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    RUNNING OUT OF TIME


    Dory Morales knows the kind of heartache no woman should endure. Her ex-husband is in prison for abusing her and her precious son. It will take a long time to get over the shame of having allowed that to happen to them, and she’s worked hard to get their lives back on track. Of one thing she is certain, her life and destiny belong to her, and no man will ever have control over her again.


    Hangman’s Loss PD Captain Jack Morgan is done with the sniping and snide comments that fly every time he and Dory run into each other. It’s time she lowered her defenses and let him in. He better than anyone knows what’s she’s been through, and he intends to prove to her that he would never hurt her. Far from it. He plans on loving her for the rest of her life, if only she would let him.
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“I am in love with this story. I devoured this book and didn’t want it to end. The chemistry between the characters and the plot kept me wanting to read late into the night. This is my first read from Diane Benefiel but definitely not my last. I can’t wait to read more from this amazing author. Thank you Diane Benefiel for getting me hooked on your books!” ~ CJ’s Book Corner

“Ryder was exactly who Brenna needed in her life, and trust me when I say you will love him because yeah he really is that good of a guy. Solitary Man is my first book by this author and it will not be the last. I really think you all will enjoy this one as much as I did it is one I do recommend.” ~ I’m A Sweet And Sassy Book Whore
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Flash Point

“Diane Benefiel takes us on a story filled with mystery, suspense, and action as we try to solve what is going on in the small town of Hangman’s Loss. Flash Point is a story that will have you flipping the pages and wondering who is the behind the attacks against Hangman’s newest resident and why.” ~ Sarah Reads

“Flash Point really surprised me. It’s not what I was expecting but I really enjoyed reading it. It’s a fun easy read that captured me from the start.” ~ Coffee Chat

Dead Giveaway

“Diane has written yet another winner in her High Sierra series. Murder witness and 'person of interest' Gwen flees with her godson to Cameron's uncle Eli. Gwen and Eli have no use for one another but come together for Cameron's sake and to find the true murderer...and in the process find their way to one another. My evening with Gwen and Eli couldn't have been more delightful, and I look forward to the next installment of the High Sierras.” ~seniorphotog

“I loved this second book in the High Sierras series. This is a story of two people who are attracted to each other, but reconnecting under the worst of circumstances. I discovered Ms. Benefiel’s books and have loved the careful way she draws you in to the story with characters that make you feel as if you are reading about friends. I am really looking forward to the next High Sierras book, Already Gone.” ~paytonpuppy

Already Gone

“This series has only gotten better and better! Seriously, there’s something that really speaks to my heart about Maddy and Logan, and Hangman’s Loss FEELS like a small California town tucked away in the Sierras. They’re such a power couple! I read this book in just a couple of days--totally sucked me in. It’s that perfect blend of fun, sizzle, and suspense! I just want to live in Maddy’s life forever but since I can’t--I can’t wait for the next book!” ~Katharine Montgomery

“A wonderful story about second chances. The minute you start reading, you will be instantly hooked. The author weaves a tale of drama and romance that keeps you enthralled and turning the pages. Maddie is feisty and Logan is her brooding and over protective suffering hero. The sparks fly every time they see each other. Eventually they give in and realize that they are perfect for each other and have always been. This is a great story right up to the last word.” ~Simatsu
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I loved everything about this book, and it made me want to check out the other books in the series! The immediate suspense drew me in, and the High Sierras setting was perfect, as was the mysterious stranger Meg finds in her cabin. This novel had a well-written, exciting, and descriptive narrative that kept me glued from start to finish. Without giving away spoilers, the author has crafted one exciting, romantic ride, full of twists and turns. I highly recommend this book and can’t wait to see what the author comes up with next. ~Sebastian Moran

This book took me by surprise. I didn't expect to get so caught up in this book that my whole day was spent captured in its pages. It has been a long time since I couldn't put a book down but Deadly Purpose did this to me. I loved every page. ~WildfireJane
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  CLEAR INTENT


  Chapter One

Dory turned her car from the highway and passed under the broad ranch entrance that marked the driveway to the Circle M. Aspens with their silvery trunks edged down from the mountain side of the road, while on the other side barbed wire fenced off meadows where hefty cattle grazed.

