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  To Steve and Jan for helping me with this book. I appreciate your support and time to answer my questions and help me brainstorm.


  Dear Readers,


  I’ve written the Men of the Texas Rangers Series because I’m so impressed with the law enforcement group, the Texas Rangers. They are dedicated officers who are highly skilled and experienced. Scorned Justice is the third book in the series (Saving Hope and Shattered Silence are books 1 and 2). I wanted to explore what it was like to want revenge so much you go too far. What does it do to you? To the people around you? God wants us to forgive someone who has hurt us or done something wrong to us. Revenge comes out of the ability not to forgive a person for a wrong done.


  In the fall of 2013 Severed Trust, my fourth book in the series, will be out. It explores what the abuse of prescription drugs does to a community.


  I love hearing from readers. You can contact me at either margaretdaley@gmail.com or P. O. Box 2074 Tulsa, OK 74101. You can also learn more about me and my books and sign up for my quarterly newsletter at www.margaretdaley.com.


  Best wishes,


  Margaret Daley
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  The pain in her neck and shoulders sharpened its grip on District Court Judge Rebecca Morgan as she left the courtroom. She headed for her office, welcoming the quiet in the corridor. Inside her sanctuary from the madness of this new trial, she shed her black robe and hung it up in the closet. Finally, the end of the day—the weekend was here and she could escape to the ranch. Two glorious days to spend with her brother and his family. She could forget for a short time the case before her—the murder of a businessman by a high-level member of the Russian mob.


  With a sigh, she grabbed her purse and started for the door. The ranch was almost an hour away from San Antonio, and as it was, she would be in traffic for a while.


  Before she could reach for the knob, the door swung open and her law clerk stood in the entrance. A frown etched deep lines in the forty-year-old woman’s face.


  Rebecca stiffened. “What’s happened?”


  “You got a delivery half an hour ago from a florist.”


  “I did?” She couldn’t think of anyone who would send her flowers. It wasn’t her birthday or any other occasion for a celebration. Then Rebecca focused on the deepening scowl on Laura Melton’s face. “What’s wrong with it?”


  “I’ll show you.” Laura turned into her office, which connected with Rebecca’s, and strode to her desk. Lifting the lid on a long white box with Blooms and Such stamped on its side, she tilted it toward Rebecca.


  To reveal a dozen long-stem roses—all dead.


  Rebecca gritted her teeth. “They are not going to succeed in ruining this trial the way they did the last one.” The first trial, under Judge Osborn, had been declared a mistrial when it was revealed there was jury tampering. “This new tactic will not be tolerated.” As she spoke, though, she tried to decide how she would handle this. “Is there a card with it? Anything to give to the police?”


  “Just this box. It was sitting on my desk when I came back in here right before you ended the trial for the day. I called Detective Nelson. He’s on his way over here.”


  Rebecca checked her watch. “I need to leave. My brother’s birthday party is in less than two hours. Can you handle it by yourself?”


  Laura’s frown relaxed into a neutral expression. “Sure. Charlie has a special interest in this trial and wants to make sure justice is done here. And he isn’t too bad to look at either.”


  Rebecca laughed. “Leave it up to you to turn this into checking a man out.”


  “I could always give you tips if you’re interested.”


  “I appreciate the offer, but I’ll pass.” Especially a cop. She’d been married to a policeman who had died in the line of duty three years ago. She wouldn’t go through that again. She made her way toward the door. “If Detective Nelson needs to talk to me, he can reach me on my cell. Otherwise, I don’t want to deal with any type of business until Monday morning, when jury selection continues.”


  “Forget this place. I’ll make sure the detective doesn’t have any questions for you. I’ll use my womanly wiles on him.” Laura winked.


  “You do that.” As Rebecca hurried toward the elevator, she realized how fortunate she was to have such a good law clerk and friend in Laura. She made her life so much easier, especially now, with this difficult trial. She would have to take Laura out to dinner next week as a thank-you.
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  When Texas Ranger Brody Calhoun let himself into his house, Dallas, his black Lab, greeted him at the door, wagging his tail and nosing Brody’s hand. He stopped and knelt to pet Dallas, knowing if he didn’t, his dog would hound him until he did it properly.


  “Did you and Dad get along all right today?”


  Dallas barked.


  “So this was a good day, then?” Brody rubbed behind his ten-year-old dog’s ears.


  “Of course we got along okay, Son. I told you he was growing on me.”


  Brody looked toward the den, where his father was standing, instead of using his electric scooter. The deep lines on his face revealed a man who appeared to be ten years older than he really was. But three months ago, at sixty-eight, he’d had his second heart attack, and his recovery had been much slower than the last one six years before.


  “Where’s Ted?”


  “Gone for the day.”


  “I must have just missed him.”


  “No, I told him to get out after lunch. I don’t need anybody watching me take a nap. A waste of good money.” His dad swept his arm down the length of his body. “See, I don’t need my scooter. I’m capable of getting around under my own steam. You can turn it back in.”


  Brody rose slowly, using the time to suppress his anger. Why hadn’t Ted called him to let him know what his dad had done? He pulled out his cell and . . .


  “Put that thing up. I told him he’d better not call you. He works for me, not you.”


  A denial of that fact was on the tip of Brody’s tongue, but instead of saying anything and causing yet another argument, Brody gritted his teeth and stuck his cell back in his pocket. “Ted is here to keep you company, make sure everything goes all right.” To give me peace of mind. I almost lost you.


  His father scowled. “As soon as the doc says, I want him gone. I don’t need a babysitter.”


  Brody ignored his father’s usual complaints. “Ted is a nurse, not a babysitter.”


  His dad’s eyebrows slanted down even more. “I’m no fool. I know exactly why Ted is here. I’ve been taking care of myself for more years than you’ve been alive.”


