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“ASSETS LOCATED.”

Those words coming through his radio earwig set an Air Force Thunderbirds airshow performing in Nash “Rambler” Hanley’s stomach. Nerves were good—to a point. Being on edge heightened his focus. The roiling in his belly threatened to shatter that focus, turning it into incapacitating fear. He inhaled to a count of six, exhaled at the same rate. The Blackthorne psychologist had suggested the exercise, but Nash thought envisioning shooting down those jets would work as well. Or better.

A hand on his shoulder both startled and calmed him.

“We got this,” T-Bone, his partner, said.

We. They were a team. T-Bone hadn’t questioned whether Nash could do the job. Hadn’t offered to cover for him.

Not ready to trust his voice, Nash gave a quick nod.

He checked his weapons and gear one more time. He tucked his head deeper into his black hoodie. Typical Blackthorne ops attire would be conspicuous in this remote site in Matamoros, Mexico, but baggy cargo pants and an oversized, torn sweatshirt provided better camouflage than standard camo prints. Anyone likely to hang out here would be homeless, drunk, or on drugs. Or all three.

Recon hadn’t sighted anyone outside the abandoned fish-processing plant, which was good. Sensors had picked up eleven heat signatures inside. The team had been sent to rescue six women. More hostages? Squatters? Guards?

“Check in.” Team leader Dapper Dan’s voice came over Nash’s earwig. Each operative confirmed they were ready. Nash and T-Bone would cover the rear of the building. Dapper Dan and Fish had the front. No points of ingress or egress on the sides. Cheese was flying Blackthorne’s converted Sikorsky helo a thousand feet above them, with Lobo relaying info from HQ. Scrooge, sniper on this op, was positioned on the roof of an abandoned warehouse half a mile away.

“Any update on who’s inside?” Fish asked.

“Working on it,” Lobo said. “Heat signatures aren’t exactly X-ray vision.”

An interminable sixteen second pause.

“Based on size, best guess is our six female assets and five males,” Lobo said.

Hostiles was the consensus, although why it took five people to contain six young women niggled at Nash’s brain. Didn’t matter. Five Blackthorne operatives on the ground. Make that six. Olivia, over her protests at not being part of the action, was standing by should anyone need medical attention.

“You don’t put your medic in harm’s way,” Dapper Dan had said.

In and out like the wind.

“Let’s do it.” Dapper Dan’s voice delivering the Blackthorne, Inc. call to action set Nash on task better than any breathing exercises. He moved from his concealed position behind a pile of rubble. The October moon was a thin crescent playing hide and seek with the clouds. Leaves rustled in the breeze which carried moisture from the nearby Gulf of Mexico. Thirty yards away, the building housing their assets sat like a deserted island in a pothole-filled sea of asphalt.

In five yards, he—they—would be sitting ducks as they approached the building. Nash and T-Bone dashed for their post.

Eyes on the prize. Eyes on the prize.

He recited his personal mantra, blocking the memories of the op gone sideways six months ago.

At the building, Nash stood, back against the wall, panting more than the simple run should have warranted.

“In position,” T-Bone said over the radio.

Nash slowed his breathing, waiting for Dapper Dan’s word that he and Fish had also made it to their assigned spots without incident.

Instead, Lobo’s voice reported four of the hostiles moving for the doors. That left one to cover their hostages. Perfect.

“Two toward the front, two toward the rear,” Lobo reported.

“I’m in,” Dapper Dan said.

T-Bone and Nash moved to the side of the rear door and readied their weapons. Let the bad guys come to them, out in the open. Meanwhile, according to plan, Dapper Dan should be working his way toward the hostages and the guard who’d stayed behind. One against one there. Fish would handle the two hostiles at the front door.

Above, the faint whup-whup of the Blackthorne helo in stealth mode bolstered Nash’s confidence. Scrooge’s position gave him a line of sight to both front and rear doors of this defunct facility.

Most definitely in and out like the wind.

The door eased open. Weapon raised, heart bouncing against his ribcage, Nash prepared to take down his man.

“Hold position,” came from Nash’s earwig. “Negative on two hostiles approaching doors. One hostile, one hostage.”

“I’ve got the asshole,” T-Bone muttered. “Hostage is yours.”

The stench of rotten fish and unwashed bodies hit Nash before he got a visual on either of their targets. Abandoned buildings weren’t big on functional plumbing.

Nash waited. A male voice, deep and rough, spoke rapid-fire Spanish. Nash picked out enough to understand the man expected them to drop weapons and surrender.

Like that was going to happen.

Nash and T-Bone stepped away, luring the man to follow. Asshole took the bait, shuffling away from the doorway. He held a pistol to a woman’s head, his other arm wrapped around her neck.

The pictures of their assets had been taken when the women looked their best. Yearbook photos, studio portraits. Given the darkness and the disconnect between the images he’d studied and the woman standing in front of him, Nash couldn’t tell which of the six he was looking at. The fear in her eyes told him enough. She was someone he needed to rescue.

T-Bone responded in his college Spanish, and their asshole laughed and spat.

“Get her down.” Scrooge’s voice buzzed from Nash’s earwig.

Nash and T-Bone exchanged a quick glance, indicating they’d both heard Scrooge’s order.

T-Bone rattled off more Spanish, crooking his fingers in an I dare you to come for me gesture as he shuffled a few steps backward.

