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Foreword



Dear Reader,

This book was due eleven months ago. I know I drove Mills & Boon editorial up the walls and disappointed many readers who were waiting for the story of John Everett, the third and final novel in my Everett siblings trilogy.

In my defence, I spent a great deal of this past year in doctors’ offices with a steady progression of health issues. I am now seventy-nine years old, and both my hands and my mind are not what they were. I deeply apologise for the long wait between titles. I hope to pick up my pace and be healthier in 2026. And write faster. Honest. Thank you all for the lovely notes and cards and emails that kept me going through some rough patches. I’m on the mend now, at last. I hope that all of you enjoy good food, good health, good company and endless love in your lives as we tiptoe cautiously into 2026. Never take tomorrow for granted. Hug your loved ones every chance you get.

You may notice the dedication in this book. These were two of my very favourite professors, who also taught my son Blayne and my sweet daughter-in-law, Christina, all three of us being Piedmont University graduates. These educators were good men with big hearts, who loved their subjects and instilled in all of us a sense of wonder as we progressed in our studies. They will be missed.

John Everett has been the hardest character to create. I had a good idea of how I wanted this story to go. John refused my ideas and set about writing his own story by adopting an old blind snake for a pet and giving the heroine, a well-disguised mystery woman, grounds for mayhem. He took over the book and proceeded to rewrite it. So here is the result, which, I must admit, eclipses my own original plot. So, okay, John, if the book flops, I’m putting you in a leotard in the next book and sending you off to the Cirque du Soleil as a trapeze artist! (He hates heights.)

I actually am kind of proud of the book, even if it took many months to write. I hope you enjoy it. Meanwhile, I’m off to start a spin-off with the mysterious sheriff from this book.

Love and hugs from your biggest fan, Diana Palmer

Because without you, dear reader, Diana Palmer would not exist.
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Dedication



In Memoriam

Dr. Ralph Singer (1945–2025). A most excellent professor of history at Piedmont College, Demorest, GA. Greatly respected by
his students; a delightful and witty man who inspired us to love history.


Dr. Max White (1946–2023). Professor of anthropology at Piedmont College, Demorest, GA, whose students spent much time digging
up Woodland period relics and studying archaeology in rural northeast GA.


You will always be remembered with affection by those who knew and respected you. Sleep gently, dear professors.









One


John Everett didn’t usually speed on the ranch. His dad, Cole Everett, who owned the Big Spur ranch in Texas, emphasized careful
driving. He didn’t want his prize cattle upset by loud noises. But John was out to save a life. His eyes slid sideways quickly
to the king-size pillowcase he’d hurriedly peeled off his bed. Mercedes was going to give him hell when he got home with it.
He didn’t care.



The love of his life, Stasia, had reconciled with her ex-husband, John’s older brother, and he was more miserable than he’d
ever been in his life. All the long five years that they’d been divorced, John had hoped and hoped that Stasia would look
at him and see somebody besides a cuddly big brother-in-law. It had never happened. Now Tanner was back in her life and John’s
hopes had evaporated. He didn’t much care what happened to him now. He was just too miserable. He was also too reckless to
reconsider what he was about to do.



He was on the hands-free smartphone as he drove. “I don’t give a damn what Collins says,” he said angrily. “You tell him I said if he fires that gun, he’s history! And I’ll sue him to the back teeth even after he’s fired!” 


There was an apologetic voice that could be heard pleading in the background. Evidently, his foreman had his own smartphone
on speaker.



“He’s not going to shoot, Mr. Everett,” he was quickly assured. “But what if one of us gets bitten?”


“You’ll make the world records book,” John snapped.


“But, sir …”


“It does no damned good to argue with me. Haven’t you learned that already?” John replied.


There was a long sigh. “Okay. I’ll get everybody to a safe distance. How far away are you?”


He didn’t answer, because he could already see the small circle of cowboys in the near distance. He hung up the phone and
stepped on the accelerator. Heads turned quickly. He parked, threw the truck out of gear, cut off the engine and got out,
tucking his phone into his jeans pocket as he pulled the pillowcase out of the truck. He was over six feet tall, with blond
hair and his father’s pale gray eyes. He was the kind of man other men didn’t like to pick fights with. John was easygoing,
usually. Right now, he was anything but easygoing.



“Okay. Where is he?” John asked.


They pointed toward a small patch of grass and moved back a little farther. John approached the thing on the ground easily.
There was a sound like sizzling bacon.



John just smiled. “It’s okay, old fellow. You’re safe now. Nobody is going to hurt you.”


There were muffled grumbles in the background. John shot a speaking look at them and they hushed up at once.


He turned back to the victim of all the excitement. The sizzling bacon sound stopped. The animal on the ground lifted its head and sniffed. It relaxed quickly and spread out, moving slowly toward the new scent. 


John put the pillowcase on the ground and opened it. He had a hook and he used it. Even the tamest animal was unpredictable
when upset. The animal hesitated. “Come on. I’m taking you to the safest place I know,” he said softly. “It’s going to be
all right now. Trust me.”



There was another long pause. Slowly, John moved the hook toward the sack, and the animal allowed himself to be eased into
the pillowcase. John tied it up and lifted it. He looked at his men with pure disdain, pale blue eyes glittering like summer
lightning as they swept among the surrounding faces.



