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Renegade. A luxury guest ranch high in the Wyoming mountains…

Six couples, former Wisconsin police chief Val Ryker among them. All fell in love under traumatic circumstances. All are still together years later. And now a private research institute wants to study why.

As long as the couples participate in a few group therapy sessions, they can enjoy a lavish vacation only the wealthiest can afford. Sunrise trail rides, white water rafting, helicopter tours, gourmet dinners under the stars, and much, much more.

But this is no ordinary research study.

Because the billionaire "scientist" behind this doesn't want to study past traumas. He wants to learn how the couples deal with terror in the present. And that data is more important than their lives.

This is a group of survivors. But you can't survive forever...

RENEGADE by Ann Voss Peterson

They'll find out if love conquers all.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Over the past twenty-five years, I have written several different series of books ranging from romantic mystery to spy thrillers, but I’ve always envisioned the stories as taking place in the same world. When I started writing the Codename: Chandler series with J.A. Konrath, that world grew to include the characters in his books as well.

Characters who share histories, friendships, and sometimes conflict.

RENEGADE brings together characters from Rocky Mountain Thrillers, Val Ryker Thrillers, Small Town Secrets, Codename: Chandler Thrillers, and cameos from J.A. Konrath’s Jack Daniels Thrillers.

You can find a more detailed list of the characters on the Cast of Characters page.


PROLOGUE

Welcome to Renegade...

A luxury ranch isolated high in the Wyoming Mountains, this impressive property is owned by Dr. Jensen Pratt. Dr. Pratt inherited his billions from his father Bernard Pratt, founder of Pratt Pharmaceuticals, but he isn’t one to rest in his father’s shadow. Famous in his own right for his bestselling books on improving human relationships by managing fear, Jensen Pratt is on the verge of a breakthrough that could dwarf all his father’s accomplishments and change the world...

This summer, Renegade will be hosting a series of three immersive weekends focused on studying love’s power to overcome fear. We are looking for couples who have fallen in love under traumatic situations and are still together.

Applicants must be willing to participate in group therapy sessions led by Dr. Pratt and let us monitor heart rate, blood pressure, and other vital signs while they enjoy lavish adventures only the wealthiest can afford.

Mountain climbing, white water rafting, helicopter tours, breathtaking trail rides, gourmet dinners under the stars... adventure awaits.

Apply today!


From the pen of Jensen Pratt, PhD

FEAR.

It is humankind’s greatest weakness.

It holds us back, controls us, enslaves us.

All animals fear death, of course. That is a healthy fear, meant to ensure survival of the species.

But human fears aren’t so logical. We can have physical danger staring us in the face and yet our minds choose to focus on something remote that has an infinitesimal chance of affecting us.

We fear flying in an airplane more than we fear driving to work, yet being killed in an automobile crash is around a thousand times more likely.

We are more afraid of sharks than of mosquitos, yet ten thousand times more people succumb to mosquito-borne diseases than shark attacks.

Claustrophobia, Agoraphobia, Monophobia, Enochlophobia, Megalophobia, Microphobia, Phasmophobia, Wiccaphobia, Chronophobia.

Phobophobia.

Pantophobia.

When it comes to fear, humans are irrational.

Big business has used fear to sell every product under the sun, whether we need it or not.

Religion has used the fear of evil to control societies for millennia.

Politicians have only to evoke a vague fear of the other to have us lining up to give them our money, our allegiance, our lives.

Fear will destroy humanity.

It is doing so now.

But by fully understanding it, we can control it.

We can use it for good.

And that’s why my work is so important. That’s why it cannot wait. That’s why I must not compromise in this study no matter the cost.

Only I can do this work. Only I am smart enough, talented enough, rich enough.

The fate of our nation depends on it.

The fate of the world.

And one day humanity will thank me for all I’ve done.


CHAPTER ONE

Lucas and Sophie

One week earlier...

Why had Lucas ever come back to Wyoming?

Everything wrong in his life had taken place here.

Everything... except falling in love with Sophie.

And now, he’d put all they had at risk for a free weekend, a romantic adventure he could have never afforded, when all he really needed was Sophie by his side.

“Got the jackets?” Sophie said when he met her at the front door.

Lucas held up the warm coats they brought as well as a couple of flannel shirts.

Sophie handed him a backpack. She’d cleared out the plastic bag of toiletries, Lucas’ shaving kit, the headphones and paperbacks they’d packed to amuse themselves on the flight. Instead she’d jammed them full of bottles of water, packages of crackers and candy bars, and a first aid kit.

After spending a day trapped in an abandoned mine and a night in the grip of a terror both vague and overwhelming, it felt good to be taking action. Doing something to get the hell out of here.

They left the cabin on foot. The stars in the sky seemed bright as day, but shadow cloaked the stands of lodgepole pine towering around them. They took the road leading to the main lodge, walking quickly, quietly.

When they reached the outdoor bar and firepit, they left the road, keeping tight to the edge of the patios until they reached another stand of lodgepole pine.

Then they picked up the pace, moving as quickly as possible, boots slipping on pine needles, stumbling on juts of rock in the dark.

Did anyone see us?

Are they watching us now?

Lucas half expected to hear shouting behind them. The sound of footsteps. The unmistakable chk-chk of a shotgun racking.

Was that fear real or in his head?

Could he tell the difference anymore?

Hurry, hurry, hurry.

They reached the end of the tree line and followed the corral fence. The horse barn loomed ahead. No lights. No sound. No indication anyone was inside.

Sophie inched up to the door and glanced back at him.

He nodded, letting her know he was ready.

She grasped the knob with one hand, took a deep breath, and pushed inside.

Before Lucas had met Sophie, she’d been a cop, and she clearly had not forgotten her training. Although she had no gun, she cleared one side of the doorway and then the other as she entered, just as Lucas had seen actors do on television. He followed her inside.

The barn was quiet, only the grinding of horse’s teeth and occasional nicker from those who had already finished dinner and were asking for more breaking the still.

“Okay,” Sophie whispered. “Now what?”

“Look for flashlights. Maybe a knife. Anything useful. I’m going to find us a couple of horses.”

Lucas started down the long hall, passing the guest lounge, wash stalls, and saddling area. He finally located the tack room.

Rows of bridles covered one wall, and saddles filled the other three. The air smelled warm with leather, saddle soap, and neatsfoot oil.

Although Lucas had been away from the rodeo circuit for years, this was still his world, and the movements were second nature to him. Even in the darkness.

He picked out a bridle by feel, draped it on his shoulder, chose the closest saddle, a saddle pad, and carried them out to the aisle on his hip.

Since this barn was set up for guests, Lucas assumed any of the horses would fit their needs. He opened the first stall. A friendly bay immediately stepped up to him, nickering for a handout. The animal stood patiently while Lucas tossed the pad and then the saddle on his back, tightened the cinch, and slipped on the bridle.

Good horse.

Used to being ridden by beginners.

Bomb proof.

Perfect.

Lucas led him out into the aisle just as Sophie was hurrying toward him, two pairs of saddle bags in her arms. “Already packed for tomorrow’s sunrise ride.”

“Nice.” He handed the reins to Sophie, took one of the saddle bags and fastened it on the back of the saddle. “This guy should do right by you.”

Sophie stroked the bay’s neck.

Lucas gave Sophie a leg up, and she settled into the saddle.

“Another minute and we’ll be out of here.” Lucas set the second saddle bag on the ground and started back to the tack room. He’d just collected another saddle and bridle when he heard the door open.

Sophie gasped.

Shit, shit, shit...

“¿Qué haces aquí?” a male voice boomed. “¡Para!”

The words registered in the part of Lucas’s brain that still remembered the Spanish his mother’s housekeeper Rosa had taught him so long ago.

What are you doing? Stop!

The man ordered Sophie off the horse.

And then Lucas heard the sound he feared. The soft chk-chk of a pump action shotgun.

Holding the saddle out in front of him like a shield, Lucas charged.

He hit the man with the saddle just as the shotgun fired.

The horse bolted, taking Sophie with him to the far end of the barn.

Lucas pinned the thrashing man to the ground, leaning on the saddle with all his weight. He gripped the shotgun’s stock, yanked it from the man’s hands, and tossed it away.

Lucas had always been strong, and his days on the catamaran had made him even stronger. But his fighting skills came from growing up as an outcast in Wyoming.

Keeping his weight on the saddle, he punched the man in the face.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

The man’s nose bloomed with blood.

His head lolled to the side.

Finally, fist aching, Lucas pushed himself off the saddle.

Someone would have heard the gunshot.

We need to get out of here. And we need to do it now.

He caught up to Sophie’s frightened horse at the end of the barn. Unlocking the sliding door, he led the horse through and slung himself up onto the saddle skirt behind Sophie.

“Hold on,” he shouted in Sophie’s ear, and he cued the horse into a gallop as the wind whipped her hair against his face.

They crossed the pasture, reaching the far gate.

Lucas dismounted to open it, jumping back on once they were on the other side.

They raced down the hill, clearing all the cabins, and didn’t stop until they had reached the creek.

Their horse splashed into the water. Lucas let him stop mid-stream and take a small drink before urging him to move on.

“Lucas...” Sophie’s voice was low, and he could barely hear her over the babbling of the brook.

“We made it, Soph.”

“Lucas... I think... “

“I’m not sure how far Renegade’s land stretches, but it’s got to end sometime. We’ll just keep heading southeast.”

“Lucas, listen to me.”

“You okay?” He brushed her hair back from her cheek.

“No.” She lifted her arm. “I don’t think so.”

In the dark, he couldn’t see blood against her dark jacket, just the glisten of wetness under the starry sky.


CHAPTER TWO

Val and Lund

The present...

Valerie Ryker was so intent on watching the county workers digging out the last thirty feet of rock and mud and vegetation that had collapsed into the creek bed that she didn’t realize she’d forgotten her plans to meet David Lund until he was standing over her, his shadow softening the harsh midday sun.

“Oh, crap. I forgot again. I’m sorry, Lund.”

“No worries.” He leaned down and kissed her.

Val didn’t need to ask how he’d found her here. Between her role as consultant to the sheriff’s department in her home county and getting ready to launch her campaign for the top spot, she’d barely seen her fiancé for weeks, even though they lived in the same house. But if anyone understood her obsession with this place, it was Lund.

He’d been there after all, as had her niece, Grace.

The three of them had barely survived.

Luckily, Dixon Hess had not. But that hadn’t prevented him from haunting her nightmares. And since the cadaver dogs had alerted to this spot in what had once been Mill Creek, she’d stopped by almost every day, hoping to see what was left of him, and put her fears to rest once and for all.

“Did you make a decision about the wedding cake?” she asked Lund.

“Grace and I narrowed it down to three flavors. Lemon poppyseed, mocha ganache, and cheesecake with a seedless raspberry glaze.”

“They sound delicious,” Val said, although she was far from hungry.

“The question is, which sounds the most delicious?”

“You choose.”

“It’s your wedding too.”

“You’ve tasted them. I trust you.” Val could feel him studying her face. She kept her eyes on the workers.

“They find anything?”

“Not yet. But they have to be close.”

“You’ve been saying that for months now.”

“They’ve been close for months.”

More months than she cared to think about. But when half a bluff slides off into the creek, it takes time to dig through it all to find a human body.

But he was there.

He had to be there.

The cadaver dogs said so. And Val needed to be here when they dug him up. She needed to see whatever was left.

Lund crouched down next to her and watched the men work for a good ten minutes before he spoke. “We can postpone, you know. Or cancel. I don’t need a piece of paper. As long as you’re with me, I’m good.”

Val groaned silently. It wasn’t right, how patient Lund was with her. If things were reversed, she’d probably want to choke the shit out of him. She wanted to now, just for the crime of making her feel guilty.

“I don’t want to postpone. It’s just...”

“There’s a lot on your plate.”

It sounded even worse when he was making excuses for her. “I shouldn’t run for sheriff.”

“Where did that come from?”

Val nodded at the digging. “This.”

“The Dixon Hess mess is over. You need to move on, and if that means running for sheriff, then that’s what you need to do.”

That damned Lund patience again.

“You don’t even want me to run.”

“Of course I don’t.”

“Then why are you urging me to?”

“I wouldn’t call it urging. But if you feel it’s something you need to do...”

“That’s just it. I don’t know. I don’t know anything.” She focused back on the digging. “I guess I was hoping that finally seeing him dead would help me face things... maybe move past it all.”

“That’s actually why I had to find you. Remember that retreat I told you about?”

Val just stared at him, mind blank, feeling even worse.

“The one I applied for. Remember? The ad was in one of your police magazines.”

“Sorry.”

“Wyoming... Luxury ranch in the mountains called Renegade... they say they’re conducting a study... face your fears while playing cowboy...”

“Oh, yeah,” Val said, the memory clicking into place. “I totally forgot about it. I have to be the worst fiancée ever.”

“Well... we were accepted.”

“Congratulations, us?”

“I bought plane tickets to Cody.”

“Wyoming?”

“That would be the one.”

“You bought them already?”

“And they’re not refundable.”

Maybe Lund wasn’t quite as patient as she gave him credit for. “You assumed I’d back out.”

“I thought you might, yes, but now... I don’t think we should go.”

“No... no... You’ve been looking forward to it.” Besides, she owed Lund far more than a weekend retreat. “It’s fine. And who knows, maybe it’ll be good for me.”

“I’m not so sure about that.”

Val tore her focus from the workers and looked up at Lund. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t think you’ll find this good, exactly.”

“Oh, come on. I know I’ve been a pain in the ass. You deserve to have some fun. Besides, I like playing cowboy. Not as much as you do, but no one on earth likes it as much as you.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” He pulled up something on his phone and held it out to Val. “This is the confirmation I got from Renegade.”

She didn’t see anything at first. A nice thank you for helping humanity by participating in the study and a promise that they would have a great time along with photos showing people enjoying said great time. Mountain climbing. White water rafting. Horseback riding. Fly fishing in a mountain stream. She was about to hand Lund’s phone back when she focused on the face of one of the fishermen.

Val’s pulse kicked up about five notches. “Can’t be.”

“No. It can’t.”

She glanced back at the workers digging for the corpse and then back at the picture.

It couldn’t be him. It had to be her imagination. And yet, Lund had brought this to her, so he must see the resemblance too.

“Could be an old picture. Stock photo or something,” Val suggested.

“Maybe...”

“Have you called the ranch?”

“Sure did.”

“And?”

“The woman who answered, an Amy something, said it was a photo shoot specifically for this study... taken about a month ago.”

Val had prepared herself to hear Lund say something like that. At least she’d thought she’d prepared herself.

But there was no preparing for something like this.

Val pulled in a deep breath. “I guess there’s no point sitting here staring at dirt if he’s still alive.”

Lund looked grim. “You know, if he is still alive, that might be exactly what he wants. To lure you out there.”

Val thrust herself to her feet. She needed to move, to walk, to... do something. But what? She began to pace.

“None of this makes sense. Chandler said she killed him.”

“She did.”

“Maybe she was mistaken.”

Lund shook his head. “I doubt it. But even if she was, he couldn’t have survived the explosion, let alone the avalanche. And then he takes a trip to a luxury ranch in Wyoming for a photo shoot?”

“You’re right. Of course you’re right. Occam’s razor. The simplest explanation is probably the accurate one. It’s not him.”

Wanting to believe what she’d just said, Val looked at the picture again.

Lund let out a sigh. “Call Jack. See what she thinks.”

Jacqueline “Jack” Daniels had been Val’s lieutenant in the Chicago Police Department back when she’d first become a cop. Val’s mentor and role model back then, Jack had become a good friend over the years.

No, it was more than that.

She was like Val’s older sister. And one of the few people in her life who understood her obsession with Dixon Hess.

Val pulled out her phone and tapped Jack’s number.

She picked up on the third ring.

“What would you do?” Val asked once she’d filled Jack in on the little they knew.

“I would stay home and prepare for the announcement that you’re running for sheriff.”

“I’m not sure I should go ahead with that.”

“Smart. Then I would stay home and marry that firefighter of yours.”

Val didn’t answer.

“Not sure you’re going ahead with that either?”

“No, I’m definitely going ahead with that. Just not sure when.”

“You have to pull the trigger on something, Val.”

Maybe Jack was right. And if Val needed to pull the trigger on something, maybe hunting down this Dixon Hess lookalike was that thing. “Okay. I am. I’m going to Renegade.”

“Renegade?”

“It’s the name of the ranch.”

“If you already have your mind made up, why did you call?”

“I... I was wondering...” Val stalled, a plan forming in her head.

“Wondering... what?”

“Couldn’t you and Phin use a little getaway? It’s a luxury guest ranch. Like really nice. And the whole thing is free if you answer a few questions for their study.”

“And you’d like someone there to watch your back?”

“Something like that.” Val told her the date.

“Can’t,” Jack answered. “Sam’s soccer finals are that weekend.”

“So it finally happened. Lieutenant Jack Daniels is a soccer mom.”

“Assistant soccer mom. Phin is the main soccer mom. He wears a black-and-white ref jersey. It’s adorable. Don’t tell him I said that.”

“So he coaches and he’s a ref? That doesn’t seem... fair.”

“Child sports in the burbs are complicated, Val. Want me to explain?”

“No.”

“Ask Chandler to go.”

Val physically recoiled at the suggestion. “That’s another no. A much bigger no.”

“Aren’t you over that? You weren’t with Lund when he and Chandler—”

Val glanced Lund’s way and kept her voice low. “Let’s move on to a topic other than kids’ sports and people our partners have had sex with.”

“Fine. Want to compare hot flashes? That shit doesn’t end with menopause.”

Val chuckled. She should end the call, let Jack go back to her life. And she should go back to hers. But what was her life, exactly? Working, taking care of her horses, and watching men move dirt whenever she got a spare moment? “He’s dead... right?”

“Hess? Probably. A while ago I would have said yes. But these assholes have a habit of coming back.”

Jack had been through a lot over the years. One of the things they had bonded over. One of the reasons Val trusted her advice so much.

“Hey, I have an idea,” Jack said. “Fleming can look into Hess. She needs something to do after she came back from low earth orbit.”

Fleming was Chandler’s sister. “I’d rather not.”

“The rescue ship got there just as she was down to her last three minutes of oxygen. Can you imagine being in space, a thousand miles high, trying to fight panic and conserve your breath, waiting for a billionaire to send up a rocket? It’s like a movie.”

“It pays to have friends in high places.”

“Who? The billionaire? Or Fleming, orbiting the world? Can’t get higher than that. At least, not without edibles.”

“Let’s keep that whole family out of my business.”

“How about Harry McGlade? He has some resources.”

“Big giant no,” Val said. She didn’t hate Harry, not like she did Chandler, but a weekend with Harry McGlade would feel like a month. No, more like a year. “I’m sure it’s just someone who looks like Hess. It won’t be a big deal. Lund and I will be fine.”

“Sure?”

“Yeah,” Val said, although she wasn’t sure at all. Not about anything except that if Dixon Hess was still alive, he wouldn’t be for long.

She would make sure of it.


CHAPTER THREE

Melissa and Nick

Melissa had lived in Wyoming for nearly three years, but this was her first visit to the famous Irma Hotel in Cody.

Built by William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody in 1902 and named for his daughter, the Irma Hotel was a historical landmark wrapped up in a blast from the Old West past, complete with animal heads on the walls, stamped tin ceilings, and a gorgeous cherry backbar given to Buffalo Bill by Queen Victoria.

Add in the fun mix of country and rock being played by a band called The Buskings and a cold beer on a warm night, and Melissa felt as if she and Nick were on vacation.

This trip was anything but.

“How are you supposed to recognize her?” Nick asked, squinting into the crowd.

“She said she’d be wearing a silverbelly Stetson.”

“You’re kidding, right? Half the people here are wearing Stetsons, including me.”

“I’m pretty sure you’re not my new client.” My first client.

“What tipped you off?”

“Hair’s too short. She also seemed, I don’t know, less crabby on the phone.”

“I’m not crabby.”

“He said... crabbily.”

Nick’s grumpy pout broke into a sheepish smile. “You’re tense, and I’m making it worse, aren’t I?”

Melissa shrugged. She probably shouldn’t be so nervous. She’d worked as an investigator for the district attorney’s office in Denver for years. She had more than enough skill and experience to be a private investigator. Hanging out her own shingle didn’t change that.

But somehow, it felt as if it did.

It didn’t help that this was a missing person’s case. The stakes couldn’t be higher.

“Melissa?” a drop-dead gorgeous blonde wearing the promised silverbelly Stetson and rodeo champion belt buckle crossed the dance floor to their table. “You look just like you described yourself.”

Melissa smiled and tried to remember what she’d told the woman over the phone. Short? Fat? Plain?

Now I’m feeling insecure about my looks?

I’m a professional. Better get over the nerves and start thinking like one.

Melissa stood and held out her hand. “Kylie, this is my husband, Nick.”

“Great to meet you. My husband is home with our son. Do you have any kids?”

“A son. Jason.”

After a few niceties, some small talk about raising boys, and a quick comparison of each of their local elementary schools, they settled down to discuss the case.

“It’s my friend, Lucas and his girlfriend Sophie,” Kylie said.

“Do you have a photo?”

“Oh, yeah... of course.” Kylie pulled out her phone, and with a few taps, she texted Melissa a picture of an attractive couple. She was a curvy blonde with a bright smile that made her look as if she was on some kind of exhilarating adventure. He was quieter, black hair, darker skin. His body looked like he spent a lot of time in the gym, and his thoughtful expression suggested even more time in the library.

“They live in San Francisco. Lucas grew up here, but now he charters tours of the bay in his catamaran.”

“Nice,” Nick said under his breath.

“And what does she do?” Melissa asked.

“Sophie? She used to be a cop. Now she’s a private investigator... like you.”

“She wasn’t on a job, was she?”

“Oh, no. Nothing like that. They flew in from San Francisco to go to Renegade. It’s a guest ranch. Kind of a legend around here. Super expensive and luxurious. The best of the best. Only millionaires go there. That kind of place.”

Nick leaned in a little. He’d always wanted to see Renegade. Having committed to turning his own ranch into a guest destination, he was keen to check out the competition.

“And Lucas can afford that kind of weekend?” Melissa asked.

“No. I mean he’s not broke, but he sure isn’t rich. Renegade is hosting these retreats. Part of a study, I guess. Supposed to help you move past your fears and embrace life or something.”

“And Lucas and Sophie were part of this study?”

“Yeah. Lucas wanted to teach Sophie to ride. She was kinda afraid of horses, and he was a rodeo champ, you know. That’s how I met him.”

“What do you know about this study?” Melissa asked.

“Not much. It’s been going on for a couple weeks now, I guess. They take like four different couples each weekend.”

“What kind of couples are they looking for?” Nick asked, no doubt trying to figure out how to get an invitation.

“Well, the application called for couples who’d met under traumatic circumstances.”

“Application?” Melissa echoed.

“You apply to be part of it. If they choose you to be in the study, you get a free weekend at Renegade.” Kylie pulled something up on her phone and slid it toward Melissa. “This was the ad they answered.”

Beyond the photo of mountain climbing, white water rafting, and a happy couple fly fishing, the ad outlined exactly what Kylie had mentioned and no more.

“Ben and I applied too. But they turned us down.”

“You and your husband met under traumatic circumstances?”

“Well, not exactly. We knew each other before. But we fell in love under traumatic circumstances.”

“Seems like there’s a lot of trauma going around,” Nick observed.

Kylie tilted her head in a silent question.

“We got together in a similar way,” Melissa explained.

“Then you can apply for the study. It’s this weekend, but you still might be able to get in. Worth a try, right? It’s the only way you can go there and find out what happened to Lucas and Sophie... unless you’re some kind of millionaires. Are you?”

“No,” Nick said, back to his crabby mood.

Melissa resisted the urge to glare at Nick. “You said the study was focusing on fear? What fears were Lucas and Sophie trying to move past?”

“I don’t know. Maybe commitment? Lucas and I dated a few years ago, and that was always kind of his thing.” Kylie paused and smiled a little. “I do know Lucas brought an engagement ring with him. He showed it to me, and it’s so beautiful. The main stone is like this big emerald, which is so classy, don’t you think? But then it has diamonds too that sort of surround it. Just amazing.”

