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            PROLOGUE

          

          MARCH, 2002

        

      

    

    
      Angelica Ramirez Martiniere smiled wearily at the dark-haired newborn boy in her arms. She hadn’t known how she would feel about this child, considering who his biological father was, not even wanting to think about his name. But now that he was here after a long, hard labor, things were different. He looked up at her, trusting, and while he was definitely a Martiniere—there was something regal about this boy. A presence that, thankfully, didn’t remind her of Philip. But not Saul, either. This child was very much himself.

      He’s going to be a handful, she thought, and swiftly freed one hand to cross herself.

      Her husband Saul, the Martiniere—the title belonging to the head of the Martiniere family and the family-held conglomerate, the Martiniere Group—hovered next to them, beaming. He didn’t seem to notice Angelica’s signing of the cross, focusing instead on the child, crooning wordlessly at him.

      “He’s a beautiful little boy, Angel,” Saul said, stroking the baby’s cheek. “Even if he isn’t biologically mine…he’s still mine. I’ll make him my boy, not my brother’s.” He smirked. “I think he’s going to be darker-skinned, like you. He is such a beautiful boy—and won’t that just frost Philip’s ass?”

      “I look forward to watching your bigot of a brother see our little angel grow up.” She paused, her throat tightening. “Are you going to make any claim on Renate’s boy?” It had taken several tries with in-vitro fertilization before her sister-in-law had conceived. Angelica felt sorry for Renate, tied to that arrogant ass Philip.

      Saul looked up at her and pursed his lips, frowning, his pride momentarily fading. The disputes between Saul and his younger twin Philip over the leadership of the Martinieres had escalated to the degree that their mother Donna had forced them into a devil’s deal of a compromise. Philip and Saul would each sire a son via in-vitro fertilization, using eggs from the other’s wives. Saul would raise Philip’s son and Philip would raise Saul’s son. The two boys would be raised as potential Martinieres-in-waiting, given management of family divisions to prove themselves worthy of the title of the Martiniere. The boys were, essentially, hostages guaranteeing their fathers’ good behavior.

      “I don’t think so,” he said finally. The smile returned as he refocused on the child, pride returning, as if he were looking at his own biological son instead of his brother’s. “I’ll put my energy into raising our son to be great. I won’t be able to overcome Philip’s influence all that easily with Renate’s son, but—” he shrugged. “We’ll see what matters most. Heredity or environment.”

      “Philip will probably take credit if our little one does well,” Angelica sighed and shook her head. “How can you two be so close in genetics and yet so different?”

      “I have no idea, my love.” Saul held out his arms. “May I hold our son?”

      Angelica eased the baby into his arms. “What shall we call our little angel?”

      Saul studied the boy. “Well, he’s the son of an angel⁠—”

      “Saul!” Angelica laughed.

      “You danced like an angel when you were still performing, my darling. Let’s give him an angel’s name. He’ll need all the help he can get to overcome Philip.”

      Angelica cocked her head sideways as she thought.

      “Gabriel,” she said finally. “Gabriel, after my grandfather—and your middle name Marcus, not just for you but your mother’s father. Gabriel Marcus Martiniere.”

      “Gabriel Marcus Martiniere,” Saul repeated. “Welcome to the world, little Gabriel. And may you prevail over your biological father.” He kissed Gabriel’s forehead. “My boy. My beautiful, beautiful boy. My son.”

      Angelica watched her husband and her son. Saul smiled at the bundle in his arms, enraptured by Gabriel’s steady stare. A foreboding she couldn’t explain swept over Angelica, and she crossed herself once more.

      Please, Mary Mother of God, keep my son safe. Watch over him and protect him. You and all the angels, because he needs all the help he can get.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
1 TESTIMONY


          JULY 2028

        

      

    

    
      His tie felt tight enough to choke him, even though he’d been careful to give himself plenty of breathing and swallowing space when he’d tied it that morning with trembling hands. Gabriel Martiniere ran a finger underneath his collar to check. Lots of room, enough to accommodate the bulletproof vest underneath, which should be the case with his bespoke suits and shirts.

      Nothing more than nerves, then. For good reason. Gabe glanced around the small room that felt claustrophobic in spite of the pale gray walls, light pine furniture, and diffused natural light. It was too damn bright. Sterile. Like he’d died and was going into the light.

      “You doing all right?” asked Anne Wright, the assistant US attorney babysitting Gabe, along with a full complement of US marshals.

      “Nerves.” Gabe was unable to say more than that through the tension in his throat.

      “You’ll be all right,” Anne said, patting his hand. “We’ll keep you safe.”

      Gabe didn’t respond. He wasn’t as concerned about physical attack as he was about the preprogrammed Martiniere mind control responses to verbal cues that could cause him harm. Neither Anne nor any of the other Feds seemed to fully understand the implications of the Martiniere programming. They kept brushing off that level of mind control as science fictional.

      The Martiniere program wasn’t fictional, as Gabe knew too damn well. Just two words, and he’d be paralyzed long enough for something bad to happen. Even with a bulletproof vest and Plexiglas shielding around the witness stand.

      Broken Angel.

      His uncle Philip had delighted in using psychotropic meds to program those control words into Gabe at the age of twelve, after the deaths of his parents and sister in a suspicious plane crash.

      Broken Angel.

      Those words locked Gabe down so that he couldn’t retaliate during Philip’s beatings.

      Broken Angel had paralyzed Gabe so that Philip could tie him down before flogging him, and Gabe couldn’t fight back.

      His cousin Serg Vygotsky had tried to help Gabe develop resistance to Philip’s programming over the past year, once they had committed to Gabe going public about the Martiniere Group’s illegal abuses of indentured workers. Counterprogramming that Serg had access to through his family’s security organization, Vygotsky Security. And while the counterprogramming reduced his susceptibility to those words, Gabe still reacted. It delayed the lockdown but didn’t eliminate it.

      But neither Serg nor Gabe’s other cousin and ally, Justine, Philip’s daughter, were here. And once he was done with this testimony, the marshals would whisk Gabe off into a witness protection program.

      However, Philip would be in the courtroom, sitting at the defense table. All it would take for Philip to stop Gabe’s testimony were those two words.

      Broken Angel.

      His uncle had authorized illegal mind control and manipulation of Martiniere Group indentured workers. Until Gabe had assembled the evidence and turned it over to the Feds, no one could prove what had been only rumor. He had been assigned to implant that mind control programming into indentured Martiniere workers, without their consent. It had taken two years to get the records Gabe needed to document Philip’s authorization of the indentured mind control programs, with Serg and Justine’s help. A little longer to create a worm that trashed the mind control programs, set to activate when Gabe left the labs.

      His cousins had been willing to stand with Gabe—but they had too much to lose by testifying.

      Gabe didn’t have anything or anyone to lose, unlike his cousins.

      Except them.

      This testimony came with a price. He’d have to walk away from being a Martiniere.

      Worth it, if he could stop what Philip was doing.

      Gabe inhaled shakily. The waiting was the hardest part. He’d refused lunch because he wasn’t hungry. Still wasn’t, and it was now almost three o’clock. Something was slowing things down in the courtroom.

      “Water?” Anne poured him a glass, and sipped from it to show Gabe it was safe. His minders had finally learned that Gabe was cautious about contaminants in food and water, after weeks of him telling them that the Martiniere arsenal contained easily administered psychotropic and neurotoxic substances.

      My ancestors include the Medicis and the Borgias.

      And his uncle embraced that ancestry in more ways than one. There were some old Family traditions connected to that history.

      “Thank you.” Gabe carefully took a small swallow on the opposite side of the glass. Not too much. Just enough to ease his throat. Just in case. He and Serg couldn’t code for the words in Philip’s voice, and if the conditions were right—he didn’t want to embarrass himself.

      One of the marshals entered the room and spoke softly to Anne. She nodded.

      “The judge has ruled that, based on the information you’ve provided, Philip will be attending your testimony virtually.”

      A relief. But still difficult. “And Joseph?”

      “He is also attending virtually. Both will have audio cutoffs.”

      “Thank you.” Gabe stood up, clenching and unclenching his hands to help him relax. Those precautions still didn’t mean that there wouldn’t be someone in the courtroom capable of saying those words in the correct tone.

      But keeping Joey and Philip away from the courtroom was a start. And perhaps he wasn’t risking embarrassing himself if those words got used.

      The marshals crowded around Gabe as they left the small room. It opened onto a brightly white, restricted-access corridor that once again made Gabe think about death and going into the light, as they walked toward the courtroom. Doors to other small rooms lined the hallway. He supposed that both Joey and Philip were behind one—perhaps two—of those doors.

