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Chapter One
“That’s a lot of blood.” Texas game warden Sgt. Rick Sanchez yanked a handkerchief out of his back hip pocket. “Smells disgusting.”
Lt. Shannon Walker buried her nose in the crook of her elbow and knelt beside the carcass. The smell was not, as her partner had noted, sweet. It was bitterly musky in the hot desert air.
And fresh.
The bighorn sheep—a big male—had been shot three times in the chest and neck, and its horns had been removed. Hack marks criss-crossed each side of the forehead. Blood pooled beneath its neck and smeared its muzzle, still wet in spots. In the mid-afternoon heat of the West Texas desert that meant the animal had been dead for less than an hour.
“Damn poachers.” Sweat welled on her cheeks as Shannon muttered into her arm. “This meat could’ve fed several families for a week.”
She hated poachers. Aside from the waste of meat—and God knew that was terrible enough—it was also the waste of an animal’s life.
“Now it can feed Old Tom,” Rick said, referring to the scraggly-eared mountain lion that roamed most of the Pinyon Plateau Wildlife Management Area in which the two game wardens worked.
Shannon pushed to her feet and snatched her hat off her head. She looked around. An artificial water catchment stood a few feet away, its galvanized metal tank gleaming dully in the afternoon light. From the catchment, the ground sloped gently down to the road in one direction, but formed a steeper escarpment above it. This water guzzler stood in a prime location for the Bighorns to make quick getaways if predators appeared.
If only this buck’s predator hadn’t been man.
Sweat ran down her spine to soak into the waistband of her pants. Oddly, it felt cold.
Shannon continued to scan the area. Whoever shot the Bighorn might still be nearby. Watching.
She looked at her partner. “We should move the carcass away from the guzzler so other animals won’t shy from the water.”
“Why wouldn’t the killer take the whole head?” Rick muttered, walking around the dead animal. His deep brown eyes were intense, shadowed beneath the brim of his hat. “If he was looking for a trophy, why take only the horns?”
“Maybe whoever did this couldn’t carry it,” Shannon answered, resting her hand on the butt of the handgun she wore in a holster on her right hip. “He had to have come into the area on foot or we’d have seen him pass by the gate.”
“Yeah.”
Shannon surveyed the rocky desert terrain once again. No one had registered at the main gate for several days, and there were no campers in the area. The flat top of the Pinyon Plateau—the rocky feature from which this Wildlife Management Area took its name—rose in the distance, thick with the scrubby pine trees that grew there.
As she surveyed the plateau, her eyes caught on a narrow line of what appeared to be storm clouds between her position and the Sierra del Carmen mountain range that towered along the western edge of the WMA. The mountains curved from south to north and their tops were slightly obscured by that thin haze. It could be a simple dust storm, but might also be a thunderstorm brewing. If bad weather was approaching, the park would remain empty of visitors for the rest of the day—possibly the next as well.
Cocking her head, she took another look at that haze.
“That doesn’t look right,” she murmured. Slapping her hat back on her head, she climbed higher along the escarpment to get a better look. Reaching the summit of the rocky rise, she shifted her gaze farther to the north. There the haze appeared denser and it moved in a roiling motion.
“Smoke,” she muttered, and then headed back down the steep slope. “There’s a fire burning north of here.”
As she returned to his side, Rick lowered his handkerchief and looked past her. His nostrils flared slightly.
“Wildfire,” he said. “That’s not good.”
“I estimate it’s about thirty miles away. But the wind is blowing away from us.”
“Still, we’d better wrap this up and find whoever is responsible for this sheep kill,” Rick suggested. “As dry as it’s been lately, we could be looking at a problem if the fire turns this way. And poacher or not, I don’t want to leave anyone out here if we have to evacuate.”
He walked around the dead sheep, his gaze fixed on the ground. Shannon could tell by the intensity in his dark eyes that his Native American blood was kicking in. Rick was one of the best trackers in West Texas.
Following his gaze, Shannon saw blood drops that indicated the direction the killer had taken. A few drops had been scuffed and there were partial bloody footprints here and there on the rocks.
“It looks like there was more than one person.” Shannon peered toward the south. The Pinyon Plateau Wildlife Management Area sat just north of the Texas border with Mexico, near Big Bend National Park. Desolate but beautiful, the WMA didn’t attract many tourists, especially in the summer. Mostly biologists came to study the Bighorns and other animal life. A few hardy souls came to camp or hike, but rarely in the middle of the brutal August heat. Occasionally, illegal aliens tried to slip into Texas through the mountain desert, but most eventually found their way to the WMA headquarters, seeking help from the cruel wilderness. That or they died in the hot, dry desert, often never to be found.
The thought that illegal aliens—maybe even drug runners—had killed the big sheep had Shannon unbuckling the strap that secured her weapon in its holster.
“The blood trail leads this way,” Rick said, pointing at the ground a few yards away from the dead animal.
Shannon joined him. Sure enough, there were more spots of blood that formed a line leading toward a game track. There were more bloody footprints as well.
“You think an illegal did this?” Rick settled his right hand on his own gun. His eyes narrowed, making him look as wary as Shannon felt. “It wouldn’t be the first time one or more of them tried to cross through here.”
“I don’t know. But we’d better check the other guzzlers. Whoever killed this big guy might not have been satisfied with just one trophy. And if there is someone roaming around the WMA, we need to know about it.”
Rick nodded. “I’ll climb a little higher—see if I can get a cell signal and call this in to HQ. I’ll make sure that fire has been reported, and I’ll contact the Border Patrol, too.”
“I’ll get the camera out of the Jeep. We should document this before we start looking for the culprit.”
While Rick started to climb up the escarpment, Shannon pushed her hat back from her forehead and headed for the vehicle parked on the dirt road below.
As she descended, she glanced around. The spilled blood of the Bighorn was still damp. Whoever had killed the animal couldn’t have gone far. Shannon thought again that he could be watching her right now down the sight of a rifle.
A chill followed the sweat trail creeping down her spine, and she moved quicker down the rocky slope.
Reaching the Jeep, she opened the front passenger side door and lifted the digital camera out of the center console. On impulse, she opened the rear passenger door and grabbed her rifle off the rack in the back of the vehicle.
As she turned to climb back up to the dead sheep, she thought about the next nearest wildlife water supply. There were nearly thirty artificial water catchments throughout the Pinyon Plateau area, but at mid-afternoon there would be few animals taking advantage of the water sources. Most wildlife had been out earlier, before the sun had taken its brutal turn toward afternoon. And no respite was coming any time soon, especially with a fire burning so far on this side of the horizon.
Shannon looked north, studying the smoke. She couldn’t smell it as Rick could. Depending on how big it was—and whether or not any fire crews had responded to it yet—it could spread quickly. While there weren’t a lot of plants in the area, what was there was dry and would catch fire easily. But if the flames made it to the plateau, there was plenty of thirsty timber just waiting to go up in smoke.
Another water catchment stood in a wide gully about half a mile away, so she took a slight detour. Wanting to make sure there was not another dead animal, she could give the catchment a visual check from the ridge that overlooked it.
Slipping her rifle strap over one shoulder, she followed a shallow incline that led to the ridge. After just a minute of walking, she heard a familiar animal growl from somewhere ahead. She quickened her steps, reaching the ridge edge within another few seconds. Sure enough Old Tom, the mountain lion that called this part of the WMA his home, stood in the dry ravine below. Shannon recognized him by the ragged notch in his left ear as he paced along the rock face on the far side of the breach.
But it was what had him so agitated that concerned her. Between the big cat and Shannon’s ridge stood four men. Old Tom bared his teeth and a vicious snarl rippled past his jowls. The men, each armed with a high-powered rifle and standing with their backs to her, took aim at the animal.
Shannon shoved the camera into one of her pants’ pockets then lifted her rifle and braced her feet wide. Her heart pounded. Although she’d been shot at a few times by illegal aliens and poachers, she never got used to it. Fortunately, in this position, with the mid-afternoon sun at her back, she had an advantage over the men below.