Melissa gave Kylie a smile, wanting to show she was interested but not enough for Kylie to describe the ring further. “When is the last time you heard from them?”

“They were only supposed to be there for the weekend. Back by Sunday evening. So that’s three days. No wait, two.”

“Did you call the ranch?” Melissa asked.

“It’s isolated. In the mountains. They don’t have phone lines up there.”

“They probably have a satellite phone,” Nick said.

“Maybe,” Kylie said. “But I don’t have the number. I called the office, which is supposed to be here in Cody, and the woman said I couldn’t reach the ranch.”

“Well, that’s a bit weird.”

“Right? So I went to the office, and there’s some drug company there. Nothing to do with the ranch.”

“Drug company?”

“You know... pharmaceuticals? I talked to a woman who worked there, and she thought it must be a mix-up. So I called the sheriff, but he said there was nothing he could...” Tears welled in Kylie’s big blue eyes. She blinked and fluttered her fingers as if fanning them away. “He said it’s too big an area, and Lucas and Sophie haven’t been missing long enough. But they have. They were supposed to be back on Sunday. They wouldn’t just flit off. They know I would worry.”

“It will be all right,” Nick said. “We’ll apply for the retreat, and Melissa will find out what happened.”

Melissa shot him a look.

“Won’t we?”

“Please?” Kylie said. “If you don’t, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

Melissa took a sip of her beer to give herself a moment to think.

The sheriff was right. Two days wasn’t long. The couple could have simply decided to stay a bit longer to celebrate their engagement.

And then there was the question of whether she and Nick would be approved to be in this study at this late date.

But in the end, Melissa was here to serve her client. And Kylie was the only client who’d responded to her ads. “We’ll apply for the study. If they accept us, we’ll see what we can find out about your friends.”

“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you,” Kylie said, grabbing her hand and squeezing it. “I just know you’re going to find them and everything will be okay.”

Melissa nodded... confidently... she hoped.

Nick grasped Melissa’s other hand and squeezed it under the table. “Don’t worry. Melissa is good at this stuff.”

She gave Nick a grateful glance. At least he believed in her.

She just hoped he was right.


CHAPTER FOUR

Chandler and Heath

I hadn’t had a vacation in... ever.

I’d tried a time or two, but things had always gone wrong.

Most of the time, it was the usual sob story. I’d be called back for work. Couldn’t count how many times that happened.

Once or twice someone had tried to kill me, and it had ruined the whole vacay vibe.

And recently there was that “girls’ weekend” with a friend that ended up being more of a horror show than any kind of getaway.

I had officially given up on vacations.

But then Jacqueline Daniels, the aforementioned girls’ weekend friend, called.

I owed Jack. And even if I didn’t, if she needed a favor, I wouldn’t refuse. She was a good friend. My only friend, if you didn’t count my sisters...

Well, sister. The other one was a psychopath.

But this favor was asking a lot.

Still, I agreed.

I’m crazy that way.

I’m a spy.

A clandestine missions/assassinations/traveling the world sort of spy. I’d spent my life doing terrible things for the United States government. But a few weeks ago, I’d changed my life entirely.

I’d gotten engaged.

To another spy.

And then we’d both retired.

We’d just finished making love when I described our upcoming weekend plans to my fiancé.

“Interesante, bonita,” was all Heath said. But his mischievous smile made me want to call Jack back and tell her there wasn’t a chance in hell we were going on this retreat/study thing.

“You seem a little eager about this. That worries me.”

“Worry is a waste of energy, querida. We are used to living exciting lives, no? And while our time in bed has been muy emocionante, I fear we are not built for so much lounging around.”

“I don’t have much choice about the lounging at the moment.” I motioned to my leg.

Recently shattered, it was now held together by a dozen steel pins sticking out of my flesh. A brace made of black steel rings encircled the whole painful mess from knee to ankle, keeping the pins in position and allowing the bone to heal.

It was quite a fashion statement, and a major pain in the ass to deal with.

“Broken bones are temporary,” Heath said.

“I thought this engagement thing meant we’re settling down.”

“We will get married, mi amor, but we are not settling. Does a marriage license mean we are animals to be put out to pasture? No. We are fighters. It is who we are. We need to be in the ring facing the matador.”

“So you’re a bull and that makes me... what, a cow?”

“Never.” He skimmed his fingertips over my naked belly and began circling one nipple.

I tried to be indignant, but he was right. I’d felt it too. Restlessness. Boredom. Far too much lounging. Not a great way to start our life together. “Maybe we aren’t cut out for domestic bliss. Have you ever thought about that?”

“Oh, we are definitely cut out for bliss.” He brought his mouth to my nipple, kissing and nipping, and then set about delivering on the bliss part.

He succeeded. Again.

But after the blush of passion cooled, I was left with the nagging worry that our settled life was going to be a problem for him.

Probably for both of us.

“All right. Renegade, here we come.”

He stretched out beside me, warm skin on warm skin. “I am looking forward to meeting your friends.”

“They aren’t my friends.”

“He was your friend, no? This David Lund.”

“You’re going to embarrass me, aren’t you?”

Heath’s smile grew wider. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“I’m going to call Jack back. Tell her we’re busy.”

“Oh, come on now, mi amor. You cannot deny me the pleasure of meeting the only other man on earth who captured your heart.”

Of course, there was one other man who fit that description, although I was only fourteen at the time, and Cory was an abusive predatory headcase who had used me and left me for dead.

Good times.

But I’d already told Heath that sordid tale, so I kept my mouth shut.

Heath rambled on as he went back to littering kisses over my naked skin. “Days of adventure, nights making love under the stars. It will be fun.”

That part would be fun.

But that wasn’t the only part of this. There was also the reason Jack had asked us to go on this trip in the first place.

A possible serial killer sighting—a man I had been certain I’d killed.

“So we have our weekend plans set, no?”

We would fly to Wyoming to visit a rich man’s dude ranch, despite my broken leg and misgivings. And all of it to help a woman who despised me and a man I once loved... who also despised me.

“Sure... it will be fun,” I said. And compared to the monotony that had fallen over our day-to-day life since the drama with his father and my sister had come to an end, I might have even meant it.


CHAPTER FIVE

Val and Lund

Val had settled into her seat next to Lund in the helicopter and had just slipped on her headphones when she saw her.

Chandler.

She looked the same as Val remembered, pretty but not remarkable, lithe in her movements, cold expression on her face, but the similarities ended there. Her hair was totally different. The first time Val had seen her, she’d worn a blond pixie cut. The next time a chin-length brunette bob. Now her hair brushed her shoulders, layered and the red-brown color of Cherry Coke. And Val wasn’t sure if she’d ever seen her wearing shorts.

But the biggest differences were the collection of bruises and scrapes on her face, the crutches, and the pins sticking out of her leg.

“What happened to you?” Val asked, before she remembered she didn’t want to talk to his woman at all.

“Family drama.” Chandler took a seat at the front of the ‘copter. She glanced over her shoulder. “Hi, Lund. You’re looking good.”

“Hi, Chandler. You, too.”

Val ground her teeth, just a little.

“Why are you here?” she asked Chandler.

“You know the answer to that.”

“Jack asked you to come.”

“That’s not the only reason.”

Hess. Chandler was here for Hess.

After Dixon Hess’s death, Chandler had written Val a letter taking credit and blame for setting off the explosion that killed Hess. Val didn’t know much about the “rules” for assassins, if they had any at all, but apparently Chandler felt as if she needed to finish the job.

Or maybe she just doubted Val could manage it alone.

Val didn’t know whether to be insulted or grateful.

A man stepped up into the craft behind Chandler. Wearing a patch on one eye, he resembled a swashbuckling pirate straight out of the movies—good-looking, dramatic, and larger than life despite being five foot ten on tiptoes. He paused to survey Val and Lund, and his lips tilted in a grin.

“Are you not going to introduce us, mi amor?” he said to Chandler.

“This is Heath,” Chandler said over her shoulder. “My fiancé.”

“And you must be David Lund and Valerie Ryker. I’ve heard so much about you.”

Chandler shifted in her seat. “No, he hasn’t.”

Heath’s grin grew wider. “And the lack of information tells me how special you two must be to my bonita.”

“Nice to meet you, Heath,” Lund said. He stood, looked down at Heath, and offered his hand.

Heath took it, and the men shook. “Mucho gusto,” Heath said.

“El gusto es mío,” Lund countered.

“You speak Spanish.”

“A coworker taught me a little.”

“You’re a firefighter, right?”

“Fire chief. And you?”

“Oh, I do many things. But these days, I am retired.”

“You seem young for that.”

“Sometimes it is not the age but the mileage that matters. And the great wealth one has amassed,” he said, dropping the lid of his good eye in a wink. “Besides, Chandler and I have better things to do than work, if you know what I mean.”

“Val and I know exactly what you mean.” Lund wrapped his hand around Val’s waist and hugged her to his hip. “Right, babe?”

Awkward. With the promise of more awkward to come.

“If you two are done measuring your dicks, there’s a line behind you waiting to get on the helicopter,” Chandler said dryly.

“Whatever you desire, mi bonita.” Heath kissed her hand theatrically then took his seat.

Val focused on the other two couples boarding, doing her best to avoid looking—or even thinking about—Chandler and Heath.

Both of the men in the newly arrived couples were decked out in hats, boots, Wrangler jeans, and good-sized belt buckles. But while one also acted the part of the cowboy, with an open smile and relaxed manner, the other noticed everything about everyone through narrowed eyes. As he waited to board, he stood with one leg slightly back and away in a classic cop stance.

Protecting his gun side.

The women were equally as distinct in their body language, if not their appearance. Both blond, the one who belonged to the cop sported a pixie cut, prescription glasses shielding her big green eyes, and the excitement of a normal person on an adventure.

On the other hand, Val pegged the cowboy’s companion as yet another cop. Pretty with a strawberry blond shoulder-length bob, the cowboy’s woman not only had the stance and mannerisms of a police officer, she seemed to be scrutinizing the others on the helicopter as intensely as Val—and likely Chandler—were.

Val leaned close to Lund. “Is this study focusing on police officers?”

“Not that I know of. But the ad was in one of your cop magazines. Is everyone here a cop or something?”

“I think so, yeah. Except for...” She nodded at Chandler and Heath.

“Then I guess that means that if Hess is at this ranch, our backs are covered.”

“Maybe so.”

“Cowboy adventure, here we come!”

The pilot—clearly former military judging from his shorn red hair, tattoos, and straight posture—gave them a tourist-friendly spiel about the Absaroka Mountain Range and other landmarks they would be flying over on their way to Renegade. He advised them to contact anyone they had to before takeoff, since they would soon be out of range of cell towers. And lastly instructed them to buckle up and put on their headphones.

Val sent a quick love you text to her niece Grace on an app called QuikYak and another text to Jack featuring the name Chandler and an eyeroll emoji. Then she donned headphones and seat belt, and took her sunglasses out of her cross-body sling bag and slipped them on.

Then after the pilot completed his safety checks, he lifted the craft into a hover, transitioned to forward motion, and they were off to Renegade.

The flight to the ranch was amazing. So amazing, Val almost forgot about Chandler and her guy sitting in the seat in front of them.

Even though it was June, snow dusted the mountain peaks in white. Alpine lakes pooled between jags of gray rock, glinting in the sun like turquoise glass. Lodgepole pine and subalpine fir rose tall and green in gorges. Fallen trees and rocks jumbled at the base of steep slopes.

The mountains seemed to go on and on under the wide cloudless sky.

Lund took her hand in his and smiled at her with the excitement of a little boy. Despite the anxiety over the possible Hess sighting and the tension caused by the woman sitting in front of them, Val returned his smile with a heartfelt one of her own.

There was a certain reassurance in having other officers on the trip. People who had training and were good in a pinch. And that had to include Chandler, who probably had ten times the training as the rest of them combined.

But the one who mattered most to Val was the guy sitting next to her. As long as Lund was with her, they would get through this.

No matter what they faced.

At least she hoped so.

They’d done it before.


CHAPTER SIX

Melissa and Nick

The flight to Renegade left Melissa breathless. She’d grown up in the shadow of the Rockies, in Denver, but she’d never flown over them except in airplanes that traveled too high to see much detail on the ground.

A tour by helicopter was a totally different experience.

“Once we get the ranch up to speed, we are definitely going to have to add helicopter tours,” Nick said, pulling off his headphones once they’d landed.

“And where are we going to find the money for that?”

“I said, when we get things up to speed.”

Nick was delusional if he thought his humble little guest ranch was ever going to compete with a place like Renegade. While the Circle J Ranch was charming and offered tourists a taste of real western adventure, it was more of a middle-class family place, and nowhere near a millionaire’s luxury vacation destination.

Melissa hated to be a wet blanket about money all the time, but someone had to be realistic. If it was up to Nick, she wouldn’t be working outside the ranch at all, and there would be nothing but tourism and the few cattle they sold each year to pay the bills.

Nick was a dreamer. And he made a small hum in his throat as he daydreamed now. “I wonder if the Bell 429 is as reliable as the old Bell 407.”

“Maybe you could ask the pilot.”

“Maybe I should ask him how much his boss might want for it.”

Totally delusional.

“You realize this helicopter is probably paid for by Pratt Pharmaceuticals, and not the ranch at all.”

“I don’t know, they charge an awful lot for folks to stay here... I’ve heard, anyway. And they’re known for hosting celebrities and sports stars and the like. Man, I bet it’s something.” He glanced out the windows and bounced one leg, obviously itching to get out and look around.

Melissa leaned close to Nick’s ear. “I want to hold back, let everyone else get out first.”

“They’ll probably take the best cabins...” Nick gave her a teasing glance.

“I think we’ll manage.” She laughed a little despite her nerves. Nick always had a way of defusing her tension.

He sat patiently while everyone cleared out of the craft, even the woman with the broken leg, his own nervous leg bouncing the entire time.

Finally, it was their turn.

The helipad looked like one you might find anywhere in the city; a square of pavement decorated with a big yellow circle and capital H inside. But around them was nothing but beauty.

One side of the helipad opened to the type of amazing mountain vista they’d seen on the flight. The other side featured a covered walkway. Constructed of stone and pine logs and dotted with planters filled with colorful blooms, the path led them to a sprawling main lodge, also built of logs and stone, that clung to the side of the mountain.

The area surrounding the lodge boasted a massive swimming pool, hot tub, firepit, and an open air dining room and bar. Pine walkways and small bridges connected each of the complex’s amenities.

Nick let out a low whistle. “This is... wow. The Circle J needs some work.”

The group gathered in the bar area, each couple taking in the view of snowy peaks across the deep valley. And Melissa noted that in addition to the main lodge, she could see cabins dotting the slope here and there, each nestled in its own private area.

“Hello, everyone,” a woman’s voice projected over the group. “My name is Amy, and I’d like to welcome you to Renegade.”

They all turned toward a petite, curvy woman with brown curly hair and pink cheeks. She was holding a clipboard. Dressed in a western shirt, boots, and an expensive straw cowboy hat, she was perfectly attired for the upscale ranch setting except for one thing.

Amy wore the thickest, most dramatic false eyelashes Melissa had ever seen. They perched on her upper lids like two furry caterpillars in danger of falling off every time she blinked.

It was downright disconcerting.

“Our ranch hands will bring your bags from the helicopter to your assigned cabins. And we’ll get started with a welcome drink and your welcome orientation.”

“Will we be meeting the staff at this orientation?” The woman asking was a serious-looking blonde, about a decade older than Melissa.

Melissa perked up. Meeting the staff might give her a chance to pass Lucas and Sophie’s pictures around. “It would be great to meet the people who work here,” she added supportively.

The blonde gave her a reserved nod.

“The orientation is to get you ready to participate in our study,” Amy explained, not really answering the question. “Tonight we will be serving a group gourmet dinner under the stars and a campfire where you’ll have the opportunity to meet Dr. Pratt.”

“And the rest of the staff?” the woman prompted again.

“Dr. Pratt is a world-renowned researcher on the cusp of a major discovery.” Ignoring the question, Amy sounded as if she was reading a brochure. “He will explain our groundbreaking study and discuss your activities for tomorrow. After that, you’ll be on your own to enjoy all Renegade has to offer. Now let me pull up your cabin assignments and we can get you those welcome cocktails!”

But the woman wasn’t ready to give up. “How many people work here on the ranch?” she asked.

Amy paused and looked down at her clipboard. “And you are...”

“Valerie Ryker.”

“And David Lund,” the man with her added. “Although you can call us Val and Lund.”

“Welcome,” Amy said, but it sounded less cheery and more strained this time. “You’ll be staying in... Paradise.”

“Nice,” the man with the eyepatch said under his breath.

“And the staff?” Valerie persisted.

“You’ll find a description of the ranch and a map in your orientation packet.” Amy handed the woman a thick manual and returned her attention to her clipboard. “Do we have a... Shanna and Jake?”

“Jace,” corrected the man who’d arrived at the same time as Melissa and Nick. Although he was wearing a hat and boots, Melissa could tell he was no rancher. He had police officer written all over him.

The perky looking woman with him raised her hand. “That’s us. Shanna and Jace.”

“You’ll be in the Majestic Wood Cabin.”

The man with the eyepatch chuckled.

Amy passed out another packet and checked her list again. “Melissa and Nick?”

Nick’s hand shot up. “Give us a great one!”

Amy gave him a polite press of the lips. “You will be in the Sugar Mounds Cabin.”

The man with the eyepatch let out a whistle this time.

Nick chuckled and accepted the thick packet.

“And Jacqueline and Phineas?”

Val and Lund both spun around, as if surprised to hear the names.

“That would be us, gracias,” the man with the eyepatch said.

The woman with the broken leg nodded. “And you can call us Jack and Phin.”

“The two of you will be in Rocky Knob.”

“¿Perdón? They get names like Sugar Mounds, Majestic Wood, and Paradise, and we are left with Rocky Knob? There must be a mistake.”

Amy glanced down at her clipboard. “No, Rocky Knob it is.”

The woman with the broken leg let out a laugh. “Sounds perfect. Now where are those welcome drinks you promised?”

“Not so fast.” Amy handed the woman the last orientation packet. “At the front of each packet there is paperwork each of you must complete and sign. There is also a detailed questionnaire that will help you start thinking about your fears. That’s why we’re here, remember? To move past those fears. Do not leave anything blank. Our bartender, Gunner, will check it all over when you’re finished, and if your information is complete, he will get you your cocktail.”

“Oh goody,” Lund said, dryly. “Homework first and then booze.”

“Hi, everyone.” The bartender waved to the group. Short dark hair and straight posture, he looked pure military, except for the trim goatee on his chin.

“There are pens on the bar,” Amy directed, and then she stepped aside, and the couples bellied up to fill out paperwork.

Melissa caught Amy on the bridge leading to the main lodge. “Excuse me?”

Amy let out a sigh and turned to face her. “Yes?”

“A couple of friends of mine stayed here. Lucas Nash and Sophie Dorsay? They said their cabin was fantastic, and I just wanted to take a look at it. They tend to exaggerate. You know...” Melissa laughed a little and rolled her eyes.

Amy just stared at her.

“I was... just wondering. I guess if it’s an imposition—”

“No one by that name stayed here.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Melissa paused. A minute ago, Amy had needed to look at her clipboard to remember each couple’s name and cabin assignment, and yet now she was positive there’d been no Lucas nor Sophie the weekend before?

“Can you check? Please? They were just here last weekend.”

“No, they weren’t.”

“That can’t be right.”

“Tell me about it. We only have so many slots for this study. Four couples each weekend. This Lucas and Sophie signed up and never showed. Your friends put us in a bind. We’re going to have to add another week to the study to get the data we need.”

“Oh, huh... I didn’t know that.”

“Now you do.” Amy gestured back toward the bar. “If you want a welcome drink, you’d better get going on that paperwork. Dinner’s in less than an hour, and we have a schedule to keep.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Chandler and Heath

I’d never realized how terribly long the name Jacqueline Daniels was until I had to sign it over and over and over again. By the time I got through the multi-page questionnaire, the non-disclosure agreement, and random other legal mumbo jumbo, my hand was starting to cramp.

Boy, Jack had better not piss anyone off at Renegade or she would be in deep legal shit.

Despite the long-ass name, I was the first one finished, and I ordered a shot of Macallan single malt at the mountainside bar, even though I needed at least a triple.

Score one for operational discipline.

The scotch hadn’t even had a chance to warm the edges off when Val cornered me at the outdoor bar, Lund backing her up.

“So you two are Jack and Phin now? What, did you kill them and steal their plane tickets?”

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “Your police instincts are amazing. Want to arrest me now, or can we wait until the weekend is over?”

“Why are you using their names?”

“Think about it, Val. I can’t really use my own, can I?” I shrugged. Officially the woman known as Chandler was supposed to be dead. An arrangement my sisters and I came up with to ensure our freedom from the agency we used to work for, from the government at large, and from retribution for the many terrible things we’d done over the years. “Not that Chandler is actually my name, anyway.”

“And I suppose your name isn’t really Heath,” Lund said, looking past my right shoulder.

Heath moved in close behind me. “No, it is Phin, mi amigo. Keep up.”

I watched Val think about this for a long moment. She finally spoke. “So... that means at least one person in each couple is a cop.”

I’d noticed the same thing about the two other couples. Body language reveals a lot, and cops had a distinctive way of carrying themselves. But it was impressive that Val had put it together so quickly. “Does all of us being cops mean something to you?”

“I don’t know,” Val said. “But it feels notable.”

“Maybe each cop had some sort of experience with Dixon Hess?” I suggested.

“Maybe.”

I thought a moment. “Jack never dealt with Hess directly, did she?”

“Not directly,” Val said. “But you did.”

“And how could Hess know I would show up using Jack’s name?”

“No clue. But we should ask the others if they had run-ins with Hess.”

“Okay, good first step. What’s your next one?” I asked, curious. “Your whole strategy for finding Dixon Hess doesn’t boil down to meeting the staff, does it?”

Val looked a little pissed off and a lot uncomfortable. “Not my whole strategy.”

“What else do you have?”

Val didn’t answer.

“You have nothing else, do you?”

Val drew herself up. “I will by the end of tonight.”

“Well then, let’s hope the end of tonight isn’t too late.”

“You might help with a little input,” Lund said. “You are here to help, aren’t you?”

I locked eyes with him. Tall, gorgeous, kind, loving, self-righteous Lund. As much as I’d loved him, and I did, he and I were not the same.

I hadn’t realized that fully back when we were together. Not at any depth. Maybe I hadn’t wanted to until right now.

I had fallen for him, because he made me dream I could be better. That I could be the person I wanted to be. The person he wanted me to be. But all that had done was make me wallow in my own failure.

To him, I was not good enough.

To me, I was not good enough.

And if I was still with him, I never could be.

“Fine. We’ll see what happens tonight. But when we do, I prefer to have a gun with me.”

Heath ran his hand over my ass. A very Heath show of support. “Amy mentioned the luggage would be taken to our cabins, so I suggest we find Amy and commandeer one of those golf carts. And while we are unpacking our weapons, we spend a few moments settling onto that Rocky Knob, mi amor.”

Heath and I really were so much alike.

“See you later,” I called over my shoulder, hobbling in Amy’s direction.

“Later,” Lund said.

Val didn’t answer at all.

Heath and I collected a golf cart key from Amy and followed the map to Rocky Knob. Heath drove, and I leaned back in the passenger seat, trying to make my leg as comfortable as possible in the cramped quarters.

“You never said he was so tall.”

I didn’t answer.

“And his feet... Probably wears a size fourteen.”

I checked the map.

“Maybe a size fifteen,” Heath added.

I didn’t take the bait.

“You know what they say about men with big feet, bonita?”

“That they have big shoes.”

“So... you don’t want to discuss your relationship with him.”

“The past is in our heads. Right now I’m here, with you.”

“Fair enough. Val seems nice. Not the jerk you’ve made her out to be.”

“Maybe she’s changed.”

Or maybe I’d changed.

I opened the orientation packet and started leafing through.

“What about that Amy and her eyelashes? Dios mío. I think they will inspire nightmares.”

“I was just thinking I should take some lessons from her.” I eyed Heath, grateful he was finally moving on to someone besides Lund and Val. “I could use a bit more glamor, don’t you think?”

“You’ve got all the glamor any woman needs, bonita.”

I put on a pout. “But I was hoping to inspire you.”

