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

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

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

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

While honorably discharged, these men and their actions will forever be disavowed . . . 
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Red Falls, Utah

 

HARVEY “DUDE” BURNETT’S hands shook so badly that he darned near dropped his shovel. In all of his seventy-two years, he couldn’t ever quite recall being this excited—well, of course the day his granddaughter, Olivia, had been born, but this . . . He couldn’t stop smiling when giving the still mostly buried trunk’s lid another satisfying thump. Even by the battery-powered lantern’s dim light, he could tell they’d hit the motherlode of all treasures. “Shirley! Hurry up with that camera! We’re making history, muffin!”

“I’m trying, but it’s just not here. Could we have left it back at that truck stop when we went into town for the ladder?” From her perch at the mouth of the narrow cave, her voice sounded tinny. 

It had been three weeks since they’d left Jacksonville, Florida to land in Salt Lake City, Utah. At the airport, they’d rented an SUV then drove south until seeing more crows than people. Their journey had finally led to this forgotten cave. He was passionate about collecting old treasure maps—he’d paid a pretty penny for this one. And sure, he and his honey muffin had been hunting this treasure since they’d first married over fifty years ago, but this time was different. They’d actually found something and he planned on documenting it for the whole world to see. He had to make everything just right for their inevitable History Channel documentary special. 

“Nah. Keep looking.” He put extra backbone into digging faster. “It’s gotta be there somewhere.” He’d first heard the legend of El Diablo’s Gold back when he and his pal Jimmy served in the Navy. They couldn’t have been much older than eighteen when they’d found themselves darn near blown to hell in Vietnam. 

Their field hospital cots had been side-by-side when Jimmy opened up about the legend. He’d been raised in Utah and claimed his father died looking for the treasure. Jimmy’s dying request had been for Dude to find the supposed stash of stolen Incan gold. His entire life, Dude had periodically been coming out here trying to make good on his long ago promise, but it wasn’t until recently that he’d bought a map labeled El Diablo at a private Miami antiquities auction. Once his granddaughter, Olivia, joined in on his research, things had taken a most peculiar turn.

Seems all these years, he and Shirley had been looking in the wrong spot. By hundreds of miles. On a tourist-style map, what they’d thought read White Falls in Navajo, Łigaii, had actually been Łichíí'—red. That discovery had led to a cornucopia of new details and characters who had all shared even more new information. Sure, some of the folks they’d met hadn’t been so savory, but with a treasure this size, he supposed that was to be expected.

Dude shoveled faster and faster until the sandy soil raised quite a dust cloud in the cramped space. He suffered through a coughing spell but then got right back to it. The chest’s entire top was almost exposed. Just a little further and he’d be able to pry it open. 

“Shirley! Where’s my camera?”

“You mean this?” a man’s voice asked.

Dude spun around to find a familiar figure holding not only Shirley’s prized digital camera, but a rifle. Poor Shirley stood in front of the man. Two more ominous figures loomed behind, and further back, a woman. Dude dropped the shovel, then slowly raised his hands. “Now, look, back in Green River, me and Shirley told you we didn’t want any trouble. We’re amicable to share.”

“See?” The man laughed. “That’s where you and I differ. I’ve never liked sharing. Right, Ma?” 

“True. Very true.”

“But—” One of the men behind Shirley spoke up, only to be instantly silenced by a lone shot’s roar. The gun’s concussive force rocketed through the cramped space. Were there now two groups of bad guys? 

This newest addition to their party—a massive, tree trunk of a man—lunged forward. 

A fight ensued. 

Dude grabbed Shirley’s forearm, their fallen camera and the shovel, before pushing her deeper into the cavern. 

He doubled back for the lantern.

“What’re we going to do?” Shirley asked. Her dear face was dirt-smudged. Her eyes were red and teary.

“Shh . . .” They’d come to a fork. Dude veered left but then dropped to his knees, smudging out their tracks with the shovel. “Don’t you worry about a thing, muffin. We’re going to be just fine.” Having served thirty years in the Navy, there was no way he was giving up without a helluva fight. 

A second gunshot roared.

A half-scream escaped Shirley before she covered her mouth with her hands.

“Come on,” Dude guided her deeper, always using the shovel to erase their path from the sandy soil. “While they fight, we’ll find another way.”

“What about the treasure?”

He stopped for a hasty kiss. “You’re my true treasure.”

Dude might have reassured his wife, but inside, his heart galloped at an alarming degree. If he didn’t find a way to calm down, a heart attack might kill him before these bandits got a second chance . . .  
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Jacksonville, Florida

 

“I KNEW IT,” Olivia Burnett said on the heels of a sob. “I knew something was wrong when Grandma didn’t call on my birthday, yet you played it off like it was no big deal. Now, do you believe me?”

Shirley and Dude’s cozy Jacksonville retirement condo had been ransacked, down to the sofa and lounge chair cushions being slit. White stuffing looked like some twisted version of snow amongst the books. Broken memorabilia and photos littered the wood floor. 

“Never said I didn’t.” Harding Breslow—the guy she’d been on-again/off-again dating for the past six months—knelt to glide a family photo from beneath the frame’s broken glass. “But they’ve been in Canyon Country. Cell service is sketchy. You told me they were off hiking and treasure hunting. I’m sorry, but nothing seemed inherently dangerous about that.”

“There wasn’t. Except for the cold.”

“Why didn’t they wait until summer?”

“Grandpa said that according to his new map, the treasure cave’s opening was only visible one day out of the entire year—the afternoon of the winter solstice.”

“Where did he first hear about the treasure?”

She explained about his friend Jimmy who’d died in Vietnam having told Dude about the El Diablo Incan gold hoard. Dude had always collected old maps, but once he’d found one at a private auction with El Diablo etched across the top, her grandfather had been extra-obsessed. “Grandma only agreed because she thought there’d be less chance of running into snakes this time of year.”

“True, but hypothermia doesn’t sound much more fun.”

“Did you have to bring up the temperature? As if I don’t have enough to worry about with bad guys apparently now involved.” 

“Lucky for you that bad guys happen to be my specialty.”

She snorted. “Oh, I know.”

Which was why their relationship was forever off. But she’d been so worried about her grandparents that she hadn’t known who else to call. Staring at the photo that had been taken five years earlier at her nursing school graduation, Harding brushed his thumb over the image of her face. Even from across the room, his imagined touch soothed her raw nerves. Their chemistry had never been an issue. Plenty of other things had.

“What do I do? I know they flew into Salt Lake City to stock supplies, but beyond that, where do I start in finding them? They promised to be home by Christmas. Now, it’s past New Year’s Eve.”

“First, you’re not doing anything on your own. We’ll find them together.”

“No.” She crossed her arms. “I’ve seen firsthand the way you handle things. I don’t want you involved.”

“Christ . . .” After putting an end table back on its feet, he sighed. “Are we back to that again? I told you . . .”

“Oh, I know. Danger is just something you do. No big deal.” Her sarcastic laugh was borderline hysterical. “Newsflash, Harding—it’s a very big deal to me.” Olivia’s grandparents had raised her since her foreign war correspondent parents had been taken hostage and shot when she’d been a little girl. Even decades later, she’d never forget their bloodied dead faces paraded across newspapers, magazines and TVs. Shirley and Dude had made life worth living. They’d comforted and coaxed her out of a deep depression and back into the warm Florida sun. 

If something happened to them . . .

Not wanting Harding to see her cry, she turned her back to him. 

“Hey . . .” Her heart broke more with his every crunching step across the deep layer of broken glass and memories choking the floor. When he finally reached her, wrapping her from behind with his solid arms, she knew the right thing would be struggling free. But she couldn’t. The terror of potentially losing her only remaining family was too strong. She never liked admitting she needed anyone, but in this case, she feared Harding might be the sole person who could make this right. 

Leaning into him, hugging her arms over his, she begged, “Please help me find my grandparents.”

“Of course.” He spun her to face him, tucked his fingers beneath her chin, urging her to meet his gaze. His aqua eyes reminded her of the play of sun on shallow water. But there was nothing shallow about him. A former Navy SEAL, he was a battle-hardened, modern day warrior who never backed down from a fight. How ironic was it that the very quality she hadn’t been able to stand in him as a friend and lover she now most needed? 
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Releasing Olivia, Harding fished his phone from his khaki cargo pants pocket.

“Who are you calling?” she asked. Her tear-flooded gaze gutted him. 

“A cleaning team.”

She shook her head. “Out of respect for my grandparents, I’ll do it myself.”

“No. I don’t want you here alone. Besides, you and I have better things to do.”

“What could be more important than restoring the home they love? What if whoever did this left a clue? Shouldn’t we call police? There could be fingerprints or DNA.” 

“Babe . . .” He didn’t want to lose his patience with her, so he forced a calming breath. “The people who did this? They are the clue. These are professionals. They were in and out of here like ghosts. Shirley and Dude must have unwittingly stumbled into something bigger than either of them ever expected. When we used to come for Sunday supper and your grandfather rambled on about his various treasures, did he believe they were real?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I guess. I always thought it was a quirky hobby. Like when he took his metal detector to local parks.”

“Right.” Harding punched his cell’s speed-dial for the clean-up team.

“Right? That’s all you can say?”

His team answered, so he held up his hand to quiet Olivia. 

The slashed line of her lips told him she didn’t appreciate his brusque demeanor any more now than she had while they’d dated. He wasn’t sorry. She’d already informed him that he wasn’t boyfriend material. A good thing, considering it had been a damned long time since he’d been a boy.

She wandered down the hall toward the three bedrooms. 

Harding had worked with the team many times. 

He gave them the address, a brief description of what they needed to do, then arranged for the unit’s key to be left with the gated condo’s security guard. Funny how everyone felt nice and safe behind iron gates, yet for any halfway adept bad guy, they presented zero challenge.

His next call was to his pilot to ready Trident’s jet. 

“Let’s go.” Harding found Olivia in her grandparents’ bedroom. With the mattress shredded, dressers and closets ransacked, it looked even worse than the rest of the place. 

“I can’t. I need to be close to them.” Her pace was frantic as she plucked Shirley’s blouses from the floor. The elderly woman favored bright colors and tropical prints. 

Harding liked her and her husband. A lot. Which made this personal. 

In his line of work, attachments were something he didn’t do. They made a man soft. His team had proven him right on more than one occasion.

Despite that fact, for Olivia, for Shirley and Dude—selfishly, for himself—Harding planned to move heaven and earth not just to find them but to bring them home alive and well.   

He prided himself on never getting his personal life, or lack thereof, mixed with business. Then he’d met Olivia while his partner Nash’s wife, Maisey, had been under her care in a Jacksonville hospital’s ICU. While on duty, she’d not only had a sexy, take-charge demeanor, but a compassionate streak that had thawed a part of himself he’d assumed forever frozen. He’d seen things, done things no man ever should. That fact couldn’t be changed, no matter how much for Olivia’s sake he wished it could.

She’d welcomed him into her family and for a few too-brief months, he’d belonged. Oh sure, he was an integral part of his team—they were brothers—but that was different. Just like what he’d felt for Olivia and her grandparents had been different. He’d welcomed the change. Contemplated asking her to be his wife. But then he took a bullet for a high-profile client, and things between them were never the same. He’d seen it as no big deal. He’d been shot before and surely would be again. It was an occupational hazard. 

To her, that risk proved unacceptable. 

Today marked the first time he’d seen her in months.

“Stop.” He cupped his hands around her shoulders. She worked faster and faster to right this egregious, senseless wrong. “My team will handle this. What can’t be fixed, I’ve authorized them to buy. When we bring your grandparents home, they’ll never know the full extent of what happened.”

“That’s just it. What did happen? Why? Who would want to do this to them? None of this makes sense.”

“I know.” He took the clothes from her, resting them on the back of an overturned armchair. As if the time they’d been apart had condensed into mere hours, he took her into his arms and she let him. He kissed the crown of her head. “Promise. Together we’ll figure this out, okay?”

She nodded against his chest. 

God help him, but he’d missed holding her. Protecting her. Guilt tore through him. If they’d still been together, might he have somehow seen this coming? 

His cell dinged, signaling an incoming text. A glance at his phone showed they’d be wheels-up in an hour.  
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Salt Lake City, Utah

 

OLIVIA EMERGED FROM Harding’s company jet into a blowing sleet that lashed her cheeks like icy blades. She winced, hurrying down the stairs and across the tarmac toward an open hangar’s golden glow. She hugged her supersized brown leather purse, her only luggage. 

It was seven p.m., but her exhaustion and the overcast sky made it feel more like midnight. 

“Wait up!” Harding was close on her heels. During the last of their short run, he’d pressed his hand to the small of her back. She appreciated his protective gesture more than he’d ever know. 

During their flight, while he’d made supply lists and contingency plans for primary plans, and assigned tasks to each of the teammates she’d come to know and love during their brief time together, she’d struggled not to panic. For her own sanity, she had to remain calm and trust Harding to do what he did best—right horrific wrongs by whatever means necessary.

They finally reached the hangar’s blessed warmth. 

Harding closed the door behind them.

“You’re here.” Jasper King, one of Harding’s team members who worked out of their Denver office looked up from a conference table tucked into an alcove at the structure’s far end. “Just got Shirley and Dude’s financials from Briggs. Nothing remarkable, but their credit card usage laid out a nice breadcrumb trail.” He held out his arms to Olivia, welcoming her into a hug, which she gladly accepted. “How’re you holding up? Eden wanted to come, but at the last minute our sitter bailed.”

“That was sweet of her. I’m fine. Sort of.” She faintly smiled. “I’m sure we’ll find my grandparents lost in a canyon, living off granola bars and Ensure.”

Jasper laughed and then made a face. “Let’s hope they’ve at least got good flavors of each.”

Jasper led her to a chrome and black leather chair at the head of a black lacquer table. The alcove looked straight out of a high-rise corporate office, complete with a black leather sofa, pricey-looking oil landscapes and a buffet loaded with an assortment of beverages and snacks. 

“Hungry? Thirsty?” Jasper asked.

“No, thank you.” She settled into her chair. “Let’s just talk about this financial trail you found.”

Harding took a Snickers before joining her and Jasper at the table. 

“The bulk of their finances look unremarkable. Retirement accounts, pensions, savings. No major changes in anything until three weeks ago when they landed at Salt Lake International Airport and rented an SUV. From the airport, they stocked up on supplies at everywhere from REI to Wal-Mart, then headed southeast on US HWY 6. According to their MasterCard, they checked into the Super 7 in Green Fork then had dinner at Ollie’s Truck Stop. Now, the curious thing about that is that they paid two hundred and seventy-three dollars and fifty cents for their meal.”

Harding whistled. 

“At a truck stop?” Olivia frowned. “Could they have met other people? Paid the whole bill?”

“That was my initial thought. Although, according to the website, the place does sell souvenirs. Shirley and Dude also could have stocked up on T-shirts.” 

“I suppose,” Olivia said. 

“Only way to know for sure,” Harding said, “is to get down there. Show their photos. Also, we’ll see if they’re able to pull up a detailed copy of their bill.”

“Good idea,” Olivia said. “What did my grandparents do next?”

“In the morning, they drove southwest to a speck on the map, called Goblin.”

“What?” Olivia and Harding asked in unison. 

“I kid you not,” Jasper said. “It’s close to Goblin Valley State Park, renowned for its freaky landscape. They stayed two nights at Rex’s Motor Inn, ate fairly regularly at Spook’s Diner, topped off their gas at Norm’s Convenient Mart, and spent a couple hundred bucks at Dollar General, presumably for more supplies. That’s the last time any of their cards were used. Since Harding relayed they were on some kind of treasure hunt, I assume from there they went into the backcountry, but this place is remote. Like seriously vast. Like you’d have to be crazy to…” 

“We get it.” Harding’s tone was gruff.

“Ohmygod . . .” Olivia bowed her head, wringing her hands. “What are we going to do?”

“Not panic.” Harding rolled his chair back to stand, then plant himself behind her. With his hands bracing her shoulders, he said, “I promise, we’ll find them. But you have to stay calm, okay? Trust me that Jasper and the rest of the team know what we’re doing. We love Shirley and Dude as much as you and are determined to get them home.”

She leaned into his touch, closed her eyes and tried slowing her runaway pulse. 

Her grandma hated being cold. It was why they’d moved from Michigan to Florida right after they’d married. Thinking of her now, possibly injured, exposed to the elements . . .

Olivia bit her inner lip hard enough to taste coppery blood. 

“Relax,” Harding said. “We’ve got this.”

As if on cue, one of the hangar’s supersized garage-style doors hummed into action. The sudden cold air made Olivia shiver. 

A driver steered a massive black SUV onto the gleaming white floor. After cutting the engine and opening the door, out hopped Sawyer Crow, another member of the team from Denver. She’d met him on a few occasions while she and Harding dated. He typically wore jeans, a white T-shirt and a battered straw cowboy hat. This night proved no exception to his clothing rule. Black cowboy boots matched his long black hair. A Native American, his skin was golden caramel-toned. “Heard y’all might need a ride.”

The smell of exhaust hung in the still air.