“He doesn’t have any fangs!” he grumbled. “So how’s he going to bite anybody? Poor old thing’s about blind as well. Did you
see the rattlers on it? If they really are a measure of age, he’s ancient!”



“Mr. Everett, it’s a rattlesnake,” one of the older hands protested.


“It’s not a rattlesnake. It’s Precious,” John said belligerently.


The cowboy blinked. “Sir?”


“Precious. That’s his name. I’ve already got Sim and Ed building him a room of his own that connects to mine. He’ll never
be threatened again.”



“Mercedes has a hatchet in the kitchen,” the foreman said audibly.


“Mercedes isn’t afraid of snakes,” John replied. “She never minded Charlie, my albino python, and he was ten feet long!”


“Pythons and rattlesnakes aren’t the same thing,” someone scoffed.


“They’re both snakes. And they have memory.”


“Memory?”


John stared at the man. “He smelled my breath and recognized me, didn’t he? Otherwise, why would he let me put him right into
the bag I was holding?”



Nobody had an answer to that.


John glared at Collins, the cowboy who’d tried to shoot Precious.


Collins narrowed his dark eyes and glared right back. “It’s a rattlesnake. They bite people. People die.”


“It’s a defanged rattlesnake, almost blind and very old,” John huffed. “Old people should be taken care of, not threatened!”


“One bit old Harry three years ago and he died,” Collins pointed out.


“Yes, a poisonous one,” John clarified. “Precious doesn’t have any fangs. Besides that, I can pick him up and he doesn’t even
rattle.” He looked around. “This spot is one we don’t even run cattle on, so what the hell were you guys doing here in the
first place?”



There was an uncomfortable silence. Collins looked hunted. John homed in on that expression.


“Collins?” John addressed him belligerently.


“Harry said there was a tame rattler over here. We didn’t believe him.” He felt the tirade coming and interrupted before it
could begin. “Well, the minute we got here, it started striking and rattling! We thought it was going to attack us!”



“With what?” John asked, exasperated. “He’s got no fangs! It’s like being attacked by a senior citizen with no teeth!” He
glared. “You think he might gum you to death?” he added, dripping sarcasm.



“Elderly people don’t crawl on the ground and rattle at people.” Collins’s arguments were getting weaker by the minute.


“Well, from now on, Precious will be in my room, in my house,” he pointed out. “And anybody who comes in there with a gun
will meet Mercedes with a hatchet.”



There was shuffling of feet. Collins cleared his throat. “Nobody’s coming in with a gun. Ever. We haven’t forgotten what happened to Henry Watts.” He looked at John hopefully. This was a story most of the men had heard, but nobody inside Big Spur’s ranch house would ever speak of it. 


“That story,” Collins added. “Is it true?”


John just smiled. “Come in the house with a gun sometime and see,” he invited.


Collins actually backed up a step. “Uh, we’d better get back to work.”


“Good idea for those who still have jobs!”


They all moved quickly to the trucks and Collins’s horse.


“I should look into cowboy robots,” John huffed as he put Precious lovingly in the seat next to him.


He looked after his men and shook his head. “Afraid of a defanged rattler. Precious, I think maybe I need to ask my dad for
some help when I hire the next batch of ranch hands!”





They wandered off, muttering. He sighed. He’d probably gone overboard about the poor old reptile, but he’d had a rough few
days and his heart was aching. He hoped he could adjust somehow to seeing Stasia with Tanner all the time. But he doubted
it.



John drove around the long way to the ranch house. There had been some attempts on the cattle. Rustling still went on in the
twenty-first century, although it was done with tractor trailers instead of horses these days. They’d lost several pedigree
young bulls the year before. The culprits had been skillfully tracked by a Texas Ranger whose job it had been to deal with
cattle thefts. The thieves were apprehended. And they learned that there was no slap on the wrist for cattle rustling, despite
the modern age. They went to prison for a very long time.



He turned down one of the ranch roads past a derelict building. There were a few mesquite trees here giving shelter to a handful of heifers that John had bred to his purebred bulls the past year. The heifers, pregnant and due to deliver in the spring, were replacements for cows he’d had to cull. These would produce their first calves in the early spring; and hopefully some of them would turn into champion bulls. Big Spur’s Santa Gertrudis stock was known far and wide for its heritability traits. Cole Everett had moved into the space age with scientific analysis of what traits to breed for and the best way to obtain them. Straws of bull semen from his most coveted bulls were sold internationally, and they commanded a high price. Big Spur also did artificial insemination when it was warranted, although Cole still liked the old-fashioned way of breeding, despite the hit-and-miss efficiency of it. So he had one whole section of the ranch where he let his bulls and cows, and the young unbred heifers, do what came naturally. 


