leave your other hand where I can see it.”

Either Bryce watched a lot of television or there was more to him than being a ranch hand. As the stranger was reaching into his pocket, Derek entered the room holding a plastic storage box. He froze. “What the hell is going on? Bryce?”

“This guy showed up uninvited. I’m asking for a formal introduction.”

“Which I will be happy to provide,” the stranger said. “But please, can we dispense with the hostility? I’m on your side.”

“Didn’t know there were any sides to be taken,” Bryce muttered.

“Get to work,” Derek said. “I’ll take it from here.”

“You sure?” Bryce lifted an eyebrow and offered his rifle to Derek, who waved it off.

“Yes, we’re fine. But there are cattle that need your attention. Grab the rest of the crew and check the far north pasture. Water can back up there. Let me know if we need to move the herd, or if adding feed will cover it.”

Bryce glared at the stranger once more, but left.

Sabrina blew out a breath. Derek must think this guy meant no harm, or he wouldn’t have sent Bryce away.

“You still want to see my ID?” the stranger asked. A faint smile twitched at the corner of his mouth.

Derek strode forward and smacked the man in the arm. “I’m not even going to ask how the hell you got in here without being noticed.” He glanced down. “Or getting your feet muddy.”

The stranger laughed. “Nor would I tell you. Although back in the day, you’d have done the same thing.”

Sabrina cleared her throat.

“Excuse me,” Derek said. “Sabrina Barton, I’d like you to meet an old colleague—”

“Young colleague,” the man interrupted. “Don’t let the hair fool you. Family trait. Everyone goes silver by the time they’re thirty. But we don’t go bald.” He turned to Sabrina. “I worked with Derek years ago, but I was the new guy and he was on his way out. I heard about your brother. I offer my condolences for your loss. John was a good man.”

“Thank you.” Questions raced through Sabrina’s brain, but before she could organize them, Derek extended the box he’d been holding.

“We found these in the dirt around your car. I’m assuming they’re yours, and you’d want to wash them. There’s a washer and dryer in the mud room.” He cocked his head in that direction.

Sabrina bit back the retort forming at her abrupt dismissal. She grasped the box and gave him what she hoped was a sweet smile. “I’ll go do the laundry, I guess. Do you have anything of yours to wash as long as I’m at it?”

His expression said he’d caught the sarcasm. Good.

Derek walked her toward the kitchen. “That won’t be necessary. My friend and I have some catching up to do. I’ll fill you in on what we found at your car a little later.”

She’d caught an underlying tension between the two men, and since it was obvious they weren’t going to speak in front of her, she might as well get out of their way. But later, she’d ask the man about John. “Sure thing.”

Derek left, and Sabrina continued through the kitchen to seek out the washing machine. After setting the box on top of the dryer, she went through the muddy clothing, automatically sorting the items according to wash cycles.

Great. The man’s seen your underwear.

When she spied a hamper between the soak sink and the washer, she was tempted to return the gesture. And why not? Not to snoop, of course, but to save water by combining loads.

What the heck. 

She dumped the contents of Derek’s hamper onto the floor and began separating darks from lights. Nothing exotic about this man’s taste in underwear. What would he say if she stuck his red sweatshirt in with his white cotton briefs? What would he think of pink?

She looked in the box of her clothes again. Half of what she’d brought was missing. And why hadn’t Derek put these in her suitcase instead of this box? Did he think the wet and muddy clothes would ruin her luggage? Or the rest of her clothes? If that were the case, though, wouldn’t he have brought her suitcase? She scanned the room to see whether he’d left it in here. Nope.

Where was her suitcase? Where were the rest of her clothes? And what about everything she’d had in her boxes? Was all that still in the car? Or had it been destroyed?

And, come to think of it, why had the stranger cut Derek off mid-introduction? So she wouldn’t know his name? Yet he’d known about John. And that he was her brother.

~
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DEREK RETURNED TO THE living room where his uninvited guest waited, sitting in one of the leather easy chairs, fancy-loafered foot resting over a knee. “She took the hint,” Derek said.

“You think she’s going to sit around a laundry room waiting for the machines to do their thing?”

“No, which is why we’re not going to talk in here. Come with me.” Derek walked through the living room and down the hall to his office. Inside, he closed the door, then crossed to the row of built-in bookcases lining one wall. Facing his guest, he said, “What’s your name this time, or are you still Dapper Dan?”

The man chuckled. “Adam is fine.”

His real name. “Adam it is. But you’ll excuse me if I verify your current credentials.”

“Wouldn’t have expected less,” Adam said. “Do you want to grill me about some of our mutual acquaintances? Harper’s married. So’s Dalton.”

Derek’s eyes widened. “You’re shittin’ me.”

Adam laughed, then made a show of drawing an X on his heart. “Not only that, but Harper’s gig came with a kid. Little girl. Molly. Cute and scary-smart.”

“Harper still with the team?” Derek asked. “I remember he banged up his knee pretty good in Panama. Before your time, though.”

“Less field work, but he’s still active. So’s Dalton. Grinch, on the other hand, retired after some ugly stuff in Nicaragua. Oh, and the boss is married.”

Derek grabbed the bookcase for support. “What the—?”

“Seems he re-hooked up with someone from his past. Grace Ellsworth. If we ever have a free week—make that a month—maybe I’ll tell you about it.” Adam cocked his head. “Do I pass?”

“One more step.” Derek punched a number into his phone, a number he’d hoped he’d never have to use again, but one burned into his memory. After verifying Adam still worked for Blackthorne, and was indeed at the ranch on official business, he turned to the man, who waited, a smile teasing at his lips.

Derek pulled the false set of books from the center bookcase and activated the latch behind them. The bookshelf popped away from the wall a couple of inches. “We can have privacy down here.”

“I might have known you couldn’t leave the cloak and dagger behind,” Adam said. “But seriously? A panel behind a bookcase? Isn’t that too much of a cliché?”

“Cliché or not, it’s what I’ve got.” Derek swung the bookshelf open, revealing the entrance to the cellar he had converted when he’d taken over the ranch. He flipped on a light and waved Adam through. “After you.”

Derek followed Adam down the narrow flight of stairs and along the hallway. Adam paused at the door, and Derek said, “It’s not locked.” He opened the door, revealing his underground retreat.

Sequestered in Derek’s hideaway, Adam looked around and gave a low whistle. “Not bad. I take it you’ve got an exit to the outside?”

“Yes, and since you’re asking, I’m going to go out on a limb and say this isn’t how you got in. Given your expertise with disabling alarm systems, I’d concede you’d’ve bypassed it even if it was armed, but I can’t see how lying to me is going to do either of us any good. We can discuss the efficacy of your ingress later. Right now, get to the point. Why are you here?”

“Efficacy?” Adam grinned. “I do recall your love of ten-dollar words. Professor.”

Derek grimaced at the reminder of his Blackthorne call sign. “Not much use for them out here with the cows.”

Adam strolled around the simple room, not much different from Derek’s office upstairs, as if inventorying the contents as he spoke. Or searching for the exit? He walked his fingers across the oak desk, stroked the edge of Derek’s computer monitor. “The cops are calling John’s death a hit and run, which it was, since the guy hit him and ran, but it was no accident. John was on his way to a meet. Someone got a glimpse of the driver’s plate.”

“Did they report it?” Derek sat in one of the two recliners in the room. He motioned Adam to the other one.

Adam sat, then rested his elbows on his thighs and clasped his hands. “It was dark, the witness said she couldn’t tell what kind of a car it was beyond a dark sedan. We’re investigating, too. If John was onto something ugly, the last thing we need is for it to go public.”

“What was John working on that got him killed? And how does his sister play in?”

Adam sobered. “John was following a lead on biologicals.”

“Which is pretty wide-open territory. Can you be more specific?”

“I wish we could. That’s all John told us. He left a message he was meeting a source to evaluate his credibility and he’d report once he determined whether it was bogus or a threat. He was killed before he passed on any intel.”

“Nobody knew where he was going?” Derek asked. “Who he was meeting?”

“You worked with John. His call sign wasn’t Lone Wolf for nothing.”

“I remember,” Derek said. “But you have to know something, or you wouldn’t be here.”

“Blackthorne is dealing with it. My task is to find out whether his sister knows anything, and to assess whether she’s in danger.”

“Given what’s gone down, I’d say the second is a given.” Derek filled Adam in on what Sabrina had told him about the break-ins, phone calls, emails, and vandalism, as well as the letter from John. “She was scared, so she ran, and because I was a connection to her brother, she found me.”

“Right. I’ll revise my statement to how much danger she’s in. And, of course, to protect her.” Adam paused and pinned Derek with his gaze.

Derek threw up his hands. “You’re not— No Way. No. Bloody. Way. I’m out of the business. I’m a cattle rancher.”

“With a subterranean hideaway equipped with state of the art computer and communication technology, from the looks of it.” Adam rose and strolled to the oak-paneled wall, bare except for a framed landscape. He tapped it with a knuckle. “What’s behind this?”

Derek sighed and went to his desk, pressing the release beneath the keyboard drawer. The paneling slid into its pocket, revealing six monitors. “Before you say anything, no, I don’t use these. Until now.” He flipped the switches to activate the cameras and monitors. “I live on a damn cattle ranch. I raise beef. I don’t play the game anymore. Got over the paranoia after living here a year. So why run surveillance? Yeah, if I thought rustling was a problem, I’d have been watching, but until you showed up, I had no reason to think I needed to. And most of this stuff isn’t as state of the art as you think. It’s been four years, and four years is a lifetime in technology.”

“Yet you have the system,” Adam said. “Blackthorne is strong in you, old man.”

“Tell you what. You can sit down here and watch these monitors. After we talk to Sabrina.”

Adam waved him off. “I’ll bet my next paycheck there’s an armory in here somewhere, too.” He pulled out his cell phone, raised his eyebrows. “Cell reception?”

“We’re in the middle of nowhere, but cell phones are better than radios for keeping in touch with the hands. A group of us got together, talked to Verizon, and there’s a tower on a rise not far from here. Gives the whole town better coverage, too.”

“Whatever works. And let’s not talk about cowhands who just happen to have been Ranger buddies before they chose the wrangler life.”

“They’re cowboys now, like me. When I first left, I was worried about repercussions, but I got over it. I’ve never had to do anything more than play around with the Civilian Posse once in a while.”

“You can never leave Blackthorne,” Adam said.

Derek raised a shoulder. “So, if Sabrina’s in danger, why don’t you use some Blackthorne magic and make her disappear? Why come to me?”

“First, we didn’t come to you. Sabrina did, and that move led us here.”

“You’ve been following her?” Derek said.

Adam shrugged.

Of course they were. Blackthorne didn’t miss anything. Except for that one time. Derek shoved those thoughts away. The past was the past. He lived in the now.

“You didn’t answer my first question. Why not whisk her away?” Derek asked.

“Because now that they know where she is, they’ll be watching for anyone leaving the place.”

“You’re saying you think she should stay here?”

Adam swept his arm in a broad gesture. “Looks like the ideal setup. Keep her tucked away, protect her if things get rough.”

“Which you didn’t know about until you got here. What was your Plan B?”

“Sneak her out and hide her somewhere. If necessary, get her a new identity, at least a temporary one, until we find out who we’re dealing with here, what they have, what they intend to do with it. And thwart their efforts, of course.”

“Of course.”

“But since she’s here, it makes more sense for her to ride it out. By the time we set her up with an identity, this might all blow over. And if it’s a matter of hiding her away, this is as good a place as any. Shouldn’t be too long. We’re still trying to find whoever caused her automobile mishap last night.”

“You’re saying the accident on the highway last night wasn’t an accident?” The hairs on the back of Derek’s neck jerked to attention. His scalp crawled as if an army of ants had invaded.

“I am,” Adam said.

“And you don’t know who was behind it.”

“Not yet.”

“But they know who Sabrina is. Won’t they be looking for her?”

“Of course. But if we bring them to us, we can control things.”

Derek tilted his hat, swiped beads of sweat from his forehead. “Use her as bait, you mean. Assuming I’ll go along with your suggestion, I don’t suppose you’d think to ask her first. Let her make her own decision.”

Adam looked as though the idea had never occurred to him.

Derek drummed his fingers on the desk. “Unless you have intel on her saying otherwise, I suggest we round her up and lay it out for her. Since leaving the Rangers and Blackthorne, I’ve found the old honey instead of vinegar thing actually works.”

“You sound like my mother.” Adam’s lip curled upward, and he rose from the recliner. “And she’s a very wise woman.” He ambled to the monitors and tapped one. “You expecting company?”
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Chapter 6
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SABRINA FINISHED SORTING the clothes from the hamper, adding hers plus ones Derek must have dumped on the mudroom floor. She found the detergent, read the instructions on the washer, and switched on the washing machine. So, now what? She respected that Derek and what’s-his-name didn’t want her around. Didn’t mean she liked it, but she respected it. Growing up in a house full of foster siblings, she’d learned early on that privacy was a rare, but highly prized, commodity.

She crept through the kitchen, listening for voices. The living room was empty. She wandered down the hall, found a bathroom and took advantage of that. Next to it was a closed door. She pressed her ear against the wood. Not to eavesdrop. To make sure she didn’t barge in on them. Silence. Dare she go in? 

Imagining the two men in a heated embrace sent heat along her neck. Not that she’d gotten any vibes they were a couple— She backed away and returned to the kitchen. A cowboy, whose name escaped her, had offered her money to stick around and cook lunch. She wouldn’t accept payment, but cooking would relax her and pull her mind away from its insistence on wondering.

Although taking over someone else’s kitchen without permission wouldn’t sit well with her, Derek had invited her in this morning, and she couldn’t imagine he’d take offense.

While these thoughts zipped through her brain, she was already taking inventory of what foodstuffs Derek’s kitchen offered. And what did cowboys eat for lunch? Did they even come to the house for the midday meal? Was there a chuck wagon? If they came to the ranch, did they eat a big lunch or simple sandwiches?

She could play the guessing game, or she could cook. She opted for the latter. She’d seen tortillas in the pantry. Burritos, she decided. Those were both hearty and could pass as sandwiches as well.

She began laying out her mise en place, collecting everything she’d need for the dish. Not her preferred ingredients, but she’d make do. Her major stumbling block was the meat. There was plenty of ground beef in the freezer, but it was, well, frozen. She’d have to resort to the microwave, hoping the meat wouldn’t cook on the outside before it thawed on the inside.

You’ll have to keep an eye on it. Like risotto, some things can’t be left untended.

She wondered if cowboys liked risotto. Nah. Meat and potatoes was her guess, reinforced by the vast quantities of potatoes in the pantry and the utter lack of arborio rice.

The meat was defrosting nicely, and she was chopping onions when Derek ran through the kitchen. “Stay here,” he shouted, then the outside door slammed.

Deciding to interpret Derek’s here to mean in the house, Sabrina went in search of the stranger.

She found him in the living room, standing alongside the front window, peering through the edge of the curtains. He turned at her approach, dropping the curtain into place. “Miss Barton.”

There was an edgy impatience to his tone, a subtle threat in his gaze, and Sabrina halted several feet away as if she’d slammed into a force field. “Am I interrupting?” she asked. “I saw Derek race out of the house and wondered if something was wrong. You know, like a cattle stampede or an injured horse. I don’t know much about ranching.” She left the, or does it have something to do with me? out of her questions.

“Sorry,” the man said. “I’m Adam. Derek said there was something he’d forgotten to check on. I’m as much in the dark as you are.” His smile stopped a long way from his deep brown eyes.

“Would you join me in the kitchen? I’m trying to put lunch together, but I’ll take you up on your offer to tell me about my brother.”

If she hadn’t been looking for it, she’d have missed the sidelong glance toward the window, the almost imperceptible tweak of his goatee as his jaw clenched. The fraction of a second’s hesitation before he gave her another forced smile and moved toward her. “Sure.”

She spun and went back to her burritos.

Adam entered a moment later, pulling a chair from the breakfast nook closer to her workspace. “Did John tell you about his job?” he asked.

Sabrina flashed to John’s funeral, watching from the outskirts as people shared memories of her brother. They’d known him better than she had. She scraped the onions to the edge of the cutting board and smashed cloves of garlic. A little harder than necessary for the garlic, perhaps, but not for her rising emotion. The tears she wiped away were from the onions. Or so she told Adam when he handed her a tissue.

“No,” she said, mincing the peeled, smashed garlic cloves. “We ... we weren’t close. He left to join the army after high school. He was six years older than me, which at that age is a lifetime.” She daubed at her eyes again. “Did he ... did he ever talk about me?”

“Not to me,” Adam said. “John was a very private person. Kept his personal life separate from the job. He never talked about his family.”

“What did he do?” she asked. “I know he worked for a security company. I assumed he was a bodyguard or night watchman or something.”

Adam’s chuckle was a pleasant sound—the first sign of a person under his stiff façade. “Not quite. We provide computer security for large corporations.”

“Oh. Somehow, I didn’t figure John for a computer person. He was always an action sort of guy. He wasn’t big on academics, which is why he joined the army right after graduation.”

“Guess he picked up some skills,” Adam said. “What about you? What do you do?”