“Game warden!” she shouted. “Freeze!”
As if a blast of ice water poured over them, all four men obeyed. Only Old Tom continued to move, snarling and pacing in the confined space into which the men had forced him.
“Drop your guns,” she called, hoping Rick could hear her from the escarpment. “Back slowly away from the cat. Give him room to get away.”
She could tell by the sets of their shoulders—by the seconds that ticked past while they made no move—that all four men were considering disobeying her.
Uh-oh.
In the time it took for a bead of sweat to trickle from the hair at her temple to her jaw line, Shannon assessed the men. Armed with powerful weapons, dressed in boots and clothes that were made for taking really long walks in extreme heat…
What settled it in her mind was the square pack that sat on the ground in front of the men. Wrapped in black plastic, it was obviously a bale of marijuana.
These men were drug runners.
She caught sight of the big horns from the dead sheep, too. They lay on the ground beside the drug pack.
One of the men started to turn.
“I wouldn’t recommend it.” Shannon’s anger steadied her resolve to capture these interlopers into her territory. “I’ve got a big gun of my own up here and it’s aimed at your backs. I can take out all four of you before you can turn around.”
Which she would do only if they threatened her life. Shannon had drawn her weapon on more than a few poachers in her career and, having been shot at more than once, she had no problem with the idea of firing at these four.
But she hoped she wouldn’t have to do so today.
Although they stood about ten yards below her, she caught the barely perceptible movement of the center man’s head. That wasn’t a good sign. Assuming he was the leader, she took aim on the ground right in back of him and tensed her body, prepared to fire a warning shot.
Suddenly Old Tom leaped at the man on the far right. He screamed, unprepared for attack from that direction, and collapsed under the big cat’s weight. All hell broke loose. The other men whipped toward Shannon and started shooting as they bolted out of sight beneath her. Surprised by the sudden assault, she fired wildly as she jerked back from the edge.
The men stopped firing but the sounds of their shots ricocheted off the sides of the ravine for several seconds. From where she stood, Shannon saw the mountain lion lunge toward the pack of drugs, using it as a springboard to a ledge on the far side of the ravine. Within seconds, the big cat had vanished.
The noises stopped. The mountain lion’s victim lay in an almost fetal position, arms wrapped around his head. Blood darkened one sleeve of his shirt. His rifle lay on the ground about three feet away from him, and he groaned as if he was dying.
Shannon’s sweat turned cold again. She might have been fired at before, but it still frightened her. If she’d died…
Images of her late sister went through her mind. Her parents were gone, too, and she had no other family except her niece, Chloe.
She’d be devastated if anything happened to me, too. Especially so soon after her mom—
“You are alone up there, senorita?”
The shout came from beneath Shannon’s ridge. She ignored the question. “Throw your weapons out where I can see them!”
More time passed. The men made no move to obey.
Where is Rick? she wondered, knowing he must have heard the shots.
“Come on, amigos,” she called, then took a deep breath to steady her nerves. “You can’t get out of that ravine without stepping into my rifle sight. The longer you wait, the more chance there is that your friend will die from that swipe Old Tom gave him.”
The fallen man moaned louder and curled into a tighter ball. Sure enough, there was blood on the ground beneath his body. Still, the three concealed men did not reveal themselves. Nor did they speak again.
Shannon took a chance that they wouldn’t make a move in the next few seconds and lowered one hand to lift her cell phone off her belt. She flipped the phone open and pressed the speed dial button that would call Rick, praying that she could get a signal. Luck was with her and he answered after only one ring.
“I’m on my way. What’s happening?”
“I’ve got a situation,” she said quietly, shifting her gaze from the wounded man to the open ground in front of which the other men had hidden. “I’ve found our poachers.”
“Where are you?” In the background, she heard the scuff of his boots on rocks.
“On Mantock Ridge, just above guzzler nine.”
“You okay?”
“Yeah. I’ve got them pinned down. One is wounded—Old Tom caught him. The others are hiding under the ridge below my position.”
“How many?”
“Counting the wounded guy, there are four.”
Timing was everything. Those words were barely out of her mouth before a bullet hit the ground inches from her left heel. Shannon jumped to the right, dropping her phone as she landed behind a small boulder. But she caught a glimpse of the shooter. He stood on the far side of the ravine, on a point slightly higher than hers.
Make that five, she thought.
Although the sun was on him, Shannon didn’t get a good look at him before landing on her right side behind the boulder.
She cursed under her breath as she realized her phone had fallen too far away for her to easily retrieve it. But she still had her rifle as well as her handgun.
Rolling flat on her belly, she used her elbows and knees to reach the far side of the boulder. Cautiously, she peered around it. The shooter on the opposite ridge had disappeared. Gathering her courage, Shannon scooted farther forward so she could look down into the ravine. She saw one of the men below her running toward the wounded man. Bringing up her rifle, she fired a shot between him and his goal. Yelping, he leaped in the other direction and ducked back under cover.
“Reinforcements are on the way!” she shouted. “You have about thirty seconds before my partner shows up!”
She heard a heated discussion from below, but it was muffled by the rocks, and sounded like Spanish. She understood the language in a normal conversation, but not this rushed and hushed one.
Another gunshot came at her from the opposite side of the ravine, sending her jerking back behind the boulder. The sounds of scrambling footsteps reached her and she knew that the men hidden below were taking advantage of their chance to escape.
But they left their fallen companion behind.
* * * * *
“Idiota!”
Alejandro Ramirez jerked away from his furious brother, bumping against a rock wall. He and his companions had run about a quarter of a mile away from where they had encountered the big cat and the female game warden.
“You left Tony behind?” Nicandro railed on, fists clenched, the veins in his forearms standing out.
Alejandro didn’t move. He knew better than to stand up to his oldest brother when Nicandro was so angry.
“We had to leave him.” Jaime Hierra moved his backpack around in front of his stomach, as if expecting Nicandro to physically attack him. “That puta would have killed us if we hadn’t run away from that canyon.”
Alejandro glanced to his left as the other man, Benicio Quintana, braced his feet and folded his arms across his chest. He, at least, had sense enough not to speak.
“I had her pinned down,” Nicandro insisted. “You could have grabbed Tony and dragged him out of there.”
Guilt weighed on Alejandro. “We are sorry, Nicandro. We should have stayed.”
Nicandro took a deep breath. Alejandro knew what he was thinking. Tony—Antonio—was their middle brother and always the one who got left behind or hurt in some way. It had always been so, even when they were children playing in the desert behind their dilapidated family shack. Always, it was Tony who needed protecting.
“We will get him back.” Alejandro frowned to reinforce his words. “And the drugs.”
“And the book,” Nicandro said.
Alejandro bit his tongue. The book was the most important thing to Nicandro. The book that Nicandro had foolishly entrusted to their middle brother’s care. The book that could mean more money than any of them had ever dreamed they would see.
“Si,” Nicandro said, his voice harsh and threatening as he reached for his cell phone. “We will get him back. But we will need help.”
* * * * *
“Damn it.” Waylon Conrath hung up the phone and looked across his desk toward Danny Harris, one of the Border Patrol agents he supervised out of the Alpine office about a hundred miles northwest of the Pinyon Plateau WMA. "Apparently Nicandro Ramirez has a hard time controlling his damn brothers.”
Danny leaned forward, his usually earnest face creased with worry. “What are we going to do? If Antonio Ramirez starts talking—”
“We’re gonna take care of this fast.” As a Field Operations Supervisor for the Border Patrol in West Texas, Waylon was accustomed to acting quickly—whether on federal business or his own. Unfortunately, he didn’t have control of his newest side business—arranging routes into Texas for Nicandro Ramirez and his drug mules. And if Antonio Ramirez was in the custody of the game wardens, there was no telling what information he might spill.
Danny blinked several times, a habit Waylon found more annoying every day. Unfortunately, he needed the kid…for now.
“What do you mean?” the young border patrol agent asked.
Waylon lumbered out of his chair. At age fifty-three, he’d put on a little too much weight for the cheapo chairs the agency provided.