“Good to see you, man.” Harding crossed to him to shake his hand. “Thanks for the speedy delivery.”

Jasper gravitated toward his friends. 

“No problem. I’m assuming my two speeding tickets will be welcomed on my expense account?”

“Absolutely.” Harding laughed.  

Olivia wandered over. “Hey, Sawyer. Thanks for coming.”

“Of course.” He gave her a sideways hug. “How have you been? Harding’s been an ass ever since you two cooled off.”

“Stow it,” Harding said.

“Sure, boss.” Sawyer held up his hands in surrender. “Anyway, wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”

She sighed. “Me too.”

Sawyer handed keys to Harding. “I got this hottie from a local outfitting company that specializes in Canyon Country treks. She’s gassed up and good to go. There are two spare tires on top and extra fuel. I’ve got camping gear and food for a week.”

“You rock.” 

“I know.” He grinned. “While you and Olivia scout out what went down in Green Fork, I’ll be working the hardcore treasure hunting angle. A quick search resulted in four urban myths for supposed treasures, but nothing as big as what Dude described. I found quite a bit on El Diablo’s Gold, but mostly touristy stuff. If there’s enough substance to the story to warrant his and Shirley’s home getting trashed, I’ll sniff it out.”

“You talked to him about it?” Harding asked.

“Briefly. We were working the grill during one of Shirley’s epic Sunday suppers when he brought it up. He told me he had a map but didn’t show it to me. He went on for a while bragging about how he was going to find millions in lost Incan treasure that had been hidden by monks. Or was it Franciscan friars? Either way, he had the only map and was not only going to be rich, but famous.”

Jasper snorted. “From experience, if I never saw another gold statue in my life, it would be too soon. Eden and I went through hell finding her father and his Nazi treasure. A lot of good people died. If you ask me, it wasn’t worth it.”

“Could we please not talk about good people dying?” Olivia asked.

“Agreed.” Harding asked her, “Ready to go?”

Swallowing back tears, she nodded. 

“Thanks again, guys.” She hugged Jasper and Sawyer, then made a mad dash for the SUV before losing her composure. 

All of this was beyond foreign. And for what? She fought a flash of fury with her grandpa for not only putting himself in danger, but her grandmother too. What had he been thinking? 

She and Harding had left Jacksonville so fast that she hadn’t even had time to pack clothes. On the way to the airport, she’d called the hospital where she worked, arranging for indefinite leave. 

How ironic was it that the sole reason she’d broken her beautiful relationship with Harding was because of his constant knack for finding trouble, yet this reunion had been brought about by her own brush with danger. What did that mean? 

Or was it just fate’s idea of a cruel joke?
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Red Falls, Utah

 

“I PROMISED LIV we’d be home for Christmas, but nooooo. Now, we’ve even missed New Year’s Eve. What’s it been? Three weeks since we left Florida?” Shirley Burnett hugged herself to ward off the cavern’s damp chill. They sat in the dark for hours, terrified to move lest it alert the gunmen of their presence. 

“Sorry,” Dude said. His lone word hung in the eerie stillness, broken only by the steady echo of water dripping from stalagmites into a pool. When he’d occasionally shone his light into it, the water’s clear beauty stood in stark contrast to their perilous situation. 

“You should be. All our lives I’ve heard about this stupid treasure. Ever since buying the new map, you’ve been obsessed. I thought it was just a hobby, so why in the world are men now shooting at us? None of this makes sense.”

“Don’t you get it? I found it, muffin, the ultimate treasure.”

“No, you didn’t. Otherwise, they would have taken the gold and left us down here to die. Why were they still chasing us?”

“I hadn’t thought about it like that.”

“Clearly, you haven’t thought about a lot of things other than that stupid map. What is Olivia going to do without us? She’s already lost so much.”

“We all have to die someday.”

Shirley landed a smack to the nearest body part she could find in the darkness. She thought it was his shoulder but couldn’t be sure and didn’t much care.

“Ouch! Why’d you do that?”

“Because I refuse to die down here. I’m chairwoman of the condo’s Valentine’s Day dance. Plus, we have our fiftieth wedding anniversary in May. I also plan on plenty of dancing there.”

“I hate dancing.”

“You hate anything that doesn’t have to do with this stupid treasure.”

“What is that I hear?” called a male voice from the inky black. “Are we having a lover’s quarrel?”

Shirley scooted closer to Dude, hugging him for all she was worth. She might hate him in the moment, but she’d loved the darned fool her entire life. 

She gasped when a figure approached. The head glowed green. 

“Ah . . . Look what I found. Palmer! Got ’em!”

He removed what she could only imagine were some sort of high tech night vision goggles. He flipped on a headlamp, shook two chemical light sticks only to toss them into the pool where they glowed nuclear green, bathing the cavern in eerie light. Finally, he shone a flashlight directly into her eyes.

Blinking against the sudden glare, Shirley held her husband tighter.

These weren’t the same men they’d seen earlier. The ones with rifles she recalled having met in town. None of them had high-tech gear.  

“Whatever you want,” Dude said with a firm set to his jaw, “we don’t have.”

“But you see,” The man crouched in front of them, “there’s a good chance you do. The funny thing is, you don’t even know it.”

“You already have the gold,” Dude said. “It was back in that first chamber. Just take it and leave us be.”

The man sighed. “If only it were that simple. The chest you found? All it contained was a pair of boots, a few rusty cans and a bottle. What I’m seeking aren’t historic trinkets but something far more valuable.”

“What are you talking about?” Dude narrowed his gaze.

“In due time, I’ll be happy to explain. First, let’s get you and your lovely wife out of these dank surroundings. When I torture information out of good people, I prefer a cozier setting and a nice dry white wine. Much more civilized, don’t you think?”

Shirley opened her mouth to scream, but during the stranger’s speech, more men flooded the room. One of them gagged her, while the other tied her hands behind her back. A second man did the same to Dude. 

Terror lodged in her throat while her heart pounded terrifyingly loud in her ears.

This couldn’t be happening. 

Their trip was supposed to have been a fun adventure—not a nightmare.

“I think,” the man said while two of his goons manhandled her onto her feet, “that we’ll start with fingernails. I know ladies can be vain about their manicures, so I’ll let you choose which ones I take.”

Shirley struggled and tried screaming, but that only turned her captors meaner. The gag’s dryness and rough texture made her retch. Every forced step made her body hurt all over, grinding like glass shards into her lower back.

Tears of sheer terror spilled. But with the gag firmly in place, there was no outward sound, only the internal riot of her pounding heart and silent screams. 

After forty-nine years of marriage, was this how she and Dude would die? 
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Green Fork, Utah

 

HARDING WAS CONCERNED about Olivia. She hadn’t slept since leaving Florida. Not that he had, but he was at least trained in how to deal with sleep deprivation. She looked beautiful but exhausted. 

It was three a.m. by the time they reached the town where Shirley and Dude had first stopped for rest, supplies and, he surmised, to procure information. 

At the truck stop where their receipts showed them as having eaten, he held open the door for Olivia to enter. “Ladies first.”

“Thanks.” 

“Seat yourselves!” A waitress sung from behind a long counter. 

Olivia faintly smiled before zeroing in on a booth.

Harding would have preferred sitting at a counter stool where staff tended to be chattier.

She slid onto a turquoise vinyl seat, crossed her arms on the table, then rested her head atop of them.

“Long day?” the waitress asked. Her engraved plastic nametag read Ginger. The place was dead. Only two other tables were occupied, both with one man each. Harding assumed by the rigs parked outside that they were truckers.

“Yes,” Olivia said.

“I’ve had worse,” Harding said.

The buxom, bottled red waitress laughed, landing menus in front of them. She wore a turquoise T-shirt with Ollie’s Truck-o-Teria written in blaze orange across the front pocket and back. Around her neck hung one of those gold cursive name necklaces. Ginger had been spelled out in green rhinestones. “While you two figure it out, can I get you a couple of coffees or iced teas?”

“Do you have hot tea?” Olivia asked.

“Sure. But no fancy flavors. Just plain old Lipton.”

“That’s fine. Thanks.”

“Black coffee for me,” Harding said.

“Will do.” The waitress left. She soon returned with their drinks. “Give me a wave when you’re ready to order.”

Harding thanked her.

“Aren’t you going to ask about my grandparents?” Olivia had three photos of them stashed in a side pocket of her purse.

“All in due time. Let me do the talking.”

“Why? They’re my grandparents.” She drummed her short, clear-polished nails in a rapid-fire staccato against the white and gold speckled tabletop. 

He covered her hand with his, trying to calm her, but all his gesture earned him was a dirty look. 

“What’s that about?” She nodded toward her still covered hand. “We’re not together.” 

“You need to calm down.”

“And you think that’s going to do it?”

“Sorry.” He removed his hand in favor of downing a few sips of coffee.

“No. I’m sorry. I still can’t believe we’re here. Together. It feels surreal.”

“Lean on me.” He took her hand again, this time squeezing hard enough to let her know that no matter what, he wasn’t letting her or her grandparents go. “I get why we’re not an item, Liv, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be a team.”

She squeezed him back. “I know. Thank you for all you’ve already done.”

The waitress took their orders. 

When she left, Harding tried making small talk with Olivia, but it was tough chatting about movies or sports when nothing mattered save for finding Dude and Shirley. He should have at least talked about the operation, but even that felt forced. How had he and Olivia grown so far apart in such a short time? They used to lie in bed for hours, kissing, holding hands, whispering hopes and dreams. Now, they were acquaintances. Nothing more. He hated that fact—especially, since he was the cause.   

Ginger returned with their meals. “You two passing through on your way to somewhere exotic?”

“No.” Harding couldn’t have bought a more perfect intro. “We’re actually looking for my wife’s grandparents.” He ignored Olivia’s shock in favor of laying it on thick for the person who could be their only tangible link to the elderly couple. “They came out here hiking and to do a little amateur treasure hunting but were due home by Christmas. My wife’s grandfather has a heart condition, so naturally, we’re concerned.”

“Sure, sure. We get a lot of sleuths around here. Everyone thinks they’ll be the ones to find El Diablo’s Gold. But if you ask me, it’s an urban myth. I wouldn’t put it past those folks on the Goblin City Council to have made the whole thing up to raise their tourism numbers for the park.”

“Is the treasure supposedly in Goblin Valley State Park?”

“No. From what my boys tell me, it’s way more remote.”

Harding shook his head. “I hate hearing that.” He took a bite of his burger. 

Olivia showed the waitress her grandparents’ photos. “Have you seen them? According to their credit cards, they ate here and spent quite a lot of money.”

“I’m sorry, sugar.” After staring a decent amount of time at the photos, she added, “They just don’t look familiar. But I only work the late shift. If I were you, I’d come back in the morning. The day shift gals are up on all the best gossip.”

“Thanks,” Harding said. “We’ll for sure try that route.”

“Ginger, hon?” A trucker seated a few booths over waved his coffee cup.

“Duty’s calling. When my shift ends, I’ll tell the girls you’re coming. That way, they’ll have time to refresh their memories.”

“You’re a doll,” Harding said with a smile and wink combo he’d perfected over the years. “Thank you so much.”

“My pleasure. Y’all enjoy your meals.”

“What was that?” Olivia asked under her breath the moment the waitress stepped out of earshot. “You’re a doll? I’m your wife?”

He shrugged before devouring more of his burger. “You get more flies with honey than vinegar. Plus, a husband and wife team is more sympathetic than a gun-for-hire.”

She winced. “I apologized for that. I know what you do is different. Better. But you were hurt, and I was scared. It was the first thing out of my mouth.”

“Water under my bridge. Let’s pay the bill and get some sleep.”

“Separate rooms?”

“Nope. We’re married, remember? But I’ll make sure to get a room with two beds. Wouldn’t want you catching my cooties.”
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At the same motel where her grandparents had stayed, Olivia tossed and turned until five a.m. before finally giving up and researching the legend of El Diablo’s Gold on her phone. 

Harding lightly snored. 

When they’d been together, she’d razzed him about it but never really minded. It had been a comfort having him share her bed. Her entire body warmed at the memory of what they’d done between the sheets that had nothing to do with sleep. She squeezed her thighs, hating that Harding still held that much power. She’d thought he’d been the one. 

Boy, had she been wrong. 

Too bad her body hadn’t yet received the memo.

When Harding was still asleep at six, and she’d learned nothing about the supposed treasure that she hadn’t already been told a dozen times by her grandfather, Olivia showered, washing her hair with the motel-provided shampoo. At some point in their day, she and Harding would need to buy clothes and toiletries, but for now yesterday’s jeans, T-shirt and Miami Dolphins hoodie would have to do.

She’d just reached for the blow-dryer affixed to the wall when a banging on the room’s exterior door gave her enough of a fright that she clutched her chest to calm her pounding heart. “Harding?”

“On it . . .” He was instantly out of bed and charging in his boxers toward the door. He held a lethal-looking handgun. Had he slept with it? “Stay in the bathroom,” he said before flipping the deadbolt, then jerking open the door, weapon at the ready.

Olivia closed her eyes, bracing herself for violence, but nothing happened save for a cold burst of wind. The sound of a revved engine. Squealing tires.  

“Shit.”

Olivia emerged from the bathroom, pulse still racing, to find the second-floor room’s door open.

Harding stood at the walkway’s metal rail, staring south.

She joined him. “Did you see anyone?”

“Just some chicken shit hopping into a rusty brown pick-up. He fishtailed from the lot, but was already too far gone for me to get a license or good description of the guy.”

“Why do you think he banged on the door if he didn’t want to talk to us? Do you think he knows something about my grandparents?”

“Yep.” He pointed to the door. Someone—presumably their friend from the truck—had written in red spray paint go home on the front of their room’s door.

Olivia clamped her forehead with trembling hands. “H-how would anyone even know we’re here? None of this makes sense.”

“Sure it does.” He led her back into the room, closing the door behind them. “Think about it. Either our waitress last night, or one of the day crew she told about us, or the guy who checked us into this motel knows a helluva lot more about Dude and Shirley’s whereabouts than we do. Let me grab a shower, then we’ll see who’s ready to start talking.”
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HARDING WOULD NEVER admit it to Olivia, but he was actually pretty psyched by their early morning visitor. They now shared a booth at Ollie’s, waiting to talk with Sharon, whom their waitress, Kate, assured them knew everything about everyone in the small town. 

By the time the middle-aged woman, with salt-and-pepper hair pulled into a high ponytail, approached their table, Harding had already finished his Western Omelet and bacon. She wore the same Ollie’s T-shirt as Ginger had the previous night, only instead of dripping in faux emeralds, she wore a gaudy clear rhinestone diamond broach, earrings and bracelet. 

Olivia had barely touched her scrambled eggs and toast. Dark circles under her eyes told him she hadn’t gotten much sleep. 

“Sorry it took me so long to get my behind over here. I’m Sharon.” The waitress pulled over a chair, sitting at the booth’s front. “Kate told me about your poor grandparents. It’s a foul time of year to be lost in those canyons.”

While Olivia took out Dude and Shirley’s photos, tears pooled in her eyes. “Do you remember seeing them? Maybe if they talked with someone local . . .”

“Oh, dear.” Sharon’s hot pink lips turned into a frown. “I did see those two. They were with a local idiot—Randy Owens. They all ordered steaks and seemed in a real celebratory mood, which I found odd, as no one with a lick of common sense would celebrate being in the same state with him, let alone, room. No offense to your grandparents. Anyway, he runs a tourist trap that gets a lot of side traffic from the Moab crowd. It’s an old abandoned gold mine. He gives tours, tells ghost stories, local legends and the like.”

“Is one of them about El Diablo’s Gold?” Harding asked.

She cupped her hand to her chin, tapping her lips with her index finger. “I can’t be sure, but I’ve heard enough about it over the years that it wouldn’t surprise me. If your grandfather was hunting the treasure, it would make sense for him to connect with Randy. For a hefty fee, he guides folks into the back country, usually to visit ghost towns or scenic sites, but he’ll do anything to make a buck. The darned fool was married to my cousin Elise. He left her with nothing but a pile of his bills. Ever since, I haven’t been able to stand the bastard. Pardon my French.”

“It’s okay,” Olivia said. “Thanks for the lead.”

“Oh, sure. And luckily, you caught me on a fairly slow day. You should have been here ’bout a month ago when that jet went down.”

“Excuse me?” Harding set down the mug he’d been sipping from. He prided himself on being well-informed but didn’t remember seeing anything about a downed aircraft in the news.

“It was a big deal for being so hush, hush. Some fancy military jet from Nellis.”

“What’s that?” Olivia asked.

“Nevada Air Force Base,” Harding said. 

“Every motel and B & B in town was booked plumb full with military personnel. I’ve never seen anything like it. The darnedest thing is, after all that looking, from what I heard, they never did find a trace. Our canyons swallowed it whole. Or aliens vaporized it.” She winked. “Don’t get me started on that whole UFO conspiracy crew. We get a fair amount of those in here, too.”

After wishing them well, Sharon gave Olivia a sideways hug, then announced she was headed out back for a smoke break.