“Oh, you are giving me inspiración.” Heath chuckled in a decidedly R-rated way. “Mucha inspiración.”

Rocky Knob was neither overly rocky nor a knob, if you didn’t count the rather formidable protuberance in Heath’s pants.

But it was very nice.

Both of them were, but I was currently focused on the cabin.

Built of pine logs, the structure housed a bedroom, two bathrooms, a huge seating room, a kitchen, stone fireplace, deck, and hot tub.

But the most amazing thing was that there seemed to be no one else around. Anywhere. Just us and some of the most dramatically beautiful nature I’d ever seen. And I’d been all around the world.

Heath, of course, made straight for the bedroom. “We must break the place in, no?”

I checked my watch. “We have dinner in half an hour. Better unpack.”

“So we break in the bed later. Now we enjoy an appetizer?”

Heath didn’t mean food.

“Okay. But first things first. Firepower.”

The bedroom was also nice in a wealthy Old West sort of way. Log walls, beamed ceilings, king-sized bed, and mounds of pillows with mints on top. The scent of vanilla floated in the air, probably emanating from some kind of potpourri.

We found our luggage in the bedroom closet, as promised. Normally I hated checking bags. But one couldn’t fly with guns or knives or anything particularly useful anymore, not unless you were law enforcement and obtained a special license. So checked bags it was.

Heath put my suitcase on the luggage rack and tossed his on the bed.

I punched in the combination and opened my bag, and rummaged through jeans, shirts, and the lacy bra and garter belt I’d tucked in for Heath’s amusement.

Because nothing is sexier than lingerie over an external fixator holding my bones in place with pins jutting out of my bare flesh.

“It’s not here.”

Heath glanced at me from the bedroom. “Mine either.”

“Looks like we need to have a chat with Amy.”

“I’ll take her on if you deal with those eyelashes, por favor. They are like two black widow spiders, attacking her eyes.”

I closed my suitcase.

I hadn’t made it out of the bedroom when I started feeling dizzy. My heart pounded wildly as a dose of adrenaline slammed into my bloodstream. I steadied myself on the doorjamb.

“I’m... I’m not... well.”

“Sí. I feel it, too.”

Heath reached me, pulled me into his arms, and we stumbled out the closest door and onto the deck.

“Some kind of gas,” I said, leaning against the railing and willing my head to stop spinning and pulse to slow.

“Sí. But what kind?”

I swirled my tongue in my mouth. “Do you taste... vanilla?”

“I do.”

“That was the scent in the bedroom.”

Many poisonous chemical agents had distinctive smells. Cyanide smelled like bitter almonds, for example. Acetic acid or hydrofluoric acid carried a vinegar-like scent. And some nerve agents, like Tabun, could be detected by a slight fruity odor while others were completely odorless.

But I couldn’t think of any that smelled and tasted of vanilla.

“I will retrieve your crutches, and we will track Amy down, get some answers.” He waggled his brows as if he’d just said something sexual.

Leave it to Heath to get excited by the suspicion that someone might have just tried to gas us.

I opened my mouth to respond but never got the chance.

Something slammed between my shoulder blades with the force of a hard punch. I fell forward into Heath just as a tranquilizer dart stuck into his shoulder, inches from my face.

For a second, I was confused. Then I started feeling the tranq’s effects.

I grabbed the dart in Heath’s shoulder and yanked it out.

He grasped the one in my back. His grip fumbled. Slipped. But he finally managed to pull it free.

Gas and now darts?

What the hell was going on here?

I didn’t have the chance to find out, because two breaths later, I was too tired to think.

Three breaths later, the world faded to black.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Fraud.

An act of deceit.

A falsification.

Clearly Jacqueline Daniels and Phineas Troutt are not their real names. So why would they lie?

To take me down. To stop my important work.

I thought requiring the subjects to be couples would prevent this. That concern over their partner would control them. That love would keep them in line.

Instead they give false names, probably to steal my work and profit off it themselves.

My previous sources were perfectly sound.

They had the training. U.S. military. Best in the world.

Hundreds of veterans over the years. Most of them homeless. Some were mentally ill, it’s true. But they are exactly why this study is so important.

And they didn’t grub for money. Demanding this. Demanding that. They did it for a roof over their heads and the opportunity to serve their country.

Real patriots.

Not like these people. Demanding a free weekend. Demanding luxury. Something that others have paid good money for.

And then, to lie about their names?

What kind of law officers would do that?

The kind who don’t deserve favors or pity.

I always gave others a reprieve. A few hours of service, and rest is your reward.

But not when you lie and cheat.

I am on the cusp of something great. I will not let the fraud of others tear me down. They will fulfill the contract they signed, and I will get my data.


CHAPTER NINE

Val and Lund

Val felt both relieved and worried once Chandler left.

The woman was a pain in the ass, that was for sure, every comment from her lips an insult or a gotcha or just plain rude. On the other hand, she had skills that were very nice to have on your side.

“You should try being a little nicer to her,” Lund said as if he could sense Val’s thoughts. “She isn’t as horrible as she wants you to believe.”

“I tend to believe what she shows me.”

Lund shrugged.

Val knew she wasn’t being totally fair. Chandler had saved Jack’s life a few times, Lund’s life once, and she’d helped get Val, Lund, and Grace out of a horrible jam by killing Dixon Hess.

If she had actually killed Hess.

“I’ll be nicer,” Val promised. “Probably.”

“That was weak, but I’ll take it.”

Val tracked down Amy just as dinner was about to be served. “Does this man work here?” she asked and held out the fishing photo.

Amy glanced at the picture. “Seems to me he’s a fishing guide.”

“Seems so,” Lund said dryly.

“Do you know him?” Val asked.

“We have a skeleton staff on during these retreats. Only four couples on the whole ranch, so we don’t need a lot of employees banging about. He might have been here at some point, but that doesn’t mean he is now.”

“Do you have employment records for the past—”

“Listen, Valerie, you need to relax, enjoy this wonderful dinner, and save your energy. After dinner comes the real treat. You’ll meet Dr. Pratt.” Amy’s voice lilted upward with the excitement of a teen talking about a rock star.

“So do you figure this Dr. Pratt looks more like a cowboy or a professor?” Lund mused as Amy walked away. “I’m taking bets.”

Chandler and Heath still hadn’t returned by the time dinner began.

And oh, what a dinner.

It kicked off with a chowder of rattlesnake and scallops. Fiddlehead ferns, scallions, and red wine vinaigrette salad came next. And the main course was ribeye steak topped with capers, golden raisins, and a garlic mushroom puree. By the time Val got to the fresh berry crisp for dessert, she was so full she couldn’t move.

“Looks like Chandler and Heath missed dinner.”

Val would like to forget all about Chandler and was somewhat annoyed that Lund had even brought her up. She gave him a glance. “Gee, I wonder what they’re up to...”

Lund didn’t answer.

At the end of the meal, Amy outfitted them with after dinner drinks and herded them to the firepit.

Like the rest of the ranch, the Renegade firepit was no ordinary affair. Located across a wooden walkway from the dining area, pool, and main lodge, the stone patio opened to views of a white-capped mountain framed by tall spears of lodgepole pine. Chairs and benches made of logs and sporting soft, western print cushions surrounded a round stone pit, a wood fire already crackling inside.

Amy led them to a collection of four loveseat-sized benches nestled at one end of the crackling fire. A single wooden chair sat among them on a stone platform that resembled a stage.

“Reminds me of summer camp in the Wisconsin Dells,” Lund said under his breath. “I sure hope we don’t have to sit on the throne and share something about ourselves.”

Amy assigned each couple to a bench, the one for Chandler and Heath vacant.

Looking at it made Val annoyed with Chandler all over again.

The Hess threat probably felt like nothing to Chandler. From what Val had gleaned, she and Heath had done all sorts of harrowing things in their lives. One presumably deceased psychopath probably didn’t amount to a hill of beans in their crazy world.

But Val would rather she hadn’t come at all than to show up and not take this seriously.

“I’d like to thank you all for being here,” a voice boomed, and Jensen Pratt mounted the stage, peering down at them from what Lund had called the throne.

As it turned out, Jensen Pratt, PhD didn’t look like an academic or a cowboy. If anything, he resembled a movie star.

Among a group of attractive men, Jensen was possibly the most perfectly handsome. But his look held a plastic quality. His hair was blond and absurdly thick. Deeply tan, his face showed absolutely no signs of sun damage or even normal character lines. And his eyes were such a vivid, piercing blue that the color had to be the result of contact lenses.

“I am happy to host you here at Renegade, and I’m grateful for your participation in this study. You’re doing something very important, something that will reap benefits for years to come.”

“Benefits for whom?” Lund muttered.

Val took his hand in hers. Lund was one of the most polite men she’d ever met, and yet he always enjoyed taking part in a little private heckling when faced with anyone remotely pompous.

Lund’s personal version of Wisconsin nice.

Pratt continued. “I have spent the past twenty years of my life studying fear with the aim of defining it, controlling it, and harnessing it to improve all of humanity.”

Lund leaned close to Val. “Why does the phrase improving humanity always come off as creepy?”

She gave his hand a squeeze.

“All of you have been through harrowing experiences. And at the same time, you found the person you have decided to spend your life with. This, I believe, is significant. And why is it significant, you ask?”

“Nobody asked that,” Lund said under his breath.

“Let me explain it to you, because that’s exactly why we’re here.”

Val snuck a peek at the other two couples.

Shanna listened to Pratt’s speech while Jace stared at the stars. Nick was taking in the surroundings, probably figuring out how he’d redesign the firepit on his guest ranch, while Melissa people watched. She met Val’s gaze and nodded.

Val returned the gesture.

“What is the opposite of fear?” Pratt said, his voice reaching a crescendo. He paused just long enough to add drama but not allow a response. “The opposite of fear is love. Over centuries, many poets have declared that love is the stronger of the two. That love can conquer fear.”

“Now he’s speaking in social media memes,” Lund whispered.

“And we are here this weekend to determine if that is true.”

“And how are we going to do that?” Lund said, loudly this time.

Dr. Pratt’s lips formed a smile. “Tomorrow, each couple will go on an adventure together, and your vitals will be monitored. Then tomorrow evening we will have another lovely dinner and discuss what you experienced. Amy will get you set up with our monitoring system tonight.”

“And that’s it?” Jace asked.

“That’s it.”

“What is the significance of one member of each couple being in law enforcement?” Val asked.

Pratt didn’t blink. “With this group, we will also be noting the impact of training on fear. In this case, police training.”

Made sense, Val supposed. Of course, they’d be getting a bit more training than that with Chandler. If she ever showed up.

“What kinds of adventures are we talking about?” Melissa asked.

“The adventures are designed to push you out of your comfort zones. But before we get to that, I would like each of you to introduce yourselves and talk about your specific fears. You all filled out those questionnaires and gave this some thought, right?”

Lund leaned over. “Sharing. I told you. It never fails.”

“Since you’re already talking, we’ll start with you. Give us your name and something that scares you.”

Lund groaned.

“Serves you right,” Val said to him. To the group, she said, “I’m Val Ryker. From Wisconsin. Former police chief.”

“And tell us about the fear you wrote about on the questionnaire, Val.”

“That’s an easy one. A man named Dixon Hess.” She studied the faces of the other couples but didn’t see any signs of recognition. “He promised me he would take whatever I loved most, and then he tried. I still see him in my nightmares.”

“Very good, Val. Now I want you to concentrate on how you fear this man, and we’ll see if we can get you past it. And...” He looked pointedly at Lund.

“Val being hurt... and me not being able to do anything to save her.”

Pratt gave a sage nod and moved to the next couple. The male cop and perky woman with the pixie cut and glasses.

“Jace. Used to be a cop. Now I work construction.”

“He’s a rancher,” his wife interjected.

“Not for long. Selling the ranch. We have two kids. Youngest starting school. It’s too much to live out on the ranch, and frankly, we need the money.”

“And your fear?” Jensen Pratt prompted.

“Not being able to provide for my family. Not being there when Shanna needs me. That kind of thing.”

Shanna gave her husband a sad look. “My biggest fear is Jace sacrificing for us and then resenting us for it.”

The cowboy in the next couple leaned back and nodded.

“Nick,” the psychologist said, focusing on him. “What is yours?”

“That... that Melissa will get bored with me and want to move back to the city. Like my ex-wife did.”

“Melissa?” Pratt said to the woman cop.

She let out a sigh. “That I have no purpose.”

“Want to expand on that?”

“You know, I don’t have much of a career, no kids of my own...”

“You’re Jason’s mom,” her husband Nick said.

“And I love being Jason’s mom. But he’s in school, and I’m trying to start a business, and I... am afraid of not measuring up, I guess. As a stepmom or an investigator. And for the record, I’m not bored with Nick!”

The group chuckled.

She gave her husband a smile. “Nick is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. And I don’t think I tell him that enough.”

“Well done,” Jensen Pratt said. “And that was our first session.”

“Not much of a session,” Lund said under his breath.

Luckily Pratt didn’t seem to hear him this time. He continued. “Let’s assign your adventures for tomorrow, shall we? Amy?”

“Nick and Melissa will be white water rafting.”

The couple nodded to one another.

“And us?” Jace asked.

“Mountain climbing.”

Amy looked down at her clipboard. “Jack and Phin are spelunking in the old—”

“We’ll wait until they arrive,” Pratt interrupted.

“Okay, okay...” Amy looked back at her clipboard. “Valerie and David—”

“Val and Lund,” Lund corrected.

“Sure,” Amy said. “You’ll be taking part in a cattle drive.”

A big grin lit Lund’s face. At heart, he really was a little boy playing cowboy.

“Is there any chance we could try a little fly fishing?” Val asked.

“And horseback riding...” Melissa said.

“You’ll have some free time on Sunday morning where you can explore other activities.” Jensen Pratt stood. “Now check in with Amy, get your monitors, and enjoy the rest of your evening.”

And with that, he left.

“Well, that wasn’t so bad,” Lund said. “Pretty interesting.”

Val laughed. “You just like him now because he’s going to let you play cowboy.”

“Damn straight,” he said with a western twang.

The monitoring system consisted of a smart watch that Amy locked on each of their wrists.

“You mean we can’t take it off?” Lund protested, suddenly not so happy.

“It’s very important that you wear it continuously. We have to establish a baseline. When the retreat is over, I’ll remove it.”

After Amy finished locking monitors on wrists, she left them in peace.

Night settled fully over the firepit, and Val had never seen so many stars in the sky. Soft conversation among the other couples washed over her. Rancher/construction man Jace, Rancher Nick, and Shanna, who was an accountant, discussed guest ranch amenities and cash flow management. Melissa and Lund speculated about where Renegade’s horse barn might be located.

Val leaned back on the loveseat and sipped her after dinner drink, a delicious concoction with vanilla vodka, Irish cream, and sliced strawberries. The scents of pine forest and wood fire filled her senses as she stared into the night, and she began to relax for the first time since she’d seen—

Something moved near the bridge that led to the main lodge.

Val felt a tightening in her chest. She sat forward and squinted into the darkness.

There it was again. Movement. Something big.

A shadow the size of a man.

Val’s pulse accelerated. Her breathing grew tight, rasping in her ears.

She reached for her gun, but of course, she had no gun. It was still packed in her suitcase. Waiting for her in the cabin.

Damn it.

What good does it do there?

Val had let down her guard. Acting as if she was really on a western retreat and didn’t have a care in the world. And now she had no weapons. Nothing to defend herself at all. Nothing to defend anyone.

“Val? Are you okay?” Lund asked.

The others stopped talking and focused on her.

“He’s here,” she managed to say, struggling to get air.

“Who? Hess?” Lund stood, peering into the darkness. “Where?”

Then Val was standing too. And the rest of them as well. They stared at her and glanced around, questions on their faces.

“Dixon Hess. He’s right over there.” Val pointed to the spot where she’d seen movement.

Except now it wasn’t only movement she saw.

He stood at the edge of the bridge, looking every bit as ordinary as he always had. No outward sign of his cruelty, his anger, his evil. Just a regular guy.

Only he had never been a regular guy.

“Where?” Lund said.

Can’t they see?

“There! He’s right there!”

I need a gun.

I need a weapon.

Val reached into the fire and grabbed a piece of firewood, part of a small branch, burning on one end. Her hand shook. Her whole body shook. Holding it in front of her, she circled the pit, heading straight for him.

You can’t be here.

You’re supposed to be dead.

Hess smiled at her. Those eyes. Those white teeth. He lifted one hand, a blue-handled knife clutched in his fist. Blood dulled the blade.

No, no, no...

You aren’t going to hurt anyone anymore.

I won’t let you.

I will kill you for good this time.

He disappeared again, ducking back, hiding.

Val reached the edge of the patio, and there he was, hidden in the shadows. Right there. So close. She couldn’t see his face now, not exactly, but she knew it was him. She could feel it.

He shifted toward her. Raised the knife again.

She thrust at him with her charred branch. Warding him off. Keeping him away. Keeping him from—

“Val! What are you doing?”

Then she was slipping, skidding down the side of the gully. And Lund was behind her, grabbing her, holding her, taking the branch from her hand.

And the spot where Hess stood was no longer dark but bright...

...because it was on fire.


CHAPTER TEN

Chandler and Heath

I was cold.

A deep cold, to my bones. One that might never warm. It closed around me dark and tight, making it hard to breathe, to think.

Like water.

Like drowning.

The last thing I remembered was checking out our cabin, opening the suitcases, finding our weapons gone. And then...

Something had changed.

A smell, a feeling.

A deep kind of dread.

And now I was someplace completely different. Someplace cold and dark and alone.

So alone.

A whimper echoed around me, high-pitched and pitiful, like a child too afraid to scream.

That child was hurt. Dying.

And it was my fault, my fault, my fault.

I had done so many terrible things.

And then water was closing over my head again, and I was sinking.

“Chandler? Chandler? Are you hurt?”

I knew that voice.

“Cory?”

No. It didn’t feel like Cory.

Cory wouldn’t call me Chandler. He wouldn’t care if I was hurt.

I started counting backwards from one hundred.

Think, think, think...

Memories started coming back to me.

Cory was dead, and I wasn’t a kid anymore.

I kept counting, trying to focus on the numbers, the rhythm, regaining control.

“¿Bonita? Answer me.”

“I’m... I’m not...” I could hear my voice, but it felt far away.

“Chandler? Breathe.”

I pulled in a breath. Then another. Fast. Slow. Following breathing exercises that were second nature to me.

I wasn’t drowning. I wasn’t even immersed in water. I shifted my arms. My legs. Steel clanked against rock. A jab of pain ripped through one of my legs.

I was somewhere... hard. A tight space. Surrounded by rock, maybe concrete.

And I couldn’t see anything at all.

I closed my eyes and then opened them, but there was no discernable difference. Just unending night, a hard floor of rock beneath me, and more rock above.

Pain throbbed through my leg.

“¿Bonita?” The voice came again, sounding like it originated from somewhere above my head.

“It’s okay,” I said, my voice sounding more like my own. “I can breathe.”

“Good, good...”

Heath. It was Heath who was speaking. My eyes welled with tears. Of course it was Heath.

“What happened?” I managed to ask.

“We were shot. Tranquilizers.”

That sounded right, and I nodded before I realized Heath couldn’t see me any more than I could see him. “Yes.”

“How are you feeling?” Heath asked.

Speeding heart. Shortness of breath. And cold, so cold.

“Like I’m having a panic attack,” I said.

“Sí, me too. Are you bound?”

I tested my hands and legs—why hadn’t I thought to do this before? Had I been so terrified I couldn’t think? “Hands are tied.”

“Not your legs?”

I moved them, steel clanking rock, and another shot of pain made me gasp. “No.”

“My wrists and ankles are both tied. They must have thought your broken leg would slow you down. Big mistake.”

I couldn’t move other than that, so I wasn’t sure my unbound legs would matter, but I liked Heath’s faith in my abilities. “And I have something strapped to my left wrist.”

“Sí, it’s strange. Feels like a watch.”

Another surge of panic bubbled up inside me, and I returned to my breathing exercises, this time exhaling to a count of four, leaving my lungs empty for four, inhaling for four, and holding my breath for four.

By the time I finished one round, I was in control. At least for a moment.

“Better, bonita?”

“I still feel like I’m drowning.”

“You called out to that pendejo. Cory. From when you were fourteen. You saw him?”

“Sort of, as I was waking up.” Heath was familiar with some of my past. How at age fourteen I got involved with a psychopath in his twenties. How he took me with him on a crime spree and abandoned me in a lake to drown.

Drowning was a nightmare I still had from time to time, but this one was worse. “I was drowning even before he appeared...”

“Drowning?”

“Drowning... in all the awful things I’ve done.”

“You were crying.”

That sounded right. The keening of that little girl could have been my own voice.

Heath was quiet for a long time. Finally he said, “I was dreaming of my father. Not a recent memory, but the first time I saw him, when I was a weak boy and could do nothing.”

“So both of us had visions of the past... times we were weak. It doesn’t seem random. Could this be part of the fear study?”

“Or is someone playing games? This Dixon Hess?”

It didn’t feel right to me. But then the whole Dixon Hess sighting thing had never felt right. “Don’t tell Val, but I think she’s lost her mind.”

“Are we not here for Hess?”

“I came because Jack asked, and...” I let my voice trail off.

“And? And, what? Do not tease me, chica. Finish your thought.”

“I... I thought you were growing bored with me.”

“Bored, bonita? Never!”

“You mentioned it yourself, in the past few weeks our life has gotten rather...”

“Quiet?”

“Yes.”

“So we are here for adventure and not to kill the psychopath?”

“I’m pretty sure he’s dead.”

“Pretty sure?”

“As sure as I can be.” I shrugged, another move Heath couldn’t see. “And if he’s not, I guess we’ll kill him.”

“And we will do it with superb style.” Heath chuckled. Several minutes passed before he spoke again, and this time, he was no longer talking about Dixon Hess, and his voice was sincere and intimate. “Sometimes it takes longer, but in the end, good always vanquishes evil, mi amor.”

It was a ridiculous thing for him to say, seeing that the two of us had done more horrible things than either could count. Not to mention the fact that we were currently tied up in some dark, cold, underground place with no discernable way out.

But unshakable bravado was kind of Heath’s thing.

And when I was with him, I came close to believing I could do anything too.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Lund and Val

Fire.

Val stared at the flames burning the spot where Dixon Hess had stood just moments ago.

Where did he go?

What did he do?

“Val! Val! Look at me!”

She looked at Lund. He was holding her, protecting her.

But that wasn’t right.

Hess would kill Lund if he got a chance. And Val couldn’t let him. “He’s here, Lund. We have to... He’s here!”

“Take her,” Lund said to someone.

Other arms closed around her, pulled her away from him.

No, no, no...

“Stop! Lund! He’s there! He’ll—”

“It’s all right. It’s all right,” a male voice said, pulling her back toward the firepit. Others were there too. Some with Lund. Some holding her back, telling her she was okay.

None of them understood.

“It’s him. He’s supposed to be dead, but he’s not. He’s here.” Val kept saying it, over and over. But none of them listened.

Finally her heart rate slowed. Her breathing returned to normal. And Lund was back by her side.

Val looked him over. “Are you okay?”

“The fire is out.”

That wasn’t what she’d asked. She repeated her question.

“Yes. I’m fine.”

“He got away.”

“Val... he was never there.”

She shook her head. “He was. I saw him.”

“I don’t know what you saw, but it wasn’t Hess.”

“Then who was it?”

“I don’t know, a tree? No one was there, Val. No one at all.”

“You just didn’t see.”

“None of us saw.”

Val looked past Lund. Four faces stared at her, and for a second, she didn’t remember who they were.

Then it came back. Renegade. The study. The other couples.

She focused on Jace and Melissa, the other two cops. “You saw him, right?”

Jace shook his head.

“We didn’t see anyone,” Melissa said.

“How could you have missed him?”

“There was no one there,” the man who had pulled her away from the fire said. Melissa’s husband...

Nick. Yes, that was his name.

And Shanna. She was the other one. She stood a few steps behind the others as if she was wary of Val. As if she thought Val might be the danger.

“I think, uh, we need to call it a night,” Lund said.

Val wanted to protest, to insist they get to the bottom of what happened, but if no one here believed her, what was the point? “Yeah... I’m sure I’ll feel better tomorrow.”