“Trust me,” Nash called out and he dove for the woman, bringing her to the ground as gently as possible, stretching his arms to protect her head while shielding her with his body.

Gunfire erupted. 

All Nash could think was you never hear the shot that gets you before oblivion claimed him.
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COLD. BRIGHT LIGHT. Distant chirping. Murmuring voices.

Nash tried to sort out the sensations, but his brain refused to make sense of them. He gave up. Surrendered to the darkness.

The next time he awoke—at least he assumed he’d been asleep because he’d been dreaming about floating down a river, a falcon circling above—he forced his eyes to remain open.

A hospital room? Couldn’t be.

That op was over and done. He’d come through slightly scathed, had been patched up, discharged, and back on the job. Or had he? Had he dreamt about the rehab, the light duty, the dog-and-pony-show assignments?

Had he died? Was he in hospital purgatory, waiting to discover his fate?

Too much. The dreams were better. He closed his eyes.

When he next returned to a semi-conscious state, some of the cotton had wandered from his brain to his mouth. He tried to swallow, to lick his lips.

Someone spoke. “For a few minutes.”

Shuffling sounds. Squeaking sounds. He groaned. Croaked was more like it.

“Drink this.” Miraculously, a straw appeared in his mouth. Maybe he’d made it to heaven after all. He sucked in the cool wetness.

Someone took the straw away. Not heaven, then, or he’d be allowed to drink his fill.

“That’s enough for starters.” A disembodied voice came from a distance.

Something familiar about the voice. Nash blinked, trying to bring things into focus.

Olivia.

Okay, he wasn’t in heaven, hell, or a waiting room. A few pieces slotted together. Olivia had been on his last op. Vague, blurry memories of her bending over him, saying things like, “Hang in there. Stay with me.”

He must have been injured. “How long?” Nash asked.

“Three days,” Olivia said. “You’ve been out of it, which is a good thing.”

Three days? Nash reached for his jaw. The stubble confirmed it.

Another figure appeared. White coat. Stethoscope. Nash raised his gaze. Raised it more. The man loomed high above the bed. As lean as a long-distance runner. Dark hair, dark skin. Doctor? Nurse?

“That’s enough for now,” the man said, his voice rumbling up from deep inside. “You can come back later.”

Olivia squeezed Nash’s hand and smiled. “You’re going to be fine, Rambler.”

Could be worse. The newcomer might have been a priest.

The man spoke, his voice less rumbling. “Good afternoon, Mr. Hanley. I’m Doctor Mabry. How are you feeling?”

“Fuzzy,” Nash said. “Throat sore. Thirsty.”

“Understandable. You’ve had surgery, which included inserting a tube down your throat to keep you breathing.” Dr. Mabry rewarded him with another sip of cool water.

Nash sucked in as much as he could before the doctor took the blessed water away. As he drank, the man’s words wandered around his brain like squirrels looking for acorns. After a moment, one word registered. He shoved the glass away.

“Surgery? What surgery?”

Dr. Mabry put the water on the bedside table. “I’m not permitted to say at this time. Dr. Terrance will be in to go over everything shortly. First, on a scale of one to ten, how much pain are you in?”

Nash stopped to assess his body. Until the doctor had mentioned it, Nash hadn’t felt any pain, only fuzziness. He tested his head, neck, arms, legs. He’d felt worse after one of Manny Rodriquez’s PT sessions. “Five?”

The doctor’s brows lifted, as if he didn’t believe Nash. “That’s good, but the sedation will be wearing off soon and your pain level will likely increase. I’ll send the nurse in to explain the PCA and how you can control your medication. It’s important to stay a step or two ahead of the pain.”

“I got it. Now, what happened? When can I go home?”

“Not until you’re well enough to travel,” Dr. Mabry said.

Travel? Nash closed his eyes again as the exertion from asking those few questions drained him. He drew in long, labored breaths. “Keep talking. I’m awake. Where am I?”

“You’re in Brownsville General Hospital.”

Brownsville. Texas. Where they’d briefed for the op. Across the border from Matamoros. Not San Francisco, where Blackthorne was headquartered. Was that good news or bad? Not good, obviously, because he was in a hospital. If he’d been severely injured, this was probably the closest hospital, which made it bad news.

His head throbbed. Thinking was too much work.

“Can I see my friend?” Nash asked. Olivia would know more, tell him more than this doctor, who was avoiding the important questions. Like what kind of surgery? What the hell had happened?

​“Dr. Terrance will discuss everything with you, and I’ll send in the nurse.” Dr. Mabry wrote on his chart and left the room, his rubber soles squeaking on the floor.

Did Dr. Mabry’s reluctance to share mean something horrendous had happened? A few memories surfaced. Nash replayed what he recalled. They’d located the women they’d been sent to find. There’d been others. He remembered gunfire. Had he been shot?

He lay there, staring at the ceiling. As his head cleared, pain made its way to the surface. He wiggled his toes, taking inventory, moving up his body a muscle at a time.

He’d reached his calves, noting they both seemed in working order, when the door opened and Olivia returned.

“Tell me what’s going on,” he said over the pain in his throat. “The doc was no help.”

“Mabry’s an intern.” Olivia stood at the foot of the bed. “Your surgeon’s fussy about what he’s permitted to tell patients before he talks to them.”

“He didn’t tell you?” Nash asked. “Or did he swear you to secrecy? Give. I deserve to know. It’s my body someone cut into.”

