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  About the Book


A case too cold, a killer too bold. Some mysteries are worth breaking the rules for…even for a lady. 
Mineral Wells, Texas, 1925
Lady Anne Worthington, an English countess and ingenious inventor, returns to Mineral Wells determined to build a future on her own terms: secure investors and lasso a Texas Ranger. But when the body of a missing Pinkerton agent is discovered and hastily ruled an accident, Lady Anne isn’t convinced.
The victim had a penchant for blackmail, a ledger filled with dangerous secrets, and more than a few enemies in the small town. As tensions rise, it’s clear someone will do anything to keep those secrets buried.
With the sheriff refusing to investigate and a killer willing to strike again, Lady Anne joins forces with Ranger Ty Steffanelli. As their partnership deepens, so do the risks—both to the case and her heart.
Anne must rely on her sharp mind, her inventions, and her own resilience to uncover the truth. But with a killer watching her every move, can she find justice? Or will she become the next name marked for death in the blackmail ledger?
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  1
Back in the Saddle


Mineral Wells, Texas – January 1925 
The wind whipped the Stetson from my head as I charged down Fourth Street on the back of Duchess—a fitting horse for a woman who used to be a Lady. When I exchanged my glass slippers for cowboy boots, I dropped the formal title of countess. In Mineral Wells, I was just Anne.
Or Annie.
I’d never had a nickname before, and I didn’t care to until I heard it in the deep southern drawl of a handsome Texas Ranger.
A black Model T coughed out of the parking space with a sharp honk, spurring me back to reality.
Duchess lurched to a stop, stirring a cloud of dust on the unpaved road. Riding through the middle of the bustling spa town wasn’t advisable, but I desperately wanted to take the thoroughbred-quarter horse cross for a test drive. Though she was only a rental, I already concocted a plan to give her a permanent home.
Every Texan needs a horse, doesn’t she?
Yeah, with what money?
After too much debate and nearly four months away, I was ready to put down roots. Thinking about buying a horse and setting up my laboratory made it feel real. Permanent.
With a click of my tongue and a flick of the reins, I steered the mare to Main Street. Tourists flocked to the spa town to sample the Crazy Water and soak in the mineral baths. Even on a wintry weekday morning, the streets bustled.
My gaze lifted to the second story of McCray’s Clockwork. I rented the office space from the prickly teddy bear of an owner. Once I finished moving in, I wouldn’t have any more excuses. It was time for my sketches to come to life and for my inventions to hit the market.
The thought both terrified and excited me.
Gray, ominous clouds crowded the sky and blocked the sun. The newspapers mentioned a slight chance of snow in the next ten days, but locals mostly dismissed the prediction as fiction. As a bitter chill swept through my long wool coat, I started to believe.
A whistle broke me from my daydream, and my Stetson spiraled toward me. I narrowly caught the brim. “I wouldn’t want to lose this.”
Marigold Colbert squinted one eye, despite the cloudy conditions. She stepped out of the movie theater she and her husband owned. “Only back for a week and we’ve already made a cowgirl out of Lady Anne Worthington.”
“We have riding in England too, you know.”
She waved. “Not the same thing. You almost look like the real deal if not for that frou-frou saddle.”
I shifted uncomfortably—not with the fit—but from the thoughtful man who found an English saddle for me to use in the middle of the still slightly wild west. I cleared my throat. “I wanted to take Duchess for a spin while Ty prepared the truck.”
“Off on a picnic?”
“Hardly.”
Cubbie raced outside with his arms bare and his coat slung over his shoulder. “Ranger Ty is taking us out to the woods to see a dead body!”
Marigold placed her hands on her hips and challenged her ten-year-old son with a look perfected by mothers and teachers. “You will do no such thing, young man.”
“Aw, why not?”
“First, it isn’t an appropriate activity for a ten-year-old. Second, you have school.” Marigold handed him a stack of books. “Get going.”
“No fair.” He raced off toward the schoolhouse.
“And put your coat on!” Marigold covered her face. “I swear that kid is such a handful sometimes that I don’t…” She sighed. “Since the Sherlock Holmes murder last summer, he’s become obsessed with following Ranger Ty. He knows far too much about dead people for a boy his age. Perhaps I should talk with your beau.”