“That’s right,” Nick said. “You probably just need some rest.”

Lund ushered Val to their assigned golf cart as if he wasn’t sure she could make it on her own. He looked over the map, located their cabin, and then handed it to her. “Be my navigator?”

Val folded the map and set it on her lap. “Are you giving me a job to take my mind off Hess?”

“What?”

“You don’t need a navigator.”

“Okay, guilty.”

“I saw him, Lund.”

“Okay... I believe you.”

“Do you?”

“There has to be something going on. It’s supposed to be a fear study, isn’t it? Maybe this has something to do with that. We’ll figure it out. Right now, I just want to get somewhere where we can lock the door behind us.”

Val agreed with that sentiment. During the day, the remoteness and natural beauty of the ranch had felt freeing. But now, in the darkness, it just felt terrifying. Like they could disappear at any moment, and no one in the larger world would ever know what happened to them.

Val opened the map and started to search.

“Decided you don’t trust me to navigate after all?” Lund asked.

“It doesn’t say who is assigned to what cabin.”

“No, but Amy said ours was Paradise.”

Val remembered.

“And Chandler and Heath are in Rocky Knob.” Val located it on the map. “We need to turn around.”

Lund swerved into a U-turn and headed back up the mountain to the main lodge and then turned down a different road.

Val settled into her seat. She felt calmer now. More normal. At least they weren’t alone in this. Chandler and Heath had come on this trip to watch their backs, and right now their backs needed some watching.

They found the Rocky Knob cabin at the isolated end of an isolated road. There were no lights on in the cabin and no signs of a golf cart outside.

“Maybe they finally decided to grab dinner,” Val said, although she wasn’t sure how they could have missed meeting them on the drive down from the main lodge.

“Or they’re out looking for Hess,” Lund suggested.

They circled the cabin. Made of the same logs as every other structure they’d seen on Renegade, Rocky Knob featured a wall of windows and a wraparound deck, equipped with an extensive grilling station and a hot tub.

They approached the front door, knocked, and waited. When no one answered after several minutes, Val took a set of lock picks from the crossbody sling bag she used as a purse. She inserted the tension wrench into the bottom of the keyhole, turned it clockwise, then inserted one of the picks into the upper portion and tried to locate the pins inside the lock.

“Where did you get those, Officer?” Lund said, sounding a little shocked.

“Harry gave them to Grace back when she graduated from high school. She wasn’t even eighteen.”

“Sounds like McGlade. So you confiscated them?”

“Yeah. I tucked them into my bag and have been carrying them around ever since.”

“For years?”

“I keep meaning to clean out my purse but never seem to have the time, so I just end up buying a bigger one.”

Lund laughed, and for a moment, Val felt almost normal, despite the fact that she was breaking into a friend’s cabin.

Friend?

Maybe colleague?

Friend of a friend?

Woman who had sex with her fiancé?

Val located the pins inside the lock. She jiggled the pick, unlocking them one at a time.

“That explains how you got them. When did you learn how to use them?” Lund asked.

“Harry taught me.”

“How much did he charge?”

It was a good question. With Harry there was always a cost. “I had to tell him he was the sexiest man alive.”

“That’s all?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

Lund shrugged. “Seems harmless.”

“He made me record it and he uses it on his voicemail. He also quoted me and put it on his website. And business cards. And several billboards.”

“Still... you can pick locks. Pretty sweet.”

Val continued to rake the lock, knocking back the pins one by one while keeping tension on the wrench. It refused to turn, so she went back, pin by pin, until she found the one that was stuck. Once it was pushed in, the knob turned under her hand, and she pushed the door open.

“Hello?” Val doubted she and Lund could take Chandler and Heath by surprise, even if they were trying to be quiet. But she didn’t want to take a chance.

“Chandler? Heath?” Lund called. “Are you guys decent?”

Silence answered.

The living room featured the wall of windows she’d noticed from the outside and also a beautiful stone fireplace and sumptuous leather couches. The kitchen would make a gourmet cook happy. And the bedroom was large and luxurious, sporting a king-sized bed and a big sliding glass door that offered a view of lodgepole pines stabbing into an ocean of stars.

Val switched on the bedroom light. The comforter covering the bed was perfectly smooth, and mints balanced on the pillows.

Lund checked the walk-in closet. “Nothing in here. Didn’t Amy say our luggage would be waiting for us?”

Val glanced in the spacious master bath. “Nothing here either. They must have gone somewhere else.”

“So where did they go?”

“And where is their luggage?” Val added.

“You sure they had luggage?”

“I’m guessing Chandler wouldn’t fly out here without bringing a weapon. I didn’t.”

“Good point.”

Val and Lund returned to the cabin’s kitchen, and Val spotted a phone on the counter. She picked it up.

No dial tone.

“This is Amy,” said a voice over the line. “How can I be of service?”

“Hi, Amy.” Val tilted the headset away from her ear so Lund could hear. “I wasn’t aware we had phones in the cabins.”

“It’s a closed phone line. In case you need something from the main lodge. It’s mentioned in your orientation packet.”

“So the phone doesn’t call out?”

“It’s mentioned in your orientation packet,” she repeated.

“Well, I’ll have to read that, I guess.”

“Is this Valerie?”

“Yes.”

“Your cabin is Paradise. Not Rocky Knob.”

If the line only served Renegade, Val supposed it made sense that Amy would know which cabin they were calling from. “Lund and I are looking for... uh... Jack and Phin.”

“I’m afraid they left.”

Val couldn’t have heard her right. “Where did they go?”

“Back to Cody. They had second thoughts about participating in the study.”

“What? Why?”

“They didn’t say. Sometimes people get cold feet. We don’t force anyone to participate in the study if they decide it isn’t for them.”

Val and Lund exchanged puzzled looks.

That makes no sense, Lund mouthed silently.

“Okay... well... thanks, Amy,” Val said.

“Do you need assistance finding the cabin you were assigned?”

“I think we can manage.”

“Uh, what time is breakfast?” Lund asked.

Val frowned at him, and he shrugged.

“Our schedule is in the orientation packet,” Amy snapped. “Will that be all?”

“Got it. Read the packet.” Lund made a face at the receiver.

“Thank you, Amy,” Val said and hung up.

“Chandler and Heath wouldn’t just take off,” Lund said.

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

“So what are you saying? That I really did see Hess tonight? That he kidnapped Chandler and Heath?”

Lund raked his hand through his hair.

“I saw him, Lund.”

“It was dark.”

“I did.”

“Did you really see his face? Think.”

Val concentrated. What exactly had she seen?

Blue eyes.

White teeth.

A knife.

“It was him.”

Lund put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against his big frame. “Let’s find our cabin, lock ourselves inside, and get some sleep if we can. We’ll see what we can find out tomorrow.”

They located Paradise with little trouble and were soon curled up in their own king-sized bed, enjoying their own secluded view.

Actually, Lund had his nose buried in the orientation packet. And Val wasn’t enjoying the view as much as keeping watch.

Their luggage had been in their cabin, as promised, but Val’s Glock and Lund’s Beretta were not inside. Val suspected Amy was to blame.

If Val’s panic at the firepit had something to do with the fear study, Val could understand the logic of not allowing subjects to be armed, but that didn’t make her feel better about having nothing but kitchen knives to defend herself.

She picked up the phone to complain, but no one answered the lodge phone now. No doubt the hours were in the orientation packet.

So Val brought the whole knife block from the kitchen into the bedroom, stared out the window, and rehearsed the dressing-down she’d give Amy tomorrow, expecting that any moment Dixon Hess would peer in at her and smile that cold, white-toothed smile.

Within an hour, Lund was snoring, the packet propped over his face.

Sleep eluded Val.

She dozed off briefly a few times only to jolt awake when the face of Dixon Hess filled her dreams.

She had been through a few distressing experiences before Dixon Hess, and since he died. But he held a special place in her nightmares. That was the entire reason she’d needed to see his body, to know for sure he was dead.

For closure, her therapist would say.

In order to move on with her life.

So what had Val done?

She’d chased him into the wilderness. Far from civilization or safety. Where she and Lund were vulnerable, weaponless, alone.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Melissa and Nick

Melissa and Nick reached Renegade’s barn shortly after dawn, just as the horses were being fed.

Since Melissa had moved to Nick’s ranch, this kind of scene had become a twice-a-day routine. Two stable hands moved down the barn aisle. One pulled a cart filled with a bale of hay. He peeled a flake or two off the bale and tossed it into the stall.

He was followed by the second hand. This man had two black eyes and a nose that tilted at an odd angle, as if he’d been in a hell of a bar brawl or a horse’s hoof had caught him in the face. Leaning heavily on his cart, he stopped at each stall and dumped a scoop of rolled oats into the feed bucket.

For such an orderly activity, the rest of the barn clamored with chaos. Horses nickered, whinnied, and kicked their stall walls with impatience.

The men both spoke Spanish, a language Melissa had been learning, and she eavesdropped and watched them while they worked. But their conversation pertained to the horses, and neither looked like the man Val was searching for—the man she thought she’d seen last night.

Melissa still didn’t know what to think of all that drama with the fire. Nor of Amy’s insistence that Lucas and Sophie had never arrived at Renegade. For the time being, Melissa had decided to just keep moving forward. She would follow the few leads Kylie had given her, preserve hers and Nick’s covers as participants in the study, keep her eyes open, and see what she could figure out.

And one of the things Kylie had mentioned was that Sophie was excited about learning to ride. So it seemed logical to start with the barn.

When the hands were done feeding and before they started into mucking stalls, Melissa flagged the men down.

“¿Perdón?” She held out the photo of Lucas and Sophie that Kylie had given her. “¿Los reconoces?”

The first took a look. “No, no los reconozco.”

The second said nothing.

“You might recognize—” Melissa took a breath, remembering her Spanish. “¿Quizás los reconozcas?”

He shook his head, but the move wasn’t very convincing.

“Ask when they were here,” Nick suggested.

Melissa repeated the question in Spanish.

“No, no los reconozco,” he said.

Now he doesn’t recognize them?

Melissa didn’t buy it. “Are you sure? Um... ¿Estás... sure? Um...”

The man went back to silence.

Melissa tried a few more questions, but the men didn’t seem to understand. She wasn’t sure if they had thought better of answering her or if her clunky Spanish was to blame.

“Gracias,” she finally said and let the men get back to their work before the unfed horses tore the barn down.

“So what do we do next?” Nick asked once they were out of earshot of the stable hands.

With very few leads in the first place, Melissa was quickly running out of ideas. “Look around, I guess?”

“Don’t mind if I do,” Nick said with a smile.

“You’re planning to renovate the Circle J horse barn now, aren’t you?”

“Damn straight. Look at this place. Two wash racks? A separate saddling area? A tack room and a guest lounge?”

Melissa watched him inspect each of the features, whistling his appreciation at every smart design decision and luxury.

At least someone was enjoying this trip.

Stepping into the tack room, Nick let out his loudest whistle of all. “Melissa, you gotta see this.”

She peeked inside at the walls of saddles.

“Can you imagine this at the Circle J?” he asked.

“Your envy is showing.”

“Can’t help it. This place is—”

Melissa saw it the same time as Nick. Something sparkling on the floor.

Nick lowered himself to one knee, reached under the saddle rack, and picked up the shiny object. When he climbed back to his feet, he held the item aloft for Melissa to see.

A platinum ring. Its brilliant green emerald surrounded with rows of tiny diamonds. Just like the one Kylie had described.

“Looks like Amy was lying,” Melissa said. “Oh God, Nick. Why would she say they were never here? What happened to Lucas and Sophie?”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Lucas and Sophie

Lucas hadn’t realized he’d lost the engagement ring he’d picked out for Sophie until he woke from a fitful dream clutching his empty pocket.

He wanted to cry, but that would be a waste of energy, and he needed every bit.

Lucas wasn’t sure how many miles they’d put behind them, but it wasn’t nearly enough. The bay gelding they’d stolen had been a trooper, carrying both of them most of the time, just Sophie when the going got rough. But Lucas could tell that he, too, was getting tired.

At least no one had come after them, or at least they hadn’t caught up. Yet.

Maybe he’d killed the man who’d shot Sophie.

Maybe the folks running Renegade figured Lucas and Sophie were not a real threat. That the NDAs they’d signed were strong enough to keep any accusations silent. That enough money would make all problems go away.

Or maybe they figured the two of them would die before they ever reached help.

As the sun rose, the wind began to kick up, blowing ceaselessly as it had the days before.

That was one thing that could be counted on in Wyoming. The relentless wind.

Lucas and Sophie needed to find a neighboring ranch, or better a town, and the sooner they did, the better.

Sophie stirred and opened her eyes. “Good morning.”

Lucas leaned down and gave her a light kiss on the lips. “How are you feeling?”

“Better, I think,” she said, but she didn’t look better. Dark circles cupped under her eyes, and her cheeks glowed pink with sunburn. Or maybe that was the fever.

Lucas held his cheek against Sophie’s head.

Burning.

Hotter than yesterday.

She had an infection for sure.

Lucas peered up at the tree a good distance down the slope where he’d suspended their edibles to keep from attracting bears. “Let me get you something to eat.”

“That’s okay. Not hungry. But you go ahead.”

“You have to eat, Soph.”

“I will. I will.”

“How about some water?” He handed her a bottle.

She took a sip, her hand shaking.

“Take another.”

“Yes, dad.” When she finished two more sips, she looked as exhausted as if she’d run ten miles. “How much farther to the next ranch? You think we’re getting close?”

“I sure hope so.”

She nodded, looking him straight in the eye. “We’ll make it, Lucas. We will.”

Lucas returned her gaze, afraid that if he looked away, he might lose her.

He couldn’t lose her.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Val and Lund

By the time Lund woke up the next morning, Val knew what she was going to do. Unfortunately, it meant disappointing him.

“I’m not feeling up to doing the cattle drive.”

He looked worried. “Did you sleep at all?”

Leave it to Lund to care more about how she was doing than about living out his cowboy fantasy.

“No. I just... couldn’t stop seeing him.” She paused. This next part she had to sell. “You should go anyway.”

“Without you? Why would I do that?”

“You want to play cowboy, don’t you? This chance might not come again.”

“It will. We can save up our money and make it come again. Either here or at another ranch.”

“Lund...”

“How are you going to sleep here alone? How am I not going to worry about you the entire time?”

Val let out a sigh.

“I’ll stay and watch over you. You get some sleep.”

Val shook her head. She couldn’t imagine feeling more guilty than she already did, but this was it.

Time to come clean.

“I’m not feeling sick, Lund.”

He looked confused. “You didn’t sleep.”

“No, I didn’t. That’s true. But I wasn’t planning to sleep today either.”

He looked down, the truth dawning on him. “You’re going to go looking for Hess... aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“So, I’ll go with you.”

“You think Amy will allow both of us to skip our activity?”

“Probably not. But if she complains, I’ll tell her to stick her orientation packet where the sun don’t shine.”

Val let out a little laugh through her nose. “Tough words.”

“You saw how thick that thing is. It would be mighty painful.” He shook his head. “Truth is, I’m scared to death of her.”

“You’re just intimidated by her eyelashes.”

“True. But eyelashes or no, she can’t force me to go on a cattle drive if I don’t want to. So Hess hunting it is.” He paused. “But we’re going to go to breakfast first, aren’t we? I was reading about this French toast they have... lemon curd and vanilla with fresh raspberries...”

“I would never deprive you of breakfast. When is it served?”

“Seven am.”

“It’s only six now.”

Lund glanced at the smart watch Amy had given him. “It’s that early? I felt like I slept in.”

“You did. Remember the time difference. We gained an hour.” Val pulled on her boots and headed for the door. “If we leave now, we can stop by the river before you get your French toast.”

“The river is the opposite direction.”

“Then we’d better hurry.”

Val still wasn’t crazy about investigating without a gun. She’d have to take that up with Amy at breakfast. But now that the sun was up, she felt back in control. At least a little.

They found the Riverside fishing cabin vacant and were about to head back for food when Val spotted a man in the middle of the river wearing waders and waving a fishing pole around as if directing the London Philharmonic.

“Excuse me?”

Val braced herself as he turned to face her, but the man looked nothing like Dixon Hess. It was the helicopter pilot who had flown them to Renegade. He waded over. “Aren’t the two of you supposed to be at breakfast?”

“I was wondering if you know of a man around here by the name of Dixon Hess.”

He spat tobacco juice and shook his head. “No.”

Val showed him the picture.

“That’s this spot, all right. But he doesn’t work down here. When I’m not flying, I guide the guests who want to fish. You could check with the main lodge. Maybe he was a guest?”

Val couldn’t imagine Hess being able to afford a stay at the dude ranch for millionaires, but if he worked at the main lodge, that might explain why he was near the firepit last night. “Well, thanks. Appreciate it.”

Val climbed back in the golf cart, and Lund drove back up the mountain to get his raspberry, vanilla, and lemon curd French toast.

The air still nippy this early in the day, breakfast was served in the dining room inside the main lodge. But by the time Val and Lund arrived, the other couples had already eaten. They asked how Val was feeling in concerned tones while giving her pitying looks.

“I’m good,” she insisted. “Just tired.”

“Any more panic attacks?” Shanna asked.

Val wanted to deny it was a panic attack, to repeat that she really had seen Dixon Hess, but she bit her tongue instead. Even Lund didn’t believe her, not really, despite how hard she was sure he’d tried. It would be too much to expect a woman she’d met yesterday to make that leap.

“Nope. No more. I’m okay. How’s breakfast?”

“The French toast is out of this world,” Jace said.

The other three agreed.

“The trout too,” Melissa added. “And the passion fruit? Oh my God. Have a taste of everything before you start on the French toast.”

“Good advice,” Nick said. “Once you hit that French toast, there’s no going back.”

As the four of them went off to start their adventures, Lund heaped his plate with thick cut bacon, eggs, hashbrowns, boneless trout, and passion fruit. He devoted a second plate to the French toast alone.

It all looked delicious, but Val’s stomach was too tense to eat. So she sipped coffee and nibbled a piece of dry toast.

“Nothing to your liking?” Amy asked, her tone conveying accusation rather than concern.

“I’m sure it’s wonderful. I’m just not feeling well this morning.”

“Val stayed up all night. Worrying. Someone went through our luggage. What happened to the pistols in our suitcases, Amy?”

“Weapons are not allowed on site. You’ll get them back when you leave.”

“It doesn’t say that in the orientation packet,” Lund said between bites.

“It does. Page 189.”

“I must have fallen asleep before I got to it,” Lund yawned. “That’s not much of a packet, by the way. I think when a packet goes over two hundred pages, it becomes more of a manual.”

Amy didn’t seem amused. “If that will be all, you’re expected at the horse barn in twenty minutes to saddle up. You’d better hurry.”

“I’m not feeling up to doing the roundup today,” Val said.

Amy frowned. “You signed an agreement.”

“I didn’t feel sick when I signed the agreement.”

“We only have two days for this study. If you insist on skipping your activity, you will have to pay the standard rate for the Renegade stay. The prices for each cabin are listed—”

“In the orientation manual,” Lund said with his mouth full.

“Page 267. And that doesn’t include taxes or fees. If I were you, I would rethink your laziness and do what you agreed to.”

“I guess you’ll have to bill us,” Lund said around another mouthful of French toast. After Amy huffed off, he gave Val a shrug.

“Do you know how much this is going to cost?” Val asked.

“I never made it past page sixty of that damn book. But it doesn’t matter. We’ll figure out a way to pay for it. If we’re going to be snooping around, we can’t very well be driving cattle at the same time.”

Val nodded. She still didn’t think Lund believed her, not really, but he sure was making every effort.

She was even beginning to doubt herself.

A few years before, Val had been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. It was hereditary. Her mother had had it. And although the drugs Val was taking seemed to have flareups under control, she remembered her mother suffering from hallucinations and paranoid delusions shortly before she died.

Could that be what Val was experiencing?

If Dixon Hess had really been there, wouldn’t the others have seen him?

If the fear she’d felt last night had something to do with Dr. Pratt’s study, wouldn’t the others have had panic attacks too?


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

When you enter into a contract, that carries with it certain responsibilities.

First: Understand the Contract.

In order to avoid misunderstandings and disputes, you must make sure you understand the terms and conditions. That is basic.

Second: Legal Capacity.

If you don’t have sound mind or the legal capacity to enter the contract, then what the hell are you doing?

Third: Clear Terms.

Contracts should be written clearly and unambiguously and cover everything, in order to present disputes.

Fourth: Acting in Good Faith.

If you sign a legally binding contract, you must deliver what you promised.

Contracts exist because one person needs something, and the other person agrees to provide it for compensation.

You cannot take the compensation and fail to provide.

There will be consequences for that kind of irresponsible behavior.

There are always consequences.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Melissa and Nick

When Melissa settled into her seat on the raft and looked at the churning water around her, she regretted that she’d eaten so much for breakfast.

It had been so delicious, though. The salty bacon, the floral tangy sweetness of the passion fruit, and the French toast’s delightful vanilla and lemon notes blending with the raspberry.

Melissa hadn’t had a breakfast that good since she’d left Denver. Not that she would admit any such thing to Nick.

Besides, it felt like a celebration.

The first breakthrough in her case.

She patted the ring they’d found in the horse barn, pushing it deep into her pocket. She’d contemplated dropping it off at their cabin, but after her gun had been confiscated—and apparently Val’s had been too—she worried it would be even less secure there.

It was proof.

Lucas and Sophie had been at Renegade after all.

Amy was lying.

Melissa would have canceled the rafting trip, except that she felt blowing their cover as study participants so soon would be a mistake. Obviously, Amy had no intention of telling them anything about Lucas and Sophie. Melissa would have to find the truth another way. For that she needed time.

And as soon as they returned from their rafting adventure, Melissa would continue the search.

But first... she needed to get through the rapids without losing the best breakfast she’d had in eons. And as she looked out over the tumultuous white water, Melissa’s mouth felt dry and her heart picked up its pace.

“Listen up!” Their guide—a severe looking woman named Max—said with a military bark. “We’re ready to launch.”

Melissa’s pulse pounded in her ears.

“Now whatever you do, keep hold of your paddle. When the rapids get rough, grabbing onto the raft doesn’t do you a lot of good. You’ll just flop around like a rag doll. You need to move with the motion of the water. Ride the rapids like you’re riding a horse.”

Melissa glanced at Nick. At least he should be good at that part. She’d only learned to ride a short time ago, when she’d first met him. Sometimes she still grabbed the saddle horn to keep herself balanced when Nick wasn’t looking.

She was sooooo in over her head.

Her heart pounded faster.

“One trick that works well is wedging your outside leg between the seat and the side of the raft. That will often keep you from bouncing out if your balance fails.”

Melissa wedged her right leg between the bench she was sitting on and the edge of the raft. “Like this?”

“Sure. The tighter your leg feels, the more secure you’ll be.”

Melissa adjusted the position of her leg.

Not tight enough.

She did it again.

Not tight enough.

She was going to fall out. She was going to drown.

She was going to die, and Nick would have another dead wife on his conscious. And sweet little Jason would have another dead mom.

Melissa’s chest grew tight.

She tried to breathe.

She was crashing into full panic mode, and she couldn’t seem to stop it.

Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod...

“That’s all I have for you. Keep your eyes ahead, facing the water. That’s the only way to be ready for the upcoming rough spots. Have fun!”

And with that, the evil, evil woman pushed off from the shore, and the raft shot into the river.

Melissa looked to Nick, but he was focused on the water ahead.

She looked back at their guide, but the woman seemed oblivious to the danger, just sitting back at the paddle that steered the raft, so relaxed she might as well have been sitting at home in front of her television.

Eyes ahead. That’s what she said.

Melissa focused downstream.

The water roiled ten feet away.

Here it comes, here it comes...

Five feet away.

Melissa screamed but no sound came out.

One foot away.

Max barked out a laugh. “Here we go!”

They went over the edge.

The raft bucked. Dipped. And bucked again.

On the second buck, Melissa’s leg slipped free.

No!

Please, please, please...

She bounced and tossed. Her neck snapping one way then the other. Water sprayed in the air and splashed over the raft’s edge, soaking her even through the raincoat Max had given her.

It went on.

And on.

Like they were falling down a staircase with no end.