John smiled. He loved his dad. The elder Everett was a third-generation cattle baron, although breeding purebred stock was
fairly new on the Big Spur. Cole had been influenced by his softhearted youngest son into thinking it was far and away more
profitable than running slaughter cattle. And it had been. John had helped diversify the ranch properties into investments
that were slow, but steady, and found a truly gifted investment counselor to assist them. Then they’d bought stock in successful
businesses and branched out into real estate. These days, Big Spur was a multimillion-dollar conglomerate, with Cole and John
at its head. Although the eldest son, Tanner, had rejoined the family with his wife, Stasia, and was now administrating his
own ranch, he often joined with the others in investment schemes. He had a bankroll in foreign banks from his days as a mercenary,
and he used it to not only improve his own property, but to invest in others as well. Like the Big Spur, Tanner’s ranch was
beginning to show real growth.



John grimaced as he thought about Stasia. He’d been crazy about her for years. While Tanner had been overseas, he’d thought he had a chance to turn her heart toward himself. It hadn’t happened. Stasia had loved Tanner from her teens upward and had never deviated. She was a one-man woman. John had finally accepted it, but reluctantly. Right up until Tanner and Stasia’s remarriage—the first marriage had been a tragedy for both of them—he’d hoped that he had a chance. 


But when Tanner had come home for good, it had been quickly apparent that Stasia’s feelings had never changed. It would always
be Tanner.



John had agonized over her choice. But in the end, Tanner was his brother and he loved him. Even when Cole had refused to
let Tanner on the property, it had been John who met him off the ranch and kept him informed about the people and problems
Big Spur was facing. Tanner had never stopped loving Stasia—although she’d never known how he really felt. Once she did, John
was out of the running forever, especially when she announced that she and Tanner were going to be parents. The two were expecting
their first child the following summer. John went occasionally to visit, with all sorts of baby things, from mobiles to special
music. It didn’t heal his broken heart, but the coming baby helped him get his focus back where it belonged, on the ranch.



Odalie, his baby sister, was living in New York City taking voice lessons and preparing for an audition at the Metropolitan
Opera. It had been the dream of her life to sing there. Well, her mother had helped her to dream. Heather Everett had been
a nightclub singer, very famous, before she married Cole, and even now she wrote hit songs for the hard rock group Desperado.
They’d won two Grammys with her songs already. But Heather had wanted to sing opera. Odalie really had the voice for it. But
he wondered sometimes if Heather’s failed ambition hadn’t triggered Odalie’s.



She and Stasia had roomed together in New York, where Stasia worked for a former—maybe not-so former—New Jersey crime boss named Tony Garza. Stasia loved the art gallery owner. Odalie was his blood enemy. The two fought every time they saw each other. It had amused Heather to see them together when Tony and Odalie were in the same room, when she’d gone to New York to visit her daughter. Smoke and fire, she’d murmured. John had chuckled.



John and Odalie were the last unmarried children of the Everetts. While Odalie might secretly find Tony attractive, John had
never found anybody except Stasia that he’d ever wanted to settle down with.



“Well, I’ve still got you, haven’t I, old man?” he asked the still pillowcase beside him. “No thanks to Collins,” he added
under his breath. “I’m going to get Ralston to short-sheet Collins’s bed. That’ll fix him,” he muttered. “Better yet,” he
mused, “worms!” That was a standing family joke. He grinned, thinking of how the prank would look.



The cowboys came up with some really creative pranks when they set their minds to it. Short-sheeting each other’s beds. Filling
the salt shaker with sugar. Moving a sleeping cowboy outside on the ground and leaving him there until he woke. Setting off
firecrackers in the bunkhouse in the middle of the night. And, worst of all, cleaning several tubs of worms and sneaking them
into someone’s bed with the lights out when the unsuspecting victim went to bed. John had even done it to Odalie when both
were younger. Of course, she’d avenged herself by filling his bed full of frogs …



John had been both victim and perpetrator in those outbursts of fun. When he and Odalie were kids, the two of them liked to carry John’s huge albino python out to the bunkhouse to liven things up. Most of the men were terrified of snakes. But sadly, nobody had been afraid of Charlie—the python—except the family’s blacksmith, who was kept on retainer because he was always needed to fix things around the ranch. Poor Manolo spent a lot of time hiding when he saw the kids coming out of the house with Charlie in a big sack. 


Once Cole realized what his two kids were doing, he put a stop to it. John shook his head. He and Odalie had done a lot of
wild stuff as kids, without realizing how much trouble they were making for their dad. Legendary for his temper and impatience,
Cole was the soul of patience with his three children. He never raged at them or hit them, preferring reason and taking away
video games as punishment. John said once that he’d much rather have had a paddle on his backside than lose access to his
favorite online games. And, of course, Cole knew that.



Now Tanner and Stasia were happily married and expecting their first child. Odalie planned a career at the Met, although nobody
knew how terrified she was to go on stage, or how physical that fear had become. Despite attempts by therapists to help assuage
the very real terror, she finally realized that she couldn’t face daily doses of it, regardless of her exquisite singing voice.
But she’d told only John. Nobody else.



And here was John, still on the Big Spur, and his only love was in a pillowcase on the seat beside him, zooming down a dirt
road in a pickup truck that had the ranch logo and enough perks to qualify as a spaceship. It had everything, including a
killer stereo system. John punched in his favorite music—which was Debussy’s La Mer, of all things—and drove on. Precious stretched out as much as the borrowed pillowcase would allow.



“There,” John mused as he glanced at the confined animal. “I knew you’d like classical music.”


