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      Summer 2003

      

      The hairs on the back of Clint’s neck stood up. Every nerve in his body went on alert. Something was wrong, here. He was about to be ambushed.

      Shea had plied him with steak and potatoes, his favorite meal, forgoing her usual attempt at some evil casserole that often included the dreaded lima bean. His sister had stocked up on his preferred brand of beer, and after dinner had offered him a cold bottle and Nick’s most comfortable recliner. She was all smiles tonight, and hadn’t even mentioned the fact that he didn’t have a woman in his life. Not once. Something was definitely fishy, here.

      Their brother Boone, a private investigator, and his obviously pregnant wife Jayne were in attendance, having made the trip from Birmingham for the weekend. Dean, eldest brother and a deputy with the U.S. Marshals Service, was also present.

      And they were all looking at him. Staring. Waiting, just as he did, for the other shoe to drop. Even Justin, Shea and Nick’s one year old son, knew something was up. He banged a big plastic car on the floor, but his eyes were on Uncle Clint.

      Shea glanced at her watch for the tenth time since they’d retired to the family room five minutes or so ago. Nick cracked his knuckles and glanced at the ceiling. Justin cooed and giggled.

      “Okay,” Clint said, unable to stand the suspense any longer. “Somebody tell me what’s going on.”

      Shea glanced pleadingly at Dean, who sat on the far end of the couch he shared with Boone and Jayne.

      Dean slowly shook his head. “This is your party, Shea,” he said. “I’m just here for…” he glanced up at his little sister. “Why am I here?”

      “Moral support,” Shea said softly, before turning her eyes and her smile on Clint.

      Shea had always been naturally curious, a trait which had led her to her current career as an investigative reporter for CNN. She could be fearless, unrelenting. Clint was usually proud of his little sister… until she turned those curious and relentless eyes his way.

      “Are you going to participate in the Brisco Rodeo this summer?” she asked, deceptively innocent and seemingly sweet.

      “Sure,” Clint said warily. “Just like I have for the past three years.”

      He didn’t need to rodeo anymore. He’d won a few big competitions, before he’d given up bull riding four years ago, and he’d invested his earnings well. The horse ranch in north Alabama was finally making a profit. He occasionally worked as a rodeo clown because he liked it. The job was fun, exciting, dirty and dangerous. Just like him.

      The Brisco Rodeo was a six week summer tour across the Southeast, and he had several friends who regularly worked that tour. Six cities, six weeks. Three or four days in each arena, and then they were off to the next show. His foreman, Wes, had no trouble running the ranch on his own, when Clint took off for a few days or a few weeks at a time.

      “I have this friend…” Shea began.

      A woman friend, Clint knew immediately. For some reason his little sister was forever trying to fix him up. He was close to thirty, but he wasn’t there yet. He had plenty of time to settle down. And no inclination to do so. Why was Shea so damned determined to see him married and reproducing?

      “Not interested,” he said, silencing a stammering Shea before she went any further. He glanced at the close-mouthed occupants of the room, one after another. “Why does it now take the entire family to fix me up with a woman? Is the situation really that desperate? Dean’s the oldest and he’s not hitched. I don’t see you trying to marry him off.”

      “She does,” Dean said sourly. “Just not in front of a crowd. Usually.”

      “I’m not trying to fix up anyone today,” Shea said, her voice too bright and quick. “This is strictly business.” Her eyes sparkled with a new, sudden thought. She bit her lower lip. That meant trouble, every time. “Though Mary is very nice, and she’s pretty. And Dean, she’s just your type. She’s with the FBI, you’re with the Marshals Service, you both carry guns. It’s just…”

      Dean held up a silencing hand. “I was going to let you hang yourself, Shea, but this is just too painful.” He glanced at Clint and sighed. “There’s been a series of particularly ugly murders over the past four years. Eight women in six different cities, in Alabama, Georgia, Mississippi, and Tennessee. The victims were between the ages of twenty-four and thirty-six, all blonde and attractive, all raped and then murdered. Three were killed by strangulation, the others were…” He glanced at Shea and then at Jayne. “They were cut,” he said in a lowered voice. “The bodies of all eight victims were dumped in isolated areas and not discovered for some time, which is why the connection to the rodeo wasn’t made until recently.”

      A chill ran down Clint’s spine. He’d rather go on a hundred blind dates than process what this bit of information meant. “What kind of connection to the rodeo?”

      “Apparently there’s a possibility that all the murders took place while the Brisco Rodeo was in town.”

      “A possibility?”

      Shea shrugged and glanced away. “Some of the bodies weren’t discovered for months, so it’s impossible to have an exact date of death. But a couple of the dates of disappearance are definite, and the others are in the right time range.”

      Clint shook his head. He’d been set up, and in the worst possible way. “All through dinner,” he said, “y’all knew what Shea wanted and you didn’t say a word.”

      “She made us promise,” Boone explained.