Harding said, “I do love a Chatty Cathy.”

“My head’s spinning.” Olivia stirred sugar into her hot tea. “Sounds like we need to talk to Randy.”

“Or is Sharon involved and pointing blame on him?”

“At this point, anything’s possible. Let me run to the restroom, then we’ll visit Randy and assess him for ourselves.”

“Sounds good.”

She rummaged in her purse, pulled out her wallet, then a credit card. “Please pay with this. I can’t imagine how much you’ve already spent on this venture. I need to start chipping in.”

“Put that away.” Harding held out his hands. “I appreciate the gesture, but this is on me. Plus, just in case anyone’s tracking us, I’m paying all cash.”

“Harding . . .” He’d seen the look before. The one that said he was crazy and that she didn’t understand why he did the things he did. The one thing she would hopefully never be able to complain about was the fact that however unorthodox or on the shadowy side of the law he operated, he and his team got results.

“Go on,” he said. “I’ll pay and then wait for you.”

She shook her head before sliding from the booth. “I’ll pay you back.”

He ignored her. She was as stubborn as she was beautiful. Even without makeup, her mossy green eyes mesmerized him. Not a good thing while working a case.

After paying their bill, he bought a few gumballs from a machine, then checked out a brochure rack advertising local sites. Moab was the biggest draw but he found a pamphlet on Goblin Valley State Park and another on Randy’s Ghost Mine. There was a convenient map on the back and even a coupon for two bucks off adult admission. 

Score.

Harding was inputting the directions into his phone’s GPS when he heard a faint scream. 

Olivia?

Jolting to action, he pitched the gumballs clattering to the floor, then ran toward the ladies’ room. When he reached the door, there was already a crowd. 

Sharon knelt before the door, wielding a can of WD-40. She sprayed some into a brass-plated knob’s center hole. “Hold tight, sugar. This thing gets stuck all the time.”

“Help!” Olivia’s muffled cry destroyed Harding. 

Acting on pure adrenaline, he called, “Liv, stand back!” 

He rammed the door with his shoulder. It popped open, hitting the adjoining wall with a thud. The interior room was dark, save for the light of Olivia’s phone. 

“Harding!” She threw herself against him. “I was in the stall when the lights went out. T-then a man came in. He whispered, Go home. I heard a door close and left the stall, but then the exterior door was locked from the outside. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get it open.”

“It sticks all the time,” Sharon said. “You poor thing. You must have hallucinated the rest. Are you pregnant? Sometimes expectant mothers . . .”

“I’m not pregnant,” Olivia snapped, “and I remember quite vividly what happened. A man came in, and . . .”

“I think you have an overactive imagination. Nobody here would do anything like that.” The restroom’s fluorescent lights went on with a flicker and hum. “See? Must’ve been a blown fuse.”

“Are you calling me a liar?” Olivia asked.

“You’d best ask your wife to watch her tone,” Sharon said to Harding.

“Come on, babe. Let’s go.” Harding wrapped his arm around Olivia’s sagging shoulders. She dealt with the most critical ICU patients on a daily basis. She wasn’t prone to exaggerating or spinning tall tales. 

The crowd that had gathered was already dispersing. 

Sharon and Kate whispered to each other while giving Olivia dark stares. 

“You believe me, don’t you?” Olivia gazed up at him with tear-filled eyes. “It was terrifying. I’ll never forget his voice.”

“Of course I do.” They were outside when he added, “Especially since that’s conveniently the same phrase that was written on our motel room door this morning.”  

“What are we going to do?”

“I think it’s time for a visit to Randy.”
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Olivia hated herself for still feeling ill at ease, especially since they were miles from Ollie’s and standing in the blacktop lot of what looked like a perfectly nice place to spend an afternoon with family. A couple dozen SUVs, RVs, and sedans were already parked out front of a weathered wooden, Old West style building. Ghost Mine Est. 1883 had been carved into a wooden sign swinging from black wrought iron supports. Pinyon pines shaded a picnic area. Higher on a hill behind the entrance were a series of steps leading into a narrow mine entrance that had been supported by railroad ties. Three little boys chased each other on a playground, laughing and shrieking while two women watched from a log bench.

Breathing deeply of the crisp, pine-scented air, Olivia tried conning her pulse into slowing by pretending all was well. She and Harding were vacationing. 

The scene was tranquil. Idyllic. So how come all Olivia seemed capable of focusing on was that sinister man’s voice whispering, Go home?

Honestly? She would love nothing more. Her most hectic day on the ICU floor hadn’t come close to rattling her the way that man had. Assuming he was the same guy who’d spray painted the message on their motel room door, he topped the list of people she most believed knew her grandparents’ location.

“Do you think Randy’s responsible for this morning’s fun?” she asked Harding on their walk across the lot. 

“At this point, I’m keeping our options open. Sharon didn’t exactly lead his fan club. But before convicting him, let’s hear what he has to say.”

“I disagree. I think we should get local police involved.”

“Not yet. Besides, if Randy had been at Ollie’s this morning and was the one paying you a visit in the restroom, wouldn’t someone have seen him?”

“Maybe?” She worried her lower lip. “I just want to find my grandparents. They could be lost or hurt or . . .” She refused to voice the worst-case scenario.

“Hey . . .” Harding stood before her, hands braced atop her shoulders, “Trust me. Trust my process. I know it may not feel like it, but the fact that someone in town doesn’t like our being here is a good sign. That means they know something, and we’re going to find out what it is, okay?”

Sniffing back the knot in her throat, she nodded. 

“All right, Mrs. Breslow.” With the pads of his thumbs, he wiped away her silent tears. “Let’s play this like ordinary tourists. I want to scope this guy out before he knows we’ve been asking about him.”

“Sounds like a reasonable plan. But if I get the slightest hint that he was the creep in the restroom, I’m kneeing him you-know-where.”

Harding laughed. “That’s the Olivia I know and . . .” Love? A pang tore through her upon realizing how much she’d once loved him. 

Part of her wanted him to finish that clichéd figure of speech. Her more rational side knew even if he had, it would make zero difference between them. Their relationship stood at an impossible impasse. 

End of story. 

“Come on.” He clasped her hand. It was for effect, but that didn’t stop her tummy from performing a flawless cartwheel in celebration. She’d missed his touch. Not a good thing, but considering how much she needed his support, she’d selfishly take it. For now, she failed to see what the comfort of basic human contact would hurt. 

They reached the attraction’s saloon-style double doors when a siren sounded in the distance. The boys on the playground ran the highway’s fence line. Judging by their shouts, they were excited by the grim prospect of seeing an accident. 

The women Olivia assumed were their mothers called them back.

Inside, it took her eyes a moment to adjust from bright sun to the dimmer light of the souvenir and antique store combo. Shelves were lined with everything from rock candy and toy gold pan sets to stuffed rattlesnakes poised to strike. Rusty tools hung from the ceiling. There were books for all ages. T-shirts sized from infants to  adults 4X. A teen worked an old-fashioned soda counter. The menu affixed to the wall advertised Coke and root beer floats along with a variety of shakes, malts and sundaes. Banjo music was piped through hidden speakers, lending the space a festive atmosphere. 

A teen male stood at a ticket/reception booth. He was tall and gangly with too many teeth for his mouth and a forced smile that didn’t come close to reaching his brown eyes. “Howdy. Welcome to Ghost Mine. Need tour tickets?”

“Sure.” Harding let go of her hand to take cash from his wallet. “Oh, and here’s a coupon.”

“Thanks. For an extra two dollars, there’s a movie on local history. Want that, too?”

“Maybe later.” Harding handed the kid a twenty. Outside, the siren’s wail grew closer. The boys squealed with glee at the new prospect of the cops taking down a robber. “When does the tour start?” 

“Randy plans starting them every half-hour, but sometimes he gets to talking and they run over. I think he’s already about ten minutes behind. That okay?”

“Sure.” After tucking a dollar into a tip jar, Harding thanked the kid and turned to Olivia. “Want ice cream while we wait?”

“Why not?” She sighed. “Might as well squeeze a little happiness into this trip.”

“That’s the spirit,” he teased. 

The siren was deafening, as if right outside. Then it stopped. 

“What do you think happened?” she asked on their way to the soda counter.

“No telling,” Harding glanced over his shoulder. 

She followed his gaze, but given their current vantage point, there was nothing special to be seen. 

“What sounds good?”

“I was thinking a . . .”

“Mr. and Mrs. Harding Breslow?” A uniformed police officer pushed through the shop’s double doors, charging up behind them.

“Has something happened to my grandparents?” Olivia’s heart tumbled. 

“Couldn’t say, ma’am. I’m here about a vandalism complaint and will need to see your IDs.”

“S-sure.” Olivia’s hands shook while taking her Florida license from her wallet.

Harding complied without saying a word. Why wasn’t he putting up a fight? Was the motel’s owner blaming them for the graffiti on their room’s door?

“Thought you two were married?” The officer stood four inches taller than Harding, who was six-one. The man’s height and grim set of his mouth intimidated Olivia, which she felt sure was the man’s intention. “According to your licenses, you don’t share the same name or address.”

“Newlyweds,” Harding said. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

“Hope I don’t have a wise-ass on my hands. I haven’t had near enough coffee yet to deal with a wise-ass.”

Harding slipped his arm around Olivia’s shoulders. 

She clung to him, glad for his strength. 

“I’m taking both of you in,” the officer announced.

“The hell you are,” Harding said. 

The soda counter girl and ticket-taking teen gawked.

The three boys and their mother stood at the shop’s front door, staring.  

The officer pressed a button on a shoulder mic. “Got a pair of 10-82s at Ghost Mine. Resisting arrest. Request immediate back-up.”

“10-4.” Squawked a male voice over the radio. “ETA five minutes. Over.”   

“Use caution. Suspected code-9. Over and out.”

“What does that mean?” Olivia leaned further into Harding’s embrace. This was getting scary. She’d never had so much as a speeding ticket. 

“Basically, we’re in a Bermuda Triangle-style shit storm, only in Utah. None of this makes any fucking sense.”

“Hey,” The officer drew his gun. “Watch your language around those children. This is a family-oriented town.”
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Red Falls, Utah

 

NIGHT’S DARK BLANKET brought much needed hope, as did the low voices arguing somewhere within their captors’ camp.

Dude had been dumped alongside Shirley in the center of an at least 12 x 20 military-style, open-floored tent. Wind snapped the canvas. A campfire danced shadows across the far wall, lending just enough light for him to assess the situation. The trek out of the cave had been arduous, but nothing compared to the death march leading to this place. Miles spent trudging over rust-colored boulders and through slot canyons narrow enough that they’d had to turn sideways to squeeze through. There’d been no food and precious little water. His own stamina didn’t concern him, but his wife wasn’t accustomed to that level of exertion. 

“Muffin?” he whispered.

No response. Shirley’s back was to him. 

Thank God for her breathing’s steady rise and fall. Like his, her arms had been zip-tied behind her back. The thin, hard, plastic bit into his wrists. He’d been a Seabee in Nam and was beyond proud to have retired as a SEAL. What he wouldn’t now give for his K-Bar—his Navy issued knife. But he didn’t really need it. He might have finished out his career performing team admin duties, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t learned a thing or two by sitting in on the occasional tadpole training during BUD/S.

Grunting onto his knees, he raised his arms as high as possible, then rammed his wrists against his tailbone. It took five tries, but finally the tie snapped. Ignoring the blood and stinging pain from where the plastic sliced his skin, Dude scrambled to his wife. 

Her breathing was slow and steady, so he left her to rest while scouring the tent for a tool to clip her restraint. Four cots lined the walls. Beside each were backpacks and other personal items. He picked the nearest to dump in the sand, landing a major score with granola bars and a mess kit. A second win came in the form of toenail clippers.

After snapping Shirley’s zip-tie, he rubbed her arms, hoping to restore circulation. He gave her a light shake. “Muffin? Sweetie, you’ve gotta wake up.”

She groaned.

“That’s it, hon. Open your eyes for me.”

“Dude? Where are we?”  

“In a camp. I don’t know how much time we have before our roomies return, so you need to get on your feet.”

“I don’t think I can . . .” She groaned while attempting to roll onto her back.

“I’ll help. But we have to go.” With his hand behind her shoulders, he lifted her into an upright position, then unwrapped a granola bar, placing it into her right hand. “Eat this. I’m going to rummage for more supplies.”

He found a case of bottled water in the far corner, grabbed the backpack he’d emptied, then refilled it with the precious fluid. He scoured the other packs for food but didn’t find much beyond candy bars and jerky. A couple black hoodies might also come in handy with falling temps. A penlight flashlight got tucked into his jeans front pocket.

“How can I help?” 

Dude darned near jumped out of his skin to find Shirley standing behind him.

“Sorry to give you a fright.”

He kissed her full on her gorgeous lips. “No worries, muffin. I’m just glad you’re all right. Put this on.” He helped shimmy the hoodie over her head and worked her arms through. It was way too big, but would keep her warm and also serve as camo.

From outside, the argument grew heated. “I’m telling you it’s not here. And that old man and his crazy wife? They don’t know shit. They’re a liability. Off ’em and let’s move into the next grid.”

“How am I the crazy one?” Shirley whispered, eyebrows raised. She snatched a rolled down sleeping bag, bowie knife and cigarette lighter he hadn’t seen. 

“Guess muscle-head didn’t like your foul language lecture. Let’s go.”

She nodded, trailing him outside.

Inside the tent, the wind hadn’t been a big deal, but out here, it whipped up sand, blasting his cheeks. He turned to Shirley, ensuring her hood was secured. After putting his index finger to his lips, he pointed toward a winding slot canyon entrance that was a good twenty yards from the camp. If they made it before being found missing, they stood a great chance of escape. If not? He refused to think what might happen.

Dude gestured for Shirley to lead, motioning for her to run. She thankfully had enough juice in her to haul ass—not that he’d ever say as much to her, considering how much she hated cursing. But maybe this once she wouldn’t mind? He waited before making his own dash to ensure she’d made it. If she’d fallen or worse, he could have provided a diversion, giving at least one of them a chance to find help.

At the canyon entrance, barely visible by high, thin moonlight, she waved him toward her. 

Heart galloping so loud it hurt his ears, he forced deep breaths, then went for it. Dude ran and ran. The heavy pack rammed his lower spine. Adrenaline gave his already aching legs a much needed kick.

Finally, he was there, drawing his wife into the shadows for a quick, reassuring hug. “You did good, muffin. Real good.”

She nodded, but silent tears glinted in the moonlight. “I’m scared.”

“Me too. But we’ve got this, okay? As long as we keep moving, we’ll outwit those dirty sons of bitches.”

“Amen.”

“You’re not going to yell at me for cursing?”

She kissed him and faintly smiled. “Not tonight.”

They made it through the slot canyon without incident, but given the terrain, it would be all too easy for the bad guys to track their progress. That meant now that they’d gained at least a half-mile, they needed to leave the relatively easy to cover sandy soil in favor of finding rockier, higher terrain. They walked hours into the black night, tripping over small brush and stones. 

“Let’s get to the top of that butte,” Dude said, pointing north. “Then we’ll rest. Sound good?”

A glance back found Shirley merely nodding. Was she too tired to speak?

For the next hour, guilt crushed his already aching chest. If it hadn’t been for his treasure hunt, they never would have left their Florida condo. How much of their marriage had she sacrificed for him? Countless tours of duty when she’d been home alone with their daughter and then Olivia. More time alone after he retired and he went off on his treasure hunts. He’d never found a damned thing beyond pocket change and old pop can tabs. He meant what he’d said back in that cavern—she was his true treasure.  

“Muffin,” he said, calves burning while climbing higher, “as soon as we get home, I want you to book us a cruise. The fanciest boat you can find, with dancing. Lots and lots of dancing.”

“You hate dancing,” she managed.

“Doesn’t matter. I love you, and if that’s what it takes to—whoa . . .” They reached the top. The whole valley spread before them. Even better, judging by the faint glow of a far-off campfire, those thugs they’d escaped from had to be miles away.

“I-is that them?” she asked, gulping for air.

“I would assume so. But something bugs me. Those men who had us tonight? They weren’t the same ones who initially jumped us in the cave. I think we’re dealing with two different sets of bad guys.”

“I suppose anything’s possible.” Now that she’d caught her breath, her gaze narrowed. “But come to think of it, you may be right. In the cave, there were three young men and a woman. I didn’t see a woman in that last crew, did you?”

“No. Or slick equipment like their night vision goggles. What in the Sam Hill is going on?” He shimmied free of the pack to get her a water, unscrewing the lid before handing it to her. “Drink up.”

She shook her head. “I’m too tired.”

“Muffin, you have to drink.”

“I will. Give me a minute to catch my breath.”

Not liking her defeated expression, he took a step closer, planning to hold the bottle to her lips. Instead, he tripped over a rock outcropping, and then they were both caught in a rockslide, going down, down, down into the black canyon below, tumbling and churning as if in a rock polisher. Rising dust made it hard—at times, impossible—to breathe. On and on the rock and sand terror flowed until they finally lay sprawled on the canyon floor, coughing, desperate for clean air. 