My cheeks pinked as I slid off Duchess. “We aren’t a couple.”
“But you are going on a romantic ride.”
“To investigate the death of a Pinkerton.”
Marigold’s dark eyelashes fluttered. “You moved here to start courting. What’s the hold up?”
“I moved to Mineral Wells for many reasons.” Even though I already knew the answer down to the minute, I checked the time on the exquisite, dainty pocket watch Rhett McCray had gifted me on my last visit. “I made wonderful friends…”
“Did something change? Did you meet a new fella?”
“No, nothing like that.” But I did wonder if I waited too long. “Ty has been busy. We haven’t had a chance to spend much time together yet.”
Marigold grinned. “Nothing like a murder mystery to bring two people closer.”
“We don’t know the Pinkerton was murdered. The postmortem was inconclusive.”
“Ty wouldn’t drag you out to where they found the body if he didn’t have doubts.” Marigold adjusted the basket dangling on the crook of her arm. She lifted the checkered napkin to reveal freshly baked cornbread. “For the drive.”
“Thank you.” I patted my friend’s elbow. “You know how Ty and Banjo just love your cooking.”
“I can give you the recipe if you like.”
“It would take more than a list of ingredients for me to bake half this well.” I bit into the cornbread—sweet and fluffy. “It would require an honest-to-goodness miracle.”
“Be safe out there. The sky looks iffy. I wouldn’t want y’all getting caught in a blizzard.” She placed a hand on her hip. “I’ll finish answering your posts this afternoon. Is there anything else you need me to do?”
“Be on the lookout for a letter from the patent office.” I chewed my lip. The waiting was terrible enough but the legal fees might cripple me before the business was up and running.
Marigold cocked her head, a sympathetic pout on her lips. “Maybe it’s time to reconsider an investor? Your fake fiancé Howie is still around here somewhere. I’m certain he would cut you a check.”
“Only if I considered it an engagement present.” I chuckled. “No, I’d rather hold on to my independence for as long as possible.”
I answered to people all my life—my mother, my late husband, my uncle, and societal expectations. But in Texas, I had the chance to reinvent myself. I didn’t want to begin the next chapter tied to a bossy investor.
I scrunched the leg of my wool trousers as I climbed back in the saddle. I pointed Duchess to the small country jail, and she plodded down the alley to the stables around back.
Since my last visit, Mineral Wells’ new Texas Ranger had settled in nicely. He took the motto ‘one riot, one ranger’ to heart and established his posse: a cocker spaniel, a Palomino, a flashy red speedster, and a rusty pickup.
Ty poked his head from behind a contraption that wasn’t quite as elegant as my inventions but appeared rather functional. “How do you like Duchess?”
I slid off the bay—her rich reddish-brown coat shined even in the dusty morning glow. Her black tail swayed as she awaited praise. “She’s gentle, willing to work, spirited, and smart.” I grinned. “Remind you of anyone?”
Ty’s dimpled smile was enough to make any girl melt. “My mama told me never to compare a woman to a horse. They tend not to like that.”
“Some might see it as a compliment.” I greeted the excitable cocker spaniel puppy, Banjo. He had almost doubled in size since my last visit, reaching a grown weight of twenty pounds. “Animals have a pure spirit and find joy in the little things.”
Ty patted the back of his handsome Palomino paint horse called Pal. “Mighty philosophical for eight in the morning, Annie.”
“Eight-eleven,” I corrected. I pointed to a box with wheels. “This is your design for hauling horses?”
“Impressed?” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Stick with me, Kid, and you might learn a thing or two about inventions.”
“It’s quite creative.”
“And pretty. You forgot pretty.” He gestured to the wooden Frankenstein sides. “Sometimes, Pal and I need to travel a great distance but can’t take the train. This gives me options. I welcome your design input.”
I crossed my arms and evaluated the horse trailer. It had a simple ramp for loading and unloading, sturdy sides to keep the horses secure, and a basic train system to hook to the truck. “It is fine for a prototype. Functionality is more important than aesthetics in the early stages.”
He bounced on the toes of his cowboy boots. “Huh. I never expected to get the Lady Inventor’s stamp of approval.”
“I reserve the right to change my mind when we hit the open road.” I tilted my head. “I’m curious how it holds up in rougher terrain.”
