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      Two complete, award-winning novels! 600 pages for one low price! Perfect for anyone who has already read “The Last Enemy!”

      

      First, dive into the cyber world with "Byte Me," the next standalone installment in Pauline Baird Jones' captivating Lonesome Lawmen series. This enthralling suspense mystery, laced with a touch of humor, combines the thrill of a virtual manhunt with an under-fire romance, perfect for fans of tech thrillers, unusual characters, and love stories that brave the odds.

      Then step into a riveting tale of mystery and love in "Missing You," an exceptional standalone in the Lonesome Lawmen series by acclaimed author Pauline Baird Jones. This suspenseful mystery, rich with humor and heart, is a perfect choice for fans of intricate whodunits, sweeping landscapes, and love's healing power.

      If you enjoy fast-paced action, intricate mysteries, captivating relationships, tech-savvy thrillers, and love stories that bloom amidst danger, then read the last two books in the Lonesome Lawmen series! They’ll keep you turning pages late into the night.
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      Overhead tiny pinpoints of light gave depth to the moonless night sky, while thirty stories down, miniature streetlights made a path for the occasional car to follow. The silence was so deep, Phoebe Mentel heard her own breath whispering in and out of her lungs. She leaned on the parapet and studied the tower across from her and her companion, taking the moment to find her focus and quiet her mind.

      “You ready?” he asked. She turned as he dropped his bundle of equipment at her feet and knelt to extract the rocket launcher. He was dressed to steal in deepest black. Only his eyes gleamed out of the dark, eyes far too blue to be true.

      Lucky for her, she didn’t need true. She needed there.

      “I was born ready.” She pitched her voice low, but her voice, laced with her mother’s Southern charm, sounded loud in her ears. Also dressed to blend with the night, she’d covered her chin length hair with a black stocking cap and smeared her face with blacking until only her brown eyes were visible.

      His smile came fast and white, cutting into his dark silhouette like a lost Cheshire cat before fading back into the night. He readied the launcher, then used the parapet to steady his arms as he sighted in on the shadowy outline of the tower opposite.

      A pop. A hiss. A double strand of rope snaked across the gap between the two buildings in a gleaming, silver arc. A muffled clunk found its way back to their ears.

      He tugged on the rope until the grappling hook resisted, tested it for give. There was none. He leaned back, using his full weight. It still held. He secured their end with brisk, practiced economy, then bent to check his climbing harness. When he’d shouldered his pack and was anchored to the rope, he looked at her.

      Phoebe adjusted her earpiece. “You receiving?”

      He nodded. “You?”

      “Soft and clear.”

      “Catch you on the flip side.” He gave her a cheeky salute and vaulted over the parapet into space. The double rope sagged but held as he disappeared into the night. After a time the tension on the rope eased.

      “It’s a go.” His voice in her ear confirmed what her eyes saw. Her turn to step up and do or die.

      In a perfect mimicry of his actions, Phoebe took her place at the parapet. A confident vault, her body kept angled against a gravity more imagined than felt, then the slide into darkness. Slow at first, she quickly picked up speed. The side of the building formed out of shadow. She curled her legs and thrust out with her feet, using the resulting bounce to swing up and hook the edge of the roof. Her partner, programmed to be gallant, reached down and pulled her up beside him.

      Phoebe shed her pack and knelt by the grill over the building’s airshaft and removed it, while he got out their equipment, all of it the latest in high-tech gadgetry. When she’d exposed the alarm wires bypassed them, they roped up again and started down the shaft, following a route laid out in her head. It was a gift, a talent, an instinct that was as much a part of her physiology as her eyes and hair and what she’d heard was her father’s nose. If there was a way to get to something, a path to follow, she could find it.

      Deep in the building’s bowels, cutting-edge technology opened the wall they needed to access as easy as a whore spread her legs, giving them the prize they sought. They lost two minutes when a guard broke routine, but made up the time on the trip back to their starting point. Phoebe released the rope and drew it in with a sigh of relief.

      “I think that was our best time yet,” her companion said, the English accent giving the words more importance than they deserved.

      Phoebe frowned. “If we could shave off another sixty seconds—”

      The muffled shrill of her telephone, followed by the harsh whine of two computers attempting communication, cut across her words with a warning that her virtual reality game was about to be invaded.

      Phoebe looked around, wondering where, from which direction, the invasion would come, but when Phagan spoke, his voice, disembodied and synthesized, came at her from the star-studded night “sky.”

      “Playing with Steele again, Pathphinder?”

      “Phagan.” Phoebe touched a button on her headset, deleting the virtual Remington Steele she’d used as her partner-in-crime. She crossed virtual arms. “Coming down? Or are we playing God tonight?”

      It was his favorite role, in virtual or real reality.

      The darkness to her right rippled, and a figure stepped out from behind a ventilation stack. On Phagan’s cue, not Phoebe’s, the moon rose to light his entrance as Deputy U.S. Marshal Samuel Gerard from “The Fugitive.”

      She grinned inside her headset. Trust him to crash her B&E game with a lawman. The boy had always had a dark sense of humor.

      “Some say my best role is Lucifer,” he drawled, his voice less disembodied now that he was “earthbound.”

      “I’ll pretend to disagree if you’ve cast me decently this time.” Phoebe trusted Phagan with her life but not her dignity. Never with her dignity.

      He walked a circle around her, his purloined visage showing a wicked appreciation for the female form. “I’m feeling benign tonight, with a taste for Meg Ryan.”

      “I look like Meg Ryan?”

      He arched “Sam’s” brows. “Do you mind?”

      “Why should I? She’s cute and her thighs are smaller than mine.”

      Phagan laughed, throwing “Sam’s” head back. The faint, artificial light was kind to the craggy face and dark tumble of stolen hair. Sam seemed amazingly real—as long as Phagan kept his mouth shut. When he didn’t, he sounded like the android from hell. Phagan never used his own voice. Like God, he preferred a mouthpiece.

      She’d been playing his games for seven years and still couldn’t put an actual face or a voice to him. Sometimes, in her real world, she’d study the faces around her, wondering if one of them belonged to him. There were things he’d said, things he did that told her he’d seen her more than once.

      “You do it?” he asked, nodding in the direction of the building across the way.

      “Despite you wanting the timing tighter than Meg Ryan’s thighs.”

      “You needed a challenge. The last one was too easy.”

      “Not my fault,” Phoebe said. “You’re the wizard of virtual world.”

      He straddled a ventilation pipe, sat and flashed his stolen grin.

      She smiled back, but it was perfunctory. She had to tell him, but she didn’t want to. She wanted to keep the past at bay, but she couldn’t. It nicked her present like paper cutting skin, welling scarlet from the breach, burning like acid.

      “What?”

      Instead of speaking, Phoebe produced a couple of virtual cigars, handing one to him and “lighting” hers. Virtual smoke was no threat to her lungs and it gave her something to do with her hands. A wise precaution, since even in virtual world Phagan could read them like a Gypsy.

      With a purloined brow cocked, he took his and lit up, blowing smoke out in a stream before asking, “We celebrating something?”

      Phoebe looked at Phagan, but “Sam’s” cool dark stare deflected her ability to read him, even as she felt his X-ray scrutiny rake her from top to toe. She blew a series of perfect smoke circles, with a little help from the computer program, before saying as flatly as she could, “I found him.”