  “Samantha is bringing dinner for you tonight.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “To Thomas Sinclair’s birthday party. It started out as a small affair, but it’s turning into a big deal now that Foster Sinclair is coming. Although I’m not officially on duty, I’ll be keeping an eye on the governor. Can’t have anything happen to Foster at the same party I attend.”


  “There was a time when I would have been invited when Thomas’s dad was around. At least Tom wasn’t put out to pasture like I’ve been.”


  “Dad, Thomas would love to see you. Do you want to go with me?”


  “No,” his father quickly replied, “not until I’m back to being 100 percent.”


  “That’s what I told Thomas when we talked about it.”


  “No reason to leave, especially like this. And for your information I don’t have to have my granddaughter take over for Ted. I can put a dinner in the microwave.” His dad swung around and shuffled into the den.


  Brody followed him. “We’ve been over this. Until the doctor thinks you can stay by yourself, you need someone checking up on you throughout the day. I have to work and sometimes get caught up in a case—”


  His dad turned up the volume on the television set. Its blaring sound negated any possibility of having a reasonable conversation with the man. Brody stared at him, sitting in his lounge chair in front of the TV with some game show on. His dad had gone from being an invalid part of the time to thinking he could do anything he had done before his heart attack.


  Brody headed to his bedroom to change his shirt. He had come back to his hometown of San Antonio to fill a ranger’s position in Company D because his father’s health had taken a turn for the worse six months ago. Then he’d had a heart attack and his dad had required a lot more care than Brody, checking with him every day, could give him. When his dad was released from the hospital, he came to live with Brody.


  And to test my patience every day since then.


  As Brody finished dressing, the doorbell rang, the sound competing with the TV. He quickened his pace and let his niece into the house. “Are you ready for duty?”


  Samantha clicked her heels together and saluted. “Aye, aye, sir. How is he?”


  “I’m just peachy.”


  Samantha leaned around Brody and grinned at his dad. “Hi, Grandpa. Are ya ready for me to beat you at chess tonight?”


  His old man snorted. “When the tropics freeze over.”


  “I’ll leave y’all to hash out who’s the best chess player in the Calhoun family. I can’t be late for the governor.”


  “Don’t worry about Grandpa, Uncle Brody.” Samantha stood on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “After I beat him at chess, I think a rousing game of dominos will be fun.”


  “In your dreams, Samantha,” his father said with a chuckle.


  Brody left, realizing his nineteen-year-old niece was just what his dad needed. Dad had a hard time resisting a pretty female. Maybe that was Brody’s mistake. Maybe he should have hired a woman to nurse his dad back to health, especially now that he could get into and out of bed by himself. His dad was also walking more and only used the scooter when he got tired. Maybe he should think about returning the scooter they’d rented. To his dad it was a symbol of his invalidism. He’d also call the agency tomorrow and check into requesting a female nurse. He had to have someone who wouldn’t let his father dictate what he did. Ted should have called him today and let him know that he had left hours before he should have.
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  Rebecca parked next to her brother’s F-150 and slid from her car as her two nieces flew out of the back door of the ranch house and raced toward her. Bracing herself, she hugged both of them to her.


  “We thought you would never get here,” Kim, her ten-year-old niece, said, leaning back to look up at Rebecca.


  Aubrey still clung to her leg. At five, she did everything her big sister did. “Yeah, Aunt Becky. What took ya so long?”


  She cringed at the name Becky. The only other one who used that name besides her nieces was her brother. Probably because she still called him Tommy to irritate him. “Traffic. Everyone was leaving San Antonio for the weekend, all at the same time.” She hugged them to her and started for the house. “Where are Tory and your dad?”


  “Tory’s in the kitchen freaking out about the food and the fact that Dad isn’t here yet for his own birthday party.” Kim reached for the door and opened it.


  “He isn’t? I imagine Tory is upset.”


  “Daddy forgets the time.” Aubrey entered first.


  Tory stood at the island counter, putting one hand on her waist. “And he must have forgotten his cell again. I can’t reach him on it. Or his ringer is off. I don’t know how many times I’ve told him to take it with him and have it on so he can hear it when it rings.”


  Rebecca chuckled. “You two still arguing about that?” Her brother wasn’t a big fan of cellphones because he loved getting away for a while by himself to think, which was usually when he was riding his horse, Rocket.


  “The governor is coming tonight, and Thomas is out riding the fences.” Tory’s gaze flitted from one stepdaughter to the other. “And you two need to go get your good clothes on. Go. I laid them out on your beds.” Frowning, she waved her hand toward the doorway. “Now.”


  Rebecca kissed the top of Aubrey’s hair and then hugged Kim before they scurried off to follow their stepmother’s directions. “See you two later.” When she turned to her sister-in-law, she continued. “You know, he does his best thinking while riding.”


  “Yeah, worrying about the drought and forgetting he’s turning one year older.”


  Her older brother had hated his thirtieth birthday. His thirty-fifth had been even worse, and now he was thirty-seven. “He does know Foster Sinclair is coming?”


  “Yes.” Tory frowned, taking the decorated, Texas-shaped sugar cookies off the cookie sheet and placing them on a platter. “He’s one of his cousin’s biggest supporters, so this is a treat for him. I can’t understand why he isn’t back yet.”


  “Have you sent someone out after him?”


  “The hands are in front helping set up the barbecue.”


  “Then I’ll go out and try to find him. And I’ll take my cell with the ringer on so you and I can communicate. Okay?”


  Tory pointed her fingers at Rebecca. “You aren’t dressed for riding.”


  “But I will be when I change. It won’t take me five minutes. You know how I love to ride. As much as Thomas does. This gives me a reason to do it before tomorrow.”


  “That’s one thing I’ve not gotten into since coming here a year ago.” Tory held up both hands, palms outward. “I know. Thomas doesn’t understand. But I’m not comfortable around horses. Thankfully, he loves me in spite of that flaw.”


