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To become a United States Navy SEAL, a man must be physically forged in steel and able to mentally compute life or death situations with laser accuracy and speed. Our country trusts these men with the most sensitive military operations—many so covert that once they are successfully completed, they are never spoken of again.

This series celebrates one particularly fierce band of brothers who valiantly battled terrorists whose crimes against nature and humanity were far too great to chance escape. On a dark night, on foreign soil, SEAL Team Alpha witnessed acts so unspeakably cruel against women, infants and small children that their consciences would not allow anything other than their own brand of justice for the scum terrorist cell. 

A trial would have been too good for these pigs, and so, one-by-one they were taken out, and the women and children they’d used were freed. By dawn, an entire region breathed easier. The men of Alpha found themselves heroes to those whose lives they had saved, but virtual criminals in the eyes of the organization they served. After a lengthy investigation, their elite, covert team was formally disbanded. 

They now spend their lives deep undercover, still serving—no longer their country, but individuals who find themselves in need of not only their own personal warrior, but a particular brand of justice. 

While honorably discharged, these men and their actions will forever be disavowed . . . 
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Cold Springs, Colorado. One week ago.

 

BRANDED?

Delilah Bowing took one look at the Triple B seared into her dear friend’s right cheek and retched into the camper’s kitchenette sink. No, no, no. This couldn’t be happening. All at once she was covered in goose bumps but sweating in oppressive heat. She needed to look away. Scream for help. But her words refused to connect with her mouth. The bitter taste of bile rose from the back of her throat.

She inched backwards until the half-wall separating the dining table from the pull-out sofa provided enough support to keep her upright.  

Reclining on the sofa, Lola Graham—dear, sweet Lola who’d just last night won her first queen title and crushed a ten-year record by five-one hundredths of a second for the fastest barrel ride in their circuit, was dead, but appeared posed as if she were a porcelain doll. She wore a turquoise leather pageant gown, Miss Cold Springs Rodeo sash, matching boots and cowboy hat with a crown for a hat band. Smoky eye shadow and red pouty lips finished her date-ready look.

But Delilah had known Lola since the younger woman had competed on the junior circuit. Not only was she not wearing her own clothes, but she would never apply the heavy makeup or purple nail polish. She just wouldn’t. Pale pink was a statement for her.  

Delilah’s gaze skipped to the brand on Lola’s cheek. At a glance, she might have thought it was a black tattoo, but Lola’s flesh was raised and charred—like grill-marks on a steak. A black fly settled onto the lowest B, sending Delilah back to the sink.

“Lola?” Following the masculine voice, a knock sounded on the thin outside wall. The camper shook when Lola’s boyfriend, Cal Ingram, mounted the pull-down stairs. “You in here, sexy? I was thinking—oh hey, Del. Didn’t know my girl had company . . .” Upon seeing Lola, Cal froze. His jaw hardened and with fists clenched, a low growl of what Delilah took to be torment escaped him. 

He charged Lola’s way, but Delilah shot out her arm to hold him back. “Don’t touch her. We have to call police.”

He broke down. “W-what kind of monster would do this?”

The fly had returned to Lola’s cheek. Buzzing and buzzing.

The confined space made the sound grow into a jackhammer. 

Cal roared, charging across the few feet with the power of one of the bulls he rode. “Get the hell off her!” He swatted the insect hard enough to smash the bug into the brand, at the same time breaking the scab, smearing rusty blood and puss on Lola’s cheek.

Retching again and again, Delilah escaped the camper, barely making it down the steps without falling and breaking her own neck. 

From inside came unholy cries and howls and violent smashing of plates and splintering of wood. Eventually, Cal’s anger gave way to anguished sobs.

“What’s going on?” Mark Peters, a calf roper on weekends and a Colorado Springs attorney the rest of the time jogged over from his massive Lakota horse trailer rig. “Those two have another fight?”

Delilah shook her head. Where did she begin? 

Hunched over, she braced her hands on her thighs. Though she hadn’t been running, she couldn’t catch her breath.

“You okay?” He rubbed her back.

“Yes—no. Lola. She . . .” Delilah couldn’t bring herself to give voice to her mind’s eye terror. Five minutes earlier, it had been a lazy Sunday morning. Warm sun evaporated dew from the too-tall patchy grass of the arena’s gravel lot. A trio of wrens bickered over a spilled sack of chips. Somewhere in the sleepy town church bells rang.    

“I got it.” Cal stumbled out of the camper. Red-faced, his gait teetered as if he’d had a few too many beers. “I got that fly. But there’ll be more. I need a swatter. Lola—” His voice cracked. “She needs protecting.”

Holding out her arms, Delilah went to him. “I’m so sorry . . .”

“Would someone tell me what’s going on?” Mark looked from them to Lola’s camper. “Is Lola okay?”

“There’s a fly.” Cal’s voice sounded flat. Void of his normally boisterous personality. “I have to protect . . .” Seconds later, the big, strong cowboy’s legs collapsed. He fell inwards, as if he were a folding table that had the legs kicked out from under it.

“Now, I know something’s not right,” Mark said. “Should I call the police?”

She nodded. On the ground with Cal, hugging him, she said, “Please.”

“What should I tell them is wrong?”

Delilah sucked in a deep breath. “Lola . . . she’s been murdered.” 
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Southern Nevada. Three days later . . .

 

“I DON’T KNOW about this.” Disavowed Navy SEAL Sawyer Crow stared into his black coffee. When his longtime friend, Jesse Knight, approached him about tackling what press dubbed the Buckle Bunny Bandit murder because of the victim’s Triple B brand, his initial response had been no. Trident, Inc.—the team who cut his paycheck—was more of a personal protection firm. They performed best outside of the law—although that fact wasn’t advertised, it was the reason they had a ridiculous waiting list for taking on new clients. But a case like this? He wouldn’t have a clue where to start. 

He and Jesse sat across from each other in Triple Seven ranch’s big country kitchen. If Heaven had a smell, Sawyer was pretty sure this place nailed it. Fresh-brewed coffee and hot-from-the-oven cinnamon rolls made his stomach growl. Though Jesse and his wife, Carly, lived in Wyoming, Sean and Cella Knight had volunteered the Triple Seven to serve as Knight Brothers Investigation Agency’s official headquarters. Since Sawyer had just finished a short-term job in Vegas, the ranch seemed like the logical place to meet. 

Even though the sun had long since set on the sprawling acreage, housekeeper and cherished family friend, Charlene, hovered. “Would either of you like another roll?”

“Lord, yes,” Sawyer said. “Thanks.”

“My pleasure.” She took his plate and bustled across the room.

“What about me?” Jesse asked.

Charlene snorted. “The day you’re as handsome as your Indian friend, you’ll get equal service.” With a wink, she set the plate holding Sawyer’s second roll in front of him. “If I were thirty years younger . . .” 

Jesse laughed, taking her teasing in stride.

Sawyer forced a smile. He knew the kindly older woman meant her words as a compliment, but his whole life he’d been fighting Native American stereotypes and they no longer set well—which was why he’d moved as far from “cowboy-and-Indian country” as possible by joining the Navy.

Charlene delivered another roll to Jesse, then said, “Unless you two need anything else, I’m off to watch my shows.”

After a round of goodnights, Jesse leaned in. “Look, I get that you have apprehension about taking on a potential serial killer. Even though the previous deaths on that circuit aren’t officially connected, or even necessarily murders, you and I both know the odds of them being a coincidence are nil. Given our current caseload, there’s no way Knight Brothers can give this matter the attention it requires. But there’s one other issue I failed to mention.”

“Swell . . .” Sawyer forked another bite of his roll.

“The client you’d be working with? It’s Delilah.”

“Wait—what?” Sawyer shoved the plate away. The snack that had been delicious moments earlier now churned in his gut. That name was synonymous with everything that had once been wrong in his life. It had taken years to free himself from the mindset that just like his brothers, he would amount to nothing. Winding up either drunk or behind bars or dead by his thirtieth birthday. 

Delilah had once been his angel, his guiding light. 

Then she’d allowed her father to come between them. Nothing had ever been the same after that.   

“She called a couple days ago. Michael, Sean and I wrestled with our schedules, but there’s no way we can help. Then I remembered you were working out of Trident’s Denver office. Seemed like a perfect fit.”

Sawyer had met Jesse—a former Marine—on a joint covert mission. Endless days and nights spent stalking human prey gave them too much time for conversation. Once Jesse mentioned that his family ran the Western Rodeo Circuit, Sawyer asked if he’d ever met his high school sweetheart, Delilah, a barrel racer. When Jesse said he’d not only met her, but been turned down for a dance by her, the two had formed a fast friendship they’d dubbed the DDC—Dumped by Delilah Club. Nowadays, Sawyer and Jesse’s paths rarely crossed, but when they did, their conversations still had the comforting ease of a military brotherhood.

“You know how I felt about her. That time in my life . . .” Sawyer bowed his head. “It wasn’t good. Sure, you and I joked about it, but she turned you down for a dance. She turned me down on a marriage proposal.” Aborted our unborn child. “This DDC running joke got us through rough times but come on, man. It’s like comparing a splinter to open heart surgery.”

“I get that. But think about it—who would better serve as her protector than someone who used to love her?”

Sawyer hardened his jaw. Just thinking about her made his blood boil. What hurt worse? Knowing she was in danger.

“If you don’t feel like this is your thing, I get that, too.” Jesse lowered his voice. “But we’re talking about a serial killer. You and I both know the cops will be busting their asses to catch this sicko, but budget cuts and jurisdictional red tape leaves an awfully big hole in their net. If it makes you feel better, think of this in a different way. You’re not personally trying to solve the case. All you’re doing is helping to keep a mutual friend safe.”

Jesse was right. 

Sawyer had never been one to hold grudges, but when it came to Delilah, he’d be the first to admit he hadn’t let go. If only she’d fought for him. For them. When she’d lied about losing their baby, he’d thought his soul couldn’t bear the resulting pain. Now, he was older. Hopefully, wiser. Not as susceptible to teen angst or touchy-feely romance crap. But if that was true, why the hesitation to take this on? 

Had a part of him never left her?

“What do you say?” Jesse asked. “Should I call Delilah? Tell her you’ll catch up with her on the road?”

Sawyer sighed. “Yeah . . .” 
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Pigeon, Colorado. Now.

 

DELILAH LINGERED OVER brushing Powder Puff after their morning drills. The white Arabian had grown sloppy since their last showing. Or was it less about the horse and more about the rider? It had been a week since Delilah had stumbled across Lola. Since then, she hadn’t been sleeping or eating. Considering the fact that this was her last year of practice before turning pro, Delilah needed to get her head back in the game.  

After intense police questioning, poor Cal had dropped off the circuit. 

Forcing her focus back to the present, Delilah brushed Powder Puff’s mane until it shone. Closer to Friday’s opening parade, it would need washing and braiding, but until then, Delilah liked the natural look. The horse had been a high school graduation gift from her father. The cost had been staggering, but considering her bloodlines were traceable back to her sire R Khasper, Delilah understood why. She’d at first been furious with her father for buying her such an extravagant gift. Not because she didn’t adore the creature, but because at the time, she’d considered the gift to be a thinly veiled consolation prize for abiding by the great Walter Bowing’s wishes for breaking off her engagement to Sawyer. What her father didn’t know was that there was so much more to her decision. A fundamental difference between her and Sawyer that she’d never been able to explain. 

Did that mean she hadn’t loved him heart and soul? No.

All it meant was that maybe she still didn’t know why he’d left. Maybe she never would. 

A sharp whistle spooked Powder Puff and made her glare in that general direction. Jersey Pugloni stood on the steps of her father’s RV. He was a six-foot-two cocky mess of a cowboy contradiction. Born and bred on the Jersey Shore, he sported dark brown eyes and equally dark hair that curled out from under his cowboy hat. Most folks believed he had the dark heart to match, but he’d always been good to her. He rode bulls on their circuit, but in his spare time he helped her dad with the rodeo’s day-to-day running. Occasionally, if nursing an injury, he also pitched in as rodeo security or a pick-up man. “Yo, Del! Phone!”

She never had her cell on her while riding. Too much of a distraction. Besides, being the Daddy’s Girl of their family circuit had earned her more than enough haters. She had to work twice as hard to earn respect. Thankfully, she competed against a clock rather than judges.

“Be right there! Tell whoever it is I’ll call back!” 

She’d been done with Powder Puff for a while but hadn’t wanted to face the realities of a rodeo plagued with not just tragedy, but the most sinister of crimes. Lola hadn’t been the first death. Or even the second. Hers had been the only death that had definitively been called a murder. The other two women were still being examined. 

Delilah led Powder Puff into one of the rodeo ground’s rented stalls, then fed her with hay bailed from her home grazing pastures. Once her water bucket was filled, Delilah washed up, then crossed the hardpacked dirt grounds toward her father’s RV—mostly hers, since he rarely left the family ranch. The vehicle’s size was an embarrassment, but after a tough night riding, she never complained about the master bedroom’s soaking tub.

“How’d she do?” Zeb asked. The white-haired old-timer sat beneath the RV’s shade canopy reading a Zane Grey western. He used to be one of her father’s best ranch hands, but since getting on in years, he now handled the RV. Delilah drove the one-ton pick-up that towed Powder Puff’s trailer, stopping every four to five hours. It was a serious liability to only have one horse for competitions. She was blessed with three talented quarter horses back home. But Powder Puff was a beloved part of Delilah’s family. She would rather not compete, than do it without her favorite horse.

“Today went better. She’s still bowing around the last turn. But I’m also rising in my saddle. We’ll work through it together.”

“You always do. She’ll get there.”

“Thanks.” She squeezed him in a sideways hug. “Any idea where Jersey left my phone?”

“Probably inside. He’s in a mood, which is why I’m outside. ’Least till it gets too hot.”

“I understand.” She mounted the RV’s steps, opening the door on frigid A/C. She shivered, but in a good way. 

Jersey sat at the dinette table, eating a bologna sandwich while watching something on his laptop. He closed it when she approached. “How’d it go?”

“Good. Where’s my phone?”

“I put it on the counter.” He pointed near the built-in microwave. “Damn thing’s been driving me nuts. You gotta change your tone.”

“Sorry I’m not sorry.” She grabbed it, humming her ring tone’s Dukes of Hazard theme song, then turned down the bunk-lined hall toward her room. Inside, she closed and locked her door. Seated in a comfy swivel rocker that had been bolted to the floor, she looked at her phone, then sighed with relief. Jesse and an Unknown with a Denver area code had been her repeat callers. Jesse must have agreed to take their case. She pressed auto-dial to make the return call.

“It’s about time,” he said after the second ring. “Why don’t you answer your cell?”

“Ever heard of a work ethic?”

He laughed. “Understood. Well, listen, I’ve got good news and bad. Which do you want?”

“Jesse . . .” She closed her eyes and sighed, kneading her forehead. “I’ve had just about all the bad a body can handle.”

“I know, and I’m sorry. Let me rephrase. My news is all-around great. Me or my brothers won’t be taking your case, but we found someone who will. He’s good. In fact, if he ever parts ways with his current firm, I’ll hire him on for Knight’s.”

“Jesse, no. This is a nightmare we’re facing. We need you. I can’t—”

A knock sounded on her door. She liked Jersey, but sometimes he could be annoying.

“Just a minute,” she said to Jesse.

“Wait. I wanted to give you a heads-up so you’re not blindsided. The bodyguard who’ll be—”

Delilah opened the door, took one look at the man facing her, then dropped the phone.

“Del? Is everything all right?” Jesse’s voice sounded tinny from the floor.

“Long time no see . . .” Sawyer said.

Delilah reminded herself to breathe.

He filled the door opening and then some, making the already tight space that much smaller. It had been ten years since she’d last seen him. He’d grown taller. More solid. His chest and shoulders and dear, dear face . . . All at once there was too much to see. She couldn’t take him all in.

“Sorry to crash your party, but I did try calling.” He knelt for her phone, then said into it, “Jesse, this is Sawyer. I’m on site and assuming responsibility for the client.”

“Excellent,” Jesse said. “Call with any developments.”

“Will do.” Sawyer ended the call. Handed over her phone.

For an incalculable eternity they stood toe-to-toe, face-to-face, drinking each other in. 

Delilah’s fingertips tingled. She fought an irrational craving to dance them along his strong forehead, nose and jaw. He wore his velvet-black hair in a military cut. Did that mean he still hadn’t embraced the culture from which he’d once run? Her heart galloped, only to slow upon realizing he wasn’t here to rewrite history or claim her, but to catch a possible serial killer. She had to pull herself together.

“I, ah,” after licking her lips, she found the wherewithal to continue, “I didn’t realize you and Jesse share the same occupation. He mentioned once having met you, but I didn’t think you kept in touch.”

“We don’t. This was different. He cares about you, and since he wasn’t able to help, he figured I’d be the next best thing.”

Does any part of you still care about me? Who was that whiny eighteen-year-old in her twenty-eight-year-old head?

“Sounds like you’ve got a big mess. I probably can’t do much to clean it up, but while authorities work the facts, I’ll sleep better knowing you’re safe.”

You think about me while you’re sleeping? She gulped. Her cheeks superheated at the memory of the hot times they’d shared. And then she sobered when she recalled his reaction to her pregnancy scare. She’d secretly prayed she would carry his baby, wanting nothing more than to be together for the rest of their lives, but that was never meant to be. 

“Say something, Dee.” He was the only one who’d ever called her that. Everyone else shortened her name to Del. 

“I’m not sure how I feel about you being here.”

“That makes two of us.”

Behind Sawyer, Jersey cleared his throat. “Is there a problem? Should I not have let this guy in?”

“I’m fine,” Delilah grabbed Sawyer’s forearm, dragging him into her room, wishing the mere act of touching him hadn’t trampled what little remained of her sanity. “Thanks for checking.” After shutting the door, she said to Sawyer, “I know you mean well, and it was kind of you to volunteer for—”

“Don’t get it twisted. This is a paid gig. My personal protective services don’t come cheap, and it’s no secret you need me.”

She raised her chin. “I don’t need anyone.”

He laughed. “Except for Daddy. How could I forget?”

“Don’t bring my father into this. He had nothing to do with our mutual decision to cut our losses before either of us made a lifelong mistake.”

“Right.” He turned his back on her, paced, then whipped back around, frightening her with his intensity. “Let’s address that elephant in the room. By lifelong mistake, I’m assuming you’re talking about the abortion?”

“What?” His absurd accusation caught Delilah so off guard that she actually doubled over, clenching her stomach while stumbling backwards into her chair.

“Don’t play dumb. It’s insulting.” He clenched and unclenched his fists. His breathing grew erratic. Had he harbored this insane idea for all these years? Was that why when she’d come to beg him for a second chance his mother had told Delilah he was already gone? Because he’d believed she hadn’t wanted their baby?

He sat on the foot of the bed. Hands clasped tight, expression hard, he looked on the verge of exploding.

“After you’d supposedly lost our unborn child,” he said in a carefully clipped tone, “your dad told me what really happened. How you’d had an abortion rather than be knocked up by an . . .” His voice cracked with what she assumed was barely contained rage.