Olivia moved to his side, and Nash shifted to face her. Not smart. He was barreling way beyond the pain level of even the most killer of Manny’s PT workouts. He winced. She rested a hand on his shoulder.

The door opened, and a woman Nash assumed was a nurse strode to his bedside and shooed Olivia from the room.

“Don’t go far,” Nash said.

Olivia paused at the door and waved. “I’ll be here.”

The nurse fussed under the bed. Memories of his previous hospital stay rushed back. Another tube up his dick. He’d hated it then, he hated it now. She changed the bag collecting his piss, checked readouts, and made notes on a chart.

“The doc said you’d explain the pain meds,” he said.

She explained the machine. “You can’t overdose, so don’t be reluctant to use it. Dosages are metered.” The nurse handed him the control button. Nash wasted no time in pressing it.

“Please send Olivia back in. She’s ... family. While not the literal truth, any Blackthorne operative was more like family than Nash’s own. They’d been out of his life since he was twelve.

Should he let his father know? Would it make a difference? Not enough brain power now. Nash would deal with it another time.

The nurse left, and seconds later the door opened. Instead of Olivia, another white-coated man entered the room. This man was as short as Dr. Mabry was tall, paunchy where Mabry was lean, and as fair as Mabry was dark.

“I’m Doctor Terrance, trauma surgeon at this hospital. I performed your nephrectomy.”

Nash’s ears pounded. What was an effing nephrectomy?

“Wait,” he said. “I want Olivia in here while you tell me what you did. The nurse kicked her out while she was doing her thing.”

At the doctor’s hesitation, Nash added, “Please. I’m fuzzy-headed. She has medical training, so she’ll help me if I forget what you’re telling me.”

Dr. Terrance pursed his lips and left the room. When he didn’t return immediately, Nash wondered if he’d ticked the man off and he wasn’t coming back.

The door opened a moment later. Nash blew out a calming breath when Olivia accompanied the doctor.

“As I was saying,” Dr. Terrance said, “I performed a nephrectomy.”

Nash interrupted him. “Speak English, please.”

The doctor’s eyebrows lifted. “I’m sorry. I thought you knew.”

“Given my brain is a bag of oatmeal, no, I have no clue what’s going on.”

“A nephrectomy is the removal of a kidney,” the doctor said.

Nash tried to sit up, but a wave of dizziness and a pain in his gut called a quick halt. “You took out my kidney?”

“The damage was too great to save it. Be assured, Mr. Hanley, you can live a normal life with one. I also removed a second bullet from your leg, one that tore your hamstring, and repaired the damage. To be truthful, you’ll probably experience more discomfort from that injury than the nephrectomy.”

Dr. Terrance moved to the left and pulled Nash’s blankets aside. “I want to check the dressing.”

Nash closed his eyes. A cool hand gripped his. Olivia. She of the comforting bedside manner. He peeked. Bandages. Tubes. Nothing gory.

“It was a fluke,” Olivia said. “Your vest shifted up just enough so the bullet did some damage. If you’d been standing—”

“I get it,” he said. “Doing my job cost me a kidney.”

“But not your life,” she said. “The doc’s right. Lots of people are walking around with one kidney.”

“Doesn’t mean I like being one of them. You know the saying. Two is one, and one is none. Which means, effectively, I don’t have a kidney.”

“No need for such concern,” Dr. Terrance said. “Given the circumstances and your bleeding when you arrived, quick action was more important than trying to be delicate. I’m afraid your scars will be more pronounced than if this had been a scheduled laparoscopic procedure, but otherwise, aside from more frequent checkups and minor dietary modifications, you can resume your normal activities within a few months.”

Another squeeze and a tiny frown from Olivia kept Nash from pressing the doctor for more details.

Did the doctor have a clue what normal activities were for a Blackthorne operative? Had whoever’d provided his medical information mentioned what Nash really did? The covert side of Blackthorne was just that—covert—and his public employee information said he worked as a research assistant in the Investigations Department.

Dr. Terrance finished his explanations, most of which sounded as though he’d recited the litany hundreds of times before—which had to be good. It meant he must have performed the surgery hundreds of times.

He left, and Nash fought the urge to crawl into his dream cave. “The op? The hostages? The team? I don’t remember anything after Scrooge told me to get the woman down, and we hit the deck.”

Olivia sat in the bedside chair. She held Nash’s fingers, avoiding the tubes and monitors. “On paper, the op was a successful mission, with one injury on our side. Since the injury is yours, you probably feel otherwise.”

Nash shrugged her comments off. The mission came first, and one kidney weighed against the lives of the women they’d saved was a small price. “The guards? Who were they?”

“All around nasties,” Olivia said. “Into drugs, weapons, you name it.”

Thinking about the op meant Nash wasn’t thinking about the pain. Could he give himself another dose? That’s what it was there for. The nurse said it was regulated. He thumbed the button and closed his eyes.

“I’m listening,” he said.

“In and out like the wind,” Olivia continued. “Women reunited with their families. Goons in custody, with gratitude from the Mexican authorities. Dapper Dan subdued the three goons watching the hostages. They never saw him coming. Scrooge eliminated the two who thought that by holding a hostage close, they’d be safe.”

Subdued. Eliminated. Nash translated. Taken into custody. Killed. Scrooge had killed two men, bad guys or not. Nash recalled the first life he’d taken. And more. They never left you.

