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CHAPTER 1
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Friday, mid-July, Bozeman, Montana 

Marti Parker sat at her desk in the office she’d decorated to be a comfortable place to work and for Sophie to play. She had a desk set up for Sophie with her own laptop, so if she wanted to play at working she could. Marti also provided a Barbie Dream House and baby dolls, so Sophie could play with whatever her heart desired.  

Marti’s desk looked out at the Madison Range. She especially loved it on a day like today, with the sun shining and the snow-capped peaks sitting above the purple mountains. The striking purple color was from the thick pine forests covering the mountainside.  

The view was one reason she rented the old Victorian home. It had been remodeled in the past, so it had electricity and a furnace, but she could see large utility bills in her future this winter. So far, she cooled it by having the windows open and getting a cross breeze. Open windows helped her in her office but not so much in the bedrooms upstairs unless there was a storm, since they had only one window in each room.

For a reason unbeknownst to her, they hadn’t put in a laundry room, so she had to go to the laundromat. But even that wasn’t too bad. She got to read romance novels while waiting for her clothes to wash and dry. The place had a play area for the kids and Sophie brought a doll to play with on most days.

Taking breaks to have a tea party with Sophie was something she also did regularly. She did her best to multitask, being there for Sophie while fulfilling her duties as an investigative reporter for The Daily Chronicle.  

Right now, Sophie was in her bedroom playing Minecraft, her favorite video game. Marti let her play it for thirty minutes in the afternoon and again after dinner.

Marti’s latest story was an investigation into the KT Cartel and their drug activities in and around Bozeman, Montana. She was at a standstill, fixating on their money laundering operation. Her leads were taking her to the Circle M Ranch and Caleb Malone, billionaire rancher and owner of the tech giant, Malone Technological Solutions, Inc. He was the CEO and sixty-five percent owner of the company. He started the company fifteen years ago when he was twenty-one and grew it into the giant it was today. He was the mastermind behind the operation, as his solutions launched the company. Now, he employed an entire department to come up with those solutions, but he kept his hand in it, helping with the more complex ones. 

Her research showed he was a widower with one young son, Danny, six years-old. The same age as Sophie. His mother had died of cancer when the boy was almost two. Caleb had raised the boy himself, and Marti admired that. He could have paid nannies, but he hadn’t—at least none that Marti could find. 

Danny went to the same school as Sophie and was in the same grade. Caleb had come to a few of the school events like the Christmas and Spring pageants. He’d even been “room mother” for a day. The kids had fun with that one. Sophie told her they teased him all day long.  

She said he was a good sport.

Marti laughed. After all, what else could he do with thirty kindergartners?  

Marti was aware of the many events he had missed throughout the year because of his absence from town. She wondered who took care of Danny when he was gone. He must have a housekeeper, or someone like that, who cared for him. 

Until about eight months ago, Caleb’s youngest brother Jamison probably helped care for the boy. But Jamison went missing, and no one knew where he was or why he disappeared. 

The Malone family was comprised of three children. Caleb, thirty-six, Bethany, twenty-nine and Jamison, twenty-eight. None of them were married at the moment. All of them worked at the ranch—at least until Jamison disappeared—which had been in their family for generations. Their great-great-great grandfather started it in 1847. One-hundred-and-sixty acres was given to homesteaders back then. Now, the ranch was massive at over 260,000 acres, plus another 100,000 acres in grazing rights. Caleb had acquired the additional land and the grazing rights after his businesses took off and he’d become rich in what seemed like overnight.

Marti had finished reading over her notes and was writing the article when her cell rang. 

“Hello. This is Marti Parker. To whom am I speaking?” 

“Listen, I know you’re looking into the KT Cartel. Something big is happening in Bozeman tomorrow morning at two. If you want to catch them, be at the warehouse at 3400 Industrial, Building C.” 

“Rocket?” 

The line went dead. 

His voice was disguised as usual with Rocket, but he’s always given me good information in the past. I have to assume this is good intel, too.

I’ll call Mrs. Bainbridge and see if she can watch Sophie tonight. I have to make sure she’s safe before I go to this warehouse. Maybe I should have someone come with me. Caleb Malone would be a good person if he considered it. After all, it’s his ranch operations that are being used to launder some of the money. 

She punched in the number for the Circle C. 

“Hello, yes this is Marti Parker. I need to see Caleb Malone today. It’s very important. Yes, I’ll hold.” 

A few minutes later, she heard the speaker. “Yes? Yes, I can be out there in thirty minutes. See you then. Thank you.” She shoved her phone into her back pocket and grabbed her purse. “Sophie! Mommy has got to run an errand. Let’s go.” 

The little blonde girl ran out of her bedroom and down the stairs. “Where are we going, Mommy?” 

“We’re going to Danny Malone’s house. I need to speak to his father. Maybe you and Danny can play together.” 

Sophie jumped up and down. “Yay! I like playing with Danny. He’s nice.” 

“I know you do. Now, let’s go.” 

They went to the two-car garage, a more recent addition to the Victorian home. It was hotter than the house because it was shut up all day still, it was probably cooler than outside.

Marti buckled Sophie into her booster seat. Then she walked around the car and slid in behind the wheel of her red Ford Mustang. One of the few things she’d gotten in the divorce from Vance Parker.

When they were on the road and out of town, air conditioner going full blast, Marti checked the time on her dashboard. She was making good time and would be a little early for their appointment. The countryside was rolling hills that were mostly grazing land. Some of it had been sold and apartments or condos were being built. The sign said “Now Leasing” but she’d learned that didn’t mean a thing about which type of complex it would be.

Sophie had on her headphones and listened to Taylor Swift, her favorite singer.

Marti couldn’t help but wonder about the wealthy and powerful man she was about to see. Yes, they’d met before, but she’d never made this kind of request of anyone. But Caleb Malone had a stake in this, whether or not he wanted to see it. She would have to convince him if need be.

Pulling up to the gates, a metal archway with the Circle M brand on it, she stopped and punched the button on the speaker. 

“How may I help you?” 

“I’m Marti Parker and I have an appointment with Caleb Malone at two o’clock.” 

“I’ll buzz you in.” 

The gates slowly opened. 

When they were wide enough, Marti drove through and down the long driveway to the ranch house. She’d never been here before and so was amazed to see the number of buildings.

Sophie took off her headphones and looked around the ranch as they drove.

“What are all these buildings, Mommy?”

“Well, those big red buildings are barns. And I see a chicken coop next to the closest barn. The house has a swimming pool or so I’ve heard. Wouldn’t that be fun to have at our house?”

It was mid-July, and already the temperature felt like mid-August. The high today was supposed to be ninety-three degrees, a record if it reached it. 

She pulled up to the front of the huge two-story log house. Next to the double entrance doors were floor-to-ceiling windows. They would let in lots of light. That was the one thing she missed about her old house in Connecticut. All the daylight. It had lots of windows and skylights so that every room was lit with natural light during the day. 

At night, overhead lights had been available if needed, but Marti had usually made do with the table lamps in every room but the kitchen. There they had dazzling track-lighting. She liked to see what she was cooking. 

Shaking her head, she got thoughts of her old house out of her mind and concentrated on Caleb’s home right in front of her.

Steps led up to a wide covered porch that wrapped around the house, at least on the sides she could see. Holding Sophie’s hand, they crossed the porch and pressed the doorbell. 

Shortly, the door opened, and a tall, slender woman with long, brown hair in a braid that hung over her shoulder stood to the side.

“Hello, you must be Marti. Please come in. I’m Bethany, Caleb’s sister. Let me take you to his office.” 

After Marti and Sophie entered, Bethany closed the door. They crossed the living room, which had brown slate tile on the floor and scattered rugs of various Native American designs. Two sitting areas, both with long leather couches and overstuffed chairs, spread across the large room. One was in front of the fireplace, and the other backed to the kitchen.  

She’d been right about the windows. Floor-to-ceiling windows were on the front and back sides of the living room. Those on the front faced south and looked over the Gallatin Range and the back faced the Bridger Mountains to the north. Both views were magnificent. 

They walked by a wide staircase that split at the top, leading to what she thought might be two separate wings of bedrooms. Her research into the assessor’s records showed the home had eight bedrooms, nine bathrooms and was almost 7,000 square feet in size.

As they passed the open kitchen and dining room, Marti couldn’t help but feel a small yearning. She could expertly cook a meal in a kitchen like that. Lots of counter space above the cupboards and an island shaped like an artist’s palette. Black granite with gold streaks running through it covered the surface.  

At the other end of the kitchen, she saw an enormous table that sat at least twelve.

Marti and Sophie continued following Bethany down the long hall. She finally reached a door at the end on the right side and knocked. Then she opened it.

“Caleb? Marti Parker is here,” said Bethany.

“Send her in,” replied a deep baritone voice. 

His voice had always melted her insides, even the few times she’d met him at parent-teacher meetings. 

Marti walked in and held out her right hand. “Mr. Malone, thank you for seeing me.” She turned around to Bethany and smiled. “Before you go, I need to ask a favor. Do you think you could take Sophie to visit with Danny? I know it’s not a proper play date, but I’d rather she not be privy to this conversation.” 

Bethany smiled and nodded. The smile reached her eyes, and they crinkled at the outer edge. “Of course. Danny will be glad for the company. Being way out here, it’s difficult for him to play with other children his age.” 

Marti waved a hand. “I understand. We’re on the outskirts of Bozeman and with my schedule, Sophie doesn’t go on many play dates, either.” 

Holding her hand out to Sophie, Bethany waited for the little girl to take it. “Shall we go see Danny?” 

Sophie bounced in place and then took Bethany’s hand. “Yay! I get to play with Danny.” 

Bethany and Sophie left the room, closing the door behind them.

Marti smiled. She loved seeing Sophie happy. Her smile faded. She worried about keeping her daughter safe. Marti was doing some very dangerous investigating, and if the cartel found out, she couldn’t imagine what lengths they would go to in order to keep the information under wraps.  

Caleb cleared his throat. “Please sit, Ms. Parker.” 

Marti sat in one of the leather Queen Anne chairs in front of his enormous desk.

The room was definitely a man’s room with dark, heavy furniture that looked to be made of mahogany. He had a large leather chair behind the desk which seemed much too big, considering it only had a laptop, a phone and a wire basket with papers. He got a lot of natural light from the floor to ceiling windows along one wall. In front of the windows were one rubber plant and two stands with philodendron plants that had spread, and the vines were now growing along the ceiling. The floor was covered with several Native American rugs.  

Caleb wore a plaid flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbow, revealing muscular forearms. His hair was dark brown and just a little too long, curling at his collar. His eyes were steel gray. She could see them turning icy if he was angry.

“What can I do for you?” 

“First, please call me Marti. We’ve met enough times that I think you can get away with it.” She smiled. “Second, I’ll get right to the point. I’d like you to accompany me to a meeting tonight. I’ve gotten a tip about a shipment by the KT Cartel. It’s in the same area your brother disappeared, and I thought it might have something to do with your brother.”

Caleb’s face momentarily showed signs of anger at the mention of his brother.

Had she touched on a sensitive subject?

She barreled on. “Plus, I need the support. I admit I’m scared to go by myself, but I will if necessary.” 

Caleb leaned his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers. “Thank you for asking me. To be honest, I’d rather you didn’t go⁠—” 

She sputtered and immediately stiffened. 

He held up a hand. “But I know that will not be happening, since you are the one who got the tip.” 

“You’re darn right it won’t be happening. You should be happy I thought of you at all.”

His lips quirked up on one side. 

Marti had a hard time keeping from fanning herself. She felt a sudden heat, and all her lady parts were alive with… anticipation? That made little sense. She hadn’t been the least bit interested in Caleb Malone before. Why now? 

Caleb leaned back in his chair and held a pen between his hands. Then he leaned forward again and set the pen on the desk. “You’re quite the little spitfire, Ms. Parker…er…Marti.” He cocked an eyebrow and pursed his lips. “It’s a good thing I like spitfires. Now, please sit, and tell me why you think you need to go.” 

“It’s my tip. I’m doing an investigation into the KT Cartel for my employer. I want to bust them wide open and stop their operations in Bozeman. I hear too many horror stories about kids taking fentanyl, and I want it stopped before it reaches my daughter.” 

Caleb frowned. “I want the same thing, and you’re right. We are losing too many young people to this drug. It’s time for that to stop, at least, in Bozeman.” 

Her heart tripped when she realized he would go with her. “So, does that mean you’re coming with me? I need to know so I can get Sophie to the sitter.” 

“What time is the meeting?” 

“Two AM.” 

“Why don’t you and Sophie stay here? We can go together, and the kids will be well taken care of. And, above all, safe. You don’t want anything happening to Sophie or your sitter if things go south.” 

Marti chewed on her lips and furrowed her brows. “You’re right. I don’t. Are you sure it’s not an imposition?” 

He rose and walked around the desk to stand in front of her. “Why don’t you go home and get whatever you and Sophie need for the night? Danny will be beside himself with excitement. His first sleepover.” 

Chuckling, Marti nodded. “Sophie’s, too. I should say goodbye and make sure she’s okay with staying here.”

“Of course, follow me.” He led the way out of the office to the family room.

The kids were playing Minecraft, which was Sophie’s favorite game.

“Sophie.”

The girl turned toward her mother. “We’re not leaving already are we, Mommy?”

“Well, that’s the question. I have to go get us clothes because we’re spending the night. Do you want to go with me or stay here with Danny?”

Sophie didn’t miss a beat. “I want to stay. We just started playing the game.”

Marti smiled. “Okay. Come give me a kiss before I go.”

Sophie set down her controller and ran to her mother.

Marti knelt.

Sophie placed a loud kiss on her cheek.

Marti wrapped her arms around her for a hug. “Okay, sugar bear. I’ll be back before dinner.”

The girl ran back to Danny and the game. “Okay. Bye, Mommy.”

Shaking her head and chuckling, Marti rose. “I guess I know where I come in…second to Minecraft. Why am I not surprised?”

Caleb grinned. “Don’t we all? Minecraft is Danny’s latest obsession.”

“Hers too. Well, I’ll be off, if you’ll show me the way to the front door.”

“Sure. Follow me. Don’t be too long, because we eat supper at six.” 

“Don’t worry, I should be back in about ninety minutes or less. That will depend on the traffic, but I’ll do the best I can.” 

“I’m sure you will. And bring bathing suits. Danny likes to play in the pool after supper. As a matter of fact, I’m glad you’re leaving Sophie here. She and Danny are busy playing, and I’d hate to break that up just so she can ride in the car for an hour.” 

She lifted a brow. “That’s very nice.” She furrowed her brows. “I’m assuming you wait for thirty minutes before going in the water.” 

He dismissed her supposition with a wave of a hand. “That’s an old wives’ tale. You just need to make sure you haven’t eaten too much. If you have, then you’ll be sick whether you get in the pool or not.” 

“Yeah, I suppose so.” She stood. “Well, I better be off so I can get back. Thank you for coming with me tonight and for letting Sophie stay.”

When they got to the front door, he turned to her, narrowed his eyes, and stared. “I think this could be the start of a very nice partnership.” He winked and held out his right hand. “To partners.” 

She took his hand and shook it. “Partners.” She opened the door and stepped out into the blistering sun, put on her sunglasses, and hurried to her car. She started the engine and cranked the air conditioning to full blast. Then she headed home.  

I’ve never worked with anyone, much less a man like Caleb Malone. Agreeing to spend the night was probably a bad idea, but Sophie will love it, and she needs to have a friend. Do I need a friend, too? Is that why I agreed to partner with Caleb?


CHAPTER 2
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Marti pulled up to the front of her home. She opted not to pull into the garage since she would not be there very long. Rushing inside, she hurried upstairs to the bedrooms.

Then she realized she had asked Mrs. Bainbridge to babysit. She needed to call her. She had her on speed dial and hit the three.

The phone rang three times before the elderly woman picked up.

“Hello.”

“Hi, Mrs. Bainbridge this is Marti Parker. I don’t think I’m going to need you tonight after all. We’re heading out to the Circle C Ranch. Sophie has a playdate with Danny Malone.”

“You’ll be gone all night?” asked the old woman.

“Yes. It’s a sleepover and I’m not ready for her to do it on her own yet. Just call me a helicopter mother.”

“Oh, dearie, you’re not one of those. This is rather strange, isn’t it?”

“Not really, it will save me time and money. I don’t have to spend the time and pay for the gas to run Sophie back and forth.”

“Very well, dearie. Thank you for letting me know.”

“I’ll always be sure to let you know as soon as I can.”

“Have fun, dearie. Goodbye.”

The line went dead.

Marti grabbed her small suitcase and packed quickly.

For herself, she included her toiletries and makeup. Her hair was curly, and she let it air dry most days anyway, so she didn’t have to deal with hot rollers and blow dryers. For her bathing suit, she chose a modest one-piece. She wasn’t ashamed of her body, but the thought of the Lycra in the suit certainly made her feel better. She added a pretty cover-up to her luggage. She also packed a black turtleneck and black leggings to wear that night to the warehouse. 

Then she gathered Sophie’s favorite stuffed giraffe. She slept with it every night. Marti packed her newest pajamas, favorite blanket and the juice and cookies she liked best. This was her daughter’s first sleepover, and she wanted it to be a good experience for her.

Traffic wasn’t bad, and she made the round trip in an hour and fifteen minutes. Back in plenty of time for supper. 

Since it was only about four-thirty when she returned, she decided to see if Caleb wanted to make plans for their mission to the warehouse.

She met him in the family room with the kids. He was watching them play their game.

“Um, Caleb, may I talk to you for a minute…in private?”

“Sure.” He stood and walked over to her. “We can take this back to my office.”

“Thanks. That would be great.” She followed him and was glad she hadn’t tried to find it on her own, because she would have gotten completely lost.

He held the door open for her and then closed it behind her. “Now what did you need?”

“I just thought we might make some plans for tonight’s coming adventure.”

He lifted a brow. “What kind of plans did you have in mind?”

“Well, I don’t know the area very well. I’m hoping we’ll find a place across the street to watch the warehouse in question.”

He leaned back in his chair. “There is. I’m familiar with the area. I spent a lot of time there when Jamison first disappeared.”

“Right. I’d forgotten that for a moment. Is there any equipment we should have that you might have here? I have my phone and recorder. I thought I’d make a voice recording of what I see.”

Caleb shook his head. “We’ll need to be quiet. No talking and no voice recordings. I think this time we simply need to see what is happening. Who the players are. If this is a shipment coming in, we can call in the authorities to come and raid it before it goes out again.”

Marti narrowed her eyes. “You sound like you’ve done this before. Is there something you want to tell me or that I should know? I can keep it a secret. I have to in my business or none of my contacts would ever work with me again.”

He shook his head and sat forward, resting his forearms on the desk while he clasped his hands. “I’m not prepared to tell you anything other than I’m willing to accompany you on this excursion.”

“Very well, I guess we don’t have any other plans to make. I brought some dark clothing to blend into the shadows better if we need to run for any reason.”

“That’s probably a good idea though hopefully we won’t have to make a run for it.”

“I hope you’re right.”
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The sun was still burning brightly by the time supper was on the table.

Caleb grilled steaks for everyone.

Bethany added fresh baked dinner rolls.

His housekeeper and cook, Hetti, added a green salad, corn on the cob and a peach cobbler for dessert. 

As someone who liked to bake, Marti wished she could have contributed something to the meal.

The kids were good, talking animatedly about their game.

Bethany rested her hands in her lap and looked over at Marti. “So, Marti, I’ve read some of your articles. You’re an investigative reporter. What are you investigating now?”

Leaning back in her chair. “Oh, I never talk about my current project. Call it a superstition…I fully believe if I give away my story, it won’t be published, and all my work will have gone for naught.”

Bethany nodded. “I can respect that. I don’t like to have anyone around when I get ready for a horse show. I don’t want to be distracted and perhaps forget to do something.”

“Yes, it’s like that.”

By the time they finished the cobbler, with homemade vanilla ice cream on top, the sun was behind the mountains. It wouldn’t set for another ninety minutes or so.

Danny whooped after he’d swallowed the last bite of his dessert. “Daddy, can we swim now?” 

Caleb smiled tenderly at his son. “I think that would be a fine way to spend the rest of the evening. Let’s all go get ready and then meet by the pool. Do you need any help, little man?” 

The boy, who could have been a replica of his father with his dark hair and gray eyes, rolled his eyes and stared at his father with his hands on his hips. “Daddy, I’m a big boy. I can dress myself.” 

Caleb chuckled. “Yes, you are a big boy. Now, go play for a bit and then put on your swim trunks.”

Danny scampered through the kitchen’s sliding glass doors.

Caleb placed a hand on Marti’s shoulder. “Since I didn’t get a chance to show you the guest rooms, let’s do that now, and then you can change clothes.” 

“That would be great.” She looked around for Sophie and spied her with Danny out on the grass. She opened the sliding door and called her. “Sophie. Come on. Let’s go change clothes. You want to swim, don’t you?” 

The little girl came running. “I’m ready, Mommy.”  

Caleb led them to the stairway where she’d left the bags.

Marti picked up her bag. “Sophie, you can carry your backpack, and I’ll get my overnight bag.” 

“Here, let me take those.” Caleb picked up the suitcase and the backpack and then he started up the stairs. “Follow me.” 

He took them up to the second floor. 

At the top of the stairs were two halls. One heading west and the other east.  

“You’re in the west wing. This way.” He stopped at the first door on the left. “This is Sophie’s room. There’s an adjoining door to your room right next door.” He went into the room and opened the door between them. “I think you’ll be quite comfortable here.” 

Marti walked inside behind Caleb and looked around. The room boasted lavender walls, purple carpet, a queen-sized brass bed, oak bureau, nightstands, and a chest of drawers. It had its own three-quarter bath and a large closet. The comforter and the curtains were a lavender paisley pattern which Marti wouldn’t have chosen, but it wasn’t her house. 

Sophie ran to the bed. “Look, Mommy, it’s purple. I love purple.” 

Marti chuckled. “This is perfect for Sophie. Purple is her favorite color. Thank you.” 

“Of course. Your room is right through here.” Caleb went through the adjoining door. 

Marti’s room was green. Green walls, dark forest-green carpet and plain light-green curtains on the windows. The king-sized bed had a sage satin comforter with pleats along the bottom and top. The room was beautiful. Very restful.  

“Thank you so much. This is lovely.” 

He paused, sadness filling his eyes before he spoke again. “My wife liked to decorate the rooms herself. She usually changed everything up about once a year.” 

Marti couldn’t imagine what he must have gone through, losing the one you love would be unbearable for her. Her heart went out to him. She reached out and placed a hand on Caleb’s arm, hoping to provide some comfort. “I’m so sorry. You must miss her very much.” 

Caleb put a hand over Marti’s where it lay on his arm. “Yes. Thank you.” He lifted her hand from his arm. “Well, we’ll see you out at the pool. You can find it again, can’t you? It’s out the doors between the kitchen and the dining room.” 

She laughed. “Yes, I should be able to find it.” 

His smile warmed her heart, and then it was gone.  

She had the feeling that he believed he wasn’t allowed to smile or to be happy. He smiled most when he was around Danny. She wasn’t sure how much of it he genuinely felt and how much he forced himself to do for the child’s sake. 

“If you’ll excuse me, I must change my clothes, too.” He gave her a slight bow of his head and left the room. 

Marti sighed. 

“Mommy, why’d you make that funny noise? You usually only make it when you’re sad.” 

She hadn’t realized Sophie associated her sighing with sadness. “I’m not sad, really. I just make that noise—a sigh—when I realize something about myself.”  

“What did you realize?” 

“Just that Mommy can’t always get what she wants, and that sometimes that is a good thing. You’ll understand when you get older.” 

“That’s what you always say.” She put a hand on her hip and swung the other out. “When you get older. This will make sense…when you get older. Never mind. I want to play with Danny now.” 

Marti smiled at her daughter’s complete change of topic. “Okay, we better get changed, then.” She was glad Caleb put them in rooms with an adjoining door, which would remain open while they stayed there. 

The bathing suit Marti chose was a white halter style that covered more than it showed. It did, however, make her cleavage look good without being offensive. The cover up was a sarong skirt that tied at the waist and allowed one of her legs to peek through when she walked. It was a teal jungle scene with lots of palm fronds and the sun setting in the background. The fact that it was her favorite color was a bonus.

Once they were dressed, she and Sophie found their way back to the kitchen. 

She opened the sliding door and found Danny and Caleb already in the water. 

Caleb pushed his wet hair back from his forehead. “Come on in, ladies. The water is fine.” 

Again, she noticed his hair was a little long and curled on the ends. Marti thought it was perfect for him.  

She untied her skirt and set it on one of the lounge chairs. She noticed a towel been placed on each chair.  

Sophie took a running leap into the water, splashing Caleb and Danny. She came up laughing and swam over to Danny. They started pushing the water at each other with their hands.  

Sophie giggled.

She was a little fish in the water. Marti had started her lessons when she was six months old and still continued them. Though she really didn’t need them anymore, they were a way for Sophie to play with other kids her age when she was out of school.  

Marti took the stairs into the pool. The water was warm as she walked over to Caleb, who was standing in chest-deep water. By the time she reached him, she had to tread water to be next to him.  

Caleb looked over at the children. “The kids seem to be getting along well.”  

“Sophie is eager to have a friend after school. It’s hard on her because she can’t really have anyone over. Because of my work, I can’t bring kids into the house for things like sleepovers and we live too far out of town to have anyone close to go play with. The house we have was in the right price range when I was looking. In town we’d have had much less room. I need a separate office because of my work. Sophie is allowed in there as long as I’m in there, but I lock it when I’m not. As you said, you have the same problem with Danny being so far from town. It’s hard to have friends for play dates.” 

“I do. This is the first chance Danny’s had to have a friend from school over. I’d like to do this more often…if you’re up for it.” 

Marti’s pulse raced. Her heart pounded in her chest. Did that mean Caleb wanted to see more of her, too? “I think that would be wonderful. Sophie loves the idea of a ranch. Um, I don’t suppose you know anyone here who would want or have the time to teach Sophie to ride a horse, do you?” 

Caleb laughed. “Oh, I think that can be arranged. We are a working cattle ranch, after all and do ride horses.”

Bethany arrived at the pool wearing a barely-there string bikini.

She was one woman who could pull it off. Tall, slender, and built just for something like that. 

Marti felt almost frumpy in her one-piece suit. But her body wasn’t really suited for a bikini. She had hips and a stomach from having Sophie. She’d never been able to lose that last fifteen pounds. She didn’t look bad, but she wasn’t the slender woman she’d been before. 

With his beautiful gray eyes glittering with interest while he looked at her, Marti almost felt like a desirable woman once again. But she was probably just seeing things she wanted to see.  

Caleb glanced around. “So, what time do you want to leave tonight?” 

Marti made sure the kids and Bethany were otherwise occupied. “My tipster said the meet is to happen at two am. How long will it take to get from here to the warehouse?”

“About half an hour, but we should be in place before that, so I’d like to leave about one am, if that meets with your approval.” 

She nodded. “That will be great.” 

Bethany walked up to them. She was almost six feet tall, so she didn’t have to tread water, like Marti did.  

“What are you two talking about over here?” Bethany asked as she came to a stop between Marti and Caleb. 

“Just thinking about more playdates for Sophie and Danny,” said Caleb with ease.  

Marti nodded. “Sophie is having the time of her life, and I was asking your brother if someone here could teach her to ride a horse.” 

Bethany laughed. “Of course. I can. We have kids with cancer out for a week at a time during several weeks over the summer. It gives them a chance to get out of the city, they come from as far away as New York, and away from their disease. They also learn how to ride and take care of the horses, too. It’s great fun. You should have Sophie come when we do that. Danny loves it. He has lots of kids to play with then. And he already knows how to ride and can show them just how easy it is. They learn better if someone their own age is along for the ride.” 

Caleb nodded toward his son.  “I’ve seen Danny come out of his shell since we started the program. He loves helping out and knowing how to do something that they don’t makes him feel important.”

Right now, Danny and Sophie were in the deep end, playing with a soccer ball. It resembled a game of keep away, as they both attempted to prevent the other from obtaining it. 

Marti didn’t know what the winner got, but it didn’t matter. They were happy just with the game. 

Caleb checked his watch. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen at five minutes to one and then we can leave.” 

“Do you want me to drive?” asked Marti.

Caleb barked out a laugh. 

Bethany laughed, too. 

Frowning, Marti looked back and forth between the siblings. “Did I say something funny?” 

Bethany shook her head. “I’m sorry. You didn’t say anything funny, it’s just clear that Caleb’s tour of our home was less than complete. You obviously haven’t seen the garage. My brother’s tour of our home is definitely lacking if he didn’t show you…his babies.” 

“I didn’t show her the garage. I’ll do that tonight…after we get back.” 

Bethany cocked one eyebrow. “Get back from where? And when are you leaving?” 