      “Still…”

      Dean interrupted. “We tried to tell her this was a lousy way to spring the idea on you, but she wouldn’t listen.”

      “She never does,” Boone muttered.

      Clint turned his eyes to a silent Nick.

      “Don’t look at me,” Nick said, hands up in surrender. “I thought a simple phone call would work just fine.”

      No one could reason with Shea when she didn’t want to be reasoned with, not her brothers, not her husband.

      Clint was unhappy with them all, at the moment. “You want me to spy on my friends. You want me to play private investigator and sneak around trying to find this guy for you. Nope. Not gonna happen. No way. I like the people I work with. There’s not a serial killer in the bunch.”

      “You don’t know that,” Boone interrupted. “You see them once a year for a few weeks. Someone there might be responsible for these murders.”

      Clint shook his head. “No.” Mentally, he ran down a list of the people he knew who traveled with the Brisco Rodeo. They were honest, fun-loving, hard-working people, each and every one of them. They were like family. “If the murders really are connected to the rodeo, maybe it’s someone who follows the tour.”

      “Maybe so,” Dean agreed.

      Clint placed the flat of one hand on his chest. “I’m not a cop, I’m not a P.I. like Boone or a federal marshal like Dean. I want absolutely nothing to do with law enforcement, especially not the FBI. I am a retired bull rider, a rancher, and a rodeo clown. None of those pursuits have prepared me for hunting down a serial killer.”

      Shea shook her head quickly. “Oh, we don’t want you to hunt down the serial killer. We just want you to teach Mary to be a rodeo clown and get her a job with Brisco.”

      He laid disbelieving eyes on his sister. Hard to believe that what his little sister wanted was more impossible than what he’d thought she wanted. “The tour starts up in less than three weeks.”

      She smiled at him, calm and completely unruffled. She showed no signs of backing down from this one.

      “And besides, I can’t see Oliver Brisco hiring a girl rodeo clown.”

      Shea pursed her lips. “I think you’ll find Mary’s able to do anything you can do.”

      Clint grinned. “Oh, really?”

      The doorbell rang. Nick, who’d probably been dying to get out of this room since the conversation had begun, offered to answer. He left the room and Justin crawled quickly and nimbly after him.

      “This is a bad idea,” Clint said softly.

      “I told ‘em that,” Boone said. “A girl rodeo clown? Ridiculous. It’ll never work.”

      Jayne patted him on the knee. “Don’t be patronizing, honey.” She laid her free hand over her rounded stomach. “What if our daughter wants to be a clown?”

      “Heaven forbid.” Boone, soon-to-be father, looked truly horrified by the idea.

      “We’ve always been there for one another,” Shea said. “I know it’s wrong of me to assume so much, to just expect you to do as I ask, but to be honest it never occurred to me that you might refuse.”

      They heard Nick returning, footsteps soft but certain on the carpeted hallway, and the conversation ceased. Shea’s husband walked into the room with Justin in his arms and a woman trailing right behind them.

      The disastrous night got a little more interesting when the woman walked into the room. Clint’s attention was focused entirely on the newcomer, until everything else in the room faded. Surely this was not Mary.

      She was taller than Shea, probably five-seven, and she was built like a brick shithouse. The luscious curves just went on and on. Her pale blond hair, sleek and golden, was cut chin-length. She wore a gray suit, which should’ve been plain but thanks to her figure was not, and a pair of matching high-heeled shoes that emphasized her long, shapely legs.

      FBI Mary was absolutely gorgeous. Clint’s mouth went dry. His body reacted the way any man’s might, when confronted with a woman like this one.

      Maybe this wasn’t such a terrible idea, after all.

      All the Sinclair men stood and Shea greeted her friend with a quick hug. Shea didn’t waste any time with niceties. She took the blonde’s arm and led her to Clint.

      “Clint, this is my good friend, Special Agent Mary Paris. Mary, this is my brother, Clint Sinclair.”

      The FBI agent laid the bluest eyes Clint had ever seen on him in a calculating way. She didn’t smile, she didn’t offer her hand. Gorgeous or not, she looked at him like she was quite capable of chewing up any man, including him, and spitting him out.

      Tough as nails, pretty as a picture. And she wanted to be a rodeo clown.
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        * * *

      

      Mary stared at the man before her, Shea’s youngest brother, Clint Sinclair. He was tall and lean, with dark brown hair and moss-green eyes. In his jeans and checkered shirt and cowboy boots, he looked very much as she had expected he would. His hair was cut conservatively, but a misbehaving lock and a cowlick in the middle of his forehead kept that conventional cut from looking ordinary.

      If she wasn’t absolutely desperate, she would immediately dismiss this plan as ludicrous. This pretty-boy clown could not possibly be the answer to all her problems. He looked like the kind of man who came with more problems than he could possibly solve. But then, wasn’t that true of all men?

      No need to waste time by prolonging the introductions. Mary always preferred to get right to business. “I assume Shea has told you why I’m here.”

      “You want to be a bullfighter.”