Adrian sat straighter in his seat. “What kind of cows are those?”

“Um, black ones?”

She glanced at her son to see his small grin. At age eight, her baby had been through too much. But finally, finally, he seemed to have turned a corner. In the last six months he’d begun to laugh more, he’d recently enjoyed his first time ever sleepover at a friend’s house. And while he sometimes still wore the guarded look that broke her heart, he no longer watched her constantly like a baby hawk.

“I’ll ask someone when we get there. Where’s the house?” Adrian twisted in his seat.

“It’s around the curve up ahead.” It had been years since she’d been to the Circle M. In high school, she’d been part of a group of kids that had included the younger of the Morgan siblings, Jack and his sister Kacey. Back then there’d been football games, school dances, and camping trips. Those days seemed like a million years ago. Kacey had died too young, leaving behind her devastated boyfriend, Elijah MacElvoy, and Dory had married her high school sweetheart, Rodrigo Calderon. After years of abuse, she divorced him. The one and only positive thing she’d gotten from that relationship was now bouncing in the seat next to hers.

Dory steered her Honda Civic around the last bend in the road and stopped at the end of a row of vehicles parked in a field next to a large barn. The thought crossed her mind that Jack had probably invited her to his Fourth of July barbecue because they were still part of the same circle of friends, with only a few members carrying over from high school days. She was well aware that she and Jack Morgan could hardly be within ten feet without sniping at each other

As they got out of the car, a loud whoop sounded, followed by the thuds of running feet, and a trio of children raced around the barn, a large dog loping beside them. Two boys and a girl, who all looked to be a little older than Adrian, skidded to a halt.

“Adrian, you’re here. Come on, we’re going to the creek.” A tall boy with shaggy brown hair gave them a sunny smile as the dog nosed Dory’s shoes.

Adrian turned pleading brown eyes to her. “Can I go, Mom?”

Dory used her best adult voice. “Hi, Cameron. Is this okay with your parents?”

“Yep,” the boy replied. “Mom said to come back when we hear the bell ring.”

Cameron’s adoptive parents, Eli and Gwen MacElvoy, owned the neighboring ranch, the Broken Arrow, and the black-haired boy and girl with him belonged to its foreman, Ben Cutter, and his wife, Daisy.

“Okay, but the rule is you can’t go into the fields where there are cattle.”

“Okay,” Adrian agreed enthusiastically. In seconds, they were galloping away like a herd of young horses.

Dory opened the trunk of the Civic, put her hands on her hips, and studied the food she’d brought. In addition to about a gallon of fresh salsa, there were a couple bags of tortilla chips, and a watermelon that looked big enough to feed half the population of Hangman’s Loss. Two trips was the only way to get the stuff inside. Dory grasped the straps of the reusable grocery bag holding the giant watermelon, preparing to hoist it over her shoulder.

“I’ll get that.” For a big man, Jack Morgan could move without a sound.

“It’s no problem, I can make two—”

Too late, he lifted the watermelon with enviable ease, and before she could get it herself, swooped up the bag with the chips and salsa as well.

“You can close the trunk.”

“Well, okay then.”

For a moment he stood close, his sharp gaze taking in her appearance. She’d worn a breezy summer dress of indigo blue woven with tiny white flowers. With temperatures hovering right at ninety degrees, the spaghetti straps that crossed the cut-out back made the dress airy and comfortable. She’d matched the dress with wedge heels, silver bangles on her wrist, and dangly earrings. Doing what she always did when Jack was near, she took a step away.

Jack’s expression didn’t reveal any reaction. “We’re out behind the house. Is Adrian okay with the Broken Arrow kids?”

“Yes. He’s thrilled at the chance to explore the creek.” She glanced up at Jack. Way up. He’d never done anything to warrant it other than be a big guy, but his size intimidated her. She knew all too well that some men could and did use that strength to hurt others—she couldn’t help being wary.

Jack carried the heavy bags easily. He would never purposefully display his cut body, but the t-shirt he wore stretched tight enough to show the massive pectoral muscles in his broad chest and biceps, currently bulging with the weight of the food. He wore faded jeans and low-at-the-heel cowboy boots. And for once, he wasn’t wearing his usual cop belt with gun and badge.