“I teach cooking.” She poured olive oil into a frying pan and waited for it to heat. Something about Adam didn’t ring true. She didn’t have to share anything about her personal life. Apparently, she and John had that much in common.

The onions had sweated, so she added the garlic and gave everything a toss. When the mud room door opened and shut, Adam’s back stiffened. His gaze snapped to the door. And not in a I wonder who that might be kind of way.

~
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DEREK REFRAINED FROM bursting into the kitchen. The aroma of garlic and onions teased his nostrils. Sabrina must be cooking, because Adam wasn’t much handier in the kitchen than Derek. Right now, food, no matter how enticing it smelled, was not a priority. He entered the room as Sabrina turned, but he caught Adam’s gaze above her head before she looked up.

Adam smoothed a brow above questioning eyes. Their signal for Did you see something? Derek cast his gaze downward toward Sabrina, whose round gray eyes demanded answers. Focusing on Adam, Derek rubbed his nose. Not a good time to talk.

“Couple of steers got loose,” he said. “They’re secure for now, but a bit stressed. I’ll let them cool their heels awhile, then see if I can send them where they belong. Got one of my hands making sure they’re all right.”

“Catching steers. All part of being a cowboy, I suppose,” Adam said. “Another day in the life.”

Derek assumed Adam understood the real meaning behind his words. Two men had been poking around Sabrina’s car, but thanks to quick action by Tim and Frank before Derek had arrived, they were now hog-tied in the vehicle barn. They hadn’t been willing to talk, carried no ID, but from what Tim had said, he’d found a vehicle parked alongside the ranch drive, not far from the turnoff to the road. No plates, but Tim had texted Derek the VIN. For now, they’d assume these varmints were the car’s occupants. Whether they were the only occupants had yet to be determined.

“Will they be all right?” Sabrina asked.

Derek reminded himself she thought he’d been talking about cattle. “Yeah. The storm spooked them, but they’ll calm down.”

Sabrina went back to stirring whatever she was cooking. Smelled damn good. Derek wondered if he could protect her using the guise of hiring her as a replacement cook, even a temporary one.

“I hope you don’t mind that I sort of commandeered your kitchen. Cooking centers me.” Sabrina gave a nervous laugh. “A lot more than doing laundry. I thought your ranch hands might like burritos for lunch.”

Derek inhaled again, and his mouth watered. “I guarantee they’ll love them.”

With Tim standing watch over their prisoners, Derek decided it wouldn’t be fair to Sabrina to keep her in the dark any longer. Honey, not vinegar. If her brother had been killed for something he knew—or to keep him from finding it—then whoever was after John might think Sabrina held the answers. And for all Derek knew, she did.

Sabrina tasted her mixture, gave it a stir, then twisted a knob under the burner. “This needs to simmer.” She wiped her hands on a towel she’d hooked into the belt loops of her jeans and fixed her gaze on Adam, then Derek. With narrowed eyes, she asked, “Would it be presumptuous of me to ask what’s really going on?”

Definitely honey time. Derek exchanged a quick glance with Adam, who gave a quick nod. Derek hadn’t worked a lot of ops with the man, but the communication connections developed when lives were on the line didn’t go away.

“Let’s go into my office.” Derek motioned Sabrina ahead of him. Being polite, not because he liked the way her ass swayed. He reached around her to open the door, getting a whiff of shampoo. Citrus. A tingle below his belt told him he’d been surrounded by cowboys too long.

Inside, he gestured Adam and Sabrina to the sofa and took a seat behind his desk. Where to start? Hell, he was almost as much in the dark as Sabrina. He took the coward’s way out. Besides, anything connected to Blackthorne would come with need to know strings attached. “Adam, why don’t you let Sabrina know what you’re doing here.”

Adam angled his body so he faced Sabrina. “Derek filled me in on what brought you to his ranch. Based on what we’ve seen happen to your car, your instincts were right.”

Her eyes widened. “So I am in trouble?”

Adam ignored her question. “It would help us a lot if we knew how much John told you about his work.”

“I told you, we hadn’t communicated in years. He didn’t tell me anything. All I got from him recently was the letter he wrote almost fifteen years ago while he was in the Army.”

“What about his personal effects? A will? Did he leave you anything?” Derek asked.

“I don’t even know if John had a will,” Sabrina said. “Nobody got in touch with me between getting notified about his death and when I left Albuquerque. Not counting those nasty emails, but since I didn’t answer, I don’t call that ‘getting in touch.’ Nobody knows where I am now.”

Adam tilted his head, raised his eyebrows as if to say are you sure? 

Sabrina jumped from the sofa, then sank down as if a battering ram had plunged into her belly. She lowered her head into her hands. 

Adam reached over, laid a hand on her shoulder.

She raised her head, tugged at her purple-tipped hair. “There’s a car out there that says otherwise, isn’t there?”

“Afraid so,” Derek said. “But you’ll be safe here.”

“How can I be? Whoever these people are know I’m here. How do I know they won’t come back?”

“They might. But if they do, the people here can protect you,” Adam said.

Great. So Adam had sent the ball into his court, and there wasn’t much Derek could do but keep it in play.

“We can,” Derek said. “Now that we know there might be a threat—” he preferred to keep things vague for Sabrina’s sake— “we’ll up the security here. And, in case you hadn’t figured it out, most of the hands working for me are well-versed in protection.”

“They were in the Rangers with you?” Sabrina asked.

“Yes,” Derek said. “But this is Colorado, and being armed is as normal as wearing jeans, so anyone who works here knows how to take care of himself. Or anyone I ask them to protect. I can’t think of a better alternative until we get a handle on what’s happening.”

“What about you, Sabrina?” Adam said. “Do you have a gun? Know how to shoot?”

She shook her head so hard Derek feared her purple spikes might fly across the room. “No. Absolutely not. I am not a gun person and don’t want to be. Ever.”

This was not the time to persuade her that firearms, in the right circumstances, might save her life.

She jumped up again, this time heading for the door. “I need to check on lunch.”

“That went well,” Derek muttered.

“I’ll update Blackthorne. You can calm her down,” Adam said.

“Hang on a sec.” Derek showed Adam the text from Tim with the car’s VIN. “You might want to pass that one up the line.”

“Most definitely.”

Derek found Sabrina in the kitchen, grabbing ingredients from the pantry and fridge, slamming them all onto the counter. He helped himself to a cup of coffee, tasted it, and grimaced. “I’ll make a fresh pot.”

She took a deep breath, fisted her hands at her hips, and surveyed the array on the counter. As if she were assembling a jigsaw puzzle, she moved things around. Another deep breath, and she began putting things away, which came as a relief, because Derek couldn’t imagine how half of what she’d laid out could possibly go into a burrito.

He set the coffee brewing, then took a seat at the kitchen table. “We’ll make this right, Sabrina.”

“You’re not talking about my burritos, are you?” Her voice wobbled.

“Your brother was a good man. We’ll find whoever did this to him.”

The spoon she was holding clattered to the counter. “You ... you’re saying his death ... it wasn’t an accident? Not a hit and run?”

The fear in her glistening eyes pierced his heart.

“We need a cook,” Derek continued. “You need a hiding place. What do you say?”

Her silence hung in the room like a spring fog, finally broken by a ding from the mudroom. She turned, wiped her eyes. “I guess that means the washer is done. Is your cook supposed to do the laundry, too?”
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Chapter 7
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SABRINA MET DEREK’S gaze, blinking away tears. She was not going to cry, but if she did, it wasn’t going to be in front of him. She sped to the mudroom.

Sabrina scooped the wet clothes out of the washing machine, shoved them into the dryer, then dumped the next load into the washer. When she turned to leave, Derek’s broad frame filled the doorway. Good looking or not, the implications twisted her stomach. “Are you going to follow me everywhere?”

“Not everywhere, no.”

There was nothing lighthearted about his tone, which tightened the knots in her belly. The fear she’d felt after being clipped on the road was nothing compared to this. This was real. Someone wanted to find her, and she had no clue what they were after.

“I don’t suppose these bad guys would leave me alone if I told them I didn’t have any contact with John, so I couldn’t possibly have what they want.”

“My experience says no.”

She moved toward him, and he stepped aside to let her pass. She strode to the stove to taste her burrito filling again, and frowned. “Do your cowboys like things spicy?”

That’s right. Talk about food. Pretend everything is normal.

“Yep. Within reason.” Derek stepped to the stove and reached for the spoon she’d set down. “Want me to test it?”

She yanked open a drawer and pulled out a clean spoon. This might not be a restaurant, but hygiene habits were impossible to ignore. “Use this.”

He winged his eyebrows but accepted the spoon, dipped it into the meat mixture, and raised a small sample to his lips.

And why are you focusing on his lips? Get real. You’re thinking about kissing him?

Well, it beat thinking about someone trying to kill her.

Derek sampled the morsel, then set the spoon next to hers. Sabrina couldn’t help but study his face, trying to gauge his reaction. Her ego demanded Derek approve of everything she prepared.

His eyes lit up and he grinned. “You keep cooking like this, and I’ll do the laundry.”

She feigned indignation. She thought about mud, manure, and ironing western shirts, and her initial indignation wasn’t feigned anymore. “So laundry was part of the cook’s job?”

“I’m the guy in charge of laundry.”

“But you thought you’d farm that one off on me.” Now she wished she’d stuck the red sweatshirt of his in with his whities. But that would have ruined her lights. And, to be fair, Derek hadn’t asked her to add his clothes to hers.

He lifted his hands in submission. “We can go over the ground rules for your job later. After lunch.”

Which, if the other cowboys liked her burritos as much as Derek had seemed to, might give her some negotiation leverage.

Adam strode into the kitchen, his expression unreadable. Derek’s face closed as the man approached. Sabrina’s stomach played host to a trampoline troupe. Sucking in a deep breath, she held it for a count of five, then exhaled.

“Excuse me,” she said. “Given I’m apparently the reason bad stuff is going down, I think it’s fair to be kept in the loop. Let’s start with easy questions. Where are the rest of my things?”

“I brought everything I found,” Derek said. “What’s missing?”

“I had a suitcase. Two cartons. They weren’t in the car?”

Derek shook his head. “Nope.”

Gooseflesh rippled down Sabrina’s neck. When she’d run, she hadn’t brought a lot with her, but what she’d brought, aside from clothes, was the important—at least to her—stuff. Her journals. Years of her life. Pictures, her recipes, a few family heirlooms. Aside from her recipes, the rest was valuable for the memories they encompassed, nothing more.

“Let’s talk.” Adam pulled out a chair and sat at the kitchen table. Derek joined him.

Sabrina assembled the rest of what she needed for the burritos and nodded to the men. “I’m listening.”

“Your brother was looking into something hush-hush. Right now, we think that’s why he was killed,” Derek said.

Stunned, Sabrina waited for her heart to start beating. Her mouth hung open and she made an effort to close it.

“And whoever killed him thinks he told me his secret? Why? John never communicated with me. Not after he joined the army, except for a few Christmas and birthday cards, and all that stopped, too.” She frowned at the pre-grated cheese, and all the canned goods and pre-packaged mixes. If she was going to be the ranch cook, she’d have to make changes in the pantry.

You’re avoiding the issue again.

“You know that, but the people after John don’t,” Adam said.

Something niggling at the base of Sabrina’s brain wriggled its way to the surface. She stared at Adam. “Your showing up here today wasn’t a coincidental visit, was it? Not one of those, ‘I happened to be in the area and thought I’d look up an old friend’ kind of things.” Previously buried thoughts slotted together. “You were looking for me.”

Should she be grateful or pissed?

“And it’s a good thing he was,” Derek said.

Well, Derek thought she should be grateful, and Adam had found her, so she had two votes in the grateful column. She might as well make it unanimous. “Do I want to know how you found me? Here, I mean. I know John listed me as next of kin, because that’s what the Albuquerque cops who notified me of his death said.”

“Listing next of kin is standard Blackthorne policy. It took a day or two to find you, because the last known address was out of date, but our people are good at that kind of thing.” Adam held her gaze for a moment.

Listing a next of kin where you worked seemed a bit far out. But wouldn’t John have listed someone he knew, someone he was in touch with? Was Adam judging her for not keeping her brother apprised of her whereabouts? Would finding out about his death two days earlier have made a difference in anything? She refused any guilt.

Nothing about the company he worked for seemed ordinary. She had a feeling the security jobs John did went a lot deeper than the computer work Adam had mentioned.

She sent her mind to the days after the funeral. “I called the company after I got the letter, and asked how to find Derek Cooper. Good thing I’m not a spy, I guess, since I wasn’t trying to keep who I was or why I wanted it a secret. But at the time, I had no reason to think there was anything wrong.”

The very brief glance the men exchanged told her she’d hit on something. If John had been working on something hush-hush, everything that had happened since his funeral made more sense.

John a spy? Her brain awhirl, Sabrina shoved those thoughts aside and returned to the more comfortable arena of her burrito project. “Will you be staying for lunch, Adam?”

His nonplussed expression said he hadn’t been expecting that particular question. “I suppose so.”

She wondered if he’d be here for dinner, too. And breakfast. Meanwhile, she turned on a burner and began the process of softening the tortillas, then stuffing and rolling them. Working with food had the calming result she needed, and she braved another question as she worked. “You think the bad guys, whoever they are, have my suitcase and the contents of my boxes, right? So what are you doing to find them?”

“We found the boxes, but they were empty. What was in them?” Derek asked. “Maybe they tossed the rest of what they’d found farther away. It would help if we knew what we were looking for.”

She described what she’d brought, heat flooding her face as her voice trembled. “And I had John’s journals and a photo album. Things that mattered to me. I wasn’t thinking about things that would have mattered to him, but I didn’t see anything other than the basic, everyday stuff when I went through his apartment. He wasn’t much on saving things, from what I saw.”

Adam leaned forward. “Did anyone else know he kept a journal?”

“I doubt it,” she said. “Our parents insisted we keep them, and he hated it. The ones I found ended the day he left for basic training. Most of his entries were no more than a couple of sentences.”

“What if he had a recent one?” Derek said. “One that whoever ransacked his place found. Or other records of what he’d been doing.”

“If they found it and took it, I wouldn’t have noticed.” Sabrina rolled the last burrito and set it in the baking pan alongside the others. “But if they had it, why come after me?”

What bothered her now was that these questions weren’t upsetting her the way they had when this mess started. She couldn’t be getting used to threats of violence, could she?

“They might think John told you. But for now, it seems more logical to assume they didn’t find what they needed.” Derek pulled a cell phone from his belt and fussed with it, then handed it to her. “Do you recognize this man?”

She wiped her hands on her side towel and took the phone. The screen displayed a man’s face. One eye was swollen shut, and a trickle of blood dripped from a cut on his cheek. Swarthy complexion. Clean-shaven, both face and head. She studied the image, then shook her head. “Don’t think I’ve seen him before. But everyone at the funeral was either in uniform or a business suit, and nobody looked like he’d been in a fight.” She dropped her gaze. “To be honest, all I could think of was getting out of there. I doubt I’d remember if either of you had been there.”

Derek hadn’t known about John’s death, but what about Adam? No. He’d have told her if he’d been there. And why hadn’t he? She studied him again, tried to envision him among the blur of faces at the post-funeral reception. She thought she’d have noticed the striking silver hair.

Derek took the phone, swiped the screen, and handed it to her again. “What about him?”

This guy had long, stringy blond hair, a crooked nose, scruffy beard, and a glower that almost had her feeling heat rays from the phone. “No. Him, I’d remember.”

“Guess it’s time for phase two,” Derek said.

~
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DEREK SHOT ADAM THE same tight-lipped, narrow-eyed stare he’d used when Adam was the FNG on Blackthorne ops. The one that said I’m the boss, you’re the fucking new guy, so shut up and follow orders. He almost smiled when Adam returned virtually the identical look Derek had seen then. The one that said All right—for now, but just you wait.

Adam had appeared on Derek’s turf, and for the time being, that was enough for Derek to call the shots. One of which was going to be letting Sabrina know as much as he thought she ought to know. She’d nailed it when she’d said she was at the center of things, and she needed to be aware of what might happen.

“Can you leave the burritos to fend for themselves awhile?” Derek asked her.

Sabrina topped the pan with heaps of grated cheese. “What time is lunch?”

“We break around one, one-thirty. Depends on where we’re working and how much there is to do.”

“I was going to make a chile sauce to go with them, but since you don’t have the right ingredients, I’ll skip it. These will need about half an hour in the oven to reheat.”

“Then there’s plenty of time. Come with me,” Derek said, nodding at Adam as well.

Sabrina covered the pan with foil and put it in the fridge. Derek tried to concentrate on the real reason Sabrina was here, not how much he appreciated her taking over the cooking. That was a convenient bonus to her presence, but finding John’s intel and keeping Sabrina safe were his priorities.

He led both of them to the office. When he opened the panel, Sabrina’s sharp intake of breath hissed in his ears. He imagined what she must be thinking. She’d talked of spies, and here he was, showing her a secret passage. He glanced at Adam. A clichéd secret passage.

Derek reached for her, rested a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll go first,” he said, knowing Adam would bring up the rear. He didn’t think Sabrina would bolt, but the protective moves were automatic.