  Hattie, her brother’s housekeeper, rushed into the kitchen. “Everything is looking good out front. Why don’t you let me finish up in here, and you go get ready for tonight?” The fifty-three-year-old woman, who had been with the Sinclair family for thirty years, edged Tory away from the cookie sheet and took the metal spatula from her hand.


  “I think I will. Then I’ll do one final check. I’m much better at planning and hosting a party than riding a horse.” Tory left the kitchen.


  Hattie watched Rebecca’s sister-in-law until she disappeared, then switched her full attention to Rebecca. “Ever since Foster accepted the invitation, she has been a basket of nerves. You would think the president of the United States was coming, not the governor. Wait ’til she sees him arrive with his security detail.”


  “I’d better go find my brother. It would help if the man wore a watch.”


  “How many times have we heard Thomas say he can tell the time by the sun?”


  “Too many to count. Do you think he is purposely staying away until the party has started? He hates anyone making a fuss over him.”


  “Then he really should have made that point clear to his wife,” Hattie muttered as she finished placing the cookies on the platter.


  After Rebecca retrieved her bag from the trunk of her Mustang, she quickly changed into comfy jeans, a casual shirt, and boots. Ten minutes later, she rode Angel Fire from the stables and headed in the same direction the foreman, Jake, said her brother had gone. The sun almost kissed the tops of the hills to the west, bathing the terrain in golden hues. Making a beeline for the fence line on the eastern edge of the property, she leaned forward and urged her gelding faster, the warm September breeze blowing her hair, put up in a ponytail. The scent of the outdoors, with its hint of sage, laced the air. She loved that smell.


  All the worries of the new trial started to flee her mind. No gangland shootings. No vague threats. Nothing but peace. The presence of the Lord surrounded her as she let go of her worries and enjoyed communing with the natural beauty God had created.


  But that didn’t tell her where her brother was. Knowing him, he was probably taking care of some problem with the cattle. The ranch was his life.


  In the distance, she glimpsed a black horse that was like the one her brother rode, riderless and galloping across the pasture toward her, his run odd-looking. Where’s Thomas? Did he fall off his horse?


  Rebecca urged her mount faster, her heart pounding as fast as Angel Fire’s hooves against the hard ground.
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  Brody climbed out of his blue SUV and scanned the area in front of the Sinclair’s large, two-story adobe house, where the barbecue would take place in less than half an hour. He’d come a little early to make sure security was in place for the governor’s arrival. Although he wasn’t officially a part of the security team, he couldn’t not be a Texas Ranger and make sure nothing happened to Foster Sinclair. One area of his expertise for the Rangers was security. Having been trained by the U.S. Marshals and the Secret Service, he was often involved in the protection of people in need.


  He was at the barbecue as a friend to the Sinclair family, especially Thomas. They’d reconnected when he moved back five months ago. They had grown up as best friends and only lost touch with each other when he moved to Amarillo, and then to Dallas as a highway patrol officer and later a Texas Ranger. He’d welcomed the change. He couldn’t stay and watch Thomas’s sister, Rebecca, marry another man.


  Three waiters came out of the house with Hattie right behind them directing them in their duties. He approached the housekeeper as the young men left to take their places.


  “My lands, Brody Calhoun, you have grown even taller than the last time I saw you. What, six feet four or five inches?” Hattie greeted him with a hug, his large frame dwarfing her petite one.


  “Still six three.”


  “Are ya sure? What was it ten years ago?” She cocked her head to the side. “And why has it been ten years? One day you’re around a lot, then all of a sudden you’re gone.”


  “I became a highway patrol officer. They sent me to Amarillo.”


  “Why did you leave the San Antonio Police Department?”


  “Because I wanted to be a Texas Ranger.” Because I was too late. Rebecca loved another.


  “How’s your dad? Did he tell you I visited him a couple of times in the hospital?”


  “Yes. We kept missing each other, but I’m glad you did. It brightened his day.”


  “I bet he gave you and his doctors a tough time about staying in the hospital. I imagine you’ve had your hands full corralling your dad, so I’ll forgive you for not coming here until today.”


  Brody reflected back to that week, tension clamping around his spine. “You imagined right. He wasn’t too happy being trapped in the hospital being a human pin cushion, as he put it.”


  Hattie’s chuckle reminded Brody of the good times he’d spent at the Circle S Ranch. “That doesn’t surprise me at all. He reminds me of my husband. He insisted on coming home to die. He wasn’t going to stay in the hospital and have the last thing he saw be that room with its beige walls and every machine in the world hooked up to him. His words. I still miss him after five years.”


  “I didn’t even know about him dying until a week after the fact.”


  “I got your letter, and it meant a lot to me. I had a small memorial service before I scattered his ashes over the land he loved so much.”


  “The Circle S Ranch?”


  “Yep. He was foreman here for thirty years. He’s the reason I’m here taking care of Mr. Sinclair’s two adorable children. It doesn’t look like my daughter is going to get married anytime soon and give me grandchildren.”


  Tory stepped out onto the front porch to survey the yard, from the lights strung up, to the tables set with red-and-white checkered tablecloths, to the grills set off to the side behind the buffet area.


  Hattie leaned close to Brody and whispered, “She wanted a fancy party once she found out about the governor. Thomas had to put his foot down.”


  “Yeah, I can imagine. He’s the least pretentious person I know. Besides, Tory must not know Foster well. He’s a lot like Thomas.” Brody pivoted toward Thomas’s wife, who was walking across the manicured lawn.


  She stopped beside Hattie. “Your daughter said the brisket is ready to come out of the oven.”


  “I’d better go and put the finishing touches to the food.” Hattie clasped Brody’s arm. “Don’t be a stranger now that you live in San Antonio and your dad is getting better. I don’t want it to be another ten years before you come back to the ranch.”


  As Hattie hurried into the house, Brody said, “I’d forgotten how much I love this ranch. I spent many days exploring this place with Thomas. Where is he?”