      “A bullfighter?”

      “Rodeo clown,” he clarified.

      It was a ridiculous idea, convoluted and risky and desperate. It was also the only viable plan she had, at the moment. “Yes.”

      He grinned and shook his head. “Darlin’, it’ll never work.”

      “Excuse me?” she said coldly.

      “It just won’t…”

      She raised a censuring finger. “Before that.”

      The man looked truly confused. She imagined that was a semipermanent state, for him.

      “Don’t call me darlin’,” she said tersely. “It’s insulting.”

      He was not at all taken aback. “All right, Special Agent Paris.” He took his eyes from her and stared down at Shea. “This isn’t going to work.”

      Mary pursed her lips. She should have let the darlin’ thing slide, for now. She’d might’ve ruined everything by annoying the pretty-boy clown. “Why won’t it work?” she asked.

      Clint turned his green eyes on her as if he expected them to work some kind of magic. Oh, yeah, he was definitely one of those condescending, annoying types who thought women were second-class citizens. She saw it in his eyes, and in that boyish half-smile.

      “First of all,” he drawled, “you’re a girl.”

      Mary took a deep breath and bit her tongue. A girl! She’d worked with too many men who were firmly entrenched in the good-old-boy network to let that one slide. She was a damn good agent, but she’d had to work twice as hard as any man to get where she was today. Still, she’d been a bit hasty with the “darlin’” admonition. Perhaps it would be best if she saved the argument that she was a woman, not a girl, for another time.

      “Second,” Clint continued when she didn’t argue, “you don’t just decide to become a bullfighter and jump into the arena on a whim. That’s a good way to get yourself killed. It’s an extremely dangerous job.”

      “I’m sure that’s true,” she said calmly. “That’s why I’ve come to you for advice on training.”

      Sinclair shook his head as if she just didn’t get it. “You have less than three weeks.”

      Mary was undaunted. “I can learn anything I need to know as quickly as necessary.”

      She didn’t care for his calculating smile. “Oh, really?”

      She’d avoided men like this one all her life. Clint Sinclair was charming, condescending, pretty, and laid-back. Yes, he was lean, but he was also hard. Muscled from his neck to his calves. But it was his smile that probably got him anything he wanted. Girls probably followed him around like besotted puppies and fell at his feet in adoration and ached to play with that annoying little lock of hair on his forehead.

      Women did not. If he thought he could charm her with that smile, he had another think coming.

      His grin faded, his green eyes lost their hint of teasing, and a muscle in his jaw twitched. “How old are you?” he asked softly.

      Mary bristled. “I don’t see how that bit of information is any of your business.”

      “Tell me right now, or we’re done talking.”

      Mary didn’t like demands, especially not from men she’d just met, but in this case she didn’t have many options. “Twenty-eight.”

      Clint nodded his head slowly. “Fits the profile, doesn’t she, Dean? Twenty-eight, blonde, pretty.” He never took his eyes from her. “You’re not just looking to spy on the people who work the rodeo, you’re setting yourself up as bait.”

      She could deny the accusation, but she didn’t think Sinclair would buy it. Pretty boy or not, there was something calculating in his eyes. Something intelligent. She couldn’t afford to insult or annoy him. If he knew the truth, he’d toss her out on her ear. Like it or not, she needed him.

      “Only as a last resort,” she said calmly. “None of the other victims worked for the rodeo, so in reality I am not setting myself up by following a pattern.”

      He didn’t look convinced. “Sounds awfully dangerous, anyway. Well, it’s dangerous if you’re right about the serial killer being affiliated with the rodeo. Which you’re not.”

      “Your opinion doesn’t concern me. All I want from you are a few pointers on working the rodeo, and an introduction to the man who runs the tour.” Oliver Brisco, her prime suspect.

      Sinclair was going to refuse. She saw it, in the firm set of his mouth, in the quickly fading spark of fury in his eyes. He was her last chance, her best idea. Her only idea. She’d stood here and held her temper in check, for the most part, and now he was going to turn her down flat and she’d be back to zero.

      “Shea,” the man before her said softly, in that Southern drawl that sounded like molasses, dark and sweet. “How bad do you want this?”

      “Pretty bad,” Shea admitted. “One of the stories I’ve been working on for the past year is about a man who was found guilty of the second murder almost four years ago. He was convicted long before anyone made the connection with the other murders, and all the evidence against him is circumstantial. Mary came to me a few months ago to ask some questions about the case, that’s how we hooked up.” Shea’s entire face softened. “Clint, this guy is sitting in prison for a murder he didn’t commit. Until we have more, no one’s willing to do anything about getting him out.”

      “Who made that connection to the rodeo?” he asked.

      “I did,” Mary said. After hours and hours of studying every detail of those murders, after more sleepless nights than she could count, she’d finally discovered that at the approximate time of each and every murder, the Brisco Rodeo had been in town.