He fought the memories, the overbearing weight of them, the sharp metallic taste of them. This was now, and bore no resemblance to what had happened on his final mission. Sabrina would be fine. So would he.

Downstairs, Derek opened the door and flipped on the light.

“Oh my God. You are spies.” Sabrina stood in the center of the room, turning slowly, mouth agape.

“Not spies,” Adam said. “I prefer to think of the work we do as protective intervention.”

Sabrina crossed the room to the bank of security monitors, which Derek hadn’t turned off. “Who watches these?”

“Until today, nobody,” Derek said. “I left the business years ago. This used to be a storage cellar, and when I took over the ranch, I converted it. Precautionary, old habits, ounce of prevention stuff. Didn’t take long to realize I didn’t need it to be a rancher, and that’s what I am.”

“So, do you record everything now? What can you see? How many cameras? Where are they?”

Adam’s mouth twitched. Sabrina had gone from fearful and angry to downright curious.

Derek explained the cameras and the security monitors on the wall. “But that’s not the real reason I brought you here. It’s safe. No windows. The exit to the outside is through a tunnel from the bedroom that ends in what used to be the tack room in the old barn. Well hidden, so it’s unlikely anyone will be waiting there.”

“Great,” Sabrina said. “I’m not fond of being on the receiving end of a game of Whack-A-Mole.”

This time, Derek caught the undertones to Sabrina’s flippant humor, the underlying nervousness in the timbre of her voice.

“I doubt you’ll have to use it. I wanted you to know this place exists, and if things do go south, I want you down here where I know you’ll be safe.”

“For how long?” Sabrina paced the room, stopping at one of the doors, her hand on the knob.

“That’s a bathroom,” Derek said. “To answer your question, I have no way of knowing, but not more than a day or two would be my estimate.”

Sabrina opened the door and peered inside the compact half bath. Toilet and sink. No hot showers or long soaks in a tub down here.

“There are two bunk beds in the other room.” Derek chinned toward a second door. “And the recliners in here are backup sleeping accommodations.”

“Have you ever housed six people down here?” she asked. “For more than a couple of hours? I mean, this isn’t your ranch bunkhouse, is it?”

“Nope,” Derek said. “But it’s here, and if the circumstances warranted, I don’t think folks would mind being crowded for a bit.”

She seemed to ponder that. “I guess if Anne Frank could do it, I could. But what about food? Do you go upstairs to use the kitchen?”

Derek slid open a panel at the base of a wooden wall unit. “Hot plate, coffee maker, and mini fridge. If we have to hunker down here, it’s survival, not gourmet.”

Adam, who’d been hanging back, chimed in. “Sabrina, the odds are slim you’ll be sequestered here unless you want to get away from all the testosterone for a bit. Now, I think we’d better go over everything we know.”

Derek grinned. “Sequestered. Not bad, man.” He sat behind the desk, Adam in the same recliner he’d occupied before.

Sabrina wandered to the bedroom door, opened it and peered inside before returning to take her seat. “Cozy.”

“Let’s recap what we know,” Derek said. “Sabrina, what we say here is confidential. Normally, you’d have to go through background checks—”

“Done,” Adam said.

Sabrina’s eyes rounded in indignation. “You did what?”

Adam faced her, gave her a submissive hands-up. “Routine. Part of trying to find you.”

And if Sabrina bought that, Derek would keep Adam in his favorite libation—which happened to be a very expensive single-malt scotch—for the next five years. When Sabrina jumped from the chair, her hands curled into fists, Derek knew his bank account was safe.

“You checked me out. You already knew everything about me before you got here.”

“No, of course not,” Adam said. “Not everything. We know you have no police record, and we found your address. Your place of employment. That’s about it.”

A skeptical expression on her face, Sabrina flounced into the chair. She turned her attention to Derek. “You knew this, too?”

He repeated Adam’s hands-up posture. “No. I had no clue. Still don’t, other than what you’ve told me.”

She glared at him. “You expect me to believe you two boys didn’t share?”

“All right, everyone. Who knows what and who said what isn’t productive,” Adam said. “We pool our information and what we discuss stays in this room. Agreed?”

Sabrina tugged at her hair. Derek wondered how she’d react when he told her the purple spikes would have to go.
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Chapter 8
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SABRINA’S STOMACH CHURNED. How had she gotten entangled in John’s top secret work? Until a week or so ago, the biggest dangers in her life were burns and cuts. Painful, but not life-threatening. She tried to comprehend everything Derek and Adam had said. She had bits and pieces, like a bunch of ingredients but no recipe. She needed things laid out, organized, with a step-by-step progression.

“Can we start at the beginning? Look at all the pieces? One at a time?” she asked.

Derek swiveled his chair and stepped from behind his desk. “Hang on.” He went into the bedroom. From where she sat, she watched him bend over and reach under one of the bunk beds. She admired the way his jeans hugged his tight rear end, figuring she might as well take advantage of a positive amongst the overwhelming list of negatives.

Derek returned with a collapsible easel and an erasable whiteboard. He extended the tripod legs of the easel and set the board on the tray.

Adam spoke first. “Sabrina, your brother was looking into a lead, but he wasn’t the sort to share information while it was in the speculation phase. He was meeting a source to find out whether it was something we needed to be concerned about. If so, he’d have reported his findings and our boss would have made the decision whether we should pursue it or hand it over to other authorities. Unfortunately, he died before he reported to us.”

Derek wrote Source? on the board.

“So, are you looking for him?” Sabrina asked. “Once you know what the information is, you can go off and catch the bad guys and I can go home, right? People are counting on me.”

She paused, thinking of her students. Sabrina’s partner, Renae, who was covering for her, could teach them how to cook, sure. But would Renae understand that for these students, having a person to talk to, a person who understood them, was more important than the cooking? The school wasn’t about the cooking as much as getting these people off the streets, getting them to care about themselves, getting them to see they could break free. 

She had a brief flashback to her failure with Lourdes before she realized Adam was speaking and shifted her attention to his words.

“We know your brother’s death was no accident. We did look for the source. Unfortunately, your brother’s habit of playing things close to his vest slowed us down. By the time we found him, he was dead.”

She gripped the arms of the recliner. Sweat trickled down her neck. If it had been real when she learned John’s death was no accident, this was real in all caps. Underlined. Italicized. People were out there killing people. People might be here killing people. Her, for one.

“It was made to look like a random mugging, but the cops are still investigating,” Adam said.

“Do they tell you what they find?” Sabrina asked. “If they find out who the guy is, will they let you know? In case he shows up here?”

“We’re doing a parallel investigation,” Adam said. “To date, it appears John’s source was acting on his own suspicions, and at least as far as we’ve been able to determine, was not directly involved in the operation.”

“Wait a minute,” Sabrina said. “You have two people—John and this source—who think there’s something shady going on, but don’t know what it is, or who’s doing it, or when it will happen? And they’re both killed when they start looking into whatever they’re looking for?”

“Sounds right to me,” Derek said.

Sabrina pressed her hands to her belly, almost doubling over as the implications struck home. This was worse than the nightmare where she was running blindly through a dark forest, being chased by monsters she couldn’t see. And then she remembered the pictures Derek had shown her.

“Those two men,” she said. “The ones I didn’t recognize. They have something to do with this, don’t they? Were they the ones who killed John and his source? Do you know where they are? Can you tell the cops?”

Please say yes.

And then it hit her like plunging a pot of blanched vegetables into an ice bath. She glared at Derek. “They’re here. You caught them. That’s why you raced out and fabricated that story about steers.”

“Very astute,” Derek said. “And because they’re refusing to talk, we’re waiting to see if Adam’s people can identify them from facial recognition and the VIN of the car they were using.”

“Are they also the ones who took my stuff and blew up Merry’s car?”

“Merry?” Derek said.

“My neighbor. After my car was ruined, we swapped.” Her stomach lurched. “Is she in danger, too?”

“No,” Adam said.

“And you know this how?” Sabrina asked. “She was using my car when it was vandalized. Now, I’m driving her car, and people are following me. Sounds to me like your bad guys have made the connection.”

“We’ve got someone keeping an eye on her,” Adam said.

“Okay, let’s back up.” Derek drew a line across the bottom of the board. At the far left, he wrote John dies. “When did the source die?”

“We discovered it two days later, but the cops say it was within twenty-four hours of John’s death,” Adam said. “What they can’t say is before or after.”

Derek erased Source from the top of the board and wrote it beside John’s entry. He drew a short vertical line to the right, and wrote Funeral. “Let’s stop here for a minute. Someone at the funeral put John’s farewell letter into Sabrina’s coat. Who was there? Adam?”

“Give me a sheet of paper,” Adam said. “I need to make a list and dump this all to Blackthorne at once. I know there were two ops going on when John died, so most of the people who knew him well weren’t at the funeral.”

“Do you have a company roster with pictures?” Sabrina asked. “I might remember faces. Or are they on the company’s website?”

Adam coughed into his hand again. “Part of working below the radar means not letting your face get out there, so no. But someone who was there will know.”

“Sorry,” she whispered, heat flaming her face. Of course spies didn’t advertise. But the security company John—and Adam and Derek—worked for was real, even if some of the things they did were secret.

“When could someone have put the note in your coat?” Derek asked.

Sabrina ran over the events. “At the service, it was cold in the church, so I had my coat on. I was sitting by myself.”

“Nobody jostled you on the way in, bumped into you?” Adam said.

She thought again, then shook her head. “Nobody approached until the reception. At the church, I’m not sure anybody even knew who I was.”

“After the church, you went to the cemetery. Same question,” Adam said.

“No again. And I think there were people who’d been at the church but skipped the cemetery and went straight to the hotel for the reception.” She tugged at her hair. “I didn’t know these people. They were faces to me. Blurry faces.”

Adam seemed to be laying everything out in his head, running through all the possibilities. “But you still wore your coat. And when you took it off, you didn’t notice the letter?”

“That’s right. It was hot in the room they gave us for the reception.”

“Where did you put your coat?” Derek asked.

“On a rack.”

“In the same room?” Adam said.

“Yes, near the door. But I had no reason to watch it, so I wasn’t paying attention to anyone who might have touched my coat.”

“Which means we’ve narrowed it down to people at the reception, while at the same time expanding the list beyond those who were at the church and cemetery. Great. Could even have been the hotel staff.” Adam wrote more notes.

Derek’s cell rang. He glanced at the display and frowned before raising it to his ear. As he listened, his frown turned to a grimace. “Be right there.”

At least Sabrina got another glimpse of his rear as he pivoted toward the stairs.

~
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DEREK PAUSED AND CLIPPED his phone onto his belt. “Looks like our guests are willing to talk. Adam, Sabrina, you stay here. See what else you can remember.”

Adam looked as though he was going to protest, but he clamped his mouth shut. “Call if you need me.”

Derek took a moment to make sure everyone had each other’s numbers in their respective phones, then trotted up the stairs, through the house, and out to the vehicle barn. Their two captives were seated on opposite sides of an unused stall, ankles and wrists bound. Tim sat with his back against the stall door, his rifle resting across his upraised knees.

“Hey, D-Man,” Tim said. “These guys are getting bored, hungry, and grumbling about needing to use the facilities.”

Derek leaned over the stall door. The bald and bruised man shrank into himself. His bearded partner lifted his chin and glared.

“As a matter of courtesy, let’s start with names,” Derek said. “We’ve got your pictures, and access to facial recognition software, so we’ll know who you are, but a show of cooperation would be a nice way to start. I’m Derek. My partner here is Tim.”

Beard Man grunted something unintelligible.

“Sorry, I didn’t catch that.” Derek cupped a hand to his ear.

“Vlad,” the man said.

“And you?” Derek pointed to Baldy.

“George.”

“All right, Vlad and George. If you’ll wait here—oh, wait. You can’t go anywhere. Never mind. I’m going to do a little checking, and if you’re telling the truth, we’ll move things along.”

Their expressions didn’t hint at subterfuge, but Derek stepped away, turned his back on the stall, and called Adam to relay the information. “Computer’s open. Feel free to use it to chat with the home front.”

While he waited for Adam to get back to him, Derek returned to his captives. “You have more for me? Here are a few suggestions to get you started. Why are you here? What do you want? Who sent you? Was anyone else with you? Pick one, any one.”

“I don’t know, D-Man.” Tim got to his feet and pointed his rifle at Vlad. “This one gives me the creeps. Can I shoot him?”

“We’ve had this conversation before, Tim.” Derek tried not to laugh as Tim immersed himself in his role. “Guarding is not shooting.”

“How about the knee then?” Tim lowered the weapon to the man’s leg, then swung it around and pointed it at George’s crotch. “Or this one? Maybe he’d like to sing soprano.”

“So sorry, gentlemen. Tim has these ... urges ... once in a while.” Derek put a hand on Tim’s shoulder. “Did you forget to take your pills again?”

Tim hung his head. “I ... um ... can’t remember.”

Derek shifted his gaze from Vlad to George. “Normally, he gets over his little urges by hunting, but he hasn’t had much time for that lately. If on top of that he forgot his meds—well, I can’t predict his behavior.”

When both men’s eyes widened, Derek gave Tim’s shoulder an exaggerated pat. “Tim, if you’re good now, I’ll let you find more squirrels after lunch.”

Tim giggled. “Thanks, D-Man. But just one shot now? Please?”

George squirmed. “Hey, no need to shoot. I’ll talk. We got our instructions. Over the phone. No names. Follow a car from the Eagle’s Roost Motel, take what was inside and bring it to a drop point.”

“See, that’s being cooperative,” Derek said. “Now, since there are things missing from the car, that’s telling me there were more than you two on this little escapade. A third party. Were there more?”

Vlad shook his head.

Derek’s phone buzzed an incoming text. He swiped to the message. Adam.

Car in the drive reported stolen two days ago. Registered owner clean. Came from CO.

Car still there? Camera 1 should see it. Derek texted.

Yes, came Adam’s response.

Which meant George and Vlad’s partner in crime had his own vehicle. Were Vlad and George locals, hired for this one task? How had they found Sabrina at the motel? What about the third man? Derek didn’t hide his frustration as he went to ask the two men more questions.

Tim was whistling, shifting his rifle back and forth from one man to the other, from head, to groin, to knees. Derek remembered how focused the man had been in his Ranger days, a sharpshooter with the patience of Job. On the job. Off the job, he was a total clown, and Derek thought Tim was having far too much fun.

“How did you follow the car from the motel?” Derek asked. “There’s not much traffic on the road. You’d have been obvious.” Of course, he had no clue whether Sabrina would have paid attention to a possible tail, but the men didn’t need to know that.

The men exchanged an almost guilty glance before George, their apparent spokesman, said, “We had a tracker. When the car stopped, we took what we were sent for, gave it to our contact.”

Derek looked to Tim. “No tracker, D-Man.”

“We’re not stupid.” George lifted his chin. “We took it off. Gave it to our contact with everything else.”

While Derek might have debated the first part of George’s answer, they did show a semblance of smarts by removing the tracking unit. “And why did you take some of the clothing from the suitcase, and not all of it?”

“I’ll answer the rest of your questions, but first you let me take a piss,” George said.

“First you answer the question, then I’ll let you take a piss. Or you can do it right where you are. This was a barn after all.”

“Okay, okay.” George fidgeted. “Clothing wasn’t part of our assignment, so we tossed enough to make room in the suitcase for what was in the boxes.”

Derek had believed the men when they said they’d been given a job by an unknown. Which sent shards of ice down his spine, because that spoke of someone higher up who did know how to run an op.

“Vlad, you’ve been quiet. Can you add anything to George’s story? I’m sure his bladder will thank you.”

Vlad squirmed as if he also was motivated to cooperate. “He speaks true. We are told to find car. Nothing about harming the driver, but she is gone. Get stuff. Hand it over. Then leave.”

“But you didn’t leave,” Derek said. “You went back to the car. Why?”

George studied the floor between his feet. “I dropped something.”

“And what was it you dropped?” Derek asked.

“A paper. With instructions about the job.”

“I told him,” Vlad said. “Don’t write it down, but his brain is too small to remember these things.” Vlad shot daggers at George. “And now we sit here tied like big chickens.”

“Trussed like turkeys,” Derek muttered. “Do you have this paper?”

“I made him eat it,” Vlad said. “Next time, he will not be so stupid.”

Tim had a coughing fit.

“All right, for now,” Derek said. He needed to get with Adam and see what else they could uncover.

“Tim, take them outside, one at a time, and let them relieve themselves. Then bring them back until we decide what to do with them.”

Tim gave another exaggerated giggle. “Then can I shoot them?”

“No, Tim, you can’t shoot them. Not yet.”

Tim stomped his foot like a three-year-old working up to a tantrum. “You’re no fun, D-Man.”

Derek left Tim to his task. He’d call his sister, have her send a deputy to take George and Vlad in for vandalizing and stealing from Sabrina’s car. He’d leave the bigger fish to Adam and Blackthorne. Their prisoners might not know it, but he was doing them a favor. In his experience, people who screwed up on assignments of this nature didn’t live too long.

And sometimes people did everything right and they still died.
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Chapter 9
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SABRINA ITCHED TO GET upstairs, to the kitchen, but Adam had made it clear that wasn’t going to happen until they had more information and had heard from Derek.