“What do you think I mean?” he asked as he took his holstered handgun out of the right-hand desk drawer. “Bring the car around. As soon as we can break away, we’re heading for the Pinyon Plateau.”
Danny stood, too. “But we can’t just leave—”
“Federal prison isn’t a nice place, Danny.”
Danny’s fair cheeks turned deep red and his blue eyes began to water. Then, without another word, he turned and headed for the door.
Waylon clipped his gun holster onto his belt. He pressed one fist into the painful spot just below his breastbone. He wished he’d known about this debacle before eating that second burrito. Stress and indigestion made an uncomfortable combination and the night threatened to be a long one. But if he didn’t relieve the Pinyon Plateau game wardens of their prisoner before the fool started talking, Waylon feared that his upcoming retirement might take place in prison.
Chapter Two
Shannon got out of the Jeep with her rifle in hand and hurried onto the covered porch to unlock the door. A converted ranch house, the Pinyon Plateau headquarters rambled over a level patch of what had once been lush grazing land about a mile from the main entrance into the wildlife area. Now the area was more desert than grassland, the grazing grounds having receded over the years.
Her hands still shook. She hadn’t been this frightened since the day she’d nearly drowned off the Gulf Coast near her grandparents’ farm. That incident had left her with a fear of water. She hoped today’s incident didn’t ruin her love of the desert.
Rick got out on the driver’s side of the Jeep and slammed his door. “I never heard such moaning in my life,” he said as he opened the rear door of the vehicle. He, too, carried his rifle. “You’d think Old Tom ripped his arm off instead of just scratching him. As guardian spirit of the WMA, that cat could’ve done a lot more damage.”
Second generation Native American, Rick believed that spirits occupied the land in the form of animals. To him, the mountain lion was a guardian spirit that protected the Pinyon Plateau.
Shannon held her rifle in a loose but ready grip as Rick helped the wounded prisoner out of the Jeep. Sure enough, the man moaned as if he was dying from some painful disease. His arms were handcuffed behind his back but he still managed to favor his right arm. Blood stained his gray T-shirt and a field dressing wrapped the gash the mountain lion had torn in the upper part of his arm. The wound hadn’t been as bad as Shannon had feared, but from the fuss the man made about it, he obviously thought it was mortal. It could have been a lot worse.
Shannon followed the men into the building, glancing over her shoulder before closing the door. The afternoon was still and quiet and hot. In spite of that, she felt a prickling of the flesh between her shoulder blades. Quickly, she closed and locked the door. “When did the Border Patrol say they would get here?”
Rick had called the Big Bend Border Patrol sub-station for reinforcements during his run to help her at Mantock Ridge.
“Apparently they’re swamped with calls on other groups of illegals spotted in Big Bend. Plus that fire has caused some road closures between us and them. I was transferred to Supervisor Conrath. He said it might take them a couple of hours to get someone out here.” He glanced at his watch after he settled the prisoner into a wooden chair near the high counter where they registered visitors to the WMA. “That leaves another hour or so that we’ll be on our own. You want to drive him to Alpine ourselves?”
“No. We’ll just keep him here.” As senior warden of this territory, Shannon made the decision quickly. “I don’t want to leave the WMA unmanned, but it’s not a good idea for us to split up. Not with those other guys still on the loose.”
“You’re right,” Rick answered.
Still carrying her rifle, Shannon walked into the kitchen behind the living room that served as the main lobby. Removing her hat, she tossed it on the table and then stood there for a moment, just breathing. Although she was still shaken by what had happened—and by how much worse the situation could have been—her nerves were settling down. She was a competent game warden and this wasn’t the first time she’d come up against armed men. She’d never been confronted by so many at once, though, and all those flying bullets had been more than she ever wanted to handle again.
She grabbed three bottles of water out of the refrigerator then returned to the main room of the converted old ranch house. She tossed one bottle to Rick, who had just turned on the window air conditioner. Then, placing her rifle on the waist-high counter, she approached the prisoner. Rick had switched the handcuffs so that the man’s uninjured arm was cuffed to the arm of the chair and his wounded arm hung free.
“Are you thirsty?” she asked the man.
He looked up at her with disdain but snatched one of the other bottles out of her hand. Although he winced, his arm appeared quite functional. Shannon didn’t offer to help as he fumbled to twist the top off the bottle.
“You’re welcome,” she said, backing off. Leaning against the front door, she watched the man as he awkwardly opened the bottle and then greedily guzzled the cold water. Opening her own bottle, she took a small sip, appreciating the slow slide of chilled liquid down her throat.
Rick dropped onto the stool behind the counter and placed his rifle next to Shannon’s. He glared at the prisoner. “He still won’t tell us his name. Just whines like an infant that’s overdue for its feeding.”
The prisoner shot a dark glance in Rick’s direction.
“Yeah, you do speak English, don’t you?” Rick lifted one shoulder. “I don’t care what your name is. The Border Patrol will get it out of you.”
The man narrowed his eyes and took another drink.
“Which one of you killed that sheep?” Shannon asked the prisoner. “That’s what makes me what to put a bullet in you.”
The man’s gaze jerked toward her, but there was no fear in his eyes. Only more disdain.
“Those animals are protected,” Shannon went on, heat rising in her face. “And you slaughtered it for what—the trophy of its horns?”
Still he didn’t answer. It was just as well, for Shannon heard the sound of an approaching vehicle outside.
“Good—they’re early,” she said, pushing away from the door. Unlocking it, she opened it and stepped onto the covered porch.
A black SUV stopped in front of the building, dust swirling from its tires. There was no insignia on the doors to identify it as a Border Patrol vehicle, and extra dark tint covered the windshield and side windows. Nerves gathered at the top of Shannon’s stomach. Could these be the prisoner’s friends riding to the rescue? Had she been wrong in assuming they had no vehicle?
“Stay put,” she said over her shoulder, and then closed the door behind her. She rested her hand on her gun as the driver’s door of the vehicle opened. An excited squeal erupted from inside the SUV.
“Aunt Shannon!”
A blonde tornado exploded from the SUV. Shannon barely had time to blink before her sixteen-year old niece Chloe launched herself into her arms.
“Aunt Shannon! I’ve missed you so much!”
Shocked, Shannon put her arms around Chloe to keep them both from falling back against the wall. Chloe Davis was the daughter of Shannon’s late sister, Shala. She was also the daughter of the President of the United States.
“Chloe? What are you doing here?” Shannon hugged her niece. “And you’re driving? Alone?” A frightening thought followed her questions: With dangerous drug runners loose in the area.
“Not exactly alone,” Chloe answered.
Shannon looked over the girl’s blonde hair to see the front passenger door of the SUV open. Another teenager bounced out of the vehicle, glancing over her shoulder as a second SUV hurtled up the road. It jerked to a halt behind the one Chloe had driven.
“I think we’re in trouble,” the other girl called in a sing-song voice as she hurried up on the porch.
Chloe released Shannon and bounced back a step. Her grin dimmed as the doors opened on the newly arrived vehicle. Quickly, she said, “Aunt Shannon, this is Gracie Brown. Gracie, this is my aunt, Shannon Walker.”
Shannon looked at the other SUV as three men in dark suits and sunglasses—three obviously angry men in dark suits and sunglasses—stepped out and slammed the doors. That bundle of nerves at the top of her stomach suddenly wrapped every organ connected to her digestive tract.
“Aunt Shannon, you remember the guys, don’t you?” Chloe stepped behind Shannon. Gracie scurried behind her, too.
Only one of the men removed his regulation sunglasses as all three of them strode toward the porch.
Oh crap, Shannon thought.
* * * * *
Crap.
Tucker Daye clenched his sunglasses in his fist as heat sucked the breath from his lungs. Only part of that heat had anything to do with the desert air. The rest was due to Shannon Walker.
He hadn’t expected to feel this bone-jarring lust at his first sight of her in months. He’d known it would come, of course, but he’d hoped it would creep up on him instead of slam with enough force to make his knees knock.