He gestured to the truck. “This is a 1917 Ford Model TT. It has plenty of carrying capacity and a twenty-horsepower engine. The setup is safe for us and the horses.”
I edged to the mare and rubbed under her chin. “Duchess, are you ready to go for a ride?”
Banjo yelped beside me and sailed toward the Ford. He didn’t bother slowing down as he leaped through the open window.
“He already understands the word ride,” Ty said. “And most everything else I tell him.”
I pulled my coat tighter as a chill cut through. “I suppose we better leave before this weather takes a turn for the worst.”
“Thanks for coming out with me, Annie. I’m hoping your observant eyes might catch something I missed.” He rubbed his square jaw. “The investigation hit a brick wall, and I’m desperate for a lead.”
I smiled, a little worried I might let him down. Ty was a Marine and a Texas Ranger. What could I offer that his years of experience didn’t?
You’re selling yourself short again.
I spent years reading Sherlock Holmes, and though fictional, his analytical methods could be applied to the real world. But my skills didn’t end there. I was a quick study with an eye for detail. I picked up investigative techniques from Ty and my detective friends back in Dallas and adapted them to fit my personality. I would never be as fearless as Penelope, as intuitive as Jack, or as charmingly self-assured as Ty, but I could take those pieces and learn to be better.
Ty backed the truck up and chained the horse trailer. We led Duchess first, followed by the calm Palomino. The strong boy showed loyalty and affection to Ty.
I tiptoed to stroke his golden coat and white mane. “You are close with him.”
“Pal is confident and brave.” He stepped back and removed his hat. “Loud noises or sudden movements don’t shake him. He has a playful streak and loves Banjo. I hit the jackpot with them.”
You aren’t the only one who hit a jackpot.
I caught myself admiring Ty’s muscular arms and striking face. I didn’t want to move too fast. I’d only just arrived and hoped to establish independence before moving forward with a relationship. Ty must have sensed my hesitance—the explanation for his standoffish behavior.
I distracted my brain from the nagging thoughts by opening my messenger bag and producing two Echo Boxes—an invention I had spent the last several months continually improving. “I want to test these in the wilderness if we have time.”
Ty darted his eyes. “Two-way communication?”
“For civilian use. They’re less bulky than the massive, vehicle-mounted systems the military and police use. And obviously portable.” My eyelashes fluttered as my mind spun with new ideas. “I managed to improve the battery life quite substantially, but I keep running into obstacles regarding the range. For the apparatus to be practical, I must reach longer distances.”
“Lady Sherlock takes a stab at revolutionizing policework.” He winked. “I ought to write headlines for the papers.”
There’s that name again.
Living up to the illustrious Holmes mantle gave me very little margin for error. The famous British detective always got his man. But Holmes never had to solve the murder of a dead Pinkerton in the middle of nowhere.
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Lone Star Secret


The wind whispered secrets through the skeletal branches of the cottonwoods, a mournful chorus that echoed the silence of the land. Ty brought me to a desolate place where the truth was buried deeper than the Pinkerton agent. 
“Why are we returning to the location where you found Vernon’s body?” I asked over the Ford's rattling engine. The truck didn’t run smoothly on the winding back roads.
“The original investigation may have missed something. I want you there to share thoughts and discuss theories. The official report says he died from a fall near the edge of the riverbed.” He fought the steering wheel on the next turn, the truck bucking like a bronco.
I smiled, a touch too sweetly. “This monstrosity appears harder to drive than your car.”
“The one you crashed into the Brazos.” His lips quirked, a hint of amusement battling with exasperation.
“Well, I told you my driving ability is… limited.”
“You should take lessons.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Are you offering, Ranger?”
“Maybe…uh, I’ve been busy.” He glanced away, a flicker of something unreadable in his eyes.
Ouch. Is he avoiding me?
Don’t be silly. He wouldn’t have invited you on the case or phoned England if he didn’t want to spend time with you.
“How is your red Buick after the repairs?” I asked. “Still mourning the dent?”
“Still fast and almost as good as new. I thought about modifying her to haul this trailer…”
“Her?” I couldn’t help the playful lilt in my voice.
“Just a figure of speech. The Buick Six is something else. She has a smooth ride with a solid suspension system, but I don’t plan to marry a car. I’ll find a girl someday.” The forced casualness of his tone made me wonder if he was trying to prove a point.