Having inherited the Circle M from their parents, Jack and his brother Garrett owned the ranch. They must have worked out some sort of financial arrangement, because Garrett lived and worked at the ranch, while Jack stayed in town and was a cop.

With the hard planes of his face and his heavy brows, Jack Morgan wasn’t even close to the conventionally handsome GQ model, though Dory knew plenty of women found him attractive. Because she hadn’t thought of him that way, she tried to redirect her brain to ignore that he looked about as yummy as a man could be.

“I was surprised to see the kids from the Broken Arrow since there’s bad blood between you and Eli.”

“We’re past that now.”

And, apparently, that was all he was going to say about that.

Dory rolled her eyes. Guys were so closemouthed about too many things. Laughter and voices met them as he led her around the house to the back. A smoking barbecue stood on a wide patio with stone pavers that transitioned to a wide grassy area. A giant chestnut tree shaded picnic tables with benches and folding chairs scattered about. The aroma of grilled meat drifted on the breeze. Red, white, and blue bunting trimmed the house’s eaves and the rails along one side of the patio, matching the festive tablecloths.

All her favorite people were here. Declan and Meg held hands and still carried that just-married glow as they talked with Eli and Gwen. The toddler on Eli’s hip gave proof to the small population explosion going on in the town of Hangman’s Loss. She spotted Logan with Maddy, each holding one of their twins, seated together at a picnic table. Emma stood near the kitchen door and was whispering something in her husband Brad’s ear that had him gathering her up in a hug. Jack’s nieces were spreading plastic tablecloths on uncovered picnic tables. Some people sat, while others moved about, helping to set out platters of meat, tubs of sides, and stacks of paper plates.

Dory’s dad, Bert Morales, stood at a huge grill, gesturing with his spatula to Garrett Morgan, Jack’s older brother, whose home they’d all invaded. Dory’s mother stepped out the back door of the house carrying bags of hamburger and hot dog buns, her smile broadening when she spotted Dory. She set the buns on the long table next to the house and crossed the lawn to greet her daughter.

Dory closed her eyes when Rosa Morales’s arms came around her in a quick hug. “How are you, mija?”

“I’m good, Mom. And before you ask where your grandson is, Adrian is already running around with the kids from the Broken Arrow.”

Rosa released Dory, and then did her usual quick survey. Dory wondered if her mother would ever feel confident that her daughter was truly okay, or if Dory’s marriage to an abusive husband had put her on guard forever.

“Good. He needs to have fun. That boy is too serious.” As they walked toward the house, Rosa turned to Jack. “It’s nice of you and your brother to invite everyone, Jack.”

Jack gave a nod of acknowledgment, and Rosa picked up the buns again. “I better get these to Bert to be toasted before he turns off the barbecue.”

Jack set the bag with the chips and salsa on the table already groaning under the weight of mountains of food as Rosa moved away.

“Um, it is nice of you to invite us, Jack. We’ve been looking forward to it.”

“Did you think I wouldn’t invite you and Adrian?”

“We don’t always get along.” She shrugged. “But you included us and my parents, so thank you.”

“Your father’s the mayor, and indirectly my boss, so maybe I’m being diplomatic.”

Since she didn’t think Jack did anything he didn’t want to do, she let that comment slide.

When he would have set the watermelon on the table, she said, “Here, let me take that inside. I need to cut it.”

But being Jack, he took the watermelon into the house himself. The back door led directly into the kitchen where half the counter space held trays of desserts. Dory recognized the festive red raspberry, blueberry, and cream tarts from the display case at Maddy’s café.

“Wow, those look amazing. Maddy outdid herself.”

“We won’t starve.”

She spotted another bakery box and lifted the lid. “Ooh, chocolate chip cookies. Really big ones.”

“My brother is making homemade ice cream.” He gestured to the cookies. “I think the plan is to make ice cream sandwiches.”

She glanced at Jack. “Wow, an entire conversation without arguing. I’m not used to it.”

He set the watermelon onto the counter, then turned to look at her, an unreadable expression on his face. “Maybe I’m done arguing.”