      Phagan stood up, took a drag of the cigar, then rolled the brown cylinder between his fingers as he considered her words. “You sure?”

      Phoebe lowered her cigar, her hands a work of rock-steady art. “I’m sure.”

      Phagan turned his virtual high beams on her, waiting for more. With a frustrated sigh, she gave it to him. “He’s had some work done on his face. But I’d know his eyes if he’d turned himself into a woman.”

      “Sam” looked thoughtful. He sent some smoke rings out to ambush hers, before asking as if it didn’t matter, “Where?”

      She looked at him, feeling a brief moment of real amusement take the edge off her angst. “Denver.”

      Phagan had Sam do surprise. “How’d we miss him?”

      “He’s been playing Howard Hughes recluse.”

      Phagan crushed out the cigar. “So how’d you spot him?”

      “Apparently he’s decided to come out. Caught his mug in the newspaper. It seems—” Phoebe couldn’t stop the quiver in her hands from playing out in front of Phagan, “he’s almost engaged to a prominent widow.”

      “Sam’s” gaze got sharper. “Kids?”

      “Two.” Phoebe licked her dry lips inside the VR helmet. “Girls.”

      He nodded slowly. “Right. I’ll contact Ollie. Make sure he’s ready to move when you are.”

      “I’m ready.” Inside the headset where he couldn’t see, Phoebe’s mouth curved in a smile seared by her acid past. “He made me ready.”
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      One year later

      “His name is Oliver Smith.” Jake Kirby looked across the body at the detective, Mac something-or-other, kneeling on the other side. Jake never forgot who he was hunting or any details about them, but there were just too many cops in too many towns and he’d met most of them tracking fugitives for the U.S. Marshals Service. “Ollie to his friends. He was on my least-likely-to-die-violently list.”

      Mac, middle-aged and showing signs of awe at working a crime scene with a Deputy U.S. Marshal, gestured toward Ollie’s face, taking care not to touch the hole punched between his bruised eyes. “Someone sure worked him over good before they killed him?”

      Mac didn’t say it, but Jake heard the “why” in his voice. A good question with no answer. Had the killer got the answer he wanted?

      Jake rose, his senses on full alert as he studied the one-room apartment that had been Ollie’s last stand. It had one official entrance, though a fire escape was visible out the lone window. Two other doors led to a closet and a bathroom, now being rummaged through by what passed for crime scene techs in this small Montana backwater. Shabby furniture and a clutter of dishes around the Pullman kitchen affixed to one wall looked odd sharing space with the high-tech computer being dusted for prints. The smell of blood mingled with that of old food, older building and Ollie’s slowly dissipating aftershave.

      “What’d a geek like him do to get federal attention?” Mac asked, giving Ollie’s innocuous-looking face a last glance before straightening his own fifty-something body with a grimace of pain.

      “Failing to do his time for a variety of computer-related crimes and high-tech burglaries,” Jake said. “He is—was—a hard man to hang on to.”

      “What put you on his trail?”

      “He used an old alias to book his flight out of Denver. Must have been in deep trouble to make a mistake like that.” Jake signaled to the tech emerging from the bathroom with various bagged toiletries, examined each bag, then frowned. “No Old Spice. So Ollie didn’t live here.”

      “Old Spice?” Mac asked.

      “Everybody has something they can’t give up. Ollie’s was Old Spice.”

      Mac gave him a skeptical look. Jake got a lot of skeptical looks, so he wasn’t offended. “Smell him.”

      It was obvious Mac didn’t want to sniff Ollie’s corpse, but he didn’t know how to get out of it, so he did, a look of surprise chasing distaste from his face.

      “Landlord says the tenant’s name was Jones. John Jones. Young guy,” he offered in lieu of anything better to say as he got up and followed Jake to the kitchen area.

      Jake studied the debris, looking without touching. A tech dumped the contents of the trash can out onto a plastic sheet, a tiny shower of pistachio shells among the debris. He began sorting it into evidence bags.

      “Speaking of things you can’t give up.” A lot of people liked pistachios, but few liked them as much as Dewey Hyatt. Did that make Hyatt the tenant or another visitor? With luck, fingerprints would tell the tale.

      “I want you to compare any prints with—”

      A stir in the doorway swallowed up the end of his sentence. Jake turned in time to see Bryn Bailey flash her FBI badge at the cop trying to stop her from coming in. The cop, not surprisingly, fell back. It was a common reaction to Bryn, even without the badge.

      Vigorous and driven, this poster girl for FBI affirmative action was high gloss, with a near-regal beauty wrapped in a sexy black power suit that concealed her practical side. Beneath the suit and the flawless makeup was a farmer’s daughter, a lass of the soil. Yeah, she wore spiked heels, but she used them like boots. Wasn’t afraid to mess up her hair tackling a perp either. Not that her assignment to electronic crimes required a lot of body contact with the bad guys. Wasn’t too hard on her manicure either, if the red pointed tips were any indication.

      If Jake had to hunt with a “Fibbie,” then it might as well be Bryn. She had a good nose for following a trail and was less averse than some to following what seemed like a wild-goose chase. Couldn’t relax with her, though. Anyone dumb enough to give Bryn even the slim edge of the wedge would find she’d taken a big chunk of the credit. And she’d look surprised if anyone had the guts to object.

      Right now she looked annoyed.

      Bryn was more than annoyed at finding Jake here before her. She crossed her arms and looked at him, fighting to stop the mixture of chagrin and resignation bubbling up her inside appearing on her outside. “Jake Kirby. Why am I not surprised?”

      Bryn was tall, but Jake topped her by at least four inches, which did nothing to help her shake off the “little woman” feeling she always got around him. Maybe it was a genetic response. Or a primal one. Lean to the point of lanky, he had a graceful strength only apparent when he was in motion. Worn blue denims and a soft white tee shirt hugged his lean body the way half the female population would like to.

      Something about a guy not in uniform, she decided with an inward sigh.

      As if he caught her thought, his signature charm-intensive grin spread across his absurdly young-looking face. Amusement lit eyes too blue for any woman’s good. They were piercing enough to see through lead. The nose between the eyes was straight, the full mouth below sweet in repose, wicked in response.

      His tousled light brown hair was brushed straight back from his high broad forehead, except for a few tendrils that fell forward, adding to his little-boy-lost look. His eyes weren’t lost or young though. They were old and wise. Set deep beneath run-amok brows and framed by worry lines a girl had to curl her hands into fists to resist smoothing away, they saw everything, were surprised by nothing. His deceptive air of innocence put a smoke screen around a just-shy-of-ruthless determination. This wasn’t a man who feared anything or gave up ground. He was the Marshals Service’s top tracker. If he didn’t get his man, no one could. Or the quarry was dead, like poor old Ollie Smith soon to be tucked into a morgue drawer.

      “Let me guess,” she said on a deliberate drawl, “you found him?”

      Jake’s shrug and quick grin was her answer. It was almost spooky the way he could feel his way to the fugitive of the hour. The guy was a born hunter. Pity the poor woman he finally set his sights on. She’d be shoeless and in the kitchen before she knew what hit her.