“How’s Scrooge?” Unlike most of the operatives who came from military backgrounds, Scrooge had been a civilian. Competitive shooter. He shot targets. Not people.

“He’s dealing,” Olivia said. “Knowing he saved lives helps.”

Nash lay there, eyes closed, vaguely aware of chairs scraping against the floor, and a quiet good-bye from Olivia. Later, more comings and goings of hospital staff, often enough to make sure you couldn’t get a decent stretch of rest. He endured their ministrations, never emerging all the way out of his dream cave.

Two missions. Two injuries severe enough for hospitalization. Was he cut out to be a Blackthorne operative? What else would he do?
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TRYING NOT TO GRIN, Danika Payton faced Mr. Gerard, the publisher and editor-in-chief of the Albuquerque Gazette, from across his desk. Had her latest story proposal brought her the transfer she’d yearned for? Jorge, her boss hadn’t given her a clue why Mr. Gerard wanted to see her, merely sent an email saying to report to the man at ten sharp, and it was nine-fifty-six.

Mr. Gerard, wearing his trademark western shirt with a bolo tie, gestured to the chairs. The other half of his trademark, a white cowboy hat, rested on the corner of his desk. “Have a seat, Miss Payton.”

Danika smoothed her denim skirt and lowered herself into the leather chair. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

Mr. Gerard’s expression was somber. Not the look of someone bearing good news. He removed his glasses, set them on the desk in front of him. Danika’s palms dampened.

“Circulation is down,” Mr. Gerard said, “and I’m afraid we’re having to cut staff.”

She went fever hot and icy cold at the same time. Nobody called you into his office to say We’re cutting staff, but not you. Afraid to speak, she waited, meeting his brown-eyed gaze. She saw no sympathy, no apologies there.

“Please have your desk cleared and give all your work notes and records—all materials you’ve generated as an employee of the paper—to Mr. Fernandez by noon. Security will escort you from the building.”

He stood. “I’m sorry, and I wish you well.”

Stunned, Danika rushed from his office.

When she entered the desk-filled room of the paper’s reporting staff, nobody looked up. She’d have expected a show of sympathy here, at least. Had they known? This place was a gossip mill. Were others going to meet the same fate she had? Danika glanced from one desk to another. She worked hard, put in long hours, met every deadline.

Why not fire someone from the sports desk? Or the entertainment section? People could get all that information from the Google machine at the click of a button. Admittedly, she worked the Living section, not the news desk, and most of her assignments weren’t Pulitzer material, but that’s why she tried to give them new twists. The story behind the story, the little-known facts about the subjects she interviewed.

Blinking back hot tears, Danika logged into her computer. She opened a drawer, hunting for a flash drive. The whirring sound of Jorge Fernandez’s motorized wheelchair approaching her desk shoved a wave of anger over her. Why hadn’t the coward told her she was on the chopping block? Had he initiated her termination? She slammed the drawer shut.

“Thanks for the warning,” she said. “The paper already has every story I’ve filed. What else do you want?”

“Are you logged in?” he asked.

She pointed at the screen which said Logged in as Danika Payton. “What does it look like? Yes, I’m logged in.”

“If you’ll move aside,” he said.

Fury bubbled up inside her like a volcano ready to erupt. “You don’t trust me?”

“Company policy. Sorry. If it makes a difference, your endangered species story proposal was a good one.”

Danika got up and dragged her chair away from the desk to make room for Jorge. He maneuvered his chair into place and inserted a drive in the USB port. No point in watching years of her work disappear into his tiny device.

“I’m going to the restroom,” she said. “Or do I need an escort?”

Without taking his eyes from the monitor, he waved her away. “Go.”

She spun, tromping for the door.

“Wait,” Jorge called. “I need your notebooks as well.”

“Of course you do. Bottom left desk drawer. Hey, I have an idea. Why don’t we have a notebook-burning party. I’ll bring the matches.”

“Danika, how many times have I told you, your mouth will get you in trouble one day?”

“Is that why I was fired? For the record, I never spoke that way to anyone I was interviewing. My sarcasm never left the confines of the building.”

“New Mexico is an at-will state, and if Mr. Gerard wants to cut staff, my hands are tied. When I’m done here, we’ll meet with Human Resources to deal with the paperwork. If it’s any consolation, there will be a reasonable severance package.”

Danika marched back and leaned her hands onto the desk. “Can you look me in the eye and tell me you had nothing to do with my being fired?”

Jorge opened the desk drawer and removed her notebooks.

“I thought so.” She stormed off for the restroom.

After suffering the indignity of being escorted to her car by a security guard, Danika drove to her apartment and carried the box of her meager possessions inside. She set it on the coffee table, flopped onto the couch and went through her mail.

Flyers, her credit card statement—how would she pay her bills without a paycheck? Her severance pay wouldn’t last long. She’d have to start job-hunting first thing tomorrow. She set the junk mail aside, glanced at catalogs touting Christmas sales—it was barely Halloween. Why not Thanksgiving sales?—and put them in another pile. A letter. No return address. Denver postmark. She slit it open, unfolded the sheet of paper inside.

GET OUT OF TOWN IF YOU KNOW WHAT’S GOOD FOR YOU!

As if it would catch fire, she dropped the page onto the coffee table. Both the address and the message were computer generated. Was someone threatening her? From Denver? Should she call the police?