      It was the approximate that was killing her. The bodies of the victims had been disposed of in remote areas, and not discovered until days or weeks after the fact. The longer the bodies went undiscovered, the harder it was to pinpoint the exact date of death. Until she had more, some people in the bureau wouldn’t validate her theory.

      “If this is such a great lead,” Sinclair said softly, “why isn’t the rodeo crawling with feds? Why isn’t there an army of agents going in?”

      An unexpected chill danced down Mary’s spine and down her arms. He was getting too close, asking too many questions. “It’s a theory not everyone in the bureau is buying, at this point,” she said honestly. “There are a few discrepancies in the killer’s MO, from murder to murder, some inconsistencies on a couple of the victims.” Inconsistencies she had tried and tried to explain away.

      “So, this charade of yours might be a waste of time.”

      She suspected Sinclair was concerned about his time, not hers. “I don’t believe it is a waste of time,” she said calmly.

      “But—” he began.

      “This butcher, he doesn’t kill his victims right away,” Mary said. She couldn’t allow herself to be annoyed, to hold a grudge against this man she’d just met because he was her best hope. It was a luxury she couldn’t afford. “He keeps them alive for anywhere from two to four days, from what we’ve been able to tell. He tortures them. He plays with them.” Her heart rate increased, and deep down… deep down something she tried to ignore clenched. “The man I’m looking for is a predator of the worst kind, Mr. Sinclair. If he isn’t found and stopped, he will kill again. And again.” And again…

      Clint Sinclair sighed. He mumbled a foul word. The strawberry-blonde sitting on the couch said, “Hey, I heard that. Watch your language around the babies.”

      The cowboy leaned slightly to the side and smiled, not so wide as before. “Babies? I’ll apologize to Justin, but I don’t think yours can hear me just yet, Jayne.”

      “You can’t know that for sure.”

      He gave up easily, humoring the pregnant woman. “Sorry.”

      After a moment he ran one hand over his face. Hiding? Probably. Considering taking her on? Definitely. Everyone waited for him to make a decision. Finally, Clint jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and laid his eyes on Mary.

      “My ranch. Be there Monday morning, bright and early and ready to work. We’ll have two weeks and a couple of days to get you ready.”

      “I’m sure I won’t need that much time…”

      “Take it or leave it, Special Agent Paris.”

      Two weeks plus. She didn’t have that kind of time to waste. She needed to learn what she could from Sinclair and then do more investigation on the men who worked for the rodeo before she joined them. Oliver Brisco, the owner of the rodeo, was her number one suspect, but it would be foolish to dismiss the other men until she had more concrete evidence. Clint Sinclair didn’t look as if there were any room for negotiation, and Mary was desperate.

      “I’ll be there,” she said.

      Clint nodded, but he looked every bit as skeptical as Mary felt.

      Shea offered coffee and dessert, and while Mary was tempted to decline and get out of here while she could, she decided to accept and keep an eye on the rodeo clown for a while longer. They hadn’t exactly hit it off. In fact, Clint Sinclair got on her last nerve. Still, Mary was a firm believer that it made sense to know one’s enemies as well or better than one knew their friends. It was too early to know if the clown would be either.

      If he’d been with the rodeo four years instead of three, Clint Sinclair himself would be one of her suspects. He had an airtight alibi for that first summer, though. According to her research, he’d been riding bulls at the time and had been laid up in the hospital for several weeks. When the second murder had taken place, he’d been out of commission.

      There were a handful of men with the Brisco Rodeo who had been with the tour all four summers. Her money was on Brisco, but every one of those men was a suspect. One of them had killed Elaine.

      And she was going to make that man pay.
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      Mary had driven by the Sinclair ranch last night after she’d checked into a hotel in Scottsboro, Alabama, the closest town that actually had a hotel. She was a city girl at heart, at home under bright lights and in the shadows of tall buildings. Her sleekly furnished apartment was located right outside Washington, D.C. The home where she’d grown up, where her father still lived, was in the Chicago area. This place… it was way too much like Mayberry for her tastes.

      Down the road from the Sinclair ranch she’d passed a small grouping of buildings. A post office, a barber shop, a café. There had even been a business that looked suspiciously like a general store. Did those even exist, anymore? It wasn’t a town, not really. It was much too small to be called anything more than a pit stop. But there had been a freshly painted sign there. Welcome to Tandy’s Corner.

      By morning’s light, the house she studied looked different. Last night there had been too many deep shadows. Lit only by the light of the moon, the Sinclair house had been a long, distant building with many warm lights burning in the windows.

      This morning, as she drove up the winding drive from the highway, she could see details she had missed the night before. The single-story red-brick structure was huge, sprawling and majestic but not at all cold, the way some big houses were. The barn and a large fenced-in area sat well behind the house, and to the left, parked before a separate two-car garage, sat a white pickup truck that had seen better days. Thick groves of old trees lined the property. The backdrop to this picturesque scene was the foothills of the Appalachian mountains, blue-gray in the distance.