      For an instant Bryn let herself wonder what she’d be like, this mythical woman Jake might someday hunt, might someday want enough to keep. To her annoyance, it wasn’t pity she felt. It was envy.

      She walked up to Ollie and looked down, directing her attention to the problem at hand. His killer had saved the taxpayers a bunch of cash in court and incarceration fees, but had cost her a lead in her own investigation. Like Jake, she was hunting. “Wish I knew how you did it.”

      His grin got wider and whiter. His dentist must love him.

      “Magic,” he said.

      Bryn didn’t grin back, but only because she wouldn’t let herself, not because her mouth wasn’t entirely willing to oblige him. He didn’t need to be encouraged in his pain-in-the-ass behavior.

      Jake looked at his watch. “You take a rocket out of DC?”

      “I was already on my way.” Just thinking about why took away all desire to smile. The quick questioning arch of Jake’s brow didn’t improve her mood. “I got a hot tip.”

      Her mouth tightened as she thought about her hot tipper, the mythical and mysterious hacker known only as Phagan. It was him she hunted, though apparently not very well, or he wouldn’t be sending her leads. She wouldn’t allow herself to stop and think why he did that. It just made her crazy.

      She saw questions in Jake’s eyes and put up a do-not-ask sign in hers, then went on the attack with a subject change. “This closes the file on Ollie-as-fugitive, so why are you still here and not already after your next fugitive?” She waited a beat, then added, “And don’t give me that curiosity crap.”

      “I am after my next fugitive,” Jake said, then made her wait for whom.

      He hadn’t been spanked enough as a child. She gave him a look, so he gave her what she wanted.

      “Hyatt.”

      “Dewey Hyatt?” Her smile was slow and loaded enough to make Mac catch his aging breath. “Maybe you are magic, Kirby.”
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        * * *

      

      Peter Harding stood with his hands clasped behind his back, staring out the window without seeing the panoramic view of Denver spread out below him or the distant Rocky Mountains acting as frame. What he saw, what he always saw, was the reflection of himself.

      The handsome man, flawlessly turned out in a custom-made silk suit of softest gray, was still a stranger, though a pleasing one. The hair flowing thick and sleek from a high, proud forehead, and the kindly gray eyes, were his, though the blond hair color came from a bottle. The patrician face, newly restored to vigor by a visit to the plastic surgeon, and that gave him the air of a statesman, had become his own years ago. He liked to think it was the way he’d always been meant to look. He hadn’t changed, just trimmed away the rough edges.

      The discerning found him almost too perfect. Sensed the elusive aura of a man playing a part and playing it very well. Buried deep beneath the superficial warmth of his light gray eyes was the cold heart of a completely amoral, utterly ruthless man.

      The charm with which nature had so generously endowed him dazzled those who knew him slightly. Got caught in the radiance of a personality that knew how to beam wide from a shallow base.

      Those who knew him well fell into two camps. Those who were the fortunate beneficiaries of his schemes and those who were the victims of the ruthlessness with which he used the bounties nature had given him to get what he wanted. The lucky ones got only moderately singed by the casual contempt he had for their lives or hopes.

      There were few lucky ones in his world.

      Fools, all of them; in his opinion they deserved what they got. The cosmos allowed only a few winners and a lot of losers at any given moment. Fate had constructed him to be a winner. Now, after years of planning, fate had brought him within reach of achieving all he’d ever wanted.

      His reflection showed neither satisfaction nor guilt over his ways and means. Guilt clouded the issue, though he sometimes found it useful for others to be caught in its toils. Satisfaction would be premature. He was too careful to fall into that trap.

      Impatience was his choice of the hour. He looked at his watch yet again, bit back an imprecation, and noticed the wrinkling of recently smoothed skin in his reflection in the glass. He smoothed the area with the tip of one manicured finger, enjoying the feel of almost young skin.

      Amazing how easily youth was restored if you had enough money. He adjusted some wayward strands in his expensively cut hair. Defying his paternal genes, his hairline was the same as it always had been.

      Nice to exceed the paternal model in every way possible.

      Was the petty thief looking up from hell proud of what his genes, combined with those of a third-rate prostitute, had wrought?

      Probably not.

      Peter smiled, the coldly satisfied smile that few rarely saw, certainly not his soon-to-be-announced fiancée. Only a fool let the quarry see the cold steel jaws of the trap ready to close with bruising force around them.

      Peter was no fool.

      The door opened soundlessly behind him, but he’d been watching for it and turned with concealed relief as Barrett Stern stepped in, closing the door behind him.

      Bumps and delays were all too common on the road to power, but in the past few months Peter seemed be experiencing more of them than usual. With luck, Stern had once again removed one for him.

      “You’re late,” Peter said.

      A tall man with the ability to look shorter when needed, Stern had pale hair and flat cold eyes that looked as if light couldn’t penetrate, let alone warm them. He had a thin bland face, a thinner mouth that neither smiled nor frowned. The knack to pass almost unnoticed was a skill he’d taken pains to cultivate, content to leave the limelight to Peter. The power he sought was the kind that couldn’t survive scrutiny. Like the ancient gods, he found that only the taking of life satisfied his needs.

      He walked to the middle of the room and stopped, sliding his hands into the pockets of his off-the-rack pants.

      “No. I’m not,” Stern said, his voice flat and even.

      Peter stiffened at the lack of apology in Stern’s voice. Perhaps he thought that knowing where Peter’s past was buried gave him a get-out-of-awe-free card. He was wrong, but now wasn’t the time to tell him. Only a fool poked a snake with a stick when the bloodlust was on him.

      Peter dropped into his leather chair, taking care to arrange the creases of his suit for minimal wrinkling. He nodded toward one of the wing chairs in front of the desk, but Stern strolled between them instead.

      This also annoyed, but Peter didn’t let that show either as he leaned back, his fingers making a steeple for his chin to rest lightly on. “I hope you have something good to report.”

      Stern’s shoulders moved in what might have been a shrug. “He’s dead. I’m not sure if he’s gone.”

      “Did you find—”

      “If he had anything, it wasn’t on him. Could’ve been taking a pass, planning to go back later.”

      “How did he get into the RABBIT files? He didn’t have clearance. If the Feds find out—” Peter shuddered, a frown once again pulling at his refreshed skin until he realized it and stopped himself. RABBIT, a highly specialized supercomputer chip they were developing for the military, was responsible for most of the bumps plaguing him right now. Stern had warned him about getting involved with government contracts, but the money had been too good to pass up.

      “How are they going to find out?” Stern shrugged, the movement made his ill-fitting jacket gape and exposed the holster at his waist. “I got his company ID. And if someone does happen to make the connection, I’ve erased all records of his incursions into the secure files.”

      Peter wasn’t convinced. His instincts, the only thing he trusted, were twitching like they hadn’t since the night he lost Nadine. Just thinking about her started a tic below his right eye. “We have no clue what he found or if he told anyone?”

      “Nope.” Stern stood unmoving except for the rhythmic flutter of his light lashes. “I was on him as soon as the computer flagged the intrusion. Took the same flight. Followed him all the way to his bolt-hole. But I couldn’t see him every minute.”

      “Did you question him?”