Melissa gripped the paddle as if her life depended on it. But she didn’t see how it would save her.

Nothing would save her.

Except Nick... Nick...

She glanced to her left.

Nick’s mouth was open, and he was panting hard as if trying to breathe himself.

His eyes looked impossibly large. Shocked. Afraid.

Afraid?

Raised in the city, Melissa wasn’t used to adventures like this. She was always afraid. Bad at physical things like this. Insecure.

But Nick?

He didn’t have a lot of rafting experience, but this kind of thing was his bag. She’d barely ever seen him rattled, let alone afraid.

We’re going to die.

The water evened out, the first section of rapids behind them, but Melissa’s pulse spiked higher anyway.

She was shaking.

She felt like crying.

She felt like screaming.

But when she tried to make a sound—any sound at all—she couldn’t. Not even a squeak.

“How much fun is this, right? Good job so far, but another one is coming up. Get ready!” Max yelled over the rush of water and the thrumming of Melissa’s heart.

Melissa did her best to wedge her leg in place.

She did her best to hang on to her paddle.

She did her best to ride the waves like a horse.

She looked at Nick, hoping for strength, for reassurance, for anything.

Nick looked as pale as the rapids.

“Oh my God, Melissa,” he yelled. “Oh my God. We’re not going to make it!”

Nick was the most stoic man she’d ever known. For him to call out like this, to sound so afraid...

They were going to die.

They really, really were.

Melissa knew it.

A hum rose in her ears, louder than the rush of the rapids.

They rolled over another boulder, the raft tipping and plunging, almost throwing her out.

The ring!

Melissa groped her pocket. It was still there. Still there.

Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod...

They plunged toward another white frothy wave.

She couldn’t lose the ring. She couldn’t.

Melissa took a deep breath, slipped the ring on her finger, and screamed as the raft rolled over the next stretch of rapids.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Jace and Shanna

Jace had never suffered from acrophobia.

Usually he enjoyed hiking in the mountains, looking out from the observation decks in tall buildings, flying. But balancing on the edge of a cliff, Shanna’s life dangling in his hands, was not the way he’d prefer to spend his morning.

At least that’s what Jace was telling himself when the panic hit.

He was acting as leader, Shanna his second, and they were starting their challenge with a simple, single pitch climb.

Straightforward.

Easy.

Their guide ascended first and placed the top anchor, a sling around a small pinnacle of rock. A short, athletic type by the name of Emiliano, he was an expert climber and made it look easy.

Then he rappelled down and turned the lead role over to Jace.

Jace scaled the first section of rock face while Shanna belayed from the trail below. They worked together, Shanna watching Jace’s climb, ready to take up slack on the rope if he should have a bad handhold or slip of his boot. They shouted to one another, using climbing calls to communicate their status from moment to moment. Jace had reached the top of the rock face with little problem. He anchored himself and peered down at Shanna. “Off belay!”

Shanna released his belay and prepared for her climb.

“Taking in!” Jace shouted and gathered up the slack. The rope was tight from his hands through the anchor above and down to where it attached to Shanna’s sit harness.

“That’s me!” she shouted.

And Jace countered with, “Climb when ready!”

“Climbing!”

“Okay!” Now it was his turn to belay as she climbed.

If she slipped, fell, it was on him to save her.

It was on him to keep her safe.

The panic started with his hands.

Jace’s palms began to sweat, moist and sticky inside his gloves.

Then the trembling began, a tremor strong enough to shake the belaying rope he held.

His heart raced, making him lightheaded, dizzy.

“Hold up, hold up!” he called to Shanna.

She didn’t respond.

Hadn’t she heard?

Or had he missed her response, unable to hear over the incessant wind, the pounding in his ears, the roar of his own breath?

He peered down at the top of her head.

“Shanna! Hold up!”

She bobbled, her foot raking the rock, finding no toehold.

“Rope!” Shanna screamed. “Rope! Rope! Rope!”

Jace tried to take up any slack, to be ready to assist if she lost her grip, but his hands were shaking so hard...

He struggled to keep his grip, his footing, his goddamn mind.

Shanna screamed.

The rope went taut.

And something inside Jace screamed too as they both fell.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Val and Lund

Lund was still eating when the bearded bartender from the night before started packing up the breakfast food and readying the dining room for dinner.

“Excuse me. Gunner?” Val said. “Do you recognize this man?”

Val showed the bartender the email confirmation bearing Dixon Hess’ face.

“Nope,” Gunner said. “Doesn’t look familiar. Sorry. That could be Renegade’s trout stream, though. Hard to tell.”

Once Lund had finished his food, they walked through the lodge to find other members of the staff. But although the lodge boasted seven suites, a dining room, a boardroom, the resort’s business office, a kitchen, a spa, a fitness room, and a sauna, they saw no other employees in the whole place.

“Amy said they only had a skeleton crew on during the study, but this seems extreme.”

Lund nodded. “Feels like a ghost town.”

They kept wandering until they found themselves in a cavernous ballroom. Its ceiling soared three stories high, the space crisscrossed with rafters fashioned from full logs. A balcony on either side overlooked the dance floor.

“Perfect spot for a wedding,” Lund said, giving her a glance.

“If you’re a millionaire, maybe.”

“You don’t like it?”

“It’s gorgeous. It just doesn’t seem very... us.”

“I went with the lemon poppyseed.”

“What?”

“Lemon poppyseed. For our cake. Does that seem like us?”

“If you chose it, it does.”

Something stirred on the edge of Val’s field of vision.

“The balcony,” she said. “I think I saw someone moving around.”

They found the staircase and headed up.

“So is the Lake Loyal Supper Club us?” Lund asked.

“I mean, we have it booked, so sure.”

“But what makes it us?”

“I don’t know. It’s pretty, I guess. Overlooks the lake.”

“There are a lot of pretty locations. And a lot of lakes.”

Val shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re getting at.”

“I just think our wedding should be special, I guess. Different.”

“Listen, Lund. I don’t care what cake flavor we have, and we could get married on the top of a mountain, for all I care. I want to marry you. I do.”

“I know.”

They reached the balcony and took a look around. A seating area was situated back from the railing. Tables, chairs, and comfortable couches nestled around a stone fireplace. A full service bar ran along the opposite wall. But there was no sign of anyone there.

They drifted back to the railing and peered over the edge.

Another movement caught Val’s eye, this time on the floor below.

Was she seeing things? Or was someone playing games with her?

Dixon Hess?

“Did you see anything moving down there?” Val asked Lund.

“No.”

First seeing Hess last night when no one else did, and now this?

Was the movement real?

Or was it only in her mind?

Val had never told Lund about the cognitive issues that had accompanied her mother’s multiple sclerosis. The hallucinations. The paranoia.

The only person Val had ever told was her doctor, and he suspected her mother’s problems were due to an imbalance in the drugs she had been taking and not related to the MS at all. That was certainly what Val wanted to believe.

That it wouldn’t happen to her.

That it couldn’t.

But what if it was?

What if all of this... her obsession with Hess, the idiocy of coming out here to the mountains to find him, even skipping out on Lund’s cowboy fantasy so they could run around an empty lodge looking for... what?

What if it was all due to inflammation in her brain?

“I’m sorry, Lund.”

“For what?”

“Making you skip the cattle drive.”

“You didn’t make me. Besides, we came out here to find Hess. So that’s what we’re doing. Well, we’re looking anyway.”

“What if he’s not here?”

“That would be a good thing.”

“Would it?”

He shook his head, seeming uncharacteristically agitated. “I’m not following.”

“I saw him last night. I was so sure I saw him. I was so scared. So sure he was going to kill us both.”

“The past few months have been stressful, with the sheriff trying to recruit you to run and the cadaver dogs scenting a body, it’s no wonder—”

“What if it’s not just stress?”

“What could it be?”

“My... disease. There can be psychiatric problems associated with it.”

Lund frowned. “What are you saying, Val?”

“Depression, anxiety disorders... sometimes even hallucinations.”

Lund stared at her. His face grew pale, his breathing faster.

Val didn’t know what to think. In the past, Lund had always taken her illness in stride, much more than she did. He’d been her rock. The calm to her storm.

Now he seemed... upset.

“That doesn’t mean I have those problems. I don’t know anything for sure.”

He braced his hand on his chest, his body rocking with each breath.

“Forget it. Forget I said anything. Lund... really... I’m okay.”

It was a mistake telling him this. Lund hovered over her enough as it was. And she’d never wanted to sentence him to a life of taking care her.

She didn’t want that for him. She didn’t want that for Grace.

“I was freaking out last night, but I’m okay now. I just thought we should look at every possibility. But really, I’m okay.”

But Lund didn’t look okay.

He was breathing even faster now, clearly alarmed.

“Lund, are you having—”

“I need to get you to a hospital, Val. Maybe they can adjust your medicine, something. There’s got to be something they can do. Where is that pilot? Still at the river?”

He started walking for the stairs, his long stride leaving Val scampering behind.

“Wait, Lund. I’m fine. I’m fine.”

She caught him in the ballroom, grabbing his arm.

He spun to face her. His brown eyes flared wide, rimmed in pink. His cheeks glistened with tears.

“Oh my God, Lund. I’m okay. Really.”

What in the world is wrong with him?

Lund nodded. And then he started whimpering.

Val just stared.

This was a man who rushed into burning buildings. A man who kept his cool when everyone else panicked.

The man who was her rock.

She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him close.

He was breathing hard, trembling. She could hear his heart pounding impossibly fast.

“I got you, Lund. I got you. I won’t let anything happen to you, to me, to Grace, to anyone. We’re going to come out of this. Now please, slow down. Breathe. Please!”

They stood there for a long time, clutching each other, before Lund’s breathing started to slow.

Even then, Val couldn’t let him go. Not even to look him over.

After her diagnosis, she had spent a long time hating the betrayal of her body, the weakness inside her, the life sentence of her disease. It had been Lund who had pulled her out of that, most of it anyway. It was his hope that made her feel, eventually, that she could start to hope again too.

To see him so afraid, so devastated... she didn’t think she could take it.

Eventually he was the one to push her to arm’s length and look into her eyes. “I think I had a panic attack.”

She nodded. “You okay now?”

“I think so.”

She wanted to laugh with relief. She wanted to cry. “At least you didn’t start a fire.”

He chuckled at that, and Val stretched up to kiss him.

“This has got to have something to do with the fear study,” he said after the kiss. “They’re giving us something to make us react this way.”

“I mean, the fears, they’re real.”

“Agreed. But I’ve never known you to be a firebug.”

Val laughed a little at that. It felt good to have Lund teasing her. More... normal.

“Whatever is going on, I think we need to head back to civilization,” he said. “We’ll talk to your doctor. See if we can’t get to the bottom of this.”

“Amy will charge us extra, I’m sure.”

“Let her try. So how do we reach her?”

“Find one of those house phones?”

They made their way back to the business office. The door was locked.

“Well, Ms. Picklock,” Lund said, “do your thing.”

Val was a cop to her bones. But by the end of this trip—please let there be an end to this trip—she was fairly certain her lock picking skills would rival or surpass several breaking-and-entering aficionados she’d personally arrested back in her Chicago PD days.

Beating the business office door was tougher than the lock on the Rocky Knob cabin, but she still managed it in under five minutes.

Harry would be proud.

They let themselves in and turned on the lights.

The room held a computer, a printer, a fax machine (did anyone still use fax machines?), a scanner, the house phone line, and—

In the back of the room, two suitcases caught Val’s eye. She walked back and checked the tags.

Jacqueline Daniels read the name on one of them, and Phineas Troutt was on the other.

Val felt a chill.

“What the hell?” Lund said. “If Chandler and Heath’s luggage is here, where are they?”

Val turned back to the computer setup. She hadn’t registered anything when they walked in, but now... “If Renegade is so isolated, what use do they have for a fax machine?”

“Another good question.”

Val sat down at the computer and jiggled the mouse. The screen came to life. “According to the icon, we have an Internet connection.”

She clicked on the mail app.

There was nothing in the inbox.

Nothing in the sent folder.

Nothing in spam.

But in the deleted folder...

A dozen emails came up, confirmations to the Renegade study. They’d been sent by this account to the four couples this weekend, four couples for last weekend, and four from the weekend before that.

One of the email addresses caught Val’s eye—pitacopchick@aol.com—exactly the kind of smart-ass thing Chandler would make up for her cover as Jack.

The confirmation email came up. Sure enough, it was addressed to Jacqueline Daniels and was seemingly identical to the one she and Lund had received. But when Val focused on the picture of the fisherman, she noticed there was one big difference.

The man holding the fishing pole looked nothing like Dixon Hess.

Instead, it was a serial killer who had terrorized Chicago years ago. A man who’d called himself Mr. K.

Mr. K had been taken down by Jack Daniels.

Val’s throat went dry. Her face flushed with heat.

“What is it?” Lund asked.

“Dixon Hess isn’t here. He never was. His face was photoshopped onto the fishing picture. All of it was fake.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Chandler and Heath

Something bumped my shoulder. “Heath? I sure as hell hope that’s you.”

“Disculpe, querida. That is my boot.”

I wasn’t sure how long Heath and I had been crawling around like human inchworms. But my leg was killing me with all the shifting and bumping, and I was pretty sure it had begun to bleed again where the steel rods went through my flesh and connected to bone.

On the bright side, this was the first Heath and I had gotten close enough to touch.

Judging from the echoes, we appeared to be in a long tunnel, underground, rock walls that were unevenly cut. I voted for abandoned silver mine. Heath, as always, insisted on gold.

“So you were kicking me?” I said, trying to sound offended.

“Oh, mi amor... If I could choose what body part to touch you with, it certainly would not be my feet.” He chuckled. “But now that I have located you in this darkness, I have an idea.”

It wasn’t that hard to guess what he was thinking. “Does it have something do with my mouth?”

“It does.”

“Not gonna work.”

“No?”

“Neither of us can pull your zipper down.”

“Don’t underestimate yourself. You are very good with your mouth.”

“How good?”

“The best, my belleza preciosa. And now our lives might depend on it.”

Heath was seriously full of shit.

Although, I suppose that meant I was too.

“I can understand how your life might depend on my oral skills. But mine?”

“We have had too much lounging around in recent weeks. That’s what you said, yes? But if we want to stop all this lounging, we must untie the ropes binding us.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Is that a yes?” he teased. “I promise to nibble your fingers while I’m untying the ropes on your wrists...”

“Now that’s an offer I can’t pass up. Bring those ankles over here.”

He shuffled his body until his ankles were at the level of my mouth, and then I went to work.

There’s a flirty bar gimmick that involves tying a cherry stem into a knot with one’s tongue. It takes some practice, but I got pretty good at it. And I used it often in my younger days to help seduce targets.

In recent years, during a boring stretch of surveillance, my sister Fleming and I decided to increase the difficulty by folding origami doves with only our mouths.

Mine was perfect.

Albeit moist.

Untying Heath’s ankles required much less precision. It took a bit of force, biting hard and gnawing at the rope like a dog with a chew toy, but the knots eventually loosened enough for him to slip his feet out.

“Oh gracias, mi bonita and her magic mouth.”

“Your turn, mi hombre sexy...”

Heath inchwormed his way down while I undulated the best I could upward without making my leg worse. My face reached his hands way before his face reached mine.

“Wait. Stop,” I said, his hands at the level of my mouth. “I can untie you.”

“But that is unfair. You freed me with your mouth, bonita. I should do the same for you.”

“That’s stupid. Cute, but still stupid.”

“You wound me.”

“Don’t worry, you can make it up to me later.”

“I will claim that as my sacred duty to give you five orgasms in a row before I enjoy one.”

“Only five?”

“Ten.”

I untied the knot with my teeth, taking a moment here and there to flick Heath’s fingertips suggestively with my tongue.

“You tease me. Keep it up, I may keep you tied up and use you repeatedly.”

“Promises, promises,” I mumbled with my mouth full of rope.

Finally, Heath was free.

The tunnel was still tight, but with the use of his arms and legs, Heath shifted into position much faster.

I also rolled over so he could reach my hands, still tied behind my back.

His fingers had just started to work on the knot when I smelled the scent.

Vanilla.

That damn gas again.

I could feel the panic building. The light head. The speeding pulse. The narrowing focus. The shaking deep in my gut.

“Hang on, my love,” I said to Heath.

And he did.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Val and Lund

Val clicked on one email after another, finally landing on the one that had been sent to Lund featuring Dixon Hess.

Lund leaned over her shoulder, staring at the monitor. “So all of the former police officers had been sent an image of someone in their past too. It wasn’t just you. Apparently the others aren’t as observant.”

“Or as paranoid.”

“How about Jack? She’s had some of these monsters come after her again. Did she recognize the guy?”

“I’m guessing she didn’t see the confirmation. And I don’t know that Chandler has any reason to recognize Mr. K.”

Val could feel Lund watching her.

He rubbed her shoulder with his hand, kneading tight muscles. “How are you feeling about... this.”

How was she feeling?

Shock? Relief? Still worried she was suffering from paranoid delusions?

“I’m embarrassed I fell for this,” she finally said. “And worried that this doesn’t fully explain me seeing his face.”

“I’m betting Amy can explain what caused that. It has to be part of this damn study. I lost control too.”

“But your fear was real.”

“Yours was real. PTSD is real, Val. And Dixon Hess traumatized all of us.”

“Maybe he really is dead.” Val didn’t know if she believed that yet, but she wanted to with everything that was in her.

Val emailed Grace, lying that everything was great and asking if there were any new developments at the dig site.

Then she emailed Jack, explaining the real situation and sending all the deleted emails. Val also sent the emails to one of her own accounts.

Then she and Lund searched the rest of the computer, but all they found were reservations, payroll lists that didn’t mention Dixon Hess, and other normal things a resort’s computer might hold.

No personal communications.

No information about Dr. Pratt’s study.

In fact, no study data of any kind.

“They must have another computer,” she surmised.

“You’re not suggesting we look for it, are you?”

Val hesitated.

“No, no, no,” Lund said. “We need to tell the others about this, find Chandler and Heath, and get the hell out of here. Law enforcement can handle this. Local law enforcement.”

“I’m not sure local law enforcement has the power to mount any kind of investigation of a billionaire’s property.”

“Neither do we. I’m serious, Val. I gave up my cowboy adventure, and you can walk away from this. Other than some photoshopped pictures and an uneasy feeling, we have nothing. Not even a gun.”

He was right. “Okay. We inform the other couples, find Chandler and Heath, and get out of here.”

“Jace and Shanna were mountain climbing, and Nick and Melissa were white water rafting.”

Val figured Lund remembered the other couples’ adventures because he wanted to try those too.

God help her.

“And Chandler and Heath?” Val asked.

“Amy started saying spelunking.”

“Spelunking where?”

“It’s a mountain. There are probably caves.”

“Chandler went spelunking? With a leg that looks like a slab of meat skewered with knitting needles?”

Chandler was tough. But was she that tough?

“Let’s find the others first.” Lund said. “They’re from around here. Maybe they know of some caves that would fit the bill.”

Val and Lund left the office, and when they walked out through the dining room, they were surprised not only by the delicious scents of dinner preparation, but that the other two couples were back.

No one looked as if they’d had an easy morning.

Shanna sat with her leg propped on a chair and wrapped in a knee immobilizer.

Jace tried to drink a beer with wrist braces on both hands.

Nick’s neck was wrapped in an immobilizing collar, and a bruise blackened one eye.

“What happened to you guys?” Lund asked.

“Things did not go well,” Shanna said.

Jace groaned. “I dropped Shanna. Talk about not being there when she needed me.”

“And of course, he tried to catch me, and fell himself,” she added. “Head first.”

“Hands first,” Jace corrected. “At least it happened early enough in our climb that we weren’t very high up.”

“And Nick?” Lund turned to the cowboy.

Melissa covered her face with her hands. “I knocked him out of the raft with my paddle and gave him a brain injury.”

“Nah,” Nick said. “Hit my head on a rock. Don’t worry, though. I got a hard head. It’s my neck that hurts.”

“You forgot the almost drowning part,” Melissa added. “I was a disaster in that raft. Flailing around like an idiot. I’m so sorry, honey.”

“So we all lived up, or should I say down, to our fears.” Jace turned to Val. “I think we owe you an apology for last night. We all thought you were crazy. I sure did.”

“Sorry,” Melissa agreed. “We understand now. It was weird, like... everything I was worried about just bubbled over. It was so sudden.”

Jace nodded. “It was a drug. In the food or something. It had to be.”

“Thanks,” Val said. They had no idea that the MS made her situation less clear cut, but she didn’t intend to reveal all that. “A drug makes sense. I didn’t eat breakfast. And I didn’t have a panic attack today. Nothing beyond the ordinary, anyway.”

She and Lund exchanged glances.

“So they’re drugging us?” Melissa said. “I don’t remember signing up for that. And we have another day of this fear study ahead?”

“We’re going home,” Nick said. “Even if we have to walk.”

“Sounds good to me,” Shanna said, serious despite her knee brace.

“Lund and I found out some things that you need to hear.” Val laid out everything they’d discovered. How Jack and Phin were actually Chandler and Heath. How they’d disappeared and Amy lied about it. The discovery of the suitcases and the photoshopped faces of the fishermen.

When she was done, the other couples were silent for a moment.

“Amy mentioned something about Chandler and Heath spelunking,” Lund said. “Know of any cave systems around here worth exploring?”

“Not around here,” Jace answered. “Not big ones anyway, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

“Probably some old mines too,” Nick added.

Melissa interrupted. “Did you see any information about a Lucas Nash and Sophie Dorsay? They were in the study last weekend and are currently missing. Amy lied about them too. That’s actually the reason we’re here. I’m a private investigator.”

Val shook her head. “I don’t remember anything specific, but I sent all the emails to my account. You can take a look when we get back to Cody.”

“Thank you. So let’s get out of here.”

“Damn straight,” Nick said. “Does anyone know where Amy is? She can’t keep us here against our wills.”

“Lund and I need to find Chandler and Heath first.”

“We’ll help you do that,” Jace said. He glanced at Shanna, and she nodded.

“We’re in, right?” Melissa asked Nick. “It might lead us to Lucas and Sophie.”

Nick blew a hard breath through tense lips. “Okay. Either way, we need to find Amy. She’s the one with the answers.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Lucas and Sophie

“I always thought that thing about vultures circling a dying animal was only in the movies. I never thought it happened in real life.”

Sophie’s fever was making her delusional, but she wasn’t imagining the vultures. They wheeled overhead, dark against the blue sky. Waiting.

The afternoon sun was hot, beating down on them, as relentless as the blowing wind. Lucas was leading the horse now, trying to make it easier on the poor guy, Sophie alone in the saddle.

“The vultures aren’t here for us,” he told Sophie. “I saw an elk down in the last valley.”

“Oh, that’s good. I don’t want to die.”

It was a lie. Lucas hadn’t seen any elk. He wished he had. If elk were around, it meant water would be close by.

They’d finished their last bottle this morning. And their horse had to be thirsty.

“Hang in there, Soph. We’re going to make it.” He pointed. “See? There’s a dirt road. Has to be a ranch over the next hill. We should be there soon.”

There had to be a ranch. If not over the next hill then the one after that.

There had to be.

“I love you, Soph.”

“I love you too, Lucas. Will you marry me?”

The question he’d planned to ask her. The question he’d been convinced had to be asked in perfect circumstances and the perfect mood and a perfect ring. When really, he’d just been too cowardly.

Too afraid she wouldn’t have him.

Too afraid she would.

But all his stupid fear had done was waste time. And now... now they might not have much left, but he was going to grab it with both hands.

“Yes, I’ll marry you. Of course I’ll marry you. I was just about to ask you.”

Lucas stopped the horse. Reaching up, he grasped Sophie’s hand in his. He wanted to kiss her more than anything, but he was afraid that in her weakened state, if she leaned down, she would likely lose her balance and fall.

He settled for kissing her hand.

“We’ll get married right away. And then we’ll adopt that baby. As soon as we get back, we’ll start the paperwork. No more putting things off. No matter what. I promise.”

He was still holding her hand when the gunshot rang out and echoed across the valley.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Sarah and Eric

When Sarah Lander saw the vultures circling above the west pasture, she thought for sure they had a dying calf on their hands.

At least this time Eric was riding out with her and not out guiding a hunting trip or climbing expedition for one of the guest ranches in the area.