      Clint Sinclair sat on the front porch, in a rocking chair of all things, sipping at a large cup of coffee and rocking in a slow, easy rhythm. A big yellow dog slept on the porch at his side. It was like a picture out of a magazine; the picturesque background, the house, the dog. The man. Clint rose to his feet as Mary pulled up close to the porch and brought her sedan to a lurching stop. The dog awoke and stood, too, tail wagging.

      “Special Agent Mary Paris,” Sinclair said as she stepped from the car. “Good morning.”

      “Sinclair,” she said simply.

      “How about some breakfast before we get started?” He looked her up and down as if judging her attire for suitability. She wore lightweight, loose fitting pants, sturdy running shoes, and a baggy white T-shirt. He wore well-worn jeans, a blue and green checkered shirt, and cowboy boots.

      Oh, God. The truth hit Mary smack-dab between the eyes. Before this was all over with, she was going to have to buy herself a pair of cowboy boots.

      “I don’t eat breakfast,” she said as she contemplated the possibilities. Pointy-toed snakeskin boots? No way. Red chip-kickers with fringe that swayed when she walked? Not her style. She was suddenly struck with the thought that her hair was not nearly big enough for this assignment.

      “You really should eat something before we get started,” Sinclair said. “Katie makes great biscuits, and if you want some eggs, she can whip up just about any style right quick.”

      “Katie?”

      “My housekeeper.”

      Mary tried to push down her suspicions. Of course Sinclair had a housekeeper. She couldn’t see him cooking and cleaning for himself. Men like him never did. “She gets an early start. What time does she arrive?”

      “She lives here.”

      Mary walked toward the porch. As usual, her original impressions had been correct. “I’ll just bet she does,” she muttered. Guys like Clint Sinclair didn’t live alone. There was always a bevy of adoring women hanging around practically begging to do whatever he wanted. Women like that made her embarrassed for her gender.

      Sinclair smiled. “Come on in and meet her. Since you’ll be around for a couple of weeks, you should get acquainted. I’m sure you two will get along just fine.”

      Mary bit back the urge to demand that they get to work. The sooner she got started, the sooner this nightmare would be over. Besides, she had no desire to get acquainted with Clint Sinclair’s housekeeper.

      The dog, who was bigger than she’d realized from her position in the car, came up to take a good, long sniff.

      “Down, boy,” she said beneath her breath.

      “Don’t mind Mutt,” Sinclair said with a smile. “His bark is worse than his bite.”

      “Mutt? Your dog’s name is Mutt?”

      “It’s what he answers to.” Sinclair held the front door open for her, and she stepped inside. Mutt followed. As she’d suspected it would be, this was a man’s house, decorated in leather and dark wood and plain off-white walls. Katie hadn’t managed to add that woman’s touch, at least not here in the front of the house. An overall masculine feel suited Clint, and yet felt comfortable.

      The large den to Mary’s left was rugged, with a fat leather sofa and two matching chairs, a long coffee table, and a lighted case that housed a number of trophies and gigantic silver belt buckles. To her right was a doorway that opened onto what looked like a home office. Again, leather and dark wood dominated. There were no flowers, no decorative pictures on the white walls, though as they walked down the hallway toward the kitchen at the back of the house, they passed a number of framed family photographs. Shea and Nick. Justin, with his parents and then alone. Snapshots obviously taken at some long ago Christmas, when there were no spouses or little ones to be included in the photo.

      The kitchen was where she saw a woman’s touch. The curtains were lacy and parted to let the sunshine in, there were hastily arranged wildflowers in a vase on the table, and instead of dark walnut the cabinets and table were made of a warm oak. The walls were painted yellow. She suspected Clint Sinclair was not a yellow person.

      A woman stood at the sink, her back to them as she washed dishes. She had long dark hair pulled up in a pony tail and hummed a semi-cheerful tune as she worked. Her hips twitched in time to the off-key rendition.

      “Katie darlin’,” Sinclair said with a smile. “This is Shea’s friend Mary.”

      Katie darlin’ turned around slowly, a wide smile blooming on her attractive face. She was scrubbed and natural, with no makeup at all, a button nose, and eyes that positively twinkled. And she appeared to be about six months pregnant.

      There were obviously things Shea didn’t know about her brother.

      “Let me fix you something to eat,” Katie insisted, drying her hands on a towel.

      “I don’t eat breakfast,” Mary said.

      That pert nose wrinkled. “Well, that’s too bad.” If anything, Katie’s Southern accent was more pronounced than Clint’s. “Are you sure I can’t fix you something?”

      “Positive.”

      “Eggs? Biscuits? Maybe some pancakes. I make really great pancakes. From scratch!”

      “No,” Mary said again, more forcefully this time.

      Katie nodded, her smile fading. She was obviously disappointed. Mary realized she was about to begin the longest two weeks of her life.

      The back door opened, and a grinning man who’d obviously already been hard at work walked in. His jeans were well worn, his cotton shirt and light brown hair were touched with sweat. He didn’t look to be much older than Clint, and he walked with a pronounced limp.