Fortunately, he didn’t have a chance to make a fool of himself. Nash Givens, Senior Agent, strode around the front of their rented SUV, fists clenched.
“Ms. Davis, what the hell kind of driving was that?” Givens demanded as he mounted the porch steps. “And what the hell were you thinking to take off on your own?”
Tucker watched as Chloe and Gracie cowered behind Shannon. Shannon’s gray-blue eyes, wide with surprise, held on Tucker’s for another moment before shifting toward the angry senior Secret Service Agent who was approaching her.
“Agent Givens,” she said, her voice low. Tucker suspected he was the only one who picked up on the slight quiver. “Welcome to Texas. It’s nice to see you again.”
“Save it, Ms. Walker,” he snapped. “I want to know one thing: did you invite your niece and her friend to the Pinyon Plateau or did this little trip surprise you as much as it surprised her security detail and the President?”
Chloe peeked around Shannon’s shoulder. “She didn’t know anything about it, Agent Givens. I wanted to surprise her for her birthday.”
Shannon’s birthday. Of course.
Tucker moved forward with the third member of the security detail, Agent George Winkle, at his side. George was subdued. It was his fault the girls had slipped away. He’d been in charge of them while Tucker and Nash unloaded their luggage at the motel in Marathon, where the girls supposedly planned to meet Shannon for the weekend. Distracted by their request for sodas from a machine, George had returned to discover that Chloe and Gracie had taken one of the rental vehicles.
Chloe—licensed to drive for less than three months—had driven it at a breakneck pace through the winding mountainous roads of southwest Texas. George had suggested they call for a helicopter to intercede but Nash knew as well as Tucker had where they were headed.
“Ms. Davis told us you were meeting her in Marathon,” Nash said to Shannon as Tucker and Winkle stepped onto the porch. “We secured that area after driving in from the Alpine airport but we did not anticipate her coming into the wilderness area itself. The President is not pleased.”
Shannon glanced in Tucker’s direction again then she took a deep breath and looked back at Nash. “Well,” she said, straightening her spine. “It’s all worked out for the best. My partner and I happen to be in need of some official assistance at the moment.”
* * * * *
“Phase one…complete.” Speaking in a hushed tone from her position at the end of the porch, Chloe hooked an arm around Gracie’s shoulders. “We got them together.”
“I don’t think either one of them is happy about it.” Gracie tucked one side of her lower lip between her teeth.
Chloe happily squeezed her best friend. Everything was going just as she’d planned. “They might not realize they’re happy, but just look at Tucker’s eyes. And Aunt Shannon doesn’t blush over many things. But look at her cheeks.”
Gracie leaned slightly forward, studying Shannon as she stood with the men. “Her face does look a little pink.”
“That means she’s attracted to him. And you can bet that Tucker notices.”
Gracie looked at Chloe. “How do you know so much about all this love stuff?”
Chloe’s grin widened until her cheeks ached. “Reading, Gracie. You’d be amazed at what you can learn from reading.”
Gracie lifted one eyebrow. “And a little time spent with the VP’s oldest son?”
Now it was Chloe’s cheeks that turned pink. “Well, that, too.”
* * * * *
Trying to ignore the quaking inside her stomach, Shannon led the group inside. Only the youngest agent, George Winkle, remained outside on the porch, hands folded in front of him as if he stood at parade-rest.
While the girls followed between Shannon and Tucker, she felt the handsome agent’s presence like a warm shadow over her face and neck. Her reaction—a mixture of syrupy lust and romantic nonsense—made her angry at herself.
She turned her thoughts toward Chloe and her friend. The girls had picked the worst time to enter the WMA. Drug runners, the fire…Shannon had worried about herself and Rick. But with her niece here, the stakes had just gone higher.
Inside the lobby, she saw that Rick had moved from behind the counter and stood near the prisoner with his rifle in his hand.
“Sgt. Rick Sanchez here is my partner.” Shannon kept herself between the girls and the prisoner. “Rick, this is my niece, Chloe Davis, and her friend, Gracie Brown.”
“Nice to meet you, ladies.” Rick’s gaze shifted to the two men who moved quickly around the room, checking the windows and the doors that led into other areas of the headquarters building. “These guys must be your daddies.”
Chloe released an unladylike snort then clamped her hand over her mouth. When Shannon looked down at her, she saw her niece’s eyes glittering with mirth. Standing beside her, Gracie looked as if she wasn’t sure what kind of reaction to have.
That means this was all Chloe’s idea, Shannon thought, not surprised. Her niece had always been prone to acting without thinking through the repercussions of her actions. She wanted something—she went for it. It was as simple as that.
Shannon looked back at her partner. “These men are her Secret Service detail.”
“I figured as much. The President’s daughter doesn’t go running around the country with just anyone.” Rick’s eyes gleamed with amusement.
But, Shannon noted, the eyes of their prisoner went wide. No doubt he hadn’t expected to run into game wardens, Secret Service agents, and the daughter of the President of the United States.
“Agent Nash Givens,” Nash said as he turned from the door that led into the kitchen. “And this is Agent Tucker Daye.”
Rick’s eyes went wide, too, before swinging back toward Shannon. “The Tucker Daye?”
Inwardly groaning, Shannon tried her hardest not to look at Tucker. But she felt his amused interest as if it was a tangible thing in the air. Great. He knew she’d told Rick about him. Now he would be more insufferable than ever.
“It’s nice to meet you boys,” Rick said, clamping his free hand on the prisoner’s uninjured shoulder. “This fellow here doesn’t seem to have a name. At least he’s not giving it to us, but the Border Patrol will get it out of him.”
Both agents ceased their study of the interior of the building to stare at the man in the chair. Instantly, the prisoner’s eyes narrowed again, but he wasn’t fooling Shannon with his show of disdain. Game wardens were one thing, but he was nervous in the presence of this pair of elite law enforcement officers. She could see it in the beads of sweat that formed on his forehead.
“He’s a drug runner?” Nash asked, glaring at the man in the chair.
“Yep,” Rick answered. “We picked him up this morning, but his four friends got away. The bale of marijuana they were bringing in is in the back of the Jeep.”
Nash immediately strode to the front door. Shannon heard him bark, “Winkle!” just before he stepped outside and closed the door behind him.
Tucker drew his gun from the holster under his dark suit coat. Shannon glimpsed his white shirt where it was tucked into his pants, and she saw that he was soaked with sweat. Served him right for coming to the desert in that Washington D.C. get-up.
“You called the Border Patrol?” he asked, stepping between Shannon and the man in the chair.
Rick answered. “They should be here soon. We actually thought you were them.”
Shannon noticed that both girls had lost their amused expressions. Good. They understood the seriousness of this situation.
“You said this guy has four friends?” Tucker asked, looking from Rick to Shannon. “You’re sure that’s all?”
“That’s all I saw.” Shannon nodded toward the prisoner. “They took off on foot about two miles south of here. This man was wounded by a mountain lion, and Rick and I got back here with him only a few minutes before you arrived.”
“We caught him with the drugs he and his friends were bringing across the border,” Rick added.
Tucker looked at Chloe. “Ms. Davis, you and Ms. Brown are to stay close to Ms. Walker or me until we get this situation under control.”
“Lieutenant Walker.” Shannon couldn’t resist correcting him. No way was she going to let all this testosterone just show up and take over her HQ. She was in charge here—lead game warden in the Pinyon Plateau WMA—and while she appreciated the help of the Secret Service, she intended to remain in charge.
One corner of Tucker’s mouth twitched as he faced her again. “Sorry, Lt. Walker. You haven’t been able to get any information out of this man?”
She suppressed a flash of irritation. “As I said, we had only just gotten him here when you arrived. There wasn’t much time for questions.”
“Did you search him for identification or weapons?”
Rick shuffled his feet and Shannon saw a muscle flex in one side of his jaw. Apparently he resented the Secret Service agent’s questioning, too.
“Of course,” he said. “As game wardens, we receive all the necessary law enforcement training that you Secret Service boys get. We know what to do.”