I blushed way too much, sensing an opening, or perhaps a trap. “I’m so happy I decided to move here, Ty. My mind is free out in the wide-open spaces. I found family and friends. And I sorely missed a little fella named Banjo.”
Hearing his name, Banjo woofed at me. His tail wagged before he returned to staring out the back window, mesmerized by something—probably cattle in the pastures. I rubbed his neck and his long, floppy ears. “You are my favorite.”
“Well, don’t think you can steal him from me.”
“I hoped we could share him. We did find him together, if you recall.”
His hands tensed on the steering wheel, knuckles white. “This is prettier country outside of the cold winter months. Less… exposed.”
Green junipers, live oaks, and mesquite mixed with the barren trees that shed their leaves—cedar elm, sugarberries, and cottonwoods. The northern breeze stirred the gaunt branches and swayed our sturdy pickup. Ty kept a slow, steady pace, and the horses took the ride like champs.
A flurry of snowflakes drifted from the clouds and stuck to the windshield. “This is a remote area—perfect for dumping a dead body,” I said, the cheerfulness in my voice replaced by a sudden chill.
“Completely isolated.” His grip on the wheel tightened. “It isn’t easy to locate the spot. That’s likely why the killer chose it.” He paused, his gaze fixed ahead. “And why we're out here. To find the clue they left behind.”
We pulled off the road to a dirt path edged by thicker brush. Ty popped his collar as he navigated around the truck to open my door. He looked like a Texas Ranger straight out of a dime novel—his long duster coat flared slightly in the breeze, its weathered canvas made for riding in rough country. Beneath it, he wore a thick flannel shirt in deep green and a sturdy leather vest that had likely seen more than a few harsh winters. His jeans were faded and well-worn, the kind meant for working, not fashion. A black felt Stetson sat low on his brow, shadowing sharp blue eyes lost in thought.
I dusted my trousers. “I haven’t been on horseback in over a year. I hoped to ride with my mother at Bellbrooke Abbey, but that would require being chummier than our barely speaking terms.”
Banjo hopped out to bark at the back of the truck, circling with his tail wagging.
“Anxious to see your equine friends?” Ty tucked battered leather gloves into his belt as he approached the trailer. “Is your mom angrier about your refusal to marry a well-off nitwit or the move to Texas?”
“Both carry equal weight.” A wide-brimmed Stetson, the rich tan color of Texas earth, shaded my eyes from the crisp winter sun, and I braided my hair back to keep it from tangling in the wind. “The English saddle was very thoughtful of you. Wherever did you find it?”
He flashed his irresistible Texas grin. “I borrowed it from Weston’s in town. Figured you’d be more comfortable.”
“Thank you!” I tilted my head back, hoping he would catch the hint and pull me close for a kiss.
The snickering from underneath a blanket in the truck bed interrupted the moment. “So, that’s what you’re barking at,” Ty said, skipping away from me like a Texas jackrabbit.
Marigold’s ten-year-old son, Cubbie, scampered from his hiding spot and bounced to the rocky ground. “Ha-ha, I’m trickier than a bobcat hunting a mouse.” He snapped his suspenders, proud of his stowaway activity.
Ty took a playful swipe at the kid’s newsboy hat. “You little sneak.”
“So, you’re the reason Banjo kept staring out the window.” I placed a hand on my hip. “Why did you hide, young man?”
“I want to see where they found the dead body.”
A spotted tom cat peeked from underneath Ty’s worn but beautifully crafted saddle. “And you brought a friend,” I said.
“Calvin wouldn’t let me go without him. He’s gonna brag to Wash, Linc, and Rosie when we get home. They wanted to come too.” Cubbie had a menagerie of animals. The three Presidential dogs he mentioned lived at the Colbert farm.
Banjo and Calvin played with Cubbie while Ty saddled up the horses.
I lowered my voice as I adjusted Duchess’ bridle. “I suppose it’s too late to take him home?”
Ty nodded. “The weather’s going to turn by mid-afternoon, and we’ll lose our chance.”
“Cubbie, you can come with us, but only if you wear your coat.”
He shrugged at me. “Didn’t bring one. Coats are for girls.”
“And yet, Ty is wearing a very manly duster.”