“We’re checking out a tip Marti received, and it might have something to do with Jamison’s disappearance. I’m the back-up. We’ll be no later than four am. You won’t have to do anything—just be around in case one of the kids wakes up and needs something.” 

“That’s unlikely to happen, though,” Marti was quick to add. 

“That’s right,” agreed Caleb. “But just in case…” 

“I hope you find some answers about Jamison. As for the kids,” Bethany waved off their concerns with a shake of her hand. “You don’t have to worry about anything. Danny is unlikely to wake, he never does and if Sophie does, we’ll just have hot cocoa in the kitchen until she’s ready to go back to bed. We’ll be fine. You just be careful out there. I get the feeling there is a lot you aren’t telling me, but I’ll wait for answers until you get back. Make no mistake.” She first pointed at Caleb and then at Marti. “I will want answers.” 

Caleb smiled and grabbed her finger. “Yes, baby sister, you’ll get your answers.” 

“Good.” Bethany turned and waded back the way she came. 

Marti looked at Caleb. “What will you tell her if we find something that can’t be related for any reason?” 

“I’ll think of something. I always do. None of my family knows I’m with the DEA. I don’t talk about my job.” 

Marti’s stomach did a flip. “DEA? You’re part of the DEA?” she whispered. 

“Yes, but that can’t get out either. It’s because of that I agreed to go. I’m trying to get the goods on the cartel. We want to shut them down and, so far, haven’t been able to do that. We catch the two-bit dealers, but never the one who supplies them. They would rather do time than reveal their sources. They are scared, and they’re probably right to be. We’ve found a couple of bodies dumped in the mountains outside of Bozeman.” 

Marti’s heart pounded as she realized she might be in even more danger than she’d originally thought. “Bodies? Why haven’t I heard about that?” 

“We kept it hush-hush. If the residents knew about it, they might panic, and that wouldn’t be good for anyone.” 

“No, I don’t suppose it would.” Does he expect to find a shipment of drugs tonight? What if we do? What can we do about it? Does he have backup he can call on?


CHAPTER 3
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Caleb met her out in front of the house. He drove a black Yukon to the rendezvous point.

Marti was dressed all in black and already sweating. Even though the sun was long gone, the heat remained. Yes, it was much cooler but seventy degrees at one AM is still hot. 

The property was in the industrial district…a warehouse that was as rundown as any she’d ever seen before.  

She was glad to see that Caleb had also changed into black clothing so they could sneak up and get a closer look.  

Marti put her phone, set to record, in her pocket. She hoped to get some names on the recording she could add to the story. She’d have to be very careful, or she could get sued or worse…k…killed…if she was incorrect about any of them.  

Caleb parked two blocks away from the warehouse, and they walked to the building across the street. It also appeared abandoned. They checked the door and found it loose, but not unlocked.  

He picked the lock in nothing flat.

She wondered where a billionaire rancher had learned that skill. Did he know it because of his work with the DEA? Should she be concerned or just impressed? None of that mattered as they went inside, flashlights on, looking for stairs to the upper floors.  

“We need to get to the second floor so we can see but not be seen. No flashlights or phones once we get in place. Make sure your phone is on silent. It wouldn’t do to have it go off in the middle of the operation.” 

Marti nodded. “You’re right.” At this distance, I won’t be able to record anything. Might as well turn the recorder off. She reached into her pocket, pulled her phone back out, silenced it, and turned off the recorder.  

They knelt by the windows that overlooked the other building. Excitement warred in her belly with anxiety. Did Caleb go on stakeouts often? Was he as nervous as she was?

She smelled his aftershave, its spicy scent pleasing to her senses and soothing at the same time. Marti had to admit, her attraction to Caleb was something she hadn’t anticipated. And yet she wondered if in the back of her mind she’d been attracted before she’d asked him to come with her. Was this just the excuse she needed to give her courage to get close to him?

Marti couldn’t picture herself doing that. She really didn’t have any attraction to the man before the meeting in his office and now the scenarios in her head were leaving her hot in all the wrong areas for an operation like this.

Concentrate Marti. This could become very dangerous, very fast if I don’t keep my head out of the ether. 

At about one forty-five am, three cars pulled up in front of the other warehouse.  

Two men exited each vehicle. Every man had an automatic weapon. 

Marti couldn’t believe her eyes. “Holy—” What was I thinking coming here? What will happen to Sophie if I die?

“Shh,” warned Caleb in a whisper. “They’ll be looking for us if we’re not very careful and very quiet.” 

“Sorry,” she whispered back. 

Finally, one man from each of the three vehicles singled to someone inside. A single man emerged from each car and went inside the warehouse. The cars were identical, but the men weren’t. Each man wore a different colored suit.

The first man was in a black suit which was what she was expecting.

In the light the second man wore a brown suit. Okay, it was a dark color so that wasn’t unexpected either.

The last man wore a white suit, which was totally out of the realm of possibilities she’d contemplated.

Not that what they wore meant anything—or did it? Was it a uniform of some kind? Maybe Caleb would know.

Using binoculars, Caleb stared at the men. “Son of a⁠—” 

“Shh. You just said we need to be quiet. What did you see?” 

Enough light filtered through the dirty windows from the moon that she saw his rigid jaw. “I’ll tell you later. In the meantime, I’ve seen enough.” 

She placed a hand on his arm. “Can you identify those men?” 

“Yes. Let’s get out of here while we can.” 

“Okay.” 

They made their way down the stairs and out of the warehouse. No one was on the street, as all the men had now entered the other building. 

“Let’s go.” Caleb took off at a slow trot. 

Marti had to run to keep up with his long strides. When they finally reached the Yukon, she was out of breath. She didn’t speak until they were on the lonely road toward the ranch. Glancing at Caleb, she could practically see the tension rolling off his shoulders in waves. To say nothing of the fact he gripped the steering wheel so tightly, he had white knuckles. 

“Do you want to tell me what that was all about?” 

“No.” 

“Caleb. We’re in this together, and if you’re going to hold out on information, then I’ll just carry on by myself from now on.” 

He cursed under his breath. “Fine. I recognized the last three men to get out of the cars. The first, in the black suit, was Enrico Cabrel.” 

She remembered her research into the KT Cartel and its identifiable members of the organization. “Isn’t he the top man in the KT Cartel in Denver?” 

“Yes. The second man, in the brown suit, was Mario Cortez.” 

Again, she knew this from her research. “He’s the top man in the cartel out of Dallas. I don’t think they’ve been together before, at least not here in Bozeman.” 

“Yes, he is. And no, I’m not aware of the three of them meeting in person before.” 

“This must be something very important for them to risk meeting in person. And the last man? The one in the white suit. Who was he? From my research he might be the head of the Bozeman operations. That man, Gabriel Geilston, was killed about four months ago and I was never able to find his successor.” 

Caleb was silent for a long time. 

“Caleb?” She settled her left hand on his right arm. 

“Fine. His name is Jamison Malone, my formerly missing brother.” 

Marti sucked in a breath and pulled her hand back from him to cover her mouth. “Oh, Caleb, I’m so sorry. I…I…I don’t know what to say. Did he know you were with the DEA?” 

“No, thank God.”  

She watched his jaw clench and unclench in the light from the dashboard. 

“What will you do now?” 

He didn’t take his eyes off the road. “My job.” 
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They arrived back at the ranch.

Caleb drove straight into the garage. He came around to Marti’s side of the car and opened the door for her. Apparently, even though he was angry, he was still a gentleman. He didn’t, however, take time to show her all the vehicles in the garage. Instead, he trudged toward the door to the kitchen.  

Bethany waited for them there, sitting at the breakfast bar, reading on her e-reader. “Well, how did it go?” She laid the e-reader on the counter, her attention totally on Caleb. 

Caleb’s demeanor shifted instantly.

The angry man Marti had ridden next to all the way home was no more. “It was a bust. Must have been a bad tip. We waited, and no one ever showed up. I’m headed to bed. It’s been a long night and Danny wants to go riding in the morning.” He looked over at Marti. “That would probably be a good time to start on Sophie’s riding lessons, so you might want to get some sleep, too.” 

Marti got the message loud and clear. Neither of them would mention Jamison or the night’s observations. She knew something big was being planned, but she didn’t know what, and her only information might come from Caleb, unless Rocket came through again. 

“That sounds like a great idea. I was so sure of my source though. He’s never been wrong before.” And still hasn’t. “I guess there is a first time for everything.” She wondered if Rocket knew about Jamison Malone and that was the reason he’d sent her the info. He didn’t know she would go to Caleb about the meeting, though. She was missing something…something big…she knew it. But she didn’t have a clue what it was. 

Caleb went to Bethany, took her by the shoulders, and kissed her forehead. “Thanks for watching the kids.” 

“No problem.” 

“Yes, thank you. Sophie didn’t wake, did she?” 

“No. Both of them have visions of a horseback ride tomorrow. Danny mentioned he was going riding, and Sophie was morose for a bit before Danny said she could come, too.” 

Marti rolled her eyes. “What happened then?” She sat a couple of stools down from Bethany. 

“Well Sophie said she didn’t know how to ride, and Danny, without missing a beat, says I’ll teach you,” said Bethany.

Marti sagged. “Oh, that’s so sweet.” 

Bethany got off the stool. “It appears we’ll all be up early.” She looked at her watch. “Like in two hours. I’ll see you in the morning.” She walked to the door leading from the kitchen to the foyer and then turned to face them. “You might want to get your stories straight before you talk to anyone else about last night.” She didn’t wait for a response and continued on toward the staircase. 

Marti turned toward Caleb, who stood across the breakfast bar from her. “So, that didn’t go as well as I thought it had.” 

He shrugged. “Bethany’s a mystery. How she manages to read everyone in the room is beyond me. But she’s right. We need to get our stories straight. Not that anyone is going to ask because, except for Bethany, no one knows we went there together.” He fixed his gaze on Marti. “No one knows I was going with you, right?” 

She shook her head. “No one knows. I told Mrs. Bainbridge we were coming here so Sophie can play with Danny.” 

“Martha Bainbridge?”

“Yes. She does babysitting for me. I was supposed to use her tonight.”

Caleb slapped his hand to his forehead and groaned. “She’s the biggest gossip in Bozeman. You can bet the tongues will be wagging.” He snapped his fingers. “I think we should make sure they have something to wag about. Would you like some tea or decaf or anything to drink?” 

“What? Yes, actually, hot cocoa would be nice. But what will you give them to talk about? Why does it matter?” 

He walked over to the Keurig on the counter. He opened the cupboard above the machine and lifted down a cup. From the drawer directly under the coffeemaker, he took a hot cocoa pod and put it in the machine, then pressed the brew button.  

“I think you should let me take you to dinner and let the tongues concentrate on us, which they will anyway, but leave the kids out of it. I want them to be as far from this situation as possible. If we don’t show ourselves, the gossips will say we’re together anyway and just using our kids. I don’t want that. I don’t want any of this to come back to hurt Danny. I’m sure you feel the same about Sophie.” 

Marti swallowed hard. “I do. How will taking me to dinner stop the gossip about the kids. And where should we go?” 

He set her hot cocoa on the bar in front of her and started one for himself. “Because if we are out in the open about it, the kids won’t be fodder for gossip. It has to be someplace where we’re seen by a lot of people. It will also serve to let Jamison know we’re together. I want him to be aware I know what he’s up to. If I’m dating you, he’ll know. You can bet the cartel knows you’re investigating them. They’re too well organized for it to come as a shock.” 

She leaned her forearms on the breakfast bar. She thought for a minute. Then she quickly straightened and snapped her fingers. “What about The Place? It’s the hottest ticket in town since it opened six months ago. Although, it’ll be hard to get in there. They probably have a waiting list into next year.” 

Caleb smiled. “That’s a great idea. Can you be ready for tomorrow night? We can leave Sophie here with Danny again. I don’t think either of them will mind. Right now, I think they’re on the way to becoming best friends. I’ll check with Bethany or Hetti and make sure one of them will be here for the kids. In all likelihood, both of them will be here, but I’ll make sure they don’t mind watching them for a few hours.” 

As she thought of Sophie having a best friend in Danny, Marti smiled. Nothing would make her happier. Then she scoffed. “You can’t get in there for tomorrow night. We don’t have reservations,” her voice trailed off as she cocked an eyebrow. “But I bet you know someone or know someone who knows someone that can get us in, don’t you?” 

Caleb barked out a laugh. “Something like that. What time do you see us at the restaurant?” 

“Well, in this little dream world you have happening in your head, I see us with reservations for seven o’clock.” 

“Seven, it is. They have dancing there too, I believe.” 

Marti nodded. “They do.” She tilted her head. “Are you a dancer, Mr. Malone?” 

He grinned. “I can sway to the music with the best of them, Ms. Parker.” 

“I’ll get the appropriate clothing tomorrow when the kids are riding.” 

Caleb frowned. “I’m going with you.” 

Surprised by his suggestion, she shook her head. “Why? I won’t be gone but an hour-and-a-half or less.” 

He let out a deep breath as he leaned against the bar across from her. “Because, Marti, tips can go both ways. Your man might not have given your information to anyone, but those men we saw last night are not to be taken lightly. Most likely they have all ordered people killed.” He stopped and frowned. “Probably even Jamison has. Ordering the death of a small-time investigative reporter wouldn’t even cause them to break from their morning breakfast.” 

Shivers ran up Marti’s spine. “They don’t know I was there. Rocket would never give me away. He’s got too many reasons to take these people down.” 

Caleb furrowed his brows. “How did you find…Rocket?” 

She thought back to the first time she’d spoken to Rocket almost eight months ago. “He found me after my first article about the discrepancies at a local bank.” 

Caleb nodded. “And you started looking into the drug wars then, didn’t you?” 

“Yes, I did.” She tilted her head and shrugged. “Well, not right away I did a few more exposés and then about eight months ago, I started delving into the drug scene in Bozeman. Rocket gave me my first tip, and it proved accurate, and so we’ve been working together ever since.” 

Caleb furrowed his brow as he stared at her. “What do you know about this, Rocket person?” 

She shook her head. “Not much. I don’t even know for sure if it’s a man or a woman because the voice is always disguised. I just assume he’s a man for simplicity’s sake. But he seems very eager to take down the cartel.” 

“We have to be very careful. It’s possible this Rocket could be working on the organization’s behest.” 

Could he be right? Is it possible Rocket is working for both sides, me and the cartel? No, I don’t believe it. “Why? What could possibly be the point of having an exposé written about them?” 

“I don’t know, but there is something going on, and I don’t like it.” 

Marti sipped her cocoa. The sweet, rich flavor rolling over her tongue as her mind whirled with possibilities. “Do you suppose your brother is behind it? Maybe he wants to be found out but doesn’t know how to get out…alive?” 

Caleb stared into his coffee mug. “Maybe. I would never have thought he’d be involved in the first place. He’s had to be in the organization for some time to be the top of the chain here now.” 

“True. I wouldn’t have thought he could hide something like that from you, though.” 

He sipped his black coffee. “Jamison has always kept secrets from me. Even as a kid, he didn’t tell me a lot of things that I later found out.” 

“Siblings are often that way with each other. I rarely told my sister, Robin, or brothers, Luke and Greg, anything I didn’t have to. Of course, the four of us might not have been as close as you are with your brothers and sister. You and Bethany seem pretty tight. Does she work around the ranch? Between modeling assignments, I mean.” She smiled up at him, hoping to get a smile back. 

He barked out a laugh. “Bethany? Modeling? No, never. She’s had offers, don’t get me wrong, but that isn’t the life she wants. She likes being here on the ranch. She’s in charge of the horse training program and the kids’ programs in the summer.” 

Marti sipped her hot chocolate. “I’m glad she has found something she loves to do. Not everyone can say that.” 

“Some of us are called for something more.” 

“Such as you with the DEA?” 

Caleb looked around him. “Don’t say that too loud. None of my family knows, and I’d rather keep it that way. It’s less dangerous for them. You, of all people, can understand that. I only told you because I know you can keep a secret, and I felt it was necessary for you to know.” 

Marti reached out and took his free hand with hers. “Thank you, for trusting me. I will keep your confidence. I’m a reporter, after all. I never share my sources.” 

Caleb let go of his mug and covered her hand with his other. “Except for Rocket.” 

She sighed. “I guess we both shared things we shouldn’t have tonight. Why is that? Why do I feel like I can trust you when, until today, I didn’t even know you except for the PTA meetings and the occasional school trip. I’m still amazed you find the time to go.” 

He shrugged. “It’s important for Danny and he’s my number one priority. Always. As to why you feel you can trust me…I don’t know.” 

“Mine, too, with Sophie.” She drew back her hand. “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to her. I don’t believe I could live with myself.” She looked down into her cup. It was empty, just as her life would be without Sophie. She was suddenly exhausted. “I need to retire. I’m rapidly realizing the children will be up with the robins and probably just as noisy.” She stood and turned toward the doorway. “Thank you for coming with me. I know you didn’t find what you were hoping for.” 

Caleb leaned his forearms on the breakfast bar. “No. But maybe I found something more important. Thank you for taking me.” 

Marti looked over her shoulder. “Anytime. I’ll let you know when I hear from Rocket next. His intel is usually spot-on.” 

“So, I found out tonight. Well, goodnight. I’ll try to keep the kids occupied until eight. That’s all I can promise.” 

Marti laughed as she turned back to face him. “My dear man, I know my daughter. Don’t make promises you can’t keep. If I get a couple of hours, I’ll be good to go.” 

“Hopefully I can give you more than a couple of hours, but I make no guarantees. But I bet if I can get them out of the house to feed the horses, you’ll get some extra shut eye.” 

“Thanks. That would be great.” 

He straightened and looked down at his coffee for a moment. “Oh, I have an appointment tomorrow morning at ten, so I’ll be gone for several hours. Can you manage the kids on your own?” 

“Sure, as long as they’re done with the horses by then. I can’t do anything with the horses.” 

“Bethany will be here, too. I just don’t want her to think I’m using her as a babysitter all the time.” 

She lifted a hand palm up. “We can swim for entertainment, unless you had something else in mind?” 

“No, swimming is great, and Hetti will see that you have a pleasant lunch. Hopefully I’ll be back by that time.” 

“Okay, well, goodnight.” She turned and headed to her room. What could he be doing tomorrow? Is he checking out a lead without me?


CHAPTER 4
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Bozeman field office, DEA 

Caleb entered the building that housed the DEA in an office park outside of Bozeman. It was in one of the smaller buildings and only had a receptionist, a single office and a conference room. The entire place was soundproofed and swept for bugs twice a day, morning and night. 

“They are expecting you in the conference room,” said Lori, the brunette receptionist.

Caleb nodded and walked down the hall to the conference room. Three men and one woman awaited him. He grabbed a cup of coffee from the pot on the sidebar.  

“Okay, what can you tell us about last night? Was it a good tip?” asked Bart Sinclaire, the stocky man to his right. 

Caleb sat in the only open chair in the room, at the end of the rectangular table, opposite his boss. He felt like he was on trial. In a way, maybe he was. To his left sat a blond man, Leo Toliver. The redhead at the head of the table was Renee Dennison, director of the Billings DEA office and his boss. 

“The tip panned out. I saw the top men of three of the cartels. One each from Dallas, Denver and Bozeman. It appeared to be a meeting of the supply chain that’s feeding Bozeman’s drug sales…and deaths.” 

“We know the men from Dallas and Denver. Who was the man from Bozeman? Did you recognize him?” asked Leo. 

Caleb rolled his neck until it cracked. “Yes. I recognized him.” 

Silence reigned. 

“Well,” said Renee. “Who was it?” 

Even with the feeling like a rock was sitting in his stomach, Caleb knew he had to answer. “Jamison Malone…my brother.” 

Renee sniffed the air and wrote in a leather-bound folio. “Of all the things you could have said, I never expected that. Didn’t he disappear eight or nine months ago?” 

Sighing, Caleb placed his forearms on the table and leaned forward. “It was the last thing I expected, too. Luckily, he doesn’t know about me. My mission has not changed. I intend to bring down the cartel and my brother with it.” 

Renee lifted a brow. “Do you think it’s possible to remain impartial where the KT Cartel is concerned, given this recent development?” 

He straightened and put his shoulders back. “I do.” 

“I don’t believe for a minute that you’ll remain unaffected by this news.” Bart spoke up. “I don’t see how you can complete your mission.” 

Caleb stared at the odious man while he clasped his hands on the table in front of him. Bart was a desk jockey. An analyst who was supposed to be gathering intel on the cartel. He wasn’t a field agent, never had been, and he wasn’t good at getting the intel Caleb needed, either. “I have help. Marti Parker is as invested in bringing down the cartel as I am. And her intel, from a confidential source is spot-on as I discovered last night.” He turned and faced Bart. “Unlike our intel which is hit or miss.” Caleb turned his attention back to Renee. “I don’t know who this person is or how he knows the stuff he knows, but he does. Marti said all of the tips he’s given her over the last six months have been accurate.” 

“We do the best we can getting intel. Our snitches do the best⁠—”

“Shut up, Bart. We’ll discuss your departments lack of good information later,” snapped Renee. “Continue, Caleb.”

“Did you ever think maybe the cartel is the one feeding her information?” asked Leo. 

“I’ve thought of that, but why would they? I know or thought I knew my brother and he would never be that careless,” insisted Caleb. 

“Nevertheless, we need to approach this as a possibility,” said Renee. 

“Agreed. Regardless of what I thought I knew about my brother, I need to treat him as though he is a stranger, which he is.” 

Renee nodded and wrote something in her notepad. “Do you have any emotional attachment to this Parker woman and how do you know her?” 

“I have no attachment. I know her through the PTA. Our children are friends. I’ve talked with her on field trips and that sort of thing. I don’t know exactly why she came to me for help. I know my cover isn’t blown. She is going after the story with or without my help. Since her intel is better than ours…” He gave a pointed look at Bart. “We should use her for what she can do for us.” 

Renee also looked over at Bart and raised an eyebrow. “I can see we need to step up our gathering methods.” 

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll see what I can find out.” Bart made some notes in the same kind of folio Renee had.  

Caleb bet Bart had bought his own, whereas Renee’s was paid for out of the office budget. He knew Bart thought of himself as a big player in the office because Renee brought him with her. The folio was his way of showing it to everyone else.

“Do you think this woman can be trusted?” Renee had her pen poised over the paper. 

“Yes, ma’am. She wants this supply chain broken more than I do, I think.” 

“Good. Use her as you see fit to complete the op.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” answered Caleb. 

Renee closed her notebook and leaned forward; her hands clasped in front of her on top of the folio. “How is Danny?” 

Whenever he thought of his son, he smiled. He couldn’t help it. “He’s good. Really good. Thank you for asking.” 

“Of course. I do try to keep up with my agents’ lives. I think we’re done here. I don’t see anything else on my agenda. Anyone else have something?” Renee looked at each man. 

They shook their heads.  

“All right. Let’s get going on shutting down this drug ring. I want it done.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” said Leo. 

“Ma’am. Yes, ma’am,” said Bart as he stood. He gave Caleb a menacing, sidelong glance. 

“Yes, ma’am.” Caleb ignored Bart and followed the others out. He was stopped on the way out by Lori. 

“You know, Caleb,” said Lori. “I’m here for backup, if you need me. I’m a fully trained, and armed, field agent, unlike someone else we know.”  

Caleb liked Lori, if for no other reason than the woman disliked Bart almost as much as he did. “Thanks. I’ll definitely keep you in mind.” He left the office and headed back to the ranch. The injured men on the DEA’s last stakeout of the drug operations wouldn’t have been hurt if the information was good. It made Caleb wonder if Bart wasn’t working for the cartel. 

[image: ]



While Sophie was learning to ride with Danny under Bethany’s supervision, Marti drove home for more changes of clothes for her and Sophie. She would pick up another swimsuit for both of them, clothes for tomorrow, her little black dress for tonight, and her laptop. She didn’t want to have to remember too much about the operation last night. Marti needed to remember those names and what their territory was…even Jamison. She didn’t really believe Caleb could get reservations at this late date, but he was a wealthy, powerful man, so she decided better safe than sorry. Since Caleb was so tall, Marti could even wear her four-inch stiletto heels. She loved them. They were red patent leather with a black patent leather lightning bolt on the outside of the toe. They were drop-dead gorgeous, and she’d never had an occasion to wear them. She knew her feet would kill her tomorrow, but the pain would be worth it. 

She let herself into the garage and closed the overhead door before opening the door to the house. The exit led directly into the kitchen. There, in the middle of the table, was a large note. 

You’re not safe if we want you. Remember this and stop digging or the consequences will be dire. 

Marti slid to the floor, her hands over her mouth, holding back the scream in her throat. She’d been so careful, and they still found where she lived. After sitting for a few minutes, with her heart pounding and her pulse racing, she pulled herself together and packed enough clothes for her and Sophie for a week. Whether or not Caleb liked it, he was having guests for a while. She wouldn’t take chances with Sophie’s safety and they would be safer at Caleb’s ranch, with his security than they would at home. At least she hoped so.
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Marti and Caleb reached the ranch at about the same time. 

She got out of her car and faced him over the top of her door without touching the hot metal. “Oh, good, you’re here.” What if he doesn’t accept my proposition? Why can’t I stop shaking?  

“I just arrived…as you can see.” He lifted a brow and leaned against the Yukon’s driver’s side door. 

“I need some help with this luggage.” 

“Luggage?” He walked over to her Mustang as she popped the trunk. 

She came around the back of the vehicle and grabbed his arm. “They found me, Caleb. I can’t stay at my house. They found me and it’s not safe for Sophie to be there.” She handed him the note that had been on her table. 

He skimmed it, clenched his jaw, and handed it back. “Of course, you’ll stay here. Danny will love having a friend for a week or two. Are you prepared to stay for however long it takes to stop them?” 

She studied his face for a reaction to the note. The anger she saw surprised her. Marti wondered if he was angry on her behalf or because, more than likely, it was his brother that left the note? “Yes, I brought us enough clothes for a week, my laptop and phone charger. If I need to, I’ll do laundry here. I don’t want to go back to the house until this is done. I really hope you don’t mind.” 

“Not at all.” He picked up her two suitcases and left behind her laptop and purse for her to bring. “Let’s get this stuff inside. It’s hotter than blazes out here.” He walked inside. Caleb dropped the luggage at the bottom of the stairs. 

Marti followed him into the house and placed her laptop and purse next to the suitcases. 

The kids and Bethany were in the kitchen, having lunch. 

“Mmm, that looks good,” said Marti. 

“It does,” agreed Caleb. “What is it?” 

“We’re having turkey sandwiches with a creamy pasta salad that Hetti prepared.” Bethany took a bite of the pasta. 

“Then we get to have ice cream.” Danny pushed his arm in the air and pumped it.

“Nuh-uh,” said Sophie. “Bethany said not until after swimming.” 

Danny frowned. “Oh, yeah.” But he perked right up. “But we get to go swimming. Yay!” 

“Yay!” shouted Sophie. She looked up at Marti. “Are you going swimming, too, Mommy?” 

Marti smiled. “I don’t see why not. I think we should all go, don’t you, Caleb?” She swung her gaze toward him.  

Caleb looked at the kids at the kitchen table. “Sounds like a plan but not until I get something to eat. I’m starving.” 

“Mommy, can I be excused so I can get on my swimming suit?” asked Sophie.

Marti glanced at Sophie’s plate, surprised to see that Sophie had finished everything on it. She didn’t know if that was because of Hetti’s superior cooking skills or Marti’s lack of the same. “Yes, go ahead.”

Danny jumped downfrom his chair, too. “Me, too. Me, too.” 

Caleb rolled his eyes. “Yes, go.” He made shoving motions with his hands.  

The kids ran out of the room. 

“I can’t believe how hungry I am.” Marti grabbed a plate and a fork from the breakfast bar. Then she took a half sandwich from the platter next to the plates before piling a huge spoon of pasta salad on her plate. 

Caleb looked at her, grinning. 

“What? I love pasta salad.” 

“I bet you do.” He chuckled. Then he took two sandwiches and as much pasta as Marti had.  

She laughed as she looked at his plate after they had both seated themselves at the table. “Looks like you were hungry, too.” 

“What? This?” He pointed at his plate. “This is nothing. You should see me when I’m really hungry.” 

Marti widened her eyes, and her mouth nearly dropped open. 

Bethany laughed. “All the guys are big eaters. Ranching is hard work.” 

Marti let out a deep breath. “Yeah, I hadn’t thought of it that way. If I worked that hard, I’d have a bigger appetite, too.” 

They lapsed into silence while satisfying their hunger. 

Marti placed her hand on Bethany’s arm. “I want to thank you for watching Sophie and for giving her a riding lesson this morning.” 

The woman waved away Marti’s thanks. “It’s nothing. She’s a great kid and natural with the horses. She’ll be an excellent horsewoman when she gets older, if she keeps with it.” 