Shannon reached into her right hip pocket and pulled out a small leather-bound book. “This was all he was carrying.” She dropped the book on the counter. “No ID at all.”
Tucker went to stand over the prisoner. The man looked up at him with a sneer then lifted his water bottle to take a long, noisy drink. Tucker continued to gaze down at the other man with an expressionless face.
“Ramirez,” he said after a moment.
The prisoner’s eyes went wide and the bottle jerked, splashing water over his chin.
“But which one?” Tucker tilted his head. “I’m guessing Antonio…Tony, right?”
The prisoner lowered the bottle. Shannon noticed tension in his knuckles as he gripped the container tightly. She stepped up on Tucker’s left side.
“You know this man?” she asked.
“I did some research before heading this way with the President’s daughter. There have been reports of a new cartel forming along this part of the Mexican border, with evidence that it’s already made a few forays into Texas through the Pinyon Plateau area. We’ve even received some grainy photographs of some of the men. That was why we didn’t want Ms. Davis and her friend to come any farther south than Marathon.”
Anger burned in the pit of Shannon’s stomach. She saw a similar emotion burning in Rick’s eyes.
“Why the hell weren’t we told?” Rick demanded, facing Tucker over the head of the prisoner.
Shannon heard a shuffle of feet behind her and knew that Chloe and Gracie had sidled up closer to her. Glancing down at them, she saw that the tension in the air had removed the remaining frivolity of the girls. Both stared wide-eyed at the prisoner.
“I don’t know,” Tucker answered, returning his gaze to the bound man. “I guess the Border Patrol hasn’t finished sending out its dispatches to all the law enforcement agencies in the area.”
“We’re right here, but the Secret Service in Washington, D.C. knows all about it before we do?”
Seeing Rick’s fist clench around his rifle, Shannon decided it was time to step in and cool things off between the two men. Heat—whether emotional or weather related—never helped any situation in the high deserts of West Texas.
“Tell us what you know, Agent Daye,” she said as calmly as she could. She kept her gaze fixed on Tony Ramirez, noting that he was picking up on every emotion in the room. That, too, could prove dangerous. He was injured, sure, but a wounded man could act as spontaneously and as rashly as a wounded animal.
“The new cartel is made up of three brothers and a few hired guns,” Tucker explained. “Tony is the middle brother and often finds himself in troublesome situations. Getting wounded by a mountain lion and captured by game wardens sounds about right for him.”
“You said there are three brothers?” Shannon asked.
“The leader is the eldest: Nicandro Ramirez. The youngest brother is Alejandro. Our intel says he’s probably the smartest of the three. As far as we know, he hasn’t killed anyone yet.”
One side of Tony’s lips rose in another sneer. “He is smart enough to kill you.”
These were the first intelligible words Shannon had heard the wounded man speak. His English was clear, but his Mexican accent was strong.
“You’re not in a position to threaten anyone,” Tucker said and pulled his cell phone off his belt. He quickly punched in a series of numbers and then lifted the phone to his ear.
While Tucker updated Nash on the situation, Shannon turned to the girls. “Chloe, I’m sure the agents are thirsty. Why don’t you and Gracie go load some extra soda and water bottles into the refrigerator? You’ll find cases of each in the pantry.”
“I don’t think we’ll be here that long,” Tucker said as he turned off his phone. “Agent Nash wants us to take the girls back to Marathon.”
“We’re staying here,” Chloe said, lifting her chin as she gazed steadily at Tucker.
“It’s not up to you,” Tucker said.
“As the President’s daughter—”
“As your security detail, your safety is our responsibility. If there are armed drug runners in the area, you and Gracie will be safer back in town.”
Chloe’s face flushed red. “I don’t want to go back to town,” she said firmly and slowly. “And you can’t make me.”
Tucker took a step closer to her, towering over her so that the girl had to tilt her head back. “If I have to sling you over my shoulder and stuff you into one of those SUVs, I will do it,” he said just as steadily.
Shannon moved close enough to put her hands between them. Gripping Chloe’s arms, she turned the girl. “Go on and take care of the water and soda,” she said.
“Sure, Aunt Shannon.” Giving Tucker a smirky smile, Chloe caught Gracie’s hand. “Let’s go, Gracie.”
* * * * *
Temper rising, Tucker started to follow the girls. Shannon stepped in his path.
“There’s no need to rush her back to town,” she said. “You agents plus Rick and I can certainly keep her and Gracie safe. And once the Border Patrol gets here, they’ll take Antonio away and probably locate his companions, too.”
Tucker held her gaze for several seconds. At first, he was trying to intimidate her into agreeing with his plan to take Chloe and Gracie back to Marathon. But the longer he held Shannon’s gaze, the more he realized he was just admiring her blue eyes again. It had been months since he’d had the opportunity, and he found that her soft blue irises and thick blonde eyelashes still caused a funny tingle to form in his lower gut. Those eyes could get him to do almost anything.
Finally, he gave a short nod. “We’ll table the discussion for the moment. Agent Givens will be the one to make the decision. He’s talking to the President right now.”
“Fine.” Shannon lifted one eyebrow. “And when he’s done, I might just give James a call, myself.”
Realizing that Shannon could easily persuade President James Davis to allow Chloe to stay, Tucker decided there was no sense in arguing over the situation. Nash was in charge of this detail and Tucker was more than happy to let him handle things. Especially since keeping himself in the line of fire would only hamper any attempt he might make at winning Shannon back.
And why would I want to do that?
He gave another short nod and, turning away, walked to one of the windows. He needed a few minutes of quiet time to figure out why that notion had crept into his mind.
* * * * *
Shannon joined Rick behind the registration counter. Her insides were quaking again, this time from standing so close to Tucker…and from the memories of where their relationship could have gone if life hadn’t taken such a bitter turn.
“Are you really going to let these guys take charge here?” Rick whispered, leaning his rifle against the back side of the counter.
“They’re not taking charge,” she assured him, grateful that he didn’t comment on the personal bent of the argument that had just occurred between her and Tucker. “But keeping Chloe safe is their primary responsibility. In fact, I’m glad to have them here as long as that drug runner is in our custody—especially as long as the other four aren’t.”
The telephone on the counter rang. Rick picked it up. After he identified himself, his brow drew downward. “Yeah. Yeah, I understand.” He glanced at Shannon and mouthed the words, “Border Patrol.”
A surprising wave of relief swept through her.
“We’ll be fine. Some unexpected backup arrived a few minutes ago.” He paused, listening. “I’ll fill you in tomorrow. We’ll be fine until then.” There was another brief pause then he ended the call and looked from Shannon to Tucker. “We’re on our own until tomorrow morning. That was Waylon Conrath, the Border Patrol Field Operations Supervisor in Alpine. He said this wildfire is bigger than anyone realized and it’s cut off the main road leading out of Alpine. If the fire crews get that blaze under control, the Border Patrol will be here as close to first light as possible tomorrow.”
Shannon glanced at Tucker. As she expected, he’d gone a little pale at Rick’s mention of the wildfire.
“We saw the smoke as we drove in,” Tucker said, his voice tight. “But the fire appeared to be moving in the opposite direction. Are we in danger if we stay here?”
“According to Conrath, it’s moving west and south, in the other direction,” Rick answered. “He advised us to stay put.”
Tucker looked doubtful. Shannon knew he was considering the safety of the President’s daughter—no doubt, hoping he wouldn’t experience a repeat of the past. She hoped so, too.
“I don’t think we’re in any danger.” Shannon forced herself to look him straight in the eyes. The last time she’d spent so much time doing that had been before she’d caught him kissing that red-haired secretary from the President’s staff. Still, this moment called for her to be honest but understanding. “Wildfires aren’t uncommon out here, and they’re usually contained quickly. Besides, there’s a large area of desert rock and sand in the immediate vicinity, and the buildings have been treated with fire-retardant paint. Still, each fire is different, so we usually stay ready to evacuate within a few minutes.”
“All right.” Tucker turned toward the kitchen. “You two watch the prisoner and I’ll stay with the girls until Agents Givens and Winkle come back inside.”