“So, what information can I possibly give you?” she asked. “Shouldn’t your people be doing this? If they know who was at the funeral, they could send pictures for me to look at. I mean, I know they’re not out there on Facebook or anything, but if you’ve trusted me this far, how would it hurt? Do I have to swear an oath I won’t reveal what you show me? I thought I’d already agreed to that.”

Adam moved to the computer and while he was busy doing whatever he did, Sabrina studied the security screens. One camera covered the entrance to the ranch road, and she made out the images of distant vehicles as they drove past. Pickup trucks and semis, mostly. Another targeted an area from the house along the drive, and she saw Merry’s car, still mired in the mud. She squinted at the fuzzy image, making out another car farther back, at the opposite edge of the drive, facing away from the house. A few cows munched on grass nearby, and a few others seemed to be regarding the car with curious eyes.

The rest of the screens showed images looking outward from other vantage points around the ranch house. She studied them, getting a feel for the ranch. A barn, a couple of smaller buildings, a corral with horses, and pastureland. Cows. More cows.

Nothing indicated there were security cameras inside the house. If she was going to be staying here, she felt easier knowing she wasn’t going to be caught on video getting ready for bed.

“There were six people from Blackthorne at the funeral.” Adam motioned her to the desk. “Did you have contact with any of them? Could they have put the letter in your coat?” A picture appeared on the computer monitor.

Sabrina leaned in and studied the face, tried to imagine the nondescript man in the polo wearing a dark business suit. “I don’t remember seeing him. He’s kind of ... ordinary looking, though.”

Adam chuckled. “That’s the idea in our business.”

And yet she’d recognize Adam anywhere. And Derek, too. But then, she didn’t know what either of these men did, so maybe being able to blend into the background wasn’t important for whatever their jobs were.

“How about this one?” Adam clicked again.

She stared at the screen. Memories returned in a flood. “Wait. I don’t know why I forgot to mention it. I did have contact with a man at your company. He helped with the funeral arrangements. Mike. Mike Hamilton. We spoke briefly at the church, and again at the reception. He helped me off with my coat. How could I have forgotten? That’s him. That’s Mike Hamilton.”

“Happens. The memory can be selective, especially under trying circumstances.”

The door opened and Derek entered the room. “What do we have?”

“What appears to be a minor snafu,” Adam said.

Hearing minor and snafu in the same sentence kicked Sabrina’s heart rate up a few notches. Could a snafu be minor? Wasn’t that an oxymoron? Like being slightly pregnant? “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Derek sat in the recliner Adam had been using, his cowboy hat upside down in his lap. “I’d like to be brought up to speed as well.”

Adam tunneled his fingers through his hair, then patted it into place. “Fair enough. When this all began, we didn’t have enough intel on the circumstances of John’s death. Since he wasn’t working on anything official, nobody noticed he hadn’t checked in. His body wasn’t identified or connected to Blackthorne for several days.”

“I thought your kind of people always knew where everyone was.” Sabrina sat in the other recliner. Derek seemed to share her frustrations, and that helped center her.

“John was a good operative,” Derek said. “At least when I knew him and worked with him.”

“But recently, he’d been going off on his own,” Adam said. “His call sign” —he looked at Sabrina— “nickname at work was Lone Wolf. Yes, we should have known where he was. And the fact we didn’t slowed things down. But we’re going to fix it.”

“Lone Wolf.” She sighed. “When I knew him, he was always part of the pack, but I never knew what was going on in his head. He didn’t share the private stuff, so I guess the nickname fits.”

“Hang on,” Derek said to Adam. “You told me he’d been following a lead. And you managed to connect him to this mysterious source. So he had to have told someone. If there was a screwup, admit it.”

At the venom in Derek’s tone, Sabrina shrank into her chair, wishing for an invisibility spell. If you botched a recipe, the results were obvious, and there was no pretending it hadn’t happened. Plus, you could usually tell why you’d failed. What was Adam covering up? Had John’s death been Blackthorne’s fault?

“I want specifics,” Derek said. “John might be Lone Wolf, but the man I knew would never have gone completely off the grid.”

Sabrina tried not to look at either man. Yes, she wanted to know. Yes, John was her brother. But whatever history Derek and Adam had, it included conflict.

“This is what we pieced together,” Adam said. “John sent an email to Blackthorne. All it said was he was following a lead and he’d check in with more.”

“Address of this meet?” Derek might have voiced it as a question, but his tone was demanding.

“It was a park. A homeless hangout.” Adam lowered his head, swiped his hands across his face. “And, we fucked ... excuse me, Sabrina ... messed up. The email was from a burn phone. It didn’t register as coming from John, and his controller was busy juggling intel from two other high-priority ops. The guy is new, but I’m not making excuses for him. And yes, asses were chewed.”

“Go on,” Derek said.

“When the cops found John, they assumed he was a homeless guy, no ID, hit by a car. DRT.”

Derek turned his head in Sabrina’s direction, but didn’t make eye contact. “Dead Right There.”

Sabrina nodded, unable to speak past the constriction in her throat.

“He was taken to the morgue, put into the queue at the Medical Examiner’s Office, and it wasn’t until his car was found that the connection was made,” Adam said. “Our people are on top of things now.”

Sabrina detected a rumbling sound somewhere between a growl and a groan from Derek.

Adam rolled his shoulders. “Let’s go over things on your side. Based on your brother’s letter, you set out to find Derek Cooper. People don’t pick up and leave without making arrangements. Bills, jobs, pets, plants.”

Sabrina heaved a sigh. “Right. Renae, my partner is covering my cooking classes. I told her I had a family emergency, and I’d check in when I could. Merry, my neighbor, has a key to my apartment. She’ll get my mail.”

“Does she know how to get in touch with you?” Derek asked.

“I gave her my new cell phone number. I gave it to Renae, too. Otherwise, nobody knows.”

“Email?” Adam asked.

“Automatic vacation reply,” she said. “I thought I’d check it once I knew what was going on.”

“Who would have known you’d swapped cars with your neighbor?” Derek said.

“I didn’t tell anyone but Merry.”

But she hadn’t told Merry not to tell anyone. What if Adam had been wrong, and Merry was in danger?

~
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DEREK WATCHED ALARM spread across Sabrina’s face. “If Adam said Merry wasn’t in danger, I’m sure she’s safe.”

“But how else would someone have found me?” she asked.

“It’s extremely doubtful anyone connected to John’s investigation would approach Merry. She’d be reluctant to divulge that information to a total stranger, wouldn’t she?” Derek said. “You might not have told her what was wrong, but she had to have a clue based on your car being vandalized and then you leaving so abruptly.”

Adam raised a hand and picked up his cell phone.

“Can’t people tell where you are if you use a cell phone?” Sabrina asked.

“Never mind.” Adam set down the phone and worked the computer. “I’ll get a sitrep from Blackthorne. See if there’s anything new.”

“Situation report,” Derek said to Sabrina. “Back to phones and emails. How are you checking in?”

Sabrina’s eyebrows lifted. “I haven’t yet. I have my laptop. I thought I’d connect to Wi-Fi at some point and get my messages.”

“I’ll give you a secure login to use to access your email,” Adam said.

That seemed to worry Sabrina even more.

“What if I said I’ll take my chances, go home to Albuquerque, and you can pretend we never met?”

Derek considered it, but only for a split second. “Nope. Not until we’ve assessed the threat level.”

“Threat level?” Her voice squeaked.

Adam pushed away from the computer. “Don’t let this guy’s love of fancy language scare you. Right now, the threat level, as he put it, is minimal. However, it would be better if you’d plan on staying here for at least a couple of days, so we can make sure.”

Derek caught a flash of motion from the bank of monitors. He stepped closer, saw the Sheriff’s Department SUV headed along the drive. It slowed as it passed Vlad and George’s car, then again at Sabrina’s, but Derek had stressed that all he wanted was the two men taken into custody. He set off to meet the deputy, letting Sabrina know this might be a good time to deal with lunch.

The relief on her face made him long to grab her in a tight embrace, to absorb all her fear, to keep her safe.

Telling himself keeping people safe was what he always wanted, why he’d joined the army and then Blackthorne, Derek followed her upstairs to the kitchen. Damn, she had a cute little ass.

“Lunch in an hour?” he asked.

“Sure.” She was already at the fridge, pulling out the foil-topped tray. “What about sides? Drinks? Dessert?”

“Coffee and lemonade are the usual,” Derek said. “The burritos will be plenty. They have to get to work afterward. Call Adam if you need him.”

“He can cook?” Sabrina asked, although her tone said she damn well knew Derek hadn’t been referring to needing help in the kitchen.

He left her to what she obviously loved doing. Adam could gather all the intel Blackthorne had dug up, and when George and Vlad were gone, Tim could hang in the kitchen to keep an eye on Sabrina.

Derek met Deputy Padilla as he parked by the front porch, glad to see his sister had listened to his suggestion to send an officer who wasn’t a stickler for every rule in the book. Padilla was a decent cop. He’d been around long enough to know things weren’t always black or white, and Derek needed him in the gray zone for this one. The deputy was also well on his way to retirement, and liked keeping things short and sweet.

The deputy unfolded his tall, lanky frame from his SUV. Derek extended a hand. “Thanks for coming. I’ve got two miscreants who came in and damaged a guest’s car.”

“I’m guessing the guest’s car is the one with the broken window and smoky interior.” Padilla grinned, adding a fresh crop of creases to his wizened face.

“The two sleazebags belong to the car closer to the road.” Derek had decided not to mention it was stolen. The deputies would figure that out, and charge the guys on the added count. It would keep them out of commission a little longer.

Derek walked Padilla toward the vehicle barn. “They’ll give you a song and dance about how they were acting under orders, but come on? Who would order a couple of goons to screw with a car on private property?”

“Yeah, it’s always somebody else’s fault,” Padilla said. “I’ll get them out of your hair.”

“Much appreciated.” Tim had re-tied both men after their “bathroom” breaks. Derek opened the stall door. “The bald one says his name is George. The other guy is Vlad. They’re all yours.”

“I’ll send a tow truck for their vehicle,” Padilla said. “You’ll need to file a report.”

“I did that over the phone with my sister,” Derek said. “If you need more, call.”

Once Padilla had his two new buddies properly restrained and loaded into the back of his SUV, Derek sent Tim to the kitchen. “I want to touch base with Frank, see how he read the scene. See if we can get a handle on the third man. You can keep Sabrina company until lunch.”

Tim’s eyes brightened and a genuine smile replaced the half-witted, slack-mouthed one he’d been using for Vlad and George’s benefit. “No problem. But you sure you don’t want me on ranch duty?”

Derek pulled out his cell and called Frank, who reported they were about done moving the herd into the dryer pasture. He told Frank to get to the main house as soon as he could. “Lunch in about forty-five minutes, but if Bryce and the temps can manage, I’d like you here ASAP.”

“Give me ten, and I’ll be on my way,” Frank said.

“All’s under control. Go,” Derek told Tim, who took off for the house at a trot.

Derek stood in the drive, watching as Padilla’s SUV headed toward the road. He’d have to volunteer to ride herd on another of his sister’s delinquents before she’d give him any information about what the deputies found out about George and Vlad. Not that they were her delinquents, but her heart turned to mush when she saw juvies picked up for petty crimes.

“Catch ’em and turn ’em around before they escalate to the big stuff,” was her motto. “A little hard work in the fresh air beats the system.”

And, sucker for her big brown eyes that he was, Derek always agreed.

He strolled to the house, lingering in the mud room long enough to enjoy the spicy aroma of Sabrina’s burritos. Bella had made them often enough, but they’d never smelled this good. Or was he imagining it because Sabrina seemed to care about what she created? Certainly he knew better than to prefer Sabrina’s cooking because he preferred looking at her. Bella was not much taller than Sabrina, but any similarities ended there. Twice as wide, a perpetual scowl on her face, and heaven help anyone who entered her domain without invitation. Derek couldn’t remember ever being asked to sample anything she cooked.

Pushing those thoughts aside, he strode into the kitchen. “Where’s Tim?”

“Bathroom,” Sabrina said.

“Everything under control?”

“Aside from having to work with your pantry, yes. I need to go shopping.” She pointed to a pad of paper where she’d filled the first page—at least—with a list of items.

“We’ll discuss that later. I’ll be in my office. The upstairs one.”

She shook her head and frowned as she poured the contents of several jars into a pot on the stove. “I definitely have to go shopping.”

As Derek walked into his office, Adam burst from the passageway, worry lines etched around his eyes. He seemed ten years older. If his hair wasn’t already silver, Derek thought it might have turned that color in the short time he’d been gone.

Adam gripped the edge of the desk. “Houston, we have a problem.”
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Chapter 10
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AFTER ENJOYING WATCHING his rear view as Derek passed through the kitchen, Sabrina tasted the jarred chile sauce. You’d think if someone was going to use ready-made, they’d at least try for something better than generic. She hunted through the spice cabinet and found oregano. Adding a pinch, stirring and tasting, she adjusted the seasoning until it came closer to what it should taste like. Cumin would help, but the closest she found was curry powder or chili powder. She added cumin to her list.

A thought washed over her. What if all these lower-end ingredients were because there wasn’t enough money to cover the good stuff? Here Derek was, going out of his way to help her. There was no reason she should add a financial burden on top of everything else. She’d have to ask him what a shopping budget would be. She scanned her list, starring the essentials.

A few minutes later, Tim returned to the kitchen, freshly scrubbed. He stood near the edge of the table, hands on the back of a chair, as if he wasn’t sure what to do.

“Do you need something?” she asked.

“Nope. I finished my chores and the boss said I could hang here until lunchtime.”

She tilted her head. “You’re a lousy liar, you know that? You’re here because Derek is busy and can’t babysit me, so he assigned you to the job.”

Tim hung his head. “He didn’t put it that way.”

“But that’s why you’re here. I know about the two guys in the barn, and I saw a deputy take them away, so you don’t have to pretend everything’s peachy. They’re the ones who messed up my car, right?”

“Yep.” Tim opened the fridge and took out a can of soda. He cracked the top and chugged.

She found green onions, chopped them, and put them in a bowl. An unopened carton of sour cream hadn’t hit its expiration date, so she put that in another bowl. The leftover shredded cheese went into a third.

“All that’s for lunch? Today?” Tim said.

“All that?” Sabrina flapped a hand. “It’s just burritos and toppings.”

“Dang it, I hope you’re around awhile longer. Bella made us sandwiches. At least she made more than peanut butter and jelly, which seems to be about all D-Man can handle.”

Sabrina wasn’t sure if she was supposed to tell him why she was staying. True, he’d seen her car burn, and he’d been in the barn with the two bad guys, but she decided it was Derek’s job.

“We’ll see,” was her noncommittal answer. She set the condiment bowls on the counter. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure. As long as I don’t have to answer if it’s one of those TMI things. Or if it’ll get me in trouble.”

Sabrina’s bubble of laughter surprised her. “You were in the Rangers with Derek, right?”

Tim straightened, as if the mere mention of the army had him acting more like a soldier and less like a cowboy. “Yes, ma’am. For two tours.”

“Did you know my brother?”

“John Barton, right? Sorry to hear he died. I knew him. Not a long time, but you get close to people real quick when the bullets are flying, you know?”

She didn’t, nor did she want to, but she nodded in understanding. “What about the work he did after he left the army? Were you involved in that?”

“No, ma’am. I got out of the military about three years ago. D-Man offered me this job, and I enjoy it. Born and raised in cow country in Oklahoma, so it wasn’t new to me.”

“D-Man. Was that Derek’s nickname in the Rangers?”

“Nah. That’s what we call him here. His Ranger call sign was Daredevil. Always taking risks, never saying it couldn’t be done.”

Trying not to smile at the thought of the polite Derek living up to his nickname, she filed the reference away. “What about yours? What did they call you?”

He ducked his head, ran his fingers along the brim of his cowboy hat. “Spidey, ma’am.”

“Because you had heightened senses?” she asked. “You could tell when the enemy was coming?”

“No, because he freaks at the sight of them.”

Sabrina spun at Frank’s voice. Tim threw his hat across the room. Frank dodged, snagging it in his fingers.

“It’s the truth ... Spidey.” Frank sailed the hat back in Tim’s direction. “This guy doesn’t flinch at snakes or lizards or a barrage from an AK-47, but one little spider and he practically wets himself.”

“Hey, let’s not go sharing too many secrets,” Tim said. “You might not like what I could tell Sabrina about you.”

Frank, not too subtly, flipped Tim off, followed by an apology to Sabrina. As if she hadn’t used the gesture herself. Before things went further, Derek entered the kitchen, his tight-lipped expression immediately dampening the mood.

“My office. Now,” Derek said. “All of you. Sabrina, it’ll be a working lunch. Can you handle it?”

The sharpness in Derek’s tone sent a shiver down her spine. She wanted to ask what had happened, but she didn’t dare. Instead, she pasted a smile on her face. “Sure. For everyone or just the four of you?”

“Can you wrap two to go?” he asked. “I’ve got a couple extra hired hands today, but they’ll be heading home right after lunch. It’ll be six eating here. You’re included.”

She nodded, found the foil, and tore off two sheets large enough to wrap the burritos. “Will they come here to get them?”

“Huh?” Derek seemed to come back from somewhere far away. “I’ll take care of it.”