      The marshals remained clustered around Gabe as they entered the courtroom that was brighter than the corridor—if possible. He was here.

      So why did it feel like he was the one on the judgment seat and not his uncle?

      The marshals didn’t step away until he was safely behind the Plexiglas. Gabe took a deep breath before swearing in, his heart pounding in his ears. Direct examination would be easy enough, even with the objections from the Family attorneys. He’d practiced enough times with Wright and the lead prosecutor, Terrance Johnson.

      Cross-examination worried him. Rolland McKenzie, the Martiniere Group’s lead attorney, knew Gabe well—Rollie had been the administrator for his inheritance, before Gabe turned twenty-four. Rollie McKenzie was aware of too damn much, including those two fatal words. Had spent a lot of time drinking with Gabe.

      Rollie might be the one to use the words to stop his testimony, even though it could threaten his legal license. If Philip threw enough money at him, then Rollie might just do it. Barring Rollie from the courtroom wouldn’t change things. Philip could train any of his attorneys to use those words.

      Gabe just had to hope that Serg’s countermeasures would be sufficient protection.

      The first few questions from Johnson went smoothly, with minor points of clarification from Rollie McKenzie. Gabe relaxed and kept his focus on Johnson, not on Rollie, not on the cameras, not on the screens where Philip and Joey glared at him. Maybe this testimony wouldn’t be as traumatic as he feared.

      And then it happened.

      “Objection!” Rollie bellowed before Johnson could finish a question about an instruction to Gabe directly from Philip. “The witness’s credibility is a broken an⁠—”

      “Objection!” Johnson cut off the rest of the word.

      But Rollie knew the right inflection of tones, and he’d said just enough. Gabe’s throat tightened and he swallowed hard, unable to move. His breath came quick and fast, and try though he could, he couldn’t break free from the lock. His vision distorted into pulsating shapes and colors, the bright light of the courtroom lancing hard into his head. Voices echoed around him. He swayed in the chair and grabbed at the sides of the witness box to keep from wobbling.

      They got another psychotropic to me!

      This was worse than previous incidents he’d experienced. Whatever that substance was, it managed to renew his programming to circumvent what Serg had done, triggered by that partial code phrase. But how? Food? Water? All food and drink had been monitored and checked.

      Clothing—ah. Clothing. Possibly his underwear. Clothing, damn it.

      “Mr. Martiniere. Mr. Martiniere.” The judge’s voice seemed to come from far away. “Are you all right?”

      Gabe struggled to move, to speak without slurring and sounding drunk. Finally, he managed a faint rasp, despite the flashing colors and blaring voices around him.

      “No. I’m not.”

      At least this demonstrated what he had been warning them about. Hopefully.

      But speaking triggered more reactions. Spasms wracked Gabe’s body and he fell out of the chair. He dry-heaved, grateful that he hadn’t been eating or drinking much over the past few days. Even then, his sphincters released and he couldn’t keep from wetting himself. Then soiling himself. He rolled toward the jury box, carpet rough against his cheek, gasping. At least this might be enough of a vivid illustration to convince the jurors of what mind control could look like when used to shut someone down. But oh God, it hurt.

      His head pounded. He gagged. Agony throbbed through him. Would it ever stop?

      More chaos, lots of noise, and then marshals took his arms. Helped Gabe to his feet. Guided him, staggering, swaying, and stinking, out of the courtroom, down more corridors, until they were in the basement and eased Gabe into the van they had used to bring him to the courthouse.

      His body quivered with involuntary spasms. Oh God, this was a bad lock. Gabe had heard whispers in the labs about a new psychotropic drug before he went to the Feds—one that reduced resistance to code words. It included a feedback mechanism that augmented the effect of the code words once triggered, and caused hallucinations. But as of three months ago its existence had only been conjecture.

      No, what was happening to him sure as hell wasn’t a lab geek speculation. This was real.

      Shit.

      They finally reached the secure compound where he was being held.

      “Underwear,” he croaked, at last able to speak. “Psychotropic. Administered that way. Scan. Need safe clothing.”

      It wasn’t until Gabe had stripped everything off and showered that he felt close to normal. His head pounded and he hurt all over, but noises didn’t blare at him and lights didn’t strobe anymore. One of the marshals provided him with a t-shirt and sweats—“they’ve been scanned, Mr. Martiniere. We’re scanning all your clothing right now. You were right about the underwear.”

      Gabe reeled and couldn’t walk in a straight line as he went into the living area, his legs barely able to keep him upright. Multiple people waited for him.

      “Going to bed,” he mumbled, waving them off. “My head hurts.” And he was embarrassed as hell by what had happened. Best to sleep it off right now. Maybe tomorrow would be better.

      He took as much acetaminophen as he dared to counter the aches. It felt like his worst hangover times three. Once the acetaminophen kicked in, Gabe dropped into a restless sleep. He roused when someone tried to climb in bed with him.

      “Go ‘way!” he snapped.

      Anne Wright stroked his chest under his t-shirt, her hand slowly slipping lower. “I can make you feel better, Gabriel,” she crooned, fingers tracing the skin just under the top of his sweat pants.

      “No.” Ice clutched at his gut. She had been flirtatious during their interviews and he’d played along. Mistake. “I’m not interested. Go away. I hurt.”

      “I’m disappointed in you—angel.”

      Fuck. He was in a world of hurt right now. She even knew the correct tone. Thank God she was stupid enough to say the second word and not the priming word. Gabe shot up and grabbed her face firmly with both hands to keep her from saying the full code.

      “You do not use that word around me,” he said harshly. “Lilith.” The counterword that Serg had devised for him. And now he knew how he had been betrayed. He just didn’t know how Philip had gotten to Wright.

      Wright froze, her face paling.

      So they programmed her as well. That’s a relief.

      But not unexpected. Philip wouldn’t give someone like Wright this knowledge without holding some sort of power over her.

      At least she was sufficiently ill-prepared to think the partial code was adequate, and didn’t understand the relationship between the two words. If he’d still been under the psychotropic’s influence, saying part of the phrase might have worked. Now the partial just served to fuel his growing rage.

      “Doesn’t feel so good on the other side now, does it, Lilith?” Gabe whispered, his voice sharp, malign, and full of every damn compulsion he’d learned from his grandmother Donna, the Matriarch of the Martinieres, creator of the mind control foundations. Part of him reveled as Wright flinched from that code. She’d feel it for a few days. “Marshals!” he bellowed. “I’ve got trouble here!”

      A gamble, because they might be just as twisted as Wright. God, he hoped not, because he was as good as dead otherwise.

      Fortunately, they weren’t. But from the glare Wright gave him as three marshals hustled her out the door, Gabe knew he’d made a potent enemy.
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        * * *

      

      Gabe made it through the next two days of testimony without further incident. Gerry Rothman replaced Anne as his babysitter. Gabe went straight from the courtroom to the plastic surgeon, and then to another secure site to recover. After that, it was back to work with weapons and fighting practice.

      Part of being a Martiniere, even though he was now Daniel Garcia, independent investment analyst.

      The witness protection program located him in a nondescript, furnished house on the edges of Tucson, Arizona. Most of his clients were online only, which kept life simpler. Gabe joined a gun club to keep in weapons practice, but shunned the social gatherings affiliated with the club, and stayed clear of their political activity. After several trials of martial arts studios, he settled on a gym instead to work out and keep in shape, with home practice of the forms he’d learned with Serg. Not perfect, but at least he didn’t have to deal with sketchy people.

      Despite his caution, Gabe couldn’t shake the sensation of being watched. Tucson had a lot of indentured workers, and the red and black Martiniere trefoil logo was a common ID tattoo, both permanent on the back of people’s necks, and temporary, on their hands. Perhaps that was what bothered him.

      The gym and the gun club were Gabe’s refuges. Even there, he felt as if his every move was under observation.

      He went to ordering what little food he ate online and having it delivered, to avoid being watched in the supermarket. Testing the food for what possible adulterants could have been slipped into it before eating it. Sneaking around to find a black-market pistol that was allegedly untraceable, and rigging up his own concealed carry holster. Driving far into the desert for pre-dawn jogs, carrying his weapon, and even then spooking worse than a green horse just under saddle at the slightest reflection or movements. Fighting back an instinct to swing his pistol toward someone else on the range when he was at the club, if he felt their eyes on him. Leaving the gym if the only exercise machines open were in the center instead of next to the wall. Or if someone came along and used free weights next to him.

      And he’d catch them watching. Was it really this bad, or was he imagining it? But eyes were on him at the gym—someone abruptly looking away when they realized he saw them in the mirrors. Quick turns away when they were at the club. Vehicles that matched his routes through traffic, pulling away when he turned onto secondary roads, but later drifting past his house. Never stopping, but driving by slowly, several times.