They’d laugh at her. Call it a joke. She didn’t add it to her junk mail pile. She fetched a plastic bag and put both the envelope and the message inside.

Then she went to her desk, found a flash drive, and inserted it into the port of her laptop.
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NASH SNUGGED HIS RENTED Subaru Outback alongside the porch in front of the wooden cabin and dragged his fingers through his hair. Should have taken the time for a haircut, but why bother? He scratched his jaw. Shaving was one more thing on his why bother list.

Everything’s on your why bother list. Get your ass in gear.

Nash swung his legs out of the car and sat sideways. His breathing exercises drew the cold November mountain air into his lungs. He watched the wisps of condensation rise and dissipate with each exhale. The visual was a nice addition to the exercises, but the knots in his belly were slow to untangle.

He rested his elbows on his knees and lowered his head to his hands.

Your choice. Three weeks. Get your ass in gear.

Nash pushed to his feet, sucking in a not-so-calming breath, as his body—stiff from the plane ride followed by a three-hour drive from the airport—adjusted to the change in position. Dr. Terrance had been right. The nephrectomy aftereffects were nothing compared to his hamstring. He limped to the back of the car and opened the hatch, then slammed it shut. Might as well see what condition the place was in before the afternoon light faded. His stuff could wait.

Pine and aspen trees bordered the clearing. When T-Bone had said hunting cabin, Nash had pictured logs, but the wooden structure was faced in brown-stained siding, a red-painted porch with matching red trim around the doors and windows, and a deep green metal roof.

He inspected the tiny front porch. Six-feet square, four wooden steps to the door. A worn artificial turf welcome mat lay askew. A battered wooden handrail ran along one side of the stairs. Nash gave it a shove. Wobbly. He began a mental list of needed repairs. Nothing elaborate, but his promise to get things in working order so T-Bone could rent the place out was part of the deal for staying here.

Stay. Help. Repair. Not hide.

“You’d be doing me a favor,” T-Bone had said when he’d suggested the getaway to Nash. “The place needs work. Hunters don’t mind spartan, but I’d like to expand my rental possibilities. I wouldn’t expect you to do a lot. More like making lists—you know, what needs fixing, what materials it would take.”

Nash bristled. He knew T-Bone’s offer wasn’t for fixing a cabin, it was because he thought Nash needed to get his head in the game. “I can do repairs. Make use of all those high school shop classes. I’m not an invalid.”

“Sure,” T-Bone said. “Didn’t mean to imply you were. Do what you want, what you can. No pressure. The place has heat, running water, electricity. No television, internet or phone service, though, cell or otherwise.”

“Sounds perfect. The only people who want to get in touch with me are the ones demanding updates on my health, giving me the poor guy routine. Gets old fast. What do they want me to say? I’m down to one kidney, walk like a gimp, but I’m not dead.”

“Rehab’s a bitch,” T-Bone said. “Plus, there seems to be an unwritten but erroneous Blackthorne decree that pretending you don’t need it makes you heal faster.”

Nash had cut him off. “I didn’t skip out on rehab. I saw no need to do it at the center when all the stuff they had me doing, I could do myself. No more crutches, no more brace. I’m fine.”

T-Bone had added a keep up with your exercises clause to their informal housing agreement, and they’d sealed the deal over a couple of beers.

So, here he was, in Back-of-Beyond, Colorado for the next three weeks, regaining his strength and helping prepare T-Bone’s cabin for renters.

First, a walk around the structure, which would loosen his leg while he assessed the work to be done. The cabin wasn’t large. According to T-Bone, a little over six hundred square feet, sitting on thirty-five acres of woodland. No neighbors popping by to shoot the breeze or borrow a cup of sugar. A living space with a small kitchen, one bedroom, a half-bath.

“Don’t need more,” Nash had said.

He continued his circuit. The metal roof meant no shingles to repair. The siding had faded on the west, where the afternoon sun hit, but Nash hadn’t spotted any rotten wood or sagging boards. Could go another year or two without re-staining.

He took in the windows as he strolled. None broken. At the rear of the cabin—the bedroom, he surmised—a sash window stood open about eight inches. Great. What would he find inside? Damage from the elements? From creatures looking for food, shelter? What lived here, anyway? The usual squirrels and other assorted rodents? Raccoons? Foxes? Deer wouldn’t climb through a window, and the opening wasn’t large enough for a bear. Another window, closed, small, and higher up must be for the bathroom.

Nash turned the corner. A bump-out, three feet deep, ran most of the cabin’s length. A double-wide window. Kitchen, he guessed. Next to it, four steps with a single metal railing, a small landing, and a door.

Time for the inside, since the exterior appeared sound enough. He limped to the front of the cabin, grabbed the rail and hoisted himself up the porch steps, checking the boards as he climbed. Definitely needed more than a fresh coat of paint.

He fished the key T-Bone had given him out of his pocket and let himself in, stepping into the wood-floored open space. He sniffed. Not the musty smell of an unused cabin, probably due to the open window.

A visual assessment revealed a plaid, wood-framed loveseat, a green wooden trunk serving as a coffee table in front of it, atop a rag rug. An oak end table, with a candlestick lamp and a ceramic bowl sat alongside the loveseat. He lifted a cushion from the loveseat, noted it was a sleeper, and shoved the cushion into place.

A set of half-filled shelves held paperbacks, another ceramic bowl, and a kerosene lantern. For power outages?