She determined the burritos were hot enough, removed the pan from the oven, and wrapped two of them in the foil. “A bag?”

Derek shuffled to the pantry and returned with two brown paper lunch bags. Sabrina dropped a burrito into each one. Derek seemed in that faraway place again, the muscles in his jaw clenching.

“I can run these out, D-Man.” Tim took the bags and left through the mudroom. Judging from their expressions, neither he nor Frank had any idea what had upset Derek.

“I’ll take all this to your office,” Sabrina said. “Unless it would be more comfortable for everyone to eat in the dining room.” She assumed whatever Derek wanted to say could be said in either place, but he was the boss.

He blinked, seemed to see her. “You’re right. Dining room is fine.”

What was going on?

~
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A HAND RESTING ON DEREK’S shoulder snapped him out of his hellhole and into today’s reality. He jerked away from the contact, met Frank’s concerned stare.

“Hey, D-Man. You all right?” Frank asked.

Derek ignored the trickle of sweat rippling down his spine, the blood pounding in his ears, the taste of desert in his mouth. “I’m fine. Help Sabrina set up lunch, would you?”

With a parting look of concern, Frank backed off, heading for the silverware drawer. Sabrina had a large tray on the counter, and she and Frank assembled the plates, glasses, and other dining accoutrements, all the while acting as though Derek wasn’t the elephant in the room.

He pivoted and marched to the office to find Adam, wishfully thinking he’d find the man saying it had all been a mistake, that Blackthorne had sent the wrong intel, that there was no danger. Yeah, right.

Adam’s curses as he worked the computer confirmed Derek’s fears. This threat was real, it was happening now, and it had to be stopped.

“We’re having lunch in the dining room,” Derek said. “Might as well let everyone eat before we ruin their appetites.”

“We have time?” Adam asked.

Derek snorted. “These guys will have lunch scarfed down in under ten minutes. Can we spare that?”

“Yeah. Nothing much we can do until I get the next update.”

Derek headed for the door, then turned. “Frank might be able to give us a lead on the third man. If we find him, we’ll be able to plan accordingly.”

“Agreed. We going to work up here or down there?” Adam asked.

Derek had already considered that choice. The computers were linked, but the surveillance monitors were in the hideaway. “The guys don’t know about downstairs. Never had a reason to use it for anything they were involved in. But it’s a good time to bring them in. Can’t see how keeping it a secret will matter. I trust them.”

“Will they be willing to cross over to the dark side of covert ops?” Adam asked.

“I’ll give them the choice. I know they’ll keep their mouths shut whether or not they’ll agree to be a part of this.”

A chime signaled an incoming message and Adam returned to the computer.

“Can you join us for lunch, or should I fix you a plate?” Derek asked.

“I’ll eat with you. Might as well start the briefing over the burritos.”

And with that, Derek slipped into operative mode, as smoothly as a dive into the creek after working cattle on a hot summer day. Into the life he thought he’d left behind.

He told Adam to go to lunch, found a cable and connected his phone to the computer to transfer the pictures Frank had taken. Once that was done, he disconnected his phone, clipped it to his belt, and thought about the order of command. His ranch, his men, but he wasn’t Blackthorne. Adam was. And, Derek reminded himself, Adam was far from the arrogant, green FNG he’d once been. If he was still with Blackthorne, he must have the skills.

Derek stiffened his shoulders and headed for the dining room. Sabrina was dishing out burritos and passing plates around the table. He paused at the sight of his cowboys, all bare-headed. Derek’s mother had started the no boots in the house rule long before Derek was born, but she’d never enforced hats on or off inside or at the table. Apparently Sabrina thought otherwise. Derek removed his Stetson and set it, crown down, on the sideboard. He took his usual spot at the head of the table, noting Adam had chosen the one to his right. 

Sabrina filled the last plate and sent it Derek’s way, then started the bowls of extras around the table. Derek waited until everyone’s plate was heaped with the savory burritos before clearing his throat. These men had plenty of experience handling Ranger missions without letting them interfere with their appetites.

“Cattle work done for the day?” he began. After all, this was a working ranch, and his profit margin was so thin you could see through it. He couldn’t afford to lose a day’s work.

“Yep,” Bryce said. “North pasture’s lookin’ good. Should be plenty of grass, don’t think we’ll need to supplement for a bit.”

“Except for the sage,” Frank said. “Aggravates my allergies.” He reached into a pocket for a pill and swallowed it with a drink of lemonade.

“Not much we can do about that.” Derek sampled a bite of his meal and knew his expression matched the satisfied ones of all the men. Sabrina hadn’t touched her lunch yet. She was watching as each cowboy tasted her food. When they smiled and enthusiastically dug in for more, she gave a tight nod and began eating.

“Adam’s been in touch with Blackthorne.” Derek recapped what had brought Sabrina here, and what her brother had been doing before his death. He glanced her way, his heart thumping a little faster when he caught her gaze. She’d stopped eating, and was watching him, studying him, waiting for answers. He paused, in case Adam wanted to step in, be the bearer of bad news. No such luck.

“According to Blackthorne intel, John had a lead on what could be classified as biological warfare.”

Forks clattered against plates. No more chewing. All eyes were on him.

“Keep eating,” Derek said. “Take advantage of our cook’s expertise in the kitchen.” As expected, his men went back to their meals. If the world was going to end for any of them, they’d go out with full bellies. Eyes shifted to Sabrina, and heads nodded. Murmurs of “thanks” and “this is good” rippled across the table.

Sabrina’s cheeks pinked, but she waved them off. “I’m glad you like it, but I want to hear more from Derek. Do these people think I know something about biological warfare? And what does that mean, anyway? Are planes going to fly over dropping clouds of germs? Is someone poisoning crops? Or ...” She glanced around the table. “Or your cows? Could people die from eating your meat?”

All eyes snapped his way. He stalled, taking another bite of burrito—damn, they were good—and organized his thoughts as he chewed. Swallowed. Wiped his mouth with his napkin. Cloth, not paper, he noted absently.

“We don’t know a lot yet.” He read a combination of trust and fear in Sabrina’s eyes. “It could be someone blowing smoke, trying to scare people to call attention to himself. Or his cause.”

“So there might not be any danger?” Sabrina said.

“We prefer to be proactive,” Adam said. “Hope for the best, but assume the worst. We’d rather be laughed at for overreacting than be playing catch up after the damage is done.”

“Do we know who this someone is?” Bryce asked. “What’s his cause?”

“And why out here? We’re not a population center,” Frank said. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to hit the major metropolitan areas?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions. Here’s what we have.” Adam set down his fork and swiped his napkin across his mouth.

Frank’s and Tim’s eyes shifted to Derek, as if to ask whether it was all right to turn the floor over to the newcomer. Derek blinked and gave the tiniest bob of his head.

Adam pushed his plate away. “The latest Blackthorne intel says the guy John was meeting used to belong to a vocal fringe group that wanted to abolish all vaccinations, saying they were the work of the Devil and went against the natural order. He’d left the group but was still tuned into their propaganda.”

“How are they different from all the other anti-vaxxers?” Frank asked. “There are plenty of those around. Not that I agree.”

“Yeah. Not to downplay kids getting sick, but measles aren’t considered deadly, are they?” Bryce said. “Mumps can have nasty side-effects, but they don’t kill you.”

Adam spoke up. “Measles is still a serious disease for young children. The death rate is about ten percent, so it’s far from trivial. Because of the vaccine, there haven’t been nearly as many cases as there were fifty years ago, so people have forgotten the risks.”

Now that things had opened into discussion territory, Derek felt more comfortable about chiming in. “Part of the problem is that these diseases are starting to make a comeback, and as more and more people skip the vaccines, they’ll continue to spread. And yes, as Adam pointed out, they can kill you.”

“But why kill John? Or his source?” Frank asked. “If this group is against vaccinations, they, as individuals, have the right to refuse them. Smarter people will make sure their kids are protected.”

“Good points,” Derek said. “The snag is scuttlebutt says this group is going to distribute contaminated vaccines, so those who get them will be infected with something much more virulent, and the anti-vaxxers will claim their point has been made.”

Sabrina’s eyes popped open. “More virulent? As in nasty side effects? There are always dangers of side effects with any vaccine. You think they’re trying to scare people away from having their kids vaccinated by having them get sick? And would they still be immune?”

“That’s what we’re trying to find out,” Adam said. “First, whether it’s a smoke-blowing campaign, second, real or not, what the claimed threat is, and third, how to stop it.”

“Priority going to numbers two and three,” Derek said.

“And we’re involved because—?” Bryce asked. “Seems to me all you have is someone trying to blow the whistle on a group that may or may not have any credibility.”

“They killed my brother,” Sabrina said softly. “And came after me.”
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Chapter 11
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SABRINA SQUIRMED AS all eyes shifted toward her. She pushed her chair away from the table and began clearing plates.

“Those can wait,” Derek said. “Since you are involved in this, I’d prefer not to have to repeat everything. You need to be up to speed on what we’re discussing.”

“It’ll only take a minute,” she said.

“I’ll take full responsibility for the dishes,” Derek said. “We need to take this elsewhere, to a better work environment. Feel free to grab coffee refills, use the john. We’ll assemble in my office.”

Sabrina gave herself a mental back-pat when everyone grabbed his plate on the way to the kitchen. She took the empty food platters and followed. The cowboys put their own dishes in the dishwasher before filling coffee mugs.

“Thanks, guys, didn’t Derek say to get to the meeting?”

“He didn’t say Stat,” Tim said.

“Which means we have a couple of minutes. Although, I think we should have left the dishes. How often does D-Man say he’ll take care of them?” Frank added.

The electrical current flowing through Sabrina’s veins made it clear she didn’t need more coffee. Instead, she plucked a bottle of water from the pantry and followed the men to the office.

Derek stood beside the bookcase, one hand resting on the set of books that opened the door. None of the men seemed to be paying attention. Did they not know what that meant? When Derek tipped the books down and the bookcase popped away from the wall, the dropped jaws, rounded eyes, and ripples of curse words answered her.

“Adam, lead the way,” Derek said. “Gentlemen, the first rule about my hideaway is you don’t talk about my hideaway. Understood?”

Clearly, Derek trusted his men or he’d never have shown his secret passage to them without extracting their promises of silence first. Adam disappeared down the passage, followed by the cowboys. One hummed the Mission Impossible theme song as they trooped downstairs.

When the four cowboys had descended, Derek flashed her a quick smile. “After you.”

As she moved toward the entrance, his hand touched the small of her back. Instantly calmer, she welcomed his touch and returned his smile. “You don’t think this is at all out of the ordinary, do you? The other guys seemed almost excited.”

“It’s like riding a bike.” His smile disappeared. “Not that I like what brought things to this point, but yeah, it feels familiar.”

Something in his eyes, caught by the light right before she stepped onto the tiny, dimly-lit landing, said he wasn’t happy about that familiarity. She wasn’t happy about any of this either, so they had that much in common.

She caught up with the cowboys as they entered Derek’s hideaway. Bryce stood in the center of the room, while Frank and Tim moved around, examining the whiteboard and security monitors. She noted their surprised expressions, feeling smug she’d known about this before they had.

The smugness was replaced by dread as Derek shut the door behind him. She unscrewed the cap from her bottle of water and took a long drink to ease the sudden dryness in her mouth. 

Derek went to his desk. “Before we start, I want you to know this is strictly a voluntary operation.”

“Lay out the problem,” Frank said.

Derek woke up his computer and opened the image files. “I’ve uploaded the pictures Frank took earlier. He’s our best tracker, but I want everyone to see these, see if you can spot anything that will give us a lead on our mystery man.”

The men crowded around the monitor. “What? No projection system? No five-foot wide plasma screen descending from the ceiling?” Tim said. “We have to look at this little screen? It’s what? Twenty, twenty-two inches? How ... quaint.”

Sabrina understood Tim’s comments for what they were. A way to lighten the mood, escape the gravity of the situation.

Derek relinquished his seat to Frank, who clicked through the images.

“Slow down, Sherlock,” Bryce said. “You’re not that good.”

“Nope. Want to see what we’ve got,” Frank said. He reached the end of the photos, then positioned three of them side by side on the screen. “The good news is, the mud gave us decent tracks. The not-as-good news is our clowns were tromping all over the place destroying footprints as fast as they made them. But, since we caught the guys, we know the footprints around the car belonged to them.

“Near as I can recreate the events, the bad guys got here, stopped behind Sabrina’s car, and did their initial dirty work. My best guess is they took what they were supposed to take, put it in their car, then drove closer to the highway to wait for their contact. I matched some tire tracks behind Sabrina’s car to those of their vehicle.”

“So their contact didn’t come with them initially?” Adam asked.

“Doesn’t look that way,” Frank said.

“Were there any tire tracks from the other guy? Their contact?” Sabrina asked.

“I think so.” Frank’s first two fingers bounced on the mouse. “Again, it’s speculation, but I think our mystery man met them at their car, made the exchange, and boogied on out. You can see this second set of tire tracks overlaying ones from the known vehicle.”

Sabrina moved closer, and the men eased aside to make room so she had a better view of the screen. To her, it looked like a jumble of tracks, but she acknowledged Frank knew what he was talking about, since no one questioned him.

“We caught the two clowns because they made the mistake of coming back.” Frank gazed up from the monitor, caught Tim’s eye. “Did you ever find out why they did? They could have gotten away easily enough.”

Tim rolled his eyes. “If you can believe it, one said he left the note he’d written the instructions on in her car, so they came back for it. Then again, after spending some not-so-quality time with them waiting for the cops, I guess I can believe it.”

“Good thing crooks are stupid,” Frank muttered.

“So what happens now?” Sabrina asked.

Frank clicked through more images, stopping on one of the tire tracks. “I’m assuming these belong to the mystery car.” He put several more pictures on the screen, pointing to each in turn. “The car drives in, hangs a U-turn, and stops next to the clowns’ car, then drives away.”

Derek leaned in. “Which would have been where our two handed off what they took from Sabrina’s car. Did you see any other footprints?”

“Negative. Nothing to indicate he ever got out of his car,” Frank said.

“Anything distinctive in the tread marks?” Tim asked. “A way to match them to the car should we manage to find it?”

“A good possibility,” Frank said. “These aren’t new tires, and the wear pattern will be distinctive. All we have now is an exemplar.”

Derek sidled closer to Sabrina, put a hand on her shoulder, his mouth close to her ear. “That means there’s no magic system that can match a tire to a specific car, but if we get the car, we can match this evidence and be fairly confident we can say that car was on our property today.”

“Okay.” Sabrina fought the urge to tilt her head enough so Derek’s lips would be on her mouth, not her ear. The room was overflowing with testosterone, but it was Derek who made her feel safe. Or safer, anyway.

“Shoot them all to Blackthorne,” Adam said. “Even though they’re cell phone pictures, they should be able to work their voodoo.”

“Why not send them to the local police?” Sabrina asked. “They’re closer, and don’t they have crime labs?”

Derek shook his head. “Given very little was taken and no blood was shed, the pictures would sit in line for who knows how long. I didn’t mention it might be related to something bigger.”

“But why not?” Sabrina wandered closer to the security camera monitors. Everything looked peaceful. If she hadn’t seen the damage to the interior of her car, she’d never have guessed it wasn’t simply stuck in the mud awaiting a tow. “Seems you’d want all the help you can get.”

“Not if it’s going to send the country into a panic.” Adam almost shoved Frank away from the computer, setting his cell phone on the desk. “Incoming from Blackthorne.”

~
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DEREK STOOD BEHIND Adam, trying to read over the man’s shoulder. But since there was no way everyone could see the screen well enough to read what Blackthorne had sent, he crossed to where Sabrina stood and waited for Adam to relay the information. Everyone else was focused on Adam, so Derek inched closer to Sabrina and squeezed her hand.

She’s scared, you’re reassuring her. It’s what you do. Nothing personal.

The hell it wasn’t. From the first time he’d seen her, dripping wet, holding that lug wrench like she’d smack him with it if he was a threat, there’d been something special about her. She didn’t look up, but her return squeeze warmed an area around his heart that had been cold for a long, long time.

“First,” Adam said. “I checked with Mike Hamilton. He’s on the public side, not security, and it’s logical he’d have fielded Sabrina’s inquiries. He said no one from Blackthorne put John’s letter in Sabrina’s coat at the funeral.”

“So if it wasn’t a Blackthorne man, it had to be one of the Rangers,” Tim said.

“Which makes more sense, since the letter was written at that time.” Bryce flipped his ponytail from his back to his chest, and fingered the rubber bands like he was playing a bass.

“Whoever found it was probably cleaning out his basement,” Frank said. “I’d hate to tell you how many boxes of crap I have in mine, things I haven’t looked at in years.”

“So, for now, that’s a dead end,” Derek said. “What else do you have?”

“Is it important that we know?” Sabrina asked. “John’s letter said his Sarge wanted his men to write these letters. Did any of you go on missions with John? Do you know who Sarge is? Maybe he’s the one who cleaned out his basement. Maybe he was at the funeral. Maybe he heard John was dead, got nostalgic, and found the letter.”

“Whoa,” Derek said. “One question at a time.”