Shannon watched him walk away. She could tell by the set of his shoulders that he was thinking about her sister. To tell the truth, seeing the smoke earlier had her thinking about Shala, too. Ironic that her first meeting with Tucker in months would involve a fire.
Feeling Rick’s gaze on her, she looked back to find him scowling at her again.
“They’re not taking charge, huh?” He picked up his rifle and walked around the registration counter. Grabbing a chair, he positioned it several feet away from Tony—with his back to Shannon—and sat down to watch the man. His shoulders formed almost a perfect wall, conveying his annoyance to Shannon.
She sighed. “Looks like a long night ahead,” she muttered, and headed for the kitchen. It was time to assuage her own ego a bit…and hopefully to distract Tucker from his memory of what had happened last year.
And the quickest way to do that was to pick a fight.
* * * * *
“Did they buy it?” Danny Harris looked over from the driver’s seat as Waylon Conrath tucked his cell phone back into the holster on his waist.
Waylon nodded. “They don’t expect us until sometime tomorrow morning, and I told them the fire is headed away from them. So they’ll stay put.”
“The latest forecast indicates the wind will change sometime after midnight.”
“So? We’ll get there late tonight, when they’re half-asleep and groggy, and we’ll take custody of Tony Ramirez. We’ll be long gone before that fire turns into a problem.”
Danny blinked several times and rubbed his fingers against the steering wheel as he pulled away from the Border Patrol headquarters. “Maybe we should—”
“Maybe we should what?” Waylon interrupted. “We can’t just ignore the situation. If Antonio Ramirez starts talking before we get there, we won’t be the only ones in trouble. The whole network will fall…and you won’t want to be known around the prison yard as one of the guys who started it all.”
Chapter Three
Tucker opened a bottle of water, leaned back against the kitchen counter and considered the two teenagers. Chloe and Gracie seemed subdued, no doubt concerned about the presence of the prisoner in the other room. Chloe had to be worried about her father’s anger over her little stunt, too. She had briefly talked to the President a minute earlier, and hadn’t appeared happy at the end of the call.
And she must be worried about the wildfire, he thought. After what had happened to her mother…
She was silent as she and her friend stocked the refrigerator with drinks. But her creased brow gave away her concern. Tucker had been on her Secret Service detail—and her late mother’s—long enough to pick up the visual clues she presented, and he could figure out her feelings fairly easily. Her aunt wasn’t too hard to read, either.
And I’m getting a fairly good reading about now, he thought as Shannon strode into the room. Her brow was furrowed, too, and her eyes glittered like blue Arctic Circle ice on a bright sunny day. He knew what that meant.
Crap.
She strode right up to him and, with one hand on her hip, she jabbed the index finger of her other hand into his breastbone. “Let’s get one thing straight, Tucker Daye. I am in charge of this facility and this Wildlife Management Area. You and those other spies are welcome to help me and Sgt. Sanchez guard the prisoner, but we call the shots. Got it?”
Tucker lifted one eyebrow and resisted the impulse to push her finger away. Actually, his stronger impulse was to wrap his free hand around her wrist and haul her up close for a searing kiss on those pretty pink lips. They were entirely too tight for his taste and a long wet kiss would soften them up. He knew that about her, too.
But with the memory of Loretta apparently still fresh in Shannon’s mind, the odds on a long, wet kiss were about as low as his odds of riding a rocket to the moon. Not that it mattered. He’d made his choice on that score last February.
Besides that there were two teenage girls eavesdropping on their conversation. So instead of reacting the way he wanted, he relaxed his body and smiled at Shannon. “We’re not spies, sweetheart. We’re Secret Service agents. And I think we might know a little more about handling this situation than a couple of game wardens do.”
Her lips thinned more. “For your information, sweetheart, Texas game wardens probably receive more rigorous law enforcement training than you do.” The tip of her index finger pressed harder into his chest. “While you and your friends are here, you’ll do what I tell you.”
He cocked his head to once side. “I’ve missed you, Shannon,” he murmured, aware that the two teens had grown almost stone still. He lowered his voice a bit more. “Don’t tell me you haven’t missed me, too.”
Her eyes went wide and she lowered her hand. Her cheeks turned bright red and she took a step back. Darting a glance at the girls, she spun on her heels and stomped out of the kitchen. Tucker watched her hips sway as she departed, then a muffled giggle drew his attention to Chloe and Gracie. Both girls instantly ducked their heads and went back to their work.
At least they’re not as somber as they were a minute ago.
Feeling a blush rise in his own cheeks, Tucker tilted his water bottle back for another drink. Fine, he thought. I’ll let little Miss Game Warden take charge.
At least until Agent Nash Givens decided to point out the Presidential authority of his team.
* * * * *
Swiping his sweat-dampened hair back from his face, Alejandro Ramirez cast a glance at his brother. Nicandro had grown calmer since the sun had reached the rim of the mountains, but his anger still smoldered. It could flare to life easily and quickly…as easily and quickly as the wildfire burning to the northwest.
The four men stood on a ridge about half a mile from the game wardens’ headquarters. Wisps of smoke from the distant fire hung in the evening air and Alejandro could smell burning brush. Although he saw no flames and there was no wind to drive the fire, a slight movement in the air indicated that the fire could easily turn in their direction.
He looked away from the smoke. Although it was still dusk, a couple of external lights glowed on the side of the building below their position. Two black SUVs were parked beside the Jeep. There was no way of knowing who those black vehicles belonged to, or how many people had arrived in them.
“They’re probably just tourists,” Benicio said, lowering himself to the ground and leaning one elbow on his backpack. He and Jaime had been debating the identities of the newcomers. “We can take care of them and the two wardens.”
Nicandro looked at Alejandro and lifted his chin. “Find out how many people are inside. We will wait for you here.”
Alejandro didn’t relish the idea of backtracking down the ridge and then walking in that hot evening air. But, again, he knew better than to antagonize his brother by arguing. Besides the book and Tony, there were the drugs to consider. The pack that the game wardens had confiscated was worth at least a hundred thousand American dollars. If they couldn’t retrieve the book, retrieving the drugs from the game wardens would at least make this trek into Texas financially worthwhile.
Alejandro nodded to Nicandro and set off down the narrow path.
* * * * *
Gracie and Chloe helped Shannon and Rick prepare the evening meal while the Secret Service Agents took turns guarding the prisoner. The bale of marijuana had been carried inside and secured in a storage closet. All the doors and windows were locked. It had been a long afternoon, but at least the fire was keeping its distance.
So were the other members the Ramirez gang.
Shannon sat at the table, slicing through a bell pepper. Rick stood at the stove, browning ground beef in a cast iron skillet. The scent of cooking meat and various vegetables and spices filled the air of the small kitchen.
“Can we go hiking tomorrow morning?” Chloe asked. “If the fire is out?”
Rising, Shannon carried the bell peppers to Rick. She met his gaze as she handed the bowl to him. “I’m not sure,” she answered, reading the warning in his eyes. “We’ll have to see what happens with our unexpected guest.”
“You mean the drug runner?” Gracie whispered. “He scares me.”
“You two stay away from that guy,” Rick cautioned. “Don’t even look his way.”
“But he’s handcuffed,” Chloe said. “What can he do?”
“You don’t want to find out,” Rick answered. “Those guys are smart and tricky.”
“No smarter than you or Aunt Shannon, I’ll bet.” Chloe whipped the corn bread mix with a spatula. “And since I come from the same gene pool as Aunt Shannon, I imagine I could outsmart a guy like him. After all, he must be pretty stupid to get involved in drugs in the first place.”
Shannon walked back to the table and placed a hand on Chloe’s shoulder. When her niece turned toward her, Shannon tried to gaze sternly into the eyes that reminded her so much of her late sister.
“Chloe, there are a lot of dangerous people in this world, and no amount of smarts can defeat some of them. You and Gracie do as Rick says and don’t even look at Tony Ramirez. Understand?”
Chloe sighed. “Yes, ma’am.”