      Stern stirred, a flicker of pleasure passing through his dead eyes. “He wasn’t very resilient.”

      Peter looked away, disquieted by the sudden urge to make sure that if push came to shove, Stern died first. “Great, so we don’t know who his contact was?”

      Stern shrugged again. “Only thing I found in the dive was some very fancy computer equipment and a bunch of flyers.”

      He extracted a sheet from his inside pocket and tossed it to Peter, who opened the sheet, studied it, then frowned.

      “He headed for Montana like an arrow. Why would he have flyers for a bar in Estes Park?”

      Stern looked bored. “No way to know if he brought them or they were already there.”

      Peter crumpled the edges of the flyer, then loosened his grip, smoothing the sheet and studying it again. “Do you think it’s important? Maybe you should check—”

      “I’ve already sent one of my men. Country-western bars aren’t my natural habitat.”

      “I guess not.” Peter looked amused before worry overtook him again. “Lucky you were here to see the security flag come up.”

      “Maybe.” Stern didn’t believe in luck.

      “What a mess!” Peter jumped up and paced to the window.

      “That’s why we have a backup plan.”

      “I don’t like the timing. We’re announcing the engagement and my candidacy on Sunday.”

      “How is the prospective first lady?”

      Peter’s expression turned feral. “Eager. Her daddy not quite as much, but he’ll come round when I’m governor—and the grandchildren start arriving.”

      Stern joined him by the window.

      “Grandchildren. Interesting concept. Course, you’ll have to curb your appetites to make it work. The press isn’t as careless as they used to be about politicians’ hobbies.”

      Peter’s face lost its complacency, his gaze shifting away from Stern. “I am aware of the need for discretion.”

      “The question isn’t do you know it but can you do it?”

      “Yes.” He’d give up what he must to get Audrey and her father’s political clout. If need pressed, there were ways to get sustenance on the side. “I have my memories to sustain me.”

      “Stick to memories they’ll be calling you Governor.”

      “Yes.” Peter smiled. Governor. That all-important next step toward more power over lives, land, people. A different kind of lust sent an electric charge across his newly tightened skin. When that power was his, he could do whatever he wanted. And Audrey? He’d do what he wanted with her, too. In time, after he’d properly schooled her, her life would be his to do with as he pleased. Her life and those of her daughters. He smiled, thinking of the smaller, perfect versions of their mother.

      Were they strong enough for his love? He didn’t know. He hoped so. He wanted them to be strong—though not as strong as Nadine, who’d gotten away from him, and Kerry Anne who almost hadn’t. It still surprised him that they were both stronger than their drunken slut of a mother who’d taken a voluntary dive down her oh-so-elegant stairs. Two suicides in two months turned out to be too much, even for the laid back small town cops of his former home. Immediately after her funeral, he’d retired his Montgomery Justice identity. It was in the interim between that one and his present life as Peter Harding, that he’d met Stern, who had also been someone else.

      “You slip up, Peter, you’ll be getting a number and strip searched instead of sworn in,” Stern said, breaking into his side trip down memory lane.

      “I know what’s at stake.” Peter shifted irritably at the tiny cloud of old business that shadowed his vision of the future. Where was Nadine? Could she have found him? Was she the one—?

      “It hasn’t stopped,” he admitted. “I’m still getting the messages.”

      “He might have left something behind to foul up our computer systems. I’ll check it out.” Stern looked at Peter. “Unless there’s something you’re not telling me?”

      “I got a note,” Peter admitted. He unlocked a drawer and extracted a folded sheet of cheap notepaper.

      Stern took the sheet and opened it. Letters cut out of a newspaper formed the words: I know.

      “Cryptic.” He was quiet for a moment. “If someone is pulling your chain—”

      “How could they know to pull that chain?” Peter heard the rising panic of his own voice and reined it in. “How could anyone know?”

      “We don’t know they’re pulling that chain. Relax. I made sure that no part of your past can be traced to this present.”

      “Unless it’s Nadine.”

      Stern shrugged. “What if it is? She has no proof. The person you were is gone.”

      “The press feed on innuendo like piranhas on flesh. All it would take is a whiff of suspicion to end my political career.”

      Stern turned, walked back around the desk and dropped into Peter’s own chair. He stretched out his feet; his hands unnaturally still on the armrests, that look of pleasure coming back to his eyes.

      “Not if I take care of her before she gets to the press. The same way you took care of her big sister.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun was hanging low on the horizon by the time they hauled Ollie out in his body bag. Outside the window, the low-rent district where Oliver Smith met his end looked sad under the fading August sun. Inside, the light was merciless when it found its way through the dirty windowpanes. It bumped up the smell of garlic, old deer meat and onion. It outstripped the pitiful air conditioning and put beads of sweat on poor Mac’s face. The detective was already showing stress at being caught between the immovable FBI agent and the hard-as-a-rock Deputy Marshal, Jake noted with amused sympathy.

      The techs faded away in a discreet hurry, leaving Jake to finish up with Bryn, who was seated in front of the computer. Mac went out, too, muttering something about getting them all something cold to drink.

      “How long has it been since we’ve had a whiff of a trail on Hyatt?” Jake stood in the middle of the room, turning in a slow circle. In one corner, shoved up against the peeling green paint of the wall, was a rumpled bed, in another a lumpy chair and crooked floor lamp. But it wasn’t the place he was straining to pick up on. It was the people who’d been there. Even in the most generic of settings, it was hard not to leave some traces of your personal taste behind.

      He stopped turning when he got to Bryn and the sturdy desk tucked in a kind of alcove next to the closet. She’d been sitting there for what seemed an hour, like a virgin trying to make up her mind to have sex, while the crime scene slowly cleared.

      “Two years, almost to the day. The Interplex Technology heist,” she said.

      “I remember that one. Almost perfect piece of work. Like to meet the guys who plan their heists.”

      “You and half the law enforcement agencies in the country.”

      Something in the way she said it triggered Jake’s instincts. Jake walked over to her, propping a shoulder against the doorjamb. “It’s not one guy, is it?”

      She hesitated, then nodded. “I had my hands on one of Phagan’s kids for a very short time. He let slip a nickname.”

      Jake arched a brow.

      After another hesitation she said, “The kid called him Pathphinder. Apropos, isn’t it?”

      “Almost too.” Pathfinder. More modest than mastermind, Jake mused. Not a lot to go on, but then, if the file Bryn had reluctantly shared with him was accurate, the FBI knew about that much about the notorious hacker who called himself Phagan. They knew a little more about Dewey Hyatt, his second in command and the fugitive Jake now had his sights set on, and that their operation somehow involved teenage runaways. Precious little, unless Bryn was still holding out on him, which was possible, since interagency cooperation was a contradiction in terms.

      “Kid could’ve been blowing smoke up my skirt, but it didn’t feel like it,” Bryn said. “As usual, Phagan spirited the kid away before I could find out more.”

      There was something in her voice that told Jake she’d let this particular hunt get a tad personal. Big mistake, but she already knew that. Bryn was as strict with herself as she was with a colleague. It was what made it both pleasure and pain to work with her.