“Are you hurt?” Dude asked.

“I-I’m not sure. Everything hurts.”

He tried sitting up, but then fell back. “I’m too old for this.”

“Ditto. And something pointy is stabbing me.”

After much grunting, he managed to get himself upright, then hold out his hand to help her. “Think you can stand?”

She shook her head. 

It was much darker here than it had been atop the butte. They’d fallen into the shadows of a slot canyon time had forgotten. 

“Dude, please help me. Whatever I’m sitting on really hurts.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Easing over to her, he slipped his hands under her arms, rocking her forward. He almost had her on her feet when she cried out. He at least got her settled into a more comfortable position. “What hurts? Your ankle?”

She nodded. “It’s probably a sprain. It’ll be better after a rest.”

What if it’s not better? How was he going to help her hike out of here if she couldn’t walk? Worse, their backpack and the sleeping bag were still at the top of the butte. To retrieve their water, he’d have to retrace their earlier trip. Doable, but not in his current condition. He also needed rest, not that he’d admit it to Shirley. 

She depended on him to be strong. 

Forcing a chipper tone, he withdrew the halogen penlight he’d earlier tucked in his pocket. “Let me take a look at your ankle. Hopefully, it’s not too bad.”

Crouching beside her, he rolled the hem of her khaki’s left leg. Her hiking boot needed to come off. After unlacing it as gently as possible, he tugged on the heel, slipping it down and then forward over her toes, trying not to move her ankle.

Regardless, she cried out. “It hurts worse than I thought. My side, too.”

“Sorry. Guess you might need a bit of R & R before dancing on our cruise.”

Keeping his movements ginger, he slid off her thick white sock, then shone the light on her injury. Her ankle was already purple and red. Swollen to twice its normal size.

“How’s it look?” she asked. 

“Good, hon. Come sunrise, you’ll be ready to roll.” He hated lying, but before she could see for herself, he shifted the penlight to where she’d earlier been sitting. “Let’s see what was poking your . . .” Oh. My. Lord.

Dude sucked in a deep breath.

Two metal fins stuck out of the fresh dirt and rock fall. Holding the penlight between his teeth, he brushed and swept until revealing the body of his worst nightmare. 

In a blinding instant, it all made sense. The reason why a heavily armed militia group would be not only searching the desert, but taking hostages. What had the ringleader said? 

What I’m seeking isn’t a few historic trinkets but something far more valuable.

Dude now understood.

The madman sought treasure of the kind that if leveraged in the right way, by the wrong people, could net billions.

Shirley hadn’t fallen onto a sharp rock, but the tail fins of a B61-12 thermonuclear weapon.
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Green Fork, Utah

 

“HOW’RE YOU HOLDING up?” Harding asked Olivia who had been placed in the small-town jail’s adjacent cell. This whole thing reeked. They hadn’t been formally processed or given phone calls, just shoved into musty smelling cells, given bottled water, ham sandwiches and chips, then ignored for hours. The sun had long since set behind the frosted window at the end of their narrow hall. With each tick of a wall-mounted clock, Harding grew more antsy behind the steel bars.

“I’d be better if that light stopped flickering. It makes me feel like we’re in a B horror flick. But wait. Aside from no blood and gore, we kind of are.” She made no attempt to hide her sarcasm. And yeah, the busted fluorescent bulb in the suspended ceiling wasn’t helping his already shitty mood either.

“Agreed. Sorry. I’m usually great with picking locks, but this one is kicking my ass.”

“I don’t expect you to be Superman. You can’t get us out of every bad spot.”

“Yeah, but I should have seen this coming.”

“How? Like seriously, how in the world would you have ever been able to predict somebody would graffiti our motel room door, we’d get blamed for it, then jailed for resisting arrest? The whole thing’s ludicrous.”

“Yes, it is,” a man said. 

Harding swung his gaze to the uniformed officer strolling their way through a door at the hall’s far end. There were only three cells. He’d just passed the empty one. He was short, barely over five-feet, but built like a bull with a thick neck and tree trunk arms that made it clear daily workouts were a priority. His dark hair had been cut with military precision. His face was clean-shaven. 

“Allow me to apologize. And introduce myself. I’m Sheriff Grueber. I would have had you out of here sooner but got stuck at a leadership meeting up in Salt Lake.” He paused in front of Olivia’s cell, unlocking it, then swinging the well-oiled door silently open. “Ma’am, you’re free to go.”

“Just like that?” Olivia sounded hesitant.

“Pretty much. My men illegally detained you and just between the three of us . . .” He unlocked Harding’s cell, then glanced over his shoulder. “This entire town is dirty. I was assigned this gig by the state police. I’m actually under deep cover. You wouldn’t believe how far this mess goes.”

“You’re telling us this why?” Emerging from his cell, Harding was relieved to find Olivia looking relatively unrattled, save for dark circles under her eyes. How long had it been since she’d slept?

“As a professional courtesy. You’ve got quite a past, sir. And Miss Olivia, my mother was a nurse. I have profound respect for anyone in your profession.”

Gaze narrowed, Harding asked, “You ran background checks?” No one outside of his team and a trusted few very good friends in very high places knew his true past—not even Olivia.

“Of course. I couldn’t free you without checking for outstanding warrants. Your personal protection agency, Trident, looks top-notch. That lunge you made last election season? Putting yourself in harm’s way for Senator Wallworth? Amazing. I’m in awe.”

“Thanks.” This day and night had gone from weird to downright bizarre.

Harding stole a glance at Olivia to find her stone-faced. 

His willingness to take a bullet for a customer had marked the beginning of their end. For his company, it represented an entirely new stratosphere of A-list clientele. Ironic, wasn’t it? How his wallet had never been richer, yet his heart was broke.

“All righty, I had your SUV towed over here from the mine, so let me get your personal belongings and before it’s too late, you two should be on the road to Salt Lake. If you’re lucky, you might even book a flight out tonight.”

“We’re not leaving,” Harding pressed his hand to the small of Olivia’s back while following the sheriff down the narrow hall to the station’s prisoner processing station. 

“Oh?” Grueber stepped behind a counter, then grabbed a clipboard to make notations.

“We’re in town for a very specific reason—to find Olivia’s grandparents. Someone here knows where they are, and we’re not leaving without them.”

“Please,” Olivia said. “If you have any clue where they might be, you have to let us know.”

The sheriff’s gaze narrowed. “Let’s get this straight. I don’t have to do anything. I could have let you two sit overnight, thinking about how you might be more respectful should you have another run-in with the law, but I’m one of the good guys. Now, that Randy you two were apparently so stoked to see? He’s trouble.”

“Old news,” Harding inspected the pile of his belongs that the sheriff had dumped on the brown laminate counter. “Which is the main reason we wanted to talk with him.”

“You said earlier,” Olivia stepped forward, bracing her elbows on the counter, “that the entire town was dirty. What did you mean? Could my grandparents have stumbled into that trouble?”

“Nah,” he set Olivia’s purse on the counter, then carefully withdrew her assortment of personal items, lining them as if they were chess pieces. “I would have known. My best guess is that your grandparents are already on their way home.”

“No. They would have contacted me.” Olivia consulted her phone. “Nothing. Not a call, text or email.”

“Are you sure?” He passed Harding a clipboard, pointing at two signature lines. “Sign here and here.” Returning his focus to Olivia, he said, “Internet cafes are popular around here. A lot of hikers come out of the backcountry with no cell power and use their computers to get notes home. You might check to see if you got anything from an unfamiliar address. Might’ve gone to spam.”

“Thanks for the advice.” Harding shared a look with Olivia. One glance conveyed that they both thought this guy was a lying sack of shit. What the hell was going on?

“Okay,” Grueber said after having Olivia sign. “You two are good to go. Oh, and I hope you don’t take it as an invasion of privacy, but me and my deputies took the liberty of packing up your few belongings from the motel. The owner didn’t much cotton to you staying another night. Not after what happened to his door.”

“Of course.” Harding pocketed his keys. “I don’t blame him. Thanks again for your assistance, Sheriff. We’ll be on our way.”

“But . . .” Olivia turned back. 

“You enjoy the rest of your evening.” Harding grabbed her upper arm, giving her a light squeeze, then propelling her toward the reception area and then through the glass double doors.

“Will do.” Grueber waved.

“What was that for?” she asked the second they were free. It was cold outside, and the wind howled, but never had cold, dusty night air smelled sweeter.

“You and I both know he’s a dirty cop. Why poke him further?”

“So what’s your big plan now, Mister Bigshot Private Detective? So far, we’ve learned exactly squat about my grandparents and even less about this kooky, awful town.”

“My plan is for us to find Randy. I still think he’s the key to whatever’s going down.”

“How are we supposed to find him? I’m sure the mine has already closed.”

He wagged his phone before opening the passenger-side door for her. “That’s why I have Sawyer. He’s a whiz with addresses. I also plan on having him do a little background checking of our own on this crazy-ass town.”
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While Harding paced outside the burger joint that was about ten miles north of Green Fork, Olivia sat in the SUV inhaling the last of her fries. Before now, she’d never fully understood the concept of stress eating. Tonight, unwrapping her fried chocolate pie, she totally got it.

Her fear level being trapped in that jail cell while her grandparents were still missing was beyond any previously measurable scale—even worse than when Harding had been shot. At least then, she hadn’t had long to wait before knowing he would live to fight another day. The longer her grandparents were out there in the canyons, exposed to the elements or possibly worse, judging by the nutballs in this town, the more terrified she grew.

Wind blew hard enough to rock the heavy vehicle. It whistled through cracks in the doors and windows. Dust particles in the air made her eyes itchy and dry. Were Shirley and Dude lying somewhere exposed to this bone-chilling cold? 

Harding opened his door, climbing behind the wheel. Before he had a chance to close the door, wind took the empty bag their burgers had been in. He snatched the soaring bag midair, crumpling it into a ball. 

“Did Sawyer find Randy?”

“Yes and no.”

“What’s that mean?” She’d just taken a bite of the delicious pie. A glop of chocolate fell. 

Harding leaned sideways, wiping her chin with his finger. He licked his finger clean. “That’s good. You sharing?”

No longer hungry for pie when she stupidly craved his touch, she passed him the remains of her dessert. 

“Thanks.” He devoured it. “Damn. That was seriously good. Should I grab a couple more?”

She shook her head. “Well? Randy’s address? The background checks?”

“Right. He lives a ways out, as in Sawyer had to find him via satellite maps.”

“But you do know where he is?”

Harding nodded before pressing the button-style ignition. The engine roared to life, drowning out the wind. “Last call for fried pie?”

“No thanks. I ate too much as it is. What did you find out about the rest of Green Fork’s welcoming committee?”

“Sawyer’s still working on specifics but did find a few red flag crime statistics.” He pulled up the interactive map Sawyer had sent, then turned onto the highway leading back to their favorite town.

“Such as . . .” She leaned her seat back, curling onto her side. In the dash lights’ dim glow, she looked hauntingly beautiful to the point that it made Harding lose track of all rational thoughts but her. How much he’d missed her. How he’d give anything to get her back. But not the one thing she’d specifically requested—letting go of Trident. She’d been playing dirty to ask. She knew how much it meant to him, made him feel alive and needed and part of something larger than himself. On the flip side, in the couple of days they’d been together, the physical toll their journey had taken was plain to see. Dark shadows haunted her gaze. Her full lips he’d never grown weary of tasting seemed frozen in a perpetual frown. Even her sagging posture had taken on a defeated tone. Of course, she was concerned about her grandparents’ wellbeing, but if she’d felt even a fraction of this level of pain while he’d fought for his life from that bullet wound, then he got it. He understood why she hadn’t been able to deal with his livelihood. “Harding? Where’d you go?”

“Sorry.” He hated that he was leading her straight back to danger. “I’ll fill you in on Sawyer’s intel, but first, I have to apologize for not understanding where you were coming from.”

“What are you talking about?” The furrows between her brows deepened. He wanted to run his finger along the lines, erasing them. He wanted to bring her grandparents home safe and sound and never have her stressed again.

“When we broke up, you said things I didn’t get. I had no frame of reference to gauge how you truly felt. But now, I’m seeing how all this crazy is just another day for me, but for you . . .”

“I hate this, Harding. I want my grandparents back. Hell, I’m just exhausted enough to admit part of me wants you back, but not at this cost. You’re a trouble magnet.”

“Not really. It’s more like I tend to wind up in neighborhoods where trouble lives.”

“Wow . . .” She half-laughed and half-cried while the powerful vehicle ate miles. “A neighborhood implies a soft place to land after the end of a hectic shift. A cozy house. A cat purring on the sofa. Not a jail cell. The fact that you genuinely seem to believe all of this is a game you always win is just wrong. At any point during this insane day, did it ever occur to you that what we were going through wasn’t normal? Did you care? Your pride was more wounded by the fact that you couldn’t pick the lock on a jail cell than the fact that we’d been taken in at all.” Her tone had grown screechy. Prior experience taught him that wasn’t a good thing.

“Point of fact, we learned a lot from that experience. Sometimes it’s better to go along for the ride and see where it takes you.”

She tossed up her hands, letting them smack against her thighs. “And sometimes it’s nice to curl up on the couch with the man you love with a great movie and bowl of popcorn. But you never got that either. Now, I remember why we broke up, not that I ever really forgot, just that being around you again was temporarily confusing.”

“Whatever. Help me find Pinto Road.”

“Like a pinto bean?”

“I’m guessing the horse? But they’re both spelled the same, right?”

Something about his question must have struck a chord deep inside her, as she burst into laughter, which was initially beautiful but then shredded him when her laughter mixed with ugly tears. He leaned past her to pop the glovebox. There were no soft tissues but plenty of rough fast-food napkins. He handed her one. “I l-love you so much,” she said between huffing sobs, “but I can’t be in love with you.”

“Swell. You reached this decision based on my asking a spelling question? And look for our road. Should be coming up on the right.”  

“You know what I mean. Is that it?” She pointed to a dirt side road flanked by a half-dozen leaning mailboxes and the skeletal remains of a forgotten structure. Only the framing studs and part of the roof were left of what once might have been a flourishing business.

“Yeah. Thanks.” The old place reminded Harding of the state of his relationship with Liv.    

Making the bumpy transition from smooth pavement to hard-packed dirt, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been filled with a deeper sense of unease surrounding a case. It could have been the personal attachment to the outcome of getting Dude and Shirley safely home. Or maybe this whole town’s spiraling levels of deceit. The more he discovered, the more he felt as if he still needed to learn. The whole while, the clock was ticking on finding an elderly couple who could be sick or injured or worse. That latter category caused the most concern. How would he begin consoling Olivia if they found her grandparents dead? Worse, never finding them at all. Per Sawyer, that kind of thing happened far more around these parts than statistics would label coincidence.

“You never told me what Sawyer said.”

Shit. He’d hoped she wouldn’t ask. The road surface had deteriorated to the point that he pulled over to put the transmission in four-wheel drive. “Not much. It’s not a big deal.”

“Then why aren’t you telling me? That fact alone makes me think it’s a very big deal.”

“Woman,” he gunned the vehicle forward, “you are a pain in my ass.”

“Likewise. Tell me.”

He sighed, tightening his grip on the wheel through a hairpin curve. The incline grew steeper. The road width narrower. Vehicle-devouring drop-offs became the norm with each switchback. Since wrestling with a parachute that hated him, Harding had hated heights. Fighting to slow quickened breaths, he focused his concentration on the narrow band of coppery-toned dirt the headlights revealed. 

“I’m waiting.”

“And you’re doing an excellent job.” He held his breath when the rear left tire hung for a moment before grabbing its next bite of road. The current curve was sharp enough that for an agonizing few seconds, the lights yawned into the vacuum of black night. Call him a drama queen, but this wasn’t cool.

“What’s wrong? You’re sweating.” Olivia used a napkin to wipe his brow. “Are you sick?”

“I’m fine.” His heart thundered. 

“No, you’re not. Pull over.” 

It took a half-mile to reach a road section wide enough to allow that luxury. By the time he did stop the SUV and released the wheel, his hands trembled and ached from having gripped it so hard.

“Honey, what’s the matter?” Her voice was velvet to his ragged nerves. How long had it been since she’d called him an endearment? Had it been a slip? Or did he dare hope for deeper meaning where there was probably none? 

“I’m fine.” Tell her. If you don’t, you’ll look like an even bigger wuss than you currently do. The click of her unfastening her seat belt made him flinch. 

“Now, I know something’s wrong.”

“I got spooked by that road, okay? I’m human. Nothing on this planet scares me except for heights. And I’m not talking like being on a plane, but steep drop-offs like back there.”

“Has this always been a thing?” She was petite enough to sit on the center console, cradling him in a sideways hug. Her touch made everything better. How had he ever been stupid enough to let her go? Oh, that’s right—her leaving hadn’t been his choice. 