  The corners of Tory’s mouth twisted into a frown. “Out checking fences. I don’t know what gets into that man’s head—he knows he needs to be here when the guests start to arrive.” She looked down the long drive and moaned. “Two cars full of guests who are here for his birthday. What do I tell them?”


  “The truth. He had a situation he needed to take care of on the ranch, which I’m sure is what has kept him away. A lot of the guests are ranchers and will certainly understand. If he’s not back in twenty minutes, I’ll go out looking for him.”


  Tory’s forehead grooved deeper. “You don’t think he really ran into a problem?”


  “Knowing Thomas, he’s forgotten the time. I can gently remind him he has guests.”


  “Rebecca already went out after him.” Tory started toward the two cars now coming to a stop. “Call her on her cell. You don’t want to cover the same ground that she has.”


  “What’s her number?” Glad Tory’s back was to him, he doubted he was doing a very good job covering his reaction to hearing Rebecca’s name.


  Tory rattled off the number, then greeted the first set of guests while Thomas’s daughters raced out of the house, dressed in their Sunday best. He wondered how long Aubrey would stay clean in her pretty white dress. According to Thomas, his youngest loved to don her fancy clothes even when going out to play in the yard. His gaze swung to Kim with her matching outfit, but her face reflected her discomfort. She was Thomas’s tomboy and probably only wore a dress when Tory insisted.


  Kim threw him a glance as she crossed to her stepmother. He smiled at her, only having seen her a handful of times in the past five months when Thomas brought her into town with him on the weekend. He’d only been around Aubrey once, when the girls went with their father to Sea World and he had tagged along. Aubrey was the very image of Thomas—and Rebecca. A picture of Rebecca materialized in his mind: medium height with just the right curves, auburn hair, thick and wavy, framing a beautiful face dominated by blue eyes that were the color of the sky on a clear sunny day.


  As another SUV pulled up, the picture of Rebecca vanished, and he quickly oriented himself to the task at hand. He waved at two fellow Texas Rangers, then strode toward the barn while digging out his cell to call Rebecca. A thin film of sweat coated his forehead and upper lip. Listening to the phone ring, he swiped his hand across his brow.


  Get over it, Calhoun. You knew she was going to be here.
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  Rebecca neared Thomas’s stallion, who was coming up a small incline, his pace slowing. Rocket’s ears twitched back and forth, independent of each other and his eyes were wide, their whites showing. His nostrils flared.


  Something’s wrong. What spooked him?


  She slowed Angel Fire so as not to spook Rocket further and kept shortening the distance between them. When her cellphone rang, she gasped and pulled back on the reins with one hand while fumbling for her phone with the other.


  Rocket came over the rise as she answered, “Rebecca.”


  “This is Brody Calhoun. I’m at the house and told Tory I would help you look for Thomas.”


  That was when she saw that Rocket was dragging a rope. Her gaze latched onto what the stallion towed. A scream erupted from deep in her throat, and the cellphone slipped from her fingers.
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  The sound coming from his cellphone curdled Brody’s blood. He ran flat out toward the stables as he shouted into the phone, “Rebecca. Rebecca, what’s wrong?”


  Nothing but sobs came through the connection. Suddenly the line went dead. Still holding the phone, he quickly saddled the nearest horse and hoisted himself up onto it, then called Rebecca again. It went to voicemail.


  Where are you? The ranch covered thousands of acres.


  Scanning the yard, he spied Jake standing by a corral behind the stables and spurred his gelding toward the foreman, whom he’d met a couple of times in town with Thomas.


  “Do you know where Rebecca went?”


  “East toward the front of the property, by the road. At least I think so. I told her Thomas went that way.”


  “There’s something wrong. I called her, and all I got was a scream and sobs.”


  “Rebecca?”


  Brody nodded. “I’m headed that way.”


  “So am I. I’ll be right behind you with some help. Most of the vehicles are out, but we’ve still got one four-wheeler here.”


  “Don’t say anything to Tory or Hattie until I know what’s happened. Bring a few men to help.”


  Jake ran toward the stables while Brody brought his horse around and headed toward the eastern part of the Sinclair ranch. Still a lot of ground to cover even with it narrowed down.


  Setting his gelding into a gallop, Brody was vigilant for any sign of trouble, anything out of the ordinary.
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  Thomas’s horse slowed at Rebecca’s urging. She hopped to the ground and made her way toward Rocket. “Easy, boy.” The stallion snorted and moved a few steps to the side. “Whoa.” Rebecca snatched up the dangling reins.


  Rocket’s extra couple of steps brought what the stallion had been dragging over the incline. Her hand tightened about the reins. She glimpsed the bloody body at the end of the taut rope tied to the stallion’s saddle.


  “No!” Sobs tore from Rebecca’s throat. It can’t be Thomas. Frozen, she maintained her grip on the leather strap to keep the horse from taking off again.


  He could be alive.


  That thought sent her into action. Trying to untie the taut line tethered to her brother’s saddle while holding Rocket still, she couldn’t loosen the knot. She didn’t have anything to cut the rope, and there was no way she would release the horse with Thom—a man tied to him. When she started to back Rocket toward the body on the ground, hoping the stallion in its agitated state wouldn’t step on the man, an idea popped into her mind.


  “Easy, Rocket,” she murmured over and over in a calm voice that didn’t reflect how she really felt.


  With the reins in one hand she unfastened the girth. Once the saddle slipped to the ground, she released the stallion. Now free, he shot forward while she raced toward the person caught up in the rope—hauled, no telling how far, by Rocket.


  Rebecca knelt next to the body. Although his face was covered in blood and dirt, she instantly knew it was her brother by the brown curls she’d teased him about as a child. How did this happen?


  She reached out with a shaky hand to feel for a pulse. Pressing her fingers against his neck, she looked into his face for any sign of life. A faint pulse beat beneath her touch. A flicker of relief fluttered through her.


  He’s alive.