Not sure why that made her heart beat faster, she cleared her throat. “I don’t know, Jack. I think that’s how we communicate.”

“That doesn’t mean things can’t change.”

Dory stood at the kitchen counter, more than a little surprised at Jack’s comment, and that he wasn’t immediately returning to the party. He leaned back against the sink, thick forearms crossed over his chest.

She cast a wary glance up to find that disconcerting gaze still focused on her. “You’re staring at me. Don’t you have friends to play with?”

“Don’t be a brat. Maybe I’m right where I want to be.”

“In your brother’s kitchen.”

“Could be it’s not the where, but the who.”

The comment hung in the air. Dory chanced another quick look at his face. Normally, Jack kept a neutral, even distant expression whenever they got into it, but today the directness of his gaze brought a warm surge to her cheeks.

She gave a nervous laugh. “Right. You’ve avoided me like I was a TB carrier for most of the past decade, so I don’t buy it.”

“I’m done with that.”

“Done with what? I have no idea what you’re talking about. Really, Jack, I think your little friends are outside. You should run out and play.”

“Want to hear my theory?” he asked, ignoring her comment.

“About what?”

“Your brattiness, toward me specifically. About why you’re prickly with me, but with everyone else you’re sweeter than sunshine.” Not waiting for her response, he went on. “I think I make you uncomfortable, and you hide behind the snarky comments.” He paused, then continued in a voice that held a low, gravelly quality that made her shiver. “Do I make you uncomfortable, Dory?”

Well, yeah, but she’d never admit it. “Hardly. We’ve just never gotten along.”

“There’s a reason for that. Think about it.”

He straightened, but instead of making for the door, he reached around her to open a cupboard. That he could stand behind her and easily reach the highest shelf without having to go onto tiptoes was enviable, and put him a bit too close. The dress left her back exposed and Dory could feel the heat of his hard body brushing against her. She sidestepped under his arm and went to the sink, ostensibly to rinse her hands, but more to get away from the uncomfortable feeling of Jack Morgan’s encircling presence. He set a large platter next to the cutting board, then turned and walked out of the kitchen.

Dory grabbed a paper plate to fan herself and took a steadying breath before picking up a large knife. Jack was so…potent. She would’ve thought that because they constantly sparred, she’d be immune to all that potency. Apparently not.

Maybe it was a mental versus physical thing. Mentally she was immune, but her body refused to fall into line. She needed to work harder on that. With renewed resolve, she cut the watermelon into wedges, then carried the weighted platter outside at the same time Garrett’s wife, Stacy, rang the old-fashioned triangular dinner bell.

Pretty soon Dory was settling Adrian at the kids’ table, his plate loaded with a hot dog smothered in ketchup, chips, and carrot sticks. Piling hers with a grilled chicken sandwich, baked beans, and fruit, she took a seat next to Emma, whose plate held only a small pile of potato chips. Emma’s husband, police chief Bradley Gallagher, sat on her other side, their toddler Owen on his lap.

Dory glanced at the chips, her eyes narrowing. She leaned her head close to Emma’s. “Emmaline Gallagher,” she began in a quiet tone so as not to be overheard by others, “do you have something to tell your exceptionally good friend Dory?”

Emma put an arm around Dory’s shoulder in a half hug and whispered, “We’re going to make an announcement after everyone has eaten.”

Dory’s heart melted into a warm ball of mush. She rested her head briefly against Emma’s. “I’m so happy for you.” She blinked back tears as she straightened in her seat, determined not to give away the surprise.

She swallowed past the lump in her throat. She’d been miserably sick when she’d been pregnant with Adrian and was convinced potato chips had saved her life. She’d shared her discovery that they helped with early pregnancy nausea when Emma had been expecting Owen. Emma and Brad were among the best people she knew, and she loved that their family was growing.

Dory was a little surprised when Raquel Flores made a beeline to the spot across from Dory since they’d never been friends. When Jack took the seat on her other side at the same time, she understood. Raquel had never been subtle in her pursuit of Jack. Dory was small enough to admit to a tiny stab of pleasure because Jack didn’t appear to notice Raquel at all, despite her ample breasts, which looked to be in danger of spilling out of her too-tight scoop-neck top.