Swallowing hard to regulate his air, he shook his head. “Back in my Navy days, my team was on a HAHO night insertion into hostile territory. It was voodoo from the start. We took off in rain and heavy crosswinds. I deployed my chute at twenty-seven thousand feet. No problems, but then I noticed a buddy had tangled lines. He signaled he was okay, but I could tell his situation was getting worse. He pulled his reserve chute and all was good. I’m not sure what happened next, wind shear or equipment malfunction or negligence on my part, but I was at the top of my team’s stack when my cords tangled. I kicked my legs and pulled my reserve but got nothing. I was falling faster, but rain fell so hard I couldn’t see. There was just a black yawning void—like back there when all I could see ahead of us was nothing.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell me any of this? What happened? How did you survive?”

“Almost didn’t. Chute finally opened. Broke a lot of bones. Healed. End of story.”

“But it’s clearly not the end. Not if you’re still this upset.”

Embarrassed to have lost control, then and now, he shrugged. “I’m fine. We need to get going.”

“Let me drive.”

“No way.”

“Why?”

Because I’m the man. I’m supposed to protect you.

“Give me a logical answer or you lose this debate by default.”

“Pride,” he admitted.

She made an obnoxious buzzer sound. “Hand over the fob.”

“What if we run into trouble?”

“What if you drive us over a cliff?”

She made a good point. So he forced a deep breath, put the vehicle in park, then climbed out of their ride. Olivia met him between the headlights in the narrow space between the bumper and a cliff-face. They were sheltered from the wind, and her hug should have been comforting but only made him miss her more. Even with her body pressed against him, he’d never felt more alone. Because this wasn’t about a single hug, but facing the rest of his life without her. 

Resting his chin lightly atop her head, he said, “I love you.”

“I love you, too, but . . .”

“Just this once, leave out the but. I know we’re not together, but I don’t want to hear the rest. I can’t believe my own body let me down like that. You know I’m not used to failure.”

“How is compromising a failure? So what if heights freak you out? You know from firsthand experience that if I see a spider in my bedroom, I’d rather sleep outside than have to get close enough to kill it.”

He chuckled. “Remember that time there was a . . .”

“Yes!” Laughing, she landed a light swat to his chest. “And I don’t want to talk about it.”

He caught her in another hug, and not thinking, just acting on pure instinct, he closed his eyes to kiss her, softly at first—as if in a dream. But then she moaned and parted her lips, inviting him closer with a sweep of her tongue. He kissed her and kissed her, bringing truth to every cliché. She was air to a drowning man. Water for the thirsty. Food for the starving. He’d never let her go. But because she no longer wanted him, he had to. So he found the strength to step away. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“Just saying. It won’t happen again.”

“Good.” She tucked flyaway strands of hair behind her ears. “I mean, not that it wasn’t nice kissing you, but . . . You know what I mean.”

“Sure.”

They each backed into their new roles with her in the driver’s seat and him catching a ride. He hated it. Hated this flaw in himself. In Florida, this would never be an issue. In Denver, if he spent time in the mountains, it could be, but he wasn’t about to test it.

“Quit pouting,” she said along with what he assumed was meant to be a comforting smile. “This isn’t a punishment. As soon as the road levels out, I’ll pull off and we can trade back. Besides, this frees you up to tell me what happened with Sawyer.”

While she backed the SUV out of the tight space, he groaned.

Back on the road, once again facing his irrational fears, the feeling of looming dread returned tenfold. 

She took one hand from the wheel to glide her fingers between his. “Relax. Close your eyes.”

“Shouldn’t you keep both hands on the wheel?”

“I’m not the one who jumped from a perfectly good plane.”

“Great point.”

Deeper and deeper into the darkness she drove for at least thirty minutes. The road had transitioned into more of a dirt trail lined with ghostly pinion pines. Branches grabbed the side panels, gnashing and clawing. Uneven terrain made the ride feel more like a jostling carnie ride than a casual drive.

Harding’s eyelids grew heavy. He nodded off, only to jolt awake.

“Go ahead and sleep if you want.” Olivia said. “I’m assuming Randy’s the only one crazy enough to live out here.”

“According to Sawyer.”

“You ever going to tell me what he said?”

“Nope.”

“Whatever it is, Harding, you don’t have to protect me like I’m some damsel in distress. If this is about my grandparents, I have a right to know.”

“It’s not.”

“Promise?” 

“Sort of?”

“All right, now I’m really . . .”

“Watch out!” Three deer stood in the road’s center, frozen by the light. 

Olivia slammed on the brakes, but she hadn’t been going much over twenty mph, so stopping wasn’t a big deal. Laughing, covering her face with her hands, she asked, “What’s that old saying about deer caught in headlights?”

“No kidding, right?” They watched the beautiful creatures graze on the side of the road before two got spooked and bolted. The third turned his head away from them, sniffing as if sensing danger. The young buck had just looked back when a gunshot rang out. The deer collapsed, half of his head blown away.

Olivia screamed but then covered her mouth. “What kind of sicko would do that?” 

“Him.” Harding nodded toward plain-clothed Sheriff Grueber who strolled their way wearing black cowboy boots, jeans, a red plaid shirt and black felt cowboy hat. He carried an M4 Carbine assault rifle as casually as a Scooby Doo lunch box. Prick. Four other men walked behind him. None were in uniform, but Harding recognized the charmer who’d hauled them into the station. 

“What should I do?” Olivia asked.

“Nothing. Let them make the first move.” He slowly reached to the glovebox for his Glock 19, removing the safety to chamber a round. 

“How about y’all come out of there nice and slow?” Grueber shouted over the engine’s idle.

Harding volleyed, “How about you go fuck yourself?”

“Should I back up?” Olivia asked.

“Go forward—fast.” 

“What? You want me to hit them?”

“That thing I wanted to avoid telling you?”

“Yeah?”

“Come on out, pretty lady!” Grueber smiled while knocking the tip of his gun on the hood. “I had a hunch y’all would end up out here. You and I have business to conduct!” 

“Do it, Liv. Run him down.” It was the only good option. They were seriously outgunned.

“I-I can’t just kill a man.”

“How about if I tell you this whole crew gets their kicks from human trafficking? Sawyer told me the twenty-mile radius around Green Fork has more disappearances per capita than anywhere north of Tijuana.”

“Wait—what?”

“People passing through have a nasty habit of vanishing. The state tourism board covers it up. Even better? Our friends back at Ollie’s? They get their kicks by running up credit card bills and pocketing the change. Six months ago, twelve-year-old twin girls surfaced in a Libyan raid. They said they’d been eating cheeseburgers at Ollie’s, when they used the restroom. Men came through a hidden door, gagged them, and for months they were used as sex slaves to . . .”

“I don’t need to hear more.” Yet again, she was crying. Back home, he’d rarely seen her cry. Here, she couldn’t seem to stop. “Those girls were only twelve? My grandparents could have stumbled into this mess and been killed for no better reason than to shut them up?”

Harding nodded.

“Aw, what’s the matter, cutie?” Grueber ran the gun’s nozzle along the hood as if caressing metal against metal, the whole time flashing that sick smile. “Those tears for me? Where you’re going, you’ll fetch a mighty pretty penny. My clients love a natural blond.” He winked. “That is, assuming your carpet matches the drapes.”  

It took every shred of Harding’s willpower not to shoot the bastard where he stood. 

With one foot on the brake, Olivia shoved the vehicle into drive. She sucked in a deep breath, closed her eyes, then rammed her foot on the gas, lurching them forward.
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OLIVIA’S HEART POUNDED hard enough to hurt.

She winced during the thump that used to be Grueber—at least she hoped he was gone. His men had unfortunately leapt clear and now shot at her through what were apparently bulletproof windows. 

Harding unbuckled his seatbelt and pressed a button that opened the sunroof.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Just drive.”

“Don’t go out there! Harding, please!” She drove faster, but speed didn’t dissuade him. 

Gun in hand, he scrambled onto his knees, then pulled himself up until he was standing on the center console, shooting into the wind. All the while, the fasten seatbelt sign blinked on the dash, accompanied by an annoying ding that made the cacophony of pops and rapid-fire thunder worse than they already were. 

The longer the battle raged, the more she held her breath. But then no matter what she tried, she couldn’t get enough air. What if Harding got himself shot again? How would she find her grandparents? Worse yet, how would she live in a world without him? 

She reached for his nearest leg to drag him down when he lowered himself. But instead of looking terrified like he had back at those steep drop-offs, his expression read more of smug triumph. He held his chin high and those lips she could kiss for days turned up at the corners. What the hell? She’d been scared to death, and he looked as if he’d come inside from recess.

“Looks like I nailed two,” he said. “But Grueber must have just been knocked out. Switch sides with me, and I’ll do a U-turn to finish the job.” 

“The job?” Stopping the car while the seatbelt ding worsened her insanity. Olivia pummeled the infuriating man. “This isn’t a job, Harding, but my life. What’s wrong with you?” She was crying. The agony of fearing she’d lost him months earlier the first time he’d been shot, mixed with current events. The pain of it all was too much to bear. She hit him again and again, but there was no power behind her punches. Only hurt and confusion and wishing he could be the kind of man who got a thrill out of playing video games rather than acting in a starring role.

“Hey . . .” He pushed the gearshift into park, then killed the engine, drenching them in sweet silence. 

Exhaustion shimmered through her, making her chest ache and limbs feel like stone.

The headlights showcased swirling clouds of dust.   

“You did good back there,” he said. “I know that wasn’t easy. It’s understandable that you’d be upset about your first time running someone down, but . . .”

“You think that’s what has me freaking out?” She laughed, but it came out sounding more like a strangled sob. “Harding, for all we know, that man could have killed my grandparents and has hurt countless other souls. I don’t give a shit about him. The man I care about is you, but you’re drawn to danger like kids to an ice cream truck. You’re not invincible. Your body was trying to tell you that through your reaction to those drop-offs. You’re not Superman. You can be killed. Why do you insist on stacking the odds against you?”

“Seriously?” He glanced behind them. “See those headlights coming up fast? That’s why I put myself in danger, Liv. To protect you, your grandparents—anyone else who can’t protect themselves. It’s what I do. All I do. I don’t know how to do anything else. And apparently, I did a shitty job back there or our new friends wouldn’t be itching to start Round Two.” 

“What should I do?”

“Drive!”

Hands shaking, she pressed the ignition and punched the gas. But the gears were still in park, so all her efforts earned her was a nasty grinding sound and more of the incessant warning clangs from the seatbelt police. 

A glance in the rearview showed the vehicle behind them closing in fast. 

She slipped the gearshift into drive, lurching them forward fast enough to kill the engine. 

“Ohmygod. Why is this happening?”

Harding leaned up and out of his seat to kiss her quietly, then in a ridiculously calm tone said, “Liv, you can do this. It’s no different than when you have a patient who’s coding. Different circumstance, but the same pressure to work through. Got it?”

Sucking her lower lip into her mouth, infused by his faith in her, she reworked the problem and this time got results when the vehicle performed as she’d wanted. Her grip on the wheel was hard enough to hurt through each bump and rut and dip in the crappy road, but she kept going, determined to drive them to safety—wherever that might be.

“Faster, hon. They’re still gaining.”

She nodded. 

“You’re doing great. We’ve got no cell service, but from what I remember of Sawyer’s map, soon you’ll come up on a split in the road. Take a right. That should lead us to Randy’s compound. From sat photos, it looked like a mini-fortress.”

“But isn’t he a bad guy, too?”

“No clue. Just keep driving. My guess is that we’re dealing with varying degrees of evil. Human trafficking trumps Randy’s ex-sister-in-law sins. Once Grueber did a background check on us, he was smart enough to realize that if we vanish, there will be hell to pay. That’s why he let us go. Too bad he was also smart enough to realize ditching us wouldn’t be that easy.”

She glanced in the rearview. “They’ve almost caught up.”

“Stay calm. Own the center of the road. Whatever happens, don’t let them get alongside you.”

The cheeseburger that had been delicious an hour earlier now burned in her throat and stomach. The chase dragged on until her shoulders ached from her steely grip on the wheel. 

“There it is,” Harding pointed toward a fork in the narrow road. “My guess is that they’ll try cutting you off. Claim your space.”

“Easy for you to say,” she mumbled. Her mouth had dried to the point that her tongue caught on the back of her teeth.

“You’re doing great. I’m assuming Randy will have a gate. When we see it, don’t stop until we’re right against it. I want you to climb out of the sunroof, scramble down the windshield, then use the hood as a boost to get you over whatever barrier he has in place.”

“What about you?” she asked, nearly to the turn.

“I’ll be right behind you. But you’ll need cover. We’ll only have a few seconds before Grueber and his crew catch up.”

Olivia groaned. 

“Relax. You can do this. I have total faith in you.” Something about the tenor of his voice, the reassuring strength of his tone, calmed her. Filled her with quiet resolve to see this through.

Sure enough, the driver of the pick-up on their tail tried rocketing ahead of them, but not only did Olivia accelerate through the curve, she managed to give them a hard knock to their right front fender. 

“Damn, Liv. Nice move. I might have to hire you once we get home.”

“Nice offer, but I’ll keep my day job.” It took another few minutes of hard driving down the narrow, bumpy lane, but she finally caught sight of a lighted, metal security gate. On either side stood eight-foot stone walls topped with razor-tipped accordion wire. She braked, but then the gate eased open. A man stood alongside it, waving her in.

“What do I do?” she asked Harding. A hundred yards remained to decide.

“Accept his invitation.”

Seventy-five yards.

“What if it’s a trap?”

Fifty yards.

“At this point, Randy’s our only option. We did drive all this way intent on paying him a visit.”

Twenty-five yards.

Instead of braking—or even slowing—she burst through the opening at fifty mph, then fishtailed to a stop on cobblestone, just shy of a seriously classy three-tiered fountain. She froze. Was Grueber still on their tail? 

“I’ll be damned.” Harding shook his head and chuckled. “You all right?”

“I think so?” She was a little woozy from lack of oxygen but otherwise okay. “Where’s Grueber and gang?”

“Not with us. Come on.” Gun in hand, he left the vehicle. 

“Are you sure it’s safe?”

“No. But it might be tough talking to Randy through the windshield.”

Fair enough. She cautiously emerged on legs too wobbly to properly stand. Took her a minute to regain her composure.

“Let us in, Randy!” Grueber and his men pounded on the now closed gate.

“When hell freezes over!”

“We’ve got no beef with you.”

“I’ve got plenty with you. Fair warning, I’m turning on the juice in three, two . . .” He flipped a switch that made the perimeter wall emit a low hum.

“Sweet,” Harding said under his breath. “He’s got the whole place electrified.”

“We’re not leaving till you give up our prizes!” Shots rang out.

“Hello. Welcome,” said a pot-bellied man with a handlebar mustache and a contagious smile. Crossing the courtyard to meet them, he held out his hand. “I’m Randy, and I’m guessing you’re the Harding and Olivia that have the entire town in an uproar?”

“Yes, sir.” Harding shook his hand. “Sorry to barge in like this.”

“After the trouble at my mine, I’ve been expecting you. Come in, come in.” He led them down a winding stone path to the veranda of a hacienda-style mansion. A low profile, coppery tiled roof complemented sandy toned plaster walls. Wide, paned windows were framed by black shutters and burnt orange flowerboxes overflowing with ivy. “This time of the year, my garden’s not much to look at, but give it a few months and it’s a stunner. You need to come back then.”

With Randy in the lead, Olivia and Harding shared a look.

Um yeah, Green Fork wasn’t high on either of their vacation lists.

He opened the door on paradise. Gleaming terra cotta tile welcomed them into a gracious home that smelled of lemon oil and a home-cooked meal. Stew? Facing the entry was a floor-to-ceiling glass wall looking out on a glowing turquoise infinity pool. Beyond that was a gasp worthy, awe inspiring moonlit view of buttes and rock towers that could have only been rivaled by those of the Grand Canyon. Cozy seating areas crowned what Olivia guessed were hand-woven Indian rugs. Bookshelves held leather-bound classics and current bestsellers. Lamps banished the darkness, lending teasing glimpses of oil paintings and sculptures of which she’d appreciate a closer view. Soft classical piano music played. 

Wow, she mouthed to Harding.

He nodded.

“Come on into the kitchen,” Randy said over his shoulder. “Just took a roast from the oven, but I’m still working on my famous garlic mashed potatoes.”

Not stew, but roast sounded even better. Her earlier heartburn had settled. This incredible place filled her with hope, making her believe anything was possible—including finding her grandparents alive and unharmed.

“You’re a tough man to find,” Harding sat on a stool at a long, granite-topped counter in a kitchen lined with ornate, black lacquer cabinets.

Too anxious to sit, Olivia hovered alongside him.   

“Not really,” Randy eased his hands into floral print potholders. “But I suppose you are the only ones who’ve been arrested in my shop before getting your tour. Remind me I owe you a refund.”

“Don’t sweat it,” Harding said.

“What can you tell us about my grandparents?” Olivia removed the photos she’d folded and stashed in her jeans pockets after leaving the police station.

“They were a great couple.” He retrieved a perfectly browned chunk of meat from the oven.

“Were?” she asked, eyebrows raised.