  She had to get help. Now. She dug into her pocket for her cell. Nothing.


  “Where is it?” She had it in her hand then . . .


  Bolting to her feet, she strode back toward Angel Fire, scanning the ground as she went. There in the dust lay her cell, smashed as if her horse had stepped on it.


  Useless.


  She hurried back to Thomas, checked again for a pulse and once more found a faint one. Lord, help. I don’t want to leave him. What do I do?


  She surveyed her brother’s injuries to determine if she could do anything for him before she rode back for help. The leg that was caught in the rope was bent at an angle. Broken. His jeans were intact but his shirt was shredded, hanging off him in strips. Scrapes, cuts, and blood everywhere. He must have been dragged a good distance.


  “What happened, Tommy?” She smoothed his hair away from his face, revealing bruises beginning to form and more scrapes and cuts from the brush and rocks on the ground.


  It didn’t matter at that moment. She had to get help. She rose and started for Angel Fire. In the distance, she glimpsed a rider coming toward her. Jumping up and down, she waved her arms to make sure the person saw her.


  When he came closer, she saw that it was Brody Calhoun. She’d heard he was back in town and that he was coming to the party. Thank goodness he had called her on her cell before she had dropped it. The sight of him comforted her—help would be here shortly. She went back to Thomas, wishing her expertise were in medicine, not law.


  For the third time, she made sure Thomas was still alive and then prayed her brother would be all right with only a broken leg and a few bruises and cuts.


  Brody halted his horse only feet from Thomas and Rebecca.


  “What happened?” he asked as he leapt from his saddle.


  “I don’t know. He’s unconscious, but alive. My cell got stepped on and doesn’t work. Call for help.” As she spoke, Brody took his phone out and began punching in a number.


  In the background, over the sound of Brody talking, Rebecca heard a four-wheeler coming toward them. She wasn’t alone to deal with this. You never are, weaved through her thoughts, and she felt the hand of the Lord on her shoulder.


  Brody finished his call. “Help is on the way, and I notified them back at the house.”


  Rebecca whispered a prayer as she examined Thomas’s skull to assess the extent of his injuries. Several deep gashes on each side worried her more than the broken leg. His head must have bounced about, hitting the rocks that littered the ground in this part of the ranch. She was afraid to lift him to check his back, where the worst damage would be.


  Hadn’t she read somewhere not to move a person with a possible spine or neck injury? What else?


  Keep him warm. She hurried to the saddle she’d removed from Rocket and grabbed the blanket that was underneath it, then returned to Thomas. She knelt next to him and covered him. She wanted to clean his wounds but had nothing to do that with. A couple of them still bled.


  “I need something to stop the bleeding,” she said over her shoulder to Brody.


  While Jake drove up with Gus, a cowhand, Brody shrugged out of his shirt and gave it to Rebecca. Pressing the cotton material into Thomas’s worst injuries, she continued her prayers for help to be here quickly because she didn’t know what she was doing. Her hands shook as she went from one deep gash to another.


  Having done what little she could, she sat back on her heels. Her heart continued to hammer so rapidly against her ribcage that it was difficult to draw in a decent breath. Jake crossed to Brody and said something she couldn’t hear. If something was going on, she needed to know.


  She pushed up to her feet. Too fast. She wobbled from lack of food; toast in the morning was the only thing she’d had that day. Before she realized it, Brody had wrapped his arm around her and steadied her.


  “Okay?” he asked, leaning closer to her ear.


  She moved away. “I should have eaten lunch but with the trial . . .”


  “Yeah, I know you. You throw yourself into your job and forget everything else, even eating.” He dug into his pocket and handed her a mint. “This will help your blood sugar. A helicopter is on its way to take Tommy to Mercy Memorial, so it shouldn’t be long.”


  Jake stooped next to Thomas and assessed him. “We need to splint his leg. Gus, see if you can find a branch I can use.”


  While Gus scoured the ground for something to use, Jake removed his belt. Brody did the same with his, and assisted Jake as he used the straight tree limb Gus brought him to stabilize Thomas’s broken leg.


  Jake rose. “There isn’t much else we can do until help arrives.”


  She wished she could do something more. She fought the helpless feeling inching over her. “This shouldn’t have happened. Thomas is always careful.” Her gaze fastened onto her brother lying on the ground with a blanket over him, his blood leaving a trail to follow.


  Still kneeling next to Thomas, Brody peered up at her. “After we get him to the hospital, we’ll talk about this. Riding accidents happen even when we’re careful. Remember the time he broke his arm being bucked from his horse?”


  “Because he was riding a stallion he shouldn’t have been riding. Dad didn’t let him forget that.”


  Brody checked Thomas’s pulse, then stood. “Still not strong.”


  She lifted her gaze to Brody’s face, shadowed by his cowboy hat. “He’s going to be okay, isn’t he?”


  “I’m not going to lie to you. It doesn’t look good.”


  Her throat closed, trapping any response she wanted to say. Not even the heat of the day still lingering in the air could warm her chilled body. Her brother needed her. She squatted beside him again and took his hand, putting her two fingers over the pulse in his wrist. As long as she felt his life force beneath her touch, she would be all right.


  Vaguely she heard Brody and Jake whispering behind her again. She tossed a look over her shoulder. “What are y’all saying?”


  “Just trying to figure out what happened, Miss Rebecca.” Jake removed his hat and struck it against his jean-clad leg. Dust flew off the black felt. Then he plopped it back on his head and headed toward Angel Fire while Gus took hold of the reins of the gelding Brody had ridden.


  “After Thomas is picked up, Jake and Gus are going to track Rocket’s trail to see where it happened. They’re going to take our horses, and we’ll use the four-wheeler.”


  “You think there’s a cow stuck somewhere, or one trying to have a calf?”


  “Thomas tied the rope around his saddle horn for a reason. Maybe he was trying to get a calf or cow out of a mess. Either way, while it’s still light I’d like to know where this happened and possibly why.”