“I’d love for her to, but lessons aren’t in the budget right now.” Marti took a bite of her sandwich. She wasn’t embarrassed about not being able to afford riding lessons in front of two people who didn’t have to think about what they wanted to buy; they just bought it. Marti worked for everything she and Sophie had. She didn’t take a penny from Vance Parker. In exchange, he didn’t ask for visitation rights with Sophie.

Bethany shrugged. “Bring her out here on Saturdays, and I’d be glad to teach her…no charge.” 

Marti swallowed and then shook her head. “Oh, I couldn’t let you do that.” 

Bethany waved a hand. “It’s worth it to see Danny’s face knowing he has a friend coming to play. It gets lonely when you’re the only kid around.” 

With her fork poised for another bite of pasta, Marti nodded. Then she lowered her fork, placed her elbows on the table and clasped her hands together. “It’s the same for Sophie. She’s got me or Mrs. Bainbridge, who’s about ninety. Just kidding. She’s in her mid-seventies, but she doesn’t play much.” 

“That’s another reason Marti and Sophie are staying here for a while,” said Caleb. “Marti and I have some work to do and it’s more convenient if she and Sophie just stay here.” He took another bite of his pasta.

Bethany lifted one eyebrow and then graced them with a small smile. “Great. Sophie can work on her riding every day while you’re here. It won’t take her long, based on what I saw today, for her to be riding as well as Danny. Though, I won’t tell him that. It might put his nose out of joint.” 

Caleb guffawed. “There’s no might about it. His nose would definitely be out of joint.” 

Marti chewed and swallowed her food. “I don’t want to do anything to interfere in their friendship. Sophie needs a friend. She needs Danny, and I think he needs her, too. Perhaps we’ll just keep this between us.” 

“Agreed,” said Caleb around bites of the sandwich. 

“Of course, but I wanted you to know, so if you can, you’ll continue her lessons in the future,” said Bethany. “Now, I’m getting my suit on and going out to the pool, so someone is there when the kids hit it in a few minutes.” 

“Thank you, Bethany.” Marti reached over and clasped her hand. “You’ll never know just how much I appreciate your help.” 

Bethany patted Marti’s hand where it lay on her arm. “I love the kids. They’re a lot of fun to be around, and they obviously really like each other. Got to run. They are fast little dickens.” She hurried out of the room. 

Caleb and Marti were alone. 

She looked about the room and then whispered to Caleb. “What will we do now? I can’t give up on the story, but I can’t put Sophie at risk, either. She starts Vacation Bible school in a couple of weeks. I need to have this done by then.” 

Caleb slowly chewed the bite of pasta he’d taken. “I know you want to get your life back to normal, but I don’t know that this will be settled in a couple of weeks. More is at stake here than simple money laundering and you know that…now.” 

She was torn. Did she continue with the story or not? Marti closed her eyes and sagged in her chair. “I know. This story is explosive and dangerous. I just didn’t know how dangerous.” 

“I understand.” Caleb put his sandwich on his plate, leaned forward, and rested on his forearms. “I’m in the same situation. I don’t want to put my family in danger. But I must stop this cartel, and I need you and your intel to do it.” 

She searched his face for answers. “Why me?” 

“Because you have the intel, and you need me as much as I need you on this.” 

“I guess that makes sense.” I need him, too. I can’t take on the cartel by myself. I’m not stupid. “Thank you for taking us in. I’ll worry a lot less about Sophie with her being here on the ranch.” 

Caleb leaned back against his chair. “I’m putting twenty-four-hour security on your house. I want to know who is going in there and leaving you notes. I still want you two to stay here. When do you expect to hear from Rocket again?” 

“Hopefully any time now.” 

“The sooner the better for me.” 

A minute later, Marti’s phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number. “Maybe this is him…or it’s a sales call.” She swiped the phone. “Hello.” 

“Ms. Parker. Did you get my message? There is no place you can hide that I can’t get to you. You think you’re safe on the ranch? You’re mistaken. If you have a care for your daughter, you’ll forget about this story.” The line went dead. 

Marti put her phone on the counter and then pushed out of her chair, even though she was shaky. She paced between the dining room and the kitchen. 

“Who was that and what did they say? You’re white as a sheet and shaking like a quakie in the wind.” 

She fisted and unfisted her hands. “He found me. Whoever broke into my house and left that note found me. He said we weren’t safe, even here, and if I cared for Sophie, I’d drop the story. I have a feeling the man was your brother.” 

Caleb straightened and hurried to her, grabbing her by the shoulders. “Based on what? You never knew him, did you?” 

She shook her head. “No, I never had the pleasure of meeting him. But he didn’t say I wasn’t safe at that ranch like a stranger would. He said at the ranch, like someone who is familiar with this place.” 

“Well, crap.” He stood and ran a hand through his hair and placed the other on his hip. Then he paced.

“Exactly.” Her lunch was not sitting well in her stomach now. It roiled and turned, making her feel sick.

He let out a deep breath. “I have work to do and calls to make to arrange for the security. I’m also doubling security on the ranch. No one gets in the gate without my okay. The men there will be armed with instructions to shoot should someone try to breech.”

“Are you sure that is necessary?”

He nodded, his face grim. “With Jamison calling the shots it’s definitely necessary. He knows this ranch like the back of his hand. He spent the last ten years here, before he decided to leave and disappear.”

“I trust you. I believe you’ll keep us safe and by us, I include Bethany and Danny. I’m surprised Jamison hasn’t tried to grab Danny and force your hand.”

“He doesn’t know the cards I have in my hand. He might think he does and that will be his downfall.”

“After our excursion on Sunday, I’ll be taking the helicopter to Billings Monday morning. I have a cattle association meeting and I’m stopping in at the DEA headquarters while I’m there. I want to let them know in person the status of this mission.”

“Okay. I have work to do, and I want to keep the kids occupied so Bethany doesn’t have to.”

“I’ll be back as soon as I can. Hopefully by dinner, but definitely by bedtime. I’d like to sit outside and have a glass of wine with you. Maybe romance you a little bit, if you’re up to it.” He stepped forward and pulled her into his arms. I’d take you with me, but it wouldn’t be fun for you. You’d have to stay with the helicopter while I’m gone. I want you safe. The cartel has long fingers.”


CHAPTER 5
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Two nights later, Marti found herself spending an inordinate amount of time getting ready for her date with Caleb. She wore the LBD she’d bought when she purchased her red-and-black patent leather shoes. The dress was a sleeveless sheath with a neckline that covered everything in front. The back of the dress, however, was basically non-existent. It was cut so her back was bare down below her waistline to just above her buttocks. The dress reached mid-thigh and showed off her legs. 

She’d purchased a special necklace to be worn with the dress. A long chain hung down the back, ending in a gold heart with a diamond, ruby, emerald, and sapphire on it. The emerald represented her May birthday, and the diamond represented Sophie’s April birthday. The ruby and sapphire just made it prettier in her estimation. 

Then she put her hair up in a simple chignon. For her makeup, she applied sparkly emerald eyeliner shaped in a barely-there cat-eye, three coats of mascara, and a light-pink lip gloss. She didn’t want to go overboard, though she thought about doing a smoky eye, with dark eyeshadow and the whole bit. But she thought Caleb, being a pretty straightforward kind of guy, might like something more natural.  

Why am I trying to please him? This is just part of the operation—his mission. Tonight was only for show, not an actual date. Do I want it to be a real date? I’m very attracted to him…maybe I do. Regardless, I need to appear to be someone he would really go out with, and I don’t think he’d go for a makeup maven. She’d see in a few minutes.  

After letting out a deep breath, she headed downstairs. 
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As she walked down the stairs, Marti held the banister. The last thing she wanted to do was break an ankle. If she slipped while wearing her four-inch stilettos, that was exactly what she could see happening.  

She heard the whistle before she saw Caleb. Lifting her gaze to his, she saw he was pleased. 

“You look beautiful. You clean up nicely, Ms. Parker.” 

She reached the bottom of the stairs and let her gaze travel up and down. He wore black jeans, a black dress shirt, a red tie, and a black sport coat. His hair was combed back and was still damp. It curled on the ends and appeared black. 

“You do, as well, Mr. Malone. You’re very handsome. I’ll be the envy of every woman there tonight.” 

“As I will be every man.” He held out his arm. “Shall we?” 

“We shall.” They walked to the kitchen and into the six-car garage. “Um, are we taking the Yukon? I’m not sure I can climb into it with these shoes and this dress.” 

“I thought we’d take the Ferrari tonight.” 

Marti’s mouth dropped open. “Ferrari? You have a Ferrari? In Montana. I’ve never seen one before…anywhere.” 

“I don’t get to drive it much though. I used it to impress my dates, which I don’t have many of, by the way.” 

Their camaraderie was easy as they walked to the car. “Join the crowd. I haven’t had a date, since before Sophie was born, and I don’t call going to dinner with my ex-husband at an all-you-can-eat buffet a date…just so you know.” 

He chuckled. “Got you, no all-you-can-eat buffets.” 

“That’s right, mister.” 

He pointed to the car parked in space four.  

They walked toward it.

He stopped before the very low, candy-apple red car. It sparkled in the overhead lights. 

“She’s beautiful.”  

“She certainly is.”

Marti turned her gaze toward him.  

He was looking at her. His eyes had darkened, and they held no merriment. Instead, they were filled with need.   

She hadn’t been single for so long that she’d forgotten what attraction looked like in a man. Her cheeks blazed, and she broke eye contact. “Well, um, shall we go?”  

Caleb stepped in front of her. “Here, let me get the door.”   

She slid into the seat, doing her best to keep from exposing herself. Her dress wasn’t that short, but getting into the car caused it to rise several inches.  

Caleb didn’t comment.

But she saw him raise an eyebrow as he closed the door.  

He went around the back of the car and slid behind the wheel.

“I’ve never seen this color in the car magazines.” Her face felt red hot. “I mean, I see them at the tire store…the magazines…and they’re never old, so I think people drop them off regularly.” 

“I’ve seen them. You know, there is no shame in being a gear head.” 

She shrugged. “I just look at the magazines for something to do when I get new tires. I’m hardly what you’d call a gear head.” Marti laughed.

Thirty minutes later, Caleb pulled up in front of The Place.  

The valet came to the driver’s side of the car. “Mr. Malone, I’d be thrilled to park your car.”  

Caleb grinned at the blond young man. “Hi, Ronny. I didn’t know you worked here. How’s your dad?”

“He’s doing great. He gets his cast off on Monday. He said he can’t wait because the itching is driving him crazy.”

Caleb smiled as he held the keys.

Ronny couldn’t take his gaze off the car.

“Well, tell him I said hi. Here are the keys. Don’t take it for a joy ride, ya hear?”  

“Yes, sir…I mean no, sir. I’ll just park it and in a good place, so it doesn’t get scratched.”  

“Thanks, Ronny. We’ll see you in a couple of hours.”  

“Yes, sir.”  

Caleb went around the car and opened the door for Marti. Once she was out, he held out his arm. “Shall we go in?”  

“Yes.” She took his arm.   

A dark-haired man in his early twenties held the door open. “Welcome to The Place.”  

“Thank you.” Marti dropped her hand from the crook of Caleb’s elbow.  

He placed a hand at her back as they entered the nightclub.  

Her skin felt scorched where he touched her. With her heart racing, she found she had to concentrate on every step, lest she stumble in her ridiculously high heels. The music was light jazz and quite pleasant to listen to.

They stopped at the host station.  

“Two for dinner. Malone is the name.”  

A young redheaded woman with a piercing through her brow staffed the station. “Yes, Mr. Malone, we’re expecting you. We have the VIP room reserved. I think you’ll find it satisfactory. If you’ll follow me?”  

He’d kept his hand at her back, slowly flexing his fingers where they rested.   

She doubted he even realized he was doing it. But the motion sent shivers up and down her spine.  

As they walked through the nightclub, Marti couldn’t help her mouth dropping open. The inside of the club was beautiful. All the tables had white tablecloths except those that surrounded the dance floor. Those were red and matched the artwork that graced most of the walls. It was stylized and very modern, with splashes of red and black on a perfectly white canvas.  

All the chairs were padded and upholstered in the same red color as the tablecloths.

The bar was long, made of dark wood, and polished to a high shine. The wall behind the bottles of liquor was lit with soft lights behind opaque glass. It added a certain ambience without being glaring. 

The hostess took them to the elevator to the second floor, where she showed them to a private alcove. From there, they could watch the dance floor and remain secluded.  

Marti knew these rooms were perhaps also meant for couples where one of the pair was stepping out on a spouse. She wasn’t naïve enough to believe there were that many people like Caleb who wanted to keep their lives completely private. However, that wasn’t what this night was for. This was so that it wouldn’t seem strange for her and Caleb to spend so much time together.

Caleb held her chair. 

She sat as gracefully as she could in the fancy dress. She would definitely wear something else for their next excursion, though she did love the feel of Caleb’s hand on her back. 

“Have I told you I love your dress?” 

Marti felt like her cheeks were suddenly on fire. “No, you hadn’t mentioned it.” 

“Well, I do. It’s got to be the sexiest dress I’ve seen in a long time.” His eyelids fell to half-mast. “As is the woman wearing it.” He held out his right hand. “Dinner can wait. You’re not starving, are you?” 

“No, I’m not.” She took his hand and stood. 

They made their way to the elevator and then to the dance floor. 

Caleb took her into his arms and swayed to the music. He held her close. 

She found it hard to breathe. The touch of his hand on her bare back sent more shivers up and down her spine and butterflies in her stomach. I’m much too attracted to him. Can I continue to keep it professional? 

“I love that you don’t have a back on this dress.” He whispered in her ear. “I like feeling your bare skin. You’re so soft.” 

“Thank you. I’m glad you’re enjoying it.” 

“Oh, yeah. I’m definitely enjoying it.” He moved his hand lower on her back. 

She wanted to pant; her body came alive under his fingertips, even though he was touching her lightly. His touch made all her feelings head south to a place she hadn’t even thought about since before Sophie was born. Now, his spicy scent surrounded her, and she couldn’t think of much else, except what it would be like to be made love to by Caleb Malone. 

The song finished, and yet Caleb kept dancing, swaying to music only he could hear. 

“Caleb.” 

“Hmm?” 

“The music has stopped.” 

“Uh-huh. So, it has.” 

“We’re still dancing.” 

“So, we are.” 

“Shouldn’t we go back to our table?” 

“Another song will start.”  

As if he’d conjured the sound, a new song played. 

“There. See? We’re dancing to music again.” 

Unable to help herself, she laughed. “I never realized you were such an optimist.” 

He grinned. “I’m nothing but an optimist. For instance, I think that tonight I’m going to kiss you, and you’ll kiss me back. How’s that, for starters?” 

Marti gazed up at him. His jaw was square and strong. He had the five o’clock shadow that was currently popular with men.  

He had a small smile when he looked at her. “So, am I going to get lucky?” 

“I’d say there’s a very good chance of that as long as it’s a kiss.” She placed a hand around the back of his head and pulled him down to her. “How about now?” She connected with his firm lips. Her lips tingled as the kiss deepened. 

He pulled her closer and took control, kissing her hard before pulling back. “Shall we go to our table? I’d like to continue this in a more private setting.” 

She wanted to touch her lips; sure she’d find them swollen. “Yes, I’d like that, too.” 

They made their way off the dance floor and to the elevator. 

Caleb kept his hand on her the entire way, as though he was loath to let her out of his grasp. 

When they got back to their little alcove, he pulled her into his arms rather than sitting. His mouth was hot on hers, his lips firm and yet soft. The kiss wasn’t tender or gentle; rather, it was hard. His tongue met hers as she gasped. He invaded her mouth like he did her senses. He was all there was, all-encompassing. He owned her…and he knew it. 

His hands slipped from her back to her shoulders and tugged at the shoulders of her dress, trying to pull it down. 

The movement was like a bucket of ice water. Marti pulled back and looked up at him. “Caleb? What are we doing?” 

He pulled her gently back. “I don’t know. This wasn’t how I envisioned this night going. I couldn’t help myself. I’m sorry⁠—” 

“No.” She shook her head. “You don’t get to be sorry. I’m not ashamed for kissing you. I like it, and I’m not about to let you take that away by saying it is all part of the job. What we were doing was not part of the job.” 

He pulled her to him. “No, this is definitely not part of the job. I’m attracted to you Marti, more than I have been to any woman for a very long time.” 

Her pulse raced, and she was thrilled that he reciprocated her feelings. “I feel the same way. So, what do we do now?” 

“Now, we have a nice dinner and then go home. Although…” his mouth turned up at the corners. “I might have to have another dance or two with you.” 

Marti smiled up at him. “I think I’d like that.” 

“Good.” He kissed her forehead and then let her go but kept his hand on her back. “Have I told you how much I love this dress? I think I’ll love you even more out of it.” 

Her heart pounded. Hadn’t she just wondered what it would be like to make love to him? Knowing he felt the same way should have eased her worry, but she knew nothing could come of it. “Caleb. We can’t. You know that. We must think of the kids. They are the best of friends now, but what if something splits us up? The kids would be devastated.” 

He rested his forehead against hers. “I know you’re right. And we’ve given them all something to gossip about tonight. Let’s enjoy our meal and then go home.” 

“That sounds good.” She indulged in another kiss, pulling his head down to hers and softly taking his lips. “For luck with our mission.” 

He smiled. “For luck, but I most assuredly want to revisit this situation when our mission is complete. I’m not ready to give up before we’ve even begun.” 

“Are you sure? I don’t have anything to offer you.” 

He tilted his head and touched her jaw with his knuckles. “You have you and Sophie. That’s more than enough for me.” He held out her chair for her. 

She sat. “That’s nice to say, but everyone is going to think I’m with you for your money. Doesn’t that bother you?” 

He shrugged. “No, because I know better and so do you. We can’t let the thoughts of others rule how we live our lives.” 

She nodded, agreeing with him, but she wasn’t sure she could ignore the whispers when they started. “I know you’re right and if you really want to revisit our relationship after this is over…I’m all in.” 

Caleb grinned. “That’s my girl.” He leaned over and gave her a soft kiss on the side of her mouth. “Later tonight, I’m going to kiss you like I really want to, but I think we’ve given them enough of a show tonight. Don’t you?” 

“I agree. Let’s eat, I’m starving.” 

“So am I.” Caleb lifted his arm. 

A waiter appeared. “Are you ready to order, Mr. Malone?” 

“Yes, I’ll have the porterhouse, medium rare, baked potato with the works and salad with bleu cheese.” 

“Very good. And you, miss?” 

“I want the filet, medium rare, baked potato with the works and salad with ranch dressing, on the side.” 

“Very good. And on your potatoes, is cheese, bacon bits, chives, butter and sour cream acceptable?” 

“Yes,” said Caleb. 

“Yes,” said Marti simultaneously. She laughed. “Ditto you owe me a Coke.” 

The server laughed, then turned and left to put in their order.

Caleb chuckled. “I’ll give you more than a Coke…when we get home.” 

“Oh! Caleb! You can’t say that.” 

He laughed as he glanced around. “You Ms. Parker have a dirty mind. I meant I’d give you ice cream for a float. Nothing nefarious in that.” 

Marti’s cheeks were blazing hot, and she was sure she resembled a ripe tomato. She was thankful the lights were low so he wouldn’t be able to see how embarrassed she was.  

Caleb chuckled. “I know you’re blushing.” 

“I…I am not.” 

He laughed. “And now you’re getting pinker and pinker.” 

She ducked her head, but she smiled. “How do you know that? You can’t see me. I know you can’t.” 

He tapped her on the end of the nose. “I have a very good imagination, which was just proved correct.” 

Realizing she’d just been caught giving him confirmation, Marti laughed. “All right, you got me that time.” 

Dinner came, and they enjoyed it immensely. 

“How about one more dance before we go?” asked Caleb. 

“I think that is a good idea. We want everyone to believe this is a real date.” 

Caleb frowned for a moment. “Right. Exactly. Shall we go?” 

“Yes.” 

He stood and helped her out of her chair, then held his arm out.  

She placed a hand in the crook of his elbow. 

He covered her hand with his free one and then moved his arm to pull her close. 

Surprised, Marti stumbled. 

Caleb held her so she didn’t fall. 

“Stupid shoes,” she muttered. 

He chuckled. “I like those shoes. They might be tough to walk in, but they make your legs look long and make my eyes bug out.” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. All men like stilettos for those very reasons.” 

“Yes, we do. We are cavemen in our heart of hearts.” 

They reached the dance floor, and Caleb took her into his arms. 

He always seemed to pick a nice slow song so he could hold her close. His fingers splayed over her bare back. 

She shivered, and her heart raced. How could a simple touch make her feel so turned on? 

“What will we do now? Just go back to the ranch?” 

He nodded. “Then we’ll wait for the gossip tree to begin.”
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The next morning, Marti walked downstairs for breakfast. She’d slept in. Apparently, Sophie was too excited about her riding lessons to bother waking her mother like she usually did.

She poured a cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table with Caleb.

He was reading a newspaper.

Who does that anymore? Print is dead. The Internet is where the money is, at least, for reporters.

“Did you hear any gossip yet?”

He shook his head. “It won’t be long. I have feelers out, and we’ll hear from them this morning, as soon as⁠—” 

His phone went off. He put the newspaper down and answered it. “Yes, that’s true. Thanks for calling.” 

Marti took a sip of her coffee. “Well? Was that the gossip tree?” 

Caleb grinned. “Yes, and they said a friend of theirs saw us at The Place last night and wondered if I was dating Marti Parker, the journalist.” 

Her eyes popped open. “How did they know me?” 

“It was Mrs. Barnes.” 

“The kids teacher?” Marti started laughing. “Well, I guess it worked. You know, of course, we’ll have to go out more than once if we want people to believe it.” 

Caleb nodded. “I plan on us being seen together and with the kids as often as possible, but we still must work on this other problem together. That was the reason for being seen as if we’re dating.” 

“Exactly. I wish I had heard from Rocket by now. I don’t know what to do until then.” 

“Let’s concentrate on the kids. How about a trail ride today? There is a little swimming hole and stream about an hour’s ride from here. I think Sophie rides well enough that we can take it as long as we don’t gallop, she’ll be okay. Bethany said she’s improving dramatically with each lesson.” 

“Yes, but she’s only had one lesson, well two now since she had one today.” 

“We’ll walk the horses. It won’t be a problem and if it turns out she can’t do it on her own yet, she’ll just ride with me. What do you say? Can you ride?”

“I can. When I was growing up one of Dad’s brothers kept a couple of horses and I got to ride them all summer with my cousins. I miss it. I never had to care for the horses, but I know how to ride. You don’t have to worry about me.”


CHAPTER 6
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Marti stood and helped herself to the food at the breakfast bar. Hetti had put out scrambled eggs, bacon, hash browns, and toast. Once she had the food on her plate, she took it to the microwave and heated it for about twenty seconds. Just enough to warm it and not enough to get it too hot. Once back at the table, she took a bite and thought for a minute before answering. “I guess that could be fun. We could have a picnic and while the kids play you and I can talk. I want to know more about Caleb Malone.” 

He lifted an eyebrow. “Fair is fair. I want to know more about Marti Parker, too.” 

Her face heated, her cheeks feeling like they were on fire. “All right. What time should we leave?” 

“About ten o’clock should do it. We’ll get there, the kids will have time to wade or swim and then we can have a picnic while they dry off and then we’ll head back.” 

“Sounds good. That will still give me more than an hour or so and I can hopefully watch Sophie’s lesson this morning. Will Hetti make us a picnic, or do you want me to?” 

He frowned for a moment. “Can you cook?” 

She cocked an eyebrow. “I’ll have you know that I make a great peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Seriously, I can cook if you’d like.” 

Caleb laughed. “I’ll ask Hetti to make us something. She’ll get her feelings hurt if we do her job. And we’ll take jugs of lemonade and iced tea.” 

Marti frowned. Sophie doesn’t need that much sugar. “We’ll also need water.” 

“How about lemonade and water? We can skip the iced tea.” 

Nodding, she picked up her fork and lifted a bite of eggs to her mouth. “Deal.” She took the bite of eggs, chewed and swallowed, then set about eating her breakfast. When she finished, she set her silverware across the top of her plate. “I’m ready.”

“Good. Let’s go out to the barn and see what the kids are up to.” 

“I’m following you.”

They left out the kitchen’s back door toward the barn. 

[image: ]


Marti and Caleb arrived to find the kids and Bethany taking care of the horses. They were brushing them down, at least as far as they could reach. 

Bethany brushed the animals’ backs. 

“Hey, kids,” said Caleb. “How do you feel about going on a trail ride and having a picnic?” 

“Yay!!” shouted Sophie. 

Danny shouted the same thing simultaneously. 

They both erupted into giggles. 

“Sophie, how do you know what a trail ride is?” asked Marti.

Sophie shrugged. “Danny’s been talking about them and how much fun they are.”

Marti looked over at Caleb and then back at the kids. “Okay, well you finish helping Bethany, and then you can spend a little time playing your games inside before we go. How does that sound?”

“Sounds great, Mommy.” Sophie ran to her mother and wrapped her arms around her waist. 

Marti laughed and held her daughter close. “Where did this come from?” 

“I just wanted to hug you. I love you, Mommy.” 

Marti leaned down and kissed the top of her daughter’s blonde head. “I love you, too, sugar bear.” 

Two hours later, the horses were saddled and ready to go. 

Caleb tied the picnic lunch behind him, and they were ready to leave. 

“All right, until we get out into the open pasture, I want Sophie directly behind me, followed by Danny and Marti will bring up the rear. Got it?” 

“Yes, sir.” Sophie, in a hat borrowed from Danny, urged her mare behind Caleb’s stallion. 

“Yes, Dad.” Danny guided his horse behind Sophie. 

“Aye, Captain.” Marti, wearing one of Bethany’s hats, followed Danny. 

Caleb shot her a look that said, don’t mess with me. 

Marti laughed. 

They walked the horses through the barnyard and out the gate into the pasture.

One of the ranch hands closed the gate behind them. 

“Okay, we can spread out now.” Caleb opened his arms wide. 

Danny made his way over to Sophie, and they talked and laughed together. 

Marti came up on Caleb’s left side. She pointed toward the kids. “They get along so well. I wonder if their relationship will stay the same when they go back to school.” 

“I don’t see why not. They’re in the same grade. The school is one of the smaller ones, so I don’t anticipate any reason they can’t stay friends.” 

“Ah, but they’ll have all sorts of new people to meet, and sometimes, friends find they don’t have as much time for each other as they once did.” 

“Well, we’ll just have to make sure they find time to be together and remain friends.” He glanced ahead at the path they followed and then over at the children. 

Marti followed his gaze.  

The kids were in their own little world, talking and laughing. They teased each other like brother and sister.  

She turned her gaze back to Caleb. “I’ll bring Sophie out as often as possible for riding lessons. Did you hear Bethany says she’s a natural? I’d like to encourage her and continue her lessons, so she can discover her abilities. She already seems to love it, and I want something that will get her outside and away from her games.” 

“Well, Bethany would know. She’s been teaching kids long enough now that I trust her instincts completely. I know what you mean about getting them outside. If Danny didn’t love riding so much, I don’t think I’d ever get him away from his gaming system. Sometimes I wonder why I bought the dang thing.” 

Marti saw a little copse of trees ahead. It reminded her of an oasis in the desert. “Is that where we’re going?” She pointed in that direction. 

“It is. Do you think Sophie can gallop yet?” 

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Let’s ask her.”

Caleb gazed over at the children. “Hey, Sophie.” 

The girl looked over at him. “Yeah.” 

“Can you gallop?” Caleb asked.

She brightened. Her smile was wide as he nodded enthusiastically. “It’s my favorite thing to do.” 

“Well, then, we’re headed for those trees.” He pointed. “I say I’ll beat you and I’ll give you, a ten-second head start. What do⁠—” 

“Hee Yah!” shouted Danny. 

Sophie touched her heels to the palomino’s side. “Hee Yah!!” 

Marti followed suit and touched her heels to her horse’s belly. “Hiyah!” 

“Hey, what about the ten-seconds?” shouted Caleb. 

“You said you’d give them the head start. I didn’t.” She laughed like a loon and leaned over the neck of her mount while urging her on. 

She heard, rather than saw, Caleb come up behind her. Then she looked over, and he was passing her. 

The race was nearly over, Caleb looked like he’d win.  

Then Sophie’s horse got a second wind and passed the trees before Caleb. She slowed and turned toward the other horses as they raced in. 

“Mommy, you’re slow.” Sophie leaned on the saddle horn with her arms crossed, like she’d been riding forever. 

She was right. Marti was slow. She was the last person to arrive at the little oasis in the pasture. 

She lifted her shoulders. “What can I say? Caleb gave me a slow horse.” 

He laughed. “I didn’t. The kids picked out the horses. Blame them.” 

She grinned. “Can’t do it. It’s more fun to tease you.” 