      “Fagan?” The question came from Mac, who had returned bearing soft drinks. He handed them out while Jake looked at Bryn for direction. She gave a slight shake of her head. No reason to make Phagan more of a legend than he already was. Besides, if the locals smelled a big fish, they’d start withholding information, hoping to make a big collar on their own. Why make it easier for Phagan to elude them? Not that he was having any trouble now.

      “The thief in Oliver Twist,” Jake said.

      Mac rubbed his forehead as if it hurt. “Oh.”

      Jake hid a grin with a long cool drink from his cup, not too surprised Mac wasn’t into classic literature or musicals.

      Bryn took a drink, then a deep breath, one that seemed weighted with purpose, and turned back to the computer. Her hands hovered above the keyboard as if it were a bomb that might go off. The screen was dark, but the green cursor glowed in the lower right hand corner.

      “Anyone touch the computer while securing the scene?” Bryn asked with a reluctance that was out of character.

      “No, ma’am,” Mac said, “except to dust for prints.”

      She wriggled her fingers, like a maestro, then lowered her hands and tapped a few keys. Nothing happened. The computer wasn’t going to give up its secrets without a fight. She scowled. Mac shifted, dabbing at the sweat on his brow.

      Jake leaned across her and picked up a plastic wrapped sheet from the clutter of evidence bags. It was a simple flyer advertising a country-western bar called JR’s located near Estes Park, Colorado. Though Jake was assigned to DC and had an apartment there, he called Denver home. He’d been born and raised in Denver and his mom and brothers still lived there. He knew Estes, too, and thought he remembered the bar. His family had a cabin just outside Rocky Mountain National Park. It took him a bit of thinking to pull up a memory of a log structure east of town on 34. Good music. Better beer.

      The flyer was an odd thing to find so far from its home. Even odder, the series of numbers and letters written down one side.

      “Any idea what this is?” he asked, distracting Bryn from her attack on the computer.

      She seemed relieved at the distraction, rather than annoyed as she took it. “It’s an Internet address for a MUD.”

      Jake blinked. “A mud?”

      Bryn smiled with a decidedly superior air. “A multi-user dungeon. A place on the Internet where people meet to play games. Looks like home is in Colorado.” She gave at Jake with a tense look. “Dewey and his friends like to play games.”

      As if on cue, Jake heard a humming sound. A small airplane flew across the computer screen dragging a banner that had written on it: You’ll have to do better than that, darling.

      Bryn choked and banged on the keyboard with her fists. The airplane did fly out of sight, but it wasn’t over. A small Yugo putted across the bottom of the screen with the words Love, Phagan on a sign on the roof.

      Jake opened his mouth, but Bryn’s look shriveled the words in his throat. He took a careful step back, avoiding eye contact with Mac. His elbow bumped a pile of evidence bags, starting a small avalanche that spread to the other side of the desk and continued onto the floor. He bent to pick them up.

      Bryn looked at Mac, her eyes scary and her smile steely. “I don’t want anyone but you near this computer, until this person,” she scribbled a name on the back of her card and handed it to him, “comes to pick it up. Don’t show that name to anyone. Don’t tell it to anyone. You, yourself, bring the guy here to pack it up, and stay with all the way back to the airport. Understand?”

      He nodded. “But...”

      “We might still be able to pull something off the hard drive.” She stood up and stepped close to him. “No mistakes. I’d hate to have to come back and rip your heart out.” She stared at him for a long beat. “And eat it.”

      Mac gulped twice before he managed to say, “No, ma’am, I mean, yes, ma’am. Whatever you say, ma’am.”

      Jake started to dump the bags of evidence back onto the desk when he saw what the bags had been hiding. An answering machine, with a blinking message light.

      “Looks like somebody has a message.” Jake crouched down and studied the machine, then looked at Bryn.

      Bryn turned to stare. “Somebody wouldn’t be that stupid, would they?”

      Mac craned to see. “It wasn’t doing that before.”

      Jake still had on surgical exam gloves, so he tilted the machine. Fingerprinting powder fell off it in a mini-shower. He found the volume at zero on both ringer and recorder. With the volume turned up, he rewound the tape, then pushed play.

      A tinny voice came out of the speaker.

      “If you’re there, pick up.” A pause, then a sigh. “Call Pathphinder ASAP. And if you see Phagan, tell him the egg’s in the nest—should hatch right on schedule. If we still have a schedule. You know where to reach me.”

      A hesitation. Then a click.

      “Well, I’ll be—” Bryn looked at Jake in awe. “Pathphinder is a woman.”

      “What was that about an egg?” Mac asked, the effort of trying to keep up written in neon across his face.

      “A cuckoo’s egg.” She hesitated, as if she’d like to stop there, but Jake arched his eyebrows for more. “In cyberspace, an ‘egg’ is a computer program laid in a host machine where it will ‘hatch’ at some later time or from some specific action.”

      “Laid?” Jake frowned. “To do what?”

      “Anything the cuckoo wants. Give unauthorized access. Crash, maim or destroy. Phagan’s used them to disable security systems and to download sensitive data. Like the Trojan horse, they’re bad news for the ‘nest’ computer.”

      Jake nodded then looked at the phone. “I wonder…”

      He lifted the receiver and punched in the callback code. In a few moments it was ringing. He held the phone out so Bryn and Mac could hear a voice with a decided Texas accent say, “JR’s in Estes Park. What can I do you for?”

      Jake replaced the phone without answering and then grinned at Bryn whose jaw had dropped.

      “It couldn’t be that easy, could it?” she asked.

      “If the bad guys were sensible, our job would be harder.” He looked at his watch. “Just enough time to catch the last flight to Denver.” He grinned at Mac. “Thanks for the assist.”

      “No problem.” The detective looked at Bryn gathering her stuff up. “No...problem.”

      Jake held the door for Bryn. “Ladies first.”

      She grinned, looking like the easygoing farm girl her parents had hoped for. “Let’s go catch us some bad guys.”
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        * * *

      

      “Who was on the phone?”

      Mert Mentel, lead singer in Cattle Call, slung the pay phone’s receiver back on its cradle and turned to find Phoebe leaning against the office doorjamb. She leaned real good. Had the best rack in town and a waist he could span with one hand even falling down drunk. Which was the only time to make a run at the girl. Something in her brown eyes stopped him in his sober tracks. Her eyes had always been sad, like grief had a permanent home there. And her smile was usually wry, as if life were a joke only she understood.

      “Dunno. They hung up.”

      He strolled closer because, sad or wry, she didn’t seem to mind displaying her bounty. Her brief denim shorts and briefer white lace top were the perfect frame for her breasts and curving hips. Even better, the shorts left her long legs bare until all the way to her boots. Her hair was a straight fall of dark silk that curled under a stubborn chin on either side, her skin was tanned satin.

      Her mouth—well, a guy could take half a day thinking of ways to kiss her mouth. Maybe longer if his big brother didn’t come along and kick his ass back into the real world.

      Mert sighed and reached out to smooth some of the hair back from the chin, wishing he could smooth the sad from her eyes with some hot sex. “Some asshole break his promise to call you, girl?”

      Phoebe grinned up at Mert, aware of, but unaffected by, his signature Mentel charm. “Like I’d believe any man’s promises. Last time I checked, sucker wasn’t listed on my resume.”

      “Think I’ll go kick Jesse’s butt for ruining you. Or you could let me heal your broken heart.” He gave her a hopeful smile.