Shannon blinked back a tear. “You look so much like your mother.”
Chloe’s eyes went wide. “Do I really? Dad says the same thing.”
“You do. You’re beautiful.” Lifting her hand from Chloe’s shoulder, Shannon stroked the girl’s blonde hair. “She would be so proud of you.”
“I hope so.”
Chloe’s mother—Shannon’s sister, Shala—had died of lung cancer about ten months earlier. Her illness had come on suddenly and aggressively about a year after her husband James Davis had assumed his role as President of the United States. It had accelerated after she was trapped the previous summer inside a burning American embassy in one of the new African countries that sprang up after all the unrest on the continent.
All Americans had been involved in the beloved First Lady’s illness, and everyone had mourned her death. No one more than James, Chloe and Shannon, of course. With her own parents having died about ten years earlier, Shannon often felt as if she was alone in the world after her sister’s passing. That was why she had made an attempt to stay involved in her niece’s life.
And that was how she’d gotten so close to Tucker Daye.
“Mom would have enjoyed this adventure,” Chloe said, going back to her corn bread. “Even with grouchy Secret Service agents hanging around.”
“She’d sure give them what for, too, for letting you ditch them earlier.” Blinking back her tears over all that she’d lost, Shannon returned to her side of the table and began to slice an onion.
“You should do that under cold running water,” Gracie suggested. “Or your eyes will water.”
Shannon smiled up at her and hoped the teenager would assume her eyes were already watering from the onions.
* * * * *
After eating a tasty meal of chili and corn bread, Tucker took over watching the prisoner while George Winkle ate in the kitchen. Chloe and Gracie were washing dishes, their muffled conversation with the young agent assuring Tucker that they were safe. Nash was checking the outside perimeter of the building and making a report to the President.
Sitting in a chair near Tony, Tucker freed the strap on his gun’s holster. The prisoner had finished his meal and then griped under his breath while Rick Sanchez had redressed his wound. Now Antonio appeared to be sleeping in his chair.
Stepping behind the registration counter, Rick glanced at Tucker. “Aren’t you guys going overboard with all this perimeter-checking cloak-and-dagger stuff?”
Shannon stood at the computer at the far end of the counter. “Don’t forget about the other drug runners,” she said to her partner. “They may try to get their friend back.”
“They’re sure to have high-tailed it back to Mexico by now,” Rick said as he straightened shelves beneath the counter.
“Maybe.” Turning it, Tucker straddled his chair in front of Antonio. “But we like to make sure everything is as it should be.”
“Right.” Rick picked up a stack of what looked like maps of the area and placed them in a plastic holder on the counter. Then he moved close to where Shannon stood.
For several moments, the two game wardens stood with their heads together, talking quietly. Once, Rick reached up to tuck a stray strand of Shannon’s blonde hair behind her ear. She smiled at her dark-haired partner in a half-distracted way as she continued to work on the computer.
Something rumbled in Tucker’s stomach, and he was sure it had nothing to do with tonight’s chili. This was something emotional. He frowned as he realized it felt like jealousy. After all, from what he’d heard from Chloe, Shannon and Rick were alone out here in the middle of nowhere for days at a time. It was only natural that they might develop a relationship.
And you’ve got nothing to say about it, whispered his guilt. You purposely drove her off with your little stunt back in February. And no matter how much you might regret that, you have little chance of winning her back.
He’d known he wasn’t through with Shannon. Immediately after letting her believe that he’d kissed Loretta, he’d known he’d made a mistake. But his guilt wouldn’t let him admit it. After all, he’d let her sister die. That made him unworthy of her, a fact that was difficult for him to admit to anyone but himself.
Still…if I come clean about why I really let her think I was being unfaithful…if there’s any chance…
The creak of Tony’s chair drew Tucker’s attention back to the prisoner. Frowning, Tony shifted and leaned slightly forward.
“That crap you fed me is sitting hard on my gut,” he said. “What did you use—rotten sheep meat?”
“You’re the one who butchers wild animals,” Rick responded. Coming around the tall counter, he paused beside Tucker’s chair. “Call me if you need any help with this guy. I’m going to help the ladies clean up in the kitchen.”
“Will do.”
Rick returned to the kitchen, leaving Tucker alone with Shannon and the prisoner.
* * * * *
Shannon turned off the computer and listened to the motor wind down. There was no work left to do here at the counter but she didn’t want to leave it. She would have to at least acknowledge Tucker’s presence, and that would undoubtedly lead to some kind of conversation she wasn’t ready to have. Of course, having a prisoner in the room with them would keep that conversation from becoming too intimate.
Still, she was not eager to have any conversation with Tucker right now. She still felt strange sensations from what he’d said earlier about missing her. She didn’t want to know that—she didn’t want to believe it.
She picked up the small book that she’d taken from Tony Ramirez’s pocket and flipped through it. It was some kind of notebook. There was a lot of uneven handwriting inside, lists of names and phone numbers. To Shannon’s surprise, they appeared to be American names and phone numbers.
Puzzled, she put the book back down on the counter then glanced up to see Tony staring at the book with a strange expression on his face. Was that fear?
She tapped her fingers against the book. “What are all the names and numbers in here, Tony?”
He narrowed his eyes and then faced forward, locking eyes with Tucker. “It is my black book. You understand, amigo?”
One side of Tucker’s mouth curled slightly upward. His gaze shifted toward the book and then up to Shannon’s eyes. “Is it full of women’s names?” he asked.
She shook her head. “Mostly men. U.S. phone numbers and addresses. Based on the looks he’s been giving it, I think it might be important.”
“Better put it somewhere safe until the Border Patrol gets here. We’ll let them figure out what it is.”
Picking it up, she tucked it into a back pocket of her pants. That was the safest place she could think of at the moment.
Now I’ll just make up an excuse to leave the room, she thought, and then frowned. Maybe help the girls. But George and Rick are already helping them…that would seem too obvious.
“You’re thinking too hard.”
Tucker’s voice brought her head up. He was gazing at her with an almost expressionless face. And yet her heart seemed to skip a beat as she locked her gaze with his.
“You’ve got wrinkles on your forehead,” he said.
The fact that he had noticed such a small thing meant nothing. Or it meant everything. In spite of the brevity of their relationship back in D.C., he had quickly picked up on many of her nuances. She remembered him telling her much the same thing one evening back then.
“I’m thinking about tomorrow’s schedule,” she lied.
“Yeah, I guess you’ve got a lot going on out here.”
Don’t blush.
In spite of her mental warning, her face grew hot. She looked down, letting her hair fall forward to shield her face as she locked the cash drawer under the counter. Then she shoved her ring of keys into her pants pocket.
“More than you’d think,” she responded, looking up again to see a twinkle in one of Tucker’s eyes.
She looked quickly away, her face hotter. He knew she was lying about having work to do. With no visitors in the park, there really wasn’t much for her and Rick to do tonight or tomorrow. And they’d done what they could to prepare in case the wildfire shifted in their direction. They had gone around the outside of the building and pulled away what little brush grew near it. Water hoses were connected to the big tank behind the building and two fire extinguishers were placed in convenient locations inside. The facility would remain relatively safe…as long as the fire didn’t grow too large and the wind didn’t start whipping up embers. So there really was nothing left to do.
Providence came to her rescue as Rick returned to the main room.
“The girls are about done in the kitchen,” he said. “You want them to bunk in with you tonight?”
“Um…yeah.” Shannon brushed her bangs back from her forehead. “Yeah. That’s a good idea. The agents can take turns sleeping in the spare bedroom.”
Rick studied her face before grinning and looking at Tucker. “You boys set a watch schedule and wake me when it’s my turn.”
Tucker studied him for a moment before answering. “Will do.”
Rick faced Shannon again. “I’m off to bed then. Call me if you need anything.”
“I will.”
Still grinning, Rick turned and ambled through the doorway that led into the private area of the headquarters building.
Shannon avoided looking at Tucker as she took a step toward the kitchen. “I’ll just see if the girls need—”
George Winkle stepped through the kitchen doorway, blocking her way. He looked first at the prisoner and then at Tucker. “Nash still outside?”