      He headed straight for Katie. “I told you to go back to bed and lie down,” he said.

      “I will,” she promised, her face lighting up as she watched the man approach. “As soon as I finish these dishes.”

      “Why are you washing by hand when there’s a perfectly good dishwasher right here?”

      “I just have a few dishes to get out of the way,” Katie argued sweetly. “There’s not enough to fill the dishwasher, and I don’t want to let dirty plates and a greasy frying pan sit here all morning.”

      The sweating man shook his head, and then he leaned down to give Katie a quick kiss.

      Mary felt a small twinge of disappointment. Here she was all ready to discover that one of Shea’s supposedly perfect brothers had a flaw. A pregnant live-in housekeeper was a big flaw. And then Katie turns out to be someone else’s darlin’.

      “Mary, this is my ranch foreman, Wes. Katie’s his better half.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Wes said, stepping forward with a wide smile and an outstretched hand. “You must be Shea’s friend who wants to have a go at the rodeo.”

      “Yes,” Mary said simply.

      When she’d found out that Clint’s foreman had also once been on the rodeo circuit, she’d insisted that Wes not know the real purpose of her visit. All she needed was for the wrong person to find out what she was up to, that she was a federal agent, and the gig would be over. Finished.

      If that happened she might never have another chance to find Elaine’s killer.
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        * * *

      

      Special Agent Mary Paris had a bug up her butt about something. About everything, Clint imagined.

      Shortly after her arrival he’d changed into suitable running shoes, shorts, and a T-shirt, and now he and his clown wannabe ran side by side down the trail that wound just inside the perimeter of his property. Mutt ran with him, as usual. Every now and then they passed through welcome shade, but most of the run was made in bright sunlight.

      Special Agent Mary stayed right beside him, matching him stride for stride. She’d kept up really well at first, but she was beginning to lag. She didn’t much like lagging, he could tell. Apparently she was one of those women who thought she ought to be able to do anything and everything as well as any man.

      Her baggy clothes were covered with sweat, she was red in the face and had her hair pulled back and up in one of those short ponytails that looked like a little straw broom sticking out of the back of her head. She shouldn’t be sexy as hell.

      But she was.

      Clint slowed down, coming to a stop in the shade of an ancient oak tree. “Time for a break,” he said, reaching for the water bottle that hung from the loose belt he wore.

      “I’m fine,” Mary said breathlessly. “Really.”

      “I’m sure you are. It’s just time for a break.”

      She didn’t argue with him, but reached for her own water bottle and took a long swig.

      Clint dropped down and gave Mutt a drink from his water bottle, patting the dog’s head as he lapped up the cool liquid. When Mutt had had all he wanted, the dog found a grassy spot and plopped down to rest.

      This was such a mistake, Clint thought as he watched Mary regain her breath and her composure. It was wrong in so many ways, for so many reasons.

      “I have an idea,” he said.

      “What kind of idea?” Mary asked suspiciously.

      “I can get you into the rodeo without making you go through all this.”

      “I’m fine,” she argued. “It’s just that the humidity here is higher than I’m accustomed to.”

      “Don’t you even want to hear my idea?”

      She sighed. No, she obviously did not want to hear his idea. There was annoyance in the way she looked at him, in the way she stood. “Fine,” she said unenthusiastically. “Let’s hear it.”

      It was a good idea, much better and much safer than her cockeyed plan. “The first stop on the tour is a four day show, Thursday through Sunday. We’re starting in Birmingham, this year. During the first show we always present a Rodeo Queen, and she travels with—”

      “No,” Mary said insistently. “I will not wear big hair and a cowboy hat and fringe and parade around with a fake smile on my face while I give the crowd my royal wave.” She demonstrated, fingers together, hand cupped as she gently rocked the hand.

      Clint nodded his head. “You’d rather wear orange hair, grease paint, a funny hat, and a painted-on smile.”

      She might have blushed. It was hard to tell, since she was already red in the face. “Yes.”

      “All right. This is your party, darlin’.” She didn’t like being called darlin’. It rankled her, for some reason, made her lips thin and her blue eyes go flinty. “I mean, it’s your party, Special Agent Paris.”

      She pursed her lips, for a moment. “Maybe you should just call me Mary.”

      “Pretty name.”

      Mary hooked her water bottle to her own belt and started to run, almost as if she were escaping. She didn’t much like chitchat.

      Clint took off after her, and Mutt leapt off the ground to follow.

      “What’s next?” Mary asked when Clint pulled up alongside her.

      “When we’re finished with the run, we’ll get you settled in.”

      She glanced at him. “What?”

      “We’ll get your things out of the car and take a little break, have some lunch, and then this afternoon we’ll work on a few basic maneuvers.”

      “My things?”

      “You know, suitcases, bags of makeup, trunks full of shoes…”

      She stared straight ahead. “My bags are at the hotel in Scottsboro, where I’ll be staying.”