He turned the truck down the dirt road toward a stand of very green trees, a good indication of water. It was almost winter,
but things hadn’t frozen. Not yet, at least.



The truck ran across an ancient wooden bridge over the stream, which only ran certain times of the year. This time, it ran following a torrential downpour that had lasted three days. Farmers and ranchers in the area had gone wild with joy, because it hadn’t even been predicted. It had brought an ongoing drought to a temporary end and filled all the tanks, or cattle ponds, in the area. 


There was a small lot of purebred yearling bulls destined for a private treaty sale before Christmas, in a pasture just up
the small rise to a stand of oak trees. John pulled the truck over on the wide dirt road.



“I’ll just be a minute, old fellow, so don’t go nuts, okay? I’ll leave the music and the heat on,” he added as he got out
and closed the door, because even in north Texas, it was cold in November.



As he approached the fence, he scowled. He smelled something sweet, and it wasn’t natural. In his childhood, one of their
ranch hands had been a Native American tracker. He’d taught young John a number of skills; not only how to recognize various
tracks, but also how not to draw attention on the run.



And here was the first lesson he’d learned. If you’re running for your life, make sure you aren’t wearing a scent, like perfume
or cologne. Whoever was in that pasture wasn’t one of his bulls. More than likely it was a rustler.



John wore a Colt .45 in a holster on his hip, under his leather jacket, for any rabid animals or dangers that could be found
in any natural setting. His hand went to the butt.



Not that he usually needed anything but his fists. John was big and husky, and it was all muscle. He’d done bull riding in
rodeos and bull wrestling; in fact, he still did it from time to time. He was a champion in both. Most rustlers didn’t like
to get dirty. They were mostly interested in herding cattle into semi trucks and getting paid.



He moved quietly, careful not to walk in a rhythmic pattern. The truck would divert whoever was in with his bulls, since he’d left the engine running. He went under the highest strand of barbed wire and moved stealthily toward the tree where the young bulls were resting. 


Odd, they weren’t spooked by whoever was in there with them.


He moved closer. Then he spotted the intruder. Medium height, short, wavy reddish-gold hair, pretty figure. Definitely female.


He blinked. Female. And in the rustling business? He stood very still for a minute, but she didn’t turn in his direction.


She was talking to one of the bull calves. “Now, I’m not going to hurt you, okay?” she was cooing at it. “But I’m really hungry—”
she drew out the word hungry “—and a thick juicy steak is what I want most of all … !”



“Not off one of my prize damned bulls, you don’t,” John interrupted.


She whirled, but he already had the pistol out and aimed right at her. She threw up her hands, green eyes wide and frightened
in a face that was pleasant, although not really pretty. Her mouth was like a bow, perfect, and she had a lovely complexion,
though; and her figure left nothing to be denied, even dressed in rough denim pants and an oddly thick belt over a black shell
under a long-sleeved green flannel shirt.



“I’m just hungry,” she blurted out.


“You don’t eat a prize-winning bull,” he pointed out. “You go to a restaurant and order a steak.”


She was staring at the gun. “If you’re going to shoot me, not much point in trying to find a restaurant.”


He cocked his head. His pale blue, silvery eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”


She swallowed, hard. “Josie Blake,” she said.


He lifted an eyebrow. “And what are you doing in my pasture, Josie Blake?” he added as he holstered the gun.


She put her hands down very slowly and suddenly her hand went to a cross-draw holster under the loose shirt and there was a 9 mm handgun in her own hand. It was pointing straight at John. 


She smiled. “Never put up a gun until you’re certain that your adversary doesn’t have one as well,” she said sweetly.


He sighed. “Go ahead and shoot,” he said. “My girl married somebody else. I don’t really have a reason to keep living except
Precious, and he’s old.”



She blinked. “Precious?”


“My pet,” he explained. “So if you’re planning to kill me, you’ll have to agree to take care of Precious as long as he lives.”


She made a face. “I don’t have a lifestyle that allows pets,” she replied.


“You’ll have to make an exception. Now, what are you doing in my pasture?”


“Stealing a bull,” she said.


He stared at her. “Which one?”


She was looking at several while she spoke. “That one,” she said, indicating a nearby bull calf.


She gasped, because when she turned her head to look, John had her gun in his hand, and he was towering over her. From his
vantage point, she was rather short.



She glared up at him from glittering green eyes. “That wasn’t fair,” she muttered.


He shrugged. “So sue me, if you can manage that from jail.” He had his cell phone out.


“Who are you calling?” she asked quickly.


“The sheriff,” he began.


“Please!” she said. “I’m just hungry! I only wanted a steak!”


He hesitated. “You pulled a gun on me,” he pointed out.


“You started it,” she said defiantly.


He had to admit that she was telling the truth.


“I’m just hungry,” she repeated, and looked near tears.


“You don’t eat possible prize-winning bulls,” he pointed out, although he’d noted that the bull she’d indicated actually was the prize bull of the lot. He scowled. “How did you know he had the best conformation?” 


“My dad’s a rancher,” she said. “Up in Wyoming.”


“What are you doing in Texas?”


“Trying to get a steak,” she muttered.