      Maybe he shouldn’t have relied on Federal witness protection. It might have been safer to risk Vygotsky Security and possible leaks to Philip. He could trust Serg, at least.

      To distract himself, Gabe focused harder on going through the motions of life as Daniel Garcia. Daniel didn’t date, didn’t socialize, didn’t do anything to attract attention. Daniel noted the slap-on-the-hand financial penalties doled out to the Martiniere Group in his newsletter when US v. Martiniere Group settled out of court. Daniel advised his clients to be careful about investing in companies that relied heavily on indentured workers supplied by the Group.

      Striking back at Martiniere Group clients through investment recommendations was the only means Gabe had to affect the Group, since it had always been a family-owned conglomerate and not open to public investors. It was the beginning of some sort of strategy. And, surprisingly, it earned Daniel some media attention for being a maverick.

      That recommendation lost him a handful of investment clients. Indentured agricultural labor supply companies were damn popular amongst investors these days.

      Thanks to Philip’s promotion of indenture.

      Still, he gained some clients to replace the ones he lost, thanks to that media attention. Gabe deferred follow-up requests for coverage when he started feeling more eyes on him. After a couple of weeks, it seemed to fade away, Daniel Garcia appearing to be a flash-in-the-pan nobody. Letting it drop went against all of Gabe’s competitive instincts, and yet—the rise in attention had attracted observers. He didn’t dare encourage it any further—which pinpointed the problems with that strategy for attacking Philip. Too much risk, not enough gain.

      Gabe needed to figure out another means of striking back besides this. But his life was on hold—and Gabe wasn’t sure how to fix it. He didn’t dare get back into agricultural robotics and nanobot research, even for investment purposes, because the Group and its subsidiaries were so deeply involved. One of his clients wanted to know more about investing in agricultural microbial application startups, and it was a welcome excuse to return to a familiar subject, even if it was just his minor at the University of Paris.

      All the same, he was just marking time. Spinning his wheels. Not getting anywhere with stopping Philip, after that brief little flurry of media attention.

      Most of all, Gabe was lonely. Growing up as a Martiniere had meant being part of a bustling, large family with very little time to himself. Even when he’d been at Northview Military Academy during his teens, there’d been other students to hang out with.

      Not so in this solitary life. Loneliness was a dangerous vulnerability—and he knew it.

      But he just didn’t know who he could trust.
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        * * *

      

      Gabe forgot that it was social night at the gun club when he went to shoot on the Friday before Thanksgiving. If it hadn’t been such a frustrating day, with poorly behaving internet, he would have left the moment he saw the number of cars parked in the lot. He was able to ignore the social activity and fire a few rounds at the mostly-empty indoor range. As he left, he heard a familiar voice that sent chills up his back.

      “Gerry!” Anne Wright called. “Range’s open now.”

      “Be right there,” Gerry Rothman answered.

      Gabe hurried out, but not before he spotted Anne. Her eyes met his. A predatory smile spread across her face.

      “Hurry up, Gerry!” She moved toward Gabe.

      Fuck. She knows my codes.

      He forced himself to take a deep breath, then strode to his car without breaking into a run, planning to call Serg as soon as he got back to the house. Screw this damn witness protection hellhole. He should have gone with the Vygotskys to begin with.

      Before he opened his car door, someone grabbed him. Gabe fought that person off, until several others joined in. He glimpsed a Martiniere red and black trefoil indenture ID tattoo on the hand of one of his attackers.

      “Broken Angel,” Anne hissed, the tone slightly off but still accurate enough to lock him down.

      Damn it, she’s learned.

      A needle stabbed Gabe’s arm as someone yelled a warning.

      And then everything went dark. But he thought he heard Serg’s voice bellowing commands.
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        * * *

      

      Gabe lay still when he regained consciousness, keeping his eyes closed. No restraints on his wrists or ankles, which was a surprise. What had happened? Where was he? On a bed. Another surprise. Wearing what felt like sweats, not the jeans and polo with light jacket that he’d worn to the gun club. Bare feet, not even socks. Someone had taken the time to undress him, put him in lighter clothing. Most unusual of all.

      He ached, but not as badly as he’d expect given those last memories. The sound of breathing not his own—someone was in the room with him.

      Who?

      Lingering, faint cat-piss stink of meth cooking. What the hell? He couldn’t think of any of the Martiniere labs he’d worked in that smelled like this, much less having a bed in them. So possibly he wasn’t secreted away in one of his damn uncle’s labs. Even if this wasn’t the best bed in the world, saggy and lumpy, Philip wouldn’t give him this much comfort. Or have his clothes changed.

      Faint sound of traffic, occasional voices from outside, clang of footsteps against metal rungs. No soundproofing, so again, not likely to be in a lab. Distant blare of a Spanish broadcast of some sort, too far away for him to easily follow the words, especially with his head pounding.

      He couldn’t gather much else about his surroundings without opening his eyes. Gabe blinked fuzzily, doing his best to feign confusion. Though it was hard to focus, objects around him unclear. He glanced toward where he’d heard the person breathing. Even blurred, Gabe caught his breath as he realized who sat there.

      “About time you woke up,” Piotr Vygotsky, Serg’s father, growled.

      Gabe inhaled deeply. What did it mean that Piotr was here and not Serg? And what had happened to his attackers?

      He glanced around, worried. They were in a cheap motel room, at least from the layout of mirror, dresser, television, two double beds, window, and bathroom. Door opening to outside, not a hallway entrance. Round table canting at an angle by the window, under an ancient hanging light that put out a yellowish glow, a little bit of daylight spilling through orange curtains that didn’t quite close.

      Whose side is Piotr on?

      Serg had been feuding with his father, and then there was the Martiniere indenture tat that Gabe had spotted on one of his attackers.

      But this wasn’t a place that Philip or his supporters would frequent.

      It was the sort of location that Piotr favored when doing an extraction. Gabe had participated in enough practices along with Serg during the security training that all Martiniere heirs were required to undergo.

      Is this an interrogation or an extraction?

      Piotr preferred chemicals for interrogations, not beatings. This could easily be an interrogation. And where were they? Tucson? Somewhere else?

      “Gabriel. Damn it. Say something.” Piotr sounded worried. He wouldn’t sound worried if this were an interrogation, would he?

      Gabe tried to speak but his thick, numb tongue didn’t want to cooperate. “In. Terro. Gation? Or?” He started to cough, gasping for breath.

      Piotr darted over and raised Gabe to a sitting position, pounding his back until Gabe stopped coughing.

      “They hit you with a worse drug than I thought, damn it. Here. Slide back.” Piotr helped Gabe scoot against the headboard built into the wall. He stuffed pillows around Gabe to keep him upright and went to the big dresser under the wall-mounted television. Gabe now noticed the duffles and bottles on the dresser. Piotr poured something sparkling into a glass he pulled from one duffle and brought it to Gabe. “Drink this.”

      Gabe eyed the drink. Bright red. Bubbling. Safe?

      Poisoning is not Piotr’s usual methodology, he reminded himself. That bubbling red drink was the carrier for a number of Piotr’s potions. And if Piotr were interrogating him, then Gabe was screwed anyway because Piotr would be interrogating him for Philip. In that case, there would be something to make him talk in the drink.

      Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.

      Gabe reached for the glass with a trembling hand. Piotr helped steady the glass as Gabe drank, then set it on the built-in nightstand next to the bed.

      Tingles prickled his tongue and throat, but at least Gabe could move his tongue.

      Not damned.

      A relief.

      Piotr surveyed him again. “Better?”

      Gabe nodded, not wanting to speak yet. He felt stretched thin, wobbly and weak. Worse than when the psychotropic had been triggered during his testimony.

      “Now. As for your question. You tell me. Interrogation or extraction? Explain your reasoning.” Piotr leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms, a gesture reminiscent of so many training sessions that Gabe blinked back wetness in his eyes.

      No. He mustn’t show weakness. This could be an interrogation, after all.

      “Could be either,” Gabe said, slowly because part of his tongue was still numb. “Location—cheap motel. Could be interrogation. You. Using chemicals. Me. Body condition. Suggests interrogation.”

      Piotr nodded. “Go on.”

      “Saw. Feds. Before attack. Anne Wright. Gerry Rothman. Recognized me. Saw. Martiniere tat. On attacker.” Gabe swallowed hard. “Wright. Froze me. Code phrase. Before injection. Possibility. Cooperation between. Martiniere Group and Feds.”

      “That is one way to look at it,” Piotr said. “And case for extraction?”