A closed door at the rear of the room led to what Nash assumed was the bedroom. At least he hoped it was. Sleeper sofas and his back had never gotten along. Fearing a critter-induced mess in there, he opted to save that room for last.

He moved to the kitchen area, separated from the living space by a rectangular oak table with two ladderback chairs tucked beneath. Nothing remarkable about the kitchen. Formica countertops—their chips, stains, and burn marks had Nash adding them to his mental repair list. Louvered double doors. Pantry? Nash pulled them open. A narrow steel shelving unit beside a washer and dryer.

Checkered towels hung over the handle of the gas range, a small cast-iron skillet sat on a burner. Clean. He stood in the center of the room, continuing his inventory. Microwave next to a drip coffeemaker with a blue ceramic mug resting beside it. A wire draining rack held a yellow plate and a fork. He stepped closer. Clean. No dust.

The hairs on the back of his neck sprang to attention.

He ran his finger along the tabletop. No dust there, either.

T-Bone hadn’t mentioned having the place cleaned for Nash’s stay. Quite the opposite. He’d said he hadn’t been here since taking down time after a series of back-to-back ops over six months ago.

Nash’s hand went for his gun—the one he wasn’t carrying.

You could be dead now.

*****
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DANIKA SLOWED TO A walk. After making sure nobody was around, she veered off the trail into the woods. Choosing a path slightly different from the one she’d used yesterday, she picked her way around the trees. She figured she had another three days before she’d have to move on. Definitely before Friday, when whoever owned the cabin might show up for the weekend. Or longer. She’d lucked out that nobody was living here when she’d discovered the cabin on Saturday.

At the edge of the clearing, she paused, did another quick survey to make sure her only companions were the squawking jays and chattering squirrels. As always, she approached the cabin from the rear. The cabin was secluded, sitting at the end of a private drive off a side road clearly posted No Outlet. Even the main road saw little traffic. Still, being careful kept you from being discovered. Which was why her car was parked more than a mile away, tucked behind a cluster of aspens off a two-track side road.

As she grew nearer, a tingling feeling chased from her neck down her spine. She stopped. Listened. Pine boughs swished in the breeze. The jays continued to squawk, the squirrels bounded from branch to branch. The late afternoon sun cast everything in gold.

Danika darted the last few yards to the cabin, huddling against the rear wall. She peeked around, checking the drive. No cars. She tiptoed up the back steps and eased open the door. Paused in the doorway. The kitchen was exactly as she’d left it, her plate in the rack, her mug by the coffeemaker, not that she’d used it.

The something’s off feeling refused to leave. Not bothering to unzip her jacket, she picked up the frying pan from the stovetop. Small, but cast iron was heavy and would do serious damage when applied with enough force. Slowing her breathing, she ducked below the counter. Recklessness was never a wise move. She needed to think.

Was someone in the cabin? Could the owner have returned? Moira, the gossipy clerk at the grocery store, had chatted on and on about everyone and his cousin living in the area. Danika had listened, saying she was considering renting a place before moving to the community. Moira filled her in on half a dozen properties, and Danika asked about each one.

When Moira got around to where Danika was squatting, the clerk said the place was rarely used, no one had been around in months, and someone usually called to place a food order so it would be ready for whoever was staying there.

Danika strained to listen. No footfalls, no sounds of anyone moving around. Her imagination? She’d been jumping at shadows since she’d left New Mexico.

She rose enough to peer over the counter into the living room. Her mouth went dry. Her heart battered against her chest. Someone was sitting on the couch. A man. Motionless.

She ducked. Her mind whirled. No way could she cover the distance, catch him by surprise, and whack him with the frying pan. Sometimes the best defense was a good offense. This time, she figured a good defense was the smart approach. She was—had been—a journalist. She knew how to make stuff up.

Wiping her hands on her jeans, Danika rose. Slowly. Stood at the edge of the counter where she could make a run for it if need be.

The man’s head turned in her direction. He made no move to get up, said nothing. Merely sat there. Staring. At her. Through her.

She raised her hands in submission. “Um ... Are you the owner? I guess you’re wondering what I’m doing here. See, there was this storm, and my car broke down about a mile away, and I was trying to find my way to the main road when I saw this cabin. Nobody was home, but the back door was unlocked, and I was tired, and wet, and I needed some sleep and shelter. But there’s no phone to call someone to help with the car, and I don’t have the money to pay, so I ... I stayed a couple more days. Regrouping, you know. I didn’t take anything. Honest. I cleaned up after myself.”

His eyebrows lifted. Still not a word.

She took his silence to mean he wasn’t angry. “Anyway, I’ll get my things—I don’t have a lot—and I’ll be out of here. Once I get settled, I can send you money for the water and electricity. I didn’t use much, and I never turned on the heat.”

“Come. Sit.” His voice was rich, deep. He chinned toward the dining chairs.

She hesitated. Here, she was out of reach. 

Danika studied him for a moment. Overall, decent looking. Pale complexion. His eyes—too far away to make out the color—appraised her from beneath quizzically uplifted brows. A straight, narrow nose turned up slightly at the tip. Wavy hair, the color of cinnamon cookies, brushed the collar of his faded blue work shirt. An untrimmed beard, more auburn than cinnamon, disguised his jawline. A bushy moustache obscured much of his mouth. When a corner lifted, some of her anxiety lessened.

Don’t be stupid. Pervs offering candy to little kids smile, too.