Covering her face with her hands, Delilah was unprepared for the sudden onslaught of emotions, pushing her into a time machine created by this shocking revelation. After a series of slow, deep breaths and inhalations, she said, “I swear to you on my life—my horse’s life—that I would never have even considered aborting our child. I wanted to marry you, Sawyer. I wanted to live on the reservation with you and your family, fighting to make things better. Losing the baby was just one of those things. My doctor told me it’s common. I went to your mom’s trailer to find you, but she told me you were gone. Never in a million years did I think you weren’t coming back—not even for her funeral.”

“Don’t.” He held up both hands. “I’ll regret not being there till the day I die. She was a saint.”

“Agreed.” Delilah arched her neck, staring up at the custom black ceiling imbedded with tiny lights to resemble stars. Her father loved reminding her that she was his lucky star. His pampered filly. At the moment, she felt more like a paper star that had been shredded. “I’m sorry.”

He emitted a low groan of pure anguish. “You’re telling me everything your old man said was a lie?”

“Yes. You were my world. I loved you in a way I never believed it was possible to love. But then you ran off to the Navy and with every year you were gone, I got better at living without you.” She raised her chin. “Having perfected the art, I’m happy—or, at least I was before . . .” The murders. She didn’t want to say the word out loud.

“Good. We’re on the same page.”

Were they? From where she stood, he owed her an apology. Sure, they’d been young, but old enough to create a child together. Old enough to talk out their grief as a couple as opposed to his running the first time they’d hit a bump in their road. Her once dewy love for him had turned ugly. And now she wanted nothing more than for him to return to the place where he belonged—firmly in her past.   

He was the first to break the awkward silence. “Have you thought about going home till this blows over?”

“Women have died. That kind of thing doesn’t vanish like a bad smell.”

“You know what I mean. Tell me about the first two deaths. Jesse said they could have been accidental?”

“Yes.” In a perverted way, Delilah was glad to have the topic off of what they’d once shared.

“Tell me about them.”

“Didn’t Jesse?”

“Sure, but I want to hear it in your words. Do you think they were accidents?”

“Maybe? I did at the time. Donna Landry was electrocuted in her motel room tub. I guess she dropped her hairdryer in the water. But in hindsight, she was too smart for that. She was a barrel racer. Had such a pretty smile. Everyone loved her.”

“Not everyone.” Sawyer rubbed his forehead. “Did she have a hotheaded boyfriend? Rivals?”

“No boyfriend. As for rivals?” She shrugged. “We all have them to a certain degree. Rodeo is competitive. There’s no getting around that. But we basically get along.”

He nodded. “Can you think of anything linking her to Lola? Friends in common? Guys they both dated?”

“No. But Callie Nelson—the second woman on our circuit to die—was also a barrel racer, so she, Donna and Lola had that in common. But Callie died in the arena. Everyone saw.” She shivered at the memory. 

“I know it’s hard, but what happened?”

Bile rose in the back of her throat. “I-it was awful.” Eyes closed, she heard the shrill scream of little kids in the crowd. Smelled the normalcy of fresh popcorn and cotton candy. It struck her as unfathomable—how life and death had simultaneously played out. “One minute she was leaning into a turn and then she seemed to twist off her horse. She hit her head on the side of a barrel. Broke her neck. It was all so fast, but when my mind replays it, I watch in slow motion. Her dad said her saddle was sabotaged, but no one could prove it.”

“This happened a month ago?”

Nodding, Delilah wiped her clammy palms across her thighs. Thirty days and three talented, smart, beautiful souls had died. Tears stung her eyes, but she didn’t want to show weakness in front of Sawyer. She didn’t know him like that. Not anymore. 
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SAWYER STOOD, PACING the small but luxurious space. “How do you want to play this?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m here to protect you, so that’s what I intend to do. Given the violence the killer has shown, regardless of whether he or she committed the other two—”

“Wait—you think a woman could have done that?”

“At this stage, we can’t rule anything out. But like Jesse said, my primary job is protecting you. The police are already all over this, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be vigilant on all fronts.”

“Sure, but I’m safe in here. I lock up at night.”

“Lola probably locked her door, too. Yet, look what happened.”

Delilah hugged herself. Her green eyes were bloodshot, as if she’d been crying. Not sleeping. He should have felt pity for her, yet the only identifiable emotion he carried was raw rage. Harding would have his ass in a sling for not handling this in a more professional manner. What was wrong with him? Why was there a part of him that didn’t believe her when she’d said she hadn’t aborted their baby?

“So . . .” Sawyer cleared his throat. He had to snap out of this funk. He was a grown man, yet acting like this woman was still his mortal enemy for having wronged him. In reality, if what she’d said was true, they’d both been robbed. “You take the bed, and I’ll bunk on the floor.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” She held up her hands. “This is all moving too fast. It’s been a decade since I last saw you. We might as well be strangers.”

“But we’re not.” His gaze locked with hers. For an untenable few seconds, the years between them were gone. He was a lovesick kid and she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. Looking away, he released a long, slow exhale. “Funny, I owe you for the man I am today.”

“You’re welcome.” Arms crossed, her stare held the warmth of a frozen pork chop. 

“I hated you.”

“Ditto.”

“But to now learn the reason behind that hate was all in my head?” He pressed the heels of his hands to his temples. “It’s a lot to take in. I feel duped—like I should have known the whole situation was one of your father’s manipulative stunts.”

“He’s not a bad man.”

“Don’t.” His tone was harsh enough for her to flinch. He instantly regretted his hot temper almost as much as the way she’d hunched over, tucking within herself. “I’m sorry.” He crossed to her, dropped to his knees, bracing his hands on the arms of her chair. “God, Dee, I’m so sorry—about everything.”

He raised his arms, planning to cup her cheeks the way he used to but she pushed him away. 

“I need space.” She raised her feet onto the chair, hugging her knees. 

“Of course.” He backed away.  

“This is all too weird. The murders. After all this time, you show up out of the blue. It’s a lot to take in. I’m not sure I even want to hire you.”

“You don’t have a choice.”

“Of course, I do.” Arms dropped, she straightened her shoulders. He was glad to see her old fighting spirit. She’d need it to ride out what could be an ugly storm.

“Think this through. At the moment, you might not like me, but you know me. You know I have your best interests at heart.”

“Of course,” she said with a throaty laugh that sounded more like a sob. “Which is why when I’d just lost our baby and never needed you more, you were nowhere to be found. Sure, Sawyer. You’re my absolute top pick for a man to trust when the going gets rough.”

“Look . . .” Her words stung. “I screwed up. I apologized. But what went down between us is in the past. Who’s to say whether or not the rodeo killings are linked? Even if they aren’t, this last one was a doozy. There’s a sick prick on the loose and I’ll be damned if I let your apparent need to punish me lead to you being his or her next victim.”

“There you go again,” she bristled, “telling me what to do.”

“Be logical. I’m—”

His words were cut off by the room shaking as if they’d had an earthquake. From outside came the faint sound of raised voices.

“What the?” Instantly on his feet, he surged to the door. Before opening it, he said to Delilah. “Lock up behind me.”

“What do you think that was?”

“I’m about to find out.” Hand on the doorknob, he said, “Promise you won’t open this door for anyone but me.”

Wide-eyed, she swallowed hard, but then nodded.

Sawyer felt for the reassuring bulge of the Glock 19 tucked into the waistband of his jeans. He didn’t anticipate using it, but better safe than shot. After a lingering glance at Delilah, he left the room. When he didn’t hear a lock click, he said through the door, “Forgetting something?”

A deadbolt turned. Good girl.   

The RV’s central corridor was clear. All bunks were unoccupied with privacy curtains open. Outside, the argument grew more heated, but he still couldn’t make out the words. There was another odd thump. Maybe from a wheel well? 

Sawyer proceeded with caution into the also empty central room. 

A glance out the window showed three men all talking at once. The tough guy he’d first encountered. How had he introduced himself? Jersey. Then there was Zeb, who used to be one of Delilah’s father’s ranch hands. And a man who looked to be in his forties. He stood with his hands braced on his hips, legs open wide, neatly trimmed blond hair matching a blond goatee. He took a folded paper from the chest pocket of his denim shirt, unfolded it, then passed it around for all to see.

Jersey and Zeb conferred. 

Sawyer exited the rolling mansion. From this new vantage, he found two men knelt before the rear tire. Another guy backed a massive flatbed towing rig up to the RV’s front. What the hell?

“I’m in charge of this ride,” Zeb said, “and until I hear from my boss that you all are legit, you’ll have to tow my dead body out with you.”

The stranger offered his cell. “Call him. Feel free to use my phone.”

Jersey balled his fists. “You need to check yourself.” 

“What’s going on?” Sawyer asked, hoping to mediate a truce before rising tempers got someone hurt. 

“This Bozo says he’s here to repossess Miss Delilah’s home.” Zeb scratched his beard. “I’ve heard a lot of crazy things in my day, but for him to suggest Mr. Bowing doesn’t pay his bills?” He huffed before using a handkerchief to wipe sweat from his brow. The afternoon had grown uncomfortably warm. 

“Give him a call,” Sawyer said to Zeb. To the repo man, he said. “I’m sure there’s been a miscommunication.” He held out his hand, introducing himself. “I’m a longtime family friend. Trust me, Mr. Bowing is richer than Croesus. He’ll sort this out.”

“Randy Blevins,” the man said with a firm shake. “I’ve been doing this a while, and have yet to encounter a single mistake.”

“Fair enough,” Sawyer said. “Zeb’s talking to the boss now.” It sickened Sawyer to refer to Walter Bowing as his employer, but he wanted to see how this played out with the least amount of friction. To assure he never technically worked for the bastard, Sawyer decided on the fly to use vacation time to protect Delilah for free.

“Everything okay?” So much for Delilah following directions. She marched down the RV’s steps.

“No.” Jersey pressed his hand to the small of Delilah’s back, whispering something into her ear. 

Sawyer fought back a possessive growl, reminding himself she was no longer his girl.

Yet another man sauntered up. This one was a sharp-dressed city slicker type wearing creased jeans, shiny white ostrich boots and a matching white straw hat. His smile was pleasant enough—until he aimed it on Delilah. “Girl, you are a bona fide trouble magnet. What’s the problem now?”

She used the backs of her hands to swipe tears from her eyes. “You’re not going to believe this—I’m having a hard time believing it. But the RV is being repossessed. I mean, I knew the rodeo was struggling to stay afloat, but I had no idea things were this bad.”

“Honey,” he put his arm around her shoulders, speaking in a genteel country drawl. “Last time I saw Walter, he relayed to me in confidence that he’d had a business deal go south. I hope this isn’t a precursor to more bad news to come.”

“Like what?” Wide-eyed, she looked up at him with an adoring expectation. As if she trusted this man to not just tell her the truth, but make that truth okay. Who was he? What role did he play in her life?

“I’m sorry,” he crooned. “Didn’t mean to scare you. I’m not referring to anything in particular, just making a generalization that typically this sort of ugliness is sometimes followed by more.”

“I need to call Daddy,” she said.

Sawyer wandered over. “Zeb is on the phone with him now.”

Ignoring Sawyer, she marched to Zeb, taking his phone before continuing the call behind the RV.

“New to the circuit?” City Slicker asked Sawyer.

“Yes and no.” They exchanged names. Though he now knew the man to be Mark Peters, a Denver attorney, Sawyer reckoned he’d stick with City Slicker when not addressing him directly. “Delilah and I were childhood friends. I work in personal protection, so until this whole murder situation is cleared, I’ll be around.”

“Good.” City Slicker actually clapped. “You don’t know what a relief that is. Del’s a good girl. If something were to happen . . .” He pressed his hands to his chest.

Jersey said, “This is BS. For all practical purposes, this RV is my home, too.”

“You live on board?” Sawyer asked, striving for a casual tone when he wanted to strangle the kid.

He nodded. “Zeb, too.”

“How much longer is this going to take?” Randy asked. “I’ve got other jobs besides this one.”

“It will take as long as it takes.” City Slicker morphed from genteel to downright cold. Maybe there was something to like in him, after all.

Randy held up his hands before heading toward his truck. 

Zeb said, “This is bad. Mr. Bowing confirmed what that guy’s paperwork said. The RV is being repossessed.”

Jersey whistled.

City Slicker shook his head. 

A perverted part of Sawyer was freaking thrilled for the great Walter Bowing to have apparently fallen on hard times. But then he glanced up to find Delilah rounding the back of the RV, crying, running for the door. 

“Poor thing,” City said. “I’ll go after her.”

“Let me,” Zeb turned that way. “I like to think of myself as her grandfather.”

“Sorry, fellas,” Sawyer said, “but with such a fluid situation, with her personal safety involved, I’m going in.” He didn’t wait around for their inevitable protests and was soon mounting the iron-grate stairs before letting himself inside. It took his eyes too long to adjust from bright sun to the dim multipurpose room. The only sound aside from the A/C’s hum was Delilah crying. 

He took a fortifying breath, then went to her room where she tossed clothes, books and mementos into designer suitcases with all the aplomb one might use for shoving leaves into a black plastic trash bag. To alert her of his presence, he knocked on the open door. “I take it your dad backed up Zeb’s story? The RV is history?”

“Go away! You’re probably glad Daddy’s broke!”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“You might as well. If attendance is down as much as it was last week, there won’t even be a rodeo. Daddy can’t afford the overhead of renting the arena and paying his employees. Oh—then there’s the not-so-little-matter of funding the prize purse.”

Sawyer whistled. “Prizes are always good. I imagine you’d have a lot of pissed cowboys and cowgirls without them.”

She looked up from emptying a makeup drawer into a bag and scowled. “You’re not helping.”

“What can I do? To help?”

“Pack something. In fact, round up as many folks as you can to help. I’m not sure how long the repo crew will stay patient.”

“Will do.” Secure in the knowledge that she momentarily might not be happy, but was safe, Sawyer jogged to the door. Planning to go right back to her, he opened it, leaning out to speak. “Hey!” After waving his arm to draw Jersey, Zeb and City closer, he said, “Dee asked me to have all of you lend a hand with packing.”

“If this is a stall tactic,” Randy said, “and y’all are planning some crazy stunt like driving off, don’t bother. My guy Jimmy drives that Charger over there.” He pointed to a sleek black ride. “He’ll run down your asses.”

Sawyer rolled his eyes at Randy’s bravado. He and his team used to eat guys like that for breakfast. The best part was that they’d never seen it coming. 

City took three hundreds from his white wallet that matched his boots, handing it to Randy. “Give us an hour. Why don’t you have a nice early supper? Milly’s Steakhouse is open. She makes a mean prime rib.”

Randy snatched the money, folding it before tucking it into the same shirt pocket holding the repo contract. He glanced at a gold watch, then offered a backhanded wave. “You have one hour. In case you try anything funny, we’ll block you in with our rides.”

“Fair enough,” City said. 

“Should I make a liquor store run for boxes?” Jersey asked.

“Please,” Sawyer said. 

“Are the parade and rodeo still being held on Saturday?” City asked.

“As far as I know.” Sawyer held open the door for Zeb, then City to pass. “Dee says her father is waiting on ticket sale tallies to make a decision.”

“I’ll start packing my duffle,” Zeb paused in front of what Sawyer assumed was his bunk. “S’pose I’d best grab my books, too.”

“My word . . .” City shook his head. “This whole situation just went from bad to worse. Delilah, hon?”

“Back here!”

City chased toward Delilah’s room.

Still not trusting anyone, Sawyer followed. 

In the short time he’d been gone, Delilah had made an even bigger mess. The bed was heaped with clothes, boots and half-filled luggage. She said, “This is everything from the cabinets and drawers.”

“What about your pageant judging gowns and parade gear?” City asked. 

She hugged him. “I almost forgot.” Grabbing a remote from the inset shelf behind the bed, she pressed a button. A narrow panel opened to the left of the door, revealing a closet crammed with long leather and some sequined dresses. A matching panel opened on additional clothes. Embroidered western shirts in a rainbow of colors along with matching pants and leather chaps. A panel dropped from the ceiling that held an array of cowboy hats. Sawyer knew enough about small-town rodeos to remember that each town held a pageant—usually sponsored by a volunteer fire department to raise funds or any other local charity. In some circles, gathering crowns and custom chaps was arguably more popular than prize money.

Since the age requirements typically ended at twenty-five or younger, Delilah would no longer be eligible to enter, but considering how many crowns she’d won as a teen, she probably still wowed during parades and opening ceremonies. 

“Girl,” City said, “you’ve got some real pretty stuff. Tell you what—since I know you’re judging this week’s pageant, and any of the good B&Bs or hotels are booked, I want you to stay in my RV.”

“Mark, I couldn’t do that.” 

“Nonsense. My horse trailer has perfectly good sleeping quarters. Besides, I’ll be in town the rest of the week, so you wouldn’t be any trouble. In fact—keep it the rest of the circuit’s season. You’ve got enough on your mind without having to worry about a place to stay.”

“You are the best friend. Like seriously.” She crushed him in a teary-eyed, sniffling hug.

“Sawyer,” City turned to him. “Since you’re on protection duty for our girl, of course, you’re also welcome to stay.”

“Thanks.” When the hug broke, Sawyer extended his hand. “I appreciate it.”

“Yo!” Jersey bellowed from the RV’s open main door. “Could I get help with boxes?”

“Coming!” City brushed past Sawyer to lend a hand.

“He seems like a good guy,” Sawyer rounded the bed to stand opposite of Delilah. He crammed clothes into the nearest suitcase. “What’s his story?”

“He’s a criminal defense attorney. Has a reputation for winning every case. He dates a new woman every week and has a passion for calf roping. He’s been on our circuit for years. A lot of guys ride with us for practice until making the leap to pro, but I think Mark does it for fun and working off stress.”

“Fair enough.” Not that Sawyer was an expert in killer profiles, but so far, City’s actions weren’t ringing warning bells. However, he was surprised by the fact that he didn’t swing for the home team when it came to dating. White ostrich boots weren’t a big hit in Sawyer’s circles, but it took all types. “How about Jersey?”

“He can have a hot temper, but has a good heart.” She packed faster. 

“Someone mention my name?” Jersey entered the room, adding a stack of boxes to the bed’s already huge pile. 

“I was just telling Sawyer how much I adore you.” She slipped her arm around him for a sideways hug. “Thank you for the packing supplies.”

“No problem.” He cracked a smile. “You adore me, huh? Does that mean I’m finally getting a date?”

“I’ll take it under advisement. But first, we have to clean this place out in—” She looked at her slim gold watch. “—thirty-seven minutes.”   

 “We’ll make it,” Jersey said. “Vince down at the liquor store was flush with boxes. Plenty more where this came from. Said he forgot to set them out for pickup this morning, so he’s got everything from this weekend.”

“Lucky us . . .” Delilah closed her eyes, rubbing her temples. “Still can’t believe this is happening. Jersey, do you think you and Zeb can both fit in Powder Puff’s trailer?”

“No problem. The camper portion is way nicer than my first apartment.”

“Thanks for being understanding. I’m praying this is all a big mistake.” She reached for the nearest box, but it turned out to be two—one had been nested inside the other. She tugged as hard as she could, but something was sticky inside—and smelled. She gave the cardboard a final tug, then screamed . . .  
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“DON’T TOUCH IT,” Sawyer said. 

Delilah pushed past the men crowding the room to run to the bathroom to throw up. 