      Gabe gestured toward his glass. Piotr filled it. This time Gabe was able to hold the glass on his own, his hands steadier. After he finished drinking more of that non-alcoholic bubbly red stuff, his tongue seemed to have shrunk back to its normal size and the numbness was fading. But it was still hard to talk for more than a few words at a time.

      “More likely. Extraction. Warning yell. Before shot. One of my attackers.” He closed his eyes for a moment, struggling to remember. “Think. Was person. With indenture tat. Yelling.” Gabe opened his eyes again. “No restraints. Worry in. Your voice. And Feds. Would be here. If interrogation.”

      The pieces fit together. This explanation made more sense. Extraction, not interrogation. And Piotr had intervened just in time, because Gabe didn’t think that Wright and Rothman had anything good in mind for him.

      Piotr nodded curtly. “And your conclusion?”

      His voice was firmer, more confident as the numbness wore off. “Extraction. But why? Betrayed?”

      Another nod from Piotr as he picked up his phone and punched a button. “All clear, Sergei,” he said in Russian. “Come on in.” He sighed, continuing in English. “I know that look in your eyes, Gabriel. You had to convince yourself more than anything I could say to you. I was also not certain what your cognitive condition would be when you woke. I needed to do my own assessment, and this was the most effective means to fulfill both of my goals.”

      Bright light flooded the room as Serg entered, carrying a bag that smelled like barbecued ribs. Gabe winced away from the glare, throwing one arm up to cover his eyes. His stomach growled.

      “He is still reactive!” Piotr snapped at Serg in Russian. “Use your head!”

      “What did they use on me?” Gabe asked. His Russian was rusty, but he could still speak and understand it with reasonable fluency. And thank God, his ability to talk in more than bits and pieces was returning.

      “Not positive without further analysis and I do not have safe lab access at the moment. Certain enough to have an antidote, uncertain enough to worry about it being effective. That doesn’t matter.” Piotr switched to French. “Things are very complicated right now, Gabriel. You have been unconscious for twenty-four hours.” He changed back to Russian. “Sergei had been pestering me to contact you. When I finally listened to his arguments, I realized that he was right.” His lips tightened. “We have had you under observation for the last week. But we were not the only ones.”

      “I thought I was being watched.” So he wasn’t imagining things. His skills were still functional.

      Piotr nodded. “But it was not just Sergei that convinced me that we needed to make contact. I saw that Daniel Garcia made recommendations not to invest in indentured labor, recommendations that went viral. That set a chain of events into action and forced my hand.”

      “Daniel was an idealist, and angry that Philip dodged significant sanctions.”

      “Your actions as Daniel damned near got you killed!” Piotr glowered at Gabe. “Bad enough that Philip’s people infiltrated the Feds and co-opted your minders. Bad enough that he managed to slither out of that damned case with just a slap on his wrist. But for you to stick a target like that on your back, boy—Philip ordered your death. A very painful one, and Joseph was more than happy to carry out those orders. You were supposed to die in that attack. Fortunately, we were close and I had the antidote ready. I guessed a possible poison correctly. But it was touch and go for a few hours.”

      Gabe stared at Piotr. Did this mean—but Serg had been worried about Piotr’s loyalties⁠—

      “I had to do it,” he said finally.

      Piotr shook his head slowly. “You fools. You damned romantic fools. All three of you. Justine. Sergei. And most of all, you, Gabriel. You are Saul’s son. Unofficially the Martiniere-in-waiting. Heir to the Family leadership. The Group. How could you have been so damned reckless?”

      “Joey’s the Martiniere-in-waiting, since Philip is the Martiniere.”

      “The Board will never approve Joseph as the Martiniere-in-waiting,” Piotr said. “There is no successor to Philip, now that you have disappeared.”

      “But—the implants—the devices—” Gabe fumbled for words. “It had to stop, Piotr.”

      “And by acting without consulting with me, you condemned your effort to failure,” Piotr snarled. “Your grandmother and I have been working on a solution to this situation for five years.”

      “But—Donna-gran—she’s so sick⁠—”

      “Have you considered the impact that the testimony of the Matriarch of the Martinieres would have had in a case like US v Martiniere Group? From someone that Philip cannot affect with control words? You looked like a fool on that witness stand when McKenzie triggered you, Gabriel, and even your later testimony didn’t make up for it.”

      Gabe closed his eyes, then opened them again. “She’s so sick,” he repeated. “She couldn’t have held up to that questioning.”

      “Not as ill as reported. She just needed time to recover from cardiac surgery, Gabriel. And if the three of you had possessed any sense, you would have come to family elders for assistance before firing off a half-assed attack that ends up leaving Philip stronger than ever!”

      “How could we, when to all appearances you’re supporting Philip?” His head was starting to hurt again, and thinking in Russian didn’t help. Gabe switched to French—almost as easy as English, not as easy as Spanish, but if they were still in the Southwest, Spanish wasn’t the right choice either. “We had no reason to believe that the elders of the family supported any contest to Philip’s authority.”

      “Idiots.” The word stung more in French than it would have in English, Spanish, or Russian.

      Gabe sighed and shook his head, his gut tightening. “So. What now?”

      Piotr’s sigh was even heavier than Gabe’s. “You must disappear. Completely. Philip has retrenched. We cannot legally go after the Group because of double jeopardy. You must bide your time, Gabriel, and wait for another opening. If that comes before Philip’s death.”

      “I see,” Gabe said, returning to English. “My fucking mistake. Damn it, damn it, damn it.” He shook his head.

      “You were impatient,” Piotr said. “And more than a little cocky and arrogant about your ability to pull it off without help.” He slapped the table. “But what’s done is done. I can give you a week to build a new identity. After that Philip will become suspicious about my being out of touch. Did the Feds give you any behavioral coaching?”

      “No.”

      “Figures. And we need to get you out of here tonight. We are still too close to Tucson, and while to all appearances Sergei and I are cooking meth, too much longer and we do not fit the profile.”

      Gabe tried to get up, but his legs buckled. Serg kept him from falling on the floor.

      “Don’t try walking yet,” Piotr said. “Unless you need to use the restroom.”

      “That would be good,” Gabe said.

      Serg helped him. Gabe sat on the end of the bed after coming back out.

      “Think you could eat?” Serg asked.

      “Oh God yes. I’m starving.” And his head ached, but he wasn’t about to take any more medications. Food would help.

      Piotr looked away from his computer as Serg brought Gabe a plate. “So. Gabriel. An investment analyst. Really.”

      “It wasn’t my first choice,” Gabe said. “Just the one that worked with my skill set.” One bite of those delicious ribs and he was ravenous.

      Piotr shook his head. “You need to pick something more working class to put Philip off your track, but I have no idea what it could be.”

      “Ranch hand,” Gabe said. He’d already been thinking this through. “I’ve done enough on-site work during school, and with the Group, that I could do a credible job of it. And—” a wistful realization that maybe he could make one of his childhood dreams come true. “Maybe an occasional rodeo cowboy. Saddle bronc rider.” He had no desire to tangle with bulls, and he had been fairly decent at bronc riding during his brief stint on the Northview Military Academy rodeo team.

      Serg raised his brows. “Funny. That’s what Gabe Ramirez was doing before he got sent off to that damn revolution in Brazil. He’s disappeared. It’d be easy for you to pick up his mannerisms, step into his place. Without being indentured, that is.”

      “Really?” Gabe Ramirez had been his roommate at Northview, and not too bad a rodeo hand himself. Gabe and Gabriel. They had a lot of fun with the names and confusing people. “But wouldn’t someone make the connection between us? Especially given my mother’s maiden name?” He’d occasionally called himself Gabriel Martiniere Ramirez after he graduated from Northview, to reflect his repugnance of Philip and honor his Hispanic ancestry. The Ramirezes descended from Spanish nobility, after all.

      “It is possible,” Piotr said. “But really, Gabriel. Ranch hand? Rodeo? That is a waste of your talents.”

      Gabe finished wolfing down his section of ribs and grabbed a handful of fries.

      “Do you honestly think that someone with my history of bespoke suits and fondness for the arts would deign to—” and here he imitated Philip’s sneering tone. “—lower myself to something as déclassé as rodeo? Or slum around working as a ranch hand?”

      Even though he’d loved every damn bit of his short time as a rodeo rider, the only ones who knew about his dream to ride broncs were Donna-gran, Justine, and Serg. Their grandmother had taught them how to ride horses, though her preference was for eventers and show jumping.

      Piotr chewed his lower lip thoughtfully. “True.”

      “And ranch work is one of those jobs where it’s easy to relocate,” Serg added. “It’ll be hard labor, though, Gabe.”