  “Can’t it wait? The trail will be here tomorrow morning, or Thomas will wake up and tell us.” She spoke with more confidence than she felt. She wasn’t going to say out loud that Thomas might not make it. “Jake probably should get back to help Hattie. I imagine by now it’s chaos at the ranch house.”


  “Probably so. Tory didn’t take the news well at all. I told her we would be back there as soon as possible.” Brody walked up to Rebecca and crouched beside her. “There’s a good chance it’s going to rain after midnight. I wouldn’t want the hoof prints washed away without at least checking them now.”


  He wasn’t saying that Thomas might not ever tell them what had happened. But the implication was evident in his strained voice and evasive look. “What if he can never tell us?” She asked the question he was probably thinking too.


  “We’ll deal with that if it happens. Right now, I want to gather as much information as we can. People will want answers. Tory. You. Foster. Okay?”


  The lump in her throat swelled even more. She nodded, staring at her brother, thinking of all the times they had ridden over the ranch, raced to the fence line, and teased each other about who was the better rider. The sound of a helicopter invaded her memories. Bringing real life back in full force—where her brother was critically injured, barely hanging on.


  When the chopper landed, the wind whipped up the dust, swirling it in the air. Jake and Gus held the horses’ reins, but the animals jerked on them, prancing back away from the helicopter, its high-pitched, whirring sound overriding all others. Rebecca shielded her brother as best she could, using the blanket while Brody headed toward the chopper.


  My life is about to change. A shiver rippled down the length of her body as the paramedics hopped to the ground and hurried toward Thomas, grim expressions on their faces. Rebecca fixed her gaze on Brody. Beneath his professional countenance, the glimpse of apprehension in his eyes reinforced what she’d known when she’d first seen her brother. Only prayer would help Thomas now.
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  “We’re almost there.” Brody looked at Rebecca, dressed in one of Thomas’s shirts and staring straight ahead, quiet for the past twenty minutes. Her grip on the edge of the seat in his SUV highlighted what she was going through.


  “I appreciate your bringing me, but I could have driven myself. You didn’t need to come.”


  “Really?”


  She finally glanced at him. “Okay. Maybe I wouldn’t have had my thoughts totally focused on driving.”


  “Which is to be expected. There was no way I wouldn’t come, so there’s no reason for you to drive yourself. Thomas is a friend. I’m here to help. I’ll stay and take you back when you’re ready.”


  “I saw you talking with the sheriff. What did he say?”


  “He’s going to ride out before it gets too dark and meet up with Jake.”


  “Do you think this is foul play?”


  “I don’t know. That’s why I’m having the sheriff follow up with Jake and check out the place where it went down. Has Thomas angered anyone? Is there a reason you would think it might be foul play?”


  Rebecca pressed her fingertips into her temples. “I don’t think he has any enemies. But he owns or rather is part-owner of a large ranch. Maybe there’s someone I don’t know about. We usually talk business on Saturday afternoons when I visit.”


  “So other than that, you don’t have much to do with the Circle S Ranch?”


  “I may own half, but Thomas runs it. I trust my brother. He knows what he’s doing. He had the best teacher.”


  “Yeah, your dad.”


  “I wish he were here right now.” Pain laced each word as Rebecca went back to staring out the windshield.


  “Your dad was the best. I miss him, too.”


  “That was an awful year for me. First, my husband was killed in the line of duty, then my father died from a stroke six months later. I don’t want to ever repeat what happened three years ago.”


  He’d come back for both funerals but had stayed in the background, at least as far as Rebecca was concerned. Thomas and he had had lengthy conversations about transitioning the running of the ranch from father to son. He’d helped his friend the best way he could long-distance. “Any problems going on at the ranch?”


  “Like what?”


  “With hired hands? Customers? Neighbors?”


  “No . . .” she twisted her hands together, “unless he was keeping it from me. I know he did that first year after Garrett was killed, but I called him on it when I realized what he was doing and I don’t think he has since then.”


  “But you’re not sure?”


  She glanced at him. “I can’t answer 100 percent. But I’m 90 percent sure.”


  Which left 10 percent, enough to bother him. Thomas had always been protective of Rebecca. If anything looked suspicious, he would check into what was going on at the Circle S, even if he had to do it quietly without Tory and Rebecca knowing.


  Silence fell between them again. Brody concentrated on driving, going as fast as he dared.


  “I’m glad Foster was there at the ranch to take Tory to the hospital. Hopefully she’ll be there not long after my brother arrives at Mercy Memorial.”


  “And it never hurts to have the governor there to expedite anything that needs to be done.”


  “Foster does have a commanding way about him.”


  Heat from her gaze warmed his face. He locked his hands tighter about the steering wheel.


  “I’ve missed you. I can’t believe this is the first time we’ve really talked since you came home five months ago.”


  “I’ve been busy. Crime doesn’t come to a standstill when you want it to.”


  “Tell me about it. My current case proves that.”


  “I heard you caught the retrial of Dmitri Petrov.” Brody turned into the parking lot near the emergency room at Mercy Memorial.


  “I was the lucky one. I know one thing—when the jury is finally selected next week, I’ll be keeping a tight rein on them. No jury tampering this time around. We don’t need to go through a third trial.” Rebecca grabbed her purse from the floor and positioned herself as if she were going to fling the door open the second he came to a stop.


  “It seems strange to have a Mexican-American gang going toe-to-toe with the Russian Mafia. If only we could sit back and let them duke it out.”


  “Kill each other off? That doesn’t always happen. In this case, some innocent people got caught in the crossfire. A businessman in the community died.”


  “I know. I haven’t been following the case, since it happened before I returned to San Antonio.” Brody pulled into a parking space near the entrance to the hospital.


  “It started as the usual payback for something done to one of their members.”


  “An eye for an eye.”


  “This Russian Mafia goes beyond that. They take out everyone connected to the person.” Rebecca shoved open the door as Brody turned off his engine.