A blood-soaked T-shirt had been shoved into a plastic grocery bag. The business-end of a butcher knife had sliced through the bottom right corner, pooling blood and some other foul liquid in the bottom of the box. The cardboard had once held pricey liquor. If it hadn’t had such a shiny finish, the blood probably would have soaked through and dried. 

“You okay?” Jersey asked from behind her. There wasn’t enough room for more than the two of them. 

“Yeah,” she lied. What else could she say? The blood combined with the stench of rotten meat brought the morning of Lola’s death rushing back. 

Just outside the bathroom door, Sawyer said, “Jesse gave me the number for the detective working Lola’s case. We should give him a call. If Lola’s killer travels with the circuit, since you’ve all moved to a fresh location, he might’ve thought this would be a safe place for an evidence dump.”

“Good thinking,” Mark stood behind him. “Although this puts an interesting spin on the repo process. Do the contents of this box make the RV an official crime scene?”

Delilah groaned. “Just when I thought this day couldn’t get worse.”

Jersey rubbed her shoulders. “Relax. Let the police do their job. You do yours.”

“Sounds good.” What was wrong with her that instead of thinking about helping poor Lola’s case, all Delilah seemed capable of focusing on was how much she’d have rather have Sawyer’s comfort? 

“Before the police get here,” Mark said, “we’ll move all of your essentials to my RV. As long as we don’t touch anything near the box, I can’t see how it would be a problem.”

Delilah wasn’t so sure. But Mark was an attorney. Especially since he worked criminal law, he should know these kinds of things. “Sawyer? What do you think?”

He was busy with his phone. “Sounds reasonable.”

The next thirty minutes passed in a blur. 

While Jersey, Zeb and Mark packed and hauled the RV’s contents, Sawyer talked with the detective who, judging by the conversation, had turned out to be an old friend he’d known from Denver. 

Upon hanging up, once the two of them were alone in her room, he said, “Sorry that took so long. Adam wants me to watch the evidence till he gets here. But since Jersey grabbed the box out from behind the liquor store, transporting it here, the store will be the primary evidence scene—not the RV.”

She sat hard on her favorite chair. “Randy the repo man will be thrilled.”

“How are you holding up?” His softened tone soothed her frayed nerves like an exotic incense. He’d always had that effect on her—even back in school. She’d be stressed over a test or poor racing time, yet all it had taken was being in his presence to make her feel better. Maybe it was something about his eyes. Deep brown, his stare held an intensity she’d never noticed in any other man. He made her feel as if she were the only woman in the world.

“How crazy would it sound if I told you I don’t know how I’m holding up?”

“Not crazy at all. You’ve been through a lot. By coming here . . .” He dropped his gaze, leaving her bereft. “Hell, I was going to say I’d hoped to help you, but that wouldn’t be entirely true. Part of me wanted—needed—to help myself. I needed to exorcise you from my system.”

“How’s that working for you?” Look at me, she wanted to scream.  

He opened his mouth to answer, but then the RV door opened and Randy shouted, “Ready or not, it’s time to get this show on the road!”

Sawyer glanced her way, looked as if he might still say something, but then changed his mind. “Sorry, man. But there’s been a development . . .” 

 

* * *

 

Sawyer had never been more relieved to have the subject changed.

While helping Delilah remove the last of her suitcases from the RV, her slit-eyed glare made it no mystery that she’d expected more from him. But what if once again breathing the same air as her had dulled his edge? What if the best he’d ever manage wasn’t pretending she’d never existed, but opening himself to the possibility of them one day at least being friends?

“This is BS,” Randy muttered. “Should’ve been out of here two hours ago.” He slapped a blaze-orange sticker on the RV’s door. It read: Property of Blevins, Bros. LLC. “If I hear you nutjobs somehow manipulated this latest delay. . .”

“Cool it.” Sawyer set the last load in the bed of City’s pick-up. “As soon as the police get here to handle the evidence, the RV is yours.”

“Fuck all of you.” Randy turned for his truck.

Jersey exploded into action, throwing off his black felt hat, then propelling himself forward, shoving the repo man against the side of the RV hard enough to rock the whole thing. Fisting Randy’s shirt, he said in a low lethal tone, “Watch your mouth in the presence of a lady.”

“Jersey, no!” Delilah shouted.

Sawyer ran toward him, but as lightning fast as the kid struck, Jersey now stepped clear, holding his hands high as if just having finished a bull ride.

Jersey turned his back on his victim. Big mistake.

Randy hurled himself at the young buck, nailing him with a left-right combo that would have flattened a lesser man, but Jersey was merely dazed. Took him less than a second to snap out of it, then drop Randy to the dirt, pummeling his face until his nose spewed blood and both eyes were swollen shut. 

“Stay clear!” Sawyer shouted to Delilah before stepping into the fray. He caught Jersey by his collar, jerking him back. “Knock it off. That’s enough.”

“He had it coming,” Jersey said. “Del is a princess.” Breathing heavy, he spit out blood. “She deserves some goddamned respect.” As if he’d flipped an internal switch, Jersey once again appeared outwardly calm. He walked the short distance to retrieve his cowboy hat, dusted it off, then settled it back on his head. In front of Delilah, he said, “Sorry, boss lady.”

“I’m gonna sue you for everything you’ve got!” Randy rolled onto his side. Blood ran from his nose into his mouth. He spit on the ground. “Cocky little prick!”

“Sticks and stones . . .” Jersey strolled the twenty yards to the horse trailer’s one-ton, climbed in, revved the engine, then drove off toward the rodeo ground’s front entry gate.

“Should we call you an ambulance?” Delilah asked Randy. She took a roll of paper towels from a box filled with the RV’s kitchen supplies. Kneeling alongside him, she tore off a single sheet, daubing his mouth.

“Get away from me.” He rolled onto his knees, then pushed himself onto his feet. 

One of his men ran over from his truck. “Boss, what the hell happened? One minute I was playing Candy Crush and the next—”

“Round up the rest of the crew and help me get this sonofabitch loaded. We’re out of here in fifteen.”

“Yessir.”

Sawyer stepped behind Delilah, crouching to tug her upright by her elbows. “How about you chill with Mark in his truck? I have a feeling Randy won’t like it when I remind him the RV’s not going anywhere until police show up to take custody of that bloody shirt and knife.”

“I will. Thanks.”

“No problem.” She had just turned, but then angled back. “Sawyer?”

“Yeah?” Why did his pulse race from merely hearing her speak his name? 

“Don’t think too poorly of Jersey. He’s a great kid. He just needs a few anger management sessions with a good therapist.”

“Right.” He was a great kid who damn well could have killed Randy. Not that Sawyer was the repo man’s biggest fan, but he was only trying to do his job. With that temper, Sawyer couldn’t help but wonder if the police had looked into Jersey’s whereabouts at the time of the murders?

His stomach knotted over the fact that the violent kid had been alone with Delilah too many times to count. 

Randy didn’t take the news that the RV wasn’t going anywhere at all well. He took a swing at Sawyer, but Sawyer easily ducked, avoiding the blow. From that point, Randy retreated to the long bed’s cab.

It was another hour before Detective Williams arrived in a black, unmarked sedan.

While Mark made client calls from the front seat of his truck, Delilah read her Kindle beside him. Sawyer sat in the backseat, passing the time researching serial murderer personality traits on his cell. The fact that many infamous killers were charmers gave him the creeps. Hell, that pretty much made everyone a suspect—especially, Mark who had been nothing but ultra-helpful. He was also a pillar of his community. What he didn’t seem to be was a control freak, braggart or manipulator. Jersey, however, could be the total package. 

Not wanting Delilah to be alone with anyone—no matter how long they’d been friends, he opened Mark’s extended cab truck’s rear door, then said, “Dee, how about you come with me. I want to introduce you to my friend.”

She nodded.

Mark was engaged in a heated debate and didn’t seem to notice they’d gone.

It was a short walk to where the detective had parked near the RV.  

“Good seeing you,” Adam Williams said, shaking Sawyer’s hand. Without a breath of breeze, the day’s heat had grown oppressive. The detective loosened his tie and unbuttoned his white shirt’s collar. “What’s it been? A couple years since we worked the mayor’s reelection campaign?”

“Sounds about right.” They’d both served on the personal protection detail for the incumbent mayor when a disgruntled constituent delivered death threats. It had been a cut-and-dry case. Once the letter writer had been captured, the campaign’s remaining month had been uneventful. “Good seeing you again.”

“Likewise. Although, I wish it were over a couple beers as opposed to a potential murder weapon.”

“Before we head inside,” Sawyer pressed his hand to Delilah’s back. “I’d like to introduce the RV owner’s daughter.”

“And you earlier said the vehicle is in the process of being repossessed?” Adam took a notebook from his suit jacket’s inside chest pocket.

“Yes,” Sawyer said. 

Adam nodded toward Delilah. “You were also the woman who found Lola Graham?”

She bowed her head. “It was awful. Whoever did that . . .” Hands pressed to her chest, she shook her head. “They’re beyond sick.”

After writing more notes, Adam asked, “You were also present for . . .” He consulted his notebook. “The death of the Nelson girl?”

She asked, “Should I have a lawyer?”

“Why would you think that?” He scribbled a new note.

“You’re making me feel as if I’ve done something wrong.”

“My apologies,” he said with a cheesy bow. 

What the hell? Sawyer couldn’t get a read on his supposed friend. Was Delilah an official person of interest in the case? If so, why? He knew her. On a soul-deep level, he knew her. Sure, they may not have seen each other for years, but that didn’t change the fundamental fact that this was the same girl who’d run out to the road after a storm to save worms. She rescued kittens and puppies and horses who’d been left for dead. At her core, Delilah wasn’t about taking lives, but preserving them.

“Sawyer,” Adam said, “mind showing me what you’ve got?”

“Sure. This way.” He gestured for Delilah to follow.

She shook her head.

He nodded.

Adam sighed. “You lovebirds gonna stand out here and bicker or show me the goods? It’s gonna take a minute to get it logged, so if you don’t mind, I’d rather get started.”

“Don’t recall you being such an ass,” Sawyer said once they’d all entered the RV.

“Occupational hazard,” Adam said with a tight smile. “Don’t take it personal. Plus, the bean burrito I bought at a convenience store about thirty miles back is burning its way through to my lungs.”

“Whatever.” Sawyer brushed past him. “Let’s get this over with.”

Delilah perched on the built-in sofa’s edge. 

Figuring she was safe enough with him fifteen feet away, Sawyer moved on to the bedroom. “There it is.”

The box holding the plastic sack, along with the second box it had been nested inside were both in the bed’s center. He’d advised Delilah to leave the clothing immediately under the box and surrounding it. 

“Interesting,” Adam leaned over the items for a closer look, but didn’t get too close, to avoid contaminating the evidence. “Unfortunately, no knife was used for any of our victims.”

“Could this have been used in a related crime?”

“No telling. But with a case this big, I want everything done by the book.”

“Understood. Which is why I called.”

“You did good,” Adam said. He glanced over his shoulder to ensure they were alone, then lowered his voice. “Sorry about earlier. Literally everyone connected with this rodeo is a suspect. Jesse told me you’re here to protect Delilah Bowing, but her DNA was found all over the victim. Could be a coincidence, but you never know.”

I do. She’s not guilty.

“It’s going to take me a couple hours to document all of this and get it ready for travel. Mind pitching in?”

“Not at all—as long as Delilah is welcome to stay in the RV. I worry that some of her friends could be enemies.”

“Walk with me to my car,” Adam said. “I need to get my kit.”

“Dee,” Sawyer said on his way past. “Do me a favor and chill in here while I help Adam. We’ll be right back.”

Lips pressed angry-thin, she saluted. 

He blew her a kiss.

She flipped him the bird.

Good to know their fragile new friendship was progressing nicely.

In front of his vehicle’s trunk, Adam said, “Humor me—who’s at the top of your suspect list?”

“Kid named Jersey. This afternoon he went off—and I mean with the potential to be lethal—on the guy trying to repo this RV. I’m surprised Randy isn’t pressing charges.”

“Interesting.” Adam made a note. “Where is he now?”

“No clue. Right after the incident, he turned calm as the proverbial cuke. Took off in Delilah’s truck and we haven’t seen him since. That was at least an hour ago.”

“Who else?”

“After cursory online serial killer research, I’m kind of creeped out by Mark Peters. He’s a family friend and—”

“Attorney. Known him for years. He’s clean. But I see what you mean about him being a possible match for the charm and control factors. He’s a pit bull in court, yet chairs a half-dozen Denver charities. Considering your work with kids, I’m surprised you’ve never crossed paths.”

“It happens. It’s a big world.”

“Don’t I know it.”

“Do me a favor,” Adam approached his car.

“Sure thing.”

“Keep an eye out for a big blond bull rider. Name’s Cal Bowing. He’s my chief person of interest. He destroyed Lola’s crime scene. I’ll spare you the gory details, but my boss suspects the kid might have done it on purpose to cover his tracks.”

“Whoa.”

“Yeah. He’s currently out on bail, but it wouldn’t surprise me to see him show up to visit old rodeo friends.” 

While Randy and his men glared from the flat bed’s cab, Sawyer helped Adam gather his evidence collection gear. There was a high-quality camera and bindle paper. Biohazard bags and consent to search forms for Delilah to fill out. Blood collection kit. Fingerprint kit. The list went on and on.

While Sawyer served as Adam’s pack mule and secretary, Delilah curled up on the RV’s sofa, watching a sappy Hallmark movie. City Slicker had come and gone, and was now picking up burgers for all of them—even Randy’s steaming crew.  

By the time City returned, Adam had finished. The evidence was bagged and stored in his trunk, and he was off talking to Randy about Jersey’s attack.

“The way Randy’s laying it on,” City said, setting three plastic bags on the dinette table that easily sat eight, “Jersey might be needing a lawyer.”

“I still can’t believe he went off like that.” Delilah hugged herself. “Everyone says he has a temper, but I’d never seen it up close and personal.”

“Eat up. I already delivered Randy’s. The rest is for us and that cute detective.” City unloaded burgers, fries and onion rings. The smell had Sawyer’s stomach growling. The cute detective comment also had him wondering. “Del, hon, you know I love my ladies, but he might be a good catch for you? What do you think?”

“Bite your tongue. He’s an ass.”

City feigned shock at her language. 

Sawyer pictured Delilah hitting on Adam and damn near lost what little remained of his lunch. 

The detective returned, washed his hands at the full-sized kitchen sink, then joined them at the table. “Isn’t this cozy. Thanks for the grub, Mark.”

“My pleasure.” He bit into his burger. “What do you think? Does Randy have a case for assault?”

“Absolutely, but he says he’s not pressing charges—no time for a trial.”

“Interesting.” Mark narrowed his gaze. “Wonder what he’s hiding? Most folks with a legitimate case love their day in court. It’s been my experience that the ones who actively avoid it are usually guilty of a lil’ something themselves.”

Adam chuckled, grabbing two burgers from the pile. 

Delilah picked from a bag of fries. She wasn’t even bothering to dredge them in ketchup. As long as Sawyer had known her, she’d drowned most everything in the stuff. 

He tossed her a couple packets of Heinz. 

She smiled, but the gesture didn’t reach her eyes. 

Sawyer wanted her alone. He craved cradling her in his arms while watching a movie. Or just hearing about her day. For so many years he’d hated her, yet now that the foundation had been ripped out from under that hatred, he found his former fascination roaring back. Her green eyes, bow-shaped lips, hair that was perpetually messy, yet still managed a simple elegance all combined into a package he’d never been able to resist. 

Damn Walter Bowing for igniting the fuse that had blown them apart. 

But Sawyer couldn’t fully blame him. To be fair, he had to shoulder a major part of the blame. After all, he’d been the one leaving town without so much as giving Delilah the courtesy of refuting Walter’s lie.

Darkness had fallen.

Headlights flashed through the windows. From outside came a diesel truck’s steady chug.

“Is that Randy growing restless?” Mark peered out the side of custom curtains. “I’ll be damned . . .”

“Who is it?” Delilah asked.

Mark rose with a smile. “Your daddy.” 

 

 


6

[image: ]

 

 

DELILAH DROPPED HER latest fry onto its waxy paper wrapper without taking a bite. More than any man in the world, she loved her father, but at the moment, she also equally despised him.

Not wanting to lose her cool in front of the detective or Sawyer, she pushed herself up from the table, slid out of the booth, then ran to her former room, slamming the door behind her. 

She wanted to fling herself across the bed, but even that had been tainted by the too-fresh memory of the bloody evidence touching the mattress and her clothes. She sat in her chair, drawing her feet up and hugging her knees. Why was this happening? Her entire adult life she’d worked toward the goal of becoming a professional barrel racer. Yet now, just when her goal seemed within reach, everything felt as if it was falling apart.

“Filly?” Behind the door, her father’s muted voice should have been her greatest comfort. Now, he represented still more tension. At the ripe old age of twenty-eight, her childhood nickname did little to ease the knot in her throat.

The door opened. Even in the shadows, her father was larger than life. At six feet tall, it wasn’t his height that made him impressive, but the way he carried himself. Head held high and shoulders back. He had a barrel chest and strong legs honed by years in the saddle. He wasn’t a gentleman rancher, but the real deal—entirely self-made. He owned a vast acreage and at times had run up to a thousand head of cattle. When her mom had been alive, their family ranch had been the largest employer in Coach County. 

“I understand why you’re upset with me.” He sat on the bare mattress’s corner. Taking her hands, he gave them a squeeze. “Filly, I’m mad at myself. I made a few bad deals. Got too cocky and lost my shirt and then some. Even the land and house are mortgaged. But don’t you worry, sugar. I’ll get it all back. Your daddy’s not too old to still have a few tricks up his sleeves. All I need is a small favor from you, and we’ll be back in the black. Shoot—you’ll single-handedly be responsible for rescuing the entire rodeo circuit. Just think of all the jobs you’ll save.”

She had a sick feeling in her stomach. If he was in a money crunch, there was only one thing she owned of value. But technically, she didn’t own Powder Puff. Her father did. And the horse was worth a small fortune. 

“Daddy, no . . .” A keening wail started low in her soul. She hadn’t felt pain like this since losing her mother. “You can’t take her. Please, no.” 

He rose, clamping his hands to her cheeks, then kissing her forehead. His breath smelled of whiskey. His shirt of cigars. “I’m sorry, Filly, but it’s already done. Smoky Joe is in Powder’s stall. He’s just as good. Last time you were home, you said how much faster he’d gotten.”

“Please . . .”

“I’m here to tell you in person. But hon, it’s been a long drive and I’ve got rodeo business waiting at the steakhouse. Sorry about the RV, too. But we’ll get another. Hell—it’ll be twice this size with way more bells and whistles. You’ll love it. We’ll get Powder back, too. Don’t you worry. Daddy has this handled.”

“Just like you handled Sawyer?”

“What?” His gaze narrowed. “Jesse told me that kid was standing in for him. As soon as I get our money back, I’ll pay Jesse or one of his brothers so much that they’ll have to sign on to protect you.”

Where her heart had once beat sat a lifeless chunk of lead. How could her father do this to her? How could he be so cold as to act as if he was oblivious to her real question? “Why did you tell Sawyer I’d aborted our baby?”

“I would never say something like that. He must’ve misunderstood.”

“Stop lying.”