      Like those of all the Mentel boys, Mert’s mouth had been made to smile and placed in a face too pretty for anyone’s good. Even worse, his body was long and taut, with a vaguely designer air despite his country leanings. Blond hair tumbled halfway down his back; wicked green eyes and too much charm were given dangerous fuel by his honest worship at the shrine of the female body. A religion made easy to practice, since women loved to worship him back. The lacing of Texas in his deep smooth voice completed a formidable arsenal.

      Luck Phoebe had received an early inoculation against the Mentel charm at the hands of his big brother, Jesse.

      “I don’t have a heart,” Phoebe said. She didn’t glory in knowing this. She even missed it, but before becoming “Phoebe,” before this life Phagan had helped her create, she’d placed that heart in her sister’s dead hands. Now it was buried with her six feet under the Georgia soil. And there would be no resurrection until the man now known as Peter Harding paid for his crimes.

      What she’d learned as Phoebe, what she’d learned from working with Phagan, made it possible for her to smile at Mert even though her nerves were stretched as tight as the strings on her guitar. Just like her ears told her when her guitar was out of tune, her senses were telling her the game was out of sync.

      Where was Phagan? He sometimes dropped off her cyber-map, but never when a game was running. Ollie and Dewey were MIA, too, though that wasn’t so unusual. A lot depended on where Phagan had them deployed.

      Too bad her senses hadn’t been online when she placed that phone call. Hadn’t made a mistake like that since she first started playing Phagan’s games. Might as well put a neon arrow in the sky, pointing to the bar. To her.

      Mert’s grin turned wry. The change didn’t lessen its impact. “Then why not just use me for sex?”

      “Because I respect you.” Phoebe patted his cheek and in doing so caught sight of her watch. She cussed. “Look at the time.”

      “Don’t need to with you around. Could take a whiz, though.” He headed toward the john.

      Phoebe, heartless but not blind, watched him walk away. He had a great butt, and a girl had to get her pleasure where she could, while she could. He disappeared into the john, leaving her to turn her attention to the upcoming set. She fingered the buttons of her Daisy Mae shirt. It had only four, so she’d done up all of them. Now she wasn’t so sure. The trick was to show just enough cleavage to keep attention off her face. She’d changed what she could, short of plastic surgery, but she knew the wrong people could recognize her if they got a close enough look.

      Leg, youngest Mentel and boy behind the keyboards, poked his head in the door that separated the hallway from the bar. From under his mustache he gave her a toothpaste-ad grin.

      “Your groupie’s back.”

      Phoebe made a face. “Not Earl?”

      “The one and only duke of.”

      “Great.” She sighed. “Thanks for the heads up, even if you are enjoying it.”

      Leg laughed and disappeared. Smart boy.

      It was a public bar. Couldn’t kick out her most ardent fan. Maybe if she kept her buttons closed, he’d only drool tonight. She frowned. Who was Earl? He looked harmless, but she couldn’t afford to assume he was harmless. Not when she was a shining example of the hide-in-plain-sight school of thought.

      She studied her cleavage. If the doughy and disgusting Earl was other than what he appeared to be, maybe she ought to make sure his blood flow headed south. She undid two buttons. The push-up bra did the rest.

      Mert came back from the john still zipping his jeans. His eyebrows shot up when he saw her. “Taking show time to a new low, aren’t you, girl?”

      “Earl’s here.”

      Mert grinned. “And you’re gonna kill him with kindness.” He studied her “kindness” with a connoisseur’s eye. “What about collateral damage?”

      “You’ll heal,” she said.
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      Jake stopped the rented pickup truck in front of Bryn and their small pile of luggage and jumped out. He opened the passenger door for her before tossing their luggage into the truck bed.

      Bryn put her hands on her hips. “What is this?”

      Jake finished stowing her laptop computer in the front on the floor before looking at her. “Transportation?”

      She looked at him with one eyebrow arched.

      “We’re in cowboy country. What else would we drive?”

      She heaved a pointed sigh before approaching the open door, where her short skirt, high heels and the truck’s threshold defeated her before she got started. She gave Jake a now what look. He grinned and stepped behind her. His hands gripped her waist, offering her a brief sensation of flight, then a landing on the seat. She felt color flood in her face, sent there by her pounding heart. She smoothed her skirt and collected her scattered dignity while Jake made the journey around to the driver’s seat. He slid in beside her and fired the engine, an expression of masculine pleasure lighting his eyes as the truck responded to the pressure of his foot on the gas. Bryn buckled her seat belt, then grabbed onto the armrest as they shot into the flow of traffic. Before she could assimilate the highway signs, Jake had committed them to head south. Jake handled the truck well. He was a confident, not reckless, driver. She just didn’t like being driven. Which explained her volatile reaction to Phagan, since he was driving her crazy. With an inward shrug, she forced her feelings to the back burner, where she put all the things she couldn’t control.

      “Did you get a hold of your brothers?” she asked, looking away from the road.

      Jake nodded. “Luke, the one with the Denver PD, is checking out the local angle with a buddy of his in Estes Park. I think I mentioned our family has a cabin near there?”

      Bryn nodded, resisting the urge to tense when he changed lanes.

      “And Matt, another marshal, said he’d have his computer guy check out the address of that MUD. If it is local, we should have an address by tomorrow sometime.”

      “Two marshals and a cop in one family?” Odd to learn Jake was a sibling. He seemed such a loner.

      “Guess it’s in my genes.” Jake pushed a hand through his hair, rumpling the surface boyishly. “Dad was a cop.”

      “Was?”

      “Died. Line of duty.” His face closed.

      “I’m sorry.” Bryn shifted. Her own parents were hale, hearty, and baffled by their daughter’s law enforcement inclinations. A regular, though rural, Ozzie and Harriet in a world of disposable marriages.

      “So, what’s the deal with you and Phagan?”

      Bryn stiffened. “There is no deal.” Not a complete lie, because she didn’t know what was going on or how to explain it to herself, let alone to Jake.

      She still remembered the moment she realized Phagan was doing more than feeding her leads to his unsavory targets. That she understood. His jobs were targeted to maim and destroy bad people, so of course he’d need her to clean up after him. But why would he feed her leads to where he was? It made no sense.

      Then he’d started leaving her gifts, both on her desk and inside her apartment, places he shouldn’t have access to. It was infuriating to do her job, to live her life, all the time wondering if he was the repairman who came to fix her television or one of the people cleaning the office. He knew too much about her. He’d invited her to a meeting in virtual reality a few months ago. She’d been hesitant but determined to try to smoke him out. And she’d found herself, she remembered with guilty amusement, in Ozzie and Harriet’s world. All black and white and her with a fifties hairdo and clothes, down to a white apron tied around her dress. But no shoes. In the kitchen.

      The guy had a dark sense of humor that she was having a hard time not responding to.

      How did he know what she had never acknowledged out loud? Terror had faded into laughter she couldn’t hold in check. Phagan was a high-tech criminal whose butt she was determined to toss into jail, but he was also a benign, eager-to-please-without-getting-caught suitor with a sense of humor she secretly enjoyed. She hadn’t lowered her guard, but she had grown bolder about following the clues he sent her. The idiot seemed determined to make sure she stayed on his trail and she was learning from him. She hated to admit it but it was the truth.