It was hard enough to keep the ranch working with the two of them and the few part-time hands they could afford to hire. Beef prices were sky high in the grocery store, but ranchers weren’t seeing much of that money, and Sarah was feeling the pinch.

If she wasn’t a rancher, what would she do?

Sarah had always wanted to leave the Buckrail to their son Cody and baby daughter Carol Ann. If the ranch went belly up in the next few years, Sarah had faith her kids would figure out their own path. But personally?

Sarah would be heartbroken and lost.

So when she and Eric rode out to see what the buzzards were circling, she was bracing herself for the worst things she could imagine.

A dying calf.

A dying cow.

The whole herd in trouble.

A financial hit they couldn’t absorb.

And then they heard the gunshot.

Sarah and Eric exchanged a look. They always carried rifles when riding out to check on the cattle. You never knew when wolves or mountain lions might be messing with the herd. It didn’t happen often, but it was always best to be prepared.

This time they had a different kind of problem.

They pulled their rifles from their scabbards, then crested the hill and scanned the valley below.

Sarah expected a hunter. Or maybe, if they were lucky, just some kids goofing around. She wasn’t prepared for what they found.

From a distance, she could see the bay quarter horse was exhausted. And the people...

A man led the horse. He stumbled over scrub, half running, as if being driven by willpower alone. A woman, slumped forward in the saddle, hanging on for dear life.

Neither one was armed, as far as Sarah could see.

Eric pointed to a ridge on the other side of the valley.

There he was. A man dressed in camo, a rifle in his hands. He walked along the ridge, watching the couple. Stalking. His gait calm. Deadly.

“What kind of trouble did they get themselves in?” Eric said, probably thinking of Sarah and his trouble a few years back.

“Don’t know,” Sarah answered, cuing her horse into a lope. “But let’s go get them out.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Val and Lund

They caught up with Amy on the covered walkway leading to the helipad. As soon as she spotted the six of them heading straight for her, her body language turned defensive.

“Listen, I heard you had some difficulties—”

“We’re leaving,” Nick said, taking the lead.

Amy shook her head. “I’m sorry, but you can’t.”

“I don’t care what we signed,” Nick answered. “You can’t hold us here against our will.”

“No, but our pilot won’t be back until tomorrow.”

“Well, call him back,” Jace chimed in.

“I can’t do that. He’s out on a hunting trip. He isn’t reachable until tomorrow.”

“I want to speak to Dr. Pratt.” Nick stepped closer.

“Dr. Pratt isn’t here. He left last night for an important meeting.”

Amy was probably telling the truth about that, at least. Val remembered hearing a helicopter take off last night during her sleepless night and return a few hours later.

“Pratt left?” Lund said. “I thought he was supposed to listen to our experiences tonight after dinner.”

“He has more important things to do.”

“So this study of his, it’s over?” Shanna said hopefully.

“No. I’ll listen tonight.”

“You can listen right now,” Jace said.

Amy rolled her eyes. “Fine. Go ahead,” she said to Jace.

“In all of your talk about this study, you never mentioned anything about drugging us.”

“Page 298 of the—”

“Orientation booklet,” Lund finished.

“Listen, I know it can be a little shocking to come face-to-face with your fears,” Amy said, her tone more than a little condescending. She glanced at Val. “Especially when some of you have so many. But the hard part of the study is over.”

“All of the study is over,” Nick said. “Like I said, we’re leaving.”

“Be my guest. But it’s a long, quite impossible walk.” Amy gave them a strained smile. “Or you can wait until the helicopter pilot is back tomorrow. And we will make sure you get home safely.”

“Is that what you did with Jack and Phin?” Val asked. “Made sure they got home safely?”

“Yes.”

“Then why are their suitcases locked in the lodge’s business office?”

Amy’s smile slipped from her lips.

“And if Lucas Nash and Sophie Dorsay never arrived, why did we find Sophie’s engagement ring on the floor of the tack room?” Melissa said, speaking up for the first time.

Amy held up both hands, palms out. “I’m not supposed to say anything. It’s a violation of their privacy. But I can see you won’t be satisfied until you talk to them yourself.”

“Where are they?” Val asked.

“In Porter.”

“All four of them?” Melissa asked.

“Yes.”

“Porter?” The name meant nothing to Val. “What is Porter?”

“Porter cabin is the medical clinic,” Lund answered. “It is named after one of three doctors who rode with George Armstrong Custer. Henry Rinaldo Porter was in Major Reno’s company during the Battle of Little Big Horn and was the only surgeon to survive. Page twenty-eight.”

Amy arched her eyebrows.

“See? I read your orientation packet,” Lund said. “Well, some of it. It’s too damn long.”

Val gave him a wry smile before she focused back on Amy. “Why are they in the medical clinic?”

“They were injured.”

“How severely?”

“I can’t share a third party’s medical records with you. You can ask them yourself.”

“Four of us were just at the clinic,” Shanna said. “I didn’t see anyone else there.”

The others nodded their agreement.

Amy let out an annoyed huff. “You were in part of the clinic. Like I said, we respect our guests’ privacy. Go, ask them. I’ll call ahead and tell the nurse to expect you.”

Amy bustled away in the direction of the main lodge.

When she was out of earshot, Jace said, “Does this feel like a wild goose chase to anyone else, or is it just me?”

“Definite goose chase,” Lund said.

Val nodded. “Agreed. I still think at least a couple of us need to check it out. If we can locate Chandler and Heath, we don’t have to wait for a helicopter pilot. Unless one of you knows how to fly?”

Head shakes all around.

Nick eyed Amy’s retreating back. “Maybe someone should keep an eye on our hostess. At this point, I think we can all agree she’s not exactly trustworthy.”

“I will,” Shanna volunteered. “I can’t move around too well anyway.”

Jace helped his wife into a golf cart. “I’m not going to leave you alone with her, that’s for damn sure.”

“I’ll go to the clinic.” Melissa raised a hand. “If Lucas and Sophie are there, I need to talk to them.”

Nick fell in beside his wife.

“Then the four of us will head there,” Val said. “Take two carts, just in case Amy’s telling the truth and we have some passengers coming back.”

As they climbed in, Lund and Val in one, Melissa and Nick in another, Lund leaned close to Val’s ear. “Porter cabin here we come. I sure hope this isn’t our last stand.”

“Funny,” Val said. Only it wasn’t.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Jace and Shanna

Jace was relieved when Amy beelined straight back to the main lodge. He would never dream of telling Shanna but driving the cart even that short distance was killing his wrists.

There was no helping it.

It wasn’t as if she could drive, not with her right knee immobilized. And walking wasn’t the easiest for her either.

So when they saw Amy had sequestered herself in the Renegade business office. They found a seating area within sight of the office door and took a load off.

“I’m sorry I pushed you to attend this stupid study,” Shanna said. “I thought... I don’t know what I thought. That you would realize how much you loved the ranch?”

“I told you before, Shanna. I do love the ranch, but I love you and the kids more. Besides, I wasn’t born a rancher. I grew up in the city. I’ll fare just fine as a city boy again.”

“Is Jackson big enough to be called a city?”

“It’s not Denver, but it’s not so small anymore either.”

“I know you don’t like your job.”

“I can find something else. All that matters is us. Together.” He reached out for her.

Shanna cradled his injured hands gently in hers.

Jace peered into her green eyes, eyes that he could stare at forever. He was so wrapped up in his wife, he didn’t notice Amy was leaving the office until he heard the door close behind her.

She walked past, seemingly without noticing them, unlocked the entrance to the spa, and slipped inside.

“I didn’t hear her lock the office door,” Jace told his wife. “Did you?”

“No.”

“Val and Lund had mentioned there was Internet service. And a fax machine,” he pointed out.

“What are you thinking of?”

“Calling the sheriff. I don’t know if Val and Lund did or not. But I don’t trust anything that’s going on around here. Might be nice to have some backup.” He pushed himself up from the couch, then helped her up and handed her the crutches.

They crossed the hall area unseen. The door was unlocked, and they slipped inside. Jace had just sat down at the computer when he smelled it.

Vanilla. Like some sort of air freshener.

And then his heart began to race.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

They think they’re on top of things, but they have no idea who they are dealing with.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Melissa and Val

On the way to Porter cabin, Melissa made a few mental notes.

For a ranch designed to offer only the best, the clinic was really pitiful. Not only was it located too far away from the cabins, down a twisty road of its own, it was severely understaffed.

When Nick had gotten hurt earlier, Melissa had been so upset about his injury and embarrassed about her performance on the raft that she hadn’t brought up her criticisms to Nick, but she was sure he would agree. If they ever got the money to expand the Circle J, they needed to make sure it was situated, designed, and staffed better than the onsite clinic at Renegade.

Melissa followed Val into the clinic, Nick and Lund behind.

When Val demanded to know where the patients were, the only staff in the place, a nurse practitioner named Toni, stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. “There are no patients. Some people who got hurt were here earlier. Them...” she nodded at Melissa and Nick, “and two others.”

Val didn’t react at all. “You haven’t treated Jacqueline Daniels? Or Phineas Troutt?”

“I saw them on the list for this weekend, but no. I haven’t seen them.”

“And you haven’t had any other patients but the four you mentioned, either yesterday or today?”

“No.”

“How about last weekend?” Melissa asked, taking the opening. “Lucas Nash and Sophie Dorsay?”

“No.”

“And Amy never said we were coming?” Val again.

“Why all these questions?”

Val paused for a moment and then said, “Do you have a restroom?”

The woman blinked. “What?”

“A restroom. Please?”

Melissa noticed Lund glance Val’s way, but he stayed rooted to his spot.

“Out the hall and around the corner.”

“I’ll go with you,” Melissa said and scampered off after Val.

“Ah, women... They never go to the bathroom alone,” Melissa could hear Lund say as she followed Val into the hall. “Say, Toni, there’s another thing we need to talk to you about. My friend Nick is not doing well since his earlier accident. Blurred vision, nausea...”

“What?” Nick said.

“See what I’m talking about?” Lund continued. “He has memory issues too. Could be a concussion.”

“Well, let’s get you in the examination room here, and I’ll take a look.”

Melissa met Val in the hall. She was pulling a case out of the sling bag she always carried over her shoulder. She opened the case and showed Melissa.

“Lock picks?”

Val motioned for her to follow, and she did. They stopped at the only other door in the building, besides the bathrooms, and Val crouched down and started working on the locks. She had the door open in under four minutes.

Melissa followed her inside.

This room was twice the size of the examination room and waiting area rolled into one. But other than a desk and computer in one corner, the place didn’t look like an examination room or an office or a hospital.

It looked like a laboratory.

White benches held glassware and canisters and various equipment that Melissa didn’t know the purpose for. All of it white and clean and organized. In the middle of it all was a reclining chair that reminded Melissa of something you’d find in a dentist’s office. Only this chair was equipped with nylon straps for restraining waist, arms, and legs.

A piece of equipment for the fear study?

The sight of it made Melissa’s skin crawl.

“Looks like when we interrupted Toni, she forgot to shut down the computer.” Val sat down and started studying what was on the monitor.

Melissa wandered around the lab, looking for something—anything—that might seem important. She was about to give up and ask Val for direction when she spotted a map hanging to one side of the door.

She stepped closer. The map was similar to the one in the infamous orientation packet, but this one had several locations circled in red.

Melissa recognized one of the spots circled. Labeled Put In on the map, it was where she and Nick had started their rafting disaster.

A larger circle surrounded the Rider’s Roost, Horse Barn, and nearby Bull Pasture.

A third looped around a spot on the mountain side titled Vertical Face, and the fourth, far west of the ranch, was named Bonanza.

Next to the map, a clipboard hung on a wall hook.

Amy had been carrying a clipboard last night at the firepit.

Melissa picked it up. The top page contained the names of four couples and four different challenges, but none of the couples’ names were familiar. She scanned for a date.

There it was. Two weeks ago.

She flipped to the next page. This one carried last weekend’s date.

Melissa’s pulse kicked up a notch as she read through the names. There at the bottom were the ones she was looking for.

Lucas and Sophie.

And their adventure was listed as Bonanza.

“Val, I have a hit on Lucas and Sophie.” She set the clipboard on the desk next to Val.

Val nodded but didn’t pull her eyes from the monitor. “They’re tracking our vitals. Look.”

Melissa gave it a quick glance. “I need to go. See if I can find them. Lucas and Sophie.”

“Go. We’ll meet at the helipad.”

Melissa paused at the door. She took out her cell phone and snapped a picture of the map, and then snuck out into the hall, closing the door softly behind her.

She needed to reach Nick.

In the hallway, she could hear voices buzzing from the examination room.

“I think you should look again,” Lund was saying. “I’m a firefighter. I’ve seen a lot of concussions, and Nick here is a textbook case. Can’t be too careful with head injuries, you know.”

The nurse murmured her agreement.

Lund was good at this. Keeping the nurse busy, preventing her from realizing how long Val and Melissa had been gone.

The only problem was that since the distraction happened to be Nick, there was no way Melissa could extract him.

If she wanted to reach Lucas and Sophie without alerting the nurse to what Val was up to, she would have to find this Bonanza location solo.

A risk Nick wouldn’t condone or understand.

Forgive me, honey. I’ve got a job to do.

Melissa opened the front door of Porter cabin quietly and slipped out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Val

Val knew she had to hurry back to the examination room before the nurse came looking for her, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the computer screen.

The spreadsheet on the screen was marked with this weekend’s date. Below were the names, ages, gender, and many other details of the eight participants.

Jacqueline Daniels and Phineas Troutt were set off from the others. Their column was titled Bonanza, and both names were marked with an asterisk.

And there was an even stranger thing.

Despite Amy telling the story of Chandler and Heath leaving Renegade, their charts included the most data. Heart rates, blood oxygen readings, skin temperature, blood pressure... it went on and on, data collected four times an hour since before dinner last night.

Val noted that some of the readings seemed low and others quite high. Once readings passed a certain threshold, the color changed to red. In Chandler and Heath’s case, the high and low formed a pattern. High, low, low, low, repeating for the past eighteen hours.

Melissa and Nick were listed next. Only one of their readings qualified as high enough to be red. This morning. No doubt their panic on the rafting trip.

Val and Lund’s readings were listed third. Val had hit the red zone last night. Lund when he’d had his panic attack in the lodge earlier.

She scrolled down for the last couple. Jace and Shanna. They’d been in the red range this morning on the mountain.

Another set of data updated, adding an additional reading to each of the couples’ histories.

The most current reading.

And the newest numbers for Jace and Shanna were also in the red.

Shit.

Val jumped up from the computer.

What does this new high reading mean?

Jace and Shanna had been shadowing Amy. Had she found out? Had she done something to them?

Val needed to locate them now.

She had just reached the hallway when the smell of vanilla washed over her. A dose of adrenaline hit her so hard she fell to her knees.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Sarah and Eric

After contacting the sheriff, Eric and Sarah settled on a plan.

The gunman continued to move straight along the ridge. But when he reached the deep gully on the edge of the west pasture, he would have to descend to the valley if he was to keep following the desperate couple. Sarah rode wide along the truck ruts to head him off while Eric took a shortcut and approached from behind.

Sarah reached him first.

Slowing her mare, she trotted up to him, blocking his path. She held her rifle in a low ready position, relaxed, non-combative, but prepared should he get squirrely.

Sarah couldn’t hear Eric, but his route was shorter than hers, so he had to be close.

“Lost your way, sir?” she called out.

He slung his weapon over his shoulder, barrel pointing to the ground. “Just out doing some hunting.”

She glanced at his AR-15. Decidedly not the kind of rifle customarily used for hunting game. “Unsure of your marksmanship?”

“Staying with my uncle. This is the only rifle the old coot has.”

“I saw what you were hunting,” Eric said, stepping out of a stand of trees. “Seems like an unusual prey.”

The guy twisted around at the voice coming from behind him.

Sarah tensed. If the guy was set on murder, he wouldn’t stop at the two people in the valley. He’d have to take out witnesses too. And that meant Eric and her.

“It really doesn’t concern you,” the man finally said.

Sarah cued her horse to take a step forward. “You’re on my land, so it actually does.”

“Fine.” The guy held up his hands, palms out. “That horse. They stole him from Renegade. I work there. I’m just trying to get their property back.”

“Then you should have no problem taking that up with the sheriff,” Sarah said.

“No problem at all.”

“Good,” Eric said. “Because he should be here any moment.”

While it wasn’t exactly any moment, the sheriff eventually did arrive on the rutted road. Sarah and Eric let him deal with the redheaded gunman and turned their attention to the horse thieves.

The woman’s arm and side had been hit with buckshot, not from their gunman but a few days before. Her injuries didn’t look terrible, but an infection had set in, and she needed to get to a hospital without delay. While they waited for another deputy to arrive and Eric tended to the bay gelding they’d been riding, Sarah gave the couple each a bottle of water from her saddle bag.

The man looked familiar.

“You used to ride rodeo, didn’t you?” she asked. “Saddle bronc? Bareback? A couple of timed events?”

“At one time or another, all of it,” he said. “Lucas Nash. This is my fiancée, Sophie.”

“Sarah Trask, now Lander.” She nodded at her husband. “And that’s Eric.”

“Need to contact anyone?” Eric asked.

Lucas arched his brows. “You have a satellite phone?”

“It’s Eric’s new toy. He’s so proud.” Sarah pulled the satellite Wi-Fi access point device out of her saddle bag and flipped up the antenna. “I can set up a hotspot for you.”

Lucas pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Thanks. I didn’t know something like that existed.”

“It’s expensive for sure,” Eric said, “but it’s a lifesaver out here.”

While Lucas and Sophie contacted those they needed to contact, the deputy arrived pulling a horse trailer behind her truck. Eric loaded the bay into the trailer, and Lucas and Sophie got into the truck’s cab.

While the deputy was talking to the sheriff, Lucas called Sarah and Eric over to the truck. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

“Sure.” Sarah led her mare to the truck and stopped beside Eric. “What is it?”

“I don’t know if you overheard what I was telling the sheriff, but all this, what we went through, it happened at Renegade.”

Lucas handed his phone to Sarah. On the screen was a line of texts from a woman named Kylie.

“Good friend of ours,” Lucas explained. “She hired a detective to find us. A Melissa Anderson. She’s up at Renegade now snooping around. I’m worried about the reception she’s going to get.”

“I’m sure the sheriff will check it out.”

“He’ll make a few calls, no doubt. Talk to Jensen Pratt and the woman who runs the place. But I’m pretty sure if Pratt doesn’t want things checked out too thoroughly, they won’t be.”

“A distinct possibility.” Eric glanced at Sarah. “Could be why our gunman didn’t seem too worried.”

“Renegade,” Sarah said. “That’s a few days’ ride.”

Eric nodded. “I have a faster idea. And a friend who owes me a favor.”

“Lucas,” Sophie said. “You should go. You can’t help me just sitting around the hospital.”

“I want to make sure they’re taking care of you.”

“Please, Lucas. If I could go too, I would,” Sophie said. “That woman is up there because of us.”

Lucas shot Sarah and Eric a questioning look.

Eric spoke. “Get Sophie checked in at the hospital, and Sarah will pick you up. I’ll make arrangements.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Chandler and Heath

I lost track of how many times we were hit with that damn vanilla scent, followed by the wave of panic. But it seemed to be happening at regular intervals, as if on an automated schedule.

And I was sick of it.

The tunnel was still tight, barely a meter in diameter, but now that both our hands and Heath’s legs were free, we could crawl. It was slow going, and not an easy move with a broken leg.

Easy makes ya lazy.

A stupid thing Father—not my real father—used to say when he was torturing me with one training exercise or another.

Luckily, the bastard was long since dead.

I didn’t miss him.

I did, however, think about Lund and Val as I crawled. What were they suffering in the name of fear science? The two of them were tough, trained first responders. They knew how to mitigate fear, compartmentalize it, work through it. But they were neophytes compared to Heath and me.

How much of this could they take?

How much could we?

As we moved along slowly, something tickled my broken leg. Well, it might have felt like a tickle if my leg wasn’t shattered and sore with skin that was scraped raw and bleeding.

“Knock it off, Heath.”

“¿Perdón?”

The touch happened again.

“Stop touching me. That hurts like hell.”

“I am not touching you, bonita.”

“Then what is?”

I shifted my aching leg back and forth.

Something skittered away.

And then, I knew.

“Rats! Holy shit! Heath!”

“Ratas?”

I swiped at my leg, and hit a furry body, but the rat just stayed within the circle braces that stabilized the pins, its filthy body rubbing against the pins poking through my skin; the ones keeping my bones in place.

I reached down for it, urgency and pain causing me to panic, swatting at my external fixator and making my tibia sing with vibrating agony.

But worse than the thought of my bones recracking was the idea of vermin nipping at the pins, licking blood from my puncture wounds, gnawing at my stitches.

“Hold still, querida! Your flailing almost poked my eye out. You know I only have one.”

I clenched my jaw and tried to disconnect myself from all emotions, going to that dark safe space in my head. The place I went when things were bad and neither fight nor flight was an option.

Then training kicked in, and rather than flail around hysterically, I forced my hands to the ground, palms down, and slowed down my breathing and heart rate.

“It is a big one,” Heath said. “And quick.”

I held completely still, feeling the rodent’s moist, warm feet scratch my bare skin, its tail dragging against my metal pins.

“I have never seen teeth so big.”

“Less color commentary,” I said through my teeth. “More rat catching.”

“This is not a plague rat, I hope. Did you pack doxycycline?”

The rat scurried underneath my leg, worming its way up toward my butt.

“Ass! ASS!”

“I’m trying my best. Calling me names won’t—”

“IT’S TRYING TO CRAWL UP MY ASS!”

Screw my dark safe place. With both hands I caught the animal by its haunches and squeezed tight, prompting a squeal. It turned into a small, furry cyclone, scratching and biting my fingers as I tried to snap its spine.

Maybe I whimpered a little.

Then, magically, the rat was out of my hands. A moment later its high-pitch wailing was cut short by a sharp CRACK!

“Our rat friend will not be cooking any French cuisine in the foreseeable future.”

I reached for Heath, and he embraced me in the dark.

“Thank you.”

“That was a Ratatouille reference.”

“I know.” I’d never seen the movie, I didn’t watch many, but I was familiar nonetheless. “Do you hear any others?”

“I do. But I do not believe they will bother you.”

“Why?”

“They are busy eating their dead friend.”

I held Heath even closer. So close I could feel his heartbeat against mine.

“You are afraid of rats, querida?”

“Isn’t everyone?”

“I am not afraid of rats. I was so poor growing up in El Dompe that I tamed one of the garbage rats to be my pet. I slept with him under my arm like a teddy bear and called him Jelly Bean.”

“You’re joking.”

“Of course, I am. I only spoke Spanish back then.” He laughed. “Jelly Bean? Is that not a good English name?”

“What did you really name it?”

“I would never have a pet rat. They are disgusting. ¿Estás bien?”

“I’ll be okay as soon as I can wash that experience from my mind.”

“Can I help take your mind off of things?”

Heath ran his hand over my good knee, but I brushed him away.

“Too soon,” I said. “I can still feel the rat.”

“I have been called worse.”

We continued to crawl, distancing ourselves from the smacking sounds of the cannibal rat feast. The pain and fear subsided, and I got my vitals back under control.

Behind me, Heath chuckled low.

“What’s funny?”

“I have never seen you so scared.”

“It’s that damn vanilla fear gas. It’s still in my system.”

“Perhaps I can handle it better, because of my machismo.”

“Or perhaps it’s because you weigh sixty pounds more. And don’t have seventeen pins in your leg.”

“It is fear gas, yes? Or is it cranky gas, making you irritable?”

I felt something brush my bad leg and flinched.

Heath, screwing around?

Or another rat?

I shot out my hand, snatched it, and squeezed when I felt fur, bringing my other hand up and snapping its back like a tree branch. I tossed it behind me and heard Heath yelp.

“I thought you weren’t afraid of rats,” I teased.

“You are right. It must be the fear gas.”

We traveled another fifteen meters, slowly, ponderously, and I paused. “I have an idea.”

“An idea? I’m listening.”

“The next time we smell the vanilla, we make love.”

“Oh, no. I can’t do that.”

Not something I ever expected to hear from Heath. “Why not?”

