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      For my family. I’m so fortunate to get to do life with each of you. My love for you has no bounds and I count my blessings every day.
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      Noah Quinn rolled out of bed and onto the wood floor of his cabin. He fired off a couple dozen push-ups as Callie, his nine-year-old border collie, trotted over.

      Licking his face while he did his level best to finish his workout without dog slobber on his cheek had become sport. Callie usually won that fight, and this morning was no exception.

      The cold morning took a bite out of Noah and he wished he’d put another log on the fire before hitting the sack last night. Noah did cold about as well as fish did land. The forecast had called for the cold snap to arrive closer to lunch, not before three-thirty a.m., his usual wake-up time. So now he had cold, wet saliva to look forward to as he spun onto his back and moved onto crunches.

      Even though his routine hadn’t changed since Callie came to live with him as a six-week-old pup, he’d done his level best to make it clear this was his workout not her playtime. Clearly, he’d lost that battle before it started because she lowered her head over her front two paws and wagged her tail hard enough to clear a coffee table. Her tail-wagging antics were precisely the reason Noah didn’t have one of those.

      The cabin didn’t have much in the way of furniture or décor, for that matter. Noah had simple tastes. If he spent more time inside he might be bothered by the fact there were no pictures on the walls despite having lived here for more years than he cared to count.

      All he needed was contained within these walls; a small kitchen, a bathroom and a living room with a sleeping nook. He owned a couch, a bed and a dinette set. His table for two had one too many chairs for his lifestyle. He’d kept it around in case he had company; since ‘in case’ turned out to be ‘never’, he’d considered ditching a chair to make extra room for Callie’s bed. Call him a hopeless romantic but he’d kept the chair.

      A couple dozen jumping jacks later, he walked over to the bathroom sink and brushed his teeth. A fresh pot had already brewed by the time he wandered into the kitchen, the requisite fresh mug to make him feel like a new man. Thank the stars for a few pieces of technology. The rest he could do without, like cell phones and tablets. Besides, his were useless where he lived on the ranch. No one was getting any connection out here.

      While his bread was cooking in the toaster, he refreshed Callie’s water bowl and heated her breakfast. He’d spoiled her, mixing wet food with her kibble. She was worth the extra energy and expense. A good cattle dog was worth three men, and besides, Callie was so much more than that.

      Noah bent down and scratched her behind the ear, her favorite spot. He moved to his closet and pulled out the first warm thing he could find, a hoodie. He shrugged it on, fighting the shiver from the cold.

      Tonight, he’d remember to put that extra log on the fire. At some point in the night Callie had made her way onto his bed and curled up next to his legs. Usually, that was a no-no. But since she only did it when the temperatures hovered above freezing, he couldn’t get too upset with the little rule-breaker. Hell, if it got much colder tonight he’d grab the extra blanket and call Callie up so she wouldn’t have to wait until he fell asleep to sneak on.

      By the time he’d downed a second cup of fresh brew and finished his breakfast, it was four a.m. Life on his family’s ranch started early. His father held a meeting in the barn every morning at this time.

      No thanks had been Noah’s long-standing policy to anything involving his formerly abusive father. But T.J. had recently called his sons home and was expected to make an announcement when the whole family was under one roof again. Another miracle in and of itself.

      Thanks to T.J.’s live-life-on-his-terms policy, that hadn’t happened since his older twin brothers, Isaac and Liam, had turned legal age to make their own decisions. Isaac had signed up for the military. Liam had gone to work at a ranch in Colorado. One by one, the rest of the Quinn brothers followed suit.

      Of seven brothers, Eli and Noah were the only two who’d stayed on at the ranch. Noah’s only condition was that he not have to attend T.J.’s morning meetings. Eli had made a habit of filling Noah in. But ever since T.J. had made the request for his sons to come home, speculation as to what his big announcement would be was running wild.

      “Come on, girl.” Noah made kissing noises. Callie darted across the floor. Even at her age, she still acted like a pup. “Ready?”

      Callie ran circles around him, same as she had for nine years. As far as Noah was concerned, she needed to live forever; she’d been his right hand for too much of his adult life. He grabbed the keys to his Jeep from the hook next to the door, Callie circling his legs again. He opened the door and the wind blasted right through his hoodie as she eagerly ran outside. Damn.

      Noah retrieved a coat from his closet. He shrugged it on and walked outside. Callie was probably taking care of business and that was most likely the reason he hadn’t spotted her. Her black-and-white coat normally stood out against the early spring foliage. April in Texas meant experiencing all four seasons, sometimes in the same day.

      His cabin was the furthest from the main house. Noah liked the feeling of living on his own with no one around for miles. Besides, he had the added benefit of keeping an eye out for illegal poachers; no one expected a cabin this rustic to be lived in full-time. He’d caught his fair share because he knew the land better than anyone, including T.J.