Shaking his head, Caleb dismounted and untied their picnic basket from behind his saddle. “We can leave the horses here. They have plenty to eat, and the creek is right there.” He pointed toward the stream about ten feet across and what looked like about six inches deep.

Caleb walked over to the children and lifted each one to the ground. Then the three of them walked over to Marti. 

The horses were ground broke. 

Marti had seen nothing like it before. Caleb, Danny, and Sophie simply dropped the reins on the ground, and the horses stayed as if they were tied up to something.  

“What about us?” asked Danny. 

Caleb placed his hands on his hips. “Did you wear your swimsuits under your jeans like I told you?” 

“Yes, sir,” said Sophie. 

“Yup,” said Danny. 

“Then take off your clothes and go on down to the creek. You can wade or paddle in the swimming hole. In this heat, it will probably feel really good.” Caleb looked up, shading his eyes from the sun.

Marti lifted her arms, palms out. “What about me?” 

Caleb turned toward her and lifted a brow. “I thought we could go wading. You just need to roll up your pants. To be honest, I didn’t think you’d want to get wet.” 

“Well, you thought wrong. Luckily, I listened when you told the kids to wear their swimming suits and,” she began unbuttoning her shirt, “I wore mine, too.” When she was fully unbuttoned, she pulled her shirt out of her pants and tossed it over her saddle. Then she removed her boots, socks and jeans, tossing the clothes over her shirt. Then, wearing the white halter top swimsuit that did great things for her figure, she slipped her boots back on and walked down to the swimming hole. 

“Don’t tell me that after you told the kids to wear their swimming suits, that you didn’t wear yours,” she called out to Caleb. 

Caleb laughed. “I always come prepared.” He undressed and joined her at the swimming hole. 

“So, how deep is it?” She looked from Caleb to the kids, who were already in the water, and then removed her boots. 

“Well, there’s no diving, but it’s definitely over your head. But not mine, so I would guess it’s about six feet deep.” He took her by the hand, ran across the grassy ground toward the pool and then right into it. 

When he was about in the middle of the pool, he plummeted to his knees, taking her with him.  

She came up sputtering and pushing her hair back from her forehead while she treaded the cold, yet refreshing, water. “That was just mean.” But she laughed. “Just remember, paybacks are a bi⁠—” 

He lifted a brow and then wagged a finger. “Language, Parker.” 

“Grrr,” she sputtered. “I’ll get you back, Malone. Just wait and see.” 

He threw back his head and laughed. “I’m shaking in my boots.” 

“You’re not wearing boots.” 

He grinned. “I’m not shaking, either.” 

She poo-poo’d him. “Whatever.” Then she jumped into his arms and tried to shove him under the water. Too late, she realized her mistake as he dunked them both. 

When they came up, she had wrapped her arms around his neck, and her face was right in front of his. She looked down at his lips. They were close, so close, and then she lowered her head and took his lips with hers. The kiss wasn’t deep, but it was hard. His lips were firm and soft at the same time. 

He held her tight and returned the kiss. 

When they broke apart, they were both breathless. She gazed around and saw the kids. 

The children were looking at them, smiling. 

Turning her gaze back to Caleb, she tried to swim out of his arms. 

He refused to let her. “They seem to approve.” He jutted his chin toward his son and Sophie, then back to Marti. He took her lips again. This time he was in charge, and he ran his tongue along the seam of her lips until she opened. 

The kiss was long. He circled his tongue around hers, then retreated and peppered both corners of her mouth with tiny, soft kisses. 

By now, the kids were giggling and pointing. 

“You need to let me go.” This isn’t appropriate behavior for in front of the kids. She felt like her cheeks were on fire.

“I don’t think so. We’ve just found out we’re compatible. That’s a wonderful thing.” 

“How are we supposed to explain this?” She nodded toward the laughing children. When she finally looked over, she saw they’d tired of watching the adults and were back to splashing each other with the water. “Well, I don’t guess we have to now, do we?” 

Caleb grinned. “Apparently, not.” He kissed the tip of her nose and released her. “That was very nice, by the way.” 

Marti smiled. “I thought so, too. Maybe we can try it when we’re dry, hmm?” 

“That’s a good idea. Maybe after the kids go to bed. I don’t want to have to stop kissing you for any reason.” 

“That’s a very nice thing to say, and I agree…wholeheartedly. When I said I wanted to know you better, this is what I meant, and I was hoping you wanted to kiss me as much as I do you.” 

He pushed a strand of hair behind her ear and then cupped her face. “I want to, but we also need to talk before whatever this is between us, goes too far.” 

“Agreed. Tonight, I’ll meet you by the pool, and we’ll talk then. We’ll see where we go from there.” 
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After giving Sophie a bath, Marti put her to bed with a story and a kiss on her forehead. “Goodnight sugar bear.” 

“Goodnight, Mommy.” Sophie grabbed her stuffed giraffe, turned onto her left side, and was out like a light.

The events of the day had worn her out. 

Marti turned on the night-light, then exited the room and closed the door behind her. She hurried to her room, brushed her hair, put on a dab of lip gloss, and then headed out to the pool. 

At first, she thought she’d beaten Caleb, then she saw the back of his head where he sat on one of the chaise loungers. 

He held up a glass of red wine. “Will you join me? I poured you a glass.” 

She walked over and sat on the adjacent lounger. A small, clear, plastic-topped table stood between them. She picked up the wine and sipped the smooth beverage, and then set it back on the table. 

“So, what do you want to know that you haven’t already gleaned from my sister or perhaps my son?” 

Marti leaned back on the lounger. “Tell me about your marriage. Who was she in your heart?” 

Caleb was quiet for a while. 

Marti felt maybe she was being too invasive. “Never mind. It’s not my business, I’m⁠—” 

“Sarah was my first love. We married right out of college. We didn’t find out about the cancer until she was four months pregnant with Danny. The doctor recommended she terminate the pregnancy, but she wouldn’t hear of it. She said this might be her only chance to have a child, and she was taking it.” 

Marti didn’t know what to say, because nothing she said would ease a pain like that. Still, she had questions which he could answer or not…his choice. “How long after she gave birth, did she live? Was she able to enjoy Danny for a while, at least?” 

Caleb smiled.  

Marti leaned back and looked at the stars while he continued. She had a feeling he was seeing Sarah with Danny. She knew then that he still loved Sarah.

“Danny was almost two when she passed away. I am so grateful now that she made the decision that she did. I don’t know what I’d do without him.” 

“I know what you mean. Sophie has been with me through the divorce and the move. She’s been my rock. Everything I do, I do for her. I know it might not seem like it, but I do. I take chances so she won’t have to. I’m trying to shut down the cartel, so she doesn’t ever have to make the choice between taking drugs or not taking them.” 

“Do you truly believe that stopping the KT Cartel will stop the drugs?” 

She heard the incredulity in his voice. She sat up and looked over at him. “I have to believe that otherwise what is the point?” 

Caleb sat up on the side of the lounger, facing her. He reached over and took her left hand. “We’re just shutting down one arm of the octopus. Another arm is always waiting in the wings. Waiting for us to make a mistake or for the cartel to make one, so they can move into the territory.” 

She nodded. “I know, and that scares me more than anything. You know the old saying about the enemy you know being better than the enemy you don’t.” Her voice was shaky as she thought about what could happen. “What if the next distributor is worse?” 

He made figure eights on her palm with his thumb. “Then we’ll shut them down. And we’ll keep doing it. We don’t have a choice.” 

She realized she was giving up before fighting the good fight. “You’re right. We must keep after them, no matter what. We have to.” 

“Come here. Let me hold you for a while. Just hold you.” 

She lowered her lashes and then slowly raised them. “What if I don’t want you to just hold me?” 

He smiled and held out his hand. “Then we’ll just have to figure that out, too.” 

Marti moved over to his lounger and sat on his lap, leaning back against his chest. Her head rested perfectly under his chin. “This is nice.” 

“It is.” He took a single knuckle and lifted her chin until she was looking at him. “Tell me you want this, too, or tell me to stop.” 

“Don’t. Stop. I want this. I want you to kiss me more than I want my next breath.” 

“Good.” He lowered his head, and his lips took hers in a searing kiss. He used his tongue to beg her for entrance. 

She allowed it and met his questing tongue with her own. He tasted like the wine they were drinking, smooth, fruity, and just a little tart. Marti couldn’t get enough. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her breasts to his chest. A bolt of need traveled through her. Then she buried her hands in his shirt and held on for dear life as he took them on a magical ride. 

Caleb pulled back and rested his forehead against hers. “I want you, Marti. I won’t deny telling you that. When this is all over, I want us to talk about where we want this relationship to go. I know that it’s too new to be thinking that far ahead, but I must tell you, I’ve never felt like this.” 

“I haven’t, either. I’ve gotten more passion tonight than in six years of marriage to Vance Parker.” 

He leaned back. “Why did you keep his name?” 

“Because of Sophie. Keeping it makes it so much easier at school. I think, if I do marry again, I might hyphenate it just for her. I don’t know. I guess it will depend on the man and how he would feel about it. Nothing is etched in stone, yet.” 

Caleb kissed her along her jaw, easing her head to the side, and then he trailed kisses down her neck.  

She leaned her head away, giving him the access he seemed to want and she definitely desired. She shivered as he gently nipped her where her shoulder and neck met. Marti didn’t know she was so responsive to kisses. She’d never been so before. Maybe because Vance hadn’t been the right man or, for that matter, a good lover. Even a mediocre lover would have been better than the pathetic one he’d been. Maybe, if she hadn’t been a virgin when they married, she would have known better. The way she responded to Caleb’s kisses was new. She leaned in and took his lips with hers, being the aggressor for the first time in her life. 

She felt him smile and knew she was doing something right. 

“Caleb, I want you, but I can’t. Not now. I…I have to think about Sophie and you need to think about Danny. How will it affect them? We could try to keep it secret, but I don’t like that idea, either. Somehow, it makes something that should be beautiful…ugly, and I don’t want that.” 

He sighed. “I don’t want that, either. I want us to be open with our children and our family. I can’t keep us secret, no matter what. We should wait until we can be upfront about what we want. Since we don’t know that yet, we need to take it slow. Do you agree?” 

She rested her head on his chest. Hearing his heartbeat beneath her somehow soothed her. “I do. We should probably head to bed. It might be the first night we get a full night’s sleep this week.” 

“If things go well, it might be the last night we get a full night’s sleep. We must hope your friend, Rocket, can give us more information.” 

“I know.” She worked her fingers between the snaps on his shirt and smoothed them against his chest. The curly hair wrapped around her fingers as if to trap her there. 

He sat up, taking her with him. “You’re right. We should head to bed.” 

She moved from his lap and stood. 

Caleb rose next to her, then he took her hand and brought it to his lips, where he placed a kiss on the top. Then he laced his fingers with hers and walked back into the house. 

They stayed that way until he dropped her at her bedroom. 

He kissed her on the forehead. “Sweet dreams.” He let her go.

She opened the door to her bedroom.  

As he walked away, he turned. “Dream of me.” 

She blew him a kiss and shut the door. Marti leaned against it for a while, unable to move away. She undoubtedly would dream of him. Finally, she walked to her bureau and pulled out her nightgown. 

Would they be wonderful dreams? She certainly hoped so.


CHAPTER 7
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Mid-August, Malone Ranch 

Marti sat to the scrumptious breakfast Hetti had made. She was amazed at the woman. She lived there and cooked and cleaned for the Malones, but Marti hadn’t set eyes on her since the first night she and Sophie had stayed at the ranch. 

Caleb apparently made his requests known, but how, she wasn’t sure. It might have been in person, but for all Marti knew, they texted each other.  

Finally, after having been there for almost a month, Marti’s curiosity got the best of her.  

“Caleb, why do I never see Hetti? Is she invisible?” 

He sat at the head of the rectangular table capable of seating twelve, but, with the leaves out, sat six comfortably. He laughed. “She’s completely visible, believe me. She just doesn’t like to be intrusive. Even though we’ve all told her that will never happen, she prefers it this way, so we leave it alone. I see her in the evening, usually before dinner, and give her the requests for the following day. If, by chance, I don’t see her, she usually prepares our favorite meals.” He leaned forward. “Don’t tell anyone, but sometimes I avoid her just so I can get my favorite meals the next day. Of course, she might decide to fix Bethany’s or, when he was here, Jamison’s favorites.” He frowned.  

She thought he hated thinking of Jamison. The thought apparently was enough to make the day a bad one. Marti reached over and placed a hand on top of Caleb’s. “It’s not your fault. Jamison had a good life here. He had absolutely no reason to get involved with the KT Cartel.” 

Marti’s phone rang. She had it sitting next to her plate on the table. She looked down at it and then back up at Caleb. “I don’t recognize the number. This could be Rocket.” She picked it up and swiped across the face. “Hello?” 

“A shipment is coming in tonight at eleven o’clock. It will be at the same warehouse where you were before.”  

The line went dead. 

She told Caleb what he’d said. “So, what do we do? Is the DEA ready to take them down for this one shipment? Or will they follow it and find out who the players are?” 

He shook his head and shrugged. “Those are good questions. I won’t know the answer to them until I talk to my boss.” 

“Then I guess you’d better get talking. I have to take Sophie to Vacation Bible school anyway.” 

“You probably shouldn’t.” 

“Caleb, we need to keep the kids’ lives as normal as possible. She’s been looking forward to this all year. Last year, we missed the cut-off, and it was full, so she couldn’t go.” 

“I understand, but you really think after getting that threatening note that she should go?” 

She chewed on her bottom lip. “We haven’t heard anything from anyone in two weeks. I would have thought they would do something by now, if they were going to.” 

“Perhaps, but you haven’t been to the house to see if they left you another note, either. I know I have security there, but things do get missed. Not often, but occasionally.” 

She pressed her tongue against her top lip and thought about the situation for a moment. Her stomach churned like she was trying to make butter. Why am I nervous about suggesting I go home for more clothes? Is it because I’ll find another note or because I won’t and then don’t have a plausible reason to stay? “I’ll go home and see what’s what. I need to get us more clothes anyway if we’re continuing to stay here. Sophie wants some of her favorite things and so do I.” She looked at Caleb. They hadn’t indulged in kissing or holding each other since that night three weeks ago. Marti admitted she missed it, missed kissing him, missed having him hold her. But they’d agreed they couldn’t do anything about their attraction right now. They would have to wait until the cartel had been taken down. Then, perhaps, they could revisit the situation. “Do you agree with that plan?” 

He furrowed his brows, and his arms were crossed over his chest. “I do, but I want to go. I don’t like the idea of you going alone when we already know they can access the house whenever they want. I want to make sure my people haven’t missed anything.” 

She sagged in her chair. Relief flowed through her. “Well, I won’t mind the company.” 

He smiled. “I’m glad to hear it. I’ll drive. We can leave when you’ve finished with breakfast.” 

Marti managed to eat her scrambled eggs and bacon, but the hash browns were just too much for her churning stomach to handle. “I’m done. Let’s go get this over with.” She stood and headed to her bedroom. “Let me get my purse.” 

Caleb nodded. “I’ll pull up out front. Will you need a lot of room for boxes and such?” 

“No, but I could use a large suitcase. Mine are pretty small.” 

“Sure, I’ll get one now.” 

He returned shortly with an enormous suitcase. 

“That’s perfect. Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome. Let’s go. I think we’ll take the Camaro this morning. It needs a drive. I take a different one every day, so they all stay in condition.” He started for the kitchen and the door to the garage. 

“I can’t imagine having a different car to drive nearly every day of the week.” 

“Cars are one of my hobbies. That’s why I have so many, and no two are alike.” 

She chuckled. “Well, I guess everyone must have a hobby. Does Bethany drive the cars?” 

“She does, though she usually takes the Ford F-350 truck. She’s often hauling stuff like hay for the horses and cows, both in the barn and in the pasture.” 

In the garage, Marti’s gaze found the Camaro immediately. It was a gorgeous midnight-blue with sparkles that resembled little stars. The entire car looked like a photo from the International Space Station. 

“It’s beautiful. One of these days, you’ll have to let me drive these.” She looked over at him. “But not today. I don’t want to dawdle with getting used to a new car.” 

“Thank you for that.” 

“Anytime.” She still had a big grin on her face as she pulled on her seatbelt.

They arrived at her rented house about thirty minutes later. 

Marti used her key to let them in. When she looked at the table, she spotted another note. 

You were warned. 

Her hands shook as she handed it to Caleb. “What does it mean? We haven’t done anything since that first stakeout.” 

Caleb furrowed his brows as he took the paper from her. “I don’t know. Maybe they found out about that. You haven’t been back here in two weeks, so there is no telling how long the note has been here.” 

Marti’s heart pounded, and she had a knot in her stomach as she put her arms around Caleb’s waist. “I’m scared.” 

He rubbed her back and then held her closer. “I’ve doubled security at the ranch. Don’t worry, you and Sophie are safe there.” 

She leaned back in his arms and looked up at him. “But are we? They said the ranch wasn’t as safe as we thought. Does that mean someone at the ranch has been in league with the cartel?” 

“All of my security team is vetted before I hire them. But I’ll check the backgrounds again of anyone hired in the last two months. I want to know if someone is living beyond their means.” 

She nodded. “Thank you. You can’t imagine how much being able to stay at the ranch means to me…and to Sophie. I’ve changed my mind about Vacation Bible School. Sophie will just have to miss it again this year. It’s just to dangerous for her to go.” 

“You’re welcome and I’m glad you’ve changed your mind about the bible school. Now go pack and let’s get back to the ranch.” 

“Right.” She let him take the empty suitcase into her bedroom. She quickly packed clothes for her and more for Sophie. The luggage was full. She was glad Caleb was with her because she wasn’t sure she could have put the bag into the car by herself. 

“Don’t panic yet.” Caleb grabbed the full piece of luggage and headed down the narrow staircase.

“I’m trying not to. It’s just after that latest message, I’m not sure what to expect. Sophie and Danny go back to school in two weeks. I need to take Sophie shopping for new clothes but at least we can order their supplies online. How can I take her to get new clothes and keep her safe?” 

“You’ll be okay in a large setting like that one.” 

“Caleb, we have to do something about this. I think I’ll just order her clothes online. I can return them after this is done.” Nausea threatened to overtake her resistance as she waved the note at him. “How can you protect me when I’m not at the ranch? I have to come home eventually. I can’t just live with you forever.” 

Caleb moved to stand in front of her, and then he took her into his arms. “We’ll figure something out. For now, we need to plan on getting to the warehouse early. I don’t want to get caught sneaking in.” 

“How early do you want to get there?” 

“By nine. That will give me plenty of time to set up the video camera.” 

She nodded against his chest. “Okay.” 

“I’d rather you didn’t go. It’ll be dangerous.” 

“I can shoot a gun. You also know if you don’t take me, I’ll go by myself.” 

“I know, but I don’t have to like it.” 

She looked up at him. “No, you don’t, but that is the way of things. Let’s go home. I mean to the ranch.” 

Caleb grinned. “Yes, let’s go home.” He grabbed the suitcase and carried it out as if it weighed nothing. 

Marti followed him, locking the door behind them, though she wondered what the point was. The cartel could get in whenever they wanted. She couldn’t ever come back here to live without at least changing all the locks and adding new deadbolts, too. 

As she followed Caleb, she couldn’t help but admire the cut of the man. His wide shoulders and narrow waist were delicious to look at. And the way his shirt stretched over his muscles when he put the suitcase into the car had her practically drooling.  

He turned toward her. “Ready?” 

“Uh, yeah, let’s go.”  

He walked around and opened her door. 

“Thank you.” She sat, glad she was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. She didn’t have to get in like a lady. 

He pulled out her seatbelt and handed it to her. “Anytime.” 

She was quiet on the way back to the ranch. Finally, as they approached the house, she voiced her fears. “I won’t ever be able to live in that house again, will I?” 

“No. It doesn’t matter what you do, they’ll get in. As long as the cartel is around, you can’t live in Bozeman. No place will be safe.” He pulled into the garage.

She leaned back against the seat. Her heart felt heavy. She closed her eyes and let out a sigh. When she opened them, she stared at Caleb. “But I can’t stay here forever. Does that mean I’ll have to leave Bozeman and Montana, altogether?” 

He wrinkled his forehead. “No. Why can’t you stay here?” 

“Because I don’t feel right imposing, and that’s what it would be. Staying for a few weeks, even a month, is one thing. Staying for months or years is another.” 

“It wouldn’t be if you marry me.” 

Her eyebrows shot up, and she widened her eyes. “Marry you?” 

He lifted his hand from the steering wheel and turned toward her. “Hear me out. It would solve both of our problems; you need a safe place to live, and I need a wife, and Danny needs a mother. Bethany’s good with him, and now with Sophie, but she always defers to me for discipline or permission. So, if I’m not here, Danny doesn’t get to do some things he would if I was here. I need someone who can be his mother in all ways. And I think you already love him. I’ve seen the way you look at the kids when they’re together and when they’re apart. Tell me I’m mistaken.” 

She shook her head and gazed into her lap. “You’re not wrong.” 

“And I think you have some feelings for me, too.” 

“I do.” 

“So, why not marry me? You might not love me yet, but I think we have a good shot at a happily-ever-after.” He reached over and used a finger to lift her chin and then he lowered his head and took her lips with his in a soul-searing kiss. 

Marti didn’t resist. She didn’t have it in her to be a hypocrite, saying one thing and then doing another. Her feelings for Caleb were much more intense than he realized. She wrapped her arms around his neck and took the kiss deeper.  

He kissed her back, pulling her toward him, but was foiled by the gearshift. He broke off and cursed under his breath. “We’re continuing this inside.” 

Marti sat back in her seat and caught her breath. Oh, yes, they would resume this, but not right now. “The kids are probably inside. We can’t continue this now, but I’d love to make a date for after they are in bed.” 

Caleb frowned and then smiled. “It’s a date.” 

“We only have until about eight-thirty before we have to leave for the warehouse, so how about after we return?” 

Caleb sighed. “We don’t have any choice about that, but we are going out tomorrow night. It’s time we showed our faces again at The Place. Besides, that little alcove gives us privacy we can’t get at home, and I intend to take advantage and kiss you to my heart’s content.” 

Marti giggled. “I can’t believe I did that. I never giggle, but I have to admit, I’m excited. I don’t have another dress to wear though. Do you think anyone will notice?” 

“Who cares? I love that dress. I can touch you, even if it is just your back. It’s so soft under my fingers.” 

Her cheeks flamed, and she smiled before unhooking her seatbelt.  

He was around the car faster than she could get her door open, and he opened it. Caleb pulled her to him and kissed her. 

Their mouths melded.  

Her arms went around his neck of their own accord, like they knew that was where they should be.  

She never wanted the kiss to end, but it had to, and she unwrapped her arms. “Caleb.” Her voice was a whisper. She couldn’t make it louder if she tried. 

“Marti.” He rested his forehead against hers. “What’ll we do about this…about us? And make no mistake there is an us.”  

She nodded and then rested her head against his chest. “I know.” She looked up at him. “I think we need to tell the kids and Bethany. I don’t want to hide. I don’t want to feel like we are doing something wrong when we’re not.” 

“I agree. What do you think about telling everyone at dinner tonight?” 

“I think that’s a good idea. The sooner, the better. Then, if we get caught kissing again, the only thing that will happen is the kids will tease us.” 

He chuckled. “So will Bethany.” 

“I guess we’ll just have to see what their reactions are, that we are actually starting a relationship.” 

“And if they’re bad?”

“We’ll figure it out.”


CHAPTER 8
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Dinner was hamburgers. Caleb grilled. He’d gone over the plan with Hetti that afternoon.

She’d made pasta salad, a green salad, fruit salad and a fruit tart to be served with ice cream, for dessert 

Bethany was happy because he grilled a chicken breast for her. She was trying to stay off beef for a couple of weeks to “clean out her system.” 

Marti thought that was strange, living on a cattle ranch, but who was she to judge? She and Sophie ate a lot of chicken because it was cheaper than beef. They’d eaten more beef in the past month than probably in the past year at the house.  

She couldn’t think of it as home any longer. Not after finding the threatening notes and no obvious signs of forced entry. Maybe her landlord was part of the cartel, or they’d forced him to give them a key. Or, perhaps they hadn’t needed a key. She didn’t know, and it only depressed her to speculate about it.  

Marti couldn’t be unhappy, though. If she hadn’t come to live at the ranch, she and Caleb might never have gotten together. And they were together. They were about to tell their family. 

About halfway through the meal, Caleb banged his spoon on his glass of iced tea. “Family, I need your attention.” 

When everyone had quieted and was looking at him expectantly, he smiled. “Marti and I wanted to let you know we have decided to see each other…to date, for now. But I fully expect something more to come from our liaison. If you have questions, now would be the time to ask them.” 

Bethany smiled and gave them a thumbs-up. “About time you two stopped pussyfooting around each other.” 

Sophie raised a hand. “Does that mean that Danny and I have to date, too?” 

Caleb laughed. 

Marti slapped his leg and shook her head. Then she turned to her daughter. “No, sweetie, that’s not what it means. This won’t affect the relationship you and Danny have. You’re best friends, and now Caleb and I are becoming more than best friends. At least, we hope we are. We’re going to find out, though. It means we’ll be going out on dates and spending more time together than we have before now. Do you understand?” 

Her daughter thought for a moment and then she nodded. “I think so. Someday, Caleb might be my daddy. Is that right?” 

Marti looked up at Caleb.  

He smiled at Sophie. “That’s exactly right. Your mommy and I want to see how much we like each other. That’s what dating is all about. If we find that we love each other, we might get married, and then you and Danny would be brother and sister. But that decision is sometime down the road.” 

Sophie grinned. “I’d like for Danny to be my brother.” 

“Me, too,” piped up Danny. “I want Sophie to be my sister. Then we can play all the time.” 

Marti chuckled. So much for worrying about what everyone would think. “I’d say we’re good, Caleb. Can’t get a better sign of approval than that.” 

He took her hand and kissed the top. “No, I’d say we can’t.” 

“Are you guys gonna be kissin’ and stuff all the time?” asked Danny. 

“’Course they are,” replied Sophie. “That’s what dating means. They get to kiss each other whenever they want.” She looked at her mom. “Boys can be so dumb sometimes.” 

Caleb grinned. 

Marti’s face heated, and she shook her head. “Believe me, sugar bear. They never outgrow it.” 

Caleb reached over and tickled Marti’s side. 

She giggled. “I wish you’d stop making me do that. I never used to giggle. It’s not a grownup thing to do.” 

His grin grew wider. “Apparently, it’s what you do. Are you not a grownup?” 

She narrowed her eyes. “Keep it up, mister. You’ll pay later.” 

Caleb’s eyes widened and then narrowed as he chuckled. “I’ll be waiting, darlin’.” 
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Caleb and Marti left at eight-thirty for the warehouse so they could set up. Caleb had some very sophisticated equipment he intended to use. 

She also saw him arm himself with two pistols. “Are you expecting them to give us trouble? Is that why you’re armed this time?”

“I don’t know. I like to be prepared.”

She scratched the side of her nose. “I guess that makes sense. At least if we are discovered we can protect ourselves.” 

They didn’t take the Yukon again or Marti’s mustang because either could attract too much attention in a neighborhood like they were going to. The best option was Bethany’s old truck. If it was seen in the neighborhood, it wouldn’t attract attention. The only problem would be if his brother were involved in the exchange of money for drugs. He might recognize the truck.  

Caleb hoped Jamison had been gone for so long that he wouldn’t remember what her truck looked like. If he remembered, it was likely the game, and the mission, would be over. 

Once they arrived at the warehouse district, Caleb pulled up in front of the old warehouse across from the exchange point. He left Marti with all the equipment and went to park about two blocks away. 

She appreciated he didn’t want to hump all the equipment from the truck to the building they would be in tonight. The warehouse was open, Caleb had made sure before he left.  

Marti began moving the equipment inside, away from any prying eyes. 

By the time Caleb returned, she’d moved most of the recording equipment inside. Some of his video equipment was all that was left, and she’d just put the camera on her shoulder when he arrived. 

“Here, let me take that.” He lifted the strap for the video camera from where it lay across her body.  

“I’ve got this.” She pulled the strap from his grasp. “You get the rest of it. It’s too heavy for me. I don’t know what you’ve got in there, but it weighs a ton.” 

“This is sound equipment so we can hear and record what they are saying. Perhaps some voices will be recognizable, and we can put faces with the voices and know who is saying what and who is really behind all of this.” 

She turned to look at him. “Aren’t you afraid it’s Jamison?” 

He clenched his jaw before he spoke. “No.” 

“But—” 

He took a deep breath and clenched his fists. “If it is, he’ll be dealt with just like everyone else. If he’s doing this, poisoning our kids, then he needs to pay for it. I have no sympathy for him. He was given everything. He had a good life, a life most people envied, and he threw it away.” 