“Don’t get me wrong. I would love to go spelunking with you, bonita. But I cannot take advantage.”

“Advantage?”

“Advantage... of a minor.”

Ugh.

“I get it. Minor with an O R,” I said dryly. “That joke was so bad, I rescind the offer.”

“Oh, don’t be crabby, mi amor.” Heath moved up beside me and pulled me close. Skimming his fingers over my hip, he gave me a long kiss, careful not to bump my injured leg.

“I thought you wouldn’t take advantage of miners,” I said when we broke the kiss.

I could feel him shrug. “I considered the environment and... I caved.”

“Has no one told you the dad joke thing isn’t sexy? Because it’s not.”

“Put your hand lower, see if you like this next mine joke.”

I lowered my hand and found Heath to be quite aroused. I gripped him firmly and asked, “What’s the joke?”

“I’ve given you a new shaft to explore.”

And explore, I did.

It was the wrong place, and the wrong time.

But it was with the right guy.

I was only able to take my shorts off my good leg, and rather than tear my panties trying to pull them around the external fixator I just pulled them to the side.

Heath braced himself on his elbows, keeping his weight off my bad leg, his movements gentle but urgent.

He’d just entered me when the vanilla scent hit. My heart pounded, fear and arousal, mixing, the emotions heightening one another, urging each other on.

Minutes earlier, I’d been terrified, my fear and pain heightened by the gas.

But now, Heath’s mouth on my neck, his hands on my ass, the smell of his hair, the feel of him pumping into me, faster and faster; it was just as overwhelming as the rat attack, my nerves all tingling and jacked up to eleven, his cock driving into me so deep and thick that the breath caught in my throat.

Heath didn’t need size fourteen shoes. He filled me to bursting.

The climax overwhelmed me and I cried out, practically screaming. Heath made a few loud noises as well, cursing in Spanish and calling me all sorts of lovely, dirty words. And after we’d both enjoyed our release, rats were the furthest thing from my mind.

“That might be the best idea you’ve ever had, bonita.”

“You started it. With your dad jokes.”

“If I knew bad puns turned you into such a hermosa puta, I would have added more to my repertoire. In fifteen minutes, maybe we will be ready to try it again, no?”

“Maybe. But you can hold off on the puns.”

We managed to get my shorts back on and resumed crawling. After a few minutes I noticed a spot of light ahead.

I blinked, trying to make sure it was real. “Do you see that?”

“Sí. Our way out.”

I crawled faster, dragging my bum leg behind, pain be damned.

The tunnel grew larger the closer we came to its mouth. I blinked, willing my eyes to adjust to the glare of sunlight after so much unrelenting dark. But the closer I got and more focused my eyes became, it was clear this wasn’t going to be as easy as we’d hoped.

A thick iron gate barred the mine’s mouth. Old and rusted, it looked as if it had been there since the mine was abandoned, save for the brand-new padlock holding it closed.

I sat on one hip and waited for Heath to scooch in beside me.

“Smile,” he said, pointing at the ceiling.

Sure enough, a small camera stared down at us from the other side of the closed gate. I wondered if there had been a night-vision camera deeper in the shaft, watching as we made love.

I flipped it off.

“After we get out of here, querida, what do you say we pay a visit to Dr. Jensen Pratt? Have a little chat about his methods?”

“And Amy?”

“And Amy’s eyelashes.” He gave a little shudder.

“Unfortunately, we have to get out of here first.”

“Allow me, bonita.”

He sat close to the gate, his feet against the iron bars. Bracing himself with his hands, he kicked hard.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Four.

But no matter how hard he kicked, the gate held.

“Lo siento, cariño,” Heath said to me. “This might be more difficult than I thought.”


CHAPTER THIRTY

Melissa

Melissa stopped the golf cart and pulled out her cell phone, checking the map one more time.

She was on the right road. It looked just like it did on the map. A twisting thing with switchback turns climbing up the mountain. But twenty feet ahead, the grade flattened out into a plateau and the road came to an end. And still she had little clue where this Bonanza was located or even what it was.

All she could picture was the old television show. A western about a family with a bunch of sons. Her mentor and friend Jimmy Bernard had loved the show, and she’d watched it with him a time or two, but she’d never really paid attention.

Was this place a reference to that?

Melissa got out of the golf cart and looked around. One side of the road fell off into a deep gorge, and she could see the switchbacks she’d just driven up.

The other side rose upward in a steep rocky slope. Since she couldn’t see a trail on either side, and the gorge seemed impassable, she started to climb.

About halfway up, she saw it.

A hole in the mountainside, about her height and one and a half times as wide, braced with beams of old wood. A gate blocked the entrance.

Of course. Bonanza.

The reference wasn’t to the television show, not specifically. The word meant sudden great wealth or luck, like having a bunch of sons, she supposed. Or hitting the jackpot. Or a miner discovering a thick vein of gold.

Bonanza was an abandoned mine.

Melissa had just started to climb the rest of the way when she heard the drone of an engine below.

Not a golf cart.

She twisted around to see what was coming.

Two turns down the switchback road, an ATV was hurtling her way. And riding it was a woman whose head was shaved on one side.

Max, no doubt, from their rafting disaster.

But this time, Max wasn’t carrying a raft paddle. This time, she had an AR-15 slung over one shoulder, and she wasn’t smiling at all.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Val and Lund

Can’t breathe.

Can’t breathe.

Where’s Lund?

Can’t breathe.

I feel sick.

Sick.

Sick.

My chest is on fire.

Can’t breathe.

Val’s mind was a jumble when the outside door of the clinic opened, and Amy walked in, a pistol in her hand and a gas mask on her face.

A man followed her, also masked, carrying an AR-15.

Not a redhead.

Not the pilot.

The bartender?

Can’t breathe.

Where’s Lund?

Is she going to shoot us?

Are we all going to die?

Can’t breathe.

Amy nodded at her, and the man slung the AR-15 over his shoulder. He grabbed Val under the armpits, dragged her back into the lab, and dropped her on the floor.

“Val! Don’t touch her! Val!”

Val could hear Lund shouting first, and then she saw him. He was on his hands and knees on the floor, as if he’d been retching, but now he was looking at her. Calling her name.

He’s okay then. Not dead. He’s okay.

Why did I think he was dead?

Breathe.

Amy took off her gas mask, and the man followed suit. He had that tasteful beard. Yes, the bartender.

“The gas is pretty effective, isn’t it?” Amy said. “We’re encouraged by the additive to food and drink, but right now the gas is our leading product.”

At first Val thought Amy was talking to the nurse, who was crouched on the floor too. Or the bartender. But then as her dizziness came and went and came again, she realized Amy was talking to her.

“Product?”

“You’ve tried both now yourself. All three of you have. What do you think?”

Val concentrated on her breathing.

In and out.

In and out.

Her heart kicked hard against her ribs.

Three of them?

Of course, Val, Lund, and Nick. Nick was sitting behind Lund on the examination table.

So where is Melissa?

She was going somewhere.

She was going somewhere.

Did Melissa leave before the gas hit?

Did Melissa get away?

Or is Melissa dead, dead, dead?

Breathe, two, three, four.

“The gas is something special. All we had to do was get you to focus on a fear—like an innocent little picture of a felon fly fishing or worries about a relationship, anything really—and the gas does the rest. And it has such a lovely scent. You don’t know it’s anything but lovely until you start losing your mind.” Amy smiled. “At least that’s what I’ve been told.”

Val’s breathing was more controlled now, slowing bit by bit. Her body shook from the adrenaline. Her heart was still beating fast. But she was starting to be able to think.

She focused on Lund. Still on his knees, he splayed a hand on his chest and cupped the other to his jaw and the side of his neck.

Jaw pain? Neck pain?

Val felt dizzy as another dose of adrenaline slammed into her bloodstream. But unlike the irrational frenzy she felt a moment ago, now she could still think.

A panic attack would explain his shortness of breath, his racing heart.

But jaw pain? Neck pain?

Those were more in line with a heart problem.

Lund’s father had died of a heart attack.

Amy was talking, something about using the drug intravenously, but Val ignored her, focusing on Lund.

“Lund?”

He met her eyes. Sweat glistened on his forehead. His body rocked with each panting breath.

“Are you okay? Lund?”

Lund didn’t answer, all his energy absorbed by his breathing, his pain.

“He might be having a heart attack,” Val said in a loud voice, interrupting Amy’s TED talk.

Amy laughed. “Panic attacks can feel that way.”

“Lund?” Val said again. “Do you have pain in your jaw? Your neck?”

He nodded. “Shoulder too.”

Shit. And he’d been sick to his stomach. Shit.

“This isn’t just one of your drug induced panic attacks, Amy,” Val said forcefully. “Lund needs a hospital.”

“No, no, no.” Amy shook her head. “You promised me data for the study. I need my data.”

“Fuck your data. Lund has to get to a hospital. He could die!” Val tried to crawl to him, but the bartender stepped in her way. “Nurse? Nurse? Help him!”

Cringing behind the examination bench, the woman didn’t move.

“He can’t leave,” Amy said. “No. This is bigger than him. Bigger than all of you. Dr. Pratt is depending on it. No one can leave until I get what I need!”

Nick slipped off the examining bench. Raced at the bartender. He hit the man at a run, grabbing at his rifle’s sling, pulling it off the man’s—

“BANG!”

The sound of Amy’s shot was deafening.

One of Nick’s legs buckled.

He stumbled.

Fell.

Crashed to the floor, writhing in pain.

“Nurse!” Val screamed, her own voice muffled in her ears, deafened by the gunshot. She crawled to Nick. He was hit on the outer thigh, but she couldn’t tell how bad it was. She covered the wound with her hands, applying pressure, trying to stop the blood.

“They need to go to a hospital, Amy,” the nurse finally squeaked. “We could be in big trouble if they can’t get help.”

“Please. Get help for Lund and Nick. They have to get to a hospital. Please!” Val choked on the tears streaming down her face. “I’ll stay however long you want, give you whatever you need. Just help them.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Chandler and Heath

Kicking the gate didn’t work. Once the momentary panic passed, Heath and I started digging, focusing on the anchor points. Drilled into rock and fortified by concrete, the posts were strong. But any wise man or woman knew that strong could not accomplish anything on its own.

It needed support.

The concrete seemed to be newly set and was not too difficult to remove. After that, we scraped out as much dirt and sand that our fingers would tolerate... and then we went beyond tolerate and fully into pain.

By the time we were ready to try the gate’s foundations again—lending my good leg to the effort this time—the gate moved.

It only shifted an inch, but it was encouraging.

Now that we were at the mouth of the mine, there was too much outside air diluting the fear gas for it to have the same power.

Also encouraging

Or maybe we were so used to it that it had become boring.

“I do not know what they are trying to prove here,” Heath said the who-knew-how-many-eth-time the gas hit us. “Scared, not scared, scared, not scared, blah, blah, blah.”

“No kidding. When I smell the scent now, I just want to take a nap.”

“A nap sounds like a good idea,” he said, doing that ridiculous eyebrow thing again.

“Your kind of nap doesn’t include any sleeping.”

“We can sleep when we’re dead, bonita. We can sleep when we’re dead.”

He kissed me using that wicked tongue, teasing me, drawing me to him. I was just about to forget all of it—the gate, the vanilla gas, Dixon Hess—when I heard footsteps approaching us.

I shifted back into the darkness of the cave. Heath followed, and when he reached me, he wrapped an arm around my shoulder, and we sat on the mine’s floor like we were two teenagers watching a movie.

“Lucas? Sophie?” a woman loud-whispered. “Are you there?”

I recognized the voice. The female cop who was married to the cowboy. “Melissa? Up here.”

The rhythm of her footsteps accelerated, and soon she peered through the bars. “Jack, er Chandler? Heath? I’m here to help, but there’s someone following me.”

“Armed?” Heath asked.

“Yes. She works for the ranch. Name is Max.”

“Why is she coming after you with a gun, amiga?”

“I think Amy wants to keep us here. There’s something very not right about all of this.”

“Melissa wins the award for understatement,” I said.

In the distance, I could hear the crescendoing buzz of an ATV.

“Hide,” I told her. And then to Heath, I said, “Why did we have to use golf carts when they have ATVs?”

“Chandler?” Melissa said, frightened. “There’s no place to hide. And I’m pretty sure she’s already seen me.”

“Then stay right here at the gate,” Heath said, his voice deadly calm.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Put your hands up. Make her come to you. We’ll do the rest.”

At first, I wasn’t sure Melissa would trust us. She had only met us for the first time last night. And I doubted I’d said three words to her. But when the engine stopped and the footsteps approached, she remained rooted to the spot.

“Melissa?” the woman called, her voice gruff. “You’re going to need to come with me.”

Melissa placed her hands behind her ears as if she was being arrested and lowered herself to her knees.

Her cool was admirable.

“May I have the honors, bonita?” Heath whispered.

“She’s all yours.”

Heath dug around in the floor of the cave, and by the time the gun chick reached Melissa, he had selected his weapon.

Max slung her AR on her back and patted Melissa down, then she leveled the barrel on her. “Stand up.”

Melissa did.

“Amy has a treat waiting for you,” Max said.

“Tell her I’ll pass.”

“I’ll tell her you asked for extra.”

And with that, Heath launched his rock. It whizzed through the bars of the gate unscathed and smacked directly into Max’s temple, the shaved side.

Max fell to the ground.

Melissa spun around and stared at Heath, seemingly a little shocked.

“Is she dead?” I asked.

Melissa hurriedly bent down to check.

“She has a pulse.” Melissa patted the woman down. She pulled a pair of handcuffs from Max’s belt and put them on her. Then she held up something else.

A set of keys.

“Nice work,” I said and meant it.

“Nice throwing,” Melissa said to Heath.

Heath shrugged. “I should have tried out for the Chicago Cubs, I know.”

“What’s wrong with you?” Melissa shook her head.

“¿Qué?”

“The Cubs? I’m from Denver. Colorado Rockies, hon. Only team that matters.”

“I’m a Brewers fan,” I said.

No one appeared impressed.

We had just exhaled a breath when the beat of helicopter blades echoed off the mountain. Coming closer.

From the sound of it, almost here.

“Guess we aren’t leaving our charming mine quite yet,” I said, wondering how long it would be before the vanilla scent would hit us again.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Val

The nurse produced two rolling stretchers, helping Lund onto one and Nick onto the other. And as Amy handcuffed both of the men to the rails, the nurse administered first aid.

Once the men were secured, the bartender lifted Val to her feet.

“Gunner, can you call for the pilot?” the nurse asked the bartender.

Amy pulled out her pistol. “Let’s go.”

“Val, don’t do this,” Lund said. He sounded exhausted, but at least he was no longer breathing so hard his body rocked.

“I’ll be okay. Just make sure you are too.”

It seemed as if they’d been saying that word a lot lately. Okay, okay, okay. Val had no way to know if they would be okay. But she was certain she wouldn’t if anything happened to Lund.

“I love you,” she said.

“Love you too.”

Amy marched her into the lab and directed her to sit in the reclining chair. Once Val was seated, Amy fastened her waist and legs tightly to the chair with thick Velcro straps. When Amy moved to strap Val’s wrists down, Val raised them slightly, hoping Amy wouldn’t notice that she’d built in some slack.

“You’re taking Lund to the helicopter, right?” Val asked. “Lund and Nick?”

“The others are handling that.”

“They’d better be.”

“Oh, for cripes’ sake. They’ll be fine. I’m not a murderer. I’m a scientist. All I’m asking is for you to complete your side of our agreement.”

Val focused on a collection of framed diplomas on the wall behind the computer desk. The last time she’d been in the lab, she’d been too focused on the computer screen to notice much in the rest of the room.

When Val had first arrived, she’d assumed Dr. Jensen Pratt was running the show. He was the billionaire with the bestselling book about fear. Amy had seemed like a cross between Pratt’s assistant and a concierge for Renegade. But the diplomas on the wall behind her desk suggested Val had underestimated her. Especially the two PhDs: one in neurobiology and another in biochemistry.

“I assumed all of this was Pratt’s doing, but it wasn’t, was it?” Val said. “You developed the drug. He’s nothing but a figurehead.”

Amy vibrated with annoyance. “Jensen Pratt is a brilliant man. He could do so much for the world. He has done so much.”

“But the fear drug... you developed it, didn’t you? And you’re the one testing it.”

Amy tied a tourniquet around Val’s upper arm, snapping the knot into place. “I just followed Jensen’s theories.”

“His theories. Do you hear yourself? He had an idea. You made it happen. And he’s the one profiting from it, isn’t he? More accurately, Pratt Pharmaceuticals?”

“None of my work would exist without Jensen. I couldn’t have done it without him.”

“Does he even have a PhD? I thought I read somewhere that he never finished his dissertation.”

“He’s brilliant,” Amy insisted.

“Will he be the one to take the fall when word gets out about your extreme experimentation? Or will you be the one charged?”

Amy jerked back as if Val had slapped her. “Charged? With what?”

“Kidnapping for starters.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Nothing we’re doing here is extreme, and it certainly isn’t criminal. A neurobiologist I know has been tossing volunteers wearing sensors out of airplanes for years to accomplish the same thing.”

“Don’t get any ideas,” Val said sardonically.

“I am so far ahead of her. Her funding will go to Dr. Pratt now.”

“Not if he’s in prison. Not if you both are.” Not if there’s any justice.

Amy laughed. “Jensen is a billionaire, Val. I know you’re all butthurt now because you had to be scared for a few minutes. But after this is over and Jensen offers you more money than you’ve ever dreamed of, you and the others will be grateful.”

“For what? A payoff?”

“Not just that. My drug is going to change the world, Val. And you get to be part of it. You’ll see. You’ll be proud you helped.”

“I doubt it.”

Amy let out a huff. “No imagination.”

“I’m afraid I have too much imagination.”

“Then imagine this. Total control over fear. Our own and that of others.”

Ours and others’?

“You’re developing this drug for the Department of Defense, aren’t you?” Come to think of it, Val’s conclusion was a no-brainer. She wasn’t sure why she didn’t see it before. “You’re developing this to be used as a weapon.”

“You still don’t get it, do you?” Amy shook her head.

“So explain it to me. Layman’s terms.”

Amy said nothing.

“You said I don’t get it. Well, explain. You owe me that much at least.”

“Fine. I’ll make it as simple as I can.”

“Thanks.”

“People respond to stress differently. Some can’t take it. A few have no response at all. But there’s a sweet spot. A warrior brain, if you will. Someone with the optimal fear response who is able to assess risk without compromising cognitive function. Their brain will also return to baseline quickly once the danger passes.”

If anyone had the kind of warrior brain Amy was talking about, it was Chandler and Heath. Val needed to find them.

But how was she going to do that while stuck in this damn chair?

Amy pulled a tray filled with items next to the chair. After pulling on sterile gloves, she picked up the saline flush, primed it, then screwed it onto the extension tubing and flushed the tubing.

“Currently, to find soldiers with this kind of psychological makeup, the military has to perform all sorts of elaborate and expensive simulations. And only a few soldiers actually pass muster.”

Amy talked while she worked, moving quickly, as if she’d done this so many times she didn’t have to think much about it.

“With my drug, we can test recruits in the safety of a medical clinic. That’s what you’re volunteering for now. The intravenous method. Imagine no more soldiers with PTSD, because those vulnerable won’t be put in situations they can’t handle. And those who are questionable will go through extra fear conditioning before they’re asked to do tough jobs. So you see? This drug is a good thing.”

“How about we just dial back on the wars?” Val said.

“Okay, so you’re a pacifist.” Amy rolled her eyes. “Take cops like yourself then. Other first responders too. You have to be able to handle stressful situations.”

“We have training for that.”

“But what if you could make your training more effective?”

“Training recruits while they’re having drug-induced panic attacks does not sound effective... or safe.”

“But what if you could weed out the recruits that weren’t suited for that kind of high-stress work?”

Amy grabbed Val’s arm and used an alcohol wipe to clean the inside of her elbow. Then she continued.

“You were a police chief. You should know how much money and time and lives something like that would save. Cops can suffer from PTSD too. What if there was a better therapy to condition the brain to deal with trauma before it happened? And to help it heal faster after? You should be proud to contribute to this study.”

“Were the others proud?”

Amy turned away, readying the needle. “Others?”

“I got a glimpse of your computer, Amy. You have a lot of data on this drug already. Not just from these retreats but before.”

“Not on people with training and a military-type mindset. That’s why I needed former cops.” Amy shook her head. “And I still don’t have enough.”

“Not enough for what?”

“To convince the United States Department of Defense to throw some real funding and real research behind it. This is small-time. Just the beginning. This drug is going to be huge. That’s where Jensen is now. At the Pentagon, meeting with the secretary himself.”

“You know this won’t just be for training soldiers. They’re going to use it as a weapon.”

“And what’s wrong with that? Terrorists use fear against us. Now we can throw it back at them.” She sat on the stool and positioned Val’s arm. “Make a fist.”

Val didn’t comply. “Your drug doesn’t only work on terrorists, Amy. Chemical weapons are an attack on anyone in the vicinity.”

Amy laughed. “You should know.”

“Excuse me?”

“Like law enforcement doesn’t use chemical weapons? Imagine your little police department has to put down a riot. My fear drug would be far more effective than tear gas. The innocent protestors would cower. The aggressive ones would tear themselves apart. And none of them would come back the next weekend.”

“Protesting is legal, Amy.”

“Sure it is. Until you decide it isn’t. That’s what cops do, isn’t it?” Amy stuck the needle into Val’s vein.

Val’s mind was spinning so fast she barely felt it.

Blood flowed into the chamber, and Amy pushed the needle in a little more and then slid the cannula into Val’s vein.

Cold dripped up Val’s arm.

“I just want the police and military to have the tools they need to keep order. What do you want, Val?”

What do I want? For Lund and the others to be okay. For this nightmare to be over. For people like Amy and Jensen Pratt and evil like this fear drug to not exist.

Amy taped the cannula securely to Val’s inner elbow then attached the IV fluid bag to the cannula’s extension. “Here we go.”

A few seconds later, panic swept over Val in a wave.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Chandler and Heath

The helicopter landed fairly close, by my estimation. I hadn’t noticed any easy landing spots in my brief foray out of the mine. That suggested the pilot was someone who knew the terrain. Perhaps another employee, one who was sent to back up poor, unconscious, handcuffed Max.

Whoever he or she was, I had a special greeting ready.

Melissa opened the gate, and she and Heath dragged our friend Max into the shadows. Maybe she could curl up with a pet rat and name it Jelly Bean.

Once Heath retrieved Max’s rifle, he and Melissa joined me inside and closed the gate behind them.

“Don’t lock it,” I warned.

I was getting used to giving orders instead of doing the work. Hell, at least this shattered-leg-held-together-with-pins crap had some kind of upside.

The three of us sat in the cave’s shadows and waited.

“This time it will be much easier,” Heath said, holding the rifle at the ready.

“My turn,” I said.

Heath groaned and handed the rifle to me.

I shrugged. “Or...”

“Or?” He raised an inquisitive eyebrow.

“After all we’ve been through, it might be more therapeutic to beat him with our bare hands.”

“As always, bonita, I like how you think.”

The roar of the helicopter’s engine stopped. The whump of the blades slowed. And then all we heard was the crunch of boots approach us on the rocky ground.

“It’s over here. I’m pretty sure this is where they put us.” A man’s voice, his speech slightly slow. His accent read Wyoming with a touch of something else. And then he continued under his breath, “It looks different in daylight.”

Heath and I exchanged glances.

We would wait. Gather information. See how this goes.

As Heath would say, interesante...

In the cramped quarters, I could hear Melissa’s breathing. Remarkably steady. She didn’t make a sound.

With any luck, the vanilla gas would hold off for a few more minutes.

The footsteps grew closer.

More than one person.

I counted three.

I couldn’t smell anything but the helicopter and usual flora and fauna. The scent of the people had probably been whipped away by the wind. Or maybe my olfactory nerves had been damaged by the endless vanilla.

Eventually our visitors reached the gate. Rattled it. And a female voice said, “Footprints. Someone’s been here. Recently. Is someone else...”

A third man’s voice said, “Hello? Is anyone inside?”

The three of us said nothing.

Another rattle of the gate.

“The padlock. I think it’s un—”

I readied the rifle.