“He’s the one who’s—”

“Stop lying!” She childishly covered her ears with her hands, pretending that if she couldn’t hear his voice, she might no longer ingest the falsehoods. How many more had he told over the years? Were there more bombs waiting to explode?

Sawyer entered. “Dee? You okay?”

“She’s fine,” her father said. “She certainly doesn’t need you.”

“Yes, Daddy, I do. It’s you I’d like to leave. But wait—guess since we no longer own the RV, guess we’ll all be going. Thank God for Mark—I at least have a place to sleep.”

“Come to the motel with me, darlin’. I’m sure they’ll have two rooms.”

“What are you going to pay with? Please, just go.”

Sawyer positioned himself between her and her father. 

The great Walter Bowing sighed. “This is nonsense. Filly, if you feel like talking, I’ll be in town for dinner, but then I’m heading back to the ranch. Smoky Joe has been fed and watered. He’ll be ready for you to ride come morning.” He turned to leave.

“Wait!” She stood. Messy tears lined her cheeks. “Let me at least say goodbye. Powder will be confused. Let me help with the transition.”

“That would have been nice, but like I told you, she’s already gone. Has been for a few hours. I thought it would be better that way.”

Delilah roared in frustration, lunging at her father much the same way Jersey had at Randy. Only this was personal. Far deeper. She wanted to hit her father. Hurt him as badly as he’d hurt her. But Sawyer was holding her back, and even if he hadn’t, her father was already gone.

“Why?” She sobbed against Sawyer’s chest, fisting his shirt. “How could he be so cruel?”

Sawyer didn’t say a word. He just wrapped his arms around her as if he were a protective gate, refusing admission to any additional pain. He could have trashed her father nine ways to Sunday. Now would have been the perfect time for him to join her in a verbal beatdown of all of Walter Bowing’s many wrongs. But Sawyer wasn’t that man. He showed his strength through deeds. Through silly gestures like spelling out her name in ketchup on their school lunch trays. Seeding the sides of the ranch’s dirt road with wildflowers because she’d once said she hated weeds. Holding her through the night when her mom died. Telling her how beautiful she looked after having her wisdom teeth removed. The past ten years without him felt hollow, yet she’d only just realized how lonely she’d been.

“Not sure how,” Sawyer said, smoothing his hands over her hair, “but I’ll get Powder Puff back.”

Sniffing, she shook her head. “You’re sweet, but she’s gone. She comes from rare stock. At auction, she probably earned a quarter-million or more. Neither of us have that kind of money.” She wrapped her arms around him, pressing her cheek to his chest, listening to his heartbeat, breathing him in. He smelled of sweat and sun and the burger he’d abandoned for her. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Being here. You’re a good friend.” Would they ever again have a chance to be more? Only time would tell. For now, he was her only bright spot in a world where even the moon had dimmed.

After Mark cleaned up the remains of their meal and Adam left, promising to keep in touch, Zeb peaceably turned over the RV’s keys and Sawyer drove her to their new temporary home, following Mark.

Mark’s RV was half the size of her father’s, but it was still richly appointed with all the bells and whistles save for her beloved tub. But it was funny, with Powder gone, the loss of her tub seemed ludicrous in comparison to losing a horse that had been like family. Her eyes stung and her throat ached, but she fought through the pain. Her father had been right about one thing. Their rodeo circuit employed a lot of people. She refused to let them down.

“Be it ever so humble . . .” Mark opened the bedroom door. The layout was identical to her old one, except it didn’t have the built-in chair or closets. “There are clean sheets in the cabinets under the dinette cushions. Help yourself to whatever’s in the fridge or pantry. She’s plugged into the rodeo ground’s power and water, so no need to worry about the generator or pump.”

“Thank you,” Delilah hugged Mark. “I can’t tell you how much this means.”

“Mmm . . .” He hugged her right back. “Girl, I’m happy to help. You’ve got my cell number, so if either of you need the slightest thing, don’t hesitate to call.”

“We will.” We. Listen to her—referring to herself and Sawyer as if they were a couple. They had a long way to go before an official reunion. But as far as she was concerned, the mere possibility was her life’s only current bright spot. 

“Thanks, man.” Sawyer shook Mark’s hand. “This is great of you.”

“No problem. Take good care of her.”

“I will.”

Under his breath Mark added, “Noticed you’re carrying. Have plenty of ammo?” 

 “Always.” The question felt inappropriate, but this was the West and folks loved their guns. On a whim, Sawyer asked, “How about you?”

“Absolutely.” Mark raised the hem on his plaid, pearl-buttoned shirt, brandishing a 9mm. “Never leave home without it. Especially, these days. Never can be too careful with a killer on the loose.” He opened the door, then waved. “Y’all sleep tight.”

Delilah shivered in the artificially cooled air. 

“Want me to turn off the A/C?”

She shook her head. “I like sleeping with it cold.”

He moved toward the dinette. Once there, he lifted a cushion. “Let’s make up your bed. I’ll sleep out here on the couch.”

“No.”

“What do you mean? You’re not ready for bed? Want to read or watch a movie? As nice as this place is, I’m sure Mark has satellite.” 

She flashed a hopeful smile. “What I meant is that I don’t want you to sleep out here. I can’t be alone. Please, share the bed with me. I promise, I won’t bite—unless you want me to?” That last bit was pathetic. But honestly? At the moment, nothing sounded better than knock-her-boots-off sex. Down and dirty.

He closed his eyes and groaned. 

“Sorry I asked. It’s not a big deal. I totally understand why you’d want to—”

“Hush. You talk too damned much. Makes it hard to think.” He raked his hands through his hair. “Of course, I want to share a bed with you, Dee. And the last thing I want to do in that bed is sleep. But I can’t forget that I’m here to protect you—not to screw you.”

She winced at his choice of words. 

“It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other. We’re pretty much strangers. You deserve more than a quick roll in the sack. I do, too. If there’s ever going to be another incarnation of us, don’t you think our first time should be special? I mean—”

“Now, who’s talking too much, cowboy?” She pressed her hands flat against his chest, then stood on her tiptoes to kiss his smooth cheek. The other guys at school gave him flack about not having facial hair. She’d always loved the way his skin felt soft against hers. 

Groaning, he hitched his hands low on her hips, skimming them down over her behind and then, nice and slow, back up to the small of her back. “What are you doing to me?”

“I could ask the same question. But hey, you wanted to keep things platonic, so let’s make up the bed and sleep. Strictly sleep. Sound good?”

“No.” 

From somewhere inside her, she found her full smile. If only for a moment, choosing to be happy felt good.

Then from outside came a woman’s scream . . . 
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“STAY HERE,” SAWYER said before drawing his gun, then charging out the door. “Lock up behind me and don’t let anyone in—not even Mark, Jersey or Zeb. No one.”

“O-okay. Stay safe.” 

He plunged into the night, wishing the rodeo grounds had better outdoor lighting in the camping area. On high alert, his pulse pounded. Where had the scream come from? At this moment, was another woman being killed? 

This early in the week, there were no RVs parked within fifty yards of Mark’s. By Friday, the lot would be full. 

Randy had finally departed with Delilah’s rodeo home.

Safety off, holding his gun to his side, Sawyer stuck to the shadows while trekking closer to the horse trailers. Many riders slept with their horses. There were separate compartments so the cowboys and their horses could both have good rest. Six trailers had been parked side by side. He was by no means a rodeo expert, but Sawyer assumed one belonged to the circuit’s vet. Another to the outfit providing bulls and other stock. Yet another might belong to trick performers or rodeo clowns. Most of the cowboys in smaller circuits kept their day jobs while riding on the weekends.

From somewhere in the darkness, a woman shrieked. “Stop!”

Whipping his head in that direction, Sawyer gave chase, running full out, only to stop as abruptly as he’d started. Hunched over to catch his breath, he braced his hands on his knees. 

The potential victim skipped under one of the few lights. She wore a long flowery sundress and her feet were bare. Her long red hair steamed behind as she played a sexy, come hither game of chase with Jersey.

“Dare you to catch me . . .” 

“Woman . . .” Jersey swigged from whatever bottle he’d cloaked in a paper sack. “You know I never back down from a dare.”

The chase continued into the shadows of a wooded glade.

Crickets chirped and the moon hung, full and ripe for romance. 

Sawyer released a long, slow exhale. 

He’d been here one day and already this case was turning him all kinds of crazy.

Pulse still pounding, he stashed his gun back in his waistband.

He started the return trek to the RV, along the way delivering a mental beat-down for not having known the difference between a flirty squeal and a near-death scream. All he wanted was to get back to Delilah. Take her up on her offer, burying his every fear and worry so deep inside her that they’d never again see the light of day.

The closer he got, the more pumped he’d become. He’d taken this case for her. Truth be known, everything he’d ever done had been for her. Did he still love her? It was complicated. All he knew was that despite their full plates of chaos, being around her had somehow become a very good thing.

About ten yards out, he broke into a jog, only to have his left foot sink into a hole. Off balance, he toppled like a chopped tree. Boom. Instead of lounging with Delilah, he had a mouth filled with dry grass and dirt. His ankle hurt like a mother. His boots were no doubt the only thing that had saved him from a break. For a moment, he remained still, assessing the damage. Aside from getting the breath knocked out of him and probably a sprained ankle and ego, he seemed okay.

Until the RV’s door popped open and Delilah raced down the steps and over to him. “I saw the whole thing.”

Swell.

“Are you all right?” 

“Fine.” He pushed up, wincing when his full weight landed on his left foot.

“Let me help.” She slipped her right arm around his back, pressing her left hand to his abs. Far from helping, her touch created a myriad more trouble. He coaxed his erect Johnson into a lower speed. “We’ll get you inside, then I’ll make an ice pack.”

“I’m good,” he said. “And for the last time, when I tell you to stay inside, could you please do as I say?”

“Yes, sir.” After another corndog salute, she left him to open the door, ushering him up the stairs, through the narrow entry and onto the couch.

He’d never tell her, but it felt good to sit.

She shut and locked the door, then rummaged for a plastic bag that she filled with ice. She wrapped that in a dishtowel, then lifted his leg onto the cushion. She set her pack beside him, rolling up the hem of his jeans. She tugged hard on the heel of his boot, sliding it off before slipping her hands up his calf, inching down his sock. Her warm fingertips worsened his condition—not his ankle, but the swelling beneath his fly. With his bottom extremities exposed, she plopped the bag on his swollen, purple ankle. The cool felt good. It would have felt better over his fly.

“Thanks.” He wrestled himself into a more comfortable position. 

“You’re welcome.” After tossing him a remote, she said, “Find us a good movie. I’ll make up the bed.”

“Don’t you want me to help?” His ankle was only sprained. Hell, he’d once field-dressed a gunshot wound, then marched fifty miles through a snake- and guerrilla-infested jungle before seeing a medic. 

“I’m good. You rest. If you’re going to shadow me for the rest of the week, you’ll need plenty of stamina.” Her wink left him wondering just what sort of activities she had in mind . . .

 

* * *

 

By Saturday night, Sawyer was battling a major case of blue balls and had grown a fond dislike for horses. He’d forgotten how much effort it took to deal with one. Delilah might have preferred Powder Puff, but she cared for Smoky Joe—a chestnut quarter horse—as if he were royalty. Each day after riding, she brushed him and fed him and fussed with his mane and tail. 

While Sawyer sat around the practice arena keeping an eye out for signs of trouble, she’d practiced her barrel patterns long after most normal people would have quit for the day. But he was learning that Delilah was a ferocious competitor—far from the norm.

He now stood in the staging area, ankle still nagging, waiting with her and Smoky to make their way toward the arena gate. The sun had set, but the air was still and muggy. The scent of smoked brisket and roasting ears of corn competed with cotton candy and popcorn. No one would go hungry at this show.   

“Crowd is too light.” Delilah peered through an opening in the corral. “We don’t have half the normal entries as a typical show.”

“What happened with Lola had to have turned off fans and riders.”

“I’m sure. But still, I was hoping it wouldn’t have this big of an effect.”

Twenty-two girls were competing, all assembled and ready to go upon hearing their name. Delilah explained that they had only a minute to make it from the gate into the arena, or else they faced a forfeit. Sawyer thought his SEAL days were tough, but the pressures facing these women seemed extreme. The time it took to travel to competitions and the money needed to fund those trips were both high. Many riders were students or wives or moms. They raced for the love of horses and speed and the sport. The fact that they all seemed warm and dedicated made the deaths of three of their fellow riders that much more tragic.

Delilah had fifteen riders ahead of her. The thin press of her lips and her furrowed brow told him she wasn’t at the top of her game. She popped a piece of Juicy Fruit into her mouth and chewed. It was her go-to gum in times of crisis. Funny how she’d leaned on it in senior trig and still used it to this day. Sitting beautifully in her saddle, wearing starched jeans, a white long-sleeved shirt and matching straw hat, she leaned forward to smooth Smoky’s mane. Her boots and belt were black. 

Sawyer had teased her earlier that her silver buckle was big enough to be used for a steak platter. She hadn’t been amused.

One of the arena gate handlers had called in sick, so Jersey was subbing. 

“Let me through!” A man said from further back in the line. “I have pressing business with the queen!” His words were slurred. In his hand was a beer. “There she is . . .” He sung to the tune of “Miss America.” “The woman who killed my girlfriend . . .”

“He shouldn’t be back here,” Delilah said.

Other competitors glared at the stumbling drunk whose bawdy behavior made their horses jittery.

“Who is he?” Sawyer asked.  

“Cal Ingram. He dated Lola Graham.”

“That’s him?” Should he call Adam? “He’s not as stocky as I’d expected.”

“You say that as though you’ve anticipated a run-in.” As a rider left the arena, Delilah moved Smoky Joe up in line.

Cal kept singing.

“No. But Adam did give me a heads-up that he’s considered a suspect in Lola’s murder.”

“He didn’t do it.” She leaned forward, stroking Smoky’s mane. 

“You and I need to talk.” Cal waved his bottle at Delilah. Beer spilled, puddling on the dusty ground. 

“I think you’ve said enough.” Sawyer grabbed the man’s upper arm, intent on steering him away. But Cal wrenched his arm free.

“You killed Lola,” he said to Delilah. “Why? Because she was a better racer than you. She told me you were jealous. Allllll of you bitches were jealous of my beautiful girl.”

“Cal, stop,” Delilah said. “I loved her. We all did. You’re drunk and acting like a fool. She would hate seeing you like this.”

Several other girls nodded.

“Del,” a blonde said from high atop her palomino, “I’ve got your back, girl. You work twice as hard as any of us.”

“Thank you, Brandy. Coming from you, that means the world.” Delilah’s eyes shone as if tears lurked behind her forced smile, but she refused to let them spill.

Cal rambled on. “The only reason you’re even here is because Daddy pays. You’re not a real racer, but a poser. I know you’re the killer. You can’t beat your competition, so you kill them.” He took another drink. “Yep, you’re a daddy’s girl wannabe who—”

“That’s enough.” Sawyer squeezed his fingers around Cal’s wrist. 

Cal bowed up for a fight, bending his elbow to raise his fist. 

Considering the guy was at least three inches taller than him, Sawyer leaned back from the punch, in the process grabbing Cal’s T-shirt to pull him forward. With momentum in his favor, Sawyer, used his good leg to trip Cal, effectively tumbling him to the ground. 

Smoky Joe reared, backing into another horse. 

A few riders screamed.

Jersey jogged into the fray. He had a walkie in the back pocket of his jeans. “Nice work.”

Sawyer shrugged. “Mind using your radio to call for security. Let’s get this punk out of here.”

“Will do.”

While Jersey pinned an angry Cal to the ground, the show went on. With nervous riders and even more anxious horses, times were abysmal across the board. 

By the time Delilah had her run, there had been enough toppled barrels and slipped turns that the thin crowd had taken notice, showing their support with oohs and ahhs and increased applause.

Sawyer stayed close to the arena gate, following Delilah out to the quieter grounds. 

She dismounted, stroking Smoky’s cheek. “You did the best you could, sweetie. Thanks for at least not taking out a barrel.”

Great. She was talking to her horse, but not to him.  

Sawyer couldn’t keep his comments to himself a second longer. “Those things Cal said to you? You know that was his pain speaking, right?”

“I don’t know anything anymore. All I want to do is get Smoky brushed and settled in for the night, then go to bed. Maybe things will look brighter in the morning.” She took a wrapper from her shirt pocket to use for spitting out her gum. She dumped the wad in a trash barrel they passed. He admired her for not littering.

“Of course life looks better in the sun. Plus, it’s a travel day. It’ll do you good to get a change of scenery.”

She stopped, keeping hold of Smoky’s reins. “If I tell you something, will you promise not to think I’m a coward? Or lazy?”

“Can’t one hundred percent promise until I hear the whole story.”

Beneath the shadowy lot light, he caught her glare.

“I’m teasing. Of course, you can trust me, because with you, neither option could ever apply. What’s up?”

She started walking again. The chatter and music from the rodeo had faded, making room for crickets and a soft breeze rustling cottonwood leaves. Smoky Joe’s hooves made a happy clip-clop on the hardpacked ground. “I’m thinking of quitting rodeo.”

“Dee, no. If you do, whoever is behind these murders wins.”

“I’m just so tired. I know I must sound like the pathetic daddy’s girl Cal accused me of being, but honestly, I’m not sure how much more I can take. The killings, losing my horse, the RV that was essentially my home. This rodeo circuit was my life, but now it feels more like a nightmare.”

“Come here.” He held out his arms. For too long she stood staring. Afraid of her rejection, he steeled himself for the worst, but then she stepped forward, resting her cheek against his chest. Did she hear his pounding heart? “I think you’re amazing. I know you have the guts needed to see this through. Police will find who’s doing this, and then life will get back to normal.”

“Not without Powder Puff. This past week, I tried pretending her being gone didn’t matter, but without her in my life, I feel like I’m in mourning. I miss her so bad.”

“I know.” Holding her, he kissed the crown of her head. “Well, obviously, I can’t truly understand, but know I’m always here for you.” Cupping her cheeks with his hands, he tipped her dear face gently back, urging her to meet his gaze. “I hate that a lie kept us apart, but that’s over. When the killer is found and this case is done, I want the two of us to explore—”

From the arena’s glow came a commotion. Raised voices, but the words were intelligible.

“What now?” Delilah asked. “What else could have gone wrong?”

“Tell you what, let’s get Smoky settled for the night, then we’ll mosey over and find out together. No sense in any of us getting upset over what will probably amount to a fight between two drunk cowboys.”

“You’re right.” She unhooked the latch on the stable’s door. “And now that we’ve talked, I have at least a little of my appetite back. Let’s grab some of that brisket.”

“Yes—and the roasted corn.”

“Deal.”

While she removed Smoky Joe’s saddle and hung his tack, Sawyer brushed him per her detailed instructions. She then pushed him aside to do more for the horse. Sawyer figured he could go to a spa and not get this much star treatment. By the time the creature had been fed and watered and fussed and cooed over enough that even he was starting to get snippy, Delilah declared him good for the night. 

Sawyer wasn’t sure what he was thinking—no doubt he wasn’t. But the barn’s aroma of sweet oats and hay and worn leather had him melancholy for the reservation’s stable. As a child, it had been the one good place where order ruled. He took Delilah’s hand, easing her fingers between his. “Remember when you used to help me with the reservation horses?”