“Fine.” The boy scaled a tire and leaned over the truck bed until he located his jacket. “I don’t know why you don’t have kids. You holler like a mom.”
With the athletic grace of a seasoned rider, Ty climbed into the saddle of his sturdy Palomino and pulled Cubbie up by the suspenders to ride double. “If you fall, your mama will kill me, so hold on tight.”
As I trailed the boys on Duchess, I hoped Marigold wouldn’t worry about the mischievous child. She expected him to be in school, so she probably wouldn’t notice his absence for a few hours.
Banjo jogged beside us, racing ahead and circling back when he wandered in the wrong direction. Occasionally, I glimpsed Calvin, who pretended he wasn’t with us—typical cat.
I dressed for the occasion in a pair of sturdy brown riding trousers stuffed into my calf-high leather boots, which had just enough wear to be practical without losing their polish. A navy wool coat, tailored at the waist, kept the wind from sneaking in, and under it, a cream button-up blouse with embroidered details at the collar gave a touch of femininity to an otherwise no-nonsense outfit. I had no desire to be caught freezing, so I tucked a patterned wool scarf securely beneath my collar, adding warmth but little bulk.
The journey was difficult because of the rocky terrain, uneven surfaces, thick brush, and tall grass. Pal took the makeshift trail with ease as Ty led the way. Cubbie bounced on the saddle behind him, giggling. Duchess made my ride tolerable as she followed the leader without much prompting.
“The location is around the hill ahead.”
“Who found the body?” I asked as the horses slowed from a trot to navigate downhill.
“A deer hunter who has property out here. There’s a cabin a few miles away.” Ty pulled the reins and directed Pal. “Be careful as we head to the creek.”
Rushing water crashed into rocks below. The dip put us out of the chilly wind. Instantly, sunshine warmed my shoulders—a relaxing, near-romantic place. But there was the dead body to think about. And Cubbie hanging on behind Ty. I smiled at the sight, picturing Ty with a son. Our son? Maybe I fooled myself.
Slabs of weathered limestone fit together like ingredients on a sandwich, forming the cliffs around the running creek. Well below the path, the isolation hit me. No wonder no one found Vernon’s body for several months. The wind rustled the leaves of the evergreens as the land clipped to a narrow ravine. Shadows lingered in the morning light, and a dusting of snow accumulated in the shady spots.
Ty led us to a tree and dismounted. “Be careful, Cub, don’t step on the prickly pear cactus, or Marigold will tan my hide.”
“I’m already counting on a whuppin’ when I get home,” Cubbie said. “No doubt Miss Prim and Proper will rat on me for ditching school.”
“What is your teacher’s real name?” I asked.
“Miss Primrose,” Ty answered too fast.
“She’s strict and bossy.” Cubbie picked up a rock and slung it at the creek.
“Is she pretty, Cubbie?” I cut my eyes toward Ty, wondering why he would recall Cubbie’s teacher by name.
The young boy wrinkled his nose and shook his head. “Prim and Proper didn’t just get smacked with an ugly stick. She fell out of the ugly tree and hit every branch.”
“Based on the shade of red Ty’s turning, I doubt she is unattractive.” I arched my brows. “She’s probably one of the church ladies who always bring him food.”
Ty shrugged. “Eleanor is not bad to look at. But the woman can’t cook a lick.” His head tilted. “Her mother, on the other hand, is a master with a spatula, so there’s hope for her.”
I rolled my eyes before addressing the delinquent student. I wanted to ask a follow-up on this teacher who caused the rugged Marine to blush. My stomach coiled with a tinge of jealousy, and I realized I didn’t want Ty to know the subject bothered me. “We should’ve taken you straight back to school instead of allowing you to tag along.”
“Too late.” Cubbie slid on his worn-out shoes to the sand near the creek. “Calvin, you can’t hide from us. Banjo found you.” He chased the spry cat uphill, pretending he hunted a tiger.
“Vernon Haynes was discovered at the bottom of the ravine.” Ty motioned to a canopy of thick trees. The breeze carried the aroma of cedar. The hills pressed inward, adding to the feeling of unease as if the land remembered the tragedy.