“I’ll stay here for the moment, thank you,” she said.

“Suit yourself. If you’d turn on the heat, we’d both be more comfortable.”

She moved a few steps closer for a better view. He wore jeans, a black turtleneck under the blue work shirt. Black sneakers. A black parka hung over the back of the couch. The gun she spied in his lap had her striding for the thermostat.

Danika was glad she hadn’t made a fool of herself rushing him brandishing an eight-inch frying pan.

“Whatever you say,” she muttered. “Seventy okay?”

“Fine.”

She adjusted the settings. The furnace rattled, huffed, and the smell of burning dust wafted into the room. “I’ll get my things.”

“Sit. Please.”

He didn’t point the gun at her, but his please was more demand than request. She turned one of the dining chairs around, and perched on the edge of the wooden seat. “I’m sitting.”

“Your name?” Another demand-not-a-question.

Danika lifted her chin. “Mary Smith.”

More silence.

“Hey, there’s a reason those are the most common names in the US. I can’t help it if I had unimaginative parents. What’s yours?”

His eyes—blue, she noted, dark like sapphires—crinkled at the corners. “John Jones.”

She couldn’t help but smile. “Touché. So, John Jones, would you please put away the gun? I think a conversation would be easier without the threat.”

He shrugged and set his weapon on the end table, then scooted to the far end of the couch. “Will that do, Miss Smith?”

Short of asking him to throw it in the trash, she supposed it would have to. From the gun people she’d encountered, they’d rather be naked than unarmed. Why she had a sudden desire to see this man naked was beyond her. “I guess. Finish your interrogation so I can leave and be out of your hair. Which could use a cut, by the way.”

He lifted a hand, and she regretted her remark. Was he going to grab his gun? Her words, either spoken or written, too often spewed forth without involving her brain. He shoved his fingers through his hair.

“You a hairdresser?”

She shook her head, but refused to answer the What do you do? his question implied. How could she answer when she didn’t know herself?
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Chapter 5
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NASH EYED HIS GLOCK lying on the table. At least it was closer than in the car. He’d fetched it and brought it inside right before he’d heard someone entering the cabin. Mary Smith, or whatever her name was, didn’t appear to pose a threat. The way she’d eyed his gun, as if it were a coiled rattlesnake, said she wasn’t about to grab it.

He suppressed a smile at the way she’d marched into the room, barely five-two, he’d guess, a buck five soaking wet. Her short, dark hair didn’t need a cut. Maybe a comb. As if she’d caught his gaze, she scrubbed her fingers through her locks and gave her head a brisk shake. Didn’t look much different, but now it seemed ... styled. She had on jeans, cross-trainers, and a deep purple jacket zipped up to reveal the narrow ribbed neckband of a gray t-shirt.

Brown eyes a few shades lighter than the cabin’s siding. Wide mouth, lips with a glossy sheen, but no added color. The slight downturn of her nose kept her from being pixie-cute. A woman who knew what she wanted, and despite the almost foot difference in their heights, not afraid to stand up to him.

Hell, you put your gun down because she told you to. Not Blackthorne SOP. You’d think they cut out your brain, not a kidney.

“It’s getting late. You can stay the night.” His words surprised him as much as they appeared to surprise her. He expected her to refuse—why would any woman in her right mind agree to share a cabin with a stranger?—but he hoped she’d say yes.

Nash was tired of being with nurses, doctors, the physical therapist and psychologist, or the Blackthorne crew. It might be nice to spend a little time with someone who knew nothing about him. Wouldn’t try to help him.

She tapped her chin, her eyes moving back and forth between him and the bedroom door.

“I’ll take the sleeper,” he said. “In the morning, I can look at your car. You have any idea what’s wrong with it?”

“That won’t be necessary,” she said. “A lift into town would be nice, though. I can find a mechanic there.”

She’d said her car had broken down, which covered any number of possibilities, but no part of her story rang true. He pressed. “Thought you said you couldn’t afford one.”

Her cheeks flushed bright pink. “I—I hoped I’d find one who’d give me credit. Once I get ... settled, I’ll have access to funds.”

The pause before settled added credence to his assumption. Everything she’d said had as much substance as the morning mist over the Golden Gate. He needed to check in with T-Bone, see if he knew of anyone trying to find him, whether for good or for bad.

For that, he needed a cell signal. According to T-Bone, the nearest one was six miles away, near the gas station, mom-and-pop grocery store, and pizza joint that passed for the town of Spruce Hills. The nearest actual town, Deer Ridge, was another eight miles down the country road.

He wasn’t going to leave Mary here alone.

“Let me get my stuff out of my car, and then you’re coming with me,” he said.

She jerked to her feet. “Excuse me? You walk in here and start giving me orders?”

He tried to keep a straight face. “Who walked in to whose cabin? Since I’m the one who belongs here, you owe me answers, and I thought we’d discuss it—civilly—over pizza. In a public place,” he added.

She swallowed. “I suppose.”

She’d bolt. He knew it. He stood, winced as his hamstring protested. He grabbed the arm of the loveseat.

“Hey, are you okay?” Mary asked, extending a hand.

“Fine,” he snapped, then regretted his tone. She wasn’t one of his well-wishing do-gooders, and he planned to keep it that way. “Sitting too much today. Coach, middle seat. Then the drive.”

She lowered her arm. “I hear you.”

“Let me get my stuff.”

“Let me help.”