      “Here, girl.” Noah surveyed the area. No sign of Callie yet. If she took much longer, he’d miss Eli. Since Noah recently lost his phone, he couldn’t exactly call for today’s assignment.

      The damn phone hadn’t turned up. He hated the thought of buying a new one. Programming in his settings took more time than he cared to stare at a screen. Plus, spring on a cattle ranch gave him zero downtime. Busy wasn’t a good enough word to describe life this time of year.

      “Callie, where’d you head off to?” He whistled. That was the sure-fire way to get her attention. She should be running around the corner of the house any minute.

      Noah hopped down from the porch. He didn’t take two steps before Callie barreled toward him from the scrub bushes. “What were you doing over there?”

      It wasn’t like her to wander off. Could be an animal. Or poachers. This far in the thicket where his home was located brought him face-to-face with both.

      “You hearing me okay?” Noah had noticed his best and favorite dog slipping lately. He kept a close watch on her. Her serious stink-eye still managed to keep the heifers in line when they tried to take her on. And retiring her wasn’t even a question. He’d walk alongside her if he had to because she lived to work side-by-side with him.

      The hairs on the back of his neck pricked. That prickly feeling of being watched, honed by years of tracking some of the most dangerous men, had him taking a second look at the trees. Instinct had Noah reaching for the pistol holstered at his back in the waistband of his jeans.

      Callie trotted over to the truck as Noah surveyed the area.

      Satisfied whatever had caught her attention had moved on, Noah walked over to his vehicle before opening the door. Callie immediately jumped in looking every bit the pup he hoped she’d stay. She claimed her usual spot in the passenger seat.

      Almost half an hour later, he pulled up next to the barn and parked. The foreman leaned against the barn, his amused look indicated Noah was in for some ribbing.

      “Your timing is impeccable,” Dakota teased. “Meeting ended five minutes ago.”

      “I almost missed my grand entrance. A small animal or something caught Callie’s interest in the thicket.”

      Dakota Viera shot a warning look. “I haven’t heard of any poachers in your area. We’ll keep watch just the same.”

      “Good to keep our eyes peeled.”

      “You should’ve called it in.”

      “Still can’t find my damn cell.” Noah figured his phone wasn’t coming back. He’d hoped it would show up. Not being the keenest on having an electronic device glued to his hand, he’d put off replacing it. Besides, it wasn’t like he got cell service in the parts of the land he most frequented. Another of many things to appreciate about being on the land for his job instead of inside a building.

      There were plenty of others, like a sky that seemed to go on forever. More stars than he could count in one lifetime. A daily dose of fresh air.

      Dakota dragged a glove over his right hand. “Since you weren’t there to defend yourself⁠—”

      “What did I get nominated for this time?”

      “Feed store run,” Dakota said. “I can take Callie with me. She’ll want to check on Cody if she hasn’t already.”

      A feed store run definitely meant pulling the small straw. Since he refused to attend meetings, he’d found himself volunteered for more mundane tasks than he wanted. He didn’t argue, though. He wanted to swing by and see if Mikayla Rae Johnson was working at the gas station this morning.

      “Do I get a shopping list this time?”

      “I’ll text it to…well, hell, you already said your phone never showed up. What about a replacement?”

      “Nope. Haven’t had a chance to pick one up, either.”

      “They sell ’em at practically every convenience store.” Dakota patted his coat pocket. “Got mine at the Easy-Mart.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Dakota made a sour face. “Just the thought of mine going missing for more than a day makes me squirm.”

      “You’ve gotten too used to modern conveniences, Dakota. Next thing you know, you’ll be espousing the wonders of indoor plumbing.”

      This time, Dakota laughed.

      For all T.J.’s faults, he knew how to put good people around him. Dakota and Marianne had worked for the Quinn’s for as far back as Noah could remember.

      Out of the corner of his eye he saw Jess Pacheco making a beeline in his direction. Before Noah got saddled with the greenhorn, he dug keys out of his pocket. “Call the order in.”

      “Already did.” Sounded about right. Leave it to Dakota to use any chance he could get to needle Noah about not buying a new cell phone the minute his disappeared. The man had been running the barn at Quinnland Ranch since before Noah could recite the alphabet.

      Dakota knew what he was doing. He might come in a few inches shorter than Noah but he wouldn’t want to meet the man in a dark alley for the first time. Rumor had it that he and T.J. met in county lockup as teens.

      The two apparently hit it off. So, when T.J. decided to get his life together and put together a future, he promised to find Dakota and give him a job. Dakota was back in lockup when T.J. bought his first piece of land. He’d picked it up from a widower whose family apparently had no idea she owned mineral rights or they probably would’ve tied up the land in court.

      T.J. had gone to work for the Orlin widow as a teenager. He credits her with helping him sort out his life. Then, she’d surprised him by selling him the property in her will for seven dollars. Folks had since made a sport of speculating how he’d convinced her to do it.