Marti heard the bitterness but didn’t know how to fix it. “He did, but there is nothing you can do for him now. He’s made his bed, now he must lie in it, as my mother used to say.” 

“I know, but I can’t help but think I did something wrong.” 

“Caleb.” She placed a hand on his right arm. “Look at me.” 

He turned toward her.  

“You didn’t raise Jamison. He was a grown man when your parents passed. And nothing your parents did made him choose this path. Greed made him choose this path or perhaps power. I can’t figure out how he became head of the Bozeman branch of the cartel in so little time. He must have brought something to the table.” 

“I can’t imagine⁠—” 

Her grip tightened on his arm. “What? What can’t you imagine? Or maybe what can you imagine?” 

He pulled his arm free and turned away from her. Then he pulled the door open and motioned for her to enter before him. “What if he’s bringing the drugs in across our property? We own a lot of land, and we don’t have the personnel, nor do I want them, to keep track of every square inch. I’ve done my best to treat the land well and keep it healthy. We rotate the herd and don’t let them take all the grass in any one area. We do the same with the horses. But in places, the land abuts the highway. It would be easy enough to take the drugs over my land and avoid the law in and around Bozeman.” 

“Let’s get this equipment set up on the second floor.” He picked up the box with the sound equipment.

“I’m following you.” 

He shook his head. “No, I’m following you. I don’t want you falling down the stairs.” 

She looked up at him. “So, we’ll both go? Who’s going to rescue us if that happens?” 

Caleb stilled. “If that happens, we probably won’t need rescuing.” 

Marti thought about it a moment and then her eyes widened, and she swallowed hard. “Then I guess I better take great care, so we get to go home…alive.” 

“That would be preferable.” 

When she reached the top of the stairs, she headed over to where she’d put the rest of the equipment. It was the same window they’d used last time to overlook the warehouse across the street.

“Through my research into the money laundering, I know you do very well ranching and you’re the CEO of Malone Tech, Inc., but I couldn’t find out much about what that company does.” 

Caleb began setting up the equipment. “The ranch pays for itself and more. I don’t dip into my other income for the ranch operations. The tech company supposedly does toy manufacturing and that is what I used to do for the most part. That was originally how I started to make money. But now I make chips for military guidance systems. I still make some toys to keep up the façade but that’s not where we make our profit.” 

Marti set up the tripods for the video camera and sound equipment. That was about all she could do since she wasn’t familiar with Caleb’s equipment. “Those are fairly diverse businesses. How did one develop into the other?” 

He worked quickly while he talked. “The toys we build are basically robots. They use highly sophisticated chips. When the government got ahold of them, they decided mine would work in their guidance systems better than what they were using and got in touch with me. The business took off from there.” 

“Wow, a case of finally getting paid for your knowledge. That kind of thing doesn’t happen all that often. Sometimes the government comes in and takes what they want and doesn’t give you squat, you know—eminent domain.” 

Caleb laughed and then shushed himself. “You have quite the imagination.” 

“It’s not imagination, Caleb, I did an investigative piece on instances of eminent domain by the state, for highways and such. They paid the landowner nowhere near the real value of the property. Often, they paid what the Assessor’s Office had levied. We both know those figures have very little to do with reality.” She fisted her hands and turned away. 

“I’m sorry.” He placed a hand on her shoulder and turned her back. “I didn’t realize, but I should have. You put a lot of research into your opinions and don’t take anything lightly.” 

Marti closed her eyes for a minute to get control of herself. “It’s just the way the state used eminent domain ruined lives. It took land that might have been in the family for five generations, and sometimes more. They killed people’s dreams and didn’t even pay them enough to start over somewhere else.” 

Caleb wrapped her in his arms. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” 

“I hoped I could educate the public about the practice, but the publisher buried my article at the back of the fashion week section. People read that section to find out what the latest “It” girl is wearing, or hyping, or selling. It’s ridiculous.” 

“It sounds like it. Hopefully, there are more people who realize that it’s for show and not for real.” 

Marti realized she was going on about things that weren’t important, but she was nervous. This was a dangerous operation. What if we’re caught? “There are, but they aren’t very vocal, unlike the other group.” 

For his part, Caleb seemed to ignore her and let her talk.

“Caleb? I told you that I can shoot a gun; Why don’t you provide me with one?”

He shook his head. “I don’t want you to be a target.” 

“If they are shooting at us, I’m already a target,” she reasoned. 

Caleb sighed. “You’re right. Here.” He pulled a Glock from the back of his waistband and handed it to her. 

Marti took it, checked the load, and made sure a bullet was in the chamber, ready to go. Then she put the safety on, so she wouldn’t accidentally shoot herself. 

“You really do know firearms.” 

“I told you my dad taught me, at least I think I told you. Maybe I didn’t.” 

He cocked an eyebrow. “I think I would remember something like that about my new girlfriend.” 

She felt a brief flutter at the term. Marti had been no one’s girlfriend for many years. “I love it when you say things like that. I want to go to Bozeman tomorrow. I need to get new clothes for Sophie and as I told you I wanted a new dress for tomorrow night.” 

He worked on setting up his equipment. “What’s the matter with the black one? I like it. I like touching your back when we dance.” 

She loved he liked her choice of a dress and how it looked on her body. “People have already seen me in the black one. I can’t wear it again for a couple of weeks…at least. But I have a red one that I brought with me…just in case. I can wear it. I don’t need a new one.” 

Caleb shook his head and threw up his arms. “I give up. There’s no understanding women.” 

Marti chuckled. “I just wanted you to know what my plans are for tomorrow. Sophie and I will hit the Gallatin Valley Mall. We find what we need there.” 

“Danny and I will go with you. He needs clothes as well. I have to admit, I’m glad we’re ordering the supplies online. I can’t imagine the tons of people at Walmart right now. I’m really glad not to have to go there.” 

“We’ll head out about nine-thirty. The mall should be opening when we arrive.” 

“Perfect.” She looked out the window as she set up the voice recorder. When she was done, all the equipment she handled was in place. She sat on the floor, cross-legged. 

Caleb finished setting up the video equipment and then sat next to her to wait. “Tell me more about you. What makes Marti Parker tick?” 

“First, you should know that I love my job. I won’t be sidetracked by anyone but Sophie. My ex-husband couldn’t understand that. He was a doctor and thought I should be the quiet little housewife with no life but serving him. He was stuck in the fifties. 

“After Sophie arrived, I slowed down on the reporting assignments. I had a baby to care for and couldn’t worry about what my husband thought. Well, he apparently thought I didn’t spend enough time with him and too much with Sophie. He found a cute, young nurse to console him. One of my friends worked in the hospital and told me. Anyway, I found out what was happening when I thought he was working late and in staff meetings. He was visiting this little Sheryl person at her apartment. They even were discovered in the doctors’ lounge and in his office. I think he wanted me to find out because he was too much of a coward to ask for a divorce. He didn’t even want partial custody of Sophie and didn’t protest when I moved from Denver to Bozeman. So, you have my background. Now, tell me the rest of yours, if it’s not too painful.” 

“I told you about Sarah’s cancer. She treated it aggressively. Chemo and radiation after a double mastectomy, but it was too late. I discovered breast cancer responds very well to treatment if found early, but we didn’t. At least I thought we didn’t, then she told me she had found a lump, but she thought it was an enlarged milk gland. It wasn’t. Danny was almost two-years old, and I was alone with him. I wasn’t wealthy then. The company had just started to take off, and I had to put in a lot of time there. I took him with me as much as possible. Then, as the company grew and I could put money toward it, I started a daycare at the company, and it was very popular. Apparently, a lot of my employees enjoyed having their kids nearby. And the price was probably half of what they would have paid elsewhere because I picked up most of the teachers’ salaries. Being at the company no rent, or taxes, or utilities were extra. The employees, especially our nursing mothers loved having their babies close. I put a nursing lounge in the daycare center with several overstuffed armchairs and a couple of couches with lots of pillows. I tried to make it as comfortable as possible. Also established was a lounge for fathers of bottle-fed infants. Danny was eating a lot of solid adult foods but still wanted his bottle before bed. I probably shouldn’t have indulged him, but it felt like the right thing to do, at the time.” 

“I don’t think anything is wrong with the way you handled the situation. Danny was probably missing his mommy, though he couldn’t articulate that.” 

Caleb ran a hand through his hair. “You’re the first person I’ve talked to about Sarah. My parents tried to help, but I wouldn’t let them very often. I was a helicopter father. I wanted to be the one who provided him with everything. They could be the doting grandparents. They eventually fell into that reality and started to ask for him on some weekends but not every one like they did before. And Bethany was great. She moved in with us and took care of all the housework, as well as watching Danny during the times the daycare wasn’t open…like weekends…which I worked a lot of while getting the business off the ground. Once it really started to build momentum, I had more time. I hired the best people, and they pretty much run the company. I retained controlling interest with fifty-five percent of the stock. My parents had five percent, which I got back when they died. Bethany has five percent and until recently, so did Jamison. I took his stock back, so now I guess I have sixty-five percent. In any case, I always will keep the largest percentage. I added to the ranch a little at a time until I got the government contract. Then I purchased the largest acreage I could get adjacent to the land I already had. That’s how I ended up with three-hundred-and-sixty thousand acres. I run a thousand head of cattle and about one-hundred horses there. We rotate them into different parts of the grazing land. That’s why we didn’t see any animals when we went on our trail ride. Bethany could give you an exact count of the horses. That’s her domain.” 

“I feel there’s so much more to say to each other, but I⁠—” 

Caleb put two fingers to his lips. “Shh. They’re here.”


CHAPTER 9
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Marti got up and looked out the window. “It looks like the same people, plus a few others.” She whispered, so she didn’t blow the audio away when it was played back. 

Caleb looked through the camera lens and then he growled. 

Marti was sure he’d seen his brother and wasn’t happy. This had to be the most difficult thing for him. She couldn’t even imagine if she’d seen her brother Luke here. She’d want to do everything in her power to save him, even if it was from himself. 

She touched Caleb’s arm. “Are you okay?” 

“Fine,” he shot back. 

“Okay, we’ll talk later.” 

He nodded but didn’t say anything. 

Looking out again, she saw a truck resembling those old army trucks soldiers would pour out of in the movies. It drove right into the warehouse across the street. 

Caleb cursed. “We’ll never see what’s inside or hear them if they all go in like they did last time.” 

“What should we do?” 

“I have to figure out a way to get into that warehouse without being seen.” 

“Or heard.” She knew what he wanted to do was exceedingly dangerous, her heart pounded as her blood raced through her. She pointed to the side of the building. “Look, there is an old fire escape. Could you use that?” 

“I could kiss you. That will be perfect. You’ll have to stay here and be very quiet. No matter what happens to me. Don’t engage unless you have no choice. Got it?” 

“Yes, sir, boss.” 

He took her by the front of the shirt, pulled her to him, and pressed his lips to hers in a soft kiss.  

She deepened it, wrapping her arms around his neck, and her body pressed flush with his. Marti had never felt like this before. Not even with Vance, and she’d married him. But she’d known almost from the beginning that the marriage was a mistake. She was determined to make it work. It was in her DNA. Her parents, both sets of grandparents, her sister and her brothers, all were in long-term marriages. She was the only one who was a failure. But not this time. She was falling hard for Caleb.  

He made her feel things she’d never felt before. Her heart was pounding so hard she was sure he could hear it.  

Caleb never pulled away. He stayed right there with her, holding her and tilting her head to take the kiss deeper than before. 

Marti eased her arms from around his neck and slid them down to his chest. Then she pushed gently. “We can’t do this now.” She pointed a shaky finger at the camera screen. “They are coming toward us.” 

He grabbed her hand. “We have to move. Let’s go.” He hurried to the fire escape on this building. It was on the right side of the building, just as the other was. He pulled Marti along.

All she could do was jog to keep up.  

When they reached the window, he opened it and quickly climbed out, then he helped her before they both scrambled up the stairs to the roof.  

There they waited. Not moving. Not breathing. 

“So far they haven’t found the equipment,” Caleb whispered. 

“How do you know?” 

“This place would be swarming with cops right now if that happened.” 

“How would the cops know?” 

“I set an alarm, but we need to get the police out here now anyway. If this shipment gets to the street—I don’t even want to think about that.” He reached into his back pants pocket and pulled out his phone.  

After a moment, someone apparently answered.  

“Malone here. The merchandise is on site. Come in now. Now!” He swiped the phone off. “They’re on their way. Time for us to go back down. Be ready for anything.” 

“I didn’t hear anyone leave.” 

“At this point, it doesn’t matter. We have to go back inside.” 

He walked to the fire escape and climbed down to the second-story window.  He climbed through and waited a moment, then helped Marti in through the opening. 

They walked across the floor to their equipment. 

It appeared to be untouched. 

As Caleb began packing up, someone started clapping. 

“Very good. Both of you.” 

Marti’s pulse raced, and she shook as she stayed behind Caleb and felt him tense. 

“Jamison.” 

Marti peered around Caleb and stared at the man who was his brother. Jamison’s hair was lighter, but they were about the same height. Caleb was more muscular. Jamison looked thin. His face was more angular and he appeared evil looking to her. His upper lip was curled into a sneer despite his apparent amusement.

“Hello, big brother. And who is your little friend? Let me guess, Marti Parker. I don’t know what she’s doing here, or why she decided to turn to you, but it doesn’t matter now. Neither one of you will leave here alive. So sorry, Caleb. I’ll just have to go back and raise Danny myself.” Jamison raised his pistol. 

Marti widened her eyes and opened her mouth to scream.

Caleb dropped to the floor, pulling Marti with him. 

Suddenly, boots pounded up the stairs. 

Jamison turned toward the sound and lowered his weapon before quickly running past them, heading to the back of the warehouse.  

How would they ever catch him now?

Caleb stood and helped Marti to her feet. 

She was shaking. 

He opened his arms wide. “Come here.” 

“He would have killed us both. He’s your brother. How could he even think that? You’re his brother.” She was still shaking and burrowed into Caleb as she registered his warmth. 

“Sometimes, to people like Jamison, money and power are more important than family.” 

Marti heard a defeated note in his voice. “I don’t understand that reasoning. It’s completely warped.” 

“It is.” He rubbed her back, up and down, and then in small circles.  

She found it comforting and relaxed. 

The quiet moment was snatched away when a tall, redheaded woman barreled over. 

“What do you have for me, Malone?” 

“Not sure yet. I haven’t had a chance to look at the video.” 

“Fine. Let me know as soon as you do.” 

“Will do, Renee.”

She walked away and headed toward the rest of her team.  

“Is she your boss?” The woman didn’t seem old enough to be in charge of the office Caleb was assigned out of. 

He shrugged. “She is. She is the head of the Billings office, which oversees all the other offices in the state. After Billings, the Bozeman office is the largest.”

“Why didn’t you tell her about Jamison threatening to kill us?”

“I don’t want agents going off half-cocked after him for threatening one of our own. It might not happen…probably wouldn’t happen…but I’m not willing to take the chance. I want to bring him in alive.” 

She held her hand up palm out. “So, what do we do now?” 

“Pack up and head back to the ranch.” 

“Do you think this is the end of it? Is your mission over now?” 

He shook his head. “Not by a long shot.” 

She let out a sigh, fatigue nearly overwhelming her. Marti knew it was just the aftereffects of all the differing emotions she’d gone through tonight, most of which was fear. Her body was trying to right itself and needed rest, or at least a moment or two of normalcy, to do that. “Well, if it’s not complete and we know that at least one principal got away, your brother, I’ll continue to get tips from Rocket. He seems to be as interested in taking down the cartel as we are, though I don’t know anything about him or his background.” 

He wrinkled his forehead and clenched his teeth, before huffing out a breath. “It would help if we knew more about him. It might be easier to trust him.” 

“Not for me. Maybe if his tips hadn’t all panned out, I would agree, but I have no desire to invade his privacy as long as he’s giving me good information.” She paused and then cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t think you should, either.” 

“I can’t promise Renee won’t want to find out more about him. But I’ll try to honor your wishes.” 

“Thank you. That’s all I ask.” She looked around and saw that they were alone. Apparently, everyone else had other things to do. Marti reached up and hooked a hand behind Caleb’s neck, then she brought his head down and slammed her lips against his, giving him a hard kiss.  

He took control of the kiss, angling her head just so, then cupping the back of her head and anchoring her there. He pressed his tongue against her lips and then tasted her when she opened. 

She smiled as he kissed her with passion, like she’d never known. Marti couldn’t wait until they could kiss all they wanted in bed and then explore each other and the undeniable heat that passed between them. 

“Let’s get this stuff packed up and get home. I can’t wait to have you in my arms again and keep you there.” 

She grinned. “I feel the same.” 

They packed all the equipment and trudged the two blocks to Bethany’s dually pickup. After everything was in the backseat, Caleb helped Marti into the passenger seat, and then he hurried around the front of the truck, got inside, buckled up, and turned the key.  

Thirty minutes later, they were in the garage at the ranch.  

Marti hurried out of the truck and was waiting for Caleb when he came around. Before she could change her mind, she pulled his head down and crushed her lips against his. Though he was surprised, his lips softened, and she felt him smile.

He pulled her close and kissed her back. 

When she finally backed away, she smiled up at him while she caught her breath. 

“What brought that on?” he asked, as breathless as she was. 

“I didn’t want the night to end without you knowing how I feel. Without you knowing how much I care for you.” 

“Marti, I…I care for you, too.” He gave her a squeeze and then let her go. 

He’s holding something back, but what?  
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When they headed to their rooms, Marti was upset. She understood Caleb might not be ready for a new relationship, and maybe this one was more for show than not, but she didn’t really want to believe that. They’d told their families. She felt she and Caleb had a genuine connection, but now she also felt fear.  

Marti knew she was a little afraid. She hadn’t had an actual relationship with a man since she and Vance split up and she’d moved to Montana. Was she rushing things with Caleb? Maybe they should slow down. Maybe she should slow down.  

Caleb walked her to her room. “I’m sorry about tonight. Seeing Jamison threw me. Even though I know he’s involved, I didn’t want to believe it was true.” 

They stopped in front of her bedroom door.  

He started to turn away. 

“Don’t.” 

He lifted his shoulders. “What?” 

She tilted her head and furrowed her brows. “You know what. Don’t walk away like this. We have things to discuss, that’s true, but shoving them totally away is so wrong. We need to be here for each other. A relationship won’t work if we fold after the first disagreement, though I don’t know that this qualifies as a disagreement.” 

He furrowed his brows and lifted his hands palms up. “I don’t know what you want me to say.” 

“That we aren’t giving up, that you still want to see me and my new red dress.” 

He grinned. “You haven’t even gone shopping yet. How do you know you’ll have a red dress for tomorrow night?” 

Keeping her eyes lowered, she pushed out her bottom lip and looked up at him through her lashes. “I decided I don’t need to go shopping and brought my red dress with me, but you’re not going to see it if we’re breaking up over one disagreement.” 

He stepped forward, wrapped his arms around her waist, and pulled her close. “Honey, we aren’t breaking up. We’re having a disagreement. We’ll work it out. I want this to work, but I can’t promise certain things right this minute. I can’t say I love you, because I don’t, but I like you a lot.” 

“I like you a lot too. But I don’t love you, either.” She knew the second the words came out of her mouth they were a lie.

“Good, at least we agree on that point. For now, we need to get some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day. We need to look at the video. I want to see what we got, and I want you to watch it, too. You might see things that I don’t or see them differently than I do because of your perspective.” 

“But, except for Jamison, didn’t they arrest most of the cartel members?” 

“No. From what I saw we only got low-level members. The head of the cartel wouldn’t bother himself with the day-to-day operations of supply and demand. That’s what he has people like Jamison for. He might be the head of the Bozeman operations, though I still can’t figure that one out, but he reports to someone else…the head of the Montana cartel. Who answers to the Western United States head, and so forth.” 

Her shoulders sagged. “I thought we’d stopped them. That they were done in Bozeman.” 

“If only it was that easy. I fully expect to start finding bodies because of this fiasco. The cartel lost a lot of product tonight, and that won’t make anyone happy.” 

A shiver when up her spine at the thought of dead bodies. That could have been her and Caleb’s fate if Renee had been just a little slower about coming into the warehouse. “Will they kill Jamison? Is his one of the bodies you expect to find?” 

He dropped his gaze to hers. “It is. I won’t lie to you. That might be the best way for him right now. It’s death here or death in prison. Those are his only choices. Though he might think death by cop is an option, it’s not. I won’t let my officers get involved in something like that. And, if he thinks I will do him that favor, he’s got another think coming.” 

“You don’t really believe that do you?” 

Caleb was silent. 

Marti’s mouth dropped open. “You do. You believe your brother is mentally unbalanced enough to take his own life. But the man I saw tonight wasn’t unbalanced at all. Instead, he was determined. If he can convince the powers-that-be to give him another chance, he knows it will be the last. 

“That will make him desperate. Desperate people make mistakes. He’ll make them, more than one, and you can arrest him after one of those errors in judgment.” 

Caleb’s shoulders were stiff and his back straight, like someone had shoved a steel rod down it. “I hope you’re right. As angry as I am, he’s my brother, and though I can’t love him, knowing what he’s done, I don’t want to see him dead in a ditch, somewhere.” 

Marti leaned a cheek against his chest. She listened to his strong heartbeat. “And you won’t. I believe he’ll get that chance with the higher-ups. I also believe when he can’t deliver, he’ll most likely lose his life. They’ll order someone else to takeover. Someone who can deliver.” 

Caleb closed his eyes.

Pain was etched on his face.

He opened them, and determination took over. “I know but it still hurts he has strayed so far. I feel like it’s my fault for not getting to him before this happened.” 

She hugged him tightly. “Caleb.” Marti leaned back enough to see his face. “You listen to me. None of this is your fault. Jamison had the best of everything. You gave that to him, and it wasn’t enough. That’s on him. You don’t see Bethany complaining or finding somewhere else to go. She’s loyal and she’s happy, doing what she loves to do. Working with horses and with kids. I’m convinced she’s the reason Sophie took to riding like she did. I never thought she’d get that good so soon.” 

Caleb placed a soft kiss on her forehead and then one on her lips. “We need to get to bed so we can watch that video. I’d like to do it before breakfast, but the kids get up so darn early, it will have to be after.” 

“That’s fine, we’ll get more sleep. Sophie knows not to wake me before seven o’clock. If Danny tries to get you before just tell him he can’t wake you before Sophie gets me.” 

Caleb chuckled. “I don’t think he’ll let me go back to sleep.” 

She understood that Caleb would have trouble trying to force Danny into new habits, but he had to learn, especially if she and Caleb were seriously talking about marriage. They couldn’t have one set of rules for Sophie and one for Danny. “Then he needs to learn.” 

Caleb ran a hand behind his neck. “We’ve been doing this for so long, it feels wrong somehow.” 

She reached up and cupped his cheek. “It’s not wrong for him to have boundaries. You’ll see, he’ll like it. He’ll understand in no time. Sophie will help him. Trust me.” 

“That’s the problem I do trust you.” He wrapped her in his arms and kissed her again, this time lingering and exploring. 

She kissed him back with all the passion in her heart. She was falling in love, oh who was she kidding? She was in love with her boyfriend, Caleb Malone, and she wasn’t sure he was ready for that. She’d make sure they kept going slow…for him. She already knew what she felt, but Caleb needed to catch up. She wasn’t about to sleep with him until she knew how he felt. She had to know this was a two-sided relationship. Not just her.

Pulling back, she ran her fingers down along his jaw. “Good night, Caleb. I’ll see you in the morning.” She kissed an index finger and touched his lips, then stepped back, turned, and opened the door to her bedroom, closing it softly behind her. 

She stood there for a moment and went over everything in her mind, wondering if she’d done the right thing. She really shouldn’t interfere with how he raised Danny. He was Caleb’s son, and he could raise him how he wanted, but she knew down deep, Danny wanted structure; he needed it. He would become a better man for it and not take the path Jamison did. 

Only two reasons she could think of for Jamison to have gotten involved with the cartel—greed and power. What he had wasn’t enough. He wanted everything—Caleb’s money, his businesses and maybe his family, too.

She was as sure of that as she was her own name. Now, if she could just get Caleb to see it and know that nothing Jamison does is Caleb’s fault. But could she or would he always blame himself?


CHAPTER 10
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The next day after breakfast, while the kids had their riding lessons, Marti joined Caleb in his office.  

She liked this room. She could understand why he spent a lot of his time here. She wouldn’t want to leave either. He’d taken one of the dark leather Queen Anne chairs from in front of the desk and placed it next to his office chair.

He sat at his desk, where he put the tiny flash drive into a holder and inserted it into his computer.  

The picture was fairly clear, and Marti noted the time when Jamison entered the scene. He was there a full ten minutes before the shipment arrived.  

She still couldn’t see what happened in the warehouse, but she saw everyone, and everything arrive.  

Then the chaos broke out because the cartel goons entered the warehouse where she and Caleb were.  

The only sound they heard was Jamison’s voice when he was shouting orders. They knew, without a doubt, he was in charge. 

The equipment continued to record everything until Jamison fled and Renee entered. Then Caleb had turned the recording off.  

Marti turned toward Caleb. She felt bad for him and knew this whole situation was exceptionally hard on him. “I recognize the same men as last time, but the only one who speaks is Jamison.” 

Caleb sat with his back hunched, his elbows on the desk and his hands holding his head. “I know. It doesn’t look good for him.” 

She ran her knuckles up and down his back, a move she hoped would help him relax. “I wonder what he’ll say when he’s caught. And I know you’ll be the one to find him and bring him in.” 

“Why do you think it will be me?” 

“Because you know him the best and can think like him when it comes to hiding. And, above all, you want to make sure he doesn’t die.” 

Caleb sighed. “You’re right. I don’t want him to die. It will have to be me who brings him in.” 

“Let’s not think about this anymore. I know you need to take that video to the office in Bozeman, and I’d like to watch Sophie ride. She kept trying to explain to me what Bethany was having them do today, but I didn’t understand it, so I think I need to go see them. And I just need to spend more time with Sophie. I can’t let my job interfere with raising her. I have to be here for her as often as I can, just as you need to be with Danny. I also have to find time to write my story. It doesn’t have an ending yet, but I must get down what I have so far.” 

Caleb’s chin shot up. “Are you saying I don’t spend enough time with my son?” 

“No, I’m not saying that at all.” She placed a hand on his closest arm. “Calm down. I know you spend as much time with Danny as you possibly can, just as I do with Sophie, but we can’t always be there for them as often as we want to be. It’s just the nature of our careers. That’s all I am saying.” 

Caleb ran a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. I’m a little touchy where Danny is concerned. I think I feel more than a little guilty that I haven’t been with him as much as I would like. Jamison used to spend a lot of time with him, and now Bethany takes up the slack.” 

“And that is what makes you feel guilty. Danny is not being harmed by learning things from Bethany rather than you. He’s learning, and that’s great, regardless of who teaches him.” 

“Would you be saying that if it was Sophie?” 

“I wish I had someone like Bethany who would teach Sophie. Instead, I have day care and babysitters who don’t know⁠—” 

Marti’s phone rang.

She looked down at it and then at Caleb. “Unknown Caller. This could be Rocket.” 

“Hello? This is Marti Parker.” 

Rocket’s voice was distorted, as usual. “Looks like you took care of some of the junk coming in. There’s another shipment arriving tonight.” 

She scoffed. “They can’t use the warehouse any longer. Where are they going to meet?” 

Rocket laughed. “Southwest corner of the Malone ranch. There’s a new building there. Your man built a barn. They’re using it beforehand for the shipments. The plan is to do everything there and not go into Bozeman at all. Give him the message.” 

The line went dead. 

Marti told Caleb what was said. Ice filled her veins. The drug operation was on the ranch now. What did that mean for their safety?

“So, they’ve been watching you and know about us. More importantly no one other than the ranch employees and family knew about the new barn. Jamison had to be the person to tell them and to arrange for the drugs to be exchanged there. I’m just surprised they haven’t used it before now.” 

“Maybe they did it the way it’s always been done. After the raid they had to find someplace else fast. Jamison would have offered the use of the barn. Caleb, are we still safe being here? They are using the ranch.” Her voice ended with a sob. “Should we still go to The Place tonight? We already know they’re watching us.” 

“Here, now. Don’t cry.” He opened his arms.

She walked into them, rested her head against his chest, and held on to him.

“Yes, we’re still safe. That part of the ranch is miles from here. And the security here at the house is substantial and twenty-four hours a day. I’ll have my team stake out the barn. I don’t want that stuff to be on the street. And yes, I still want to go to The Place. I want to know if Jamison will be there himself.” Then he smiled. “Besides, I want to hold you in my arms and see the red dress you brought for the occasion.” 

Marti’s cheeks burned. She wanted to show him the red dress as much or more than he wanted to see it. And she was eager to go dancing, whether or not undercover. She was determined to enjoy herself as long as he had someone watching the barn, they would do their part and try to draw out Jamison.