“Sorry. Bad habit of mine. My brain gets whirling, and everything comes pouring out my mouth all at once.” Sabrina ducked her head, and Derek enjoyed the way her ears turned pink. A nice complement to her purple-tipped hair.

“I can follow her,” Frank said. “I’m inclined to think the letter has nothing to do with whatever this biological threat might be.”

From where Derek stood, he couldn’t see the screen, but he was content to remain where he was, inhaling the faint citrus aroma wafting from Sabrina’s hair.

Adam had one hand on the mouse, both eyes on the screen. “Zeke at Blackthorne says there’s a possible lead on our third man.”

Everyone but Derek crowded closer. “Who?” Tim asked. “Any connections to John? Or the anti-vax group John’s source mentioned?”

“Slow down,” Frank said. “You’re starting to sound like Sabrina.” He glanced her way. “No offense, of course.”

“None taken. I’d have asked, but Tim beat me to it.”

“If you’ll give me a little room to work, I’ll fill everyone in,” Adam said. The men shuffled away a step or two, and Adam continued. “The lead points to a Harlan Lowrey, which is one of many aliases the man uses. If it’s the guy we think it is, we call him Ripley.”

“As in Believe it or Not? What kind of a name is that for a criminal?” Bryce tugged on his ponytail.

Adam sighed. “The obvious was Chameleon, but there are hundreds of those. Plus, law enforcement didn’t want to give him a name that sounded sinister. Didn’t want to feed his ego. Ripley is short for the scientific name for a species of chameleon. A small species of chameleon.

“However,” Adam continued, “this guy’s much higher up the evolutionary tree, and a lot higher up the food chain than George and Vlad. He’s got connections to serious creepazoid groups. He picks and chooses who he works for, but not on the basis of what they’re asking him to do. It’s not about morals or ethics. It’s about the dollar. Meet his fee and he’ll do what you want him to. And it’s not chump change. Zeke says his rate starts at half a mil.”

Derek’s jaw ached from clenching his teeth. He made a conscious effort to relax before voicing his concerns. “If these anti-vaxxers are willing to pay this man’s price, then it’s got to be something big, and organized. A fringe group doesn’t make sense. My gut says George and Vlad were expendable, and if we hadn’t caught them in the act, they’d be at the bottom of a landfill.”

Sabrina’s shudder leaped the short distance between them. He reached for her hand, dovetailing her fingers—her very cold fingers—in his.

“Do you think he’ll be coming back for me?” Sabrina’s voice, tiny as a mouse’s squeak, filled the silence of the room.

“I think they wanted to know what you had. If they think you might know something, you’re more use to them alive,” Derek said.

“But that doesn’t mean they won’t come back, does it?” she said. “And if it’s this smart guy, not the ‘stupid clowns,’ they’ll find me.”

Derek squeezed her hand again. “If he was hired to get you, he wouldn’t have stopped with what was in your car. I think they wanted what you had of John’s. If John told you something—”

“He didn’t. I keep telling everyone, we hadn’t spoken in years. And this stuff with the anti-vaxxers is new, right?”

“Right,” Adam said.

“So, I’m of absolutely no use to them. Besides, if John had told me anything about a conspiracy, I’d have gone straight to the cops. Which makes me wonder. If John did tell someone, who’s to say he didn’t leave the information with lots more people? They can’t possibly find everyone John knew and kill them, can they?”

“What we have going for us,” Adam said, “is the fact that Derek here has severed all ties with Blackthorne, and there’s no reason for anyone to think this is anything other than a cattle ranch.”

“Which is the effing truth,” Derek said. “Anyone doing a background check on me is going to see I was in the Rangers for a spell, but that most of my life has been, is, and will be tied to ranching. My great-granddaddy started this ranch, and it’s been in the family ever since.”

“They can’t find out you worked for Blackthorne?” Sabrina asked.

Adam laughed, a sharp sound crackling through the room. “They’re not going to find the real Blackthorne, only the sanitized public version.”

“Which is the computer security front, right?” Sabrina asked.

“That, and about five other innocent divisions,” Adam said. “Should anyone look, Derek Cooper was a marketing specialist who quit the rat race to manage his family ranch.”

Sabrina scraped her lower lip with her teeth. “But they must know John worked for Blackthorne. And that Derek did, too. Wouldn’t that be enough to connect them?”

“But John was doing his Lone Wolf number on this op. No ties to Blackthorne. If they did figure out that’s where he worked—and that’s a very big stretch—his personnel files would show him as a poor schmuck stuck in a cubicle staring at numbers all day,” Adam said.

“Our working theory is John’s source led the killer, or killers, to John, and they eliminated both of them, thinking that was enough,” Derek said.

“But they found out about Sabrina, followed her here, and stole her things,” Frank added.

Derek rubbed the base of Sabrina’s thumb with the tip of his. “We can’t be positive, but odds are good that was purely precautionary. Her place was searched, she ran, and they followed her.”

“But she ended up on a podunk cattle ranch,” Tim said, “so they dismissed her.”

Derek feigned irritation. 

Tim grinned. “Podunk in the grander scope of the universe, of course.”

“I’ll tolerate your word choice because the people involved are likely to be thinking on a much larger scale,” Derek said.

“Can you be sure they’re not still after me?” Sabrina said. “They know where I am, don’t they?”

“Oh, they know where you are,” Adam said. “But they’re not going to get to you.”

Three cowboys snapped to attention. “Damn straight,” Tim said.

Adam clicked the mouse and a printer hummed. “For what it’s worth, let’s have a look at our current adversary.”
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Chapter 12
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SABRINA AVOIDED DEREK’S eyes. Something about his touch had her wanting more, but this wasn’t the time, and it certainly wasn’t the place, surrounded by all his colleagues. Yet he’d taken her hand first. And when he rubbed her thumb? She wondered if he’d been aware he’d done it.

You think he held hands with his Ranger buddies? Get real. It was no accident.

And the expression she’d seen on his face, the reluctant resignation he’d shown about coming down here, playing spy, or secret agent, or whatever it was, the contact might have been for him as much as for her. Had the touch affected him the way it had affected her? Were his guy parts tingling the way her girl parts were?

Good grief, this was not the time for anyone’s parts to tingle.

Pushing those thoughts away, she worked her hand free and waited as sheets rolled out of the printer. Adam handed them around, and she stared at the image. This was all they had to go on? Black-and-white, grainy, nowhere near in focus. What was the point of having pictures if you couldn’t recognize anyone?

She waited to see what the others had to say. Maybe being in the army—or Blackthorne—taught you how to make sense of images like this.

“Shit, this is the best you got?” Frank said.

Tim snorted. “This could be anyone from my tenth grade chemistry teacher to my Great-aunt Sally.”

“Odds are, he’ll never look like this again,” Derek said.

“So what good is it?” Sabrina couldn’t contain her frustration. “He’s wearing dark glasses, a knit cap, and has a scraggly beard.” She shot a look at Tim. “Your Great-aunt Sally?”

He shrugged. “Okay, so that was a stretch. Her beard wasn’t quite as heavy.”

She stifled a laugh. “So you have a secret code name, and a picture that doesn’t look like the person. This is supposed to be progress? Or do your voodoo people have a way of taking off his glasses and his beard?”

“As a matter of fact, they do,” Adam said, “although the accuracy would be limited. The bigger problem is the cap. We don’t have enough points for facial recognition software to give us an ID. Ears are a big help.”

“Which means we still have a picture of nobody.” She shifted her gaze toward Tim, keeping a straight face and an even tone. “Or of Tim’s Great-aunt Sally. Should you go question her?”

The chortles through the room told her she’d been accepted, at least for now. Derek’s hand squeeze added confirmation. And another tingle. More questions pelted her brain, but she picked and chose before speaking. “Do you have any confirmation this third man is your Ripley? You said nobody knows what he looks like. Can you prove it was him in the car?” A car they couldn’t yet identify.

It was like trying to cook with canned goods with the labels peeled off. Although there, at least you’d have the cans and could open them to see what was inside. This was more like trying to create a recipe based on those unlabeled cans.

“Better, Sabrina,” Adam said. “Two questions that time. The same answer for both, which is ‘no.’ But Blackthorne is pulling everything they can find about Ripley, including his last known whereabouts. Zeke and Jinx are the best intel gatherers on the planet. Whatever’s out there, they’ll find it.”

“How can you know where he is if you don’t know who he is?” Sabrina studied the security monitors, focusing on the cows. They seemed content, grounded in the moment. Standing around, chewing grass, secure in their cow world. Until they were sent off to become steaks.

She looked away. At least the cows had no knowledge of their future. Nothing to worry them. She wandered to one of the recliners and sat, sipping her water.

“It’s a matter of matching his M.O.,” Adam said. “Looking at crimes of the sort he’d commit, gathering any intel, any similarities. Crooks have their own personal comfort zones, tools they use, procedures they follow. And, every now and then, a group he’s worked for will leak information he was the perpetrator.” With that last word, he looked at Derek, who wiggled his palm back and forth in a so-so motion.

What was that all about? More secret communication?

None of the cowboys seemed to notice the Adam-Derek interchange, or if they did, they didn’t care, so she let it drop. But if she ever had a few minutes alone with Derek, she’d ask what the hand signal meant.

Why was she looking forward to a few minutes alone with Derek? She’d met him for the first time last night, and hadn’t thought about him once until this morning when he’d opened the door, stealing her tongue and a good portion of her brain.

It wasn’t even lust at first sight. Not that she hadn’t had a few entertaining thoughts about what it would be like to—

“You expecting company?” Frank pointed to the monitor displaying the drive to the ranch.

Derek spun to face the bank of images. “Crap.”

“Trouble?” Adam pushed away from the computer and stood.

“On a scale of one to ten?” Derek dragged his hands through his hair. “I’d give it an eleven.”

Sabrina was tempted to take refuge under one of the bunks in the bedroom, but since Derek hadn’t ordered anyone to hide or go for their weapons, she waited, despite the pounding of her heart. Adam seemed to be the one concerned man in the room, and she noted he’d swept aside the bottom of his blazer, revealing a gun. His hand rested on the grip. Had Derek given him a secret signal?

As an SUV pulled closer, a ripple of chuckles spread from the cowboys. “At least,” Tim said. “Or a twelve.”

“You go deal with it, D-Man,” Frank said. “I think the rest of us would prefer to stay down here. Unless you need Adam for backup.” Four pairs of eyes shooting glances in Adam’s direction told her the men had seen him reach for his weapon, too.

“I’ll go,” Derek said. “If I’m not back in ten minutes—”

“We’ll call in the cavalry,” Frank said. “Good luck.”

Derek stormed out of the room. 

The cowboys burst into knee-slapping guffaws. Two of them, anyway. Bryce hung his head and fingered his ponytail, apparently ignoring the banter.

“All right, gentlemen,” Adam said. “Care to enlighten me? It’s clear Derek knows who’s coming.”

“Damn straight, he does,” Tim said. “That’s his sister. And she’ll be twisting his arm for favors, you can count on it.”

~
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DEREK BARRELED UPSTAIRS, having the presence of mind to close the bookcase door behind him. Although he hadn’t pointed out the release on the other side, he figured at least one of the five people down there would be able to see it if they needed to come up from under. As a secondary precaution, he shut the door to his office as well. Not that his sister was going to get this far into the house.

And so help him, if she’d brought another stray for him to rescue—this was not the right time to have innocent bystanders underfoot. Manufacturing excuses as he strode to the front door, he waited on the porch to intercept her.

She parked at the base of the porch. Derek peered into her vehicle, relieved to see it was empty. So, if she was asking for him to take in another of her potential juvies, at least she was asking, not dumping. Her long, chestnut ponytail bounced as she bounded up the steps, wearing her usual outfit of snug-fitting jeans, an embroidered western shirt, and embellished cowboy boots. She wasn’t displaying that hopeful puppy-dog, I need a favor expression, which relieved him.

“You have company, I take it,” she said, chinning toward the road where Sabrina’s car still sat.

“What do you want, Sis? I’m kind of busy.”

She eyed him, her skeptical gaze moving from his head to his feet. “Doing what? You’re not working cattle, obviously.”

“I’m doing the books. Got a problem?”

“Ah. That explains why you’re Mister Crankypants.” Her expression shifted to serious, almost sympathetic. “Is it bad?”

You don’t know the half of it.

“We’ll manage.”

“You know I’d help, but what the Sheriff’s Department pays me barely covers my own bills.”

“I’m well aware of what Dad left me with, and I told you, we’ll get by.” And they would, but right now the river of red ink on the ranch’s balance sheet was not uppermost on his mind. “You didn’t drive all the way out here to say hello, so get on with it. I repeat, I’m busy.”

“And I’m not stupid. The plate on that car is the one you called in last night. So, you have our stranded motorist? I thought you took her to the Eagle’s Roost.”

“I did, and I left her there. She showed up this morning to thank me and got stuck. We’re working out what to do next.” Not a single lie. Just a lot of gaping holes.

“Fine. Be that way. I thought you might be interested in what happened with those two yo-yos Padilla arrested. The ones who vandalized your friend’s car.”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

She scowled. “I’m your sister. I know the stone-face you’re wearing means you’re dying of curiosity. Want to invite me in for a cup of coffee and I’ll tell you all about it?” She peeked around him, as if trying to see if anyone else was inside.

“Yes to telling me about it, but no to the coffee. It’s gone.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “The bottomless pot is empty? Fine. Then I’ll have lemonade. There’s always some of that.”

“Give me the short form, and I’ll have coffee, lemonade, or whatever you want next time.”

This time her eyes narrowed. “The stranded motorist. You want to get back to her. Workin’ fast, aren’t you, big brother?” She grinned. “You could use a little action. Being surrounded by cows and cowboys can’t be good for your ... needs.”

“Jesus, Sis. We are not talking about my needs, or anyone else’s.”

“I’m not your baby sister anymore, you know. I’m all growed up and—” she lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper— “I’ve even had sex.”

Derek glared at her. “We are not having this conversation. Tell me what happened with Vlad and George.”

“They’re a couple of strange ones. Cops ran their prints, which match who they say they are. Typical low-lifes. I don’t have access to everything, but both have done time. In three states. The car they were driving was stolen. They confessed to the vandalism, to stealing the car, then turned into total clams. Didn’t even want to make a phone call. No lawyer, no public defender. So, they’re going to be sitting around in jail. They seemed almost happy about it.”

Which, as Derek had considered, meant they were more afraid of Ripley coming after them than spending time behind bars.

“Not my concern,” Derek said, “but thanks for stopping by.” When she didn’t say goodbye and leave, he waited for the other shoe to drop.

“Well, there is one more thing.”

Ker-thud.

He sighed. “Spill.”

“I’m starting a program for people not getting a fair shake.”

He suppressed the groan threatening to escape. Not that he didn’t think people didn’t deserve a second chance, or third, or fourth sometimes, but his sister couldn’t seem to separate those who would make an effort to turn their lives around from those out to milk the system until they could go back to doing whatever had gotten them in trouble in the first place.

“What do you want from me?” Derek said. “You’ve worked the ranch long enough to know it’s hard work, it can be dangerous, and this is a real operation. It’s not some dude ranch where people play cowboy. My livelihood depends on ranch work, not ranch play.”

“Don’t think I don’t know that. Dad had faith you’d handle things, or he’d never have left. He’d come back if you asked.”

“Absolutely not. He needs to be with Mom.” Derek trapped his sister’s eyes with his gaze. “And if you breathe a word to him anything’s not perfect, I’ll have your head. One more season should turn things around. But I can’t afford to take on anything else right now.”

She fisted her hands on her hips. “I’m not asking you to open your ranch. I’m asking for endorsements, so I can apply for funding and have a bona-fide program in the works. Not just the random ... stray, as you call them. I’m going to ask people you’ve already helped, like Lemuel, to give testimonials, but it would help a lot if you gave your side, too. What you saw when they got here, how they changed. And if you can get other ranchers on board, that would be fantastic.”

“But down the line, you’ll expect me—and other ranchers—to provide that honest day’s work, won’t you?”

“Once the program gets rolling, you’d be compensated, so you’d have a source of extra income.”

His sister. Ever the optimist. “How far along is this project?”

“It’s still in the draft stages. I’ll be happy to lay it all out. Sunday dinner, remember? My place.”

“I’ll let you know,” he said. Sunday was five days away, which was a lifetime in covert ops.

She turned, headed down the stairs, then stopped. Looking over her shoulder, she winked. “If your stranded motorist is still ... stuck ... here, you can bring her, too.”

What might happen to Sabrina if Ripley decided to come for her in the middle of the night? If he arrived with reinforcements? Or hired more competent help than George and Vlad? 

Derek stood back, his thoughts charging through his brain like a cattle stampede. He zeroed in on one, like a cowhand cutting one of those cows from the herd. “Wait here a minute.”

He stepped into the house, texted Adam.

Send Sabrina to my office.

He paced, running through options. Could Sabrina handle it? He thought so. Would his sister buy it? He hoped so.

The bookcase door opened and Sabrina hesitated in the space, more curiosity than concern in her eyes.