Tucker nodded. “He should be back shortly.”
Tony shifted in his chair, handcuffs clinking. “Hey, I need to take a dump.”
Tucker started to rise but George gestured for him to stay. “I’m up. I’ll take him.”
“Thanks.”
While George uncuffed the prisoner, distracting Tucker, Shannon ducked into the kitchen. Chloe and Gracie were just turning in her direction.
“All done, Aunt Shannon,” Chloe tossed a damp dish towel on the counter. “Where are we sleeping?”
“In my room,” Shannon said, turning to lead the girls out of the kitchen. “We can make a pallet for you on the floor.”
“It will be almost like camping.” Gracie’s tone indicated her disappointment.
“It’s probably a better way for you to start.” Chloe looked at Shannon. “Gracie has never been camping before.”
“Well, a pallet on the floor is only one step away from a sleeping bag on the desert sand.” Shannon avoided looking at Tucker as she led the girls toward the door through which Rick had passed moments earlier. Still, her cheeks grew warm again and she wondered if she was going to make it through the night—and the next day—without giving away the feelings she still had for the man.
Not that I understand my feelings anyway.
Before her thoughts could betray her, someone shouted from the hallway beyond the door she was opening.
* * * * *
Tucker leaped to his feet and, drawing his gun, he ran toward the surprised females standing at the open doorway.
“Get in the kitchen,” he ordered as he brushed past Shannon and the girls.
Light spilled through an open doorway, illuminating the far end of the corridor where George Winkle wrestled with Tony Ramirez. Tucker ran forward just as another door opened and Rick appeared. The game warden reached the scuffling men before Tucker did—just in time to stop Tony from wrestling George’s gun away from the young agent. Whipping Tony back and against the wall, Rick used his own body to hold the man in place until Tucker arrived and George regained his footing.
Tucker put the barrel of his gun to Tony’s temple and the man went still. His eyes widened only for a moment before narrowing in disdain. He spat out some curses in Spanish but made no further attempt to escape.
“Sorry, Tucker,” George said, holstering his gun.
“Just get the cuffs back on him.” Tucker’s heart pounded against his ribs. If Tony had gotten George’s gun, anything could have happened. The idea of Chloe and Gracie—and Shannon—being shot made Tucker’s gut hurt.
George caught the loose handcuff dangling from Tony’s left wrist then reached behind the prisoner to grab his right arm. Tony yelped as Tucker jostled his wounded arm, but Tucker didn’t care if he caused the man pain. Within seconds, Tony was restrained again. Rick and George marched him down the hallway and back into the front room.
Shannon stood in the kitchen doorway with her arms around both girls. All three of them looked frightened, although Shannon recovered quickly.
“Everything okay?” she asked.
Tucker frowned. “Just a little escape attempt. From now on, two of us will stay with him at all times.”
“Good idea,” George said, his voice subdued as he used another pair of handcuffs to secure Tony’s ankles to the legs of the chair.
The front door opened and Nash entered. “What the hell is going on in here?” he demanded, apparently picking up on the tension in the room.
Tucker exchanged a glance with George and knew immediately what the younger agent was thinking. Nash was already angry. Hearing that their prisoner had almost escaped would not improve his mood.
Shannon apparently interpreted Nash’s mood correctly, too. She wisely eased the teenagers past the men.
“You guys let me know if you need anything,” she said. “The girls and I are heading to bed now.”
“Me, too,” Rick said.
The four of them hurried through the doorway, leaving Tucker and George to deal with their superior’s mood.
* * * * *
In spite of his wishes, the wild fire intensified as the three o’clock hour approached, and Alejandro could actually see the pulse of flames in the distance. But the night air had, as it often did, turned cold and the wind had not yet turned. For now, the fire remained only a far-off threat.
He huddled against a boulder on the ridge that looked down on the game wardens’ headquarters building. Jaime and Benicio huddled nearby while Nicandro stood in the open, seemingly unmindful of the cold night air drifting around him. Jaime and Benicio shivered, each man wearing only short-sleeved T-shirts that hung outside the waistbands of their jeans. They definitely had not dressed for cold desert nights, having apparently planned on being comfortably housed long before sunset. Alejandro and his brother both wore windbreakers over their long-sleeved shirts.
“We should go back to Mexico,” Jaime muttered, hugging his arms over his body. “This is a fool’s mission.”
“Shut up,” Benicio whispered. “Or Nicandro may do us all a favor and behead you like you tried to behead that damn goat.”
“It was a Bighorn sheep,” Jaime corrected him. “And that trophy would have been worth some money.”
“Not as much as the drugs those wardens stole from us.”
“Both of you shut up!” Alejandro was tired of Jaime’s complaints. The thin older man had done nothing but gripe throughout the trip.
And Alejandro didn’t want their bickering to intensify Nicandro’s anger. His brother had been furious when Alejandro returned from his reconnaissance mission with news that the three men who had arrived in the SUVs were American federal agents. Hiding below a small window at the back of the building, Alejandro had overheard bits of conversation. While he didn’t know what type of agents the men were, he knew their arrival had something to do with two young women he’d seen in the kitchen.
He knew, too, that his brother would do anything to get that book and the drugs back in his possession. Even if it meant killing everyone inside that building, including the young women.
Antonio hated killing and had so far avoided it. But his brothers considered killing a necessary part of their business. They had fought hard to establish a small territory for their drug operation in Mexico, and would not hesitate to protect it with violence. Antonio tried to understand that killing was part of the business, but he couldn’t.
Especially after what had happened to his young sister, Maria.
Of course, neither Nicandro nor Antonio had been home when members of another cartel had burst into the small shack. The men had asked no questions. They had just started shooting. Maria had died before Alejandro’s eyes and then the men had shot him. While his wound had been severe, he had survived. But seeing his young sister die…in his mind, there had to be other ways to establish their cartel, ways that did not include the violent ways that were sweeping the border areas of their country.
Fortunately the lights in the front room of the building continued to glow no matter how late it became. That meant that at least one person remained awake—probably more than one—and that they were on guard. Even Nicandro knew that it would be difficult to creep up on the building and catch those inside unaware…especially trained federal agents.
Nicandro turned. Teeth clamped down on a cigar, he stepped back under the shelter of the boulder. In the dim glow of the small fire they had built, his eyes burned with a fierce orange light. The Americans he had called to help them were very late, probably delayed by the fire.
“We will stick with the plan,” he said, and sat near the fire. Digging into his backpack, he pulled out a plastic bag filled with dried beef. As he handed the bag around to the other men, he went on, “We will take them at dawn.”
Alejandro suppressed a shudder. So far he personally had no blood on his hands, but he suspected that would change before the sun rose in the morning.
* * * * *
“That fire is bigger than we thought,” Danny Harris said as he steered the SUV along the winding road that led toward the Pinyon Plateau WMA.
“The fire crews will get it under control.” Waylon Conrath stared into the smoky darkness ahead. “Just watch the road.”
Silence hung heavy for a moment. Waylon was glad. He didn’t want Danny to ask any more questions about what was about to happen. The kid had no stomach for violence. The only reason Waylon had brought him in on the deal was because Danny had overheard him talking to Nicandro Ramirez one night. It was either bring him in…or kill him.
Darting a glance at the youthful face of his companion, Waylon thought that he might yet have to do the latter.
Turning his attention to the view outside his side window, taking in the orange glow in the smoky sky, Waylon frowned. He and Danny hadn’t gotten away from their headquarters until late evening, and then it had taken them hours to find a way around the fire. Even now that orange glow seemed too close for comfort. And if he wasn’t mistaken, it was moving further east…toward this road.
Shoving aside his restrictive shoulder harness, Waylon pressed his fist into that spot of heartburn again, forcing out a burp. When he’d signed on to this endeavor with Nicandro, he’d thought he would make some money simply by looking the other way. After all, drugs flowed through Texas every day. What were a few more bales of marijuana? He’d never thought he might have to get his hands dirty.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/85525 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!