Instead of ogling the display, he turned to Dory. He must have noticed her emotional state, because he asked, “What’s wrong?”

“That’s the pessimist in you, Jack, always assuming something is wrong.” There she was, back on an even keel once again.


  Chapter Two

Jack clenched his jaw to keep from making a sharp remark. Of course he’d tortured himself by sitting next to Dory, but what else was new? Earlier, he’d been watching out for her arrival. He’d tried not to, but he couldn’t keep himself from wandering to the front windows of the house to see if the little Civic was coming up the road. He’d walked out when he’d spotted her getting out of her car. Then she’d turned her back to open the trunk, and, holy smokes, he’d felt like the time a bull had kicked him in the gut and knocked the wind out of him. The back of her dress dipped to expose the long, olive-toned length of skin, the long tail of her dark hair adding a seductive accent. Occupying his hands with carrying her bags of food had been a much smarter move than doing what he’d wanted to do—run his hand up and down all that glorious skin. He’d never act on that impulse. If he did, she’d cut him off at the knees and he’d lose the progress he’d made over the past two years. In that time, she’d lost that wounded doe look that killed him, the one she’d worn whenever he spoke to her. He figured at the pace he was going, he could work up to holding her hand in about a century or so.

He stifled the restlessness that had been plaguing him of late. He was thirty-one years old. He had a good-paying job with decent benefits, plus part interest in the ranch. During the past week, he’d spent his evenings doing the prep work to refinish the floors of the house he’d recently bought and was rehabbing top to bottom. A good start, but he wanted the rest of it: a woman he could love, and who would love him, and their kids to share that home with. He knew good and well Dory would fall over laughing if she ever suspected she was the one he wanted to build that life with. But there it was. His heart had fallen splat on the ground the first time he’d laid eyes on Isadora Morales. Dory, whose heritage had given her the sleek black hair and the slashing cheekbones, had been hands down the most beautiful girl Jack had ever seen. But on that day in high school when he had first seen her, it had been Rodrigo Calderon who’d won the girl.

Shaking off the memory, he ate his burger, talked baseball with Logan, who was sitting diagonal from him, and yet, not one moment passed that he wasn’t hyperaware of the woman sitting beside him.

Adrian walked up to his mother, a smear of ketchup on his lip. After a wary look at Jack, he wrapped an arm around Dory’s shoulders. “Can I have a cookie, Mom?”

Dory used her napkin to wipe the boy’s face. “Did you eat your carrots?” Jack hid a grin at the typical mom response.

“Yeah.” Adrian paused. “Well, mostly. One of them was bad.”

“The carrot was bad?”

“Yeah, it didn’t taste right.”

“Hmm. Give it a few minutes until everyone is done with dinner, because I think there’s homemade ice cream, and the cookies are for making ice cream sandwiches.”

Adrian kicked at the grass with a scuffed sneaker. “Mom, Cam and Robby and Christy are riding together to the fireworks show tonight with guys from the Broken Arrow.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah.” The tuft of grass got a bigger kick. “They said I could go with them, and Ben Cutter said it would be okay.”

“Do you want to go with them?”

“Kinda. But I don’t want to leave you by yourself. Maybe you could come with us.” The pleading look Adrian used was an exact duplicate of Dory’s.

“Adrian, you go with your friends. I’ll be fine.”

“But what if the car breaks down like it did yesterday? You’ll be by yourself and that could be dangerous.”

Jack cocked his head, no longer acting like he wasn’t listening.

“Like I said, I’ll be fine.”

“If I go with them, will you still come to see the fireworks show and sit with us?”

“I will, and I’ll take you home from there.”

Adrian seemed to be giving the arrangement undue consideration for a kid his age, but finally he nodded. A shout from across the yard had him running off to join the other kids.

“Adrian always act like he’s forty years old?”

Dory’s quiet sigh tugged at his heart. “I’m working on getting him to be a kid, but he’s always been protective of me.” The flash of pain across her face was stark evidence that the past often rose up to bite her. “My fault.”