He didn’t quite believe her, but he wasn’t willing to turn her loose. And it did seem a little premature to have her locked
up.



He stuck her gun in the belt behind his .45. “Okay, let’s go,” he said, taking her arm.


“Go where?” she asked, stopping. “I’m not going to jail!” she added and looked primed for a fight.


He drew in a breath. “I’m taking you home. Mercedes can cook you a steak. It won’t be as fresh as one out of the pasture,
but it won’t be one of my prize bulls, either.”



“Home?” Her mind was whirling. This was a complication she hadn’t counted on. He didn’t know it, but she had confederates
waiting to hear from her. She didn’t dare try to contact them. She’d have to hope they thought she was slowly picking out
the pasture with the most isolated, purebred bulls. But she’d heard John coming and wanting a steak was the only quick explanation
she could manage for being in his pasture with his prize bull calves. Raines, the idiot, had dropped her off here with no
way back to her motel in Percell, with orders to check out this particular lot of bulls and find out when they would go up
for auction. It was for the boss, he’d added, but then, Raines had a shifty look, even for the minion of a drug lord.



“Home,” he said, and tugged her to the pickup truck.


He slid Precious over to his side of the truck. Unfortunately, Precious smelled a new scent, a strongly sweet one, and started
rattling.



“That’s a snake!” Josie Blake burst out and stifled a scream.


“It’s just Precious,” he said, almost snarling as he put her in the truck and closed the door behind her.


“It’s a snake,” he said in a mocking high tone as he opened his own door and got in. He looked at her, cowering against the
door. “He’s got no fangs,” he said. “And you’re a new scent that upsets him. He’s old and blind. I just saved him from a ring
of unsympathetic cowboys.” He cranked the truck. “It’s okay, Precious,” he said softly, and breathed out close to the pillowcase.
“It’s just a vagrant we’re feeding,” he added.



“Vagrant,” she huffed. But she put on her seat belt. “So a lot of people are trying to off your … pet?”


“Apparently,” he said as he pulled out into the road.


She was studying him. Handsome. Big. Capable and not afraid of anything. Even rattlesnakes. She was dealing with something
far more dangerous, but she couldn’t tell him that. She didn’t dare do anything to complicate the situation she was already
in. Her companions wouldn’t understand, and they weren’t forgiving. Nor could she admit what she was really doing. A slipup
at this point would cost her her life. Not a good idea.



“I’m not a vagrant,” she added, however, insulted by his estimation of her situation.


“You look like one.” He was glancing pointedly at her ragged jeans.


Her jeans had the knees torn out—that was the fashion. “I paid a lot for these jeans,” she huffed. She caught herself. “On
the sale rack, I mean.”



“When I was a kid, the kids who wore torn jeans to school were all poor.” He glanced at her, and he wasn’t smiling. “It’s
almost an insult to poor people to sell jeans that mock them.”



She caught her breath. “That wasn’t the idea at all,” she said defensively. Honestly, she’d never considered that aspect.


“Looks like it to me,” he said. “Dad dressed us out of mid-range stores, always. He could have afforded couture, but he said we had to live in the real world so we might as well grow up in it. No special presents, no special clothes. We were raised like other people’s kids.” He smiled. “We grew to like it. Because we really fit in with other ranchers’ kids. If Dad and Mom had gone the other route, the only place we’d have fit in was in cities. And who the hell would trade this—” he swept an arm toward the horizon, empty of everything except grass and cattle and outbuildings and the approaching ranch house, a towering beautiful old Victorian house “—for a city anywhere on earth?” 


She felt his pride in the statement. She looked around, smiling inwardly. This was her kind of place. But she had a part to
play, and she’d better play it.



“I’m aiming higher,” she said pertly. “A penthouse in Manhattan.”


“You’d be disappointed,” he said. “The view is mostly blocked by other penthouses. Not to mention pigeons.”


She made a face. She’d had her issues with pigeons.


“And wealth isn’t what it’s cracked up to be, either,” he added as he pulled up in front of the house. “There are too many
things that money can’t buy. Come on.”





He grabbed the sack that contained Precious, gently, and then went around to open the passenger door. But Josie had already
opened it and jumped down onto the ground. He motioned her toward the steps.



Heather Everett was waiting for him on the porch. She was just as lovely as she’d been in her early twenties, when she’d been a famous recording artist. She was just as famous now, if behind the scenes. She wrote Grammy-winning songs, the most recent two of which had been recorded by the rock group Desperado, from up in Wyoming. Both had won Grammys. Worse, Josie knew her; she’d seen her at the last Grammy awards night. Josie was friends with the lead singer of the Desperado rock group. She had to hope that Heather wouldn’t recognize her. 


“No,” she told John, blocking the front door and glaring at the sack.


“The boys have been working all morning, making a nice, big cage for him.”


“No,” she repeated, although her pale blue eyes slid to Josie and back to John with a hidden question.


“He can’t get out,” he pointed out. “He’s old and blind, too. He’ll stay put. I promise.”


“Didn’t you promise that with your last long, scaly pet, who wound up in the washing machine and almost gave our housekeeper
at the time a heart attack?”