He set the roast atop the grated burners of a restaurant quality gas stove. “I don’t know what that motley crew down at Ollie’s told you, but just in case none of it was especially flattering, you should know my ex, Elise—Sharon’s sister—cheated on me. With another woman. When I didn’t think it was right to have to pay her alimony for the pleasure of her shacking up with a stripper, the whole family turned against me.”

“That’s quite a different story from the one Sharon tells.”

“Doesn’t surprise me.”

“Back to my grandparents,” Olivia said, “Sharon mentioned you ate with them at Ollie’s. That you all seemed in a jovial mood.”

“We were.” He shifted his attention from the roast to turning off the back-right burner on the stove, then draining the peeled potatoes that had been simmering in a stainless-steel pot. “Your grandfather found my guide services online. We’d just shaken on a deal to meet up in Goblin. They were going to finish stocking up on supplies, then I would take them to the X on his map. But it was funny, because the X wasn’t where I would have expected according to Navajo lore, but somewhere else.”

“He showed you his map? The new one?” Olivia had a tough time believing that bit of news. Dude hadn’t even shown Harding, and he loved him. Or, at least, had loved him before the break-up.

“Can’t say if it was new or not,” he returned the pot to the stove, “but I did see a map. He mentioned needing to find a certain cave that was only visible during the winter solstice. I asked around and for what I considered a fair price, told him that cave’s location, which was quite a ways from his original X. But . . .” He turned to a supersized fridge for a stick of butter, then pulled a potato masher from a drawer. With the butter on the counter, he proceeded to mash. “By the time I reached Goblin, your grandparents were already gone. As I’m sure you’re both aware, Green Fork isn’t the idyllic tourist town it appears to be. Goblin isn’t much better.”

“No kidding.” Harding glanced at his phone. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but when Olivia’s grandparents were with you at Ollie’s, they spent an awful lot of money for a single truck stop meal. Mind telling me what you ate?”

“We had steaks, but I offered to foot the bill. It couldn’t have been much over fifty or sixty bucks, maybe seventy with tip.”

“Add a couple hundred,” Olivia said.

Randy waved off her concern. “You can credit Sharon and her crew for that. They get kicks out of tagging as much as possible onto customers’ bills. It’s a sick game. If you ever see her again, check out her jewelry. Her and the girls make an annual trip to Vegas to spend their tip money.” He took fresh garlic from a wire basket hanging above the counter, then prepped individual cloves for putting through a press.

Harding whistled. “I did notice her jewelry but assumed it all was fake. How have any of these people not been caught? Sharon? Grueber? The lot of them?”

“Beats me. I’ve checked into the credit card fraud, but the Federal Trade Commission only handles cases over two grand. Ollie’s girls are careful enough to never get caught. For the customers who do file complaints, they turn all sweet and apologetic, giving prompt refunds for the accidental charges. Most customers never even notice. An extra piece of pie here, an iced tea there. It’s not much to diners, but over time, it adds up for the staff.” He added the garlic to his potatoes, then the butter. “Olivia, since I was with your grandparents, no doubt Sharon wanted to stick it to me through them. She’s a thief, but it’s not in her character to hurt anyone. I’m sorry Dude and Shirley were in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Me too.” Olivia, suddenly exhausted, pulled out the stool next to Harding and had a seat. “Sadly, this also means we’re at another dead end.”

“Not necessarily,” Harding said. “I suspect Grueber knows more than he’s letting on. Otherwise, why would he have wanted us out of town? Or dead?”

Randy stirred his potatoes, then added salt. “The sheriff’s dirty as they come. I’ve put in dozens of tips to Homeland Security, but they think I’m an old codger with an ax to grind. Those boys down at the station are real careful about who they choose for targets. Usually, they pluck loners or kids out of already remote spots. Hell, they blame disappearances on everything from mountain lions to psycho serial killers. I heard Grueber bragging about those twins he nabbed from Ollie’s. About how those two were worth the danger it took to grab them.”

“That’s disgusting,” Olivia said. 

“Amen.” Randy wiped his hands on a dishrag then turned back to the counter next to the oven to slip on his mitts. “Hope you two are fans of roasted brussels sprouts.”

“Thanks,” Olivia said, “but I’m not hungry.”

“Suit yourself.” He removed a Pyrex baking dish from the oven, setting it alongside the meat on the stove.

Harding asked, “How much did you charge Dude and Shirley to play guide?”

“A grand. It’s my standard fee. It’s listed on my services menu in all of my brochures.”

True. “I want you to take us to the cave where you were taking them.”

“Not possible this time of year. According to the Navajo elder I spoke with, he made it very clear that this cave was sacred and could only be seen during the winter solstice. One day out of the entire year. All other days their Holy People make it invisible.”

“Could you at least get us into the vicinity?”

“Red Falls? I suppose. For a price.” He took a knife from a countertop holder and began carving the meat. “Trust me, more than anyone—well, aside from you, Olivia—I want Dude and Shirley found to clear my name. But if I’m away from my mine, that means no tours. No tours, means none of this . . .” He gestured to the cozy grandeur surrounding them. “I’m a humanitarian but also a business man.”

Harding reached for his wallet to withdraw a wad of hundreds. Beneath the counter, he counted ten, then set them in front of him on the polished granite. “There you go. Your standard rate.” He peeled off more bills from his thick stack. “If your pile triples, could we leave tonight?” 
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Red Falls, Utah

 

“WE’RE ALIVE?” 

“Of course, muffin.” Dude’s arms ached from holding Shirley through the endless dark night, but as long as he had breath in his body, he’d never let her go. He had no idea what time it was. In the slot canyon, only a sliver of sky showed, and it was cloud-covered. These canyons were notorious killers. God help them if it rained and their hideout flooded.

She’d been in and out of consciousness for hours. 

He needed to hike up to the ledge from which they’d fallen, but not in the dark. He couldn’t risk another fall when he was Shirley’s sole means of survival.

Dude closed his eyes, praying for a few hours’ sleep before dawn. 

For once during this ordeal, his prayers were answered, for when he next woke, he and Shirley were drenched in a sliver of sun. For a moment, he fought the urge to pinch himself. Was he dreaming? Not unless he was having a nightmare. The sunshine might be pretty, but it didn’t pack near as much warmth as he would like.

As soon as possible, he’d retrace their earlier steps. At the butte’s top were bottled waters and granola and that down sleeping bag his brilliant wife had thought to grab. He’d stockpile all of it, then return to her. He’d make a splint, stabilize her ankle, then let her use him as a crutch. It might be slow going, but if they rationed supplies, they could walk out of this valley, find a road, flag down a car and be saved. 

“Muffin?” He nudged Shirley. “Sweetheart, wake up for me. I need to tell you our battle plan.” His heart kicked into overdrive upon realizing she was breathing regularly but was otherwise unresponsive. What was wrong? A sprained or broken ankle wouldn’t be this serious. Was she suffering from general exhaustion? “Wake up, Shirl . . . Please, wake up.” He was a strong man. A prideful man who wasn’t prone to tears, but in this case, he was physically unable to stop himself from sobbing. If he lost the most precious gift he’d ever been given, all because of this stupid treasure hunt, he might as well die himself. 

Hell, there hadn’t even been a treasure in that box. He was an old fool.

“You take it easy,” he said, fighting a fresh round of panic over her condition. “I’m going to find our supplies. By the time I get back, you’ll be nice and rested and maybe your ankle will feel good enough for you to take a walk. Remember how far we could see from on top of this butte? I’ll find our way out, and then it will be no big deal to find help.” 

What about the men who are no doubt searching for the nuke? 

What if they find you first? 

Dude refused to go to that dark place where bad things happened. If they were going to make it out of this purgatory together, he’d have to stay positive. He’d cover the nuke so they’d never find it. Plus, since he and Shirley literally fell into their current location, there would be no tracks leading them here. 

Driftwood from a past flash flood had been swirled into a pile at the slot canyon’s rear wall. He sifted through the branches and twigs for a flat piece he could use as a shovel, then worked it into the soft sand cradling the nuke to completely cover it. He then smoothed out the sand before tossing flotsam atop it. 

“Muffin, I’m going to go.” Shirley was still unresponsive, but her pulse seemed strong and breathing still regular. He’d take that as a good sign, but feared she may have a concussion. 

To give her added warmth, he removed his hoodie, draping it over her, tucking it around her sides. 

He knelt, kissing her forehead and lips. “I’ll be right back.”

Because it hurt too much not hearing her reply, Dude set off without looking back. It was better to imagine her waving like she did from their condo’s patio when he left with his buddies for a day of metal detecting. 

Setting a blistering pace, he tried scrambling up and over the rock slide remains, but it was no good. The soil was so loose that he slipped right back to where he’d started. Which meant his only solution was following the canyon out, painstakingly covering his trail along the way. It took fifteen minutes to reach the narrow mouth. He had to turn sideways to squeeze through. Once free, he found himself on a wide-open plateau dotted with scrub brush and juniper. Holding his hand to his forehead, shading his eyes from bright morning sun, Dude searched the butte behind him for easy access, but found none. 

His choices were sheer cliffs or boulder fields. 

In the end, as he feared, he had to trudge miles around the base until finding the relatively easy slope he and Shirley had previously taken. Knowing the end of his trek was now within reach spawned new hope deep within. He pumped his legs like he hadn’t since he’d been in his forties. He had to reach those supplies. He had to get back to Shirley with food and water. He refused to let her waste away. 

Up, up, up he climbed and when he finally reached their supplies, he wept for the second time that day from relief. He drank a bottled water, ate a protein bar, then made a ten-foot long X in the sand using small stones. After getting Shirley medical attention, he needed a way for authorities to find the nuke.

From this vantage, he studied the valley below. Without light from their campfire, the bad guys’ camp wasn’t visible. Or maybe, they’d packed up and moved on? What he did see rising from a distant valley was one dust plume, then another. Squinting, he could just make out sun on glass. One caravan had three, maybe four, vehicles. The other, just one. Olivia would have no doubt filed missing persons’ reports on them by now, so one of those groups could be a rescue party. The other? His stomach knotted at the realization that it was most likely the men looking for the nuke. 

What happened when the two parties converged? What if Olivia had launched her own search and this very minute was unwittingly poised to rendezvous with men who weren’t just prepared to take one or two innocent lives, but potentially millions? 
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Somewhere near Red Falls, Utah

 

“SOMETHING’S BOTHERING ME about this whole thing,” Olivia said from the backseat of their ride. 

“Just one thing?” Harding asked with a sick half-laugh. They’d left Randy’s compound through a back gate hours ago. Their host had insisted on driving his own custom rig. Harding couldn’t say he was thrilled about the fact, but with his gun at the ready, at least it gave him the advantage of studying their surroundings. They had traveled through the night, and now crossed bone-rattling high country desert terrain without any road. All he smelled was dust. All he tasted was dust. Sure, the place was strikingly beautiful, with orange and red buttes and rock spires rising from the barren landscape like petrified monsters, but he was more concerned with current day beasts.  

“Okay, more like twenty things, but think about it. Why was my grandparents’ condo ransacked? Someone was looking for something, but what? And who?” She unfastened her seatbelt, leaning forward to rest her arms on the backs of the front seats. “Harding, one of the first things you said was that a professional must have done it. Why? What made you think that when our only clue was complete chaos?”

“The thoroughness of that chaos made it logical. Whoever did the job searched everywhere from inside framed photos and prints on the wall to the stuffing inside furniture and any loose floorboards and vents. Plus, they let themselves in without force, or even alerting neighbors or security. My gut tells me they were looking for one of Dude’s maps, but which one?”

“Hold on.” Randy winced while tackling an especially rough dry riverbed. 

“How much further?” Olivia asked.

“Maybe another hour? But please remember, the odds of us finding this cave are . . .”

“I know, I know,” Olivia snapped. “Slim to none. Maybe if Harding tosses more cash your way you’ll up your odds?”

He pressed his free hand to his chest. “It pains me to see such cynicism in a beautiful woman.”

Olivia snapped, “It pains me to . . .”

“What’s that?” Harding asked, pointing toward a rising dust cloud on the horizon. 

“For once, there’s no wind,” Randy said. “Has to be another vehicle. Maybe more than one. There are binoculars in the glovebox. Dig them out and have a look.”

“Sure. But do me a favor and stop when you get to the next rise.”

Five minutes later, Randy crested a hill with his customized Suburban, then slowed, positioning Harding to be able to roll down his window for a better view.

“What do you see?” Olivia asked.

“Three—make that four—desert-camo Humvees. Grueber?”

“Nope,” Randy said. “He runs with his own pack and drives his patrol Dodge Charger or off-duty truck. But riddle me this. Olivia, did your grandparents have high desert expertise? Or much experience with backcountry 4 x 4?”

“None.”

“Then how did they get out here? Someone had to have brought them and I swear on my mother’s grave, it wasn’t me. What do you know about the time they spent in Goblin?”

Harding arched his head back and sighed. “They were there a couple days. Let me check my notes.” He took his cell from his jeans pockets and powered it up. There was no signal, but if he had juice, he could check previous downloads. “Stayed at Rex’s Motor Inn, topped their tanks at Norm’s, ate fairly regularly at . . .”

“Let me guess,” Randy interjected. “Spooks?”

“Yeah,” Harding turned off his cell to take a swig from his bottled water. “What can you tell me about it?”

“Other than legendary biscuits and sausage gravy, we might have found a possible connection. Did you by chance meet a waitress named Ginger at Ollie’s?”

“No,” Olivia said.

“Yes,” Harding twisted around on his seat to face her. “She waited on us the first night we were there. I remember because she had a garish green rhinestone necklace spelling out her name. At the time, I assumed it was fake, but real emeralds?”

Randy nodded. “Most likely.”

“What’s the connection?” Olivia asked.

“Ginger has three sons.” He reached into a compact cooler for a Coke and a foil-wrapped chunk of leftover roast. “The eldest is a line cook at Spook’s. The other two are opportunists, conning tourists into backcountry tours they never quite deliver on.”

“How so?” Harding finished his water.

“From what I’ve been told, they’ll sit in a corner booth, eavesdropping. If touristy-types mention hiking or camping, these two offer their services to take them to the most awesome local sights ever. The con is that they take their money, arrange a time to meet, then never show. Spook’s owner, Eddie, gets a cut. That way, if anyone complains, he assures the law that he didn’t see the transaction. Of course, it helps that Goblin’s lone officer also gets a cut. They pull the same stunt at Ollie’s.”

“Incredible.” Olivia shook her head. “But that still doesn’t explain how my grandparents got out here.”

“They did have an SUV,” Harding said. “Is it out of the question that your grandfather did the driving?”

“I guess not. But wouldn’t we have seen their tracks?”

“Not necessarily,” Randy eased the vehicle over the hill. “There’s a lot of country out here, and we came in a long way from Goblin. Assuming that’s where Dude and Shirley went off road, we wouldn’t see any sign of them until getting closer to Red Falls and the cave.”

Harding set aside his water bottle, then pointed toward the Hummers. “What do you make of them?” 

“Could be nothing. Probably nothing.”

“Sharon mentioned a downed military jet. Could they be out here looking for that?”

“Makes as much sense as anything else. Rumor mill damn near spun off its supports about a month ago when there was supposedly a broken arrow.”

“Missing nuke?” Harding raised his brows.

“If the people up there are military,” Olivia asked, “do you think they could have seen my grandparents? Shouldn’t we at least ask?”

“It’s your call,” Randy said. “The cave is west of this butte.” He pointed straight ahead at an imposing rock tower. “If we’re going to make it before dark, we should keep on our current course.”

Harding’s mind was spinning. 

None of this made sense. 

Missing nukes. Human trafficking. Credit card fraud. Freaking zombies could fall from the sky, and at this point, he wouldn’t be surprised.

“I want to talk to the military men,” Olivia said. “No telling how long they’ve been out here. They could have seen something.”

“Might as well.” Harding’s clenched stomach said it was a bad call, but at this point, what about this case wasn’t?

It took thirty minutes to reach the military convoy that, judging by the guys sitting around eating MREs, had stopped for lunch. 

Upon seeing them approach, one of the men set his meal on a folding camp chair, then sauntered in their direction. 

“Let me handle this,” Harding said. 

“No way.” Olivia opened the rear door and hopped out.

“Shit,” Harding said under his breath, tucking his piece in his waistband at the small of his back.

“She’s a firecracker,” Randy noted, still behind the wheel.

“Tell me about it.” Harding chased after her. 

“Hello?” She waved her arms. “Excuse me, but would you mind if we ask a few questions?”

“Depends.” The lone man stepped forward to meet them, holding out his hand for them to shake. In his other hand, he carried a Coors. “Colonel Tankard, US Air Force at your service.”

“Thank goodness,” Olivia gushed. “We need your help. My grandparents are lost somewhere out here. Please, if you’ve seen anyone or anything suspicious, I’d be forever grateful if you’d let us know.”

“Wish I could be of assistance, ma’am, but we’re out here on a special ops training mission. Haven’t seen a soul.”

Olivia’s shoulders sagged. 

“In case we do find them, do you have any way we can get in touch with you? Satellite phone?”

“I don’t, but our friend does. Let me go ask him for the number.”