“Yes.” She laughed, and thankfully didn’t protest their physical connection. “There was that old bay mare who was mean. No matter how many apples I brought, she liked you more than me.”

“That’s not true.”

She cocked her head. “Whose boob did she bite?”

Sawyer burst out laughing. “I forgot.”

“Uh huh. I rest my case.” 

They walked in silence, rounding the long row of horse trailers. The sheer amount of red and blue strobe lights temporarily blinded them. “Holy shit. What did we miss?” 

“I don’t want to know.” Delilah wrapped her free hand around their clasped fingers, drawing him back. “Whatever happened, I’m scared.”

“Want me to walk you back to the RV?” Sawyer asked.

“No. I have to see. I care about these people. But at the same time, I don’t feel strong enough to learn there’s been another killing.”

“Dee, I get it.” Sawyer pulled her into a hug. “So, like ripping off a bandage, we’ll be fast. We’ll ask around, see what we find, and I’m betting it’ll be no big deal.”

Lips pressed tight, she nodded. 

“Come on. Guaranteed rowdy cowboys broke out in a brawl and busted something to kingdom come. It’s taking this many cops to haul them all in.”

“You’re probably right. Thanks for talking me down.” She stepped back. 

But he leaned in, not planning to kiss her, but when she parted her lips and her breath still smelled of Juicy Fruit, he couldn’t stop the inevitable. Experimenting, he turned his head sideways, slanting his lips softly to hers. With barely-there pressure, he gave her ample opportunity to protest. But then she stood on her tiptoes, meeting him more than halfway. Moaning, she parted her lips before slipping him her tongue. He could have died from the pleasurable sensation of her long, slow sweeps. 

“Mmm . . .” She grazed her leg up the length of his thigh. He caught her leg, pressing closer, breathing in her very essence should he lose the opportunity to taste her again. “Until just now,” her voice spilled out breathy from lack of air, “I never realized how much I missed you. I’ve been with other guys, but they didn’t mean anything. In the background, you were always the one.”

“Ditto.” He kissed her again and again. “As soon as this case is over, you and I are making a fresh start.”

“Why wait?”

“Why not? Everything’s so complicated. You just lost your home and horse. God only knows what kind of trouble your dad is facing. Your family rodeo circuit could be going under. For all you know, you might even be losing the ranch. As if all of that isn’t enough for you to handle, we have three dead women whose killings have yet to be solved.”

“I hate you right now.” She dropped his hand and stepped away. 

“You think I don’t hate myself? I’d love nothing more than to load you into my truck, drive you back to my Denver condo, then make love to you till we’re both too hungry and exhausted to do anything more than share a bath and order Chinese delivery.”

“Yes. That’s what I want. Please, let’s do that. I’ll load up Smoky and we can leave tonight. Jersey and Zeb can stay in Mark’s RV. They’ll love it.”

“Babe . . .” Sawyer rubbed his suddenly throbbing forehead with his thumb and forefingers.

“I know. I need to be strong—I want to be strong. I want to run right into the thick of things and do whatever I can to help with whatever’s wrong. But then there’s this other part of me who wants nothing more than to run. To just be safe. Normal.”

“Trust me, you’re not alone in feeling that way. If anything—” 

A figure emerged from the gloom. When he stepped close enough, Sawyer recognized Mark. “There you two are. I’ve looked everywhere.”

Sawyer asked, “What’s with the lights?”

Delilah once again slipped her fingers between his.

Mark looked away before dragging in a deep breath. “I don’t know where to start. It’s bad . . .”
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DELILAH’S SKIN BURNED. Full-on panic raised a rash on her forearms that all at once stung and itched. She didn’t want more bad news. Couldn’t process it.

Regardless, Mark rambled on. “I’m so sorry, Del, but another barrel racer was found dead.”

“Who?” She was already storming toward the grounds’ main entry. She didn’t care that Sawyer and Mark scrambled to keep up. Now that Mark had involved her, there was no way out. “Who?” she demanded again when Mark didn’t speak fast enough.

“Your friend, Brandy. Turns out she won best time of the night.”

No. Not kindhearted Brandy who made cookies for all the girls when it rained and styled the best French braids. 

“Sugar,” Mark prodded. “She beat you. What if people think you’re killing off your compet—” 

“Who cares if she beat me? How did she die?”

“Police initially believed it was an accidental choking death on a piece of polish sausage. But that detective? Adam? He’s not convinced there wasn’t foul play and has already shipped her off for an autopsy.”

Delilah’s throat felt crushed from the effort of choking back a wall of tears. But she couldn’t afford the luxury of a collapse. She had Brandy’s grieving family to console. Rodeo employees to counsel. “Is my dad here?”

“Yes. He said he came specifically to see you ride.”

“I need to talk to him.”

Mark said, “Walter’s in a meeting with police and local officials. In light of the violence surrounding the circuit, they’re asking that he cancel the season.”

“I don’t care where he is or what he’s doing.” She charged deeper into the fray. Police lights were chaotic. Five news vans from nearby stations had set up live remotes. Many detained attendees were crying or openly angered. “I agree with police. This nightmare has to end.” 

“You have no right holding us here!” A man Delilah recognized as one of the night’s bull riders waved his fist at the police line stretched across the arena’s main gate. Was he the killer? Or any of the other hundreds of men present? Her mouth dried with the realization that the killer could literally be anywhere—anyone. 

Adam passed through the barrier, zeroing in on Sawyer. “I had one of my men radio me as soon as Mark found you. I assume you heard there’s been another victim?”

Expression grim, Sawyer nodded. 

“Let’s continue this over there.” Mark nodded toward a gazebo that was last used to crown yesterday afternoon’s rodeo queen. It was poorly lit, but well away from the police and media circus. 

Once they were all seated on wooden benches, Adam said, “Locals are calling Brandy’s death accidental. I got a good look at her and I’m telling you straight up—there’s no way a woman would voluntarily cram that amount of meat into her mouth. Local uniforms made plenty of off-color jokes at her expense and I intend to see every last one of them lose their badge. Until then, Miss Bowing, I believe this rodeo circuit has a real problem on its hands—possibly two killers.”

“What?” Delilah leaned closer to Sawyer, needing his quiet strength. “Why would you say that?”

“Think about it. The elements don’t fit. According to your statement, Lola’s murder was calculated down to her nail color matching her dress. Yet, you said she wasn’t wearing her own dress, boots or hat. Even her makeup didn’t seem her own. Which means whoever killed her spent enough time with her to fashion her into his preferred image. Statistically, posing victims is very rare. I’ve got an entire team of folks back in Denver looking for cases wherein the victim was posed and branded. Trouble is, if the murder happened pre-internet, not all cases are that easy to find—especially, if the crimes were carried out in rural areas without computer access.”

“What about news clippings?” Sawyer asked. “More and more are being digitized.”

“True.” Mark leaned forward, clasping his hands. “Just the other day we had a client fighting a cold case charge. I proved his innocence from pertinent information found in a 1958 copy of the Miami Herald. Truly extraordinary. I’ve got a stellar research team. Adam, I’ll have them look into this matter ASAP.”

“Thanks. Appreciate it.”

“Where does that leave police in regard to Lola and the other victims?” Sawyer asked.

“Nowhere good. After Cal’s stunt tonight, he’s back in the top spot for Lola’s murder, but Miss Bowing, after reading your initial report, the way you described how the victim was so perfectly posed, my gut feeling is that a hothead like Cal doesn’t have the patience. Lola was killed by an artist. Someone who views murder as artistic expression.”

“That’s sick,” Delilah said.

“No kidding. There are even websites set up to sell serial killer art to even sicker collectors.” He shook his head. “Makes me glad I don’t have kids in this twisted world.”

“How about forensics?” Sawyer asked. “Anything solid there?” 

“A lone bloody boot print in the bathroom of Lola’s camper. Odd—because it’s looking like she was poisoned. Anyway, blood from the print is still out for testing. The branding was performed after she was dead.”

“Thank God.” Delilah shivered.

When Sawyer slipped his arm around her, she leaned as close to him as possible before she collapsed. This entire chain of events was terrifying. The more she wanted it to end, the more the horror escalated.

“Where did the blood come from?” Adam asked. “Same question for the knife you inadvertently found. Nothing’s adding up. Might be they’re unrelated.”

“Earlier,” Sawyer said, “you mentioned specifically wanting Mark to find me. Why?”

“You’re here to protect Miss Bowing, right?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good. If my hunch is correct, even the so-called accidental killings are related. The deaths might be vastly different, but the fact that all of the women were barrel racers and all ride exclusively with this circuit has to be significant. For now, I’m treating Lola almost as if she were a cold case. I believe her killer reawakened. I just have to find out where he’s been—and pray that until then, he doesn’t strike again.” 

 


9

[image: ]

 

 

Thirty Minutes Outside of Ashdown Flats, Colorado

 

THREE WEEKS PASSED without incident. 

From his seat behind the wheel of the one-ton rig Delilah used for towing the horse trailer, Sawyer would have preferred listening to Mudvayne rather than old-school Hank Williams, but he was so happy to be away from the last seedy rodeo grounds and on the road to a new location that he’d have listened to the phone book being read. 

Mark was back in Denver, so Zeb drove his RV. Jersey drove Sawyer’s truck. 

Delilah sat with her bare feet propped on the dash, tapping along to “Hey, Good Lookin’.” The trip had taken hours. Winding roads combined with Smoky Joe’s break stops meant Sawyer was itchy to stop for the night. 

On the bright side, Delilah seemed in excellent spirits. Her hopes were high that this new location in the state’s fairly remote northwest corner would breathe new life into the circuit’s lackluster season. Although with each week that there wasn’t a new death, attendance had steadily been rising. Sawyer wouldn’t tell her, but he suspected now that word had gotten out about the mysterious deaths, freaks and reporters were swelling the circuits’ numbers.

Since the rodeo was now one of his primary income streams, Walter had convinced police and state rodeo officials to let the show go on. Additional security had been hired and barrel racers were asked to take extra precautions with their personal safety. Either no new evidence had been found concerning the first deaths and Lola’s confirmed murder, or if it had been, Adam wasn’t talking. He’d officially been named the point man on the task force assigned to all the circuit’s victims.

“I’m excited for this week’s ride.” Delilah’s sideways smile did funny things to Sawyer’s heart. Backlit by late afternoon sun, her high-cheeked beauty took his breath away. Lord help him, but he was falling for her all over again. He prayed that as abruptly as the killing started, it would now stop. What that would mean for them, he couldn’t say. But if his still raging case of blue balls was any indication, he was long past ready to kick this flirtation up a notch. “Smoky’s getting stronger, don’t you think?”

Sawyer cringed.

“What’s that mean? You don’t think he’s looking good?”

“Honestly?” He laughed. “A horse is a horse. When you’re in the saddle, the only thing I see is you.” 

Her smile was radiant, flooding her eyes with warmth, turning them the inviting exotic green of jungle pools he’d seen in his travels. She calmed his wanderlust. Made him feel as long as she was beside him, he’d found home.

She reached for his hand, sliding her fingers between his. Their connection felt comfortable. Natural. It carried the ease of two people who had known each other most of their lives. Yes, there was a long gap, but the more they were together, the less it seemed to matter.

He raised her hand to his mouth, kissing her palm. “This is good.”

“Define this.”

“You and me together. Doing your rodeo thing. Just throwing this out there, but what if next season you did go pro? What if we got you started on one of the bigger circuits? I could help with your driving and gear. You’d be free to work with Smoky and legions of adoring fans.”

“Legions, huh?” She closed her eyes and smiled. “I do love the sound of that. You always were the best at spinning dreams. I only wish a few more had come true.” She cupped her free hand over her lower belly. The place where their baby had once grown. Was she thinking about that lost infant now? How different their lives might have played out if they’d become young parents?

“What would you do about your job?”

He slowed for their approaching turn. “No clue. I’ve got a fair amount of cash saved. My boss would probably work something out on a case-by-case basis. He’s good like that.”

“Sweet.” Minutes of companionable miles passed. She then asked, “Do you think the killings are over?”

He didn’t have a clue. But for her, he said, “Yes.”

The knot in his gut told him he wasn’t so sure . . .
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“EEEEK!” FRESH OUT of the arena from her ride, Delilah leapt from Smoky Joe to hug the horse, then Sawyer. “Did you see my time? 14.248! That’s incredible for an unproven mount. Smoky and I might even win. I have such a great feeling about this. Everything is going nowhere but up.”

“Great job,” said the next rider in line. “That’s gonna be tough to beat.”

“From your lips to God’s ears,” Delilah teased. 

Sawyer couldn’t get enough of seeing Delilah like this. Smiling and confident. If this is how she would be after every winning race, he’d follow wherever she led. 

“I’m proud of you,” he said.

“Thank you.” On her tiptoes, she went for a kiss, but their cowboy hats bumped, forcing them apart. Laughing, she jerked his hat off and kissed him anyway.

“Hey,” he halfheartedly complained before going in for another. “You want all the other cute racers to see my hat head?”

She groaned. “I want them to see you’re taken.”

“Good plan.”

From behind them, a man cleared his throat. “Hate to interrupt,” Mark said, “but I wanted to let you know Jersey got in another fight—this one’s pretty bad.”

“Oh no.” Delilah covered her mouth with her still-gloved hands. “Is he okay?”

“He’s fine. Only in the city jail. The other guy was taken to the ER by paramedics. This all went down while you were racing. Great time, by the way.”

“Thanks.” She should have known better than to believe her natural high could last. “What happens now? Do we bail him out?”

“I’ve got an associate working on it. You don’t worry about a thing. I want you and Sawyer to enjoy this special night. The crowd is enormous and those barbecued ribs down by food truck row are sinfully delicious. I refuse to have Jersey ruin an otherwise great Saturday night. Hell, looks like I might even be in the prize money.”

“That’s awesome!” She included him in her round of hugs. “So what’s the plan? There are a few more categories needing to ride. Should Sawyer and I tuck in Smoky for the night, then meet you back here for a few beers and BBQ?”

“Sounds good.” Mark patted Sawyer’s back. It made her inordinately happy to see them on friendly terms. The attorney was an acquired taste, but she’d always considered him a close friend.

In the weeks they’d been together she and Sawyer had fallen into a working routine.

In that regard, this night was no different.

She brushed Smoky Joe while Sawyer handled cleaning and tack storage. Once finished, most nights they walked hand-in-hand to the RV to wash up, then shared a simple meal of takeout or sandwiches. Tonight, she was excited to vary the routine. One of her friends had told her there was dancing in a makeshift beer garden. The thought of swaying in Sawyer’s arms made her even happier than the possibility of her winning tonight’s top barrel racing time.

While Sawyer talked on his cell in the RV’s living area, Delilah took her time prettying up. She put her long hair in twin braids. Changed from her riding gear of jeans and a long-sleeved white shit into a full-skirted, sleeveless red-gingham dress. After adding cherry red lipstick and dangly earrings, she emerged to find Sawyer not ready to go, but sleeping. 

She grinned. Poor guy. She’d run him ragged. 

Snuggling alongside him on the sofa, she whispered in his ear, “Wake up, sleepyhead. Time to take your best girl dancing.”

He opened one eye. With a slow grin playing along his lips, he asked, “How do you know you’re my best girl? I might have plenty of others.”

That wiseass line earned him a playful swat to his chest.

What Delilah hadn’t expected was for him to capture her wrist, using it to pull her close enough for a long, lingering kiss. “Sure you want to return to that rowdy scene when we could stay right here and find plenty to keep ourselves occupied?”

“When you put it that way . . .” She smiled. “Maybe we should stay put?”

“You wouldn’t have to twist my arm.”

“There’s only one kinda great problem.”

“What’s that?”

“Since after my ride, my time was best, I’d kind of like to pick up my winnings.”

He kissed her cheek and jaw and the underside of her chin. “Then we’d better get going.”

“I promise to make it up to you when we get back.”

“Deal.” They kissed again and again until it took sheer willpower to force herself away from the scrumptious man. 

 After tucking her feet into red cowboy boots and topping her head with a red felt cowgirl hat, Delilah was ready for fun. Never had she felt more secure than walking beneath the grounds’ bright lights with Sawyer’s arm around her waist. 

The night’s crowd was incredible—far larger than normal. Her father would be thrilled with the pile of money they’d make. She hadn’t seen him since the night he’d taken Powder Puff. She’d tried talking to him before leaving Pigeon, but he’d always been surrounded by his yes-men. No doubt the same guys responsible for leading him down the destructive business path that had led to his current troubles. Was he here tonight? As a little girl, and even as a young woman, all she’d ever wanted was for them to share a close relationship—especially, after she’d lost her mom. Delilah knew her father loved her, but she never got the impression that he really knew her. He said and did the right things, but his actions never fully touched her heart the way she’d prayed they would.

While the last few riders performed in the arena, throngs of attendees mingled around the food trucks and beer garden. A live band played country covers. Right now, Toby Keith’s “Red Solo Cup” had the whole crowd dancing and singing along. White lights strung high in the trees added to the already festive atmosphere.  

“Hey girl,” Delilah’s friend, Stacy, held up her hand for a high five. “Great ride tonight. Too bad I beat you.” She playfully stuck out her tongue and winked. 

Used to the good-natured rivalry, Delilah hugged her friend, warning, “Watch out. I’ll get you next time.”

“I have no doubt you will.”

“Sorry,” Sawyer said once Stacy dashed off to kiss her boyfriend.

“It’s okay.” Delilah shrugged. “When you’re dealing in such close times, anything can and does happen. Considering I’ve only been riding Smoky a few weeks, I’m thrilled with second place.”

“Good.” He kissed her. “If you’re happy, then so am I.”

They mingled another hour until it was time for the awards presentation. Delilah couldn’t help but be proud of herself, but she also searched the crowded stands for her father. Of course, he wasn’t there, but she couldn’t let that dampen her pleasure. Who was nearby, cheering her on? Sawyer. It was inconceivable that he’d only been back in her life for a short while, yet she wasn’t sure what she’d do without him. He’d become her world. Probably not healthy, but it was what it was, and she wasn’t letting that get her down, either. 

“Tonight’s top prize for barrel racing with a time of 14.022 is Stacy Geoffrey! Congrats, girl! Come on up here, darlin’, and claim your money!” The stands erupted with cheers, but when Stacy never showed, and the emcee repeated her name. He said, “I’m sure she’s busy with her bull riding boyfriend. Wherever she is, friends, let’s give her another hand for a job well done.”

More thunderous applause.

Delilah left the winner’s platform with an uneasy feeling.

She and Stacy went way back. They’d known each other for years. Stacy loved a big win as much as any of the rest of the girls. Delilah couldn’t imagine what would keep her from claiming her check.

She crossed the dusty arena floor, scanning thousands of men and women in the stands for Stacy. Where could she be?

Sawyer met up with her at the arena’s gate. “What happened to your friend?”

“Great question.”

He frowned. “Not to be reactionary, but let’s discreetly ask security to look for her. Does she have family? What about the boyfriend the announcer mentioned?”

“She’s dated Luke Macalister for years. They’re usually together.”

“Let’s alert security to look for him, too.”

“I hate this,” she said while they walked. “I’m praying she’s fine. I mean, I’m sure she’s fine. But there’s this niggling voice inside asking what if the worst has happened? What if she’s dead and because she won tonight, everyone thinks I’m to—” She stopped short of finishing the horrible thought aloud. 