      How could she not like the guy a little? Wouldn’t stop her from plotting his downfall, but it helped to like your work. It helped a lot.

      “How about we stop to grab some grub?” Jake asked.

      Grub? Boy, were they ever in cowboy country.
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        * * *

      

      The lights were dim, glowing just enough to add a sheen to black satin sheets on a bed overhung with an ornate mirror. A panel slid back, revealing an expensive entertainment center. Peter scanned a row of unlabeled videos, selected one and shoved it into the machine. Drink and remote in hand, he went to the bed, made a nest with the pillows, then settled himself at its center. Before he could activate the VCR, the phone on the nightstand intruded.

      Muttering a curse, Peter grabbed it and took a calming breath. “Harding here.”

      “You alone?” Stern asked.

      “Why—”

      “You need to come back to the office.”

      “I was just going to bed.”

      “Tough. Get back here.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Not on the phone.”

      Peter cursed silently. “Fine.”

      He banged down the phone and stood up. This had better be worth it. He shed his elegant robe and picked up the pants he’d laid over the suit valet. Before pulling them on, he started the video, putting his clothes on as the young girl on the screen took hers off.
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        * * *

      

      The music reached out the wide double doors of the log building. In a swirling haze of smoke and beer, it extended a cheerful invitation to come on in and join the party. If the number of trucks crammed into the dirt parking lot was any indication, there were a lot of takers. Jake pulled the truck into place at the end of one crooked line. He shut off the motor and studied the poorly lit exterior. It hadn’t changed much since the last time he’d been here with his big brothers. The day Matt’s divorce was final, Jake remembered, after a little mental time travel. They’d climbed every cliff in sight, then gotten stinking drunk. Brutal but effective. Matt had felt so bad, it left him one way to go: up.

      The people milling in and out the front door looked much the same as the clientele had then. A mix of old and young, a few tourists, some genuine cowboys on a tear ogling clusters of barely clad cowgirls, and several older couples serious about doing some dancing. Jake glanced at Bryn. She didn’t appear to appreciate the bar’s country charm.

      “How—” Bryn started, stopped, then settled for gesturing toward the bar.

      “We go in. We buy a couple of beers. We nose around. See if we smell anything interesting.”

      The bouncer chose that moment to eject two struggling figures. They staggered, took a couple of wild swings at each other, then tripped over the low lodge-pole fence that separated the parking lot from the entrance.

      Her eyes widened. “O-kay.”

      Jake hid a grin. “But first we do something about you.”

      “About me? What do you mean?”

      “You’re too buttoned down. Lose the jacket, undo some shirt buttons and mess up your hair a bit,” Jake directed. “And when you walk, do it like that.” He pointed to a sassily twitching female butt in tight jeans passing in front of the truck. “If our guy is in there, we don’t want him thinking too much.”

      “No,” Bryn said, “we wouldn’t want that.” With her teeth gritted, she made the necessary adjustments. “Better?”

      Jake grinned. “Let’s see that walk.”

      He jumped out and trotted around the truck to help her down. Was it her imagination that he’d acquired a slight bowleg? She showed him her walk, ire adding extra oomph to her walk. She turned to face him, letting a raised eyebrow ask the question.

      “By George, I think she’s got it.” Jake gestured toward the open doors. “Let’s go.”

      Good thing she hadn’t been expecting high praise. She fell into step beside him, stowing female angst in a well-used compartment in her brain. Hot on the outside—despite Jake’s tepid approval, she knew she was—a cold professional on the inside. She was hunting now, and she had a scent.

      Her nostrils quivered. Too bad it was beer.

      Jake paid their cover, then followed her to the bar that ran the length of one wall, his touch light and impersonal against her back. She pretended to sip the beer he bought her as she studied her surroundings. The place hadn’t been well designed for acoustics. Canned music blared from somewhere besides the stage, which was empty of people if not instruments. That and the sound of too many loud conversations started an ache behind her eyes as she made mental notes about the layout. Bar to the right of the entrance. Minute stage opposite. Restroom signs over the door on the left. Tables past that. Dance floor dead center and circled by milling groups of people. She noticed a short ladder that lead to a sad little balcony halfway up the wall where the haze of smoke and dust was the worst, a sound and light tech hunkered over a control board.

      Her survey brought her back face to face with Jake. He wiped a film of moisture off his upper lip with his sleeve, but the level of his beer hadn’t changed.

      “I’ve died and gone to hell,” she muttered.

      Jake hid his grin behind his beer. “Think you’ll have more success with the guys than I will.”

      “Do you?” Bryn managed to hold back a shudder. Despite his doubts about the importance of the bar, Jake’s brother, Matt, a U.S. marshal working out of Denver, had faxed him sketchy bios he’d scraped up on the most likely suspects: the barkeep and the band members. They’d all been around for a couple of years and one of the band members, a woman named Phoebe Mentel, managed the bar. Who owned the bar was under investigation.

      Jake had taken particular pleasure in telling her about the men in the band.

      “Four guys—Jesse, Mert, Leg, Toes,”

      “Leg and Toes?”

      “Fraid so.” Jake had grinned. “And the woman. Same last name. Mentel. Three brothers, one cousin and one ex-wife. Barkeep’s name is Chet Jones.”

      “Right.” Oh, for the peace and quiet of the Internet. When she caught up with him, Phagan was going to pay for this. “I don’t see any of them yet.”

      “There’s one,” Jake muttered, “heading to the stage. Go get ‘em, tiger.”

      Bryn spotted the guy as he leaped the wooden barrier, picked up a guitar and started adjusting the strings. She gave a soundless sigh. She’d seen his type before. The hard part wouldn’t be getting his attention. It would be losing it.

      “You—” she started to say, when someone pushed past her.

      “Phoebe!” The nasal voice of the man who bumped her was as grating as chalk on a blackboard. The body emitting the voice even less appealing.

      A woman, apparently the Phoebe he was after, froze, then turned to face him with obvious reluctance.

      “Earl.” The name came out a Southern-scented sigh, one edged with irony. It suited her.

      She was a bit taller than Bryn and had a flawless complexion and wonderful bones, the kind that aged well. Only a tiny frown marred the skin between her dark eyebrows. Her dark hair swept out from under the edges of her cowboy hat in a smooth dark sweep, then curled under her strong chin. Eyes the color of her hair regarded Earl with something less than enthusiasm.

      “I wanted to ask you—” Earl began

      “I have to get ready for the set, Earl.” She softened her dismissal with a slight, though charming smile. Her husky voice had been created to stroke the pleasure centers of men, Bryn noted. Add to that her country-fresh vigor and generously curved figure, and it was no wonder Earl looked whipped.

      As if she sensed Bryn’s scrutiny, Phoebe’s gaze swept the crowd and found Bryn watching her. She shrugged and gave Bryn a “men!” look, but there was a watchful quality behind her rueful glance. Bryn had no choice but to return her smile.