“That was different,” John said. “He was a young snake and curious. Poor Precious can’t see. He’d starve to death if he wasn’t
fed. He’s undernourished right now because he can’t hunt game anymore. He doesn’t have any fangs,” he added hopefully.



Heather was weakening. John was the last child who was still at home. She was feeling empty-nest syndrome, with both Tanner
and Odalie living elsewhere.



“It’s an escape-proof cage,” John promised. He straightened. “If he ever gets out, I’ll go live with Tanner and Stasia until
everything calms down.”



“You aren’t helping your case,” Heather repeated.


“I’ll promise anything you like,” he told her.


She drew in a breath. “I’ll think about it. He’d better not get loose!”


He grinned. “He won’t.”


She looked at the pillowcase and shuddered. “Isn’t that one of my new bamboo pillowcases?” she added.


“It will wash. He’s a very clean animal.”


Heather rolled her eyes. They landed on the slight, red-headed, green-eyed woman beside John. “Who’s this?” she asked.


Josie started to answer but John beat her to it.


“Josie Blake,” he said. “She was trying to cut up one of my purebred steers for a steak. She says she’s starving.”


Josie felt embarrassed. “I was just hungry …” she began, eyes downcast as she tried to think of something to say that
wouldn’t evoke such kind sympathy from those pale blue eyes.



“Then we’ll feed you,” Heather said gently. “Come on in. I’ll get Mercedes to cook you a nice steak. John, take that …
thing … to your room. Right now!”



“Yes, ma’am,” he said and grinned at her. “Thanks, Mom.”


“God knows what your father will say,” she mumbled. “He’ll probably hear it rattle in the night and get up and shoot it.”


“No. He knows about Precious.”


She sighed. “Then I expect people in other countries know about Precious by now,” she said under her breath. “Mercedes,” she
called as she led Josie into the dining room. “We have a guest!”



Josie ate her steak with pure delight. It was as good as one of her dad’s, and he had prime steaks on his ranch.


But having that sweet woman Heather look at her with sad eyes didn’t make Josie feel much better. She was putting on a false
front. It didn’t usually bother her. But in the course of her job, she mostly came across rough men, not kind women who would
take in a vagrant and feed her. Guilt was eating her alive. It wasn’t as if she couldn’t have afforded the best steak a restaurant
had to offer. But she was playing a part. Not playing it all the time could cost her her life.



She finished the delicious steak along with the perfect mashed potatoes and green beans and the apple pie dessert.


“I’m so full,” she said, smiling at Heather. “Thank you. I was really starving or I’d never had bothered his prize bulls.”


“Bull calves,” Heather corrected. “And John was raised to help people.”


“John?” She tried to sound nonchalant, but the man was very attractive to her.


“Yes. John Everett. He’s our youngest son. The eldest, like our only daughter, is married and away from home. Although Tanner
and his wife live nearby and visit often. She’s pregnant right now, though, and having some minor issues, so she’s not very
mobile. So we mostly go to see them.”



“Three children?”


She nodded, smiling. “I wanted more, but three sounded like a good number to both of us.”


“I like children,” Josie said involuntarily. “I used to work with underprivileged Hispanic kids …” She stopped abruptly.
She was giving away too much.



“Then you’re bilingual.” Heather nodded.


Josie looked up. The woman was quick. She made lightning assumptions and she was correct. Josie smiled. “Yes. You’re quick,”
she added.



Heather just nodded. “You pick it up when you have children who don’t like to tell you what they’ve been up to.”


Josie laughed. She looked like a different person when she did that. Heather found her very interesting. She wondered if John
did …









Two


John thanked the cowboys who’d done a very quick but efficient job in building a cage for John’s pet—right down to adding
shredded newspaper litter, a big bowl of water, sun spectrum lighting overhead, a heating unit under one part of the huge
cage and even some smooth wood for the snake to climb on. There was also a very prominent locking mechanism. With a padlock.



“He can’t pick a lock,” John muttered.


“It was your mother’s idea,” one commented with a grin. “Nobody argues with the boss’s wife, you know.”


He laughed. “No. Nobody does. Thanks, guys.”


“Don’t mention it. But a little bonus …”


“Get out of here.” He waved them out, but they’d get their bonus. It was a great job, and done quickly and efficiently.


He opened the sack and breathed on Precious, so he knew who was handling him. Precious relaxed. John lifted him into the enclosure, still in the sack. He put Precious down, opened the sack carefully and quickly closed the door. There were air holes to vent the big cage made of plexiglass, so he breathed in one of them to reassure the scaly newcomer. 


Precious lay very still at first. But his tongue came out, testing the air for information. Slowly, he moved toward the water,
and his head went in. Then he explored the wood and the litter. Finally, he propped himself a little on the wood and was very
still.



“Happy?” John asked.


Precious moved his head, just a little.


“That’s what I thought,” John chuckled. “Well, you’re rooming with me, so you’ll know you’re safe. Later, I’ll get you some
freeze-dried food. So you know you’re home. Welcome, old fellow. You’re safe here.”



Precious moved, the tiniest bit. John smiled.




Heather and Josie were talking about weather, of all things.