      Gabe shrugged and snagged more fries. “It will keep me in shape. And like you said, I can keep wandering. Funds will be a challenge, but at least I won’t have to stay stuck in one place and feel like they’re moving in on me. Like here.”

      “We can arrange cash drops,” Piotr said. “This will not last forever. Give it five years. By then, Philip will have something else to be angry about and forgotten why he’s mad at you. He will still want to make you pay, but he and Joseph will have moved on. They will want to break you to their wishes, not outright kill you, like they do now.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Gabe said. “And with National Finals coming up soon, well, that works out just fine for me finding job connections.”

      “Then it is settled,” Piotr said. “Time to get you dressed and out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      A couple of weeks later, Gabe Ramirez drifted behind the scenes at the National Finals Rodeo, looking for job leads. He kept his excitement tamped down, but the little boy inside of him was dancing with joy.

      Free to be a cowboy.

      Sooner or later, he’d get tired of this life. But it was sure a lot better than being locked down in that depressing little house, working at that damn depressing job.

      And besides, rodeo came with buckle bunnies eager to attach themselves to any cowboy with a winning smile, a slick line, and a shiny silver belt buckle. Gabe didn’t have any intentions of getting himself tied down to any woman, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t flirt a little. Most buckle bunnies were cute and he could chat them up, even if he knew better than to sleep with them. It beat Daniel Garcia’s solitary life.

      Besides, who knew? He might just run across the rodeo queen he’d always dreamed about when he was that starry-eyed little boy.

      He noticed a particular redheaded Pendleton Round-Up princess, but never talked to her. She was just one amongst many at the NFR. And he didn’t think about her very much, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 THAT REDHEADED RODEO QUEEN


          AUGUST 2029

        

      

    

    
      Over one year on the run now, staying ahead of Philip’s bounty hunters.

      Gabe exhaled heavily as he waited for the next round of saddle bronc competition to see if he’d scored in the money at this little rodeo somewhere on the Oregon-Washington border. Right now, it was barrel racing time.

      Gabe was barely in third place, tied with his buddy Craig Yellowhawk, who perched on the fence next to him. He couldn’t dial into the moves of the buckers well enough to finish in the money consistently. But he didn’t have anywhere else to be, and he still wasn’t sick of hanging out at rodeos. Craig had invited Gabe to stay at his place for the night. Despite their thirty-year age difference, Gabe and Craig had become fast friends while working in a frozen food factory near Pendleton.

      Gabe considered the next round of bronc riders. He and Craig might have gotten lucky. None of the top riders were here. But there were still some good riders left in that next go-round. All the same, the broncs were tough, and the riders not that good. He and Craig might still manage to earn something.

      “Hey bitch!” Troy Ridley, one of their competitors, yelled at the woman heading out to run barrels. “Come over here when you’re done, honey, and I’ll give you a good ride!”

      Gabe winced. Troy and his followers sat on the fence about ten feet away, drinking heavily. He’d been loudly rating each barrel racer on her attractiveness, potential ability in bed, and how much verbal abuse he could dish out before she’d cry. Gabe was surprised that Ridley hadn’t been booted out of the rodeo yet—then again, Ridley was a local boy. That might affect things.

      Craig shook his head. “Asshole’s on a roll tonight.”

      “Sure is,” Gabe said. “Awfully damn tempting to shut his mouth for him.” But that would be stupid.

      “You hear anything more about that girl in California?”

      Gabe and Craig had been amongst a group of cowboys who’d come across Ridley beating the crap out of a girl at another small rodeo in the middle of nowhere. They’d called the cops and exacted their own vengeance before the authorities showed up.

      Gabe shrugged. “District attorney called and asked if I’d testify in front of the grand jury. I said yes. She’s still in pretty rough shape.”

      He wasn’t eager to appear in court again, even for just a grand jury hearing. Not after the mess that his appearance in US v. Martiniere Group had been. But the DA had been desperate for grand jury witnesses, and Gabe couldn’t stand abusers. Even if it risked his freedom from Philip.

      “Next up, Ruby Barkley on Sunshine,” the announcer said.

      “Oh, this is gonna be good,” Craig said. “Ruby’s a hell of a good rider, but that damn palomino mare of hers is unpredictable. You never know what that Sunshine horse is gonna do—run or buck.”

      Gabe scowled. The name Ruby Barkley sounded familiar. “Have I seen her run before? I recognize the name.”

      “Not likely. She sticks pretty close to home when she’s not at college. Lives with grandparents. But Ruby’s one of the Pendleton Round-Up princesses.”

      “Ah.” He’d seen her at National Finals last December, shortly after dumping the Feds. Back then he’d been even more skittish and cautious, slipping into his new life.

      “Hope to hell you lose, you damned bitch!” Ridley bellowed.

      Craig chuckled. “Ruby kicked the shit out of Ridley for getting handsy with her a few years back, when she was Thunder County Days Queen and still in high school. I would not cross that woman. She’s tough.”

      “Hmm.” Gabe leaned forward as the big palomino mare with the redheaded rider burst out of the gate. Now that was interesting. A woman capable of intimidating Ridley.

      The mare crowhopped around the first barrel but Ruby straightened her out. The second barrel was beautiful and fast, and Gabe got an idea of just how good the pair might be.

      Then Sunshine sucked back and started bucking within two strides of the third and last barrel. Gabe whistled as the big mare bucked high and hard.

      “That woman would make a pretty damn good bronc rider,” he said to Craig.

      Craig laughed. “What do you think she’s riding right now?”

      The golden mare sent the third barrel flying. Ruby got her straightened out and pointed toward the gate. Sunshine dropped to a trot.

      “Hey Ruby, this isn’t supposed to be saddle bronc barrels,” the announcer said. “Tough luck, folks. That’s Ruby Barkley, Pendleton Round-Up Princess, unfortunately disqualified. Good ride, Ruby, just in the wrong event. Folks, let’s give this good cowgirl a hand.”

      “Well, maybe the Ice Princess won’t be so high and mighty now,” Ridley jeered as a scattering of applause came from the stands.

      “She did a damn good job riding that buck through the third barrel!” Gabe yelled at him. “If that girl was riding saddle broncs, she would have placed better than you did, Ridley!”

      “Boy, you are looking for a fight,” Craig said.

      “I think I’ll wander off for a while,” Gabe said, ignoring whatever it was that Ridley hollered back, his focus on the redhead and her golden mare. “Make sure no one bothers her.” He slipped off the fence. From the way that mare moved, she might start bucking again. He’d give good money to see how this rodeo queen handled it.

      Craig snickered. “Ridley calls her the Ice Princess for a reason, Gabe. Nobody, but nobody, gets very far with Ruby Barkley.”

      Gabe shrugged. “I think there’s gonna be more fireworks with that mare. Gotta feeling it’s gonna be well worth my time to watch.”

      “All right, Ramirez. But just a word of advice.” Craig lowered his voice. “I know people from Thunder County, where she’s from. Heard rumors. Her parents killed each other when she was six. Or her father beat her mother to death and Ruby shot him in self-defense, before he could kill her. Different stories. You watch your step with that lady, buddy. She could hurt you.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.” Gabe adjusted his hat. “And, really, I’m just going to watch her ride that mare. I think it’ll be a treat.”

      He trailed behind Ruby and Sunshine at a safe distance as they headed to an empty warmup pen. Everything about the golden mare suggested she was ready to break in half with more hard bucking that befit a bronc instead of a barrel racer. High head and wide eyes. Loud roller snorts through wide-flaring, red-lined nostrils. Flattened ears. Pulling against the reins, trying to get more purchase against Ruby’s tight grip as she pranced and jigged. The palomino was fast, all right, but why was a Round-Up Princess bothering with a bronc like her? Didn’t Ruby have better options? She should be well-mounted as a member of a prominent court like the Round-Up.

      He leaned on the fence, careful not to spook the mare or distract Ruby as she opened the gate from horseback. Sunshine put up a fuss but Ruby was firm and steady. Gabe’s respect for the rider grew as he watched her maneuver the mare through the gate without an explosion.

      The mare’s calm evaporated once Ruby spun Sunshine and sent her across the pen in a hard gallop. Three strides, and the big mare took off in a series of high, twisting bucks that would dislodge most riders.

      Damn, she’s good.

      He’d bet on Ruby Barkley scoring better than Troy Ridley if they ever rode against each other in saddle broncs. She’d beat most men.

      The palomino stopped bucking and ran hard. Halfway around, she broke into another, less-intense, series of leaps. Ruby booted her and got the mare running again. Gabe watched, entranced, as the bucks lessened until horse and rider made two clear circuits of the pen. Then Ruby eased Sunshine back to a trot and worked her in big serpentine loops. After that, she asked for a gallop in the opposite direction. But that was it for the dramatics. While the big mare was frothy with sweat, her ears pricked forward now and her head was much lower.