We trudged to the clearing, where trampled vegetation, upturned rocks, and scuffed earth indicated lawmen and their investigation. Two tall cedar elms with bare limbs reached high into the sky, growing from the rocky terrain near the water’s edge. Tangled roots clawed out from the ground, exposed by erosion. Fallen branches scattered, and wet, dank moss grew on the underside.
“Sheriff Pickett believes this was an accident?” I asked.
“He made the call. I disagreed.” Ty crossed his arms over his broad chest. “He said if I uncover evidence of murder, to let him know.”
“Based on my interactions with the man a few months ago, I find him on the lazy side.”
“He said he’s too busy dealing with the tourists to spend weeks on a wild goose chase when Vernon most likely fell off his horse.”
“One could easily fall from horseback.” I shielded my eyes and glanced to where ours were tied. “Did he ride all the way out here?”
“He didn’t own a horse.” He scrubbed his jaw. “We didn’t find his car out here—it is parked in a garage in town. No one admits to giving him a lift out this way either.”
“Curious.”
Cubbie slid down the embankment with a sharp, splintered stick. “There’s nothing close to the bee’s knees about this place. I figured since they found a body, it might be keen. Nothing to see here.”
“If you’re going to run away from us again, take this with you.” I removed one of the Echo Boxes from my bag.
“Peachy keen. Can we listen to the music program?”
“It isn’t that kind of radio. This is for talking to each other from great distances. You hit the button, and when you talk, I hear it with the matching unit.” I showed him the speakers. “Let’s try it…”
“Alright, but I gotta go fast, or they’ll leave me in the dust.” He shot out after Banjo and Calvin, who located a makeshift bridge of rocks and a felled tree.
“The kid is right about one thing,” Ty said. “This is isolated.”
“A place to dump a body that might not be discovered for a while. Or ever.” I gathered my windswept braid. “If someone killed him, why didn’t they bury him?”
Ty kicked the ground. “It’s too rocky to dig almost everywhere in this county, Annie. And after the hot, dry summer, digging was nearly impossible. It could be that the killer counted on the winter and fall rains to wash the corpse away. To damage it beyond recognition.”
“How long did it take the authorities to identify the body?”
“Five minutes.” Ty tipped his Stetson back, allowing the sun to illuminate his sparkling blue eyes. “Because I came with them.”
I cocked my head. “You’re that skilled?”
“Vernon Haynes’ disappearance is one of the reasons I am assigned here. I identified him…I can get into grisly details if you want.”
“Not necessary. Tell me about the man.”
“He was a Pinkerton agent. The mayor and town council asked the company to send someone when the Rangers dragged their feet with red tape. Mineral Wells is a thriving community with out-of-town tourists. Vernon dealt with a rowdy criminal gang upon his arrival.”
“Creating enemies?”
“Nothing there.”
“You’re certain?”
“Vernon ran them off, and they haven’t returned.”
I paced along the shoreline. “He died somewhere else, and the murderer dumped him here. Who would want to kill him?”
“We gotta dig into his life. Deeper than I have so far. Vernon Haynes was a tough, intelligent man. He didn’t tolerate guff.”
“And yet, someone got to him,” I said, studying the spot where the hunter found his body. “And they might not be finished.”
Ty turned toward the rock-strewn shore, the wind shifting through the trees. “Whoever killed him went through a lot of trouble to make it look like an accident.”
I frowned and placed a hand on my hip. “Or to make sure no one ever found the truth.”

      [image: ]The cold bit through my coat as we climbed the rocky hill, the horses picking their way over uneven ground. Ty clicked his tongue, guiding Pal through a gap in the brush. The trees stood in stark contrast—bare winter branches stretching toward the sky while stubborn junipers clung to their faded green. A cluster of cacti jutted from the rocks like a child throwing a tantrum, and Pal wisely stepped around them.
Banjo thrived in the woods, darting through gaps and showing us the way. I gripped the reins and squeezed my legs to hold tight to Duchess. Her footing adjusted, and she kept pace with Pal. “Where in the world are you going, Ty? Our truck is in the other direction.”
He stopped in a clearing on a ridge and peered through binoculars in a 360-degree pattern. “I’m trying to confirm the trail the killer used to get to the dump location.”
“Likely the way we came in,” I said, pulling the wool coat closer to my body.
“Probably.” He nodded. “But I want to eliminate all other options.”