“… was dry as a bone, and then one of the men said he knew a Cheyenne man who worked as an anthropologist but could also
bring rain. We were skeptical, but we didn’t have much to lose. So Cole flew up to Wyoming to get him and brought him down
here. He asked us about Paleo-Indian artifacts in the area and after we told him we hadn’t found any yet, he asked if he could
come back and look for them. It seemed a nice trade, so we said yes. He got out some things from an old parfleche bag, said
some words, made a prayer. And, it rained.” Heather looked mystified. “Nobody understood how he did it. But it rained for
three glorious days. My chrysanthemums had almost dried up but they came back to life.” She shook her head. “It seems that
modern people don’t know everything after all,” she added.



“No, we don’t,” Josie agreed. Inside, she was hoping that the rainmaker wasn’t the same Cheyenne man she knew, who lived near
her dad in Wyoming.



Because he’d recognize Josie in a heartbeat. And she couldn’t afford for him to. He knew too much about her. She also had to hope that Heather, who’d seen her at the Grammy Awards, didn’t recognize her. But that had been a brief introduction, and a long time ago. 


“It was a lovely meal. Thank you so much. I’m sorry to have put you to the trouble, but he—” she indicated John in the doorway
“—insisted.”



“Of course I did. I can’t afford to lose precious calves to invaders,” John said with a sting in his tone.


“John!” Heather said firmly.


“Sorry,” he said to his mother. “It was unavoidable.”


“I was sort of invading,” Josie admitted, with a side glare at John.


“Stealing is a better choice of words,” John said. “Oh. I forgot. You’d better have this back.” He pulled out her pistol and
handed it to her.



Heather’s eyes grew wider.


“It’s just for snakes and stuff,” she said quickly, as she replaced it in her cross-draw holster at her waist. “A friend of
mine taught me how to use it.”



“A friend?” John asked. “Is he hungry for a steak, too? You might warn him that all our cowboys go armed, and they shoot first
if it’s after dark. Just a thought.”



“Thank you so much,” she said with sizzling sarcasm.


“John!” Heather repeated.


“Sorry,” he said again. “I was just anticipating problems.” He glanced at Josie. “After all, if she has a lot of friends—which
I doubt—they might all be hungry.”



“John!” Heather and Josie chorused, and then they looked at each other and both laughed.


John glared at them.


Josie got up. “If you’ll give me a lift, I’ll get out of your hair,” she told John. She turned back to Heather. “It was nice meeting you,” she said softly. “And your cook is wonderful. Thank you for the best meal I’ve had since …” She choked, because the last had been her late mother’s cooking and the loss was still fresh. “In a long time,” she finished on a forced smile. 


“You’re very welcome,” Heather said, getting up to walk their guest and John to the front door. “I hope we’ll meet again.”


Josie looked back at her with real longing. She smiled. “It isn’t likely. But thank you.”


“Yes, the next time she might actually use that peashooter she carries …” John began.


Josie ran for the truck. Heather threw up her hands.




John calmly pushed the button on the smart key to unlock the doors. Minutes later, he drove Josie back to the pasture where
they’d met, what seemed like days ago.



“Is one of your cronies meeting you here with a semi truck later, or do you have other plans for the evening?”


“Since you’ve already told me that your people shoot first after dark, I’m not keen to hang around or come back,” she said
icily.



“Just as well. They’re all great shots.”


“Well, thanks for the meal. Your mother is very kind.”


“She is.” His face hardened. “I’m not. Something you might remember.”


“I will.”


He looked around. “I’d rather not leave you here. Just in case. Do you have a place to stay in town?” he added.


“Yes, but I’ve caused you enough …” she began.


“Not quite. I don’t have anything to do for an hour or so, until my prospective buyer gets here. I don’t mind driving you
where you need to go.”



This was going to cause some more suspicion, but she couldn’t realistically walk to town. It was hot in spite of the recent rain, and the humidity, added to the soaring heat, was likely to leave her in a puddle on the side of the road. 


“Thank you,” she said in a small voice. “I have a room at the motel in Percell.”


He pulled back into the road and drove to Percell, the nearest big town, which was about a twenty-minute drive.


“Your ranch isn’t anywhere near the border,” she said after a few moments of freezing silence when they were underway. “But
it’s on the main drag from El Paso to Dallas. Do you have problems with drug traffickers around the area?”



He gave her a quick, suspicious glance. “In fact, we do. Our sheriff just had a deputy stop what looked like an innocent pickup
with a family inside and a huge mattress and sheets in the bed. It turned out to be a fortune in fentanyl.”



Just what her boss had suspected. But she couldn’t afford to give away how much she knew about such things. “Fentanyl. Isn’t
that the drug that’s killed so many users … ?”



“Any drug can do that, given the right amount,” he interrupted. “But, yes, it is. We lost a wrangler to it last year.” His
voice lowered in sad memory. “He’d just lost his wife to cancer. He’d never even used drugs. An acquaintance at a bar offered
him some. Just to get him past the grief, he said. So Henry took it home. But he wasn’t told how much was a safe dose. We
found him a day later.” He winced.



“Did he have children?” she wondered aloud.