      Show was over. He could rejoin Craig.

      Except Gabe didn’t feel like it. He was lonely, damn it, and it’d be nice to have someone to talk to besides Craig. Especially someone as cute as Ruby Barkley. And her reputation as the Ice Princess meant she wasn’t likely to be interested in playing buckle bunny head games.

      As horse and rider ambled around the pen in a big, relaxed walk on a long rein, he climbed up on the fence, cautiously watching the golden mare’s reactions. He clapped softly. His grandmother Donna would be scheming to throw Ruby up on one of her show jumpers if she had seen this performance. Especially the sparky warmbloods.

      Ruby looked up, startled.

      “That was a damn good ride,” Gabe said.

      “Thank you. Got to get her cooled off before my grandfather gets here with the trailer, or else I’d talk more. Don’t want to hold him up too long. He’s been haying all day.”

      And that was another piece of the Ruby Barkley puzzle. Why wasn’t she here with her own rig?

      Curious, Gabe leaned forward and pushed his hat back so that she could see him more clearly. He grinned at her.

      “Wouldn’t want to delay your grandfather,” he said. “I’ll walk with you while we talk, unless you think it will set her off again. Or if you want to be left alone.”

      Ruby glanced over at the arena, a worried expression tightening her face. Gabe was willing to bet that she was thinking about Ridley.

      “It might set her off. She reacts poorly to some men.”

      “Should I stay by the fence?”

      That earned him a closer look. He smiled bigger and tried to look harmless. The tense lines in her face softened a little. He’d made a good impression.

      “No. I want to get her past that reaction to men. See if it’s just Troy or what. She doesn’t react to my grandfather.”

      He had to admire the mare as well as the rider, then. Gabe chuckled and eased off of the fence, moving slowly and watching the mare as he walked toward her.

      “Well, I don’t blame her for reacting badly to that loudmouth Ridley.”

      “He does have quite the following.”

      Sunshine tensed. Gabe stopped five feet away, watching the horse and not the woman.

      “Less than you think,” he said to Ruby. Then he changed his tone to a soft, coaxing voice, just like Donna-gran had taught him years ago. Her vocals were integral to Martiniere mind control, so they worked with horses as well. “Hey there, pretty girl,” he wheedled, watching Sunshine’s facial muscles. “You need to be nicer to your human. You gonna let me come up to you, pretty thing? Pretty girl. Silly pretty girl.” He advanced slowly. “Come on. I’m not going to hurt you or your human.”

      The golden mare snorted and shook her head and neck. Gabe froze for a moment. Then her ears flipped toward him and the tense muscles around the mare’s eyes softened. Her lips were still tight, but the palomino was willing to tolerate him.

      “Pretty girl. Pretty girl.” He extended the back of his hand. The mare stretched out her neck as far as she could reach. Gabe stood still as she sniffed his hand, then breathed softly on it. He moved a little closer and slowly ran his hand up her head to scratch the big diamond-shaped star at the top of Sunshine’s blaze. Most horses liked being scratched there, in his experience.

      “You know horses,” Ruby said, a surprised note in her voice. “More than being a bronc rider.”

      “My grandmother first put me on a horse when I was three years old. Think your pretty girl will mind me walking alongside while we talk?” he repeated. “Just wanting to make sure.”

      Ruby shrugged. “One way to find out.”

      Gabe moved to Sunshine’s side, scratching her neck under the mane. The mare blew a long, relaxed, exhale and turned her head toward him. The horse had accepted him. Now he had to work on her rider. At this point he was becoming very interested in Round-Up Princess Ruby Barkley, more than just casual chatting. No coy high-society games from her. A straight shooter. A horsewoman.

      “Nice mare, even if she does buck. Looks like she could have won tonight, if she hadn’t decided to pitch that fit. She’s got the speed, and that one barrel she didn’t buck through looked pretty dang nice.”

      They started walking. Gabe rested his hand on the mare’s neck. Her muscles remained relaxed.

      “Yeah, bucking’s her issue. I got her for cheap because of that habit.”

      “Oh?” So Ruby wasn’t afraid to rehab difficult horses. Another point in her favor.

      “She has a history of setting back when tied. Rearing and bucking, too. I’ve not seen the problem with tying. Rearing and bucking, yes. But I got her from a girl whose boyfriend beats up on horses, and she’s not easy on them either. I think I can get Sunshine past that. I think it’s a reaction to rough handling, not her nature.”

      Definitely a decent horsewoman, then. Not everyone would take on a mare with those problems. “That’s not good. You don’t get far with a sensitive mare like this by beating her around.”

      “No. You don’t.” She paused. “I’m Ruby Barkley.” Her tone was a little softer, but still self-protective.

      “One of the Pendleton Round-Up Princesses. I know. My name is Gabe Ramirez, and I’ve got to say, I’m impressed by a pretty lady who can sit a horse as well as you do. I followed you over here because this girl looked like she still had some fight in her, and didn’t know if you might need some help.”

      “As you can see, I didn’t,” she countered. But the edge in her voice had shifted from tense to slightly flirty, and there was a twinkle in those blue eyes. She was liking his chat. Ice Princess? Didn’t seem that way.

      Then again, her horse had accepted him. That might be the key to the Ice Princess.

      Gabe chuckled. “I also wanted a chance to admire a damn fine horsewoman working with a tough horse.“ Yeah, he was impressed. “And.” His tone tightened a little bit as he remembered that girl in California. “I heard Ridley muttering around about coming over here to harass you with some of his buddies. He won’t mess with you when I’m around.”

      “Oh? I appreciate the thought, but I can handle myself with him.” Confident. He liked that in a woman.

      “From the way he talked, it sounded like you two had a history.” He wasn’t going to bring Craig into it just yet. “Figured you didn’t need the hassle, especially with your horse acting like this. And it gave me the excuse to introduce myself.”

      “Yeah. History.” A bitter tone in her voice. “He’s the king of handsy-ness. And of refusing to take no for an answer.”

      “He does have that reputation. Not just with you.”

      Sunshine’s neck tightened under Gabe’s hand as they heard loud, drunken, male voices.

      “Hey Ruby, you goddamn bitch!” Troy Ridley, in finest form. And now he had the excuse he’d been waiting for all night to shut the fucker up.

      Gabe glided away from Sunshine. “Leave her the fuck alone, Ridley!”

      “Or what, Ramirez?” Ridley started to climb the fence, beer bottle in hand.

      Gabe allowed his lips to part in a feral grin as he approached the fence, putting on his Martiniere glower. Ridley was too drunk to notice but his companions moved back. Good. And oh, he was so going to enjoy kicking Ridley’s ass. Ridley didn’t have Martiniere training.

      “Or I’ll kick your goddamn ass again for harassing women.” He shoved Ridley back over the fence, leaping over it, his grin widening. “Like this.”

      It was almost too easy as the others hung back to give them space. And it felt damned good to send Ridley staggering. A few blows, and Ridley was on hands and knees, shaking his head.

      “Get him the fuck out of here,” he growled to Ridley’s companions. “You guys know better. He’s too fucking drunk to be fighting. Lucky for him that I’m not an idiot or he’d be hurt worse.” He caught a glimpse of Craig hanging back by one of the bull pens, close enough to intervene if needed, but otherwise not obvious.

      “You’ll pay for this, Ramirez!” Ridley snarled.

      Gabe laughed, thinking about the trial awaiting Ridley. “Don’t think so, Ridley. I don’t pick on people smaller than me.”

      Still, he stood there, fists loosely clenched, until Ridley’s buddies dragged him away. Then he exhaled, releasing the anger, and turned back to the fence. Ruby was schooling Sunshine in tight figure eights at a trot—the mare must have gotten agitated from the fight, maybe even her rider as well. Damn it.

      He eased over the fence and approached them cautiously.

      “Sorry. The mother—” he caught himself, not knowing how she felt about swearing. “Excuse me. The fool should know better. Sunshine okay? Not freaking out?”

      “A little worried, but she’s settling. And a few swear words don’t hurt my fucking ears. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

      Gabe laughed, relieved. He hadn’t lost any ground with Ruby, and Sunshine pricked her ears at him, the muscles around her eyes soft once more. As he put his hand on Sunshine’s neck again, both woman and mare exhaled softly. He was accepted. By both of them.

      “All right. You said your grandfather’s picking you up?” Maybe she was younger than he thought. But she was in college, and a rodeo princess. Shouldn’t she have her own rig?

      “Yeah. My truck died.” She sighed. “It was probably stupid to come to this rodeo. She did so well last week in Umatilla. But Sunshine doesn’t like this arena, and I figured that maybe with practice she would get better about it.” A regretful tone.