  She was halfway to the door by the time he’d climbed out of his SUV. As he strode toward the entrance, the hairs on his neck tingled. He paused and scanned the parking lot.


  Something is wrong.


  Dusk had crept across the asphalt, throwing part of the area into shadows. Searching the murkiness, he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Maybe it was his imagination. Maybe because of all the talk about gangs and the Russian Mafia. Or maybe someone had followed them to the hospital.


  He laid his hand on the butt end of the gun in his holster and slowly turned in a full circle. Still nothing.


  He continued his trek into the hospital as he placed a call. “Sheriff Overstreet, this is Brody Calhoun. Do you have anything yet on what happened to Thomas?”


  “No, I’m almost to Jake. He found a calf trapped in a gully. That must have been what Thomas was trying to rescue when he got caught up in his own rope.”


  “Maybe, but Thomas has been riding and roping all his life.”


  “I’ll go over the ground. I’ve got a deputy with me. We should be able to cover it before it rains. We both have high-beam flashlights, and if I feel we need to bring in extra lighting, I will.”


  “Call me when you finish.”


  “Will do.”


  Brody headed through the doors to the emergency room. A doctor entered the waiting room. Brody quickened his pace and walked in. Tory’s face went white, her eyes large. She sank into the chair and covered her face with her hands.


  No, not Thomas.
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  J. R. sat across the street from the entrance to the emergency room at Mercy Memorial. The Texas Ranger had stopped and then made a slow circle as though he knew he was being watched.


  Although J. R. was a hundred yards away, he’d ducked down in his car. They wouldn’t be able to connect him to Thomas Sinclair, but there was no use taking chances. Later he’d go in and snoop around.


  That Sinclair had been taken to the hospital meant he was alive. But would he survive? He needed that question answered. What had Sinclair seen when he’d turned to his right just before J. R. hit him with a rock?
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  Rebecca laid her hand on Tory’s shoulder in the waiting room. “He’s going to pull through surgery. He’s alive, and these doctors will keep him that way.”


  Tory lifted her face, tears streaking her cheeks. “He’s barely hanging on. How’s he going to survive surgery?”


  “With a lot of prayers on our part. They have to stop the internal bleeding.”


  Their family physician, Dr. Henderson, dressed in blue scrubs, stepped forward. “Mrs. Sinclair, we need your consent to operate. Time is of the essence.”


  “But what if he dies on the operating table? How can I . . .” Tory grabbed the clipboard the doctor held and scribbled her signature beside the X. As she gave it back, it slipped from her fingers and clanged against the floor.


  Dr. Henderson picked it up. “I’ll let you know what’s going on with your husband as soon as I know.”


  Tory stared at him as he left the waiting room, then swung her gaze to Rebecca. “It doesn’t sound good.” Tears welled up in her eyes and spilled over.


  Rebecca patted her sister-in-law’s back but was at a loss about what to say or do. She wanted to cry herself, but glancing around the room stilled the sorrow deep inside her. She’d been taught never to display her emotions in public, and with the governor standing not far away with his entourage, her training came to the foreground. She should talk with Foster, but she didn’t want to leave Tory.


  When her sister-in-law rummaged in her purse for a tissue and then dabbed her face with it, Brody approached them. “Tory, Rebecca, can I get you something to drink? Coffee?”


  Tory sprang to her feet. “What I need is to get out of here for a while. I’ll go with you. Rebecca, can I get you some coffee?”


  “Yes.”


  “We’ll be down the hall if you need us.” Tory and Brody left the room.


  The second her sister-in-law disappeared into the hallway, Rebecca released a long sigh, raking her fingers through her hair—something she did when she was nervous or upset. Tory hadn’t been able to contain how frightened she was, which only heightened her own sense Thomas might not make it. But she couldn’t allow herself to think that. She had to be the strong one for the family.


  How were Kim and Aubrey doing? Did they know? They hadn’t when she’d left the ranch. She slid her hand into her pocket and grasped the cell the housekeeper had given her when she left the house to come to the hospital.


  Foster came toward her and took the chair Tory had been sitting in. “How are you holding up?”


  “I’m okay, but I don’t know about Tory.”


  “She didn’t say a word the whole way to the hospital. I was concerned. I’ll be able to stay until we hear how well the surgery went. At least I hope so. I have a critical meeting I need to keep first thing tomorrow morning in Austin, but the meeting isn’t too far from here.”


  “I appreciate your bringing Tory. I can make sure she gets back to the ranch when she needs to.”


  “Does Brody know anything? I heard the sheriff was called out to the Circle S.”


  After she told Foster all she knew surrounding what had happened to Thomas, she sat back, finally relaxing her rigid posture, which she couldn’t maintain any longer. Her muscles twitched. Pain gripped her.


  “So, no one knows anything?”


  “That about sums it up, Foster. But I intend to get some answers as soon as I find out that my brother is going to pull through. I know how important the first few days of an investigation are.”


  “I guess you would, having been a district attorney and married to a cop.”


  “On a number of occasions Garrett bemoaned how slow an investigation was proceeding.”


  Foster covered her hand, which rested on the arm of the chair between them. “It’s been a tough few years.” He glanced toward the entrance. “I’m glad Brody is here to help. I know how close you three were growing up.”


  Rebecca looked up as Tory and Brody returned to the waiting room. “Yes, we were, but these last ten years we lost touch. At least Brody and I did. Not Thomas and Brody.” Why had she let that happen? Probably because she had been a newlywed and had been caught up in her marriage to Garrett. Time passed. And then her husband died and her world fell apart for a while. She didn’t want to go through something like that again.


  Tory paced the waiting room while Foster sat quietly next to Rebecca. Waiting for word from the doctor.


  Finally Foster stood, breaking the silence that had descended. “I’m going to have Brody work the case until he’s satisfied it was an accident. I’ll feel better with one of our rangers supervising what’s going on. I’m sure Sheriff Overstreet won’t mind the help.”