She sniffled. “What time should I be ready?” 

He smiled. “How about eight? Then we can have dinner before we bust our moves on the dance floor.” 

Marti giggled. “Bust our moves? That saying hasn’t been popular since you were born.” 

“I’ll have you know I was born after it was popular. I’m only thirty-six. How old are you?” 

“You’re an old man compared to me. I’m twenty-seven.” 

“You would still have been in college when Sophie was born.” 

She shook her head. “I was working, and Vance was going to school. I put that jerk through school, and how did he repay me? By cheating on me with every young nurse or intern who came through.” 

Caleb ran a knuckle down her cheek and then cupped her face. “You’re so much better off than if you’d stayed with him. I wouldn’t have met you then, and I’m very, very glad I met you.” He gave her a soft kiss on the side of her mouth, then moved her hair and kissed her behind the ear before moving to her neck.  

She shivered, thrilled with what he was doing. She leaned her head to the other side and gave him better access. After getting kisses up and down her neck, Marti moaned and pulled away. “As much as I’d like to continue this, you better get going and take that video to Renee.” She stood. “Have you thought about making a copy? You could search for clues about Jamison without a deadline if you did.” 

“Already thought of that and made a copy for the very reason you mentioned. I can’t believe there’s not a clue about where Jamison went. He had to have left something of himself, something that I can recognize and follow.” 

“He’s been gone for almost a year. He must be living near there. Except, an expensive SUV like he arrived in would stand out like a sore thumb in that neighborhood.” 

“True but remember they’re building lofts on the west end of that area, and they are going for some outrageous sums. He could very well live there but not under his own name, of course.” 

“I’ll check them out. In the meantime, I need to go to Bozeman. Do you want to come, or are you going to watch Sophie ride?” 

“Actually, I have to write up what we’ve gotten so far. It’s not much, but I’ll see how far I get. I also want to watch Sophie and Danny this morning and then play in the pool a little later. I hope you can be back by then.” She looked down and then gave him a small smile. “I hope you’re back for the pool. I do love seeing you without a shirt.” 

Caleb laughed. “Not nearly as much as I like seeing you in that white halter top swimsuit of yours.” 

Marti’s cheeks flamed, and she cast her eyes down before returning to look him in the eyes. “Looks like we are both looking forward to the pool this afternoon.” 

“I guess we are.” Caleb’s voice deepened.

“If we’re going to make that happen, we should get to work now.” She stepped back and headed for the door. “See you for lunch?” 

“I’ll be here.” 

Marti left, visions of another sort of pool party in her head. One in the night, with only two people and maybe some wine, soft music, and each other. 
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After she got her laptop from her room, Marti set it up on the dining room table. Since this room was rarely used, she didn’t think she’d be in anyone’s way. Once she had the computer on and ready to go, she closed it. She couldn’t focus until she made sure the kids were all right. Even though Bethany was with them she wanted to see for herself. and headed out to the barn to watch the kids. 

Bethany was working in the corral with the children. She had them loping around the circle while she stood in the middle.  

Marti was even more amazed by Sophie’s progress than she was on their ride to the fishing hole. Her little girl looked completely at ease atop the beautiful palomino mare. 

Danny rode the same black mare he had on their excursion. That boy was good, and he was urging Sophie on. He was so willing to share and encourage, even at his young age. She supposed she had Bethany to thank for that, but she couldn’t help but think Caleb was a good example for his son. 

Bethany opened the gate to the pasture, and the kids took off. She mounted her own horse and galloped after them. 

Marti took that as her signal to get to work on her story. As she walked back to the house, she worked on the angle of the story and exploring what she could reveal and what she couldn’t. She wouldn’t name Caleb in any of it. Deciding that she would only write it as if she were there by herself, she had a good idea by the time she sat in front of the laptop. 
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The sun was still climbing at about ten o’clock in the morning as Caleb walked into the Bozeman office. He greeted Lori and went directly to the conference room. Renee was there with Leo and Bart. 

“So, what was on the video?” asked Renee. 

Caleb took a deep breath and told her the unhappy news. He hated having to admit defeat. Though it was a temporary feeling. “Not much. We saw the shipment arrive and enter the warehouse. Then the men followed the shipment in and closed the warehouse door. Then the raid went down. The head of the local organization escaped…my brother, Jamison Malone. He found Marti and me and was going to kill us until he heard Renee arrive. Then he ran out of the warehouse through a window and down the fire escape. I didn’t follow because I had a civilian with me.” 

“Are you sure you didn’t just let him escape?” sneered Bart. 

Caleb refused to be baited. “I didn’t let him escape. Brother or not, he was about to kill me. I don’t take kindly to that. You can be sure I’ll find him and bring him in to receive justice.” 

“Yeah, right,” grumbled Bart. “We’ll see about that won’t we?” 

“That’s enough, Bart.” Renee narrowed her eyes and furrowed her brows. “I don’t want you to say another word.” 

“But—” 

Renee pointed at Bart. “Not another word or you’ll leave this meeting, now.”  

Bart nodded and then his gaze shot daggers at Caleb for the rest of the meeting. 

Leo finally spoke. “Caleb. I hate to say it, but are you sure you’re the best one to be searching for your brother?” 

“I am, because I won’t kill him on sight. I’m afraid someone like Bart would…without remorse.” 

Renee frowned. “It’s a good thing Bart isn’t a field agent.” Then she stared at Bart. “As much as he might want to be, he’s not ready and might never be with his attitude.” 

Bart had the good sense to stare at the table and not say a word. 

Caleb gave the video to Renee and then left the conference room. He stopped at Lori’s desk on the way out. “Are you still willing to join my team?” 

Her face lit up as she smiled widely. “You bet. Anything beats sitting here all day doing nothing. I’ve caught up on my reading though. I’m having to search for new books.” 

He leaned one hip on the desk and crossed his arms over his chest. “Try the Miss Fortune cozy mystery series by Jana DeLeon. My girlfriend says they’re great and very funny.” 

Lori smiled. “I will. I love cozy mysteries.” She quickly made a note of the series name and author. “When and where do you want me to report?” 

“I’ll give you a call on Monday, and we can discuss it. I’ll have to get permission from Renee first, but I don’t see that as being a problem. She prefers using the assets we have here, rather than calling for assistance from Billings.” 

“Sounds good. It will give me a chance to check out that series of books.” 

“Talk to you on Monday.”  Caleb headed back to the conference room. 

Renee, Bart, and Leo were still there. 

He poked his head in the door. “Renee, can I talk to you for a minute?” 

She looked over at him. “Sure.” She stood and walked out of the room. 

Renee crossed her arms over her chest. “What do you need, Caleb?” 

“I want Lori to join my team to look for Jamison. She’s a fully qualified field agent, and I need the help. I also want her to be the teacher of my son’s class. Until we catch Jamison, the kids are going to be targets.” 

She nodded and then clasped one of Caleb’s arms. “That would be perfect. I want her to get more experience in the field. She might be qualified, but she’s been behind that desk for a long time now. We’ll just close the office until you have completed your mission. The only thing I want you to concentrate on is finding him.” 

Caleb placed a hand in his pocket. “What if we get more intel from Rocket? He’s proven to be accurate, and I trust he’s giving us good information.” 

Renee recrossed her arms over her chest. “If you get something you feel you need to follow, do it. I know the Parker woman will, and we should have as much information as she does. I want to read her article before she publishes, too.” 

His mouth formed a straight line, and he waved a hand, palm up. Caleb knew just from talking to Marti that she wouldn’t hand over the articles, but it wasn’t his place to do anything more than ask. “I’ll ask her, but I can’t guarantee she will agree.” 

She narrowed her eyes. “Compel her if you need to, but I want those articles.” 

“Yes, ma’am. Thank you for Lori. I’ll tell her she can start with me on Monday. I’ll bring the entire team in, and we’ll come up with a game plan.” 

“Excellent.” She turned and reentered the conference room. 

Caleb ran a hand behind his neck. Marti will not like this.


CHAPTER 11
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Marti looked up and smiled when Caleb entered the dining room. It was almost lunch time. If she hadn’t known, her growling stomach would have told her. She was wearing a pair of khaki shorts and a t-shirt.

He leaned down and gave her a soft kiss on the corner of her mouth. “What are you working on?” 

“My article for the paper. Don’t worry, I’m telling everything from my point of view as if you and the DEA weren’t there at all. Except for the raid, of course.” 

Caleb ran a hand through his hair and sat across from her. “I don’t know how to say this other than to just say it. My boss wants to see the article before it’s published.” 

Marti narrowed her eyes. “She can want all she likes, but that is not happening. No one censors my articles except my editor. She can take it up with him, but I’ll tell you right now, he’ll say the same thing. We believe in the free press. If she wants to read the article, she can buy a subscription to the paper.” She looked back at the screen, then saved the article to her laptop, to the cloud and to a flash drive.  

Caleb gazed at her and grinned. “I had a feeling you’d say something like that.” 

She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “Are we still going out tonight? Or have you changed your mind, since I won’t hand over my article?” 

“We are going out. Nothing has changed.” He frowned. “Why would you think this has changed anything?” 

“Because I’m not playing by your rules. Doesn’t that make your job that much harder?” 

“No. You still have the best intel. As long as you do, we’ll keep using Rocket. I told my boss that.” 

She narrowed her eyes. “Is that the only reason? What if Rocket stops giving me intel? Are we still—” She pointed back and forth between them. “Or is this only while we’re working together?” 

He stretched his arms around the laptop and took her hands in his. “I don’t care if we work together or not. When this is all over, how about you and me take a little vacation together? We can take the jet and go anywhere you want.” 

“Anywhere?” I’d forgotten I read he had a private jet. That might be fun to go somewhere just for a weekend.

“Yup.” He held her hands and squeezed them lightly before he pulled her to her feet. “Anywhere in the world. You have a valid passport, don’t you?” 

“Yes. So does Sophie. Vance insisted we get them. He said we’d go to Europe. Of course, that was before the cheating and the divorce. I thought we still had a chance then so we got them.” 

“Good then, we can go anywhere. We can take the kids, if it’s a long way, or we can go alone for a weekend in New York, San Francisco, LA or Miami. There’s the San Diego Zoo, Wild Animal Park, Sea World. LA has Disney Land, Universal Studios, Knotts Berry Farm, so many things to do with the kids.” 

Marti’s eyes were suspiciously wet. She didn’t realize tears were trickling down her cheeks until Caleb captured one with his right index finger. 

“I didn’t mean to make you cry, honey.” 

“They are happy tears. You included the kids. I’ve not met too many men who would do that. Vance never would have. He didn’t like to share me with anyone, including Sophie. If he could have afforded it, he would have hired a nanny as soon as Sophie was born.” 

Caleb growled. “You told me about him. He’s a real piece of work.” 

“He is.” 

Caleb reddened. “I also had a dossier worked up on him.” He turned and paced the width of the room. “I had to know who I was dealing with…if it became necessary. I can say for certain that it won’t become necessary. He acts like he couldn’t care less.” 

Marti placed her hands on her hips as her anger rose. “Thank you for that wonderful review of my daughter’s father.” 

He held his hands out to her. “Honey, I get the feeling that I crossed a line with you, but I had to know who I was dealing with. I have Danny to think about.” 

“Did you have a dossier done on me?” She tried and failed to keep the anger out of her voice. 

“I wanted to know if your ex-husband was any threat to Danny. If you had my resources, you’d have done the same.” 

“No, I wouldn’t. I would make that decision, not some dossier.” She turned and stomped out. 

“Don’t forget to be ready at eight,” he called after her.

She turned back toward him with her hands fisted at her sides. “What makes you think I’m still going out with you?” 

He stepped toward her. “Because you want to see this through. Even if that means putting up a pretense with me.”  

She realized his voice had a hard edge to it and dared a glance at his face. It might have been etched in stone, if not for the clenching of his jaw. He was as angry as she was. Well, good. At least the situation wasn’t all on her. “Fine. I’ll see you at eight in the kitchen.” 

He nodded, then turned toward the back door. When he reached it, he stopped and turned back toward her.  

The anger was gone, replaced by sadness. 

She wanted to reach out, but her pride wouldn’t let her. Had she just ruined her relationship with Caleb? Could they come back from this? 
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Just before eight o’clock that night, Marti looked at herself in the full-length mirror in her room. She loved this dress almost as much as her black one. She’d also brought a sapphire-blue one on the assumption they would have another date at The Place. Now, she wasn’t so sure and wondered if she should have brought the dress at all. Perhaps she shouldn’t have such high expectations where Caleb was concerned.. 

Sophie came into the room. “You look beautiful, Mommy. Are you going on a date with Caleb?”

“I am, sugar bear. You’ll be fast asleep by the time I get home.”

“Will you read me a story before you leave?”

“I can’t tonight. Bethany will be doing story time tonight, but I tell you what. I’ll read you two stories tomorrow night. How’s that?”

Sophie thought for a moment then smiled. The movement lighted up her entire face. “That sounds good, Mommy.”

“Okay, come here and give me a kiss.”

Sophie walked over to her mother and kissed her on the cheek.

“I love you, sugar bear.”

“I love you, too, Mommy.” Sophie skipped out of the room.

Marti followed her to the top of the stairs.

Sophie turned and went down the west wing’s hall toward Danny and Bethany’s rooms.

Marti headed down the stairs.

This red dress would knock Caleb’s socks off. She was fairly sure he wouldn’t be able to help himself. The dress was short, about three inches above her knees. It had spaghetti straps and draped low in front, showcasing her nice cleavage, and dipped low in back as it skimmed over her body, showing off her curves.  

Marti wore the same black-and-red heels she’d worn the last time. It was nice Caleb was so tall. She could wear the four-inch heels, and he still towered over her. 

Caleb waited in the kitchen. He was leaning against the island, looking out over the pool. He had on a black suit, and his wide shoulders and narrow hips made a perfect V silhouette. She had butterflies in her stomach. What if they couldn’t get past their earlier argument? 

At the tap of her heels on the granite tile of the kitchen, he turned toward her and stopped. His mouth fell open as if he wanted to say something and was at a loss for words. 

“Wow.” He said finally. “You look amazing. Have I ever told you how beautiful you are?” 

She had her evening clutch in her right hand and put both hands behind her while she glanced down. “Maybe, but I don’t mind hearing it again.” 

He stepped forward and lifted her chin with a finger. “You’re the most beautiful woman I know.” 

She lifted her gaze and met his. “Thank⁠—” 

His mouth crashed against hers. 

Whatever she was going to say went right out the window as she wrapped her arms around his neck and held on tight. 

“I’m sorry. I don’t want you to think what we have between us is just about work. It’s not. I want you with me, even when the job is done. I want us to raise our kids together.” 

Marti swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I want that, too. But I’m scared, Caleb. Your job doesn’t end with this mission, and mine doesn’t, either. Another story will always come along that needs to be investigated. Not the cartel, maybe but something else for me. What if you get transferred to another city? Yes, I can write from anywhere, but my investigations are here, and I don’t want to uproot Sophie all the time. Once was enough. She’s finally got a friend in Danny, and I can’t imagine separating them. But she’s also just become comfortable with her teacher and the school and⁠—” 

He placed two fingers gently on her lips. “Shh. I’m not going anywhere. I will not be transferred. That was part of my deal when I agreed to this. I’m not doing it for the money. I’m doing it to keep my home, my kids, safe. That was the only reason I agreed to this. I didn’t know how close to home it would be.” 

She hugged him. “I’m sorry about Jamison. I know that has to be difficult.”

He hugged her back. “What’s difficult is to realize that his family means nothing to him. He’s selling that dope to kids and, eventually, if we don’t stop it now, it will be to kids Danny’s and Sophie’s ages. I can’t have that, regardless of who is doing the selling, I have to stop it…to stop him.” 

She eased back to look into his eyes. “Now that you know where the next shipments will be, what do you plan on doing?” 

He let out a deep breath. “I don’t know. That part of the property only has one road in and out. That’s another reason we put the barn there, so we wouldn’t be driving the hay all over the range for the cattle.” 

“Was that something you planned before Jamison disappeared?” The timing of all this is too coincidental. Jamison had to have been planning this for a long time.

He pinched the skin between his eyes, then he nodded. “He was involved with the planning of the whole thing. Where it would be. Building the road to get there. Hiring the contractor. Everything. That barn was his baby.” 

“Maybe he had this in mind the whole time. I know that’s hard to hear, but he had to have been with the cartel for a lot longer than the time he’s been missing.” 

Caleb nodded and turned away. He walked over to the breakfast bar and turned back toward her. “I know, and I wonder how long he was using me and this ranch to do his dirty operation?” He turned and slammed a hand on the bar before grabbing it with both hands and leaning forward.  

Marti went to him and wrapped her arms around him from behind. “Caleb, tonight we are not thinking about Jamison or anyone. We’re supposed to show everyone we are together, so let’s go be together. Come on, big guy, buy your best girl dinner and take her dancing…for real. Not because we have to put on a show, but because we want to.” 

He turned so he could wrap his arms around her. 

“Okay?” 

“Okay.” He pressed a soft kiss to her mouth. “When this is all said and done, you and I have some talking to do.” 

“I agree, but it will wait until then. Let’s go paint the town red…to match my dress.” She laughed. 

Caleb grinned. “Agreed, Ms. Parker. Let’s go.” He led the way to the six-car garage. “What car shall we take?” 

“You took the Yukon and the truck out. What did you put in their place? I see the sparkling blue Camaro. The Ferrari is red. What is the teal one? It looks fast.” 

“It’s my latest acquisition. It’s a Lamborghini. Want to see how fast it goes?” 

Marti laughed. She loved seeing him excited, and his blue eyes sparkled with mischief, too. “Okay. The Lamborghini it is. I think you like these fast cars just because you like looking at my legs when I get in and out.” 

He lifted a brow and grinned. “That could have something to do with it.” 

She sat and then turned in the seat while she brought her legs inside.  

Caleb waited until she’d buckled up before he shut the door. Then he walked in front of the car, lightly dragging his fingers over the hood, and slid into the driver’s seat. After he’d buckled his seat belt, he started the car. “Ready? We have a very long driveway. I built it like that for a reason. Hold on.” He pulled the car out of the garage and onto the driveway, then he floored it.  

Marti’s head snapped back against the headrest, and she held on for dear life. 

He laughed and slowed at the end of the driveway. “Hoo-wee, that was fun.” 

She shook her head and laughed at the delight in his voice. “You sounded just like a kid with a new toy…which I guess you are. Your toys are just more expensive than other peoples.” 

“I suppose that’s true. There is another reason to take this car.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Jamison will know where we are. I’m probably the only one around here who would buy this car.” 

She turned toward him. The sunset providing the light inside the car. “You want him to know, don’t you? You want him to come after you.” 

He put the car in gear and pulled out onto the paved road and headed to Bozeman. “Yes. I do. I want this over with as soon as possible.” He looked over at her. “Am I wrong?” 

“No. I want it over, too. Do you think he’ll approach you tonight?” 

“I honestly don’t know. I no longer know him or what he’ll do. The Jamison I knew would never have thought to kill me. I have my team watching this establishment and a few other places where I thought he might be. We were trying to find his home and thought we had it, but the place was empty. It didn’t look like it had been lived in—just set up to throw us off his scent.” 

“Maybe he has a girlfriend he stays with. Did he have a sweetheart in high school or college who was from here?” 

He looked over at her for a moment before returning his gaze to the road in front of him. “He had a girlfriend all through high school. They broke up when she couldn’t go to the same university he did. She went to Montana State here in Bozeman. It’s a great school, but Jamison wanted to go to some fancy school back east. Karrie’s family couldn’t afford something like that. When I offered to pay, first they were offended that I would do something like that and second, she didn’t want to go far from home. Her grandparents were living with them and her grandfather wasn’t doing well. She wanted to stay close, which I don’t blame her for. I offered her a position in my marketing department when she graduated. It’s here in Bozeman and her major. Luckily, she accepted. That was eight years ago. She’s now the head of my marketing department.” 

“Good for her.” 

“No. Good for me. I really got lucky when she agreed to come on board. She’s smart as a whip and knows her stuff. She researches all the time and stays on top of the latest trends and makes sure we are on top, as well.” 

“I’d say you lucked out that she didn’t hold a grudge for Jamison being such an asshat.” 

“She met and fell in love with a man in the testing department. They have two kids now. One boy, four, and a little girl who just turned one.” 

“Ahh. They are so cute when they are that age. Everything is new, and they still think Mommy and Daddy hang the moon every night, just for them.” 

The trip passed so fast they were at the restaurant and club before Marti was ready. 

The same young man, Ronny, was at the valet stand, same as the other night. This time, he waited for Caleb to help Marti from the car. 

“I’ll take really good care of it, Mr. Malone. I’ve never seen a Lamborghini before except in magazines.” 

Caleb dropped the keys into Ronny’s hand. “Enjoy it. You can take it around the block before you park it, if you promise to take it easy and don’t speed.” 

Ronny’s eyes about popped out of his head. “Really? I’ll be really careful, I promise.” 

Grinning, Caleb put an arm around Marti’s waist. “Go for it. We’ll be back in about three hours, maybe four. Depends on how good the dance music is.” 

The boy shrugged. “Oh, you’ll like it. They’re playing a lot of oldies tonight. Some bigwig came in for his birthday and requested all this old, slow music. Said he likes to hold his date when he dances. Who wants to dance that slow, I ask ya?” 

Caleb laughed. “Some of us like to hold our dates in our arms, Ronny. You’ll understand that when you get to be my age.”

Ronny shook his head. “I don’t know, maybe for one dance, but this guy is dancing all the dances, and they are all slow.”

Caleb turned to Marti. “Looks like I get my wish and will hold you in my arms.”

“I’d say we get our wish.” I want you to hold me, I’d like it to be forever, but that’s not likely. I have to remember that this is more for show than for real. Will Jamison show up? Is he already here in his own VIP room? Surely, he wouldn’t be here himself. It would be too easy to recognize him, and he’s supposed to be missing. But I would bet that he has a spy here somewhere, either working here or dining here.


CHAPTER 12
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Inside, at the host stand, was a friend of Caleb’s.

The two men hugged.

Caleb gestured toward Marti. “Paul Reigert, this is Marti Parker.” 

“Marti, I’m happy to meet you. You must be something special to get this old man out of the house.” 

As her face heated, she put out her right hand. “Glad to meet you.” 

Paul shook it. “Follow me. Your room is ready.” He showed them upstairs to the private room they had before.  

“Thanks, Paul.” Caleb shook the man’s hand. “I appreciate you always having this room available.” 

“For you my friend, it’s always yours. I was sorry to miss you last time you were here. Nancy had a party for work, and we had to go.”

“No worries. The staff took great care of us.”

Paul, who was several inches shorter than Caleb’s six foot four, pulled Caleb in for another hug. “We miss you like crazy, but I’m happy for you. Sis would be happy, too. Maybe we could get together soon. Come out to the ranch or something.” 

“I’d really love that, but I’m going to have to decline for the moment. As soon as I can, I’ll have you out. I promise then you can meet Marti’s daughter Sophie who is Danny’s best friend. You can bring swimsuits, and we’ll have a pool party and barbeque. Just not right away.” 

Paul’s smile drooped for a moment and then was back in place. “We’d love it. We’ll be there, whenever you say.” He turned to Marti. “Nice to meet you.” 

“You, too, Paul. I hope to see you and your family soon.” 

“Nancy will be tickled to meet you.” He looked at the young blonde server who was hovering outside the open door to the private room. “Oops, got to go. The burden of ownership. Have a great night you two.” Paul closed the door after himself. 

“In case you didn’t figure it out, Paul is my brother-in-law. He’s Sarah’s youngest brother.” Caleb held out his arm. 

Marti placed her hand in the crook of his elbow and let him lead her to the table and then let him help her be seated. 

“It must be hard for him to see you out with another woman.” 

“I don’t think so. Sarah’s brothers and sisters have been trying to set me up for years. I think he’s genuinely happy I’ve found someone.” 

Marti smiled. “I’m glad I’ve found someone, too. Though I wasn’t looking for anyone either. Since my divorce, I’ve concentrated on Sophie. Vance didn’t care about her. He was angry when I found out I was expecting. I, however, was on top of the world. I wanted children so badly I thought I would break in two when Vance told me he didn’t want children. Of course, when we were dating, he said he wanted them as much as I did. After we were married, he changed his tune.” She crossed her legs as she continued her story.

“Then he said he would do his best to prevent it, short of a vasectomy. He was afraid of the surgery, and he’s a doctor. The wimp. Anyway, I knew I still had a shot. I stopped taking birth control pills and we all know condoms aren’t fool proof. Anyway, I got lucky, and I got my Sophie. He didn’t even fight me for custody. He signed full custody over to me during the negotiations for the divorce. I couldn’t have been happier. She was the only good thing to come out of my marriage.” 

“I’m glad you have her. She’s a good girl and you’re a great mother.” 

Marti’s cheeks burned. “Thank you. We both do what we have to in order to care for and protect our children. That’s what this whole story has been about for me. Protecting the kids. The more people who know who and what to look for, the safer our community and our kids are.” 

“That’s true.” He looked out at the dance floor. “Do you want to dance? I want to feel you in my arms.” 

“Sure.” Because they were in the private VIP area, she left her clutch on her chair. 

They took the elevator down, just like last time. 

Caleb took her hand and led the way to the dance floor.  

Just as they stepped onto the floor, the music changed to a love ballad. 

He took her into his arms, pulled her close, and swayed his body. 

The steps were easy to follow as he led her around the dance floor, never allowing any distance between their bodies. 

She relaxed into his arms. Home. She felt like she was finally home. Caleb made her feel safe. Something she hadn’t felt since she started looking into the cartel. How could one person mean so much to another in such a short time? She really didn’t have an answer, but it was true for her. Caleb was her other half. The half she’d been searching for when she married Vance. But he’d been wrong…at least for her. Maybe he found what he was looking for with one of the young floosies he hooked up with while cheating on Marti. She didn’t know and didn’t really care. In fact, she might have to thank him. If it wasn’t for his cheating, Marti might have stayed married to him and never found Caleb.

The way he held her, Marti felt wanted and cherished. They weren’t feelings she’d had before. Vance never made her feel either way. She wondered more than once why she’d married the man.

When the song was over, Caleb stopped. “I want to kiss you right now,” he whispered in her ear. 

“Upstairs.” 

He grinned down at her, took her hand, and led her off the dance floor and to the elevator.  

They passed the same blonde server who had come for Paul, coming out of the VIP section, out of their room. 

Marti didn’t think too much about it. The servers were in and out as part of their jobs.

As soon as they crossed the threshold of their room, Caleb pulled her into his arms and pressed his lips to hers. He kissed her deeply, thoroughly. His hands moved down her back, and he pulled her closer.

She was breathless when he finally pulled back. Her lips felt swollen, and she lifted her fingers to them. Smiling, she looked up at Caleb. “You have lipstick smeared all over your mouth. Let me get a tissue.” Marti turned to where she’d left her clutch on the chair, only now it was on the table. She stopped, her hand shook, and she looked at Caleb. “Someone moved my purse.” 

“Maybe the server we passed did it. You should check to see if anything is missing.” 

She swallowed hard and picked up the small, black beaded evening bag. When she opened it, she saw a picture of Sophie and Danny. They were playing in Caleb’s pool. Marti gasped and handed the picture to Caleb.  

He turned it over and read the back, his eyes narrowing. “Nowhere is safe for either of them. Back off!” Anger rolled off of him in waves.

Marti’s eyes filled with unshed tears. “What’ll we do now? How can we protect them if they can get that close to them?” 

“This doesn’t prove they were close. Lenses are available that can take that picture from more than a half mile away. My security still stands. No one can get in without my express permission. And I’ve got men stationed around the main ranch and riding the range, too. It’s the safest place for you to be. You and Sophie. You know that.” 

“I know you’re right, but this,” she pointed at the picture. “Scares me…a lot.” 

“I know. Do you want to go home?” He picked up a napkin from the table and cleaned her lipstick from his face. 

She closed her eyes for a moment and then nodded. “Please. I need to make sure she’s safe.” 

“I feel the same about Danny. Let me call Bethany first and make sure everything is okay. Then we can go home.”

She nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

Caleb removed his phone from his jacket’s inside pocket and pressed a button. “Bethany, is everything okay? Are the kids all right?”

He listened.

“Okay. We’ll be heading home and be there in about forty-five minutes. Just wanted to check.”

He listened again.

“No, we’re fine. Just want to spend some time at home alone. See you soon.” He ended the call and placed the phone back in his pocket. He turned his gaze to Marti. “She said everything is fine. The kids are in bed asleep. Are you sure you still want to go home?”

“Yes. That picture has disturbed me, and I don’t feel like being away from home right now.”

“Okay. Let’s go.” He set a hand at her waist as they headed to the elevator. 