“Sounds good.” 

While Olivia jogged back to the Suburban, Harding fished for information. “Where are you all based out of?”

“San Diego. We train with SEALs.”

“Cool.” Christ on a cupcake, were there any honest people in this entire state? He could count on one hand the number of times that as a SEAL he’d carried out joint missions with Air Force guys. They were top-notch. Not a single colonel he’d ever met had a habit of casually drinking a beer while on duty. “Love SEALs.”

“Used to be one,” the colonel said with a cocky grin. “Blew out my knee, so I filed for a transfer.”

“Tough break. Sorry to hear it.”

The guy shrugged. “It’s all good. Got nothing to complain about with my current gig.”

“Sweet.” Harding shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “If you don’t mind my asking, what kind of training are you guys doing? I’ve always wanted to go this route.”

“Sorry to disappoint, but it’s just standard high desert stuff. Not very interesting.”

“Sure. I understand. Thanks, anyway.” He turned to the Suburban.

“You bet. We’ll keep an eye out. Nothing more upsetting than a couple of senior citizens exposed to the elements. It’s brutal out here at night.”

Harding gave the bastard a backhanded wave.

Olivia ran toward him, wagging a yellow Post-it.

Jogging to meet her, Harding grabbed her wrist, tugging down her arm. “Curb your enthusiasm. Those guys are total posers.”

“What do you mean? They’re all wearing camo.”

“I’m trying to pretend you didn’t just say that.”

“What? They seem legit. You don’t know everything, Harding.”

“Get in.” He opened her door and practically vaulted her onto the backseat, before shutting her safely in.

“Ouch. What’s wrong with you? I need to give them Randy’s number.”

“No, you don’t.” Harding said from his seat after closing his door. “Those assholes have seen your grandparents.”

“How do you know?”

“As I was leaving, the colonel mentioned how upsetting it was, seeing senior citizens exposed to the elements. How would he know what state Dude and Shirley are in?”

Olivia opened her door and hopped back out. 

Harding climbed out, too, only to pin her against the side of the car. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“To talk to them. If they know something, they need to tell me.”

“Just like that?”

“Yes.” She raised her chin. “I have to know.”

“Trust me, babe. These guys are mercenaries. They’re up to no good. We need to pray I’m wrong, and they haven’t seen Dude and Shirley.”

“Excuse me,” Randy rounded the back bumper. “Hate to interrupt, but I just thought of something. May or may not be significant, but . . .”

“What?” Olivia and Harding said in unison.

Randy held up his hands. “Me and my brilliant idea will be in the car when you two lovebirds can stop bickering long enough to listen.”

“We’re not together,” Olivia said.

“True story,” Harding said.

“You’re impossible.” Olivia climbed back into the Suburban. “I can’t wait till this is over, and I never see you again.” She slammed her door.

“Likewise.” Harding took one last look at their new friends, then stepped up into the Suburban. “Okay, Randy, let’s hear what you’ve got.”

“Sure thing.” He’d left the vehicle idling the whole time they’d been stopped. 

Once Harding slammed his door, Randy put his rig into gear, heading toward the cave that may or may not be where it was supposed to be. More and more every minute, Harding was regretting not calling in every member of Trident to help with this job. 

“I’ve been mulling this over,” Randy said, “and something we discussed last night doesn’t add up. You both mentioned Dude having a new map. Assuming that’s the one he showed me, it’s got a pretty huge flaw. But I’ve got a theory. Might be far-fetched, but remember how you said your grandparents’ condo was ransacked, as if someone were looking for something?”

Olivia nodded. 

Harding asked, “Where are you going with this?”

“Treasure maps for El Diablo’s Gold have been around since I was a little boy. Heck, I had at least a half-dozen versions of them by the time I reached puberty. But here’s the thing, not a single one of those maps had the X where your grandfather’s map placed it. The X is always at some sacred Navajo mystery cave or spring. But your grandfather’s map had it at the end of a slot canyon.”

“So Dude had yet another version? I’m not seeing the correlation.”

“Think about it.” Randy slammed the wheel with his palms. “This may be out there, but what if the map Dude bought was meant for someone else? What if he got ahold of it by accident? What if it wasn’t a map to gold and silver, but a very valuable bomb?”

“Holy shit . . .” Harding turned his head in surprise. “Randy, I’ve gotta tell you, that makes sense. When whoever wanted that bomb discovered Dude and his map weren’t home, they followed his trail out here. Now our only question is whether they found him.”

“I think they must have,” Olivia said, her voice reedy, as if laced with fear. “Otherwise, why would the colonel have mentioned them being exposed to the elements. Maybe he had them, and they got away?”

“I’ll bet they did.”

Randy whistled. “That could be good or bad. There’s a whole lot of nothing between here and town.”

Olivia broke down.

“Hey, we’ll find them. They’ll be okay.” Harding cupped his hand on her knee, but she swatted him away. 

“Stop saying that. They could be anywhere, cold and hungry. Dehydrated. Hurt. For all we know, they could already be dead.”

“Doubt it,” Randy said.

“How would you know?”

“Look behind you.”   

The colonel and his four-vehicle convoy had loaded up and were now on their trail.

“Why would they be following us?” she asked. 

“Only one reason I can think of,” Randy said. “They not only believe Dude and Shirley are alive, but that they just might unwittingly hold the key to whatever these guys are after.”
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“THAT’S IT,” RANDY said after another hour’s drive. “Red Falls.” 

He parked fifty yards from a foreboding cliff that looked as if it had been stained blood red. Upon closer inspection, Olivia realized the wall was a solid chunk of rusty toned rock.

“When it storms,” Randy raised his hand to his forehead, shielding his eyes from early evening sun, “cascading water resembles blood. The Navajos say this is where the water serpent, Tieholtsodi, comes out to search for his stolen children. When they are nowhere to be seen, he cries blood tears.”

“Thanks for the uplifting tale.” Olivia left the vehicle, needing a moment to herself. 

She wasn’t sure what she’d expected upon reaching the mountain where her grandfather’s treasure cave was supposedly located, but this feeling of total despair wasn’t it. If her grandparents had driven out here on their own, where was their car? Camping gear? Logic dictated that they couldn’t have just vanished, but they essentially had.

At least Colonel and his crew were also gone. Olivia didn’t fool herself by thinking they’d stay gone, but at least she, Harding and Randy were temporarily out of immediate danger. 

Harding stepped up behind her. 

His radiant heat warmed her backside, making her want to turn, rest her cheek against his chest, and draw comfort from being held in his strong arms. But what good would that do? Momentary relief meant nothing in the face of losing her only remaining family.   

“Let me in, Liv. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

“I’m thinking,” she said in a hard, cold tone she barely recognized as her own, “that we should probably search this whole area for clues.” 

“Agreed.”

Clouds had covered the sun and a chilly north wind sent Olivia to the car for her hoodie. She and Harding were supposed to have gone to the store for new clothes, but here they were on day three or four—she honestly couldn’t remember—and she still wore the same filthy jeans, T-shirt and undergarments. 

Randy joined in the search for anything out of the ordinary. 

“Might make sense,” he said, “if we check out the other side, too. If there’s a cave, that’s where it would logically be.”

Olivia began covering the rough terrain. Thorny brush snagged her jeans. Haphazard rock piles threatened her balance with each step. Thickening cloud cover turned the air cold enough to sear her lungs with each breath. Somewhere behind those clouds, the sun would soon be setting. She didn’t much like this place in the daylight. She had a feeling she’d hate it after dark.  

Finally, they rounded the falls’ western side. 

The sight that greeted her made her take off at a full run in excitement, only to fall to her knees in yet another defeat. 

A burgundy SUV had been parked beside a tent and stone campfire ring. From a distance, it made for a cozy scene, but the closer she got, the more her stomach churned until she was retching into a bush on the fringe of the wreckage. The Toyota 4-Runner had a rental car agency sticker on the back, but in its current state, the vehicle would not be returned. All four doors gaped open, and much like her grandparents’ condo, the vehicle had been ransacked. The upholstered seats had been knifed open. Door panels pried off. Carpet removed. The fabric ceiling shredded. Even the engine had been searched. Parts littered the ground.

Harding had been rummaging in the glovebox and under the seats. “It was Dude and Shirley’s. Found this in the center console.” 

He handed her a pink copy of a rental agreement. 

She saw her grandparents’ names and lost it. “Who would do this? Why?”

Harding pulled her into a hug, and she let him. 

“Hate to bring this up,” Randy said, “but their tent’s not in much better shape. And there’s a ladder.” He pointed high up on the cliff wall. 

A lone coyote howled, followed by yips from the rest of the pack. 

The sound seemed to echo forever, serving as a reminder to just how remote this foreboding place was. 

Olivia clung to Harding, but then a movement behind him caught her attention. Was that an animal on the horizon? Or . . . Grandpa?

On legs fueled by adrenaline and hope, she ran as hard and fast as she could. When she tripped, she ignored bloodied palms to get back on her feet and run faster.

“Grandpa?” Upon realizing it was really him, she froze for a moment, afraid he might be a mirage, but then she wrapped her arms around him, thrilled beyond words to have found him healthy and whole. 

“Livvy . . .” He held her with a fraction of his usual strength. 

“I’ll get my rig.” Randy ran toward his vehicle. 

“Let me help.” Harding raised Dude’s arm over his shoulders, keeping him upright. “If you aren’t a sight for sore eyes.”

“So-so g-glad I found you.” Dude’s lips were dry and cracked. His cheeks red from exposure to sun and wind. “Shirley. W-we have to get her.”

“Where is she?” Olivia asked. 

“Yes,” the colonel said, cresting a small hill with a gun held to Randy’s head. “That’s something I’d also like to know as well. Especially if she’s anywhere near my prize.”

“Lower the gun,” Harding said. 

“Why would I do that? I’ve grown weary of games. I either want my bomb or the map leading to it. The old man stumbled into something far larger than . . .”

Two gunshots rang out. But from where? Who’d fired them?

The colonel opened his mouth as if to speak, but rather than words, blood gurgled from between his lips.

Randy clutched his chest and then head as if double-checking, but he hadn’t been hit. 

The colonel crumpled to the ground, convulsed, and then stilled. 

“I-is he dead?” Olivia asked. 

Harding kicked him. “It would appear so.” He took his gun, handing it to Randy. “Can you cover me? We won’t be alone for long. Liv, get your grandfather in the 4-Runner and shut the doors. It might not look like much, but it will at least provide cover.”

She wanted to help, but even more, she wanted Dude safe. “Come on, Grandpa.”

“I’m not an invalid,” he complained. “Give me a gun. I served for thirty years. If anyone deserves a shot at those punk military wannabes, it’s me.”

“The second we get an extra weapon,” Harding shouted while taking cover behind a rock formation, “it’s got your name on it.”

Olivia tugged her grandfather’s arm. “I know you want to help—so do I—but for now, let’s stay out of the way and let Harding do his job.”

She’d just closed them into the shell of a vehicle when three men dressed in camo ran into the camp, shooting in all directions. Their guns were big and seemed to fire ten times for each of Harding or Randy’s single shots. Keeping one arm protectively around her grandfather, Olivia hunkered down, praying Harding and Randy would be okay. Harding, especially. After all the grief she’d given him about being in a dangerous profession, he was currently risking his life for her and Dude. After the horrible things she’d said, she didn’t deserve his loyalty or help. But she appreciated both more than words could say.

It felt as if weeks passed before the concussive barrage stopped.

She was afraid to look at who was still standing, but this was no time to cower.

“Grandpa, please stay inside. I’ll get you when it’s safe.”

“Okay, but don’t forget my gun!” Dude’s command chased her out her door.

“I won’t.” She was relieved he hadn’t lost his fighting spirit. Easing out of the vehicle, she called, “Harding?”

“Over here! Come quick. Pretty sure we took out all the colonel’s men, but in the process, Randy’s been shot.”

She leapt from the car, shut the door with Dude safely inside, then ran to where Harding knelt beside their friend. Sure enough, he’d taken a bullet to his left upper arm. “Help me sit him up.”

“I’m fine,” Randy complained.

Harding slipped his arm behind Randy’s back, helping him upright. He used his knife to slice off Randy’s sleeve, giving Olivia access to the wound.

“There’s a lot of blood,” she said, “but the bullet passed through. We’ll need to apply pressure to stop the bleeding, then clean it. We’ll get him to a doctor as soon as we find my grandmother.”

“Know what would be even easier?” Randy said.

“I’d love to hear.”

“Why don’t we grab my sat phone from my rig and call for help.”

“Great idea,” Harding stood. “But please don’t be offended if I find help outside of Green Fork.”

Randy snorted, but struggled to stand. He’d lost a lot of blood. Harding helped him to his feet. “I wouldn’t let anyone from that town fix a hangnail.” 

The three of them walked in fading daylight to Randy’s vehicle. 

 “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Harding walked ahead. He’d slung a variety of lethal-looking weapons over each shoulder and held one at the ready. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked. 

“Look for yourself.” Randy’s ride had been destroyed just as effectively as her grandparents’. Even worse? The satellite phone had been smashed on a rock. Their supplies had been strewn and the hood had been opened. Hoses and wires decorated nearby brush.

“Son of a bitch,” Randy said.

“Harding,” Dude said, “give me one of those guns. I’d love to shoot those bastards again.”

Making matters worse, on the horizon, lightning flashed. 

Thunder rolled, echoing like an otherworldly moan through hundreds of slot canyons. 

“Let’s triage this situation,” Harding said. “Olivia, what’s left of the first aid box is in that bush.” He pointed. “Find it, then get Randy in shape to travel. Dude, there’s a cooler around here somewhere. Gather up bottled water and food. Hydrate yourself, eat, then let’s go get your wife.”

“How will we get to her?” Randy asked.

“Somewhere nearby are four hummers. Let’s use one.”

Lightening flashed. Electricity crackled in the dry air. Thunder boomed.

“I don’t like this,” Randy said. “Those slot canyons become death traps during storms. Just last year . . .”

“Let’s skip the grim statistics,” Harding said, “and get to work. Everyone clear on their roles?”

After an assortment of nods and grumbling, they focused on assignments.

“Grandpa,” Olivia asked while cleaning Randy’s wound with hydrogen peroxide, “how are you doing?” He fished through weeds and brush for dehydrated meal pouches, protein bars and the water.

“Good. I’m just antsy to get back to your grandmother. I didn’t want to tell you, but when I left this morning, she was unresponsive.”

“What do you mean?” Olivia’s blood felt as cold as if she’d gotten an ice water transfusion. “Why didn’t you say anything before?”

“We had enough going on with all the shooting. Last night, after escaping from the now dead guys, we got caught in a rock slide and then this morning, I couldn’t wake her.”

Olivia pressed her lips tight, covering stinging eyes with the heels of her hands. Honestly, she wasn’t sure how much more she could take. For every one piece of good news, they received about ten pieces of bad.

“Don’t panic,” Dude said. “Her breathing was regular. Pulse strong. I’m sure she’s tired.”

Olivia hoped so but couldn’t be sure until seeing for herself.

Headlights approached. Thank goodness. Harding had returned. They could find her grandmother before the rain started, then drive through the night to get her to safety.

“Ouch.” Randy flinched when she added more peroxide. “Watch your bedside manner.”

“Sorry. I’m anxious to get going.”

Lightning arced across the sky above them, illuminating the valley floor in an otherworldly glow. Thunder shook the ground.

“No, no, no . . .” Randy shook his head and moaned.

“What’s wrong?’ she asked. “Does something else hurt?”

“Isn’t this an idyllic scene?” Instead of Harding strolling up, Olivia looked over her shoulder to find Grueber standing behind her, carrying the same weapon as he had the night before.  

The sheriff was trailed by four men—all armed.

Where was Harding? He had their guns.

“Give it a rest,” Randy said. “This is over.”

“What do you mean it’s over?” Grueber asked. “This whole venture was your idea.”

“Not the trafficking. Never that.”

“Wait . . .” Olivia looked from Randy to Grueber. Instant nausea flushed her cheeks. “You two work together? All this time . . .”

“Whoa. This isn’t what you think.” Randy performed a verbal backpedal. “I had my suspicions about your grandfather’s map. I made inquiries and got answers. All I wanted to do was find the bomb before anyone else. I figured our own government would pay a hefty sum to get it back, don’t you think? It’s just business. Never would I have let it fall into the wrong hands.”

“Sugarcoat it all you want,” Grueber said. “But Randy, we’re in this together. I found buyers willing to pay far more than Washington. Now that you did your part by getting these two out here, you’re out of the picture.”

“I won’t let you do it.” Randy said. “You can’t go against your own country. That’s treason.”

“Watch me.” Grueber shot Randy point blank in his chest. 

Olivia’s vision tunneled. Her pulse beat dangerously fast. This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening.

“Nice and slow,” Grueber said, pointing the gun at Dude, “I want you to give me the map that’s caused all this fuss.”

“I don’t have it.” Dude held up his hands. “Swear on my life. I don’t know where it is.”