      Clint grinned. “For better than two weeks? Goodness, darlin’, you don’t have to make that trip every morning and every night. I have a couple of guest rooms right here in the house.”

      Mary turned her head and laid her eyes on his face; a lesser man would’ve flinched, he was certain.

      “No, thank you,” she said coolly. “I prefer to stay in a hotel.”

      “Fine by me,” he muttered. He wasn’t disappointed. Not really. He didn’t care what made a woman like Mary Paris tick. Man, she was definitely… different.

      “You know,” he said as they made a turn and ran into blessed shade once again, “you really should consider the Rodeo Queen idea. It would be much easier, big hair and all.”

      “Won’t work,” she said simply.

      “Why not?”

      Mary stared straight ahead as she continued to run at a steady pace. For a while, he thought she wasn’t going to answer. Finally, she did.

      “All I plan to do is gather information. Talk to people, try to connect the dots and put faces to names and eliminate suspects.” She glanced at him suspiciously, perhaps wondering how much she should share. Mary Paris didn’t look like a woman who gave her trust easily.

      He saw the unspoken but in her eyes, in the tense set of her mouth. “I knew you wanted to make yourself bait!” he snapped, angry that any woman would consider anything so dangerous. Danger was a part of Mary Paris’s job, but in his world women were gentle creatures who were meant to be protected. Sheltered. Mary and his world clashed, big time.

      “I certainly wouldn’t do anything so foolish.” She turned her eyes front again. She’d settled into an easy, steady pace, and looked as if she could run all day, high humidity or no high humidity. “Not on my own.”

      “But,” Clint prodded.

      Mary’s eyes remained set on the horizon. “The women who were killed by this guy, they were all…” She paused, as if she were carefully considering her next word. “Quiet,” she finally said. “Six out of eight of them weren’t missed for days, which is one of the reasons no one ever linked the cases together or to the Brisco Rodeo.”

      “You did.”

      “I had an advantage.”

      “What’s that?”

      She shook her head gently. “Before I started looking into the case, what you had was six different jurisdictions all going at the cases from a different perspective. The killings were not identical, just similar in an eerie kind of way. If anyone bothered to look.” She shook her head slightly. “In the two instances where there was more than one murder in a jurisdiction, the investigator for each victim was different. People retire, they go into other departments… and when a murder sits for a while and the victim doesn’t have someone pushing at the police to find her killer…” She paused and took a few steady breaths.

      “They get shoved aside,” Clint said.

      “Yeah,” Mary said in a lower voice. “While I don’t plan to bait the killer at this time, it might become an option later on. With the proper backup, of course,” she added. “A Rodeo Queen would be missed right away, I imagine.”

      “So will a rodeo clown,” Clint assured her.

      “I need to blend in. Disappear. I need to be invisible, Sinclair.”

      He knew she had her reasons for doing things this way. That didn’t mean he had to like it. “Why not just be in the crowd every day?”

      “Three or four shows per town, six cities. You don’t think that might raise a few questions?”

      He shrugged. “Groupies.”

      Mary rolled her eyes in disgust. No, she’d never pass for an adoring fan. “Groupies?”

      “Rodeo hoes,” Clint said with a wicked grin.

      Special Agent Mary gave him a quick, censuring glance. “Wouldn’t work,” she said. “I need to get close to the people in the rodeo.”

      “Some of the fellas get real close to the groupies.”

      “Fellas like you?” she snapped.

      “No way.”

      She huffed once, like she didn’t believe him for a minute.

      Clint shook his head. “I can’t tell you how bad I think this idea of yours is.”

      “I didn’t ask for your opinion, Bozo.” She sped up and Clint stayed close behind her.

      Bozo? Yeah, she definitely had a bug up her butt.
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        * * *

      

      “You want me to do what?” Mary asked, shading her eyes with one hand. The sun shone bright overhead. It was just past noon and she was starving. Absolutely, positively, would-kill-for-an-Oreo starving.

      Telling Sinclair that she was so hungry she felt hollow would be admitting that she should have taken him up on his offer of breakfast, and she wouldn’t admit that she’d made a mistake. She never did.

      They stood in the center of a corral that was empty but for the two of them, and Sinclair pointed to a rustic section of fence. “Over the fence,” he said again. “As quickly as you can.”

      With a shake of her head, she ran to the fence and climbed over. Seemed pretty quick to her, but Sinclair was not satisfied.

      “Again,” he said.

      Mary walked toward him, never hinting that she ached all over, never letting on that she was so hungry she’d snatch a cookie from a small child, if she had the chance. “I thought that particular move was more than sufficient.”

      “Sufficient? Honey, when a bull is chasing you, sufficient doesn’t cut it. Try again.”

      “Honey” now, as well as the occasional darlin’. The man was getting on her nerves in the worst way.

      “Sure thing, Giggles.” She turned and began to run again, toward the fence.