He stepped toward her, took her hands. “I have an idea.”
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Chapter 13
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SABRINA WIPED HER HANDS on her jeans, trying to remember all the things Derek had told her. She hung back a few paces as he went to open the door. He stepped outside, the door half-closed behind him. She sat in one of the easy chairs in the living room and waited. Listened. At least there wasn’t any shouting. The door opened and Sabrina hung her head, kept her gaze trained on her knees, as Derek and his sister took seats on the couch across from her.

“Bree, this is my sister, Cecily. She can help you.”

“Bree?” Cecily’s head tilted, her brows furrowed in puzzlement.

“Borrowed car,” Derek said.

Derek’s response made no sense to Sabrina, but it seemed to satisfy Cecily.

“Bree it is, then,” Cecily said.

Channeling one of her cooking students, Sabrina covered her face in her hands and shook her head. It had taken three classes before Tanya had uttered a word.

“It’s all right, Bree. Derek says you’re looking for a safe haven, somewhere your ex-fiancé won’t find you. You’ll be safe on the ranch. But I’d like to help.”

Sabrina lifted her head, peered through her spread fingers. When Derek didn’t say anything, she assumed her role of runaway fiancé. “How? He has contacts everywhere. How can I be sure he didn’t have me followed?”

“You think he was the one who sent the two men to mess with your car?” Cecily asked.

Sabrina shook her head and went back to playing turtle. “I don’t know,” she whispered.

Cecily extended a hand across the coffee table. “I work at the Sheriff’s Department. You give me his name, his car, his description, and I can have everyone looking for him.”

“No, please don’t.” Sabrina followed the scenario Derek had given her, although he hadn’t said anything about letting Cecily believe her fictitious ex-fiancé was behind the attack on her car. “He has cop contacts. I don’t want to find him. I want to be left alone.”

She braved a peek at Derek, who was sitting, spine erect, hands dangling between his knees. His eyes caught her gaze, his chin dipped a fraction of an inch. An almost telepathic good job message. Kind of the way he and Adam had communicated. Given how quickly she and Derek had covered the main points of her cover story, she accepted that tiny nod as high praise.

Cecily continued, apparently oblivious to the silent exchange. “Derek said you ran with almost nothing but the clothes on your back. I’d offer you some of mine, but I don’t think they’ll fit.”

Sabrina dropped her hands, took in the woman sitting across from her. Striking, was the first word that sprang to mind. Yet there was something about her that said trust me, a down-to-earthiness that belied the stereotypical I’m-better-than-everyone attitude Sabrina had seen so often in gorgeous women. And no doubt about it, Cecily was gorgeous. The kind of woman who’d attract men like a shiny new Ferrari. Even though Cecily was seated, Sabrina could tell she was tall. Statuesque. Her large, widespread eyes were the color of dark caramel, a shade or two darker than Derek’s. An awning of thick chestnut bangs hung over her eyebrows. A wide mouth, lips tinted with shiny peach-colored lip gloss, flashed a sympathetic smile.

“I can make do with these,” Sabrina whispered, gesturing to the clothes she wore.

“Not for long. Here’s what I propose. First, we need to change your hair. Sorry, but your blond and purple look is going to attract way too much attention.” Cecily paused, considered Sabrina again. “Unless you’ve already changed it from something else.”

Sabrina shook her head. “No, this is how he knows me.”

“Then it’s settled. It won’t be a professional job, I’m afraid. The salon in this town is no different from anywhere else. No matter how many times they swear things are confidential, somebody will talk. I’ll get color at the drugstore.” She tugged at her ponytail and leaned across the table, one hand cupped at the side of her mouth, a quick cut of her glance toward Derek, then spoke in an exaggerated whisper. “Don’t tell Derek, but this is an enhanced look. Nobody will think twice if I buy my usual. We’ll go to my house, take care of your hair, then we can drive down to the city and get you some new duds.”

Sabrina checked out Cecily’s taste in clothing. Snug-fitting designer jeans, a fancy western shirt with red and blue embroidery, and even fancier red cowboy boots with all sorts of cutaway designs and studs in the leather. “I ... I can’t afford—”

“Yes, she can.” Derek spoke for the first time. “Bree’s a cook. I offered her a job as a replacement for Bella, and an advance on her salary is part of the deal.”

“Then it’s settled,” Cecily said. “As an extra precaution, you can hunker down in the backseat of my car until we hit the highway.” She stood, as did Derek. “Bree will stay with me tonight.”

Sabrina started to protest, but Derek cut her off. “That’s a good idea. I’ll check in with you later.”

She sent him an imploring gaze, one she hoped said, can’t we discuss this? and held her breath waiting for a signal he understood.

“You go on ahead,” Derek said to his sister. “Let me run a few things by Bree first. As long as you’ll be out, she can grab some provisions. Supplies are on the bare side.”

“I’ll pull the car around back and go say hello to Ginger,” Cecily said with another wide smile at Sabrina. “Everything’ll be great.”

Sabrina exhaled. The front door closed behind Cecily. “Ginger?”

“Her mare. She’s retired, as it were, but Cecily likes to visit when she comes by.”

“She’s awfully nice to be doing this for a perfect stranger,” Sabrina said.

“For good or bad, you’re now one of her strays.” Derek’s slow grin eased some of Sabrina’s misgivings.

“She scared me with that bit about my fiancé sending Vlad and George. I thought you didn’t want the cops in on it.”

“You were right, and excellent thinking on your part. I should have anticipated that. Sometimes Cecily thinks more like a cop than the cops.”

“You don’t think I’ll be putting her in danger by going with her? You and Adam both said the ranch is the safest place for me.”

“It is, but for today, you’ll be fine with Cecily. And, unless things change, you’ll be here tomorrow.”

Clearly, there was more going on, but for now, Sabrina decided to trust Derek and Adam. Cecily’s car engine revved, and Sabrina caught the flash of motion as it pulled away from the front porch. She rubbed her damp palms on her jeans. “What if I mess up my story? What if it doesn’t match what you told her?”

“You’ve been doing fine.” Derek came over and rested his hand on her shoulder. “I didn’t tell her anything other than you were running from a possessive fiancé you’d broken up with. Keep it simple, stick to as much of the truth as you can so you don’t get caught in a convoluted story. You lived in Albuquerque, you were a cook, and you were running. Answer her questions, but don’t volunteer extra information. Being reticent fits your plight. Cecily’s a Sheriff’s dispatcher, so she knows you were stranded. And she ran your plate, which is why she thought you were Merry.”

“So that’s why she was surprised when you introduced me as Bree.”

“Best not to give her your last name, or show her your driver’s license, though. She might get nosy if things are quiet at work. And don’t mention your brother. I told her you got stuck coming to thank me for the rescue last night. That should cover it.”

“Should I really buy groceries?” she asked.

“Like I said, stick as close to the truth as you can. We’re low on food, and you’re the cook.”

“How do I pay?”

“Tell Cecily I’ll reimburse her. Remind her she’ll be getting those frequent flier points for her someday trip to Europe.”

Sabrina grabbed her pack from where she’d dropped it. On impulse, she stood on tiptoe and gave Derek a quick kiss on the cheek. 

He gripped her hands, leaned down and returned the kiss—a quick one—on her mouth. His golden eyes grabbed her. “Be safe out there, Bree.”

Damn, she hoped so.

~
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DEREK DROPPED SABRINA’S hands. Slowly. Reluctantly. Not dropped. More like dragged his fingers along hers, keeping contact through the tips of her fingers. It had taken all his self-control to keep that kiss quick when he’d wanted to savor her. Devour her.

He shook his head to clear it. Maybe his sister was right, and he’d been around cows and cowboys too long. “Um ... guess you’d better be going.”

Gazing up at him, looking like a purple-tip-haired waif, she grabbed his fingers before that last micron of contact was gone. “You’ll call if you find out anything, right?”

“Absolutely.” He walked her through the kitchen, the mudroom, and out the back door where Cecily awaited her newest stray. “Wait here.”

He strode across the porch, down the steps, to Cecily’s car, as if he were getting in. Then he motioned to Sabrina who dashed out in a semi-crouch. She tossed her pack onto the backseat and climbed in after it. She positioned herself on the floor, Cecily gunned the engine, swept the SUV in a wide arc, and headed down the drive.

Derek went through the house to the front porch and watched the car shrink into the distance. Once things had settled down in that demanding part of his anatomy, he headed for the hideaway. As he trooped down the stairs, he remembered the security cameras and was glad he’d done nothing but open the car door for Sabrina. Kissing her, even chastely, had been a mistake, but at least he hadn’t done it in full view of his team.

Team? Where had that come from? Sure, he, Adam, and the guys would be working together, but this wasn’t an op. He wasn’t part of a team.

He entered the hideaway. Adam sat behind the desk, absorbed in the computer. Bryce and Frank sat in the recliners, while Tim watched the monitors. Relaxed, yet attentive. Which meant nothing significant had come from Blackthorne. Derek relayed what he’d worked out with Sabrina and Cecily.

“How’d she take it?” Tim asked. “Sabrina, I mean. I’m sure Cecily’s in hog heaven with someone to take care of tonight.”

“Sabrina is ... adapting, I guess is the best word.”

“The big question is, will she be cooking breakfast tomorrow?” Tim said.

“If nothing goes down tonight, yes, she’ll be back.” Multiple thumbs up greeted that response. Derek grimaced and continued. “But if something hits the fan, I don’t want her here, hideout or not.” He turned toward Adam. “Where do we stand?”

“Good news, bad news, or not-so-good news?” Adam asked.

Derek glanced at the others. From the lack of interest on their faces, he assumed they’d already been informed. “Bring me up to speed.”

“Based on the pictures Frank took, we had a good lead on the second car. One matching the description was parked at the end of a strip mall in Rampart,” Adam said.

Which was the next town over, about ten miles from Pinon Crest. “Makes sense not to stay too close, but not go too far in case there’s something else he needs to do. Got a lead on the owner?”

“Finding the car was the good news,” Tim said. “Tell him the next part.”

Adam’s expression didn’t change. He was in sitrep mode, and emotions were never part of it. “The car was reported stolen two days ago.”

“Any reason to believe the owner was lying? He reports the car stolen so he can get away with his nefarious deeds?” Derek raised his hands in mock innocence. “The old I couldn’t have committed the crime, officer, because my car was stolen defense?”

“I would have used the term dastardly instead of ‘nefarious,’” Adam said, “but I don’t think our Ripley is good enough to pull off a seventy-three-year-old woman who’s all of five-two. The car, which was returned to the owner, was clean. No prints, no stray hairs, nothing, which fits what we’d expect from him.”

Derek frowned and leaned over the computer where Adam was working. “I’d have used the term commensurate with instead of the mundane ‘fits,’ but the bigger issue is where do we go from here.”

“What’s with the vocabulary contest, D-Man?” Frank asked.

“You mean he doesn’t talk that way to the cows?” Adam said.

“No way,” Tim said. “Until today, he’s always talked regular. Normal. Like ordinary folks.”

“Enough.” Derek raised his palms. “And there’s no competition. Adam’s trying to mess with your heads. If ever I use a word you don’t understand, let me know. Now, this discussion needs to focus on finding our bioterrorist plot. Adam, what did Zeke and Jinx give us?”

Adam opened a file. “Lists of known associates with potential connections to the anti-vaxxer cause.”

Derek perused the display. “Any of them nearby? Or is Sabrina the reason Ripley was here?”

“Nearby?” Tim said. “As in a ten-mile radius? Twenty? A hundred? Five hundred? People here are used to distance.”

“We’re looking. Starting close, then expanding the radius as needed,” Adam said.

“We being your Blackthorne, Inc.,” Frank said.

Derek and Adam nodded simultaneously. Adam spoke first. “These anti-vax groups are all over the Internet. We—that is, Blackthorne—are trying to separate the cyber noise from the ones who have the ability to follow up on what they’re spouting off.”

Without better intel, there was little Derek and the men could do to find this Ripley. Responding to a need he didn’t understand, or want to contemplate, Derek steered the conversation to Sabrina. “Wait. Any word on whether Ripley, or whoever hired him, is satisfied Sabrina has nothing they need, or isn’t a threat?” Not that he wanted her to be a target, but the idea of having her around awhile longer felt ... good. Right. Warm. And not in a you keep people safe, or you like her cooking way.

“Yes and no,” Adam said.

Derek frowned at Adam’s non-answer. “Meaning?”

“Meaning we haven’t seen anything one way or the other. Ripley will be reading the journals, and until he’s convinced there’s nothing there—”

“Assuming there is nothing there,” Tim said. “Sabrina couldn’t verify John had or hadn’t kept cryptic notations in his journals.”

“She said his last entry was when he left for the army,” Derek said.

Tim frowned. “But did she read the entire journals looking for new entries?”

“I don’t know.” Derek made a mental note to ask her.

“For now, I suggest we continue assuming Sabrina is in need of a place to stay under the radar,” Adam said.

Derek schooled his features into as neutral expression as best he could. Thinking about Sabrina, her staying under his roof, sent stupid smiles creeping onto his face. Feelings he shouldn’t be having in the first place didn’t belong in a briefing.

Keep it cool. Focused. Detached.

“The car,” Frank said. “The one the police recovered. Am I correct in assuming that since it was reported stolen, the police used their own techs to look for clues as to who stole it? And that although they didn’t find any usable evidence, there might be something they missed? Seems things moved awfully fast—finding the car, examining it, and getting it to the owner in a day.”

Bryce pursed his lips. “You think someone pulled strings? Or the cops didn’t do a thorough job?”

“You saying we should find a way to take another look?” Frank said. “Under whose authority?”

“Unless things have changed,” Derek said, “Blackthorne doesn’t take on jobs without paying clients. Who’s footing the bill for this one?”

“Valid point.” Adam drummed his fingers on the mouse. “It started as an internal investigation into John’s death. Blackthorne is picking up the tab for that part, at least it was. However, I haven’t received any further orders. The computer work isn’t a major financial drain. Fielding operatives to try to stop a plot to distribute tainted vaccines is.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” Bryce asked. “We don’t work for Blackthorne.”

“What it means is Blackthorne isn’t a government agency,” Adam said. “The boss decides what jobs we undertake, and Derek is right. Blackthorne doesn’t take it upon itself to run an op. No client, no income, no mission.”

Tim stood and shoved his hands in his pockets. “So you’re saying your boss might sit back and let Uncle Sam screw this up?”

“Afraid so,” Adam said.
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Chapter 14
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SABRINA TILTED THE cowboy hat Cecily had given her lower on her head. If she wore it, nobody would look twice at her, Cecily had promised. That didn’t stop the feeling she was being watched from creeping around Sabrina’s neck like icy fingers.

Slouched in the backseat of Cecily’s SUV while she waited for her new protector to finish shopping, Sabrina wished for something to read. Anything to take her mind off the waiting. How long did it take to run into a drugstore for a box of hair color? She pulled her grocery list out of her pack and occupied her mind planning menus. From what she’d gathered, she was in charge of breakfasts and lunches, but both were hearty meals. Her abrupt departure meant she hadn’t had a chance to take a full inventory of what Derek already had on hand.

She searched her memory, jotting down what she remembered seeing. Even though Derek ran a cattle ranch, Sabrina hadn’t seen much more than ground beef in his freezer. No steaks? No roasts? How tight was Derek’s budget? Cecily might know. He was going out of his way to help her, and it wouldn’t be fair to repay him by blowing his bank account.

Sabrina fabricated what her imaginary ex-fiancé had done to her. Not physical abuse, because Cecily, being in law enforcement, might decide the man needed to be caught. No, her ex-fiancé, Peter—she’d based him on a former boyfriend who’d been a total jerk—demanding, possessive, and she’d caught him cheating. Peter, of course, thought of Sabrina as one of his possessions and refused to let her humiliate him by breaking off the engagement. Which, in her imagination, she’d done, and then snuck away in the middle of the night.

For the rest, she decided to follow Derek’s advice and keep everything as close to the truth as possible.

Sabrina caught Cecily’s approach out of the corner of her eye. The woman carried three bulging plastic bags. Cecily strode to the rear of the SUV, opened the hatch, and plunked everything inside. “You can move to the front.”

Sabrina glanced around at the empty parking lot before switching seats. “Don’t tell me that’s all hair color. I’m not staying here the rest of my life.”

Cecily slammed the hatch shut and slipped into the driver’s seat. “Camouflage,” she said. “I needed a few things, and it makes more sense to hide what you’re shopping for amidst a bunch of other stuff. You know, like you never go into a drugstore for condoms and only buy condoms.”

“So, you were buying condoms?” Sabrina said.

A flush rose to Cecily’s cheeks, and she mumbled something that sounded like Wishful thinking.

Sabrina had a quick flash of asking for a couple, then buried the thought, wondering why she was having all these me and Derek moments invading her mind. Handsome, yes. Protective, yes. Virtual stranger, yes, yes, yes. And she didn’t hop into bed with virtual strangers. “Where to next?” she asked.

“My place. Let’s get you transformed before you show yourself in public.”

And with that, thoughts of Derek vanished as Sabrina slammed into anxiety territory. Which was why she’d been having sexual fantasies, because thinking about sex, even wishful, totally inappropriate thinking, was a heck of a lot better than thinking about someone trying to kill her.