      According to T.J., he had no idea about her plans. She’d told him to wait patiently for a year before he did anything. Once the case was out of probate, he’d staked his claim and started building his empire. In less time than it took to age a decent bottle of scotch, T.J. had made his first million. Apparently, like the old saying went, the second one had been a lot easier.

      “I’ll be back. Have someone ready to help unload the truck this time.” Noah took off at a light jog toward the vehicle.

      Dakota chuckled. He’d been on the straight and narrow path for thirty-five years. Made a damn respectable man out of himself. He lived by two rules. Never miss a meal. And never miss an opportunity to play a good prank.

      If anyone knew what T.J.’s big announcement was going to be, it was Dakota. One of his best traits was loyalty, so there’d be no getting the information out of him.

      Noah piled into the driver’s seat before greenhorn Jess could catch up. The kid was sweet but a little too eager at times. Dakota said the kid was star struck by Noah. If he was in the barn, or hell, any room the kid turned his full attention to Noah.

      Dakota was a good mentor and would keep the kid busy. Noah continued down the long drive.

      A stab of guilt nicked him. Damn. The kid had had a rough upbringing, not unlike Noah’s. Apparently, Jess had witnessed something traumatic though no one was certain what he’d seen. His father had been arrested when he was young, something like twelve-years-old and Jess had been passed around the foster care system for one reason or another.

      Noah made a mental note to spend a little more time around Jess. He’d had it rough and, as Dakota had put it, could use as many positive male role models as possible. Noah wasn’t so sure about being a role model to anyone, let alone Jess. But, hell, he was willing to give it a try.

      It was still dark outside. Despite daylight savings time turning the clock forward the sun wouldn’t be up for another couple of hours. The deer whistler on the truck should warn any strays to stay off the road. Noah was protective over all animals and especially against human inventions, like automobiles.

      He navigated off the property and onto the farm road leading into town. This morning had his mind churning. He’d had a bad run-in with a poacher last month who’d threatened to reach out from prison to exact revenge. And yes, Nick Harlingen had been arrested and was locked up in jail, his threat idle, but maybe Harlingen was the reason for Noah’s bad feeling earlier.

      Noah couldn’t shake the feeling something was off. It was just shy of five a.m. and it was already shaping up to be a day.

      A vehicle caught his attention. Mikayla’s? What was her car doing parked at Russell Lake this time of the morning?

      Granted, for some this was still the night before. And Mikayla had made it clear at the coffee shop the other week that she wanted nothing to do with him. She didn’t show at Isaac’s wedding where Noah had planned to ask her what he’d done wrong.

      She could be stranded. He turned into the lot and navigated toward her unmistakable two-door convertible. Her vehicle was cobalt blue, her favorite color. And after seeing the same in her eyes, it had become his favorite, too.

      Her tires had air. No one appeared to be in the vehicle. He shouldn’t let it bother him that she would meet up with someone else at the very spot the two of them had met up the couple of times they’d gone out.

      He pulled up next to the driver’s side and got out. The prickly feeling that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end returned.
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        * * *

      

      Mikayla Rae Johnson tried to scream. She couldn’t make much noise with masking tape covering her mouth. For the last hour she’d been trapped in the back of some…thing. She had no idea what it was or where she was. Her heart pounded against her ribs in painful stabs. She struggled against the bindings on her wrists.

      One minute, she was answering a text from Noah Quinn and the next thing she knew he’d convinced her to meet him at their usual spot. His Jeep was nowhere to be seen when she parked at the lake and that should’ve been her first clue something was off. He was off.

      The next thing Mikayla knew, the back of her head was met with blunt force. She momentarily blacked out. And now she was locked in some metal box too small to be the back of a semi and too big to be a crate.

      Best she could tell she was alone. Noah was gone. For how long?
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      Mikayla was nowhere in sight. Her car door was unlocked. Keys were still in the ignition. The prickly sensation that had been stalking him hit like a slugger on the practice field. Her purse was normally stashed in the floorboard of the back seat.

      Noah opened the back door. The black leather handbag with fringe Mikayla usually had strapped over her shoulder stared back at him. Damn.

      No woman wanted a man rummaging through her purse. Under different circumstances, Noah would be the last person to invade someone’s privacy. This situation called for desperate measures.

      The thought occurred to Noah that he might be trampling all over a crime scene. His brain couldn’t fathom it, couldn’t accept the possibility anything bad could’ve happened to Mikayla.

      There’d been recent crime in Gunner, which was a shock for the small tightknit ranching community. Regina ‘Gina’ Anderson had moved back to town with her daughter, Everly, and a few days after being back while on a morning jog, Gina had unwittingly come across a murder scene. A friend they’d gone to high school with by the name of Brittany Darden had been murdered by her stepfather after he propositioned her. She’d refused. He’d murdered her in cold blood and then tried to erase Gina after she happened upon the scene.