“Hey . . .” Sawyer stopped, grabbing her upper arms, forcing her to face him. “Knock it off. I’m sure we’ll find her and Lucky—”

“Luke.”

“Whatever his name is, I’m sure they’re holed up in a camper or RV doing what we should be doing—which is not reacting to every little bump in the night, but enjoying ourselves.” He swept the pads of his thumbs over her cheeks, brushing away silent tears. 

“I’m so tired of being afraid. I haven’t cried this much since you joined the Navy.” 

He frowned. “I know, babe. We have to wait it out. This killer will be caught and you and I will . . .”

“What? Do you really believe someday we’ll have our chance to ride off into the sunset? Or will this cycle continue until I’m the next to be killed?” A sob caught in her throat. Delilah turned into Sawyer, clinging to him, crying against his chest.

“Shh . . . You’re not going anywhere. As long as there’s breath in my body, you’ll be safe.”

“Bold words,” Mark said. He strolled up behind them. “Sawyer, I sincerely hope you’re right. Or,” he flashed a wry smile, “at least that the killer suddenly decides he likes boys.”

“That’s awful.” Delilah landed a slug to Mark’s right side.

“Ouch.” He feigned hurt. “I was just kidding.”

“Well, stop. It’s not funny. Do you know if anyone’s found Stacy?”

Mark shook his head. “We’ve got friends looking everywhere from her camper to her horse trailer. No sign yet. But then no one’s seen Luke, either. Maybe they went out for a nice dinner?”

“Hope so.”

“Come on,” Sawyer slipped his arm around her. “Let’s go get that barbecue we’ve been craving. I’ll bet by the time we’re done, they’ll have both been found.”

Yes, Delilah’s heart whispered, but would they be found alive?      
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“SOMEONE GET THESE people out of here!” Adam roared. “This is a crime scene, not a freakin’ photo op!”

“Don’t look,” Sawyer turned Delilah into him, shielding her from the view of Stacy and Luke. Like Lola, they’d been posed. They sat on a bench just inside the rodeo grounds. To anyone casually strolling by, they might never suspect the truth—that both were dead. Cheeks branded with triple Bs.

Sawyer and Delilah had been sharing the lasso platter special when screams alerted them to trouble. Three hours later, the scene was still chaos. Police rounded attendees back into the stands where they were in the process of questioning them one by one. 

Rodeo fans who had been released wouldn’t go home and now lingered, taking gruesome selfies of themselves near the victims. 

Adam had flown in from Denver via chopper. Since his arrival, a screen had been set up, at least granting the dead their privacy. 

“I don’t understand,” Delilah said. “Why would anyone hurt those two? They were the sweetest couple.”

“Killer!” A bystander heckled while passing her. “Their deaths are on you, Delilah Bowing.”

“Ignore him,” Sawyer urged.

“Spoiled daddy’s girl! If you can’t win, you’ll kill the competition!” 

“Come on.” He sheltered her from more jeers, steering her away from a growing mob.

“Miss Bowing?” A uniformed officer planted himself in front of her. He was stocky, with a bulldog nose and thick physique to match. After removing his hat, he said, “I’m Sheriff Gordon. I’ve been told that in lieu of your father, you’re the appointed family liaison for Bowing Rodeos, LLC?”

She gulped before nodding. “Yes, but my father’s in charge. I don’t have anything to do with the day-to-day running.”

“I appreciate that, but since we’ve been unable to reach Walter Bowing, I need to officially inform you that in light of the serious nature of the crimes plaguing your outfit, you’re officially shut down until such a time as the killer has been found.”

Head bowed, she said, “I understand and agree. This can’t go on any longer.”

“Thank you. We’ll clear everyone out of the arena as soon as we’ve finished questioning. A lot of folks have traveled too far to get out on the highways tonight, but we’ll expect the grounds to be clear by noon tomorrow. Deputies will be present to ensure you’ve complied.”

“Of course.” She held out her hand for him to shake. “Thank you, sir. For the record, I think this is a wise decision.”

“Let’s get back to the RV,” Sawyer said. “There’s nothing we can do here.” It sickened him to find her defeated posture back in place. Her shoulders sagged and her smile had faded. How much more could she be expected to bear? Granted, the victims’ families had it far worse than her, but she’d also suffered an incalculable number of losses—friends, her home, a horse she’d loved like family. Now, she’d also lost the rodeo that had formed her entire world.

He led her from the blaring lights of TV reporters and gaping passersby. The further they walked from the scene, the more Sawyer wondered what the hell he was doing working this case. He’d begun doubting himself. What would his boss, Harding, have done? Could he have found the killer?

Nerves on hyperalert, every little noise in the darkness had him on edge.

How did he protect Delilah against an invisible force? Whoever killed Sandy and Luke had been beyond brazen. He’d performed his craft in full view of what had to have been hundreds of people. Yet none of them had seen anything out of the ordinary? Had they believed the couple to be mannequins? Some sort of YouTube stunt? Sick.

Safe inside their private cocoon, Sawyer locked the door—not that it offered true protection against an adversary determined to break in.

Delilah looked exhausted. The night had been warm. She’d started the evening with tight braids that had slipped free from their bands. Her hair now hung limp.

“You should take a shower,” he said. “You’ll sleep better.”

“I honestly don’t have the energy.” Even her voice sounded flat.

“Let me help.” He crossed the short distance to her, scooping her into his arms to carry her to the bathroom. The quarter-round shower had been finished in granite with a rounded Plexiglas front. Multiple showerheads were functional and provided a great massage.

Sawyer set her on her feet just outside the shower on the mosaic tile floor.

He pressed his hand high between her shoulder blades while unzipping her dress. He leaned in, kissing the base of her neck. He slid the straps over her arms, dropping the garment in a pool at her feet. She wore a lacy white bra and matching panties. He ached from wanting her, but now was neither the time nor place. Now was about making her comfortable enough to abandon herself to sleep. That was all. 

After removing her bra, he fought his every screaming urge to cup her breasts, suckle her pebbled nipples. He dropped the silky scrap to the floor before hooking his thumbs into the sides of her panties, gently shimmying them down. He wanted so badly to kiss her belly, her inner thighs. Damn the situation they found themselves in. Damn this killer who seemed hell bent on destroying everything Delilah held dear.

He turned on the spray, adjusting the water temp until it wasn’t too cold or hot, but just the way he remembered her liking it. 

He stripped, then taking her by her hand, led her into the shower, stepping in behind her before closing the door. 

She leaned against the side wall, and inch-by-inch, he washed the day from her precious skin. The dust. The grime. The condemning stares of members of her rodeo family who blamed her for their latest loss. He skimmed the slick bar of rose-scented soap over her shoulders and down her arms. Over her collarbone and chest and breasts. Her belly and back and sweetly rounded ass. When he reached between her legs, she held his hand there, pressing his fingers deeper into the manicured vee of curls. 

“Are you sure?” he had to ask.

She nodded. “Please . . . I want to feel anything but pain.”

He knelt before her, tracing his tongue round and round her navel while plunging his middle finger deep inside. With his thumb, he brushed her swollen clit, spurred on by her soft mews. He repeated the process again and again until her body grew limp and then clenched when she cried out in pleasure.  

“I want you inside me,” she begged.

“I don’t have a condom.”

“I don’t care. I’m clean. Haven’t been with anyone in years. I hope it’s the same with you?” 

“Y-yes.” He’d wanted her for so long, dreamed of this reunion for so long, his mind struggled to process her words. Thankfully, his body knew what to do. Already painfully erect, he lifted her, bracing her against the wall while easing himself inside her. 

She cried out.

“Did I hurt you?”

“No, no. It’s been a while.” Clasping the back of his head, she drew him in for a long, lingering sweep of their tongues. 

He established a rhythm that soon had his breathing raspy. How long had he ached from wanting her, yet now that he was inside her, the ache began anew. Only this time, he warred with himself not over having let her go, but wanting to forever keep her. 

Sensation took hold, robbing him of all rational thoughts, save for those of her. Burying himself deeper within her. Worshipping her. His every dream began and ended with her. Deeper and deeper he plunged until with one shuttering blow, he exploded inside her. The relief was palpable. Enough to bring tears to his eyes. 

“I love you,” she said after delivering a breathy kiss. “Please, don’t leave me.”

“I love you. Where else would I possibly want to go?”  
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Larkspur Valley, Colorado

 

DELILAH SHOULD HAVE been happy to see the ranch that had been in her family for as long as she could remember, gleaming like a mirage in the blazing afternoon sun. Instead, she felt defeat. Trepidation. She used to crave seeing her father; now, she dreaded their reunion.

“Why won’t you stay with me on the reservation?” Sawyer asked. “Mom’s trailer is empty. In an afternoon, we could clean it and make it comfortable. The res is a tightknit community. No one is coming on or off that land without someone knowing.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I know you mean well, but Daddy has lost just as much as I have—more if you count his pride. I need to stay with him.”

“Where do I fit into the equation? Because until this killer is found, I’m not leaving you. And you know how he feels about me.”

Lips pressed tight, she nodded. 

Resting her head back against the truck cab’s headrest, she closed her eyes, wishing herself back in that RV’s shower. Instead, she and Sawyer had been driving for hours. Stopping only to exercise Smoky Joe and feed themselves. For all the time the trip had taken, she now wished they could prolong the inevitable. The police believed stopping the rodeo would stop the killings, but what if they were wrong? 

“I hate putting you in this position,” Sawyer braked at a familiar fork in the road. Left took him to his home. Right led to hers. Though the barren, high-plains landscape wasn’t so different, everything else about the places where they’d grown up were miles apart. “But you have to choose. Even if you want to go to the ranch, you have to tell your father I’m staying.”

She swallowed hard, but nodded. 

“I will never leave you alone. I made you a promise I fully intend to keep.”

“I know. And I can’t thank you enough, but—”

“There’s no arguing the issue. There’s zero room for error. The killer could literally be anyone. The only one I know for a fact you’re safe with is me.”

She pointed right. “I know. I’ll make my father understand. If he doesn’t . . .” Instead of finishing her sentence, she looked out the window.

Sawyer had a tough time comprehending how much this decision would cost. Her father hated him to the point that he’d ripped them apart by lying about his own daughter having had an abortion. That’s how deep his hatred for Sawyer and every other Native American ran. His hate wasn’t rational. It wasn’t based on any specific event or even a perceived wrong deed. It was merely a mean streak, a selfish notion intended to raise himself up while grinding others down. It was sick. 

As a kid, Sawyer had felt powerless against the man. Now, he no longer cared. Walter Bowing’s prejudices stood to hurt him far worse than Sawyer or his daughter. 

Sawyer pulled the truck into the wide, circular drive and killed the engine. The rambling, single-level home had been constructed in a boomerang shape, topped by a beige metal roof. A local magazine once ran an article written by the architect who had explained designing it with the express intent of having it vanish into the landscape. He’d almost succeeded, save for the half-dozen outbuildings, pool and tennis court. The front yard was dirt, landscaped with boulders and cacti. 

“How do you feel?” she asked. 

“I’m not sure. It was one thing facing your old man out on the road, but now that we’re back on his home turf . . .”

“Trust me.” She covered his hand. “The last time I failed to fight for you I was a child. Now, I’m a woman. I’ve learned my dad isn’t the saint I’ve always made him out to be. He has his faults, just like we have ours. I’ll never let him come between us again.”

Sawyer wanted to believe her, but old wounds had a funny way of reopening when slashed with the same weapon. Walter Bowing didn’t need a knife to be lethal. His words were razor sharp.

First Zeb, then Jersey, then finally, Walter emerged through the home’s grand double doors. They’d been carved from redwood and stood ten feet tall. Mark had driven his RV back to Denver. 

“’Bout time you two made it,” Zeb said. “I was thinking of calling out the cavalry.”

“How fast did Jersey drive my truck?” Sawyer teased. 

“I only had it over a hundred three or four times.” Jersey laughed. 

Sawyer didn’t. 

“It’s good to see you,” Walter said to his daughter. He had yet to make eye contact with Sawyer. “Heard you had a great ride with Smoky.”

Delilah nodded. “He’s a good horse.”

“Told you.”

She raised her chin. “Folks said I killed those people so I could win.”

“That’s just crazy talk.” He stepped forward, pulling her into an awkward hug. 

Sawyer’s fingers involuntarily curled into fists. How could he love her so much, yet hate her father even more? 

Get your hands off my daughter, you filthy Injun . . .  

After all these years, the old man’s words still cut. But that didn’t mean Sawyer had to bleed.

“Hungry?” Zeb asked Sawyer. “I’ve got a pot of ham and beans bubbling in the bunkhouse. Both of y’all are welcome to join me and Jersey.”

“Great idea.” Walter eyed Sawyer. “My daughter will dine with me.”

“Daddy . . .” Delilah turned to Sawyer. Here we go. Was she already losing her nerve? 

“Come on.” Walter took her arm, leading her toward the door. “Maria made some lovely prime rib.”

“Daddy, no.” She froze.

“If you don’t want prime rib, I’m sure she can whip up a dish more to your liking.”

She nodded, then shook her head. “I’m not eating without Sawyer.”

“He’s not coming in the house. You know how I feel about these matters.”

“He’s not a matter, Daddy, but a wonderful man who is taking time away from his own successful career to protect me.”

Sawyer damn near passed out with pride. But after waiting so many years for her to fight for him—for them—the victory felt hollow. Not at all like what he’d expected. There were no fireworks or marching bands, just a squirming audience of two men and an angry old Walter Bowing whose decades of meanness had forged deep lines between his eyes and around his mouth. Sawyer used to fear the man. Now he pitied him.

Delilah pressed, “Is Sawyer welcome to join us for dinner? For that matter, what about Zeb and Jersey?”

“They’re employees.”

“Then I guess I’ll be eating with them in the bunkhouse. Zeb, I always have loved your ham and beans.”

“Miss Delilah,” Zeb held up his hands, backing away. “I don’t think this is a good idea. I’m fine eating in the bunkhouse, but since your momma died, you’re lady of the manor. You deserve respect.”

“What I deserve is to be surrounded by good people.” Jerking her arm free from her father’s hold, Delilah abandoned him for Sawyer. 

A knot lodged in his throat when she slipped her fingers between his, tugging him toward Zeb and Jersey and the one-room cabin they called home.

“Bastard!” Walter shouted after them. Sawyer knew the lone word was directed at him.

“I love you.” Delilah kissed his cheek. “I’ve always loved you.”

“You don’t have to do this,” he said. “If you want to be with him, I’ll lend you my gun and guard you from outside the nearest window.”

She kissed him again. “I’d much rather have you—and your gun.”

They reached the bunkhouse’s front porch when an engine could be heard revving on the still twilight air. A minute later, Walter, seated behind the wheel of his vintage red Caddie, gunned the vehicle out of the house’s garage. 

“Where do you s’pose he’s off to?” Zeb asked.

“Don’t know,” Jersey said, “But Del, does this mean you’re in charge? If so, can we have that prime rib?”

“I don’t see why not?” She smiled through silent tears. “No sense in good food going to waste. Maria can join us.”

“What’s with the tears?” Sawyer asked once he had a minute with her alone. 

“I’m not sure.” She forced a smile. “I guess it’s just hard, you know? Seeing your father as a mere mortal instead of a god. The worst of it is, he’s not even that nice of a mortal. But if I’m cut from his cloth, what does that say about me?”

 

* * *

 

Late that night, long after Delilah drifted off to sleep, Sawyer paced the hall. 

Being back in the house was unnerving. Spending the night in the bed where Walter had literally caught him with his pants down was not his idea of a good time. As a result, Sawyer’s eyes refused to close, leaving him too much time to think.

The more he’d researched serial killers, the more he realized that a stylized murder like Lola’s and Stacy and Luke’s was a sign of a highly-disturbed individual. They were a rarity amongst an already rare breed. Which meant there had to be more than one other branding. If he found that case, might it tie up this whole mess with a tidy bow?

The only way to find out was to get to Denver ASAP. At Trident’s offices were computers that ran circles around anything the FBI or CIA currently used. SEALs were given the best of the best in experimental toys and Harding had enough Navy contacts who respected him that he was always getting primo cast-offs. 

It was a longshot, but Sawyer couldn’t shake the feeling that if he performed a deep search on all rodeo-related murders, cross-checking them for elements of branding, he just might find that lone elusive link that made all the difference. 

He also planned on having a chat with City Slicker. Something he’d said the night of the last murders stuck with him. Sawyer, I sincerely hope you’re right. Or, at least that our killer suddenly decides he likes boys,

City had played it off like a bad joke, but was it a coincidence that he’d predicted the killer would soon claim his first male victim? From the start, Sawyer hadn’t gotten any warm and fuzzy vibes from Mark. He couldn’t say why. Everyone seemed to love him. Sawyer, however, found it odd the way he was always popping up. He was Johnny-on-the-spot to offer his RV to Delilah. He delivered burgers and bailed Jersey from jail. All of these things could be nothing more than a nice guy being nice. But what if they weren’t? What if all this time, the murderer had been chilling right alongside them? Laughing while watching them squirm?

Sawyer was only sure of one thing—when he did question City, he wanted Delilah nowhere nearby . . .
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DELILAH STOOD ON a stepstool in the master bedroom closet of her father’s house. He’d been gone for two days and she didn’t have a clue where he could be. What she did know was that more than anything, she craved seeing her mother—even if that was only possible through one of the photos her father had stashed away not a week after she’d passed.

Delilah had been allowed to keep one photo. It had been taken on her fifth birthday—the day she’d been given her first pony. His name had been Buster, and he was meaner than a snake at a boot-stomping competition. The fourth time he’d bitten her hard enough to draw blood, Walter had donated him to a local petting zoo. Nice. So he could bite even more children? Back to the photo, she and her mother had shopped for a crystal frame. Delilah sat on the pony while her mother, Mimi, held her arms securely around her little girl’s waist.

That photo still sat on the nightstand of her childhood bedroom. Since graduating high school, she’d moved into a room down the hall. It was larger, more private and had its own bathroom. What it didn’t have was the picture. Back then, it had been an angsty teen oversight. Now, she missed it and was on the hunt for more.

She pulled extra hard on a dust-covered box twice as large as the rest of the memorabilia boxes she’d rifled through. It fell with a clunk.

“What happened?” Briggs—a hulking giant who never stopped eating burst into the walk-in closet, gun drawn. Sawyer was spending the day in Denver. She’d wanted to go with him, but he said she’d be safer here. What she hadn’t expected was for him to send a substitute. Briggs was one of Sawyer’s former SEAL teammates and vowed not to leave her side. He meant it. She even had to fight him on fully closing the restroom door. 

“A box fell,” she said. “No big deal.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” He holstered his gun to step around her. The box was old, and the impact had ripped two of the four sides. Assorted flotsam had spilled onto the polished knotty pine floor. Briggs knelt, scooping it all into a pile that he set back in the box.

“Wait.” She knelt beside him. There were stacks of photos, but not of her mother. These were other women, but none she recognized. College friends of her mom’s? There were locks of hair tied with ribbon. Three blouses and a tangled mess of costume jewelry. Diaries and books and shoes rounded out the lot—and black hiking boots. None she’d ever seen her father wear. 

Something Adam said came to mind. He’d mentioned finding a lone bloody boot print in the bathroom of Lola’s camper. 