Ever the showman, Heath stepped into the light. “The three of you need to stop right there. And put down the rifles, por favor.”

“Sure. No problem,” one of the men said. He squinted past Heath and into the cave, seeming to focus on me, or at least the weapon in my hands. “Don’t shoot, okay?”

A woman and two men set their rifles on the ground slowly and put their hands up.

“We’re looking for a woman named Melissa Anderson,” one man said.

Beside me, Melissa gasped. “Lucas Nash? Is that you?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Val and Lund

Can’t breathe.

Everyone dying.

Helpless.

Helpless.

I can’t feel my arm.

I can’t feel my leg.

I can’t see.

Helpless.

Helpless.

I deserve it.

It’s all my fault.

Wasn’t there.

Wasn’t there.

Selfish.

All my fault.

Everyone dying.

Everyone dying.

All my fault.

Val knew she was crying. She could hear it. Could feel it. All the fear pouring out.

Her pain.

Her grief.

Her uselessness.

Her negligence.

Her betrayal.

Of everything she believed.

Of everything she wanted.

Of everything she knew was good and true.

She was sobbing. Trying to breathe. Trying to pray. But all it came back to was everything she hadn’t done.

The ideals she hadn’t met.

The people she hadn’t defended.

The needs deep inside her that she had ignored.

And now I’m going to die.

The people I love are going to die.

And all of it...

All of it...

Is my fault.

My fault.

My fault.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Breathe.

My training should be here.

Where is my training?

All the things that I know.

None of it’s here.

None of it is enough.

What is left?

What is left?

Breathe.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Val closed her eyes.

Were they ever open?

Breathe.

Breathe.

Breathe.

She saw her mother. Her sister. And Grace.

She saw Lund.

She saw Jack and Harry and even Chandler.

She saw her friend Oneida.

All of them there.

All of them...

All of them...

Tears streamed down Val’s face.

Her horses were there.

Her town.

Her life.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Could she see a light?

Could she open her eyes?

Recent memories flooded back. Hess. Renegade. Lund.

Oh, God... Lund.

Val didn’t open her eyes. Not at first.

She focused on breathing.

Hearing.

Sensing.

Things were not right. Nothing was right.

Amy was there. Somewhere. But Val couldn’t tell what she was doing.

Lund was there. She could hear him breathing.

Val needed to breathe.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Breathe.

Slowly, so slowly, her thoughts shifted into place.

Slowly, so slowly, she opened her eyes.

Val was still in the lab, sitting in the chair. And Lund was sitting next to her.

That’s not right.

Val gritted her teeth, focusing on slowing her breathing, getting control.

Lund was supposed to be on his way to the hospital. Amy had promised to take care of him. But Lund was still there.

He was handcuffed to the stretcher.

An IV cannula fed into the inside of his elbow, tape fastening it down.

Amy stood beside him, preparing to hook him up to the IV fluid bag.

“Stop!” Val said, the word exploding from her mouth.

“Val! Oh, thank God,” Lund said. “You were choking. And then you just stopped. I thought you were dead.”

She couldn’t let Amy do this to Lund. Val could live through a lot of things, but to see panic swamp Lund again, to watch his chest pain intensify, to watch him die, terrified and alone...

That was beyond her nightmares. “Stop. His heart.”

“Hmm.” Amy snapped the tourniquet off his arm and turned to stare at Val, eyebrows tilting low. “You came out of that awfully fast. Must need a higher dose. But don’t worry. I can fix that.”

Leaving Lund’s IV not connected, she pulled a small package from one of the cupboards, tore it open, and plucked out a syringe.

“Gunner?” Amy shouted as she drew back the needle, filling part of the syringe with air. “Tell Toni to bring Nick in. I’ll set him up as soon as I’m done with these two.”

“Gunner? Don’t let her do this!” Val called to him.

The bartender ignored her, leaving the room without looking back.

Amy drew back the needle, filling half of it with air. “Your tolerance is high, Val. You should be proud. But this dose should last a lot longer.”

“Amy, don’t,” Lund said.

Amy picked up the vial and inserted the needle. After injecting the air into the vial, she flipped it upside down, the needle submerged in the liquid, and the syringe self-filled with the amount she’d set.

Val had to make her listen. “Let Lund go. Take him to the hospital. This isn’t science, Amy. This is murder.”

Amy grunted and stepped up to the right side of Val’s chair. Staring down at Val, she tapped the syringe with the fingernail of her index finger, working out any air bubbles.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

“Brace yourself,” she told Val. “Remember all the good you’re doing for humanity. That will get you through.”

The syringe ready in one hand, Amy grasped the IV bag’s port with the other.

Val reached up to stop her, a reflex more than anything, but the sudden move and the slight slack in her wrist restraints tore the Velcro holding her left wrist, not completely freeing her, but close.

Val jerked her arm up again, as hard as she could. And again.

“Oh, would you knock it off!” Annoyed, Amy leaned over her, trying to adhere the Velcro more securely on Val’s left wrist.

Her curly brown hair wisped against Val’s cheek.

Her face loomed over Val, only inches away.

Val didn’t think. She just moved. Nodding her head forward hard and fast, she smacked her forehead square into Amy’s nose.

Amy stumbled forward onto Val’s lap.

And then she started to shake.

And scream.

And cry.

Pushing herself up for a moment, Amy stared at Val with wide eyes. The syringe holding the drug that she was about to dose Val with stuck out of her shoulder, the plunger pressed all the way down.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Amy

No! No! No!

No! No! No!

No! No! No!

I’m failing.

Failing.

Failing.

I’m Falling.

Falling.

Falling.

I’m dying.

Dying.

Dying.

Not enough.

Not enough.

I’m not enough.

I’m not getting enough.

Not getting enough.

I deserve more.

I worked so hard.

So hard.

They’re taking EVERYTHING away from me.

They don’t deserve it.

They don’t deserve anything.

They take.

And take.

And take.

Taking from ME.

I worked so hard.

He’s going to leave me now, and I’ll be nothing.

I’ll be nothing.

After all I’ve done for him.

All I’ve given to him.

He won’t want me.

He doesn’t want me.

He will throw me away like garbage. Like nothing. Like I don’t matter to him at all.

My work is nothing.

My name is nothing.

My life is nothing.

I AM NOTHING.

No, no, no.

No, no, no!

I worked so hard.

Worked so hard.

Worked so hard.

But others STOLE IT.

It was my due, my due, my due.

They stole it.

SHE stole it.

She stole it from ME.

That bitch.

Bitch,bitch,bitch.

Her fault.

She is not good enough.

She’s worth nothing.

She’s unworthy. Dishonest. Evil.

It’s her fault, her fault! Her fault!

Please!

She took what I deserved.

She stole it.

IT’S HER FAULT.

ALL HER FAULT!

BITCH!!!!!!

NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Chandler and Heath

When I entered the lab carrying the rifle I took from our not-so-friendly neighborhood bartender Gunner (that name should have cued me in), Amy was lying on the floor rolled into the fetal position, keening like a baby goat, her nose bloody and swollen, her eyelashes askew.

“She’s prettier without the lashes, no?” Heath said from behind me.

“A sight for sore eyes,” I agreed.

I focused on Lund. On my way in, Nick had told me Lund was having chest pain. But although he didn’t look like he was in the greatest shape, a hospital was only a helicopter ride away.

He’d make it.

He had to.

Val’s forehead glowed red against her pale skin, bruised, like some bro at a frat party who’d just headbutted the entire football team. And I suddenly knew who’d broken Amy’s nose.

“Nice work,” I told Val.

“Thanks,” she said. “I’m glad you’re back.”

She seemed like she meant it. “Me too.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Val and Lund

“Did you know that Jensen Pratt doesn’t even have a PhD?” Grace said from Val’s phone screen. “In fact, he never attended Harvard at all.”

Of course. That’s where Val had heard it. Grace had told her.

Val should have paid more attention.

She found it interesting that everyone on television, on social media, and even Grace were all focused on Jensen Pratt once the news reports came out suggesting something nefarious was going on at Renegade.

No one knew Amy’s name.

No one knew what she’d done, good or bad.

No one cared.

And Pratt had enough money to wash his hands of her and buy himself out of any trouble, toute suite.

Val might be sad about it, frustrated even. If she didn’t think that at the core, it smelled like justice.

The world was cruel, but Amy made her choices.

Jensen Pratt was a billionaire and would probably rise from the ashes. But the people who sold their souls to do the dirty work for such men usually did not fare so well.

And those few who had dreams of their own were annihilated.

Val and Lund sat in his hospital room FaceTiming Grace while they waited for the nurse to wheel him in for his procedure. The doctors had stopped short of calling what he’d suffered a heart attack, instead terming it a non-ST elevation myocardial infarction or NSTEMI. In layman’s terms, it was a mini heart attack, a partial blockage. Not caused by Amy’s fear drug but a problem the panic attacks had revealed.

So in a way, Amy’s fear drug had done some good after all. Val would be sure to call the county jail and let her know. Maybe send her a fruit basket.

Kidding.

Val watched Lund, grateful all he required was a simple angioplasty and not something more extreme. He looked adorable in his hospital gown, all long arms and legs, the thin smock stretched tight across his broad chest.

When they’d arrived, he’d been agitated, pacing when he should be resting. Val had only to tease him about flashing the doctors and nurses, and he’d been careful to stay in bed since.

“Everyone just believed he was an expert because he told them he was,” Grace continued. “I mean, how crazy is that? He did interviews with major publications. Did those journalists just not think to check?”

There was no changing the subject when Grace was on a roll.

“How are the horses?” Val managed to slip in.

“They’re good. I mean, Pratt has some good points in his book. But they’re very general. Nothing with any real depth. I probably could have made those observations in high school.” Grace paused. “Anyway, I can’t wait to see you.”

“It might be a little while. Lund isn’t supposed to fly right after the angioplasty.”

“Jack didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“When you sent those emails, she got worried. So Harry chartered a jet. He’s picking up Jack, Phin, Sam, and me, and we’re flying out to Wyoming.”

“What?”

“At least now we don’t have to save you.”

Lund shot Val an alarmed glance and mouthed Harry McGlade?

“That isn’t necessary, Grace,” Lund said aloud. “I’ll be able to fly back in about a week.”

“I don’t think Harry can get his money back.”

“Really?”

“And I have a rental car reserved. I’ll drive the two of you back, since David shouldn’t fly. My friend Addie can only take care of the horses for a few days.”

Val gave a mock salute.

Lund shook his head and shrugged. “Glad you have it all figured out.”

“This is a video call,” Grace said. “You know I can see you, right?”

Val and Lund both laughed.

“Thanks, sweetheart,” Val said. “We appreciate you taking care of things. Really.”

Grace grinned. “Even if I can be overbearing sometimes?”

“If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be a Ryker,” Lund said.

Val slapped him on the shoulder. “Well, the nurse is going to be in here any second. We’d better go. Love you!”

“Love you too!” Grace said. “See you soon!”

When Val ended the call, Lund turned to her. “You didn’t need to get off the call that fast.”

“Yes, I did.” Val paused. “I just had a crazy idea, and I want to talk to you about it before the nurse arrives.”

Lund raised a brow. “Sounds impulsive.”

Her idea didn’t qualify as impulsive, or spontaneous, or even particularly brave. But after all they’d been through, all her indecision, all those wasted months of being stuck, of obsessing, of not really living life, to Val, the idea felt...

Urgent.

“Let’s get married.”

Lund chuckled. “That’s the plan.”

“It’s been the plan for a long time.” Val’s voice betrayed her with a slight tremor, but she pushed forward anyway. “It’s time we do it.”

Lund’s eyebrows pinched. “What are you saying?”

“I’m done waiting.”

“What were you waiting for?”

It was a good question. A fair question. And Val wasn’t sure of the answer. “Grace and our friends are flying out. So, let’s give them a real reason to come all this way. We’ll find that mountaintop and say I do. Will you marry me, Lund?”

Lund leaned forward and kissed her. “I thought you’d never ask.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Melissa and Nick

Melissa glanced at the four couples sitting in and around Sarah and Eric’s big hot tub outside the sprawling main house of the Buckrail Ranch. So much had happened since they’d boarded that helicopter to Renegade that it was nice to have a moment to let it all sink in.

To recover.

Although she was sure that would take a lot longer than a moment.

Nick was all sewn up and back from the clinic. Melissa was so grateful that the bullet’s damage hadn’t been worse. According to the doctors, he should fully recover.

He sat on the deck, a beer in one hand, his laugh loud and unguarded in a manner he only had with friends.

All of them had completed long interviews with the sheriff’s department, telling the stories of what they’d gone through. Melissa wasn’t sure what would happen to Amy, Jensen Pratt, and the employees of Renegade, but it was a relief that the responsibility was now on the shoulders of law enforcement and the eight of them could go back to living their lives.

“So we’re going to host a wedding on the ranch,” Sarah announced. “The day after tomorrow. And according to the bride, all of you are invited.”

Melissa looked to Lucas and Sophie. “That was fast. Sophie just got out of the hospital.”

“Not us,” Sophie said from a chaise lounge, the emerald and diamond engagement ring sparkling on her finger. “My Aunt Gabby would kill me if I got married without her. We’re tying the knot in San Francisco later this month.”

“Then who’s getting married?” Jace asked.

“Val and Lund.”

“Hell, yeah,” Nick said. “How’s Lund doing?”

“Got through the procedure just fine,” Sarah reported. “They’ll be back here by dinner time.”

“It’s really nice for you to host all of us,” Melissa said.

Eric shrugged. “We have the space. And it’s nice to have friends. It’s so remote out here, we don’t see people very often.”

“That’s one thing I won’t miss about the ranch,” Jace said. “When I bought the place, it was the main draw. But now, I guess I want to be part of the world again.”

“So you decided to sell?” Nick asked, perking up.

“Yup. We’re moving to Jackson, and I’m going to look for another job. Something I’m better at than construction.”

“And enjoy more,” Shanna added.

“That too.”

“How about working with me?” The words left Melissa’s lips before she’d had a chance to think, but once they were out, she liked the idea. She liked it a lot. “We share the office, the expenses, work together on any big cases we get.”

Jace glanced at his wife.

She shrugged. “I know where you can get a good deal on accounting services.”

Jace gave her a peck on the lips and brought his focus back to Melissa. “We’ll talk.”

“I’m counting on it.”

“I know who’d like to buy your ranch,” Nick said.

Melissa spun to face her husband.

He couldn’t— He wouldn’t—

“What?” Nick said to her, shrugging. “If we’re really going to make a go of the guest ranch business, we’re going to need more ranch. And there’s not much between Jace’s place and ours but Bureau of Land Management land.”

He did.

Melissa opened her mouth to speak.

“Wait until you hear the whole idea, honey,” he told her. “Between Sarah and Eric’s place, our place, and Jace’s place, we could really have something special. Instead of competing, we work together. And Eric here is a guide. You know how hard it’s been to get good guides.”

“I know where you can get a good deal on accounting services,” Jace said.

“It’s not a bad idea,” Shanna said. “Consolidating can share a lot of costs that are hard for one ranch to absorb.”

“And maybe I can get back to guiding,” Eric said. “Full-time.”

They talked and planned and dreamed until Val and Lund made it back from the hospital in Sheridan and it was time to throw some burgers on the grill.

Sarah and Eric’s kids were adorable, and being around them made Melissa miss their son Jason at home. Maybe tomorrow they could pick him up and bring him back for the wedding.

After dinner, Nick pulled Melissa aside. “You aren’t mad, are you? About the ranch idea?”

“Surprised, maybe a little. Not mad. Seems like an idea worth looking into.” She paused for a moment. “You aren’t mad about my offer to Jace?”

“Hell, no. My biggest worry about your PI business is you being out there without anyone to back you up. You and Jace working together would be a relief. And he’ll be lucky to have a business partner as good at investigating as you.”

“I’ve had one case, Nick. And I didn’t really solve it. I mean, Lucas kind of found me.”

“But you found Chandler and Heath.”

“I suppose I did.”

Not that they were found for long. As soon as they’d flown Lund and Nick to the hospital in Sheridan, they’d disappeared, taking Pratt’s helicopter with them.

“I was kind of hoping to get to know those two a little better,” Melissa said. “They were something... I don’t know... larger than life.”

“I don’t know that we need larger than life,” Nick said. He pulled Melissa close and kissed her.

She kissed him back. “I think you’re right. Our life is just the right size.”


CHAPTER FORTY

Val, Lund, and Everyone

Val had never considered how windy it was at the top of a mountain.

It wasn’t even a big mountain, more of a foothill really, and yet the wind whipped so hard she could barely hold on to her wildflower bouquet.

“Can you look into the wind, Val?” Eric Lander called, angling to get a shot. Val hadn’t even met him or his wife Sarah until they volunteered to host the wedding on their ranch, complete with overnight accommodation for all guests, and now he was acting photographer.

She turned her face.

“A little more,” he said. “Your hair... I can’t see your face. You too, Jack. And Grace. And pretty much everyone.”

“Make sure you get my good side,” Harry McGlade told Eric.

“Which side is that?”

Harry began to unzip his pants. Standing next to him, Jack hit him on the shoulder. “Behave,” she told him.

“But I’m the best man,” Harry said. “And that’s the only way to prove it.”

Jack frowned. “Let’s pretend we’re adults for the rest of the photo shoot.”

McGlade shrugged and zipped back up. “Fine. He’d need a wide-angle lens anyway.”

Eric snapped a few photos. “Okay, just the groom and best man.”

“We can skip that one,” said Lund.

“Nonsense,” McGlade declared. “We need to forever commemorate this momentous moment. Get over here, Lundy.”

Lund exchanged a look with Val that betrayed his mild annoyance, then stood next to Harry. McGlade put an arm around Lund’s shoulder and smiled wide as a zebra’s ass.

“I got big plans for your bachelor party, buddy.”

“I’m already married, Harry.”

“You picked me as your best man. It’s my duty.”

“You insisted I pick you as best man because you flew in Grace.”

“You say tomato, I say tomato,” McGlade said, pronouncing the word exactly the same way twice. “I know an exotic dancer named Sinnamon—with an S—born without tendons. She can wrap her own legs around her neck and tie them in a knot.”

“She sounds lovely, but I’m married.”

“It’s not cheating. More like an impersonal massage.” McGlade added, “With her pelvis.”

“Val...” Lund beckoned.

“He’s married,” Val said.

“She has a brother, same genetic condition.” Harry waggled his eyebrows at Val. “He can do you missionary and from behind at the same time.”

“What’s his name?” Jack asked.

She and Val laughed. Phin and Lund exchanged the look of men who had suffered Harry for too long.

As more pictures were taken, and Harry managed to keep his pants on, Jack leaned close and whispered in Val’s ear. “How’s Lund doing?”

“Good. It wasn’t a real heart attack, you know. Just a mini one.”

“So he’ll be okay for the honeymoon?”

“We’re going to push that back for a week or two.”

Jack gave Val a squeeze on the arm. “I’m so happy for you, Val.”

“You’re going to be even happier.” Val shot Jack a secretive smile.

“Why is that?” Jack lowered her voice even more. “You’re not pregnant.”

Val laughed. “No.”

“Hmm. Are we hiring Harry’s stripper buddy with no tendons?”

“Heh. Don’t tell Lund and Phin.” Val laughed even harder. “But that’s not what I’m talking about.”

“Spill the tea then, Val.”

“I’m not running.”

“Running? You mean for sheriff?”

She nodded matter-of-factly. “Yup. No more law enforcement for me.”

Val thought she would feel sad to say those words, but all she felt was relief. And excitement for the future.

Jack blinked. “You’re sure that’s what you want?”

“It’s what you did. You quit the job cold turkey. Do you have regrets?”

“Giving up police work? No. Best thing I ever did. What made you decide this? The MS? Lund? Grace?”

“Yes... and no. I guess I just can’t be responsible for the world anymore. Or in this case, I suppose it would just be the county. But still... I have to focus more on my own life, you know?”

“I do know. And I think you’re making the right choice.”

Harry sidled over and stood next to Val. “We need a pic of the bride and the best man. Tradition says we should both moon the camera. If you want to keep it rated PG, you can keep your granny panties on.”

“No mooning at my wedding, Harry.”

“What if it’s just one cheek?”

“Absolutely not.”

“I shaved for the occasion. My taint is smooth as a peeled peach.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“Fine. Whatever you say, Sheriff Prudemeister.”

“She’s not running,” Jack said.

“I know she’s not running, Jackie. She’s standing right there.”

“Running for Sherrif,” Jack clarified.

McGlade made a face. “Seriously?”

“I’m not running,” Val confirmed.

Harry beamed. “Awesome! Public service is for suckers. You can make five times as much in the private sector. And your small town, Lake Loyal, is just chock-full of sin and secrets and crime. I can help you open a private detective agency, and we’d make a killing.”

“I’m not sure that—”

Harry cut Val off. “Don’t get too excited. We probably wouldn’t be working together much, because I’m rich and famous and busy with more important things. Think of this as a franchise opportunity. You can use my name for clout and publicity and only pay me a small ongoing royalty. And maybe a consultation fee. And a percentage of each case. And probably a stipend. Don’t say no. Think it over.”

“No.”

“We can discuss terms later, when it isn’t so damn windy. Do I still have both ears? I think one blew off.”

Val rolled her eyes hard enough to make a teenage Grace proud. “They’re still both there. And the answer is no.”

“What? Did you say something?”

Grace came over and stood on the other side of Harry. She held her hair back from her face and squinted into the wind. “Thanks again for flying me here.”

“Thanks aren’t needed. But if you want to, you can chip in a few grand for jet fuel.”

“How about a hug instead?”

“How about a hug and seven hundred bucks?”

Grace gave him a quick embrace, then pulled away, her nose wrinkling. “That’s... a lot of cologne.”

“It’s my signature scent. Nocturnal Emission. I used the whole bottle because it’s so windy.”

“And now they can smell you in Cheyenne.”

“Don’t light a match near me. So you graduate yet?”

“Next semester.”

“Remind me what your major is.”

“Double major. I settled on psychology and microbiology.”

“Right. Now I remember. You want to set up a counseling service for bacteria.”

Grace giggled. “The office couch would be pretty small.”

Harry laughed. “Nice. Get yourself a microscope and do some microbe group therapy. They need it too. Separation anxiety. You know, after they split.”

“You’ve got an interesting mind, Harry McGlade,” Grace said.

“Don’t headshrink me. It’s already small enough. Here’s an idea; you can work with me and your Aunt Val. We’re going to open up a private eye business in Lake Loyal. We’d need a bright young person to run errands. Do secretary work. Honeytrap stuff.”

Grace arched her eyebrows. “Honeytrap stuff?”

“Wives hire you to try and seduce their husbands to see if they’re cheating. Big money. Plus you’re saving women from scumbags. And there’s an extra benefit.”

“What’s that?” Grace said, playing her straight man role and then waiting to see what would come out of Harry’s mouth, as if she was plugging quarters into a jukebox.

“You get to meet a lot of guys.”

She laughed again. “And what does that have to do with my double major?”

“Discuss it with your aunt. I need to find a beer. This wind blew all the spit out of my mouth.”

“My aunt—” Grace turned to look at Val, alarmed. “I forgot to tell you. I can’t believe I forgot!”

“What is it?” Val braced herself for the worst.

“Dixon Hess. They found what the cadaver dogs scented.”

“And...”

“It was an arm. And the DNA test proved it’s Dixon Hess.”

“Just an arm?”

“Other parts, too.”

That made sense. The explosion.

“The coroner signed off on his death. He’s really dead, Aunt Val. He’s really dead.”

Val leaned on Grace as she hugged her. Between the news and the stiff wind, she wasn’t sure she could have remained standing alone.

Lund walked over, wondering what had happened, and they enveloped him in the hug as well.

“So it’s all over then,” Lund said. “Officially all over.”

“Not all,” Val said, her eyes filling with good tears. “I really feel like the good stuff is just beginning.”


EPILOGUE

Dixon Hess

Dixon Hess stared at the scarred stump where his left arm used to be.

There were other things missing, too. More things she had taken from him. Things he would never get back.

Healing was slow. Painful.

But more painful was the waiting.

Waiting to get well enough so he could exact his revenge.

On Gracie. On Lund. But mostly, on Val Ryker.

“Keep your eyes open, Valerie. I’ll be coming for you. Soon.”
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