      Clint flew past her when she was halfway to her target, and with no more than one hand on the top of the fence he vaulted over. The move was so quick, so damned graceful, she felt like an elephant in comparison, plodding toward the obstacle.

      She made it over the fence, but needed a boost from her foot on the bottom rung to accomplish the task.

      That chore done again, Clint sat on the fence in question and shook his head. “I don’t think two weeks is enough time to get you ready.”

      Mary was tired, hungry, and forced to admit that this irritating man could do something she could not. “It’ll do.” It would have to.

      Clint Sinclair was incredibly easygoing. It wasn’t natural. After all, Shea was anything but laid back, and the other two brothers… they both looked like they spent most of their lives wound pretty tight. But so far Clint was Mr. Agreeable. He hadn’t said a word about her calling him Bozo and Giggles. In fact, he seemed to find her somehow amusing.

      She didn’t like it.

      Sitting on the fence, pondering the situation, he didn’t look quite as easygoing as he had earlier in the day. At least he had the good grace to sweat, almost as much as she did. He had great legs, muscled and lean, and for the first time today his neck was corded. Strained. He ignored the dog who danced at his feet.

      “You want to know why Wes limps the way he does?” Sinclair asked in a tight voice. “The reason he will always limp when he walks? The reason why he’s lucky to be walking at all?”

      “No, but I imagine you’re going to tell me anyway.” Mary climbed onto the fence to perch beside Sinclair, taking care not to sit too close.

      “He was too slow getting over the fence.”

      She glanced toward the house, which seemed so far away. She’d bet her life there were cookies there. A sandwich, maybe. Hell, a crumb! What about those pancakes Katie had offered to make? “Maybe you should just teach me a few jokes and let that be it.”

      Clint shook his head. “That’s not what a rodeo clown does, dar… Mary.”

      Ah, maybe the Giggles bit had gotten to him, after all. “I know.”

      “We are in the arena to protect the cowboys, to draw the bull away from them after they’re thrown. Yes, we entertain the crowd, too, but that’s not why we’re there.”

      She looked at him. Why couldn’t Shea have had an ugly rodeo clown brother? Clint Sinclair was too good-looking, too charming, too… too. Two weeks! Two weeks of getting into better shape, learning the tricks of the trade, keeping him at a distance. And after that two weeks was up, they’d be together every day until she found Elaine’s killer. Maybe she could convince him to allow her to take his place, not join in as an extra.

      There was no time or place in her life for a man, not anymore. She hadn’t even thought about getting close to anyone since she’d lost Rick. It was too damned hard, to fall in love and think you had forever, and then find out, from a voice on the phone, that “forever” was a lie.

      “Special Agent Paris,” Sinclair said, his voice low, his expression darkly serious. “I’ve played along with you up to this point, for Shea’s sake, mostly.”

      “I know that.”

      “At the end of your two weeks, if I don’t think you’re ready, if I think that there’s even a remote possibility that by stepping into the arena you’re putting your life or the life of a cowboy at risk, you won’t have my cooperation. No introduction to Brisco. No more pretending. This is not fun and games. If you can’t do the job as well or better than any other bullfighter, then you’re going to have to find another way to get in.”

      “I’ll be ready,” she assured him.

      “You’d better be.”
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks, and the rodeo would be under way. He could hardly wait.

      But he would wait, no matter how anxious he became in the next few days. His fingers itched, and deep inside he felt a knot of pure excitement. The anticipation was always exhilarating, and with each passing year that anticipation grew more delicious.

      He sat on a bench in the crowded shopping mall, watching women walk past. Some of them glanced his way, most did not. He was invisible here, one of the crowd.

      His eyes were drawn to a woman walking his way. A blonde. Pretty, but not gorgeous. Nice full breasts. Gold earrings dangled from her delicate ears. As he watched her walk toward him, he felt his excitement grow.

      But he knew this woman would be all wrong for him. She was too confident, her walk too sure. She came closer, and he saw the wedding ring on her left hand. No, she would never do.

      Not that he would actually take a woman from the mall, he just liked to pretend. To plan. To imagine. And since this was just pretend, he might as well choose the woman who appealed to him most.

      The woman walked past him, never so much as glancing his way. She had a nice back view, too.

      He stood, checked his watch so anyone paying attention would think he had somewhere to be, someone to meet… and then he followed the woman, keeping her in his sight while maintaining a safe distance.

      She was leaving the mall. Perfect. She walked through the main doors, shifted her shopping bags, and walked quickly into the parking lot.

      It was dark, the parking lot lit by bright streetlamps. There were people around, but no one close.

      He could take her, if he wanted to. He could walk up behind her, surprise her, and before she knew what was happening he’d be in her car.

      No. He stopped in the middle of the parking lot and watched her go. It wasn’t time, and she wasn’t right. And no matter how tempting the woman was, he couldn’t afford to kill in the town where he lived. He was too smart to make such a blunder.

      He smiled as the woman got into her car. Two weeks wasn’t such a long time to wait.
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