“No. That was part of the problem, I think,” he said, vulnerable for just that space of time. “I think it might have saved him. Men with kids aren’t like other men. They don’t take as many chances.” He was thinking of his brother, Tanner, whose wife, Stasia, was pregnant. He wasn’t sure exactly when he’d changed. Odd, how nobody talked about it around him. Probably because they all knew how infatuated John had been. His jaw tautened. He’d been in love with her for years, but she only had eyes for Tanner. Theirs had been a long and tormented relationship, but in the end, Tanner chose her over the dangerous life he’d been living as a government agent. 


“Something you know?” she probed.


“My older brother is married. They’re expecting in the spring. He was a government agent. He gave it up for ranching, because
of the baby.”



“My goodness!”


He glanced at her. “So I guess love has its points.”


“Oh, that sounded sour,” she murmured, her eyes out the window. “My gosh, there are oil pumping wells right out there with
the cattle!”



That amused him and he chuckled. “Well, there are only so many places you can find oil, and a lot of them are on cattle ranches.”


“I know, but it just looks very odd,” she replied.


“I went back East to visit an old army buddy,” he said as they paused at a stop signal. “He lived in a small town. Right next
to a shopping center, there was a little plot of grass with a pumping station right in the middle. I told him he should come
to Texas and see where they were supposed to be located.”



“What did he say?”


He laughed. “He said no, thanks. He lived in a small mountain community in north Georgia. In fact, his hometown was located
on top of a mountain. He said he’d take deep rivers and tall trees in the place of scrub land and mesquite trees any day.”



“It’s not so bad here,” she mused. “In fact, it looks rather like Wyoming, in places.” She could have bitten her tongue. “Arizona,
too,” she added with what she hoped was nonchalance.



“Been there, I guess?”


“Oh, yes. I had friends in both places,” she said. “We used to visit, before they settled down.”


“No inclination to get married?”


“If you’re proposing, sorry, but, no,” she said languidly, just to needle him. “I’m not nearly old enough to give up nightlife for diapers and formula.” 


Some nightlife, she was thinking privately. The latest paperback romance and a glass of ginger ale.



He made a gruff sound in his throat.


“What do ranchers do for entertainment?” she wondered aloud.


“Sit up all night with dangerously pregnant heifers and pray for daylight and a good vet.”


“Why would that worry you? You’re just going to eat them, after all.”


“Are you nuts?” he exclaimed. “We don’t run a cow-calf operation. All our stock is purebred Santa Gertrudis, and we pamper
our stock.”



Her dad did have a cow-calf operation. She knew it in and out, but she wasn’t about to admit that.


“I see,” she said slowly. “Why is a pregnant heifer so important?”


“It’s a first-time mother. If there are complications, like a breech birth, we have to have the vet.”


“Can’t you just use a, what do you call it, a calf-pull?” she blurted out, having caught herself from betraying intimate knowledge
of ranching just in time.



“Too risky,” he said. “We invest a lot of time and love into our livestock. We raised most of our heifers, and bulls, from
babies.” He smiled to himself. “The bulls follow us around like dogs. Amazes people who don’t know anything about livestock.”



“That’s not in books,” she pointed out.


“It’s not,” he agreed. “Some things you only learn from experience.”


She was thinking, you got that right. Painful experience, at that.



“What do you do when you’re not trying to steal cattle?” he asked. “And by the way, just in case you’re not from Texas, cattle rustling here can land you in prison until you have gray hair. You might actually get a lesser sentence for murder.” 


“Thanks for the tip,” she said.


“Are you?” he added.


“Am I what?”


“From Texas,” he asked.


“Nope.”


“Back East?”


She laughed. “From Wyoming originally. But not anymore. I live back East. I’m only down here working on a big real estate
sale with a couple of colleagues. They dropped me off at what they thought was the ranch property I had on my list. It wasn’t.”



“Real estate?” he asked.


“Yes. I have a license and everything.”


“Including a handgun,” he pointed out.


She sighed. “These days, a woman alone can be in a lot of trouble if she can’t protect herself. I don’t take chances.”


“Probably a good idea.” He glanced at her curiously. “You’re from Wyoming. Where do you live now, when you’re not trespassing
on ranches in Texas?” he added with a cold smile.



She averted her eyes. “I live back East mostly, like I said.” That was true. She’d taken courses at a famous Eastern university.
And though her headquarters were in Fort Worth, she spent some time occasionally at Quantico and the office in DC.



“No wonder you were out in the middle of nowhere with nothing but a pistol.”


“Is it dangerous, other than men you’re showing property to?” she wondered.


“Wild animals. Rattlesnakes. Vagrants. Drug runners. And my men,” he added with a glance. “They have orders to call the sheriff
if they spot any unauthorized visitors.”



“Then I’m glad I ran into you instead,” she said. She almost meant it. He was a very handsome man. She liked him. And didn’t want to. She had no room in her life for a man, any man, in her present circumstances. 


“Are you really going to keep that rattlesnake in your bedroom?” she asked abruptly.


“Of course,” he replied. “It’s the only place he’ll be safe, considering the nervous disposition of everybody around me.”
He looked thunderous for a minute. “My own men were about to shoot him!”



“I can understand their misgivings,” she murmured.


“He’s old and blind and toothless. Fangless. He can’t even hunt. I put him out there where there were plenty of rabbits. I
figured he wouldn’t have to be fast
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