Not kill her. At least that’s what everyone at the ranch had said. There had been too many opportunities, so if someone wanted her dead, she’d be dead by now. As if that was any consolation. She still hadn’t managed to wrap her head around John being part of all this hush-hush stuff.

About ten minutes after leaving the drugstore, they turned off the main road, and wound through a maze of residential streets before they pulled into the driveway of a modest log house. “Here we are.” Cecily hit the remote, and the garage door shuddered open.

Sabrina waited until Cecily had shut off the engine and closed the door behind them before getting out of the car. She took one of the plastic bags and followed Cecily into a small tile-floored room. A row of wooden pegs held jackets, and a plastic tray beneath them stored a pair of hiking boots. She started to toe off her sneakers, but Cecily interrupted. “Don’t bother. I rebelled against my mom’s no shoes in the house rule as soon as I left the ranch. Unless they’re muddy or snowy.” She clomped up a narrow flight of bare wooden stairs to a landing inside the front entrance. Another row of pegs and another plastic tray awaited outerwear and muddy shoes. Aside from a lightweight jacket and a red knit scarf, the area was bare.

To her left, Sabrina saw the small open kitchen and wandered over to set the bag she carried on the counter. Utilitarian. A four-burner gas range, a white fridge adorned with notes and magnets. Microwave on the counter below a bank of cabinets on one side of the sink, dishwasher on the other. More cabinets and drawers alongside the range. A narrow door led to what Sabrina assumed would be a pantry. She took off her borrowed hat and placed it next to the shopping bag.

“Not that way.” Cecily strode over and flipped it upside down. “You’ll ruin the brim. Crown down. Always crown down.”

Sabrina recalled seeing all the cowboy hats at the ranch lined up the same way. At the time, she’d been too busy to flip them over, and now she was glad she hadn’t. “Good to know.”

She took in the rust-colored couch facing the fireplace, the hardwood floors with brightly-patterned area rugs, the rocker in the corner. “Nice place.”

“Not much, but it’s home.” Cecily dumped the contents of the bags onto the couch, then started tossing things to one side. “I didn’t know what you brought with you, so I got you a couple of t-shirts, a sweatshirt, a nightshirt, socks, panties, and basic toiletries. We can fill in the gaps when we go shopping. Hope they fit okay.”

Sabrina thought of the rest of her meager possessions, still in the laundering process at the ranch. She glanced at sizes. Cecily had a good eye. “Thanks. Should be fine. I’ll pay you back.”

“We can settle later. Let’s get your hair taken care of.” Cecily gathered her own items, shoved them into a bag, then disappeared down the hall. Sabrina followed, reminding herself she had a role to play. Timid, quiet. Fearful. None of which was a stretch at this point.

While Sabrina allowed Cecily to administer her new hair color, she answered the woman’s questions in as few words as possible, keeping her voice subdued, as if she were afraid Peter might be listening. When she realized she was channeling Tanya, her cooking student again, guilt stabbed her like a twelve-inch chef’s knife. Sabrina had run to protect herself, but what would happen to her students if she couldn’t get back soon? Could Tanya end up like Lourdes, alone, struggling to survive from one day to the next? Sabrina couldn’t let that happen.

She realized she’d lost track of what Cecily was saying. And she figured out quick enough Cecily didn’t care whether Sabrina answered her or not. Cecily filled any periods of silence longer than a few seconds with running commentary about anything.

A timer dinged.

“You’re done. Grab some towels.” Cecily kicked at a cabinet door below the sink. “The utility room’s the best place to wash this out.”

“Right.” Sabrina found a stack of brown-stained towels that appeared to have been used for this process numerous times, and pulled out a handful. 

Cecily was already on her way, and Sabrina hurried after her. 

As she bent over the deep sink in the utility room, the rushing water blocked out most of what Cecily was saying, so Sabrina let her finish the shampooing and rinsing and conditioning, and whatever else she was doing.

“Since your hair’s so short, there’s not much point in trying to change the style. I think the new color should be enough.” Cecily led Sabrina to the bathroom and brought a hair dryer from a drawer. “Go for it. I’ll make the bed in the guest room.”

Given Sabrina rarely spent more than five minutes on her hair, she expected she’d be done long before Cecily. She turned on the hair dryer and wondered if she should lose the spikes and go for something softer when Cecily returned and set a small plastic bag on the counter.

“Almost forgot,” Cecily said. “I got you makeup to go with your new coloring. You know, so you’ll look different. You can do the big reveal in the living room when you’re done. Unless you want me to help?” 

Although Sabrina couldn’t miss the hint that Cecily wanted her to say yes, Sabrina shook her head and gazed at the floor. “I’m okay,” she said in a reasonable imitation of Tanya’s tone.

She finished blow-drying her hair, then opened the bag with the makeup. A darker shade of foundation, black eyeliner, shimmery eye shadow, and black, volumizing mascara. And a deep coral lipstick. With a sigh, she began applying what Cecily thought she should wear. She screwed the top on the lipstick and returned everything to the bag. 

A stranger stared out of the mirror at her.

~
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THE TERM government was a huge umbrella. Derek had plenty of experience with the military. Orders trickled down the line, requiring approval from people who were far removed from having their asses at risk. More often than not, things got done much faster when the field officers conveniently missed the memo. Misinterpreted the rules of engagement. Or said screw it and did what the situation demanded.

After quitting the army, Derek had joined Blackthorne where red tape was minimal in comparison. Now, between his sister’s colleagues and being part of the Civilian Posse, he’d met enough cops to know their hands were tied almost as tightly as the military.

“The best-case scenario,” Derek said, “is to keep the cops and Uncle Sam out of as much of this mess as possible. Let them investigate the hit and run, the vandalized car, and the stolen one. Odds are, they’re never going to connect them, and they won’t be looking where we are.”

“Which means someone else has to do the dot connecting,” Frank said.

“We find Ripley, convince him to tell us what he knows, go after the threat, and put a stop to it.” Tim raised the leg rest on his recliner, folded his hands behind his head, and closed his eyes. “Sure. We can do that before dinner. Piece of cake.”

“Given there’s no immediate threat, there’s still ranch business to take care of,” Derek said. “We’ve got fence to repair and a cranky hay baler demanding attention before mowing time. Adam, do you think a delay of a couple of hours is going to make a difference? You can stay here and cover the surveillance monitors, listen to chatter from Blackthorne, play a few rounds of solitaire, wash the lunch dishes. Whatever makes you happy. If you need us, call my cell.”

“If you want to talk about me behind my back, aren’t there easier ways to do it?” Adam said.

“Anything we have to say to or about you, we’ll say to your face,” Derek said. “We’ve got daylight left, and even with the extra help I had this morning, the storm means we’re behind schedule. A fence breaks, the cows go somewhere else, and pure money wanders off. But I can leave one of the guys here if you need help.”

“No, I’ll be fine.” Adam was staring at the computer, frowning, and clicking at the keyboard.

“Let’s go,” Derek said. “Tim, you tackle the baler, and the rest of us will run the fence line. Bryce, go load the horses. I’ll take Zephyr.”

“Will do,” Bryce said.

“Load?” Adam asked. “Isn’t the term saddle?”

“We saddle, then load. Into the trailer.” Derek motioned Bryce to get moving.

“You don’t ride them?” Adam asked.

“Not until we get to the pastures we’re checking. Otherwise, we waste valuable hours and horse energy getting to the starting point. Plus, we’ve got our tools in the truck.”

Adam lifted his palms. “So, it’s obvious I’m not a rancher. Go do your thing. But I suggest you carry weapons.”

His pulse kicking up, Derek clenched his fists. “Precautionary measure, or do you have new intel?”

“Purely precautionary. But it can’t hurt to be prepared.”

Derek jogged up the stairs with Frank and Tim behind him, into his office and paused at his desk. “Meet you at the trailer. I need to check a couple of things.”

“You don’t think Adam has everything covered?” Frank asked.

“Ranch business.”

“We can manage without you, D-Man, if you need to do the office stuff,” Tim said.

“No, it’ll go faster with four of us.” And Derek needed to get outside, get on a horse, feel the wind on his face, and put things in perspective. Adam had appeared with an off-the-wall scenario, and Derek couldn’t see how he and a few cowhands, even former Ranger cowhands, could be of much use. Sure, if a gang of anti-vaxxers invaded the Triple-D, Derek and his men would make short work of them. For now, he’d be more than willing to keep Sabrina tucked away until they verified whether or not an actual threat existed, but that was about it. “I’ll be out in a few.”

Why did a nasty little part of his brain want to convince Sabrina there was a threat so she’d be around awhile longer?

Derek settled behind the computer and checked the price of feed, of hay, of everything else it took to run a cattle ranch. Of course, the stuff he had to buy was up, while beef prices were down. A check of the long term weather forecasts said more rain, which could mean a better yield of meadow hay, a plus. But if a week’s worth of rain fell in one day, like yesterday, the subsequent flooding meant either moving cattle or supplementing their feed. Usually both.

He was still dealing with the budgetary aftereffects of heavy spring snows, which meant feeding cattle that should have been able to forage for themselves. But that was weather in Colorado, and something he’d learned to deal with from his father.

To shift his focus to something more pleasant, he made a quick call to Cecily. “Everything all right, Sis?”

“One minor snag.”

His heart thumped. Had something happened to Sabrina? “Which is?”

“Bree’s grocery list has a lot of perishables. I don’t have room to store them overnight. I’m on mid-shift tomorrow, so we could go in the morning, but if she’s supposed to cook breakfast, we wouldn’t make it in time. We could bring them by this evening, but you said you wanted her out of sight and away from the ranch until tomorrow.”

Which was true, although now he couldn’t think straight enough to decide whether it mattered. “Give me a minute.” He wasn’t Daredevil anymore. He needed to slow down, back up, weigh the pros and cons. “What if I come get everything?”

“But Bree was afraid Peter was watching the ranch. That’s why she’s here.”

“Peter?”

“Her ex-fiancé. Anyway, if Peter’s got eyes on the ranch, then he might be following you if you go somewhere. I had this ... other idea.”

The way Cecily’s voice went quiet and hesitant put Derek’s sensors on alert. “This idea being?”

“Could one of your guys come by? You know, after they go home for dinner, so they’re not coming from the ranch. Bryce might be willing. He doesn’t live too far.” The last words came out in a rush.

And then the light bulb went off. Cecily had a thing for Bryce? Crap. In Derek’s former line of work—observation, picking up nuances, reading the most subtle body language—meant survival. How had he missed the signs with Bryce and Cecily?

He remembered her words. I’m all growed up. I’ve even had sex. With Bryce? No. He couldn’t have missed that. Crap. She was his kid sister. Bryce worked for him.

Thinking back, maybe there’d been interest in both directions, although with Bryce, it was hard to tell. But if he was working with the horses, Cecily usually found an excuse to go check on them, saying she wanted to make sure Ginger was doing all right. And, because Derek had a soft spot for Cecily, he’d kept Ginger, even though she no longer pulled her weight working cattle. Another drain on the budget.

He had to get cracking. “I’ll let you know. Worst case, you could bring them over yourself. I’m sure Bree will be fine at your house on her own for an hour or so.”

A prolonged silence on Cecily’s end.

Damn it to hell. He dragged his fingers through his hair. “I’ll ask Bryce, okay?”

“Thanks. I’ll let you know when we’re done shopping.”

He replayed her response, the tone, the inflections. Did she sound happy because she wouldn’t have to make the trip, or because it was a chance to see Bryce?

Cursing under his breath, he went to the trailer where Bryce had loaded the horses, trying to avoid the man’s eyes. Damn it to hell. They were consenting adults, but she was his sister.

Zephyr was going to get a good workout.
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Chapter 15
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KEEPING HER HEAD DOWN, hiding beneath the anonymity of her borrowed cowboy hat, Sabrina lagged a pace behind Cecily as they ambled from the parking lot to the mall. “What’s your normal wardrobe?” Cecily asked. “So we can make it harder for Peter or someone he sent to recognize you.”

Sabrina reminded herself she was supposed to be a frightened, introverted woman, waved her hands down her body, gestured to what she was wearing.

“Got it,” Cecily said. “Let the transformation continue.”

Each garment Cecily brought to the dressing room for Sabrina to try on caused another double-take at the mirrored reflection of a woman with dark brown hair, worn with bangs instead of spikes, as well as the makeup enhancements. She wondered how long it would take to get used to it. Or how long she’d have to continue the masquerade.

Right now, she had more on her mind than what she saw in the mirror. Derek wouldn’t leave her thoughts. Assuming she was to be cooking for the ranch hands, it made sense to ask Cecily what she knew about the men. She’d use Cecily’s camouflage method, mentioning all of them so it wouldn’t seem she was trying to find out more about Derek.

“Tim and Frank still have a lot of Army Ranger left in them,” Cecily said. “Tim’s got the sense of humor, though.”

“What about Bryce?”

“Bryce? Oh, he’s all right, I guess. He’s an animal person, not much of a people person.”

But the faint rise of color and the way Cecily busied herself going through yet another rack of clothes said Bryce was more than all right in Cecily’s eyes. However, Bree wouldn’t push, so Sabrina filed it away, moving on to the real target of her questions. 

“And Derek?” She considered a blouse Cecily offered, then returned it to the rack. “If he’s my boss, it would be smart to know what I’m getting myself into. I don’t want to make him mad.”

“I don’t think you have to worry about him. The man will eat anything.”

Sabrina wandered to the next rack. “I meant ... like the budget. I need to know what kind of menus to plan.” She scuffed her shoe on the carpet. “It’s hard for me to ask stuff like that.”

“Seems it’s reasonable, given you’re the cook, but—”

“But?”

“I think things are tight right now. Mom had a stroke, and Derek came home.” She lowered her voice, as if Derek might overhear. “I don’t think Mom’s stroke was the reason he came back, but he sure as hell won’t talk about it. Something to do with his job for Blackthorne. Anyway, it took about a year, and a lot of heated arguments, but he convinced Dad that moving to a retirement community in Arizona would be best for both of them.”

If Derek had failed at something for Blackthorne, and then the ranch went downhill, she definitely didn’t want to add to his sense of failure. Budget Meals 101 it would be. “Does he blame himself for the ranch needing money? Does he think he’s failing?”

A pensive expression crossed Cecily’s face. “I don’t think so. The Triple-D has been in the family for generations. Ranching is an up and down business— We all grew up knowing there were good years and bad years. I’ve been working on him to help me get a grant for disadvantaged teens, or at-risk young adults. They’d do time working on the ranch, so Derek would get more hands, and he wouldn’t have to pay them. I know he hires out when the workload is more than the four of them can handle.”

Before she could stop herself, Sabrina’s reaction was pure Sabrina, not Bree. “That’s great. It’s like what I do.”

“I thought you said you taught cooking.”

“I do, but those are the kinds of students I target.”

“We will definitely have to talk.” Cecily gathered all the clothes, which included items for herself, Sabrina noted. “Let’s get this paid for.”

Next, they took off for the warehouse club. Cecily called Derek, and handed Sabrina the phone after the usual pleasantries. “You can ask him how much food he needs.”

Derek’s rumbly voice—which still sounded as though he’d just rolled out of bed—distracted her, and she had to pay attention to what he was saying, not wonder if he’d sound like that after a night of sex.

“Get what you think we need,” Derek said. “I haven’t stocked up since Bella quit. Heavy on the beef, but the guys eat chicken and pork, too. They’re not much on green stuff.”

She wondered why he bought beef if he ran a cattle ranch, but she’d save the question for another time. “Do you have a budget for me?”

“I trust you. Shop. It’ll get used.” He said something else about needing to do ranch work, and when he said, “See you tomorrow,” Sabrina wished she was more familiar with his phone voice. It hinted that he wanted to see her tomorrow, and wasn’t a routine good-bye.

Despite what he’d said about the food, Sabrina still wasn’t comfortable with a carte blanche budget. She set herself a limit, and checked her new phone for a calculator app.

~
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DEREK ENDED HIS CALL with Sabrina. Should he have given her a specific food budget? No, she was a cook, she’d know what they’d need and it was a reasonable investment. They weren’t shopping at a high-end gourmet place. But hearing her voice, discussing the food he and the ranch hands liked, had his mouth watering and another part of his anatomy anticipating something entirely different.

He climbed into the old pickup, filled with the gear they’d need for fence mending. He swore he could smell Sabrina’s scent, even with Charlie sitting on the passenger seat, and headed toward the pasture.

Every glance in the rearview gave him a glimpse of the shotgun resting in its rack. In the years since he’d been working the ranch, he’d used it once, to take down a mountain lion preying on his calves. Although he’d used weapons in the line of duty, both with the Rangers and Blackthorne, taking aim at another human being on the ranch was not something he’d ever considered.

As he approached the first gate, he noticed Frank leaning against it. Derek slowed the pickup, and Frank opened the gate, then closed it behind him after Derek drove through.

Frank hopped into the passenger seat, shoving Charlie into the back. “Didn’t seem right, you having to pull solitary gate duty. You’d think you’d have trained that mutt by now.”

Derek grunted.

“You think we’d be of any use to Blackthorne?” Frank asked. “I’m inclined to believe that if Sabrina hadn’t shown up, we’d be going about our business as usual.”

“You suggesting we cut her loose, send her home, and trust Blackthorne to protect her?”
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