Once they were in the car and headed home, Marti felt better. She knew everything was okay, but she still had to check…she had to be sure. 

“Thank you for taking me home. Rationally I know Bethany said the kids are fine and are sleeping right now, but I still need to check.” 

Caleb placed a hand on her knee. “It’s okay. I completely understand. I’d like to check on Danny myself. I know Bethany would give her life to keep those kids safe, but I still need to make sure for myself.” 

Marti took Caleb’s hand from her knee, brought it to her lips, and placed a tender kiss on his knuckles. Then she linked her fingers with his. 

“You know the kids will be starting school on Monday. How will we protect them then?” 

“I have an operative in place as their new teacher. She’ll keep watch over them while they are at school.” 

Marti sighed. She knew without Caleb’s wealth and position, including with the DEA, she would be much more worried about Sophie. She would probably keep her out of school and try to home school her. “Thank God. I was considering keeping her out of school while we are on this case, but that would put her behind her classmates. I don’t want to do that. It wouldn’t be fair to her.” 

“No, it wouldn’t, and I think we should keep their world as normal as possible. Both of them appear to be anxious to start school. Although it could be just the chance to use their new school supplies and wear their new clothes. Well, the clothes are in Sophie’s case. I don’t think Danny cares much about having new clothes.” He chuckled.  

Marti couldn’t help but notice how stark the landscape was under the light from the full moon. Haunting but beautiful. The mountains rose in the distance, black in the night but still with white tops that the moonlight kissed and made them almost seem to sparkle. Rolling hills with stands of trees dotting the land at distant intervals gave it an ethereal look. 

She spoke without taking her gaze from the land outside. “Have you ever noticed just how beautiful it is here?” 

Caleb took her hand and squeezed it lightly. “I have on occasion. Is this your first time really paying attention to our land?” 

“I don’t know. It feels like it. How I could be so oblivious to my surroundings?” 

“You’ve been involved with other things. It’s okay, Sophie deserves the attention.” 

Marti smiled. “Have you noticed that she looks at you with the same idol worshiping gaze that Danny does?” 

Even though it was dark in the car, Marti was sure Caleb blushed with pride.

“No, she doesn’t. Besides, Danny doesn’t look at me with hero worship. I’m just his father.” 

“Well, then Sophie looks at you as her father. She’s never had one. Vance is hers biologically, but you’ve been more of a father to her in just the last two months than Vance ever was.” 

“Thanks. I don’t mind her looking up to me. I hope I’m being a good role model for them both.” 

It was her turn to squeeze his knee. “Oh, you have been. I don’t think that is something you ever need to worry about.” 

He placed his right hand on top of her left one, where it rested on his knee. “Thank you. That means a lot to me.” 

Caleb turned onto the driveway to his home. One of the security guards lifted the gate as the Lamborghini approached. He drove straight through with only a wave at the guards.  

The driveway was long and straight, making it difficult to see the house. But it didn’t take long before the lights from the house came into view. 

Marti placed a hand on Caleb’s thigh, anxiety building. “Bethany will wonder what we’re doing home so early, especially since you called her.” Marti’s pulse raced, and she couldn’t wait to look in on Sophie and see her sleeping.

Caleb squeezed her hand. “I know but I’m not ready to tell her the truth yet. I don’t want her to be afraid and she will be if she knows.” 

She shook her head and gazed at Caleb. “I don’t think you’re giving her enough credit. She is smart and strong. She can handle it. Besides she has to have noticed the extra security around the ranch.” 

He nodded. “I know. Maybe it is time. I want her to be prepared, too.” 

“This is for the best. Trust me.” She turned her gaze to their hands, and she squeezed his knee. 

“I do trust you. You know my secrets, after all. And it will be good not to have to disguise what I do anymore.” 

She smiled. “That’s the spirit. Let’s go home.” 

He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “I couldn’t agree more.” 
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After parking in the garage, Marti and Caleb walked into the house, holding hands, supporting each other for what was to come. Now that they were home, her heartbeat was returning to normal.

Bethany was in the kitchen, taking popcorn from the microwave. 

“Hey. What are you two doing home so early? I told you everything was fine. You’ve barely been gone two hours.” She looked down at their joined hands. Her eyebrows lifted and she cocked her head. “Well, it doesn’t look like you’ve had a fight, so what gives?”

Caleb walked over to her and kissed her on the forehead. “We just needed to come home. We’ll be right back. I need to talk to you about something. It’s important but we need to check on the kids. Trust me, it will all make sense in a little bit.”

Caleb and Marti headed for the stairs. At the top, they separated and went to their children’s bedrooms.

Marti looked in and Sophie was sound asleep, her giraffe clutched in her arms. She entered and tucked her baby back in and then backed out of the room. Marti met Caleb in the hallway.

“Sophie was fine. How about Danny?”

“Sleeping like a log. Let’s go talk to Bethany.”

Nodding, Marti clutched Caleb’s hand. “Let’s go.”

They walked back to the kitchen.

When they arrived, Caleb brought Marti’s hand to his lips and kissed the back before releasing her. “Sis, I need you to sit down. We have something to tell you.” 

Eyes wide, Bethany’s hand flew to her throat. “Oh, my God. You’re getting married. I’m so happy for both of you. It’s about time. I⁠—” 

“That’s not it.” Caleb released Marti’s hand. 

She felt bereft, but she knew he needed to have all his attention on Bethany. 

“Sis, I’ve got something to say, and I need for you to listen carefully.” 

Bethany sat at the kitchen table. “Okay. I’m sitting, now tell me what’s going on. I’ve felt the tension the last few weeks and, considering you two have been so close, I don’t know where the feeling is coming from. Maybe from all the guards you have around the ranch. Why do we need the extra security?” 

Caleb ran a hand through his hair and then around the back of his neck. “I don’t know how to say this other than to come right out and say it. I’m a DEA agent. I have been for about four years. It’s been my job to cut off the supply of drugs coming into the Bozeman area.” 

Shaking her head, Bethany sagged in her chair. “DEA. I…I can’t believe that I didn’t know…didn’t suspect…something. You’re good at being undercover, apparently from everyone.” 

Caleb sat in the chair on her right and took her hand in his. “There’s something else you need to know. Jamison isn’t missing.” He paused and swallowed hard. “He’s the head of the cartel here in Bozeman. He’s running drugs across our land, and I’m determined to catch him and put him in jail before another agent ends up killing him. If you see him, you can’t let him sweet-talk you into anything. He’s not the brother we thought we knew. The extra security is because he’s made threats against Marti and Sophie. I believe he’ll try to run drugs out of the new barn. Don’t go anywhere near it until this is over. And don’t trust Jamison. He’s not the brother we knew. He threatened to kill us and would have if my DEA colleagues hadn’t chosen that moment to enter. Do you understand, Bethany, he’s not the Jamison we knew. He’s not a good person at all.” 

Bethany closed her eyes, and her lips trembled, but then she nodded. 

Marti thought she looked as if she was willing all of this mess to go away. 

When Bethany opened her eyes, they were glassed over with unshed tears, she focused on Caleb. “How can that be? What could have made him do something like that? The reason can’t be money. We have more money than we will ever spend.” 

Caleb shrugged. “I don’t know. Power. Money and power are the greatest motivators.” 

Marti sat at the table next to Bethany. She placed a hand over hers. I can’t imagine what she’s going through. What if it were one of my brothers? Would I be able to handle it as well as she is? “Unless Caleb is successful, we may never know what he wanted and why.” 

The other woman sat straighter. “What can I do? No matter what, he’s still my brother, and I love him.” 

“The best thing you can do is be aware. Remember to keep the kids safe, because I won’t be around much while I’m trying to find Jamison. I must find him.” Caleb slammed his right fist into his left palm. Then he ran a hand through his hair. “I just wish I could talk to him and convince him the best thing would be to give himself up.” 

Bethany shook her head. “You know as well as I do, that will never happen. He won’t go to jail. You know he won’t, not if he can help it. He’d rather die than sit rotting in prison.” 

“I don’t want him to die. He’s my brother, too, and I want him to live. I’m trying to make sure that happens.” 

Bethany stood. “I’m going to bed. I can’t do anything about this until you have him in custody, then I’ll make sure he has the best attorney my money can buy.” She pointed at Caleb. “You can’t have anything to do with that.” 

Caleb nodded and stood. “I know but I trust you to take care of him.” 

She wrapped her arms around Caleb’s waist and leaned her head on his chest. “I’ll do the best I can.” Bethany lifted her head and stared into her brother’s eyes. “You know he won’t willingly accept help from us. It will be against his nature. He was never one to accept help. Even being a billionaire from our stock options in the companies you started wasn’t enough. I just want to cry, and I can’t even do that because he’s brought this all on himself.” 

Caleb wrapped his arms around Bethany. “We’ll do our best. That’s all we can do. Now, you go to bed. We’ll talk more about what to do about Jamison if I capture him.” 

She shook her head. “When you capture him. When. Not if.” 

He nodded. “When I capture him.” He kissed the top of her head. “Go to sleep, Sis. We’ll talk again later.” 

“When?” 

“Soon.” He pulled out of her embrace. 

When he released her, she turned to Marti. “Goodnight. I’ll talk to you in the morning.” 

Marti wished she could help the young woman. “Goodnight. And Bethany?” 

She turned back. “Yes?” 

Marti reached up and squeezed her arm. “Everything will work out. We have to have faith.” 

Bethany looked from Caleb to Marti and back again. “Having faith is one thing but working to make sure the best happens can make all the difference in the world.” 

Caleb nodded and crossed his arms over his chest. “And that is exactly what I’ll do.” 

Bethany nodded. “Well, goodnight. See you in the morning.”  She left the kitchen. 

Marti and Caleb remained.  

“How about something to eat or a glass of wine before we go to bed?” he asked Marti. 

“I’m not hungry, but I’d love a glass of wine, maybe out by the pool. We can look at the stars.” 

“Sounds perfect.” He got two wineglasses from the cupboard and the Malbec on the counter next to the refrigerator. After he’d poured the wine, he took the glasses to where Marti stood by the sliding glass door and handed her one. “Shall we?” 

“Yes.” 

He opened the slider and waited for Marti to step through before he followed her.  

Once outside, they settled in two lounge chairs on the side of the pool.  

Marti kicked her shoes off and was quiet. She gazed up into the heavens and watched the stars. 

“What are you thinking so hard about?” 

“School. The kids start school on Monday, and I’m not afraid to admit I’m worried.” 

He sipped his wine. “Don’t be. I told you I had an agent settled in as their teacher. She’s the best. She’d give her life for them, if need be.” 

She shrugged. “I’m sure it’ll be fine, but I’m a mother, and I worry.” 

“Come here.” He clasped her hand and tugged her over onto his lap. “I don’t want you worrying about the kids. I know, as a parent, we can’t help but worry, but I’ve put a great person in there to protect them.” 

Marti leaned her head against his chest and cuddled into him. “This is nice.” 

Caleb held her close and rubbed her back, gently going up and down. “It is. If only we could stay like this.” 

“I know. But we can’t. Unfortunately, we have children who will be up with the sun⁠—”

Caleb chuckled. “I’m up with the sun, then the kids get up, and then you, missy…” he kissed the top of her head. “Are up last at around eight.” 

Marti leaned back and looked him in the eyes. “I’ll have you know that I rarely get up so late. Until we came out here, I was always up first. But Sophie hadn’t discovered horseback riding or Danny. Being here has been so good for her.” 

“For Danny, too. I want you here Marti—you and Sophie—for as long as I can have you. I want to explore this thing between us…make sure it’s not just adrenaline and libido talking. Make sure we’re feeling the same way.” 

“I’d like that, too.” Marti wondered if she was making a mistake. Living with Caleb and dating him, too, could be the wrong thing. What if they decided it wouldn’t work? What about the kids? She’d have to think about this more and decide if this was really what she wanted to do…or not.


CHAPTER 13
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Monday was there before she knew it and she was up, making sure Sophie had everything she needed for her first day. She had a new backpack with figures from the Minecraft game all over it. Sophie loved the game.

Plus, Marti had gotten her cowboy boots, so she and Danny would both have them on, at least for this first day.  

Marti was fairly certain they would both be wearing their sneakers before long. 

Caleb drove them all to school.

She wanted him to introduce her to the teacher he had in place to protect their children.

He parked, and they all got out. The kids were anxious to meet new kids and see old friends. They started to run to the group.

“Hey, you two. Get back here.” Marti shouted to be heard of the din of voices of parents and kids, all trying to talk at once.

When they didn’t stop immediately, Caleb let go with a loud whistle.

Both Danny and Sophie had heard that whistle before on occasion when they hadn’t been behaving properly. They stopped in their tracks and turned around.

From their hang dog expressions, they knew they were in trouble.

When they got back, Caleb put his hands on his hips. “What have I told you about listening to Marti when she tells you something, young man?”

Danny kicked a rock with his toe. “To do what she says.”

“And when she said to come back, why didn’t you?”

The boy looked up at his father. “But Daddy, all our friends are over there.” He pointed to the group of children near the doors.

“I don’t care. Marti told you two to come back here. You should have done so immediately. Now, you’ll wait here with us until we’re all ready to go.”

“Yes, Daddy.”

Marti looked down at Sophie. “What do you have to say for yourself, young lady?”

“Mommy, I’m sorry. I should have stopped when you said.”

“Yes, you should have. What if you’d run out in front of a car? You weren’t looking where you were going and weren’t listening to me. That’s not a good way to start your first day as a first grader, now is it?”

“No, ma’am.” Sophie looked down at her boots and shuffled her feet back and forth.

“Okay, we’ll all go over and meet your teacher. Take my hand, Sophie.”

Sophie raised her hand.

Marti clasped her hand and then patted it with her free hand.

Caleb also took Danny’s hand.

Doing so made sure their children didn’t run out in front of a parent dropping off a child.

The group made their way over to the first-grade teacher.

She was a striking brunette wearing a nice flowered blouse, a brown A-line skirt and low beige heels.

Caleb held out his hand in greeting. “Lori Greene, this is Marti Parker.”

Lori shook Caleb’s hand and then turned toward Marti.

Marti held out her hand. “I’m glad to meet you.”

“Thank you, Ms. Parker. I promise I’ll take good care of your children while they are in my care.”

“I’m very glad to hear that. Thank you.”

“I’d be lying if I said I was just doing my job. These kids,” she waved an arm toward the gathered first graders. “They mean more to me than you can imagine. I had a sister, who got hooked on drugs. I couldn’t save her or her daughter, but I can save these kids.”

Marti was stricken with what the young woman had been through. “I’m so sorry for your loss but, selfishly, I’m also very glad you’re here to protect my baby.”

“Speaking of which,” Lori checked her watch. “It’s time I took my charges inside and started our first day.”

“Have a good day.” Marti had never meant that phrase more than she did right then because if Lori had a good day, that meant her Sophie was safe for at least another day.
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Marti pulled into the line of parents picking up their children from the soccer game at the park. Sophie and Danny both knew to look for her car and to head there immediately. 

She saw Sophie heading her way. Danny was several steps behind her, joking around with three other boys. 

Suddenly, a black SUV screeched to a halt at the front of the line. Two men jumped out.  

One of them fired an AK-47 into the air. 

The second man grabbed Sophie around the waist and carried her to the car.

Marti screamed. “No! Sophie!” She opened her car door and tried to jump out only to be restrained by her seat belt.

Parents, coaches, and players were all screaming.

Most were running for cover.

She saw children pushed down by other children.

Parents running and frantically calling for their child.

Marti finally released her seatbelt and scrambled from the car running for the SUV.

The man tossed Sophie into the back seat, climbed in after her, and slammed the car door.  

The first man fired in the air again before jumping into the passenger’s side of the SUV then the vehicle squealed its tires, laid rubber and spit gravel in its wake while it drove away. 

Marti was struck dumb for a moment, then she called 911 while scanning the area for Danny. Her pulse raced and her limbs felt weak. Her baby was gone. Sophie. They took Sophie. 

“Operator. Someone just kidnapped my daughter from in front of Morning Star Park. Yes, I’ll hold while you get the police.” 

Danny ran to her car and got inside. He shook. “Marti! Marti! Someone just took Sophie.” Tears ran down his face.  

She leaned over and hugged him tight. “Don’t worry. We’ll get her back. Your dad and I will get Sophie back. Trust me.” She was doing everything she could to hold back her tears. I will not fall apart. Danny and Sophie need me. 

After a few minutes, Marti heard sirens approaching. 

“The police are almost here. I’m hanging up.” She pressed stop and placed her phone into her jacket pocket. 

Two police cars pulled in front of the park. Four officers got out and ran inside.

Marti looked at Danny. “I want you to stay right here and lock the doors. I don’t want to lose you, too, but I must talk to those police officers. Understand?” 

He shook his head. “Don’t leave me. Please, don’t leave me.” 

She slapped herself inside. What was she thinking? She couldn’t leave him alone. What sort of parent would she be? “You’re right. Come with me.”  

Marti grabbed her purse, got out of the car, and hurried around to the passenger side. Danny was already out of the door. Her heart pounded in her chest, and it took everything she had not to stop and scream before breaking down and sobbing. This was her fault.  

The cartel knew she was investigating them, and they’d warned her to stop. And she would. Right now. Anything to get Sophie back. 

A female police officer approached. “Mrs. Parker?” 

“Ms., I’m not married.” She shook her head. “Call me Marti.” 

The woman had dark brown hair she wore in a chin-length bob. She lifted a brow, then she pulled a small notebook from her shirt pocket. “Marti. What can you tell me about what you saw?” 

She told the officer everything she recalled. 

“Can you think of a reason they would kidnap your daughter?” 

Marti let out a deep breath. “I’m an investigative reporter for The Daily Chronicle.” She unhooked her press pass from her purse. “Here is my press pass and business card with my contact information. They want me to stop investigating them. And I will. I’ll do whatever they want. I just want my daughter back.” 

The woman looked down at Danny. “And who is this?” 

Marti pressed Danny closer to her side and took his hand in hers. “This is Danny Malone. Caleb Malone’s son.” 

The officer scribbled some notes. “What are you currently working on?”  

“I’ve been researching businesses that are laundering money for the KT Cartel.” 

The woman whistled. “That’s dangerous stuff. No wonder they snatched your daughter. They would do anything to keep that under wraps. You need to talk to the DEA about this. They have an office in Billings. Their number is listed on their website.” 

“What else can I do? There must be something.” She didn’t say anything about knowing the DEA here in Bozeman. She wasn’t about to blow Caleb’s cover. 

The officer pursed her lips and pocketed her pad and pencil. “Go home and let us do our job. They might contact you. If they do, we want you to let us know. Let us know if they demand a ransom. Don’t pay it without our permission.” 

Marti fisted her free hand. “I don’t need your permission to get my daughter back.” She turned on her heel and marched with Danny back to her car, leaving the officer to stare after her. 

“What are we gonna do?” Danny tearfully asked.

“We’re going home as fast as we can but first, I’m calling your father. I want him to know you’re safe with me.” 

Danny nodded. “Okay. I want my dad.” 

She stopped at the passenger door, knelt and took Danny into her arms. “You’re safe with me, honey. I won’t let anything happen to you. Right now, I’m taking us both home to your dad. He’ll know what to do.” 

Marti took out her phone and hit the speed dial for Caleb.

He answered on the second ring.

“They took her. Caleb, the cartel kidnapped Sophie.” She heard the tremor in her voice and took a deep breath while listening to him.

“Yes, I’ve got Danny. He’s safe. We’re leaving the park as soon as we can. Everyone is trying to drive away right now, but I’ll get in line and be there as soon as we can.”

She listened while she got Danny settled and buckled into the back seat.

“I love you, too. I know this will be okay. We’ll get Sophie back. I know we will.” She listened again and got into the car behind the steering wheel. “I have faith. See you soon.” She pressed end and shoved the phone into her purse.
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Marti drove as fast as was safe, speeding home to get to Caleb. 

She came to a screeching halt in front of the house. Danny had undone his seatbelt and was out of the car before she got around to him. 

Caleb met them at the door. His forehead was wrinkled and his mouth was in a flat line. “What the heck? I heard you from my office.” 

“They took her. The cartel took her. Oh, Caleb.” Marti burst into the tears she’d been holding.  

Danny stood behind them until Marti held out her arm, and he joined in their embrace, tears running down his face, too.  

She shakily told him the entire story. “I’ll do what they want. I don’t care if giving in is the wrong thing to do. I just want Sophie back. I don’t want them to hurt her.” 

“We’ll get her back. I’m sure Jamison will be calling at any moment.”

Through the open door, they heard the phone in the office ring. 

“That’s my private line. Jamison knows the number.” Caleb took off running toward his office.  

Marti ran after him. 

Danny followed. 

Caleb snatched up his phone, pressing the green button as he lifted it to his ear. “Hello?” 

After a moment, Caleb spoke. “Your problem is with me, Jamison. Why snatch Marti’s daughter?” 

Caleb listened, his eyes narrowing further. Anger fairly radiated off him. “You know I can’t do that. How long have you known?” 

“What’s he saying?” whispered Marti. 

Caleb held up a finger. 

She knew he wanted silence, and she gave it to him, as much as it griped her. Marti hated not hearing what was being said. Sophie was her daughter, after all.

She paced.

Danny paced with her.

Marti realized Danny must be traumatized by what he saw. She went over to him, got to her knees, and opened her arms.

He rushed into them and then the dam burst.

“Oh, sweetie, it’s okay. Your dad will make everything okay.”

Marti held the child while still straining to hear what Caleb was saying.

Finally, Caleb slammed the phone onto the desk.

Marti jumped.

So did Danny.

“Caleb?” Her voice was a whisper.

“He won’t give Sophie back until after the shipment that will happen on my property goes off without a hitch. Then he’ll release Sophie.”

“So let it go?” How can I let it go? Too much could happen. He could hurt her.

He let out a deep breath. “It’s a slippery slope. If I let it go, then he’ll keep kidnapping people close to me. If I take him down and miss, then he’ll hurt Sophie.”

“What choice do you have? You can’t let it happen. Caleb. She’s, my daughter. You have to do something.” Her voice rose until she was almost yelling. “You have to get Sophie back. There is no other choice.”

Caleb walked over to them. “Marti, please, calm down. I’ll get Sophie back, but I can’t just let him do this his way. You know I can’t.”

“She’s, my daughter. Caleb.” Her voice broke. “She’s all I have.” Marti hugged Danny closer. What if it was Danny? Caleb is taking too big a risk with my daughter’s life.

He squirmed in her arms.

She released him.

Danny took off.

She heard him head for the kitchen. Marti looked over at Caleb.

He was calling his team in.

Seeing there was nothing for her to do, she left the room and headed for Sophie’s bedroom. Marti needed to feel close to her daughter, even as she wondered if Caleb would be able to reason with Jamison.

Marti wasn’t so naïve that she didn’t realize he wouldn’t be able to negotiate with Jamison for Sophie’s release.

Caleb had nothing he could offer Jamison except a long prison term.

In Sophie’s room, Marti sat on the bed and then spied Sophie’s giraffe. Her daughter never went to sleep without that thing tight in her arms. She picked up the toy and sniffed it. She smelled Sophie. The tears that had been threatening rolled unheeded down her cheeks.
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Caleb knew Marti would hate him forever, but he couldn’t let the cartel use kidnapping as a lever to get what they wanted. The terror would never stop. All he had to do now was figure out how to get Sophie back safe and sound. First, he had to find her.

He called a meeting at the office for his entire team. After he made the phone calls, he went and found Marti.

She sat on Sophie’s bed, holding a stuffed giraffe. She looked up when he came in. Her lips trembled and tears dripped from her eyes like she was doing her best to hold them back. “This is her favorite animal. She goes to sleep holding it every night.” She let out a sob and buried her face in the stuffed animal before gazing up at him again. “I can still smell her. What am I going to do?”

Caleb hurried to the bed and sat next to her, taking her into his arms. He felt useless and hated seeing her this way. Yet he knew if it was Danny missing, he would be in the same shape. “I’ll get her back, Marti. If it is the last thing I ever do, I’ll get her back, safe and sound.”

She looked up at him. “What if you can’t? What if they…ki…kill her?”

“Jamison won’t kill her. He’ll keep her safe, I feel sure of it. The only thing I’m not sure of is why they are doing this now. There has to be a reason they haven’t tried it before. What is different now?”

Marti put down the toy and grabbed Caleb by his shirt. “Maybe he’s not calling the shots anymore. Did someone else come to town?”

“Not that we’re aware of.”

“I think, if we knew where she was, I’d go in and get her myself. I⁠—”

Marti’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She took it out and looked at the number.

“Do you recognize it?”

She shook her head and swiped the green button. “Hello.” She listened, then mouthed, “It’s Rocket.”

“Yes, I know about the kidnapping. She’s, my daughter.”

She listened again. Then her eyes widened. “You do? You saw her? Was she okay?”

Marti closed her eyes as the tears rolled silently down her cheeks.

“Yes, I know where that is. Thank you, Rocket. Thank you so much.”

She looked down at her phone. “He’s seen her. They took her to a place in that new condo development. Apparently, it belongs to a woman. Kristal Rafferty. Does the name mean anything to you?”

Caleb stiffened. That makes no sense. “She was someone Jamison wanted, but had a girlfriend in high school, regardless he always wanted to date Kristal. But she wouldn’t have anything to do with him because he didn’t have enough money. And then, when he did have some money, she was already married and had two kids. That was more than ten years ago.”

“Sounds like Jamison finally got enough money and power to please her. So, how are we getting Sophie back?”

“Bethany took Danny, but I still need to know they’re safe. Then you and I are going to my office in town to meet with the rest of my team.”

He found Bethany and Danny in the barn.

She sat on a bale of hay holding him close on her lap.

He cried and told her the story of what happened to Sophie.

Caleb’s heart nearly broke for him. He walked over to them. “Son.” He opened his arms.

Danny went willingly. “Daddy.”

He lifted him into his arms and rubbed his back. “Everything will be all right. I’m going to get Sophie back. You haven’t lost your friend.”

Danny looked up at his father and sniffled. “She’s my best friend. You have to save her.”

“I will. I promise.”

The boy laid his head against Caleb’s chest.

Caleb rubbed his back. “Marti and I have to leave so we can work on getting Sophie back. I want you to stay with Bethany.” I hate having to warn him against my own brother, but Jamison isn’t the man I knew. This Jamison would hurt Danny to get back at me. “Don’t go anywhere by yourself and if you see Uncle Jamison, I want you to run to Bethany right away. Understand? I don’t want you to talk to him or go to him, no matter what he says. You find your aunt.”

Danny wrinkled his brow and tilted his head. “I don’t understand. Uncle Jamison is gone. He can’t come back.”

“Sweetheart.” Caleb wiped the tears from Danny’s cheeks with his thumbs. “Uncle Jamison is alive, but you can’t go to him or with him no matter what. Understand? No matter what he says you can’t go.”

His son didn’t look convinced, but he nodded. “I won’t go out on my own, and if I see Uncle Jamison I’ll run to Aunt Bethany. I promise.”

His father kissed his forehead and set him on the floor. “I love you, Son.”

“I love you, too, Daddy.”

The boy walked back to his aunt.

Bethany stood and placed her hands on Danny’s shoulders. “Okay. We get to brush down the horses today. What do you think about that?”

Danny hung his head. “Okay.” He trudged to the back stall where his black mare was housed.

Bethany looked up at Marti and Caleb. “I’ve got this. Go get Sophie back and punch Jamison in the nose for me, I don’t even care if you break it. As a matter of fact, I hope you do.”

Sadness washed over Caleb. He never thought his family would come to this. “Gladly.” He took Marti’s hand and headed out of the barn.

“Bye,” shouted Marti over her shoulder as she ran to keep up with Caleb’s long strides.

In the garage, Caleb opened the key safe and pulled out a set of keys.

“We’re taking the Camaro. It’s fast and won’t stand out as much as the Ferrari or the Lamborghini.”

“That makes sense.” She walked over to the sparkly blue Camaro and got into the passenger seat. “Will your team be there when we arrive?”

“They should be. We have a lot of work to do.”
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When they arrived at the Bozeman office of the DEA, Caleb’s team was waiting for him in the conference room.

For some reason Marti thought the room would look different, since it was the DEA, but it was like every other conference room she’d ever been in,

Two men and one woman sat around the large table.

Caleb sat at the head of the table.

She was on his right.

“This is Marti Parker, the girl’s mother. Marti, you know Lori, and these two are Sam, and Jeff.”

Marti nodded to each person, irritated at the formalities when Sophie was still missing and so far, nothing was being done about getting her back.

She remembered Lori as the first-grade teacher at Sophie’s school. She was a pretty girl with large blue eyes and dark, almost black hair that she wore in a low ponytail. “Nice to see you, Marti.”

Sam was slender, with brown hair and brown eyes that lit up when he smiled. He dipped his chin. “Ms. Parker.”