“The hell it is. You know exactly where blame lies, and so do I.”

She turned in her seat to face him and spoke in a low voice. “It lies with me. I should never have stayed with Rodrigo.”

“Then why did you?” Old feelings washed through him in a bitter flood. “Why didn’t you get out when I tried to help you?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Her expression closed, and, as always, he forced himself to wall off his feelings. “Okay, then tell me what’s going on with your car.”

“Despite what Adrian says, it didn’t actually break down. It’s been running rough, especially at idle, and a check engine light came on.”

“Your dad can fix about anything under the sun. Did you have him take a look?”

“No, he’s busy being mayor and I didn’t want to bother him.”

“Dory, you’re his daughter. He’d be pissed if you said that to him.”

“I didn’t say it to him, I said it to you.”

“I’ll take a look at it.”

“I’m not your responsibility, Jack.”

He shrugged, trying to make it look like no big deal. “I’ll look at it anyway.”

***

Dory wasn’t sure exactly how it happened, but somehow she ended up sitting in the passenger seat next to Jack as he drove his big pickup into the town of Hangman’s Loss for the evening fireworks at the high school stadium.

“This has to be inconvenient for you, Jack. I would have been fine with my car.” She pulled her white canvas jacket tighter around her, glad she’d thought to bring a change of clothes so she’d be comfortable when temperatures dipped with the setting sun.

“I’m the one who looked at your car. You need a new EGR valve, so it’s not fine. I can replace it for you.”

Dory had made it a practice to figure things out for herself. In addition to being elected mayor, her father’s occupation was as a self-employed handyman, but he was more of a traditionalist than he cared to admit, and hadn’t passed down his knowledge or skills to his daughter. Dory relied heavily on YouTube videos and fix-it books from the library. And while she was willing to tackle just about anything around the house—for heaven’s sake, she’d managed to rewire the outlet in her bathroom, hadn’t she?—the workings under the hood of her car were a vast and complicated mystery. She was worried that if she did one little thing, the whole engine would fall apart and she’d be in an even bigger mess.

“I’ll get it in to a mechanic, you don’t need to worry about it.” She glanced at Jack to find him clenching his jaw. “You’re going to crack a molar doing that.”

“It’s better than the alternative.”

“Which is?” He flashed her a hot look. “Wait,” she said hurriedly, “you better not answer that.” Despite rubbing each other the wrong way, she’d known Jack Morgan long enough to understand that he held a lot back. Though not friends, they’d tolerated each other because their friends were friends. And now their connection in that community meant he was driving her to the high school stadium.

She dug out her cell phone. “I need to call my parents and have one of them pick up me and Adrian after the fireworks show.”

He caught the hand that was holding her phone, his skin warm to the touch. “I talked to your dad and told him I’d take you and Adrian home.”

Dory gave him a sharp look as he released her hand. “Tell me you didn’t make arrangements without consulting me.”

“You were busy trying not to cry when Emma made her baby announcement. I didn’t want to interrupt the moment.”

“Oh, really.”

“Yeah, really.” They entered the town of Hangman’s Loss, the rustic streetlamps casting bars of light across Jack’s features set in what she considered his cop face. That assessment was only reinforced by the fact that he’d strapped on a belt with his badge and sidearm before leaving the Circle M. “You busting my chops for every single thing I do is getting a little old, Isadora.”

She tapped a finger on her denim-clad knee. “You know what our problem is, Jackson?”

His grip tightened on the steering wheel. “I have an idea, but tell me yours first.”

“Our friends are all matched up. Everybody’s getting married and having babies, and being two of the few singles left, we keep getting thrown together. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if there wasn’t a bit of matchmaking going on.”

Jack took the turn into the stadium parking lot, hitting the brakes when a group of teenagers ran in front of them. He shook his head, then pulled into a parking space. In the shadowy darkness with the engine turned off and sound from outside muffled, the two of them sitting together inside the cab created a shroud of intimacy.

“I don’t see how that’s our problem.”

Dory wasn’t sure why her heart rate had kicked up, or why suddenly Jack seemed dangerous. Not serial killer type dangerous, but dangerous in an emotional storm kind of way. She didn’t allow her
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