Good. That saved him from trying to secure her, not that he thought she’d rabbit until they got close to civilization. For all he knew, her car was fine, and she’d make a run for it. With his leg acting up, he didn’t think he’d be able to catch her.

He hadn’t brought much. One small rolling suitcase and the carton of food he’d stopped to buy in Deer Ridge. He handed her the box. “Can you manage?”

She balanced it against her hip. “Not a problem. Is that all?”

“I travel light.”

He let her lead the way, watching her hips sway as she moved up the steps with the box. Was she adding an extra wiggle? For his benefit? Did she think seduction was the route to his letting her stay here? Was she even trying to stay? She’d kept saying how she’d leave, but he got the sense her desire to do so was as false as her name.

Even if he’d responded to her—which he hadn’t, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that—he didn’t accept those kinds of favors as bargaining tools. He dragged his suitcase up the steps and set it beside the couch, then joined Mary and helped put away his foodstuffs. She’d already put the milk and the beer in the fridge, which was empty except for a few bottles of water. What was she living on?

He leaned against the counter, catching his breath and cursing that he wasn’t up to par. True, he’d come up six thousand feet from San Francisco, so the fatigue of a long travel day was magnified by the altitude. Or so he told himself.

Mary was unloading the carton, setting everything on the counter. “I’ll put it away, but you should tell me where you want it, so you can find it. There are shelves in the laundry closet.”

“Leave it. I’ll do it later. Or if it’s all on display, I can find what I need easy enough.”

Her frown said she didn’t like his haphazard system of organization, but she didn’t retort.

“I believe I offered you a pizza dinner,” he said.

“You didn’t exactly offer, but if you’re buying, I accept. Give me a minute to—freshen up, I believe is the conventional euphemism.”

She sauntered toward the bedroom, which Nash assumed led to the bathroom. He gave her a ten second head start, then ducked outside and around the building toward the open bedroom window. He didn’t think she’d try to escape, but he’d been wrong before.

*****

[image: ]


DANIKA HAD NO CLUE who this guy was, whether he actually owned the cabin, or was after her.

She pulled her backpack containing all the belongings she’d brought from under the bed. She climbed onto the bed, raised the sash on the window high enough to clamber out, and tossed her backpack out. Danika swung a leg out the window, then twisted around, grabbed the frame and maneuvered herself until she was facing the cabin so she couldn’t see the drop.

She lowered herself as far as she could, took a breath, and let go. She landed with a thud and a grunt—had whoever-he-was heard?—and groped for her backpack.

“You looking for this?” Mr. Whoever-he-was held out her pack.

Busted.

Danika’s face flamed. She extended a hand. He handed over her pack. She hung her head. “Does the offer of pizza still stand?”

“You’re not going to run, are you?”

“No.”

He took her by the wrist, escorted her through the back door and into the bedroom, and closed the window. “Letting in outside air is counterproductive to running the heat.”

This was his circus now, so she did what she was told and got into his Subaru. New. Clean. He didn’t seem like a new, clean car kind of guy. Rental, she assumed, since he’d said he’d flown in.

They drove in silence to the wide spot in the road that called itself Spruce Hills. Danika stared at the potholes in the asphalt as they walked across the small parking lot to O’Flannery’s, the sports bar boasting wood-oven fired pizza. Even from outside, the aromas of tomato, garlic, and spices engulfed her. Danika’s stomach rumbled.

A cheery woman in an orange polo with a matching streak in her light brown hair greeted them as they entered. “Dining room or bar?”

“Either is fine,” Danika glanced at her companion. “Your call.”

“Booth if you have one,” he said.

“Plenty of room.” The hostess picked up two menus from a stack by the register. “Everyone’s watching the game.”

Monday night football on three huge television screens. What else would someone who lived around here do?

Danika followed the hostess. The feather-light touch of the man’s hand at the small of her back was an I’m sticking close, don’t try anything message, but it sent an unexpected tingle through her.

The hostess dropped the menus on the table. “Erica will be with you in a moment.”

After perusing the menu, her companion slash captor said, “Doesn’t have to be pizza.”

Danica gazed at the chalkboard proclaiming today’s pizza special was the O’Flannery’s Feast, but she decided a pizza with corned beef and cabbage didn’t make sense. She perused the menu. Since he’d offered, she checked prices, chose a Shepherd’s pie. Not the most, not the least expensive.

“Water’s fine,” Danika said when their server showed up to take drink orders. She needed a clear head around the man sitting across from her.

“What about you, sir?”

He barely glanced up. “Coffee. Black.”

Orders placed—he was having roast chicken with a baked potato and a salad—she folded her hands on the table and waited for him to speak.

“Nash Hanley,” he said.

Truth in names. Or semi-truths. “Danika. Still Smith. My parents were a little more creative than I said before. Boring last name, more interesting up front.” If someone was tracking her, why make it too easy?

“Let me see your license,” he said.

Busted. Again. She thought she’d developed decent prevarication skills as a reporter, but this guy—Nash—seemed to see inside her brain.

“You show me yours, I’ll show you mine,” she said.

He hoisted a hip, took a wallet out of his pocket and opened it to his license. Danika studied the clean-shaven, shorter-haired man in the picture. Driver’s license pictures never did anyone justice, but this guy was the exception. An eight, at least. Make that an eight point five. Heaving a sigh, she unzipped the outside pocket of her pack and fished out her card case.
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