“Marti, please. We’ll be working together, after all.”

He smiled. “Marti, it is.”

Jeff had dark auburn hair and a full beard. His eyes were somber and deep blue. “Marti. Pleased to meet you.”

“Okay,” said Caleb. “Now that introductions have been made, let’s get down to business. What can you tell me?”

Lori opened her laptop and clicked a remote. An image popped up on the large monitor on the wall. “We tracked the SUV by satellite to a condo in that new development. It is the one owned by Kristal Rafferty. Sophie was seen on the feed leaving the vehicle and entering the building.”

“We already know that. I want to see the footage. I want to see my daughter.”

Lori looked at Caleb.

He nodded.

She clicked the remote and a video started. It was black-and-white.

Marti watched carefully. She suddenly pointed at the screen. “There. There is my baby. See she shook off the man’s hand on her shoulder.” Tears rolled unbidden and unheeded from her eyes. “She was still okay then.”

Caleb slammed his fist on the table. “Jamison has got to know that we could track him. What game is he playing at?”

Marti raised her hand.

Caleb smiled. “You don’t need to raise your hand. Just speak up.”

“Well…” Marti cleared her throat and sniffled. “I don’t think he’s playing a game as much as getting your attention.”

“He’s got it, but I don’t think he’ll like it,” muttered Caleb.

“We’ve got Nick and Tom on surveillance.” Lori spoke up. “So far there’s nothing to report. No movement in or out of the condo.”

“We only have one option. Marti and I are knocking on the door. Jamison will let me in, and then I’ll discover exactly what he wants and go from there. Our mission hasn’t changed; it’s just been altered. Now, we get the girl out of there first. I want the three of you, plus Nick and Tom, to come in after dropping tear gas. We’ll be uncomfortable for a bit, but it beats the alternative. Wait for ten minutes so we can find Sophie, then assault the building. I would guess he has two, maybe three guards. We hadn’t found this hideout, and he’s just cocky enough to believe we haven’t yet. You’ll have the element of surprise on your side. Make it count. Lori, send the address to my phone.”

The brunette smiled. “Already done.”

Caleb stood. “Let’s go.”

Marti understood why Caleb was a good DEA agent. He was commanding and people followed his direction without question. She followed everyone else out of the room but Caleb.

He came behind her and placed his hand at her waist. “We’ll rescue her, Marti. I promise she won’t be harmed except for the tear gas. I don’t know of any way to get a gas mask into her.”

“I don’t either. We’ll manage. The main thing is to get her out of there alive.”

“I don’t believe Jamison will hurt her. He likes kids too much. She’s safe as long as he’s in charge. If someone else comes…”

A sob escaped her. He hadn’t finished because he didn’t need to. She knew what the odds were if a higher cartel boss became involved. Marti steeled her backbone. “Let’s go and get this done before that happens.”

Caleb leaned down and kissed her forehead. “That’s my girl.”
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They arrived at Kristal Rafferty’s condo and parked out front on the street. Two black SUVs sat on the street, too. One in front of the house and one across the street. Neither vehicle was occupied.

Caleb looked up and down the street as he walked around to Marti’s side of the Camaro.

The street was quiet. The condos were built like townhomes, one beside the other rather than on top of each other. Even though these condos were higher end as far as price, it appeared to still be a working-class neighborhood. He didn’t see any bikes or skateboards out in the yard, so maybe Kristal’s kids didn’t live with her.

The buildings were painted hideously in alternation flat avocado green and burnt orange. Why that combination was so popular he would never understand.

She’d already exited the car and was waiting on the sidewalk. “Now what?”

He placed a hand at her waist and escorted her to the front door. “Now we knock.” He pounded on the door.

Kristal’s place was at the corner of the building. According to the blueprints, it had three bedrooms, two of which were masters with their own baths. They were at the back of the building. The front was taken up by the third bedroom and the vaulted ceiling of the living room. The building had no basement, and the total square footage was 1,632 feet, big for a single-story condo in Bozeman, but not huge.

Caleb figured Sophie was most likely in one of the back bedrooms.

The door opened to Jamison’s smiling face. “Brother. I thought taking the girl would bring you around. Come in.” He swung his left arm in a wide arc as he stepped back, allowing them entrance.

Marti stepped up into the foyer.

Keeping a hand at her waist, Caleb followed her inside. Under other circumstances, he would have been thrilled to see Jamison looking so well. He would have flicked his ear and asked him where the heck he’d been. Then he would have hugged him, just glad to have him home.

Jamison smiled as he closed the door. “Ah, always the gentleman. So, is this reporter taking Sarah’s place in your heart?”

“No one can ever take Sarah’s place. You, of all people, should know that. Is this all about the fact that Sarah picked me instead of you? Tell me I’m mistaken.” Caleb sounded tired, even to his own ears.

Narrowing his eyes, Jamison stared at Caleb. “She should never have chosen you. We loved each other, but you had more money. They were your businesses, after all. Even though I was filthy rich, still am, she chose you.”

“You never understood, because you never wanted to. She didn’t love you. Ever. She used you as a way to get me to pop the question because I’d been putting off asking her.”

Jamison smiled as if he knew something Caleb didn’t. “You’re wrong. Sarah and I remained lovers even after you got married. She always loved me, but she was greedy. She wanted to have the most, be the best, have the best and she thought that was you, but she still loved me.”

Caleb stiffened at the words; his hands formed into fists. “That’s not true and you know it. You’re just saying that because she’s gone, and you think you’ll get a rise out of me. It won’t work. Now, where is Sophie. You’ve seen me, you’ve gotten in your dig. Let Sophie and her mother go.”

Marti heard it in his voice, he still loved Sarah. She wondered what it would be like to be loved like that. Loved so much that even in death, two men were still fighting over who you loved.

Jamison smiled. His blue eyes twinkled with malevolence. “Ah, but that’s not the only reason I wanted you here. I want you and your men to stay away from the new barn. I have plans for that barn that don’t include the cows.”

Marti placed an arm around Caleb’s waist.

“You know that won’t happen, so why are you even asking?”

Jamison’s upper lip turned into a snarl, and he sneered. “I’m not asking, I’m telling. And to make sure you’ll do exactly that; I’m keeping the girl until my operation is done. I said that before, but apparently you don’t believe that will happen.” He finally looked at Marti. “I’m sorry Ms. Parker, but there will be no happy reunion for you and…Sophie. You should be proud of her. She refused to give me any information, including her name. I already knew it, but I thought it would be easier once she told me who she was.”

“She’s always been a smart girl,” said Marti.

Jamison frowned and the lip curl was back. “She’s a stubborn girl,” he spat. “Which could get her in trouble later in life.”

Marti lifted a brow. “She’s just like me. I’m proud I’ve instilled in her confidence to stand up for what is right. And nothing you do is right. You know that don’t you?”

Jamison narrowed his eyes and took a step closer. “Tread lightly, Ms. Parker. You’ve been a pain in my side for too long. I might just take something to eliminate that pain…permanently.”

Caleb stepped toward Jamison, with his teeth clenched. How dare he threaten the woman I love? “Don’t threaten her, baby brother.”

Jamison stilled.

Caleb wondered if ten minutes had passed and when the tear gas would be lobbed through the living room window.

Suddenly, a commotion was heard from the back of the condo.

Smoke wafted into the room.

Men ran out the front door crying.

Caleb had known his team would start at the back of the building. He was expecting the living room next.

Then the living room window shattered, and a canister landed on the carpet.

Jamison lunged at Marti.

Caleb’s urge to protect her was strong and he was faster, grabbing Jamison by the throat with one hand. “Don’t you even think about touching her.”

A guttural sound came from the back of Jamison’s throat and his hands batted at Caleb’s arm.
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Marti couldn’t worry about the brothers’ fight. She covered her nose and mouth with her hand and ran back the way the men were coming from. All the doors were open as she ran down the hall. Despite the sting to her eyes she had to find Sophie. The first door she came to was a bathroom. The next was an empty bedroom. The third room was an empty master bedroom. She had to check the bathroom, too, but it was empty.

She only had one more door to go through. When she looked inside, she saw the second master bedroom. She ran to the bathroom, praying Sophie was there. Just as she was about to open the door, she heard whimpering.

Marti turned toward the sound. Her eyes and nose watered and ran so much she could barely keep her eyes open.

“Sophie,” she shouted.

Her daughter was between the bed and the wall. Her hands and feet were tied. It looked like she’d rolled off the bed, trying to get away from the tear gas.

Marti didn’t untie her. She lifted her baby in her arms and ran out of the room, heading for the front door. She ran as fast as she could.

Sophie cried and buried her face in Marti’s chest.

When she reached the front door, she saw it was open and ran out toward the street.

Caleb caught her in his arms. “It’s okay. Here, let me rinse your faces.”

“Sophie first.” Marti stumbled with Sophie onto the lawn and went down on her knees. Relief that Caleb was safe and was there to support her washed over her.

Caleb handed her a large bottle of water and started working on Sophie’s bindings.

Marti poured the water from the top of Sophie’s forehead, letting the liquid run down her own face.

Someone handed her a towel, and she wiped Sophie’s face as the water rinsed her.

Sophie was still crying, but the water was helping. She turned her head away and then back. “I’m okay, Mommy. Do you.”

Marti poured the water the same way down her face, rinsing her eyes and her nose. She wiped her skin with the towel. Slowly, the burning from the tear gas eased, and she could open her eyes for more than a second or two.

Caleb had Sophie free, and she threw herself into her mother’s arms. “Mommy! I was so scared. I didn’t know if you would find me.”

“Shh, sweetie. I will move heaven and earth to find you. You can always depend on me.” Marti wrapped Sophie in her arms and clung to her, breathing in her kid scent.

Caleb stood back.

Marti finally looked up at him. “Thank you. Thank you for rescuing my baby.”

He had a half smile, and he smoothed his hand down the back of Sophie’s hair. “She means a lot to me, too. I couldn’t let him just keep her.”

Tears pricked Marti’s eyes, and she knew he was telling the truth. “We have a lot to talk about at home.” She deliberately referred to his ranch as home and not for the first time. But before it was just a location. Now, it was her heart. The place was more than just buildings. It was the people…Bethany, Danny, and Hetti. All of them were part of her now. All of them made the ranch home to her.

Caleb took her hand and helped her to her feet.

Sophie tugged on his sleeve.

“Hi, sweet girl. What can I do for you?”

The child said nothing; she just raised her arms, asking to be picked up.

Caleb smiled and gathered her into his arms. Then he held her with one arm and put the other one around Marti.

She couldn’t help but feel, if Danny had been there, that their family would have been complete. But she also knew as much as she and Caleb were attracted to each other, it would probably never be. He still loved Sarah, and Marti wouldn’t play second fiddle to a ghost.

“Let’s go home. I’ve left Jeff in charge. Everyone who was in the building has been accounted for and placed under arrest.” He led the way up the street to the Camaro. “Jamison will get his day in court and that’s all I wanted. He needs to be held accountable for all his crimes.”

Marti nodded, not knowing what to say.

When they reached the car, he looked at Marti. “I don’t have a child safety seat, I⁠—”

She smiled at his thoughtfulness. “I think this is a special occasion.”

He held the seat forward so Sophie could get into the backseat.

Marti was feeling a little jealous of Caleb and how Sophie clung to him when she was the one who rescued her. Then she realized how petty it was. She had her daughter back; nothing was more important than that. If Sophie needed to hang on to Caleb, well, then that was what she would do, and Marti would accept it for what it was. Her daughter needed some fatherly attention.

Marti climbed into the passenger seat, buckled up, and pulled her door shut.

Caleb slid behind the wheel, started the engine, and headed for home.

On the drive, none of them said anything.

When he reached the ranch, Caleb drove straight into the garage.

Marti was out of the door practically before he turned off the engine. Then she went around the car to his side.

Sophie had fallen asleep.

Caleb leaned in, unbuckled her seatbelt, and pulled her into his arms.

She never woke.

“Let’s get her to bed.” Marti led the way and opened the door as they walked through the house to Sophie’s bedroom.

Caleb looked over at Marti. “Should we let her sleep in these clothes?”

Marti shook her head. “No, she needs to get out of them. They are full of tear gas, and I want her in her pajamas.”

He laid Sophie on the bed. “You’ll have to wake her.”

Marti gazed down at her daughter. Happy didn’t even come close to describing the feelings that flowed through her. “I know. Why don’t you go heat some coffee? I’m not ready to go to sleep. It’s only about seven o’clock and way too early for bed.” Marti turned her gaze to Sophie and then wiped the tears off her own cheeks. “I’ll shower after I calm down,”

“I’m on it. See you in a few minutes.” He left the room.

Marti undressed her daughter and got her into her nightclothes without completely waking up the exhausted child. When she had her tucked into bed, she turned out the lights and gazed over at her before she closed the door. She couldn’t believe how lucky they’d been. She wasn’t naïve enough to believe that Jamison would have just handed over Sophie. Marti was very lucky Caleb was as good at his job as he was. Without him the outcome could have been very different. She might have lost Sophie forever. A sob escaped her, and she dropped her chin to her chest as she cried. After a couple of minutes, she wiped her cheeks, took a shower, and then headed downstairs to see Caleb in the kitchen.

When she arrived in the kitchen, she saw Caleb had two mugs on the counter. He filled them with the dark, rich liquid.

He pushed a mug over to Marti. “How is she?”

“Exhausted. She’s sleeping. I’ll let her rest for a couple of hours, then I’ll get her up to shower. I can’t let her nap for too long, or she’ll never sleep for the rest of the night.”

“I know. We need to talk after everyone is in bed. I called Bethany from the condo and let her know that Sophie was safe. She said she was taking Danny into her room and sleeping with him tonight. I’m sure that’s where they are now. She actually has a suite of rooms in the west wing, near Danny. Her gaming set up is a sight to behold. Danny will be in seventh heaven to get to play her games.”

“Does she have games suitable for a six-year-old?”

He chuckled. “She has games especially for Danny. This isn’t the first time he’s had a sleepover with Bethany.”

Marti nodded. “We’ll talk later, but I need to shower now.” On impulse, she rolled to her toes and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for today, for going after your brother and saving my daughter.”

He raised both hands, palms up. “Of course. I love Sophie, too.” He dropped his hands, and they formed fists. “Jamison is not the brother I grew up with. I don’t know him at all anymore.”

“We’ll talk more after I shower. I’ll be back down in fifteen minutes.”

“I’ll see you then.” He leaned against the counter watching her go.

Marti walked upstairs and into Sophie’s bedroom. After checking on her, she headed through the connecting door to her bedroom and showered as quickly as she could. Even after the shower, she still felt as if the tear gas was on her. She’d have to shower again before bed.
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It was twilight when Marti walked into the kitchen.

Caleb sat alone on a barstool at the island with a mug between his hands.

He lifted his head when she entered. “Feel better?”

She nodded, retrieved her mug and warmed the coffee with fresh from the pot.

“I’m sorry Jamison changed so much. Grief is different for everyone. I’m sorry for what he said about Sarah, too.”

Caleb stared into his coffee mug. “He was right though. I loved Sarah and gave her anything she wanted. But once she met Jamison, she never loved me like she did him. Even now, I was deluding myself when I told you about her. I thought we were sweethearts, especially in the beginning and maybe we were, for a short time. But she married me for what I could give her. Having Danny was an accident. The most amazing accident.”

Marti had a lump in her throat and was choked up as she placed a hand on his arm. “I wish I knew what to say.”

“Because I loved her at one time, I was sorry when she got cancer, but Jamison was devastated. I think that’s when he started to change. And when she died, he completely lost it. He went into his own world then and didn’t come out. That must have been when he got involved with the cartel. He’s obviously worked his way up in the organization.” He ran a hand through his hair.

“What will happen to him now?”

“He’ll be charged with drug trafficking and kidnapping. He’ll be going to prison for a long time.” He frowned and furrowed his brows. “I won’t help him this time. He’s got to pay for his crimes.”

Marti closed her eyes to stop the tears that threatened to fall. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be. It is what it is. No one could have changed the outcome. We were locked into what happened between us. And after Danny was born, I knew I would never give him up in a divorce. Sarah knew it, too, and stayed with me for that reason. Even though he was an accident. She loved him with her whole heart, just as I do.”

Marti placed a hand on his arm. “I’m glad for that.”

“So am I.” He stared into his empty coffee cup. “I don’t want to talk about Jamison and Sarah. I want to talk about you and me.”

“What about us?” Her heart raced, and her stomach flipped.

He took her hand as he gazed into her eyes. “You must know I have feelings for you. None of our dates were because of the job. I enjoyed going out with you and learning a little about Marti Parker. Do you want to know what I’ve learned?”

She nodded, her voice abandoning her.

He ran his tongue over the front of his teeth and then smiled. “I’ve learned you’re a fantastic mother and love Sophie beyond reason. You’re strong and brave. You don’t let people push you around. I like that.”

“I…um…thank you. I guess that’s part of being a reporter.”

“I think it’s just part of you. Whether you are a reporter or not, you would still be all those things.” He stood and closed in on her, standing between her legs. “Now, about us. I want us to continue as we have been, but without thinking it’s a mission. I want to show my love off to the world.”

“Yo…your love. You love me?” Tears rolled unbidden from her eyes and her heart melted. “That’s a very good thing, because I love you, too.”

He cupped the back of her head, lowered his lips to hers, and placed soft kisses on the sides of her mouth before moving to her lips and deepening the kiss.

Marti poured her love into kissing him back.

Caleb held her close, his arms around her waist. “I love you so much. I don’t think I’ve ever known what real love is until you. Marry me, Marti. I can’t wait to make you my wife and be able to romance you in all ways.”

“I can’t wait to be romanced.” She brought his head down to hers and kissed him.

Bethany and Danny chose that moment to come in from outdoors.

“Well, it’s about time.” Bethany crossed her arms over her chest and smiled.

Danny looked up at his aunt and then mimicked her. “Yeah, it’s about time.”

Marti tried to pull away.

Caleb clamped his hands at her lower back, holding her close.

“I like you just where you are. In my arms, forever.”

Marti leaned her head on his chest and smiled. “I don’t want to be anywhere else.”

Sophie walked into the room, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “What’s going on?”

“Sophie!” Danny ran across the room and hugged his best friend. “Daddy and your mom just said they’d love each other, and Daddy asked her to marry him.” Then he turned toward Caleb and Marti and frowned. “But she never answered.”

“No,” said Caleb. “She didn’t.” He boxed her in at the breakfast bar with an arm on either side of her hips.

Marti’s cheeks heated, and she looked up at Caleb. Her pulse raced and her breathing was shallow.

He patiently waited.

She took his face between her palms. “Of course, I’ll marry you. The sooner, the better, and you’d better romance the heck out of me.”

He threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, I intend to. Believe me, I’ll make you forget every other man you’ve ever known.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

He grinned. “We can get married as soon as you want. We just need a marriage license, and then we can go before the justice of the peace. Unless you want a big wedding, then we can wait⁠—”

She placed two fingers on his lips. “I don’t want a big wedding. I’ve had a big wedding, and that marriage didn’t last. How about two weeks from now? That will give me a little time to find a dress and shoes, and to get my parents here.” She turned to Danny. “They are going to love you. They’ve always wanted a grandson.”

Danny’s eyes widened. “Wow, I’m gonna have grandparents. I’ve never had those before.”

Sophie grinned. “Does this mean Danny and me will be brother and sister?”

Marti nodded. “It sure does. Are you happy about that?”

She nodded, her head going up and down very fast. “You bet. I’ve never had a brother before, but he’s always gonna be my bestest friend.”

“Yeah,” said Danny, throwing his arm over Sophie’s shoulder. “What should we do first? Wrestle on the floor or go visit the horses?”

“Visit the horses,” said Sophie.

Marti put her hands on her hips. “It’s a little late to visit the horses and Sophie has to take a shower.” She pointed a finger at her daughter. “You have tear gas in your hair. Upstairs, now. March.”

Sophie hung her head. “Aw, Mommy, I don’t want to.”

“That doesn’t matter. You need to do it now. It will hurt later if any of that gets in your eyes or your mouth again. Now, go. I’ll be up in a minute.”

Sophie kicked an invisible rock with her shoe. “Okay.” She turned to Danny. “Don’t you go without me.”

“I won’t. I’ll be in the family room watching TV. Come get me there.”

“Okay.” Sophie ran off to take a shower.

Marti shook her head. “Kids.”

Caleb grinned. “Do you think they’ll start fighting like brother and sister now?”

“I don’t think so.” Marti thought for a moment. “They were best friends first, and I think they’ll stay that way.”

Bethany came over and hugged Marti.

Marti returned the gesture, pleased by what she was sure it meant. “What was that for?”

“I wanted a sister, and I’m getting one. Sarah and I were never close. Her being so much older then me made it hard for us to really become sisters But you and I are already close, so becoming my sister is just the next step.” She looked over at her brother. “I’m just glad he finally saw who was right in front of him. And now we get to go shopping for your wedding dress. I might work with horses and act like a cowboy most of the time, but that doesn’t mean I don’t love shopping and looking like a girl, too.”

“Good. I don’t want a regular wedding dress, but I want something really pretty. It’s so close to fall, though, I don’t know if we can find anything like that. We’ll try the bridal shops first, but I don’t want a bridal gown, I guess I want a cocktail dress. Something I can wear again.”

Caleb shook his head. “I can see I’m not needed for this conversation. I think I’ll go watch TV with Danny and Sophie when she comes down.” He grabbed Marti around the waist and pulled her close. “Have I told you today how much I love you?”

She placed a finger on her chin and pretended to contemplate his question. “I don’t think you have. And even if you have, I want to hear it again.” Her pulse raced, and her heart thumped loudly in her chest.

“I love you, Marti Parker, and I can’t wait for you to be my wife.”

“I love you too. You’re my heart, my happy place, and I’m glad we found each other.”

He gave her a small smile then softly kissed the corners of her mouth before settling his lips over hers and kissing her thoroughly. “You’re my happy place, too now and forever. You can’t get rid of me, Marti. I’m yours forever.”

“And I’m yours…forever, too.”


EPILOGUE
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Two weeks later

Marti stood in the church’s vestibule, they’d changed their mind about going to the justice of the peace. The weather was still summer, even if it was the first week in September. She wore a cocktail length dress made of ivory silk. The design was a sheath with spaghetti straps—not low cut, but it clung to her curves nicely. She chose two-inch satin pumps that had been dyed to match the dress and weren’t so high as to be uncomfortable.

Bethany told her Caleb was already inside, in the front of the sanctuary.

Marti tightly gripped her bouquet of summer flowers. “Does he look happy? Should I leave now? I don’t want him unhappy for any reason.”

Bethany wore a similar dress, but hers was rose-colored and strapless. The dress was perfect for her and showed off her tanned and toned shoulders. She rolled her eyes. “Marti. He’s smiling and looking this way. The music is starting. It’s time for me to go out. You’ll be fine. Your dad’s right here.”

Marti had not taken her maiden name back when she divorced because of Sophie. Now, as she looked at Martin Denning, she wished she had. She’d forgotten how handsome he was with his dark hair, streaked with silver at the temples. His green eyes were the same emerald that Marti had. He stood smiling in his tux, pretending he was comfortable when Marti knew he wasn’t. Yet he stood, a picture of infinite patience, with his hands clasped in front of him. “Daddy. I don’t know why I’m so nervous.”

“It’s because you love him, Sunshine. You’re afraid he doesn’t really love you, that maybe he’s like Vance, but nothing could be further from the truth. Vance was a user and a letch. Caleb is steady, and he loves you beyond measure. So, pull up your big girl panties, and let’s go marry the man you love.”

Marti giggled and lifted a brow. “My big girl panties? Where on earth did you hear that?”

“I told him that.” Her mother, Nora, came over and hugged her. “Have you forgotten me telling you that whenever you didn’t want to do something?”

She chuckled. “I had until right this minute.”

“I better get out there and find my seat so you two can come down the aisle.” She hugged Marti. “I love you, Sunshine.”

“I love you, too, Mom.”

Her mother left the room.

She turned to her father. “Okay, let’s go. I’ve made Caleb wait long enough.”

Her dad opened the door to the sanctuary and held it as Marti walked through. Then he joined her, holding out his left arm.

She placed her hand through the crook in his elbow, and they slowly walked up the aisle.

Sophie walked before them, strewing flower petals from a basket, and Danny followed her, carrying a pillow with their wedding rings on it.

After Bethany and Paul took the rings from the pillow, Danny and Sophie walked over to Marti’s mother and sat on either side of her. She put an arm around each child.

Marti saw her sister, Robin, with her husband and children, in the row behind her mother. Next to her were Luke and his family, and the last in the row was Greg with his family.

She was pleased that all of her family was in attendance.

Caleb was at the front of the sanctuary with his friend and brother-in-law, Paul.

Both men wore black tuxes.

The reverend stood to Caleb’s right behind the elevated podium. Behind him were floor-to-ceiling windows. The church was the most beautiful Marti had ever seen. Through the windows, the Bridger Mountains stood majestic, with the first snow of the season covering the tallest peaks.

Marti and her father walked up to Caleb, Paul, and Bethany.

The reverend cleared his throat and began the ceremony.

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join these two hearts together in the state of holy matrimony. If there is anyone present who knows why these two should not be joined, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

He waited a moment before continuing. “Very good. Now, who gives this woman to be married to this man?”

“Her mother and I do,” said her father, his voice clear. He handed her off to Caleb.

“Good,” said the reverend. “Is there any one present who has reason why these two should not be married?”

Silence.

“Okay,” the reverend continued. “Do you Caleb James Malone, take this woman, Martina Taylor Parker, to be your lawfully wedded wife? To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer and for poorer, for as long as you both shall live?”

“I do.” Caleb’s voice was loud and strong.

The reverend turned his gaze to Marti. “Do you Martina Taylor Parker, take this man, Caleb James Malone, to be your lawfully wedded husband? To have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer and for poorer, for as long as you both shall live?”

“I do.” Marti was surprised that her voice wasn’t shaking, but she was clear, if not loud.

The reverend looked at her and smiled. “Do you have rings to exchange?”

“Yes,” said Marti and Caleb in unison.

Bethany gave her the ring for Caleb.

Paul gave Caleb the ring for Marti.

“Very good,” said the reverend. “Caleb, repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

Caleb looked deep into Marti’s eyes, and then he slipped the ring onto her finger. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

“Now, Marti, repeat after me. With this ring, I thee wed.”

“With this ring, I thee wed.” Her voice was firm and louder this time. She slid the ring as far as his knuckle.

Then Caleb had to finish pushing it on.

“Now, by the power vested in me by the Lord God Almighty, the City of Bozeman, and the State of Montana, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.”

Caleb smiled. “With pleasure.” He cupped her face between his palms and kissed her.

The kiss was more than a peck, but not as deep as she would have liked. But it was tender and sweet. Their first kiss as a married couple. Marti smiled.

Caleb took her hand, and they walked out of the chapel. He’d brought the Camaro again, and they headed for it.

“Is everything ready at the ranch for the reception?”

He chuckled as he helped her into the passenger seat. “You know Hetti has been preparing for this for two days, right?”

She gazed into his eyes. “I know. I just want everything to be perfect.”

He leaned down and gave her a soft kiss on the corner of her mouth. “It’s already perfect. You’re my wife. I think I’m the happiest man alive.”

Marti kept her gaze on Caleb, smiled and reveled at the butterflies in her stomach. “I know I’m the happiest woman and the luckiest, too.”

“Hold that thought.” He hurried around the car and slid into the driver’s seat. After he’d buckled up, he started the engine, and they took off for the ranch…for home. “Now, why do you think you’re the luckiest?”

“You’re probably thinking it’s because you’re a billionaire, but I don’t really care about that.”

“I know. That’s one of the things I like best about you. You don’t put on airs, and having money doesn’t impress you.”

“It really doesn’t. I’ve been supporting myself for too long. I know that if I have to, I can support myself again.”

“So, why are you the luckiest woman alive?”

She cupped his jaw. “Because I have the handsomest, kindest, smartest man I know for my husband. I have a wonderful, smart son, and I see only good things ahead for us.”

“I feel the same about you and Sophie. I can’t imagine having a more wonderful daughter or wife. I love you. You know that, right?”

She nodded. “I love you, too.” Marti grabbed his right hand and kissed the back of it. “You’re mine and I’ll never give you up.”

He kissed their joined hands. “I won’t give you up either. Not now, not ever. I see so many wonderful years ahead for us.”

She grinned. “I do too. That’s what makes us perfect.”

He kissed their hands again. “Perfect. That’s you. Perfect for me.”

“And you’re perfect for me. I love you so much. You’re mine, forever.”

As warmth like she’d never known surrounded her, she smiled. “Forever.” Maybe it was them not having to disguise their love anymore. Marti finally had the family she always wanted. A wonderful son and a loving husband. She had her own happily-ever-after. Who could want for more? Not Marti Malone, that was for sure.
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