      “Must live close.”

      “Over in Thunder County—for the summer, anyway. Then it’s back to school.”

      “College?”

      “Senior year. Oregon State. Agricultural robotics.”

      Not stupid at all, for sure, not when she was studying that field at that university. Close enough to his own ag robotics and programming studies at the University of Paris. Beauty, brains, a horsewoman, and not afraid of being profane. And close to legal age, if not already there. God, he really was in danger of falling in love with this woman. Already. He should walk away because she was a huge risk. But his loneliness kept him there.

      “Ag robotics. That’s a big field.”

      “Lots of places to go with it. I keep thinking that if we can track field data down to the plant level, that would open a lot of possibilities for pinpoint treatments. Hope to apply it to Gramps’s ranch.”

      Be still his beating heart. Crud. Very close to his own field.

      “Oh yeah.” He wanted to let her know he wasn’t just any dumbass bronc rider, but he didn’t dare talk about his own ag robotics experience. The field was too damn small. “I’m in a somewhat related field. I’ve got a degree in microbial ag.” Close enough. After all, microbial ag was his minor.

      “Really?” Interest rose in her voice. “Where are you working?”

      And that was the catch. What could he tell her? He hadn’t figured on meeting an intriguing woman while on the run. Didn’t have a story ready.

      “Nowhere, at the moment.” He fumbled for a reason. “I’m riding the circuit for—reasons.” His glib phrases seemed to have whispered away, damn it. “Not a good idea for me to settle in one place.”

      “Are you in trouble with the law?”

      Ah. Another explanation offered itself.

      “No. But I owe enough on student loans to be far too attractive to the Martiniere Group indenture bounty hawks, with the degree that I have.” Aha. Perfect. That way if Joey or Philip’s heavies came down on her looking for him, she’d think it was just student loan debt.

      “I worry about that myself,” Ruby said softly, her voice troubled. “So far, Gramps and Granma have been able to help me. It’s not living well—I’m working part time and eating ramen—but I’ve been able to keep my head above water.”

      “That’s good,” he said, a sudden flash of what life in indenture would be like for this woman. No. That absolutely couldn’t happen. “You don’t want to see indenture as a woman.” Joey and the way he abused any indentured woman—he was bad as Troy Ridley, if not worse. “Especially with your focus on ag robotics. You really don’t.” The Martiniere Group would gobble her up—and Joey would target an employee like Ruby for harassment, even if she wasn’t indentured. Especially if she didn’t have a protector.

      “If I have to drop out first to avoid indenture, I will.”

      “Hope you don’t. Does this girl go on vacation when you return to school, or are you doing remote studies this fall?”

      She shook her head. “Too many hands-on labs to study remote. At least for my focus. And I’ll be taking Sunshine with me. I work at one of the lesson barns near Corvallis. Pays for housing for me and one horse in return for stall mucking and feeding.”

      “Who are you working for?”

      “Lora Smith.”

      He whistled in respect. Lora Smith was not just anyone. She was an Olympic eventing bronze medalist. That meant—damn. Ruby was good. Tonight wasn’t a fluke.

      “Not everyone gets to work with her. But—rodeo? I thought she was more dressage and eventing.” His cousin Justine had occasionally lessoned with Lora Smith in Los Angeles. He hadn’t known Smith was in Oregon.

      “She is. The other job I have is helping her with rehabs and colt starting, plus riding training horses at the small shows. I like learning new things.”

      Yes. Ruby was damn good if she was doing that with Smith.

      “Eh, my grandmother did low-level eventing, so I know a little bit about that world.” He heard footsteps on gravel and tensed, wondering if Ridley had gotten away from his buddies, and was on his way back to hassle Ruby some more.

      “Ruby?” Cautious, but older than Ridley. The man came into sight. Skinny, lanky like Ruby, face lined and dusty, head covered by a green ball cap advertising a seed company, long gray hair pulled back in a pony tail.

      “Just cooling Sunshine off.” Ruby’s voice was tired and perhaps a little cautious herself. Gabe bent to check between Sunshine’s forelegs to see if she was still hot, so Ruby wouldn’t have to dismount if she needed to walk Sunshine more.

      “She’s still wet but cool now, Ruby. Should be fine,” he said softly to her.

      “Who’s this with you?” Demanding, protective tone in his voice. Must be the grandfather.

      “Gabe Ramirez.” Gabe straightened up and spread his hands, doing his best to look unthreatening, even though he was taller than the man. “Came over to see if your granddaughter needed any help with this mare and—Troy Ridley and his buddies were talking trash when she came out of the arena. Troy won’t bother her if I’m around.”

      That earned him a grudging but respectful look, if still somewhat suspicious. “Ron Ryder. Appreciate it. Ruby. She blew up on you again?”

      “Yeah, first and third barrels,” Ruby said as she reached forward to rub Sunshine’s neck. “But she settled once I rode through it here in the pen. And she was calm around Gabe. No tension.”

      “Well, that’s something,” Ryder said. “She doesn’t hate all men. Just certain ones.”

      “Mare’s got good taste if she doesn’t like Troy Ridley.” Gabe took advantage of Sunshine’s relaxation to show off for Ryder a little bit and scratch the golden mare’s jaw. “I like that in a horse.”

      Ryder snorted. “You’re not a fan of Ridley, either.” Statement, not a question.

      “Don’t like men who talk down to women. Especially loudmouths who think that getting rough with horses and women is a good idea.”

      Ryder eyed him speculatively. “Heard that Troy got into a little legal trouble. You know anything about that?”

      “I might,” Gabe admitted while Ruby dismounted. He faced Ryder straight on. “And he tried to start something with Ruby a little while ago. I finished it.”

      That earned him a sharp laugh from Ryder. “Got it. All right, Ruby. Let’s get this cranky mare back home.”

      “I’ll get the gate for you.” He walked next to Ruby, fighting back the itch to take her hand. Damn it, he wanted to see more of this woman. “Well, Ruby Barkley. I’m sure I’ll see you and this pretty girl around some more.” He closed the gate after them, tipped his hat, and walked away, fighting back an urge to look behind him as she led Sunshine away, focusing instead on Craig.

      Craig handed Gabe a check. “We held on to third.”

      “Good.” Gabe worked his shoulders to loosen them up. She was a Pendleton Round-Up Princess. He’d be sure to see her again somewhere on the circuit.

      Craig chuckled and elbowed Gabe. “And yet another man falls to the lure of the Ice Princess. Looked like you were making some good time with her there.”

      Gabe rolled his eyes. “She didn’t seem so icy to me.”

      “She’s still dangerous as hell, Ramirez. A lot of men have tried and failed to crack that shell.”

      “I always appreciate a challenge.”

      “Mm. Well, she’s gonna be at the Sweets rodeo next week. Court appearance.” Craig smirked. “I suppose you’re gonna want to stay over for the week instead of the night.”

      Gabe laughed. “Might as well see if I can lose this check on the entry fee. Think you might have some work on your place to keep my hands busy this next week, now that the frozen food rush is done?”

      “Man, I can always use an extra hand on the place, especially at my age. Be worth it to watch you crash and burn with the Princess.”

      “I won’t crash,” Gabe said, a confidence he didn’t quite feel in his voice. “Give me six months. You’ll see. We’ll be dating by then.”

      “Stake money on it?”

      “One hundred bucks.”

      “It’s a bet.”

      Gabe grinned to himself as they walked to Craig’s truck. One way or another he’d figure out Ruby Barkley.

      The question was, what would he do after that?
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        * * *

      

      Gabe felt a lot better about the Sweets rodeo—called that because it was part of a celebration of the local onion crop—when he saw who the stock contractor was. One of his favorite buckers was in the lineup—now, if he could just manage to draw Skydancer. That would be his best opportunity to impress Ruby.

      But there were other, good horses from that contractor as well. Many of his favorites. All the same, he really hoped he drew Skydancer.

      Soon enough, he and Craig were hanging out by the in gate for the Grand Entry. Ruby was back up on Sunshine, but the palomino mare was completely different from the weekend before, relaxed in the warmup before the entry started. Redheaded rider and golden mare tore around the arena at high speed, a gorgeous sight.

      Craig elbowed him. “Man, she’s got her hooks into you bad. Stop drooling.”

      “Can’t help it. They’re a nice pair when they’re clicking.” Gabe grinned at Craig. He was in the last batch of saddle bronc riders, and he’d pulled Skydancer. He actually had a decent chance to impress Ruby tonight…and Sweets had a dance afterward.

      It was just going to be a question of when he could relieve Craig of his hundred dollars. Oh, this was going to be a good night.