      Phoebe turned to go, just as Jake moved into position behind her. She slammed into him with enough force to take him back a couple of steps and knock off her hat. Like a scene from a movie, her hands spread across his chest as she tried to catch her balance. His hands went to her waist to aid her. Gaze slammed into gaze and just for a moment, Bryn thought she saw—something happen between them. Something electric and elemental. Then the shutters slammed down in eyes blue and brown. She saw Jake rub the back of his neck. A red flag to those who knew him, that the U.S. Marshals Service’s best tracker was worried.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Peter pushed open the door to his office but stopped when he found it lit only by the glow from his computer screen. “Stern?”

      In the darkness Stern lit a cigarette. The red flare of the match helped Peter find Stern in the shadows.

      “This better be worth dragging me out—”

      Stern gestured toward the computer with the red end of his cigarette. “Someone’s been messing with your kinky screensaver.”

      Peter stalked around the desk and dropped into his chair. The benign desktop looked normal and unthreatening. “What?”

      “Just wait.” Stern nudged the mouse to take the monitor out of energy saver mode.

      A soft hum from the clock on the desk was the only sound that broke the silence until the screen flickered, went dark, then glowed again as a picture formed of a naked young girl sprawled on satin sheets. She went into her routine and sweat broke out on Peter’s forehead.

      The program featured a varied menu, but this was his favorite. The camera moved in closer and her lashes lifted. She licked red lips. “You like this, don’t you?”

      “Oh, yeah,” he muttered, tugging at his top shirt button. She rolled onto her back again, but here the familiar sequence took a strange turn. The video cam homed in on her mouth, moving in tighter and tighter until her crimson lips filled the whole screen.

      “I know all about you, Peter,” she said. “I know...all...about...you.”

      “What the—” He started up out of the chair, but Stern’s hand came down on his shoulder, forcing him back down.

      “She’s not done.”

      The camera zoomed out again as she rolled back onto her stomach and gave him a sultry smile. “And soon everyone else will, too.”

      Then the screen went blank.

      Peter looked at Stern.

      He blew smoke out his mouth and nose. “Was it worth it?”
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        * * *

      

      Jake rubbed the back of his neck. His other hand was wrapped around a waist so small, his fingers reached past her spine. He needed time to figure out what had just happened. He didn’t get time. She was in his arms, in his face. And she smelled great. Like really fresh flowers.

      Almost as tall as he was, the body brushing against his went in and out where it was supposed to and did it with extreme prejudice. Something red hugged her breasts. A brief bit of denim played second skin to her hips. Bare flesh above and below. Long legs disappearing into boots. Smooth dark hair, except for the crease from her hat. Face done up to look cheap, failing to look anything but classy. Her features were too cleanly cut, her dark eyes too intelligent. Her mouth—

      Better not go down that road, Kirby.

      He blinked and took a mental step back. His body wasn’t responding yet.

      “Sorry,” Phoebe said, staring into eyes a cool blue drink of water. Eyes that gave but also took. An intriguing sleight of eyes if you had nothing to hide.

      She had plenty to hide.

      She spread her hands defensively across his chest, feeling heat push through the soft cotton of his shirt as she applied enough pressure to put a little air between their bodies. Instinct had her curving up the edges of her mouth and putting on her bedroom look, the way a wild thing donned protective cover. Adrenaline did a rising scale along her nerve endings as her hands did a slow slid down cotton and muscle, then dropped clear.

      “I’m not.” The grin he followed this with managed to be both wicked and little-boy innocent. It also packed about a thousand watts of charm.

      “Phoebe?”

      Earl’s plaintive whine cut between them with all the delicacy of a chain saw. Instead of relief, she felt regret as their eyes broke contact. Earl had her hat in hand and a mournful expression pulled down his face.

      “Thanks, Earl.” She took the hat, rammed it on top of her head and adjusted the angle. The brief respite gave her confidence to look at the stranger again. “Sorry ‘bout almost mowing you, cowboy.”

      “You can mow me anytime you want, Reb.”

      Against her design, her smile lost its provocative edge, and the shadows in her soul retreated, leaving a girl looking at guy looking at a girl.

      Damn the boy was cute—looked good enough to eat, drink and be merry with.

      If only—

      If only every single thing in her life were different? Who was she kidding? Guys came to the bar looking for a slam, bam, thank you, ma’am. Just because this one looked like a heart wouldn’t melt in his eyes didn’t make it so.

      She made herself turn away from his might-have-been eyes and tasty mouth, made her heart turn away from the dangerous promise of safety he gave off like aftershave. “If you boys’ll excuse me, I got a set to play.”

      Jake watched Phoebe slip into the crowd, then looked at Earl. Dogs looked like Earl when they begged. He looked in the mirror behind the bar and saw the same expression on his face.

      Not good. He’d learned to read eyes and body language, but Phoebe shape-shifted like a kaleidoscope, the changes so fast his impressions were disjointed and laced with lust. Only thing he was sure about: there was a great huge well of sadness at her center. Even when she smiled her eyes were shadowed, as if she already knew that life sucked and always would for her.

      He saw Bryn watching him. It helped him find his focus. Reminded him he wasn’t here to feel desire or pity. Phoebe Mentel was connected to JR’s. JR’s was connected, somehow, to Phagan and Dewey Hyatt. That’s all that mattered.

      “Looks like we’ll have to postpone further contact ‘till after the show,” Bryn said when he rejoined her.

      Jake nodded, lifted his beer to take a real drink and felt a change ripple through the crowd. He looked up, turning to face the stage.

      Without ceremony, the band launched into their first number, a fast-paced piece about small towns on a Saturday night that made the rowdy crowd theirs even before the chorus.

      The band members were a good looking bunch of people, the guys as poster pretty as Phoebe, but it was more than that or the audience’s level of intoxication, Jake decided, that lifted their competent musical rendering into something damn near mesmerizing.

      It wasn’t easy to hang on, to focus, with Phoebe so easy on the eye and the music pushing out thought for feeling, but after a time Jake found the group’s interaction interesting enough to mute the call to the senses they sent out as they worked their way through songs, slow and fast, old and new, mixed with the occasional request.

      The men were cocky, but seemed able to table ego when they changed lead singers to get the right sound. They constantly interacted with the audience to keep it pumped. Jesse, the eldest appeared to be in charge. Phoebe stayed toward the back of the stage, so it took him a while to realize she was the one running the show.

      Throughout the set, Earl stayed front and center before the stage, paying bizarre homage to Phoebe with his doughy body. Sometimes he sang along, his voice both loud and bad. In his tight jeans, greenhorn boots and too new hat, he sweated until the thin wisps of his hair plastered to his white skin.

      Toward the end of the set, Jesse Mentel, a big, shaggy man with a huge white smile, stopped the music with a gesture. He leaned into the microphone, said with easy confidence, “Everybody having a good time?”

      The audience responded with enthusiasm.

      “Good enough. Time to introduce us to you. Have to before I get too drunk to remember who the hell we are.” Egged on by the stamping of many feet, he took a long drink from his beer. “On keyboard—damn it, boy, where—” He turned in a listing circle, “oh, there you are. How’d you get back there? Never mind, this here’s my little brother, Leg.”

      Leg waved from his keyboard, then did some fancy stuff on the keys. He was young, lean and blond, with a cocky mustache and matching attitude. His smile lit his green eyes and beamed good will all the way to the back of the hall.

      A young woman answered its siren call
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