Hands trembling, heart pounding, she picked up a lone boot, turning it over. Upon finding the bottom clean save for traces of mud, she sharply exhaled, almost giddy with relief.  

“Wonder where Dad got this stuff?” No matter how badly she wanted to explain it all away, she’d seen enough movies to know none of it looked good. She’d call Mark. He’d know what to do. She wouldn’t tell Sawyer. There was already too much bad blood between him and her father. The last thing Sawyer needed was more ammunition.  

Briggs shrugged. “Your safety is my only concern.”

She rolled her eyes. “When is Sawyer coming back?”

“No clue. All I was told is that I’m not to leave your side.”

Sighing, she said, “Then I guess you’d better come with me to find packing tape. That box isn’t going to fix itself.”

On the way to the garage, Briggs’s cell rang. “Hey Sawyer.” He listened for a minute, then said, “Nope. Still no sign of him.” More silence. “Will do.” He disconnected.

“What was that about?” Delilah asked.

“Sawyer wanted to know if your dad had come home.”

“Why?”

“He didn’t say.”

“Surely, he had a reason for asking?” Hands on her hips, she found herself growing annoyed. 

“Ma’am, all I know is that I’m not supposed to—”

“I know, I know. You’re not supposed to leave my side.” But if that were truly the case, why had she never felt more alone? Where was Sawyer? And why hadn’t he told her his pressing reason for being gone? 
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SAWYER HAD JUST flipped on his office lights, booted up his computer and tossed a moldy sandwich he’d left on his desk when his cell rang. Delilah?

A glance at the caller ID showed Adam.

Sawyer sighed. “What’s up?”

“Where is Walter Bowing?”

“No clue. I’ve been staying at his ranch with Dee, but early Sunday night he got pissy from literally the moment I showed up and left. Haven’t seen him since.”

The line fell quiet.

“Don’t leave me hanging. What do you know?” 

“We had a shitload of forensics come in and they’re conclusive. But maybe a little too much so.”

“I’m listening.” Sawyer stumbled backwards into his ergonomic desk chair.

“All of the evidence leads to Walter being the killer. I’ve got DNA under the victim’s fingernails—but it’s junk DNA. Exfoliated skin. A hair. A toenail clipping. Definitive, but as random as the causes of death. They make me think he’s being framed. But by who? And why?

Then we’ve got the branding killings. If Delilah’s testimony is to be believed—and I have no reason not to trust her—Lola was a masterpiece. Stacy and Luke were sloppy. The brand wasn’t the same. Their hair and clothes were messy. There was bruising showing signs of a struggle. I don’t believe they were killed by the same person as Lola.”

“Are you saying there could be three killers?”

“Hell . . .” Adam sighed. “I’m not sure what I’m saying. Adding to this big, steaming bowl of shit-soup is another strange one. That bloody boot print we found by Lola?”

“Yeah?”

“Bovine. I can only presume it was added for artistic flair. The bloody knife and T-shirt match, but no prints or other DNA. So anyway, I need a sounding board and, sad for you, you’re it.”

“Cow blood? Wow. Okay, well, let me run this by you.” Sawyer relayed Mark’s supposed joke about the killer switching to boys.

“Christ . . . this case is a real barrel of monkeys. Mark is untouchable. I mean real salt of the earth, beloved by all. If I so much as hint he’s our guy, my supervisors are going to flip shit.”

“Then let me do it. Unless I get good intel, nobody in your chain of command needs to know.”

“Perfect. Which still leaves us with a very big question—where is Walter Bowing?”

“Wish I knew.”

“I need to know the second you hear. I’m eighty percent sure he’s being framed, but wouldn’t bet my life on it. Consider him armed and dangerous.”

“Will do.” 

Sawyer was about to disconnect when Adam said, “Wait. There’s more.”

“Hit me.”  

“I just got an email advising me that there’s been another rodeo killing—this time in Amarillo. Only get this—the victim was a barrel racer found in her camper. She was posed like Rodeo Queen Barbie. Perfect hair, makeup and a leather pageant gown. Matching cowboy hat with a crown. You win the Jeopardy bonus round if you can guess what she’s sporting as a beauty mark.”

Sawyer’s stomach churned. “A picture-perfect Triple B brand?”

“Ding, ding, ding. Give that man a prize.”

Just what he’d always wanted . . . another dead rodeo queen.

“You know what this means, don’t you?”

“Not entirely. Spell it out.”

“This job was done by Lola’s killer—the real deal. Is it a coincidence that Walter’s out of town? Could be? But we should probably put out an APB on him just in case. Oh—and get Delilah the hell out of that house.”

 Sawyer ended the call feeling worse than when he’d started. He’d always hated Walter, but to believe he was a legit serial killer? No way. No freakin’ way. He trusted Briggs implicitly, but that still didn’t mean it wasn’t a smart call to get Delilah as far from the ranch as possible. What did he lure her with? A spa day? Free shopping at a Colorado Springs mall?

Could she handle the truth? 

Her cell rang three times before she answered. “Hey? Are you on your way back from your mystery mission?”

“Not quite, babe.” Sawyer paced while he talked. “So listen. I need you to do me a favor.”

“Of course.”

“Leave the ranch. Now. Don’t take anything with you but Briggs.”

“Why? You said I was safe here with Briggs. Plus, Zeb and Jersey are around here somewhere, doing odd jobs and repairs.”

“Do it. Leave.”

“Why? You’re not making sense.”

He looked to the ceiling, but found no answer. “Look—I’m going to be straight with you. Adam called and he’s got a lot of evidence stacked against your father. But just in case, I think it would be best if you and Briggs head into town. A forensics team found DNA on each victim from Walter. Hairs, fingernail clippings, etc. I’m not saying he’s guilty. With that kind of evidence, Adam believes he could have just as easily been framed. Ride with Briggs into Colorado Springs. Get a hotel room, lock the door and relax.”

“How can I relax with you spewing garbage about my dad? He’s a lot of things, Sawyer, but not a killer.” But was he? What about the box she’d found in his closet? The boots? She loved Sawyer, but she also loved her dad. If any of this were true—a very big if—he needed help. She’d get Mark to take his case and then find him a doctor. “Are you fabricating these accusations because of the horrible things Daddy said about your . . . heritage?”

“You knew about that? Yet you never said a thing in my defense?”

“I’m sorry. You know I am. But you left. I was hurt, too. But for you to now accuse my father of murder . . . I thought I knew you—I’ve got to go.”

“Why?” 

“Someone’s at the door.” 
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“MARK. I’m so glad to see you.” Delilah crushed her old family friend in a hug. She whispered into his ear, “We need to talk. Alone.”

Briggs glowered behind her. 

“I’m always happy to see you, too, sugar.” Mark shut the door on the blistering heat. “Whew. It’s hot enough out there to fry an egg on a tumbleweed.” Glancing to Briggs, he asked, “And who is this?”

“My newest bodyguard—who is on his way to make me a sandwich, right?”

“Ma’am.” He stood as ramrod straight as if he were guarding the queen. “You know I have orders not to leave you.”

“I’m ordering you to give me privacy with my dear family friend. Don’t worry, if he makes a move for me, I’ll be sure to scream.”

“Ma’am . . . I really don’t—”

“Go!” She pointed toward the kitchen. “I’m in more danger from starving than from this man.”

Briggs refused to budge.

“Fine. If you insist on doing this the hard way . . .” She grabbed Mark by his hand and pulled him into her father’s office, closing and locking the doors behind them. 

“You’re being very childish, ma’am.” Briggs pounded on the curtained double French doors.

“Oh my . . .” Mark helped himself to a seat on Walter’s tufted leather sofa. “It seems I’ve walked in on quite a scene. What’s wrong?”

She waved off his concern. “Everything. I thought Sawyer and I were back on track, but the things he just said . . .” Hands pressed to her chest, she drew her lower lip into her mouth, biting until tasting coppery blood.

“You know you can tell me anything . . .”

Bang, bang, bang on the door.

“Mark, it was awful. He said the police suspect Daddy of being the killer. The very idea is insane. I accused him of blaming my father because of how much they still hate each other. But before that, I was looking for old pictures of Momma and stumbled across a box with all kinds of strange items. And boots that Daddy would never wear. And now I’m terrified Daddy really might be involved in something . . .” Her words trailed off when she couldn’t catch her breath. All of this was too much. 

“This is quite an unexpected development. But relax, darlin’. You know if your daddy finds himself in a spot of trouble, I’ll be happy to take his case.”

Bang, bang. “Ma’am. I will not hesitate to break down this door.”

“My car is right outside,” Mark said. “Let’s skip out the side door and ditch your new friend. We’ll head straight for my office and get to work on your daddy’s delicate affairs.” He was already off the sofa, holding out his hand.

She took it and a few seconds later, they’d exited out a rear door that led to the private patio where Walter smoked his prized Cuban cigars. A few minutes after that, she was laughing while climbing into the passenger side of Mark’s shiny new gold Mercedes sedan. “Gun it!”

“Oh, sugar, you know I will!” Carrying on like they were Thelma and Louise, Mark pressed an ignition button, then slammed his foot to the pedal.

Delilah waved at Briggs when he ran out the ranch’s front door, shouting. 

“Ahh . . .” After fastening her seatbelt, she stretched out on the supple leather seat. “This is better. I was getting cabin fever.”

“I don’t blame you.”

“Have any music?” 

“There might be a few CDs in the glovebox. My satellite radio subscription expired and I haven’t had a chance to renew it.”

Delilah leaned forward, popping open the compartment. She found fast food napkins and ketchup and . . . a plastic bag filled with hair and toenail clippings. Wait—what? Sawyer’s voice rang in her head. They found DNA on each victim from your father. Hairs, fingernail clippings, etc. I’m not saying he’s guilty. With that kind of evidence, Adam believes he could have just as easily been framed. Grabbing the first CD her fingers touched, she quickly withdrew it and slammed shut the door. 

“Find something good?”

“Celine Dion. Sound okay?”

“Love her.”

Delilah’s hands shook so badly that it was a struggle to fit the disc into the player.

“Are you all right?” Mark asked.

“Hungry. I get shaky when I haven’t eaten. If you don’t mind, could we grab a bite to eat?” If she got him to a public place, at least she’d be able to call for help. She’d stupidly left so fast she hadn’t even grabbed her phone. How could she have been so dumb? Still, Mark had always been a friend. Maybe there was an explanation for the clippings? Maybe he did his personal grooming in the car before big cases?

Her heart pounded so loud she was afraid he might hear it.

What was wrong with her? Why hadn’t she believed Sawyer? She claimed to love him, but if that were true, why would she believe him capable of such a lie? Unless it wasn’t a lie, but a terrifying truth? But then if her father had killed those women, what was Mark’s potentially equally sick end game?

“Close your eyes and take a nice rest.” He reached into the center console and withdrew a rag. “When you wake, I’ll make us a positively decadent country spread.”

Wait—when she woke? What was on that rag?

She lunged for the wheel, but when she couldn’t reach, Delilah tried the door handle to find it locked. She swung wildly at Mark, slapping him, clawing his face. 

“Bitch!” The car careened onto the shoulder. 

She nailed him again while he struggled to regain control, but then they approached a straight stretch. He pinned her against her seat with his right arm, then used his left hand to smash the rag over her mouth and nose. A faint chemical sweetness took hold. Chloroform? Mark and the drug were too strong to fight.  

The sunny day faded to black . . .  
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“DAMNIT, BRIGGS. YOU had one thing to do and you botched it.” Sawyer drove like a madman down I-25 from Denver to the Bowing family ranch. “How far behind them are you?”

“Can’t be more than a mile or two. This far out, there’s not even anywhere to go.”

“Shit. Keep looking. I’ll have to get Harding to call in a favor.”

 Fifteen minutes later, there were two choppers in the air—one from Adam’s task force and the other from one of Harding’s mystery donors. 

Sawyer’s palms were sweating so bad he had trouble gripping his truck’s wheel. What the hell was wrong with the woman? Why did she refuse to stay where he asked? He wanted to believe they’d share a life, but how could they when she clearly didn’t trust him on a fundamental level? That didn’t mean he didn’t love her. That he wouldn’t give his life to save her. It simply meant that once he finally did save her, his plan to live happily ever after might not pan out after all.

His cell rang. He punched a button on the wheel to be able to talk hands-free via Bluetooth. “Sawyer, here.” 

“Dude, you’re a genius.” It was Everett, a team member who’d had his own troubles down in Colombia. Thankfully, he and Mary Margaret were now married and reasonably stress-free—unless a rowdy newborn counted. “That list you had me search paid off.”

It was about time something went right. “Lay it on me.”

“Your hunch on Mark Peters was right on the mark. Turns out his mom died at the hands of a serial killer. As a kid, he witnessed it, then spent the rest of his childhood bouncing from foster home to foster home and in and out of juvie. By high school, he finally landed decent housing with a lawyer and his wife. They sent him to college and law school and he basically lives in a field of daisies these days, right?”

“Wait—did his mother’s killer use a brand?”

“Yep. He fingered a guy matching Walter Bowing’s description. He even pointed him out of a line-up. But the kid was five. Who was gonna trust his word against that of one of the richest dudes in the state?”

 Sawyer pushed his truck faster, not sure whether he needed to puke or have a heart attack. His pulse hammered. His tongue turned to sandpaper. Adam had been right from the start—there were two killers. And Delilah was currently joy riding with one of them.

“Fast forward a helluva lot of years,” Everett continued, “and our guy gets pretty handy with a computer. He’s good at all kinds of neat tricks. Hacking, identity theft, overseas money transfers. A look into his private accounts shows massive amounts of cash being transferred from Bowing’s account to Peters’. The dirty little fucker has been bleeding Bowing dry for years. I’m guessing in some elaborate payback scheme for his mother’s murder.”

Sawyer’s head was spinning. He’d had doubts about City Slicker from day one, but never had he foreseen something like this. Why hadn’t he done a search sooner? Probably because he’d let his feelings for Delilah blur what was important—nailing a killer. Or, in this case, two killers.

If something happened to Delilah now? 

He’d never forgive himself. 

So he drove faster and faster until a siren and strobing red and blue lights forced him to the side of the road. 
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“GOOD, YOU’RE AWAKE.” Mark set a plate in front of Delilah on a polished round oak table. It was filled with fried eggs, ham, toast, country-fried potatoes and even a small pile of berries. “I’m excited to get your thoughts on my new mountain hideaway. Your father was generous enough to buy it for me. The funny thing is, he never knew how generous he was being. You, too, for that matter. I so much appreciated Powder Puff’s sale. What she fetched at auction paid for my Bentley. She’s far too nice to bring into the mountains, though, so she’s safe at home. My car—not your horse.”

Delilah shrieked through a duct tape gag. Mark had also taped her hands behind her on a cane-seated, ladder-backed chair. Her back screamed in pain, as did her arms. Her ankles were bound to each of the chair’s front legs. 

“How rude of me. I just now realized I only made a plate for one.” He giggled. “Sorry, sugar.” 

“Mark, hon? Did you remember to pick up shampoo?” 

Delilah’s eyes widened as Jersey crossed the room wearing nothing but a black satin robe and leopard-print slippers. 

“Oh hey, Del. Nice of you to stop by.”

She screamed and fought against her restraints, but fighting them was useless and only hurt more. 

“Thanks for breakfast, sweetie.” Jersey took the plate and ran off squealing with laughter.

Mark gave chase. 

Am I in an alternate universe? Nothing made sense. Or maybe it did. All along, Sawyer’s suspicions about Mark had been right. But her dad, too? All she could pray was that Sawyer would somehow find her in time to stop whatever these two had planned.

“What are we going to do to her?” Jersey asked, taking a seat at the table.

“Patience, love.” Mark joined him, feeding him a blackberry.

From outside came the sound of an engine. Tires crunching on gravel. 

“It’s about time he got back.”

The back door opened and in walked . . . Cal? Lola’s boyfriend? 

He shot her a narrow-eyed glare. To Mark he said, “Dad, I still don’t see why you had to kill Lola. She was a good girl. Gave great head.”

“Watch your foul mouth around a lady.” Mark nibbled a piece of toast while Jersey devoured the eggs. “I already told you I needed practice. Delilah has to close this circle and I expect her to be the piece de resistance. The way you two mangled Stacy and Luke was shameful. 

Tears flowed down Delilah’s cheeks. Why hadn’t she stayed with Briggs? 

“Whatever.” Petulant, Cal stole the last piece of toast. “We did the best we could.”

“Hey—that was mine,” Jersey lunged for the toast.

“Both of you, knock it off. I’ve been waiting for this day for a very long time. Walter Bowing will either rot the rest of his life behind bars or be executed. We’ve got our hands on every dime he’s ever made. As an added bonus, we get to kill his daughter the same way he killed my mom.” His eyes glazed over, looking as if he’d settled into a trance. “My mother was quite a woman. When she wasn’t rodeoing, she was dancing—and she was good. Late at night, she’d hold me on her lap, telling me all about her plans for us to go to Manhattan where she was going to be one of The Rockettes.”

“Classy,” Cal said. 

“Those fillies are sexy.” He gave Jersey a wink. “If I was into fillies.”

Cal asked, “So how is this going to play out, Dad?”

“Now that you’re back with the champagne, I guess there’s no need to delay our celebration of Walter Bowing Independence Day. Cal, you fill flutes for all of us, then Delilah will fulfill her duty of reprising your grandmother’s role. Jersey, since you’re strongest, I’ll give you the honor of strangling her, just like Walter did my mom.”

“Any special technique?” Jersey asked. “Or should I just go for it?”

“Hmm . . .” Mark tapped his lips with his forefinger. “Best as I can remember, Mom was on the floor in front of the sofa. Let’s go ahead and cut Del’s restraints, then we can pose her just right.”

Noooooo! Delilah screamed if only in her mind, struggling harder.

Jersey pulled out the pocket knife she’d seen him use a hundred times around the ranch and on the circuit. He slit the tape around one ankle, then the other before freeing her wrists. 

The instant her arms were free, she leapt from the chair, wildly flinging her arms and kicking, but she couldn’t drag enough air through her flared nostrils and soon tired. Adrenaline kicked in, giving her a second wind, but Jersey effortlessly thwarted her efforts. 

He tossed her over his shoulder like she was a potato sack, then dumped her in front of a navy velvet sofa. All she could focus on was the sofa’s gold piping. How much it must have cost. Was her life really being traded for gaudy décor?

“Her hair’s all wrong,” Mark said. “Although since she’s feeling feisty, let’s kill her first. I’ll style it for photos later. Oh—also, we can’t forget the brand. It’s been so hot the past few days that I didn’t want a fire in the hearth, so I started the gas grill. By now, the brand should be nice and red hot. Sound good, boys?”

They nodded.

She tried fighting again, but Jersey sat on her hips, clamping her wrists in an iron hold.

Eyes closed, she prayed Sawyer knew how much she loved him. Her life’s biggest regret was their fight over the phone. I love you, she said to him through the ether. I’m sorry, I’m—

“Want me to do her now?” Jersey asked. He released her wrists to brace his hands around her neck. 

Arms freed, she pummeled him. But his only reaction was to laugh. “This is going to be too easy,” Jersey said. “Why can’t I rape her first? You know I like switching up my fun.”

She screamed again through her tape.