      Soon enough it was time to prep Skydancer for their ride. Gabe made extra certain of his equipment.

      “Hey there, big fella, we’re gonna win tonight,” he said softly to the big chestnut and white draft-cross Paint. “You feelin’ good?”

      The stud raised his head high, fixing Gabe with his one blue eye. Then he snorted, clearly a challenge. Gabe laughed. He eased down on Skydancer’s back, made sure he was set and ready before the gate swung wide. The stud felt good under him, muscles coiled tight, rump braced against the chute’s corner, ready to jump high and hard.

      Skydancer didn’t disappoint. He bounded out of the chute with a huge, high leap. Gabe fell into the rhythm of the big stud’s leaps and twists, rhythmically raking his taped spurs across the horse’s shoulders and keeping his focus. The eight-second buzzer startled him as much as it did Skydancer, breaking into their flow. But then the stallion took off running. Gabe leaned forward to encourage him, a big grin splitting his face. That had been a good ride, and he knew it down to the bones in his little toes. Sky loved to run when he got a chance after the buzzer sounded, and Gabe didn’t mind encouraging it.

      The pickup men finally caught up with them, and just like the ride, it was a perfect dismount. Exhilaration filled Gabe and he threw his hands up high, laughing as the crowd cheered louder than they had all night. The two of them had put on a good show. Skydancer broke away from the pickup riders once they pulled his flank cinch, still into galloping big and hard, snorting with each stride. Gabe paused to watch the big stud, savoring Skydancer’s enjoyment of their audience.

      Skydancer charged toward him. Gabe faced him without fear, laughing hard because he felt connected to the big horse, thrilling because they shared a bit of jubilation at a good performance. The horse paused in front of Gabe and reared, tossing his head to cheers from the crowd. Gabe tossed his head in return and snorted.

      “Thanks for the ride, big fella!” he shouted, saluting Skydancer, then bowing as the crowd roared even louder while Skydancer galloped to the gate. Then he dared to turn and look at the scoreboard.

      GABE RAMIREZ was in first place, several points ahead of his nearest competitor. A safe lead.

      Gabe whooped and pumped his fists. He picked up a run, slowing only to scoop up his hat and plop it on his head. He sure as hell hoped Ruby had seen this ride. One of his best ever.

      She was at the gate in full Round-Up Princess regalia, blue eyes shining bright, freckle-sprinkled pale cheeks flushed. Yes, he’d made a good impression.

      “Well, if it isn’t Princess Ruby Barkley,” he said. Damn, she looked good in her princess outfit. “You’re looking lovely tonight.”

      “High scoring cowboy’s full of flattery.” But there was a big grin on her face as she said it.

      Gabe laughed, leaning on the gate next to her, brushing elbows. Was it his imagination, or did electricity spark between them?

      “Ain’t that the truth. Skydancer gave me a good ride. He’s one of my favorites. We usually score well together when I draw him ‘cause we both love to show off and can match our rhythms. Oh, it feels great tonight. But I know damn good and well it can go the other way on me the next time with a horse I’m not in tune with. Still not good enough to make that work.”

      He’d made even more of a positive impression on her with that speech, from the way her smile grew, more authentic than the standard queen version. He could already tell the difference in her smiles. And another brush of elbows sent a sharper tingle through him.

      Oh yeah, there was chemistry between them all right.

      “So true about the flow. I know how things can change,” she said. And he could tell from her momentarily distanced smile that she was thinking about that fast, hard, elegant Grand Entry gallop on Sunshine.

      “I bet, with that palomino of yours. No bucking from her tonight.”

      “She likes this arena. So far, that’s the only factor I can identify. If she likes an arena, she doesn’t buck.”

      Time to move on before she had to go back to work opening gates. “Going to be at the dance tonight?”

      She shook her head, smile fading. “No. I need to head out. Leaving early tomorrow for Corvallis.”

      Damn it.

      “I was looking forward to a dance with a princess, especially since I had such a good ride. I didn’t think Oregon State started up this soon.”

      She hesitated, the glow diminishing. “Uh, no. Couple of things. Lora wanted me back early, and then Dr. Green asked me to assist at a late summer seminar.”

      Whoa. She wasn’t just shining him on. “Asa Green asked an undergrad to assist? Damn, lady. You’re good.”

      The compliment flushed her cheeks again and she grinned, showing him a dimple in her left cheek, even as she shrugged. “He’s my advisor, and he recruited me for OSU over Washington State. Based on my 4H presentations and some other things I did in high school.”

      “Ah. I see.” He had to look those up. 4H presentations weren’t enough to get Green’s attention. He suspected that he’d discover Ruby Barkley was a research powerhouse in her own right.

      “I’ll still be at the Round-Up.”

      He tightened his lips. Now that was too damn risky. “Too public. If there’s one place the Martiniere bounty hawks are gonna be, that’s it.” He sighed, surprised at his disappointment. “Oh well, Ruby Barkley. Here’s to hoping we see each other on the circuit next year.”

      Looks like I owe Craig a hundred bucks. Easy come, easy go.

      Though it wasn’t about the money. There was just something about this woman.

      It was one of the hardest damn things he’d ever done to turn and walk away from her.

      “Gabe?”

      Hope flared. “Yes, princess?” He whirled to face her.

      “I’ll be at several shows in the Valley this fall. Might even do some barrel racing with Sunshine. Gotta see what Lora wants me to do. If you’re headed in that direction….”

      It was something, and it told him that she wanted to see him again.

      “Let me give you my number. Text me with your schedule. I’ll make it if I can. No promises, but I’ll try.”

      Now what kind of temporary farm work could he find in the Willamette Valley?

      “Sure,” she said as she handed him her phone. “I could give you my number, too.”

      His breath caught and their eyes met. He couldn’t hide the big grin or the leap of joy within him at that.

      “Princess, I’d love just that.” He handed her his phone.

      Numbers entered; phones handed back. Their fingers brushed and he felt that jolt again. From the rising flush on her cheeks, he suspected her reaction was much the same as his.

      “I’ll be seeing you this fall,” he said, giving her a salute like he had Skydancer.

      “I’ll hold you to that.” Another big genuine smile, and then she turned back to her gate duties.

      He went to find Craig.

      “Congrats on the win,” Craig said. “You get very far with the Princess?”

      “Mm,” Gabe said, rocking his head side to side, half-smiling. “She’s gotta go back to Corvallis tomorrow so she’s not gonna be at the dance.”

      Craig snorted. “I warned you, Ramirez. You ready to pay up?”

      “Buuuut—” Gabe drawled out the word. “I did get her number. We’re gonna meet up in the Valley this fall. You and I agreed on six months. I’ll have a date with her by the end of the year.”

      Craig’s double take was priceless. “Ruby Barkley never gives her number out. Never.”

      “Well, it just happened.” Gabe smirked at him, waggling his phone.

      Now he needed to figure out how he was going to pull this off.

      

      October, 2029

      

      Dealing with Ridley’s grand jury took longer than Gabe thought it would. It wasn’t until October that he was back in Oregon, looking for work in the Willamette Valley. Timing worked in his favor, though. He found a slot at a Christmas tree farm and a cheap studio apartment in an old 1950s-era motel where other farmworkers lived. At least his brown skin helped him blend in.

      Online research confirmed his first suspicions. Ruby was a powerhouse in several ways. Junior Miss Rodeo Oregon. Teen Miss Rodeo Oregon, in addition to being the Thunder County Days Queen and Pendleton Round-Up princess. Competition outfits designed by her grandmother, who was an ex-rodeo queen herself. Advisor Vickie Chandler, who’d been first runner-up for Miss Rodeo America in her day. Sunshine was probably the best barrel horse Ruby owned, judging from what he could find of her placements.

      And that was just the rodeo background.

      Then there were her ag robotics skills.

      Ruby hadn’t won bot design competitions, but she consistently placed in the top five of the ones she entered, ever since her freshman year in high school. Gabe recognized one entry that had caught the attention of his cousin Arthur, a member of the French branch of the Martinieres, back when he was interning in Artie’s division. Solid work. She was better at design than he was, for certain. He might be the better programmer but she was still no slouch.

      His phone crashed and it took him several weeks to safely replace it and upload his data. That required careful negotiations with Serg because Gabe wasn’t about to get just any phone. He needed every bit of Martiniere and Vygotsky security that Serg was willing to smuggle to him.

      And he’d missed several texts from her during that process. Damn it.

      But. Even as he scowled at his phone, debating between how risky it might be to drift by Lora Smith’s barn and chance Lora recognizing him, or just plain texting Ruby, another text popped up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Spending my birthday at a jumper schooling show at the Hunt Club.
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