      Bo Stanley, the murderer, was locked up, the town ready to go back to normal, and Noah couldn’t accept the idea Mikayla had been abducted. Or worse.

      Noah poured the contents of Mikayla’s purse onto the back seat, sifting through to find her phone. He set aside a small notebook and pen, her wallet and earbuds. Her sunglasses were still inside their case. There was gum, loose change and ChapStick. An already opened invitation to his brother’s wedding was in there, too. She’d skipped the ceremony. No doubt because of Noah.

      No cell phone.

      It was most likely the fact that Noah had a cousin for a sheriff and two others who were U.S. Marshals causing his mind to go to some dark places. Mikayla wouldn’t leave her purse in the backseat, keys in the ignition and door unlocked. Not even in Gunner and especially since the murder.

      Folks might leave keys in their vehicle and the door unlocked if they ran into the post office or the grocery. Even a woman least aware of the possibility of crime would keep her purse with her. Noah scooped her belongings in his two hands and placed them back inside her handbag.

      He thought of a possible scenario that didn’t end up with her somewhere dead in a ditch. She met up with someone who needed her help. She hopped in the person’s car without thinking about her personal belongings. They had to take off in a hurry.

      The holes in that story could make cheese out of milk.

      Another scenario weighed on his mind. This one involved her being taken against her will. He checked for any signs of struggle. Her purse had been where he’d expected it. Her car door had been closed. The recent murder helped him realize if something had happened to Mikayla she most likely knew the person.

      He needed to get to a phone and call his cousin Griff, the sheriff. A quick scan of the rest of her vehicle revealed her cell wasn’t there, either. It was too early for anyone else to be on the roads. For the first time since losing his, Noah regretted not having a cell on hand. Even he could appreciate something about modern technology. Phones turned out to be damn handy in an emergency.

      Speaking of which, he might be able to clear up this situation with one call. Fine, he’d convinced himself to replace his. Now, it was time to take care of⁠—

      Ring tones broke the silence.

      He sure as hell knew they couldn’t be coming from him. He glanced around, searching for the culprit. The noise wasn’t coming from far. He backed up, shut the car door and listened.

      Noah dropped down to all fours. The sound was coming from underneath Mikayla’s sedan. He flattened himself against the concrete and reached his arm under her vehicle. He closed his fingers around her cell and checked the screen.

      The incoming call was from Mikayla’s mother. Noah swiped right. “Mrs. Johnson, this is Noah.”

      “Oh. Noah.” The woman sounded as confused as she would be considering she thought she was about to speak to her daughter.

      “I apologize if I scared you.”

      “Surprised is a better word. How are you, Noah?” Mrs. Johnson had always been a kind soul. She’d been a single mother for as long as he could remember. She’d owned and managed the gas station by the highway for as long as he could remember. Ranchers, bakers, and highway gas station owners kept the same hours.

      “I’m concerned about your daughter.” He saw no reason to beat around the bush with small talk. If Mikayla was in trouble, this was a lifeline he didn’t plan to squander.

      “Did something happen?” Her mother sounded even more confused now.

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. On my way to the feed store, I saw her car parked near the lake.” He didn’t feel the need to mention he’d wanted to drive by his and Mikayla’s old spot because he was dealing with a bout of nostalgia. It wasn’t too far out of the way. “Her keys are in the ignition, her purse is in the back and she’s nowhere to be seen.” He also didn’t mention the fact he’d just found her cell underneath said car. He didn’t want to overload her with information if there was an easy explanation.

      “Oh. That doesn’t sound like Mikayla at all.” She paused like she needed a few seconds to let the information sink in. “She was scheduled to work with me this morning and didn’t show. I haven’t heard from her since yesterday. She stopped by for supper last night. I got worried that maybe her car broke down on the way in. She’s been having trouble with it ever since it hit fifty thousand miles last month.”

      Noah didn’t like the sound of this one bit. “There could be an easy explanation for this. Right now, I need to notify the sheriff.” Dammit. He just remembered when this call ended he’d be locked out of her phone.

      “I was just about to suggest doing the same. Will you call me back the minute you know anything?”

      She probably wouldn’t know, but he figured he had to ask anyway. “Do you, by chance, know the password to unlock her phone?”

      “No, I don’t. I’m sorry.”

      “This phone is useless to me once we hang up except for the ability to call 911. Can you call the sheriff for me? Let him know what I just told you and where I am. I’ll stay here and walk the lake until he gets here.” Most local folks had Griff’s number programmed in and especially business owners who might need to reach him urgently. Gunner was the kind of place folks were on a first-name basis with each other and family businesses went back generations. The more

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Also by Barb Han
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Barb Han


      		About the Author


    


  