  “Thanks. I’ll feel better having him work the case, too.”


  “Anything for family.”


  “That’s how I feel.”


  As Foster closed the distance between him and Brody, Rebecca decided to go out into the corridor to place her call to Hattie. She didn’t want Tory to overhear her—her sister-in-law had enough to deal with. She’d take care of what was going on at the ranch and let Tory focus on Thomas. That would be the way her brother would want it.


  In the hallway, Rebecca placed her call, and Hattie answered on the third ring with, “Tell me Thomas is alive.”


  The desperation in her voice nearly undid Rebecca. She gripped the cellphone tighter. “Yes, so far, but he’s in surgery. The doctor isn’t saying it, but I get the feeling it will be touch-and-go with Thomas.”


  “I don’t wanna hear that.”


  “I know. You practically raised us when our mother died. How are Aubrey and Kim? What do they know?”


  “Just that their daddy is at the hospital because he hurt himself. Aubrey wanted to know if it was like the time Kim jumped from the second floor of the barn into the hay and broke her arm. I told her yes. I don’t have the heart to say anything else until we know more for sure.”


  “Good. No sense alarming them. I’ll be back to the ranch as soon as Thomas is out of surgery and stable. I want to tell the girls.”


  “I’ll be praying.”


  “Thanks. Me, too.” Rebecca disconnected the call and turned to go back into the waiting room.


  Brody stood in the entrance, his gaze on her. She hadn’t realized until she saw him earlier how much she’d missed him these past years. As usual, she could count on him to be there for her. She didn’t know what she would have done if he hadn’t come along. Leaving Thomas out there by himself while she rode for help had been the last thing she’d wanted to do.


  Brody moved toward her. “Everything all right at the ranch?”


  “How did you know I’d called there?”


  “A hunch.”


  “Hattie hasn’t said anything to the girls. She’s saving that for me.”


  “Not Tory?”


  “Kim and Aubrey were excited to get a new mom, but I’m . . .” She realized what she was about to say and swallowed the last word. Tory and she weren’t alike. She was still surprised that Thomas had married Tory, who was nine years yonger than her brother, but he was happy, so she was grateful to her.


  “But you’re family. That’s kind of how I feel about Thomas. I had an older sister who didn’t want to have anything to do with her bratty brother.”


  “Has that changed?” Lightness infused her voice for a moment when she thought of the times they had played pranks on his sister, Kathy.


  “We’ve got a great relationship. I take care of Dad and she goes her merry way. Since Kathy got a divorce, we see more of my niece than her.”


  “I heard she got a divorce a couple of months ago. That has to be hard.”


  “Not according to her. She celebrated being free of her husband. I think it crushed her when she found out he had a girlfriend on the side.”


  She’d never had to worry about that with Garrett, only whether he would come home unhurt when he was on duty. She’d tried to persuade him not to be an undercover cop, but he’d loved the job. He wouldn’t have been the same if he had changed departments. But in the end the work he’d loved killed him—or rather a drug dealer had.


  “You okay?”


  She mentally shook the thoughts away and focused on Brody, whose gray eyes had darkened with concern. “Thinking about Garrett. There’s been too much death lately.”


  He clasped her arm. “I’m here if you need to talk. I didn’t know Garrett well, but I heard he was a good cop. One of the best.”


  “Until the day he was murdered by a gang member who sold drugs. That’s why the Petrov trial is so important to me. I want to send a message. Gangs, mafias, whatever you want to call them, are not welcomed here.”


  “Which reminds me. Governor Sinclair has asked me to look into what happened with Thomas to make sure it was an accident. He knows about the trial you have started and what’s transpired with Dmitri Petrov’s first one.”


  “You think what happened to Thomas could be tied to my trial?”


  “On the ride here didn’t you tell me you received a bouquet of dead roses today?”


  “Yes, but . . .” Horror took hold of her and spread through her body in a flash. She laid a hand against the nearby wall as her energy drained out. “Thomas doesn’t have anything to do with the trial.” I can’t be the reason this happened.


  “Didn’t you say the warring factions go after family, too?”


  “They have with people who have crossed them.”


  “Your tough reputation on crime has preceded you. That probably has the defendant worried.”


  “Not much has happened other than I’ve been hearing pretrial motions and only a couple of potential jury members have been questioned.”


  “Maybe they aren’t pleased they drew you as the judge. It’s well-known what happened to your husband. Either way, your cousin is concerned and wants to make sure it has nothing to do with what happened to Thomas. I agree with him after what you received today.”


  Thomas’s doctor went into the waiting room. Rebecca started toward him, saying, “We’ll discuss this later when I’m not so tired.”


  When Rebecca entered, Dr. Mike Henderson was saying to Tory and Foster, “The surgery was successful as far as stopping his internal bleeding, and now we’ll just have to wait and see if he comes out of the coma he’s slipped into. His body has suffered quite a trauma. Besides the injuries to his head, there is spinal damage.”


  “How extensive is the trauma to his brain?” Rebecca asked, locking eyes with the doctor.


  “I’ve always told you like it is, Rebecca. His head was bounced around when he was dragged across the ground. There were a couple of deep gashes in the back. There’s swelling. Again, it’s wait and see. There’s a good chance he suffered some kind of brain damage.”


  “Will he remember what happened to him?” Brody came over to her.


  “It’s too early to say much of anything. He’s still in critical condition and will be in the ICU until that changes.” Dr. Henderson looked at the wall clock. “It’s one in the morning. Go home. Get some rest. There’s nothing you all can do here. I’m insisting.”


  Rebecca listened as the doctor spoke with Foster about what would happen in the near future with Thomas if he continued to improve, but the words slipped in and out of her mind so fast she didn’t comprehend what was being said. Brain and spinal injuries. In a coma. He was alive, but for how long?
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