“Don’t be crude. This day is in honor of my mother. I think it only fitting that Delilah die the same.”

Shaking his head, Jersey was back to squeezing her throat. 

She gagged and coughed, punching him and kicking, but her efforts went unnoticed. The tighter his grip, the less oxygen reached her lungs until her vision faded save for a pencil-thin white light . . .

Was this it? Am I dying? I love you, Sawyer. I always will . . .
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“I’VE GOT A visual on the Mercedes,” the chopper pilot relayed through Harding, who in turn told Sawyer and Briggs, who’d been patched into the call. “ETA till boots on the ground, one minute.”

“Roger that.” Sawyer pushed his truck hard enough up the steep mountain road that if it survived the trip, he’d need a new transmission to make it home.

He peeled around the next corner just in time to watch one chopper land, then the other. The cop who’d pulled him over had followed along to lend his assistance. 

Sawyer slammed the brakes in a fishtail of rising gravel, then jammed the shifter into park and killed the engine. Running for the chalet’s door, he didn’t give a shit about protocol.

His sole priority was Delilah. Keeping her safe. 

Gun at the ready, he kicked in the door. “Dee! Dee, where are you?”

There was no answer. The place was deserted. 

The Mercedes and Hummer parked outside told a different story. 

Harding followed, then Briggs, then an entire freakin’ SWAT team. 

Gunfire erupted. Shots were being fired from an upstairs loft. 

Sawyer ducked behind a marble-topped bar. 

Jersey showed his face long enough to pop off a few rounds. 

Sawyer nailed him. He screamed like a child before toppling into a wooden rail. It cracked and splintered under his weight. An eerie creak filled the seconds of silence before it gave way. Jersey fell onto the back of a metal barstool. The force of his fall impaled him. 

Good riddance.

More shots were fired, but SWAT team guys dodged up the stairs to take the other two shooters alive. Cuffed and in ankle chains, Cal was brought down first and then Mark. 

Mark, Sawyer had expected, but Cal? And Jersey? What pieces of this puzzle was he missing? “Where’s Dee, you slimy prick?”

Mark spit on him.

Sawyer coldcocked him before charging up the stairs himself. 

He found Delilah unconscious, lying on the floor alongside a round bed. Running to her, he knelt, checking her pulse, then her airway. Nothing. Dying a thousand deaths, he found the center of her chest, then started rapid compressions. Over and over he pumped, counting to thirty before giving her two breaths of air. Nothing. Growing desperate, he started over, repeating the cycle. 

“She’s gone,” Harding said.

“No! Fuck that!” Sawyer tried again . . . Twenty-eight, twenty-nine—she gasped and he clasped his fingers behind her back, holding her upright. “That’s it. Breathe, baby. Breathe.” 

She dragged in gallons of air. And then opened her eyes. 

Sawyer was unashamed to weep with joy.  

“Way to go,” Harding patted Sawyer’s back.

Briggs slid down the pine-plank wall onto his ass. Cradling his forehead in his hands, he said, “Sawyer, remind me the next time you ask for a little light help to turn you down.”

“No kidding,” Harding said.

Sawyer ignored them in favor of hugging the woman he loved. 
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Colorado Springs, Colorado

 

THREE DAYS HAD passed since Delilah glimpsed death.

Since then, everything had changed. Playing in odd tandem with the grief over her father’s living end, she had never been more aware of the precious, fleeting state of her own life. Colors looked brighter. Smells were more intense. Sounds carried infinite layers. Most of all, her love for Sawyer had grown into an undeniable gift she’d forever cherish.

He was with her now, holding her hand while they completed the last bit of paperwork required to visit her father who was being held without bail until his pre-trial hearing.

“Are you going to be okay?” he whispered on the way into a holding cell where Walter’s attorney waited with him.

“I think so?” She squeezed his hand. How could a person ever really feel good about discovering her father had pled guilty to murder? During the time she’d been held by Mark and Cal—who both currently awaited trial, the ranch had been turned into an official crime scene. That mystery box she’d found in her father’s closet had been filled with souvenirs. The thought made acid churn in her stomach, but she forced herself to hold it together. She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to see her father again, but at least this once, for her own peace of mind, she needed—deserved—to get the whole story from him.

She and Sawyer had been staying on the reservation in his mom’s trailer. They were still fixing it up, but they were happy. Finally, at peace.

A guard unlocked an iron gate that led to a hall with many doors. He stopped beside the third one, waving a pass card over a locking mechanism. With a click, it opened. He led them into a windowless beige room with no furniture save for six metal chairs and a metal table that was bolted to the concrete floor. 

Her father and the man she presumed to be his lawyer sat at the table’s far end.  

“Thank you,” Delilah said. 

The grim-faced guard nodded.

“Filly!” Walter’s face lit up. 

She sat across from him. Still holding Sawyer’s hand, pain and confusion rendered her unable to even say her father’s name. 

Introductions were made by the lawyer, then it was finally time to have her questions answered. 

“Why?” was all she could think to ask.

“It’s complicated.” Walter dropped his gaze to his cuffed hands and chained ankles. “I’m not even sure. My mother was a barrel racer. Lightning fast and pretty as a picture. She looked a lot like you. But that’s where the similarity ended. She was a fast woman—if you get my meaning. I remember different men sleeping over every night. A constant parade of dirty sex coming in and out of our one-bedroom apartment.” Having paled, he forced a deep, shuddering breath. “Night after night, I’d pretend to be asleep on the sofa when she would howl and moan and these men—filthy pigs—had their way with her over and over again. I hated it. I hated her. One night . . .” He hunched over, pressing his forehead to the metal table. “One of those men touched me. He didn’t just want to be with my mom, but me, too. He started visiting a lot—three or four nights a week. He paid her big money. Hundreds and hundreds of dollars and she was so happy . . .” He continued talking into the table, as if the shame of looking up might be too great to bear. “That man did heinous, unspeakable things to me and I hated him, but I hated my mom even more. More men came. She turned my body into a business. I was only eight years old.” He turned away from them, retching onto the floor. 

His lawyer poured him a plastic cup of water from a plastic pitcher. “Slow down if you want. Take a few deep breaths.”

Silent tears streamed down Delilah’s cheeks. 

“I’m okay,” Walter finally said. He’d reverted to talking into the table. “I lost count of how many men there were. We moved to a fancy Houston apartment. The men now wore suits. This went on until I reached my teens, and one day I just didn’t go home after school. For a while, I lived on the streets. I got pretty good at begging or picking pockets, but there was never enough. I sold myself. My soul. The money was amazing—good enough that I was able to step outside myself whenever I performed certain acts or was used. One day a cowboy wanted to rent me for the whole night. He took me to a rodeo and I saw a queen and she looked just like Momma and I knew—I just knew this was a sign from God that I needed to kill her, so I did. I strangled her, but then I made her real pretty. And I branded her, so she’d never forget it was me. I hated her. I loved her. I also branded myself.” He sat up. It was difficult for him with the wrist restraints, but he raised his shirt. There were four brands on his stomach. 

One for each of the women he’d killed?

“Ironic, isn’t it?” he asked. “How Mark had his vengeance on me for killing his mom, when all along, I was killing mine.” He sipped more water. “Delilah, you need to know that I met your mother and she healed me. I loved her. I love you. And I swear, I never killed again. A few years later, I got word my mom died in a fiery small plane crash and I believed that to be a fitting end. But then Mark came along and I suspected he was somehow dirty dealing me, but I could never prove it. That detective? Adam? He told me Mark’s game. How Jersey was in on it. How they’d even imitated my killing style. Mark even killed that poor woman down in Amarillo. It’s awful. I know what I did was wrong, and I deserve to be punished. But you, Delilah . . . You never deserved any of this. I’m sorry.” He looked to Sawyer. “I’m sorry to you, too, young man. Not that it’s an excuse, but sometimes my guilt ate at me so bad that I lashed out at everyone. It was the only way to make myself sane. To stop myself from once again killing.” The flood of words stopped. He sat higher in his chair, but hung his head as if exhaustion had him on the verge of falling asleep sitting up.

“Guard!” the lawyer called. “The prisoner would like to return to his cell.”

“C-can I hug you?” Delilah asked.

Her father nodded. “I’d like nothing more. I love you, Filly.”

“I love you, too.”

For twenty minutes after her father left, Delilah clung to Sawyer, pouring out her grief through tears and words and most of all . . . unconditional love.
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Three Months Later, Starfish Cove, Turks & Caicos

 

SAWYER PULLED DELILAH into his arms. They stood on a vast, moonlit stretch of sand all alone save for the waves’ gentle lapping. “How are you, Mrs. Crow?”

“Blissfully happy, Mr. Crow.”

They kissed. It somehow felt different. Better. After all the storms they’d weathered, they now stood on what would hopefully be the lee side of life. 

Walter was still behind bars and awaited his trial and sentencing, but he’d volunteered to be part of a program for psychiatrists to study the mind of a serial killer. Because of this, he was expected to serve life in prison with no chance of parole. 

“Was our wedding to your liking?”

“It was perfect—except for Briggs. I think he’s still mad at me for ditching him.”

Sawyer winced. “So am I. Let’s not do that again.”

“Agreed.”

“Like your gift?” He raised her wrist, kissing the white crystal-covered horse charm dangling from a slim gold chain. Sawyer had helped Harding pull strings and raise funds. Powder Puff would be waiting for Delilah when they returned home.

“Like my gift?” He adored her bubbly laugh. “I’m more like over the moon ecstatic. Let’s hope she and Smoky Joe don’t mind sharing their trailer.”

“No kidding. I’ve had enough drama.”

“Amen.” She sobered at the memory of all they’d been through. The friends and loved ones they’d lost. But smiled at their shared future’s brilliance. “I still have one gift to give you.”

“I already have my Rolex. Trust me, babe, that’s plenty.” They’d gotten a ton of money back from Mark. More was expected after his trial.

“I know, but this is a little thing. A really little thing.”

He laughed, nuzzling her neck. “Considering the size of your bikini, and the fact that you have nothing in your hands, it would have to be very little.”

Her adorable grin made his chest swell with pride. Would he ever grow tired of the simple pleasure of looking at her? No. “Well? How long are you going to keep me waiting?”

“Mmm . . . probably about six more months.”

Scrunching his brow, he said, “Wait—I’m not following you.”

“Really, Sawyer? Six months? Think about it. What’s three plus six?”

“Nine. But—oooooh. Wait. You’re not?”

She nodded. “I’m three months along. I didn’t want to tell you until I was sure the baby is healthy and my doctor assures me everything looks perfect.”

“You’re really pregnant?”

“One hundred percent.”

“Wow . . .” He arched his neck, tipping his face toward the moon. “We’re having a baby!” 

Laughing, she went in for a hug, but he swooped her into his arms. “Where are we going?” she asked when he turned back from the shore. “Thought we were skinny dipping?”

“And subject my baby to a possible shark attack or a rogue stingray or sea snake or sailfish stabbing?”

She kissed his cheek. “You do know you’re crazy?”

“Crazy for you.”

Back in their beachside cabana, Sawyer’s cell buzzed so much it nearly fell off the bedside table. 

“Don’t answer,” Delilah said.

“I wouldn’t, but what if it’s work?”

“You’re on your honeymoon. Work can wait.”

“I know, but this will just take a sec.” He swiped to answer the call. “Yo, Briggs. What’s up?”

“Sorry to crash your night, but you know how you owe me a pretty big favor?”

Sawyer sighed. “Come on, man. I’m kind of busy.” 

“I know. And I’m sorry, but this can’t be helped. Remember that hottie I met on vacation? The one with the exotic blue eyes. Her name is India?”

“Uh huh . . .”

“In an amazing coincidence, she’s in a bit of a jam, and you’ll never guess where she is?”

“Turks & Caicos?”

“You must have ESP. First thing in the morning let’s meet up.”

“Why?” Sawyer gazed longingly toward his new bride who lounged on the bed in a tantalizing position. 

“We’re going diving—shipwreck diving to be more precise. But she’s struggling with modern-day pirates, so I kinda promised we’d help . . .”
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Two nautical miles east of Little Palm Cay, Turks & Caicos

 

SHARKS. EVERYWHERE. SO much blood…

India Fanning released air from her buoyancy regulator, descending to the North Atlantic’s sandy bottom to a depth of twenty-two feet. With her back against a coral tower, she waved to her cousin, Turtle—nicknamed because he spent more time beneath the turquoise waters surrounding their island home than in their family gift shop where they were both due to start the evening shift in thirty minutes. A cruise ship was in port, which meant hundreds of rushed T-shirt buyers.

From her vantage, gazing up through crystal clear turquoise water, she clearly made out the feeding frenzy’s cause. The crew of a forty-foot fishing trawler tossed bucket after bucket of chum over the hull. The blood served as a shark dinner bell, calling them in by the dozens. Black and gray-tip reefs, a lemon, even a couple bull. A hammerhead hung back at a cautious distance.  

She considered herself an experienced diver. Not much rattled her. But this . . .

Forcing her breathing to slow she checked her dive computer’s air gauge. Thirteen minutes remained. From her current location, the surface was only a minute swim. Piece of cake—except for navigating through the undulating mass of black-eyed monsters snapping their jaws with enough force for the chilling sound to carry through the water.   

What was wrong with those chumming assholes? The diver down flag bobbing on its blaze-orange buoy was visible a mere ten feet from Turtle’s boat. 

Pulse racing, she waved again at her cousin who seemed oblivious to anything but his new toy. He’d been saving for months for an underwater metal detector and in the week since its arrival, she felt as if they’d put in more dive time than they had in the last few years combined. The Turks were famous for shipwrecks and Turtle was determined to buck family tradition by making his fortune on gold doubloons as opposed to tourist dollars. 

The more chum hit the water, the more frenzied the sharks grew. Foul-tempered, competing with much nipping and thrashing at assorted fish heads and tails and bony remains left after filleting. Smaller sharks had begun feeding on the scarps sinking to the sandy bottom.

Heart pounding, when a three-foot gray turned to her, India slammed his nose with the heel of her hand. 

He thankfully got the hint and swerved right. 

India followed the coral wall where it joined with another in the shape of a Y. Local dive shops brought first-time divers with freshly earned C-cards to the spot for not only its abundance of colorful coral and fish, but because of the unmistakable shape that made for an easily seen rendezvous point.  

A particularly nasty barrel-chested bull shark rammed the hull of Turtle’s prized Boston Whaler. The thump’s concussive force against the fiberglass hull of his fifteen-foot baby was at least enough to have gotten her cousin’s attention—but not in a good way. Instead of descending from the threat, the notorious hardhead showed his fury with the shark and chumming bastards by wildly swinging his detector’s wand, clearing a path for him to reach the surface. 

Turtle, no!

India’s chest ached from the effort of rapid-fire inhalations through her regulator. Air bubbles surrounded her, impeding her view. There was so much blood. What was happening? A masculine cry of terror spiraled through the water like a bullet, piercing India’s soul. 

She wanted to look away, but couldn’t. 

Time froze. Sunbeams sliced through the horror of Turtle’s shredded body parts—his left foot, right arm—sinking only to be snapped between scissoring jaws.

India threw-up into her regulator, then switched to her back-up. 

By the time she’d composed herself enough to force her breathing to slow, her dive computer beeped a low air warning. With her current location a few good kicks from the surface, finding air wasn’t as big of a problem as forcing herself to actually move. Despite balmy water, her limbs felt frozen. Incapable of the slightest shift.  

The beeping grew frantic. 

Overhead, fewer sharks circled, but the fishing vessel remained. Someone aboard turned on music. Reggae celebrated her cousin’s death. Something besides blood was tossed overboard. Plop. Muted laughter sank to her depth along with an empty beer bottle—Kalik.  

Surely the men had witnessed Turtle die. Why hadn’t they been on the radio? Calling for help? Realization dawned, but her panicked, grief-stricken mind had grown as sluggish as her body. Could she take this a step further and assume the men knew Turtle? Wanted him to die? Had they followed him from the marina? If so, they knew she was down here. 

They weren’t fishermen, but monsters. What could Turtle have possibly done to deserve such a horrific end? Were they hanging around to ensure she also died? 

Terror constricted her throat, cramped her already leaden limbs. Her heart pounded in tandem with the dive computer’s urgent warning.

If she didn’t act fast, she would die down here.

Her mother’s warm brown eyes and welcoming smile flashed before her. Her father’s gentle strength and unconditional love. Her grandparents. Aunts and Uncles. She didn’t want to die. There was still so much left to do. Expand the family shop. Maybe college? Find love. Welcome children into her beautiful world. Snapshots flipped through her head, faster and faster until the images were no longer recognizable beyond shock’s kaleidoscopic blur. 

What little air remained in her tank tasted thin and stale. 

Move! her mind screamed.

Her eyes could only focus on a scrap of Turtle’s tropical-print swim trunks.

Moooove!

India wanted to. Planned to. Very soon. When the men and sharks left. 

But when her lungs next reached for air . . .

There was none.
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Dear Reader—

 

Thanks so much for reading Sawyer and Delilah’s story! Hope you’re also enjoying the other titles in the Rodeo Knights series, as well as those in SEAL Team: Disavowed. If you have a chance, leaving even the simplest one-line review would be a great help to each author whose work you’ve enjoyed.

 

Wanna know why Delilah is a barrel racer? Keep reading . . . LOL!!

 

As a kid, I LOVED to read!! I somehow landed on titles featuring girls having wonderful adventures at boarding schools and summer-long camps and dude ranches. More than anything, I wanted to go to Swiss boarding school. Barring that, any camp would do. I became a certified camp junkie! When I was in seventh grade, my parents delivered the most freakishly amazing gift EVER!!! They’d signed me up for a two-week stay at Skull Hill dude ranch in Claremore, Oklahoma.

 

We lived in Springdale, Arkansas at the time, and there were only two-lane roads leading to this then desolate kid-oasis. The drive took forever, but upon arrival at a grassy wonderland surrounded by forest, I was shown my cabin and met my fellow cowgirls. Best of all, I was introduced to my horse, a gentle old paint named, Smoky Joe. He was my new soulmate. We took long trail rides and learned saddling and horse grooming basics. Best of all, we learned barrel racing. I was good--and I mean GOOD!! LOL!! Smoky and I won every race!!

 

To mark the end of our stay, we attended a local small town rodeo. All I remember is meeting a rodeo queen and receiving her autographed photo--which I still have. She was the most glamorous woman I had ever seen, and a barrel racer, and I couldn’t wait to grow up to be just like her!

 

Alas . . . I was a city slicker and when my parents tried enrolling me for dude ranch the next summer, we discovered it had closed. They sent me to a new ranch, but it wasn't the same. My barrel racing career was officially over.

 

Fast forward dozens of years and I've written dozens of books--many with horses named Smoky Joe--including my newest release, Renegade! Oddly enough, my family and I now live thirty minutes from my former dude ranch. One lazy Sunday afternoon while out for a drive, we stumbled across Skull Hill. The cabins were abandoned and the pool dry. The barn had almost caved in and the dirt drive was weed-choked and gated. I had a little cry, but then spotted a horse-filled pasture. I picked a horse that looked like my sweet Smoky and blew him a kiss. The grown-up in me knows it probably wasn't him, but in my heart and stories, Smoky Joe and I will forever take long trail rides and win every race . . .
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