Grueber shook his head. “Are you willing to swear on sweet Olivia’s life? Jenkins, grab her.”
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ONE OF GRUEBER’S men, a greasy-haired rail of a bastard, stepped up behind Olivia, putting her in a chokehold with his left arm, holding a gun to her head with his right. “Where’s Hubby?”

“G-gone.” Her breathing turned shallow. The only time she’d been more scared was when Harding had been shot. In those moments before knowing whether he’d live or die, she’d been trapped in suspended animation. It was like that now, only worse. Was he already gone? Her grandmother? Was she next? Her grandfather soon to follow? 

“Liar, liar, pants on fire.” Grueber nodded to the man holding her.

Like a boa, he tightened his grip around her neck.

She struggled to free herself from Jenkins’ hold, kicking with all her might at his left kneecap. 

“Bitch!” He fired his gun but the shot missed its target—her head. Hopping on one leg, he said to Grueber. “Can I kill her now? Please let me kill her now.”

“In due time. She might be more valuable to us on the open market.”

Lightning strobed.

In the expectant pause before the thunder, a second shot rang out, then a third.

She lurched back to find that Jenkins sported a gushing, blood-red hole in his chest.

She lurched again to find a chunk of Grueber’s head gone.

“I’m out of here!” One of Grueber’s men cried. But it was too late. In perfect timing with the thunder, a fourth shot filled the night, only this one didn’t kill but kicked up earth at the man’s feet. He pissed himself in fright. “I’m sorry. Don’t kill me. I’ll tell a judge everything. Just please don’t kill me!”

Harding emerged from the shadows, nudging another man forward with the barrel of a gun. “Dude, see that nylon rope hanging from Randy’s driver’s side mirror?”

“Yessir.”

“Think you could bind this gentleman’s wrists behind him with a double constrictor knot.”

“It would be my honor.”

Lightning grew closer and ever fiercer. 

While Harding provided cover, Dude also restrained the now docile man who’d wet himself. Once both men’s ankles were also bound, they positioned them twenty feet from each other. Harding then hefted the filled cooler into the back of Grueber’s truck. 

“Ready to get your grandmother?” he asked Olivia.

Not sure whether to cry or laugh or puke—maybe all three—she helped her grandfather into the front seat, then buckled herself into the back. 

Harding climbed behind the wheel, starting the engine before flipping an assortment of switches to LED light bars that had been mounted on the roof and front fender. “Dude, I’m looking forward to catching up, but for now, how about you guide me to your lovely wife?”

“It would be my pleasure.”

Quarter-sized raindrops clattered against the roof and windshield. Lightning and thunder grew more ferocious, dancing with wind.  

Ordinarily Olivia loved storms, but not when she knew her grandmother faced a possible acute injury with no shelter. She refused to even think of how much the situation could be worsened by a flash flood.  

It took two agonizing hours in the rain to find the canyon head her grandfather had marked by breaking twin juniper trees. 

“Muffin . . .” Dude bowed his head upon seeing water pouring into the canyon.

“Stay here.” Harding pat her grandfather’s thigh. “I’ll get her.”

“I’m going, too,” Olivia said. “I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you now after you’ve already done so much.”

Harding gave her a long stare.

“Please don’t fight me on this,” she said.

With his lips pressed into a grim line, he nodded. “But hold my hand.”

He wouldn’t get an argument on that.

“Both of you be careful,” Dude said. Tears welled in his eyes. “And please, young man, bring both of my girls back.”

“I will,” Harding said. He’d earlier found a flashlight in the glovebox and turned it on.

Olivia prayed it was waterproof.

In tandem, Olivia and Harding left the truck, slamming their doors behind them. Harding had left the engine running and floodlights on, but with boiling, surging water already thigh-deep, it was a no-brainer that this was a risky mission. 

Harding reached for her hand. 

She slid her fingers between his, holding on for all she was worth. 

They inched through the canyon’s narrow mouth. Turned sideways, she had barely an inch to spare on either side. Harding was so much larger that he didn’t have that luxury.

It felt like hours before the space widened, but once it did, they still weren’t out of the woods. If anything, their situation had worsened. Churning black water was now waist high and take-your-breath-away cold. Her teeth chattered and her hair hung heavy, clinging to either side of her face, playing hide and seek with her eyes when she needed them most. 

“Grandma!” she shouted.

“Shirley!”

The deeper they went, the darker the space grew. The once-powerful LED light seemed absorbed by the rock walls. Water streamed from every direction, raining from above, bubbling from beneath. 

The cold was so shocking she struggled to find her next breath.

“Grandma!” With the water up to her neck, Olivia was forced to swim. 

She was an okay swimmer but not especially strong. Terror lodged in her throat. To die like this—in a black hole of icy, surging water—was unacceptable. She wanted to live. She wanted her grandmother to live. Most of all, she wanted Harding alive and well beside her.

“I-I love you!” she called to him. “I-if we don’t make it, I need you to know.”

“We’ll make it,” he said. “But for the record . . .” He released her hand to cup her cheek, then kiss her with a quick, fervent promise he didn’t make with words but pure, raw emotion. “I love you, too. When we get out of this, marry me.”

“Yes.” Was there even a need to ask? Harding saved people. That’s who he was. How could she love him but ask him to be anything less than the hero he was?

A log drifted by. 

Harding pushed it toward her. “Hang on to that. I’m going to get your grandmother.”

“You see her?” Her question was swallowed by the storm.

With the water now well over her head, she not only worried for their safety, but her grandfather’s. Would he be all right inside the truck? Would they escape this horror only to find he’d been swept away? Stop. Olivia forced herself to banish the demons in her head to make room for hope.

She’d lost track of how long she’d bobbed with the log, waiting to learn whether her grandmother had lived or died, when Harding swam up with Shirley in a lifeguard’s hold. 

“Help her onto the log! She’s zoning in and out of consciousness but otherwise okay.”

Olivia sharply released the breath she’d been holding, then grabbed hold of the woman who’d raised her, vowing to never again let go. “I love you, I love you,” she said, hugging her grandmother to her and the log. 

Harding towed them both while holding the flashlight between his teeth. The man was incredible. She was the luckiest woman alive to have him in her life. 

They’d reached the canyon’s mouth and the log wedged lengthwise against the narrow opening. The time had come to let go. Olivia was slight enough to slip through, as was her grandmother. There was just enough room for her to slip her arm around her grandmother’s limp shoulders, clutching under her arm while using her feet to work past the now slick rock. 

The effort grew so great to keep her grandmother’s head above the water, that Olivia hadn’t noticed she was mere feet from the entrance, yet Harding was still far back, bobbing with the flashlight while holding onto the log. 

“Harding! Come on!”

“Go ahead! It’s too narrow for me!”

Her throat constricted. Her pulse raced fast enough she feared passing out. 

No. She wouldn’t—couldn’t—lose him now. 

“Let me get Grandma to the car! Wait here! I’ll come back for you!” 

“Roger that! Go!”

Olivia put renewed strength into her kicking and soon reached a pile of trapped wood and debris that she had to climb down, dragging her grandmother behind her. 

Once free, she floated her grandmother over the raging stream.

Thankfully, the truck was still on high ground. 

Her grandfather caught sight of them and leapt from the vehicle to help. “How is she? Will she be okay?”

“I think so,” Olivia assured. “She is breathing. But I have to go back for Harding. He’s trapped.”

“I’ll get her into the truck. You go.”

The rain had lightened. Already the water was subsiding. 

She had to push debris clear to squeeze her way back in. Without the rain, the truck lights proved much more effective. It took only a few minutes for her to make her way to the log, but Harding wasn’t there. 

It took a moment for the reality to sink in. Harding was gone.

“Harding! Harding!” She cried out for him until her voice grew hoarse. Even then she didn’t quit. The water was now only knee deep. Even if the unthinkable had happened and this unstoppable former SEAL had somehow faltered, the water was shallow enough for her to find him. She searched for an hour, until her teeth chattered and her entire body trembled and her grandfather had joined her with another powerful light. 

“Olivia . . .” He hugged her. “I’m so sorry, but he’s gone. You have to take care of yourself. Your grandmother can’t live only to lose you.”

“But I can’t live without him . . .” Sobs wracked her already battered and bruised body. “He can’t be dead.”

“Come on.” Her grandfather led her to the truck. He’d found a satellite phone and using the contact list on Harding’s cell, called in the cavalry.

In under an hour, two helicopters had landed.

One team of paramedics loaded her grandmother who had suffered from severe hypothermia and a broken ankle and ribs. Another team helped her grandfather climb into the craft beside his beloved wife. After teary goodbyes, Olivia watched them go.

She stayed back with a rescue team who assured her they would not leave without finding Harding.

More people arrived—Sawyer and Jasper and a small army of military professionals who safely handled the bomb.

Through it all, Olivia sat in a makeshift command tent, waiting to hear any news on the man she’d realized too late that she loved. She refused to believe he was gone. But when dawn broke, streaking the sky with orange and purple, multiple search teams had still found no sign of him. The knot wedged in her throat had begun to feel permanent.

“Here.” Sawyer handed her a steaming Styrofoam cup filled with coffee. “I remember how you like it loaded with cream and sugar.”

“Thanks,” she said. “But I couldn’t.”

“Try.” Jasper sat beside her, offering a glazed donut. “You’ll need your strength for when they find him alive and he’s ready to start our next case within the hour.”

“You really think he’s okay?” Olivia sniffed back tears.

“Pardon my French,” Sawyer said, “but he’s the toughest son of a bitch I’ve ever known.”

“No kidding.” Jasper rubbed her knotted shoulders. “Not to mention the fact that if he’s in a mood, he’s so mean the devil would toss him back.”

“Stop . . .” Olivia didn’t even try holding back tears through her forced smile. “I know you guys are trying to cheer me up, but you’re making me sadder. Before he . . .” She refused to even think that he’d died. “Well, just before he went under, he asked me to marry him. Figures he’d try worming his way out of a fancy ceremony.”

“He hates a tux.” Jasper took a bite out of the donut he’d brought for her. Just as well. She’d never eat again. 

“He hates ties, too.”

“And dress shoes.”

“Asparagus.”

“Oh, most of all Harding hates . . .”

“Gossips?”

Heart pounding, Olivia was scared to turn around for fear she’d be dreaming. “Harding?” 

“In the flesh.” He looked like he’d been through a war with his whisker-stubbled face scratched and bruised, but never in all the time she’d known him had he looked more handsome. “You’re alive. Thank God, you’re alive!” She leapt from her chair to fling herself against him. “I was so scared. You promised you’d never leave me, but . . .” Tears took over where her words had left off.

“Shh,” he whispered into her hair. “I’m fine. It was a long night, but I’m none the worse for wear.”

“But where did you go? After putting Grandma in the truck, I came back for you, but you were gone.”

“The canyon mouth was too narrow for me to squeeze through, so I climbed out of the top.”

“You hate heights.” She laughed through ecstatic tears.

“True,” Sawyer said with a nod. 

“Amen to that.” Jasper finished a third donut.

“So anyway,” Harding scooped Olivia into his arms, having a seat while cradling her on his lap. “I had to walk the long way around, and it took freakin’ forever. If I never see another desert, it will be too soon. Don’t even think about asking me to honeymoon anywhere that’s not in the Virgin Islands.”

“Sounds perfect.” She kissed him, trying to convey with her body the depth of emotion she carried for him in her heart. 

A radio squawked. “Sawyer?”

“Sawyer, here. Over.”

“I’ve got a live one by the falls. Over.”

“No kidding? What’s his name? Over.”

“Randy. He was wearing a Kevlar vest. Over.”

Harding shook his head. “I want to be mad at the guy, but another part of me wants to use his house as my James Bond hideaway.”

“He did help us,” Olivia said. “Sort of.”

“What do you want to do with him?” Sawyer asked.

“For now,” Harding sighed, “let the FBI question him. If they let him go, he was resourceful enough that I might put him on my payroll.” He kissed Olivia. “Where were we?”

“Planning a honeymoon. But first,” she teased, “we’ll need a wedding.”

“Nah.” He shook his head. “Screw tradition. Let’s say our vows in bed.”

“Deal.” Olivia couldn’t recall having ever been happier. 

But she soon would be. Right after she and Harding each said I do.
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“THANK YOU FOR planning such a gorgeous wedding,” Harding said to his equally gorgeous wife. In following what was starting to be a Trident team tradition, they’d held a destination wedding on the U.S. Virgin Island of St. John.

As much as he’d loved having the whole gang together and seeing Dude and Shirley once again healthy, more than anything, he couldn’t wait to consummate their vows. 

In a waterfront bungalow overlooking moonlit Coral Bay, he turned out the bedroom lights, opened the lanai’s double doors, then kissed a slow trail from the base of her throat to her lips. “I need to get you out of that dress.”

“I thought you loved my dress.”

“I do. But I will appreciate it even more once it’s off you and slung over the back of that chair.” He nodded toward a corner chaise lounge. “Turn around.”

She did. After unbuttoning her white lace confection of a gown, he swept the backs of his fingers along her spine, then slid the garment past her shoulders. It fell with a whisper, pooling onto the floor. She wore no bra and a lacy white scrap for panties. The sight of her drenched in moonlight combined with the knowledge that she was now forever his, made him the happiest man alive. Sweeping more kisses along her shoulders and the back of her neck, he said in a throaty whisper, “I love you, Mrs. Breslow.”

She spun around, pressing her hands to his chest. On her tiptoes, she kissed his lips. “Not as much as I love you, Mr. Breslow.”

He ached to be inside her but wanted their first time as husband and wife to be extra slow. Extra perfect. 

Tugging the knot of his bowtie, she freed him of it, then started undoing the buttons on his shirt. With his chest bare, she came in close for another kiss, in the process brushing her hard nips against his abs, making it a superhuman effort to hold back. 

“You do know you’re killing me?” he said for the record.

“That was the plan. Death by seduction.” Their mouths met in a slow, breathy kiss. She teased him with bold strokes of her tongue, mimicking the motion he craved much lower. 

He dropped his hand to her panties, fingering her through the lace. 

She groaned, raising her left foot onto the bedrail. She still wore white satin heels, which only made her legs longer and hotter. 

“Like that?” He slipped a finger under the lace, rubbing her until she came. 

“Um hmm . . .” Her hands worked off his belt, then unbuttoned his slacks and unlatched the zipper. In one sweep, she dragged down his pants and boxers. “Poor baby . . .” Petting his throbbing cock, strumming the tip with her thumb, she asked, “Is there anything I can do to help this little guy feel better?”

“Little?” Harding let loose with a playful growl. “That’s it. I tried being patient, but playtime is over.” Kicking free of his pants and shoes, he gave her a light push toward the bed, nudging her back far enough so he could feast on her full breasts. 

She twined her arms around his neck, drawing him up for more kisses. 

He worked her panties free, but they got stuck on her heels. “Good Lord,” he complained. “You didn’t make me work for it this hard on our third date.”

“That’s because I was in a string bikini.”

“Oh yeah.” He kissed the gentle swell of her belly and lower to her mound. “Why couldn’t you get married in that?” He spread her legs, doing tricks with his tongue that soon had her moaning too loud to give him an answer. 

By the time she’d come for the second time, Harding’s patience was shot. They’d agreed to start trying for a baby and tonight marked the first time he’d be inside her without a condom. He couldn’t wait. So he didn’t, plunging inside her again and again, framing her dear face with his hands, kissing her, worshiping her, loving her more with each stroke until the pleasurable pressure grew to be more than he could bear. Spilling inside her, he couldn’t help but smile. 

“I love you. Think we made a baby?”

“I love you.” She giggled. “And I hope so. Plus, I’m already hungry. Think that’s a good sign?”

“Absolutely.” He kissed her again, ready for a second round.

His cell rang.

“Harding . . .” Her tone spoke volumes about how much trouble he was in. “I told you to turn off your phone. You’ve ruined so many honeymoons that your entire team is out for revenge. I’m sure this is nothing more than a prank.”

“You’re right. But I have to answer—just in case.”

“Whatever.” She rolled out from under him, slipped on a robe, then headed for the kitchen. “Want a sandwich?”

“Yes, please. Then I want more of you!” He swiped to answer his cell. “Harding.”

“Hey, boss.”

“Sawyer. This had better be a practical joke.”

“Sorry, man. Wish it was. I just got off the line with a friend of mine in Denver—Jesse Knight. He and his brothers run a similar operation to our own. But they’re swamped and asked if I’d mind taking on a case. It’s a different from our norm, but . . .”

“How different?” Harding sat up in the bed. “What kind of issue are we talking?”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line.

“Sawyer?”

“Sorry, boss. This one’s going to be tough for me. It centers around my high school girl. She and her barrel racing friends are being stalked by a serial killer.”
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Cold Springs, Colorado. Last week.

 

BRANDED?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The confined space grew the sound into a jackhammer. 

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

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

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

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

Delilah shook her head. Where did she begin? 

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

“You okay?” He rubbed her back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What should I tell them is wrong?”

Delilah sucked in a deep breath. “Lola . . . She’s been murdered.” 

 

 

Look for the exciting conclusion to Renegade on June 20th

at your favorite online bookseller!
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