I wasn’t sure what Ty expected to find. The way we came in was the easiest path by far—any sane person would have taken it. But sanity had little to do with murder.
“I should try Cubbie. I don’t like the idea of him wandering alone. It’s dangerous out here.” I keyed the Echo Box and called his name a half-dozen times. “He’s too far away.”
“Nope, he’s about thirty feet behind those trees.” Ty pointed and whistled.
Banjo peered around the thick vegetation, pausing with one foot in the air, and released a sharp bark of concern. His low growl found the tricky little boy. Daredevil Cubbie hung upside down from a branch high in a tree, brandishing his pretend sword like a pirate. The splintered stick sliced through the air with a whoosh.
“What are you doing up there? It’s dangerous.” I nudged Duchess closer. “And be careful with that old broom handle; you could get a splinter.”
“I already got two. They don’t hurt.”
“It could get infected,” I said.
Ty shook his head. “I played with worse as a boy. For instance, a real sword from my grandfather’s chest of Civil War weapons.”
That didn’t make me feel any better. Boys were certainly a handful. “Come down, Cubbie.”
“I’m looking for my cat.” He swung his legs and returned to right-side-up. “Where did Calvin go? I hope he didn’t get lost.”
“Cats are too clever to lose their way,” I said.
Banjo barked below, tail wagging in excitement. I was about to scold Cubbie for climbing higher when the tree rustled. Something moved. I gasped and jerked back in the saddle. A shadow darted through the branches, and then—
Calvin launched himself out of the tree with a screech, sending a dozen startled yellow-crested birds into the air.
Cubbie cackled as he slid down the trunk, brandishing his sword in triumph. “Cal hid out to scare us!”
I let out a long sigh and shivered. “Cal’s plan worked.”
Cubbie brandished the sword and chased the striped tomcat. Banjo joined in the fun, his ears flapping in the wind when he hit full speed.
Ty guided Pal closer and handed the binoculars to me. “The sun is reflecting off something to our left. Check your ten o’clock on the other side of the valley.”
I squinted through the eyepiece, adjusting the focus as the sunlight reflected off a metallic object. “There’s something there,” I murmured, shifting to a better angle. The shape sharpened—long, flat rooftops. Several of them. A sprawling compound nestled beyond the ridge.
“Is it a horse ranch?”
Ty took the binoculars and frowned. “Hmm. I’m not sure.”
Banjo whined at my feet, sensing something was up. Cubbie, now perched in another tree like a squirrel, offered his opinion. “It’s the Golden Saddle Spa Retreat.”
“Get down from there,” Ty yelled. “Don’t you know not to climb dead trees? The branches can’t support your weight, and you end up with a scar like mine.” He pointed to a mark on his chin.
“Scars are the bee’s knees!” Cubbie slid down, scraping his jeans.
Ty crossed his arms over his chest. “I thought the spa was way south of here.”
“I don’t got a compass, but Mama dragged me out there in the summer. That’s the place for sure.” Cubbie scrunched his nose. “It isn’t fun—they wanna bathe you all the time. Mineral baths, mud treatment, steam room. Nothing fun for a kid inside, and Mama would not allow me to go play with the horses.”
“Sounds awful.” I smiled and pulled him in for a hug. “Now, you behave and stay close to us.”
“Yuck.” He wriggled away from me. “Don’t try to kiss me or nothin’. I’m not your boyfriend like you want Ty to be.”
As he scurried away out of my range, Ty chuckled. “I predict in less than a year, the boy will start to yearn for lovely girls to hug and kiss him.”
I pointed to the property. “Is there any chance someone from the spa would drag a body to the dumping location?”
Ty studied the terrain. “It is next to impossible to navigate through this thick vegetation or cross the river.” He slapped his thigh. “Let’s head out—darkness comes on soon this time of the season.”
“Let me try to rouse Cubbie again.” I turned the dial of my Echo Box.
Ty shook his head and removed the other one from his saddlebag. “Cubbie dropped it about a minute after you gave it to him. I put it away for safekeeping.”
I swatted his shoulder. “And you let me waste my breath calling into it?”
“It gave me a chuckle.” Ty shrugged, the corners of his mouth twitching.
I huffed and shoved the Echo Box into my saddlebag. “I’m conducting a serious test later—with serious people.”
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