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Prologue
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Tanner Eugene Worthington III’s face twisted as he grabbed me by the front of my shirt. “You send that. Stop fucking around or that brat of yours won’t eat tonight. You hear him crying back there?”

I nodded. Poor Jake. 

“He’ll be screaming if I need to use him to show you who’s in charge here. I call the shots.” The man shook me. 

Not over four inches taller than me, if it wasn’t for my son, still a baby, I’d chance kicking this bully’s ass. It would surely land me in jail next to Tuttle. Fucking coyote shouldn’t have come to me for help hiding. Just because he once knew my man didn’t mean I’d help him hide out.

If Worthington put me anywhere near Tuttle, there’d be a war. The idiot knew I had a kid. He should have taken his ass into the high country. If my Frank were alive today, Tuttle’s face would get rearranged. 

I needed Frank now more than I’d ever needed him. Since he wasn’t available, I must figure out how to keep myself and Jake alive—somehow. 

A bully in every sense of the word, Worthington had no reason to treat either of us this way. I’d send the damn message, just as I’d sent the others. Not that Worthington would get any response to it. What citizen of a Blue state in his right mind would send a woman to a Red one? 

If this ploy failed to net him what he wanted, would he go away and leave Jake and me alone? I didn’t think so. The hand twisting my left nipple so hard I couldn’t suppress a hiss told me there wasn’t a hope in hell of that. 

Worthington released me with a slight shove. “Get to it. Send it now.”

He sat heavily on the hospital bed he’d had moved in here and closed his eyes. 

I had no opportunity to escape. One of his men took a step in my direction. No additional coercion necessary, I used the communicator and transmitted the message the bastard had drafted. That done, I tossed it to the mattress. 

His eyes opened, and Worthington scooped it up. “Good.” He turned that glare on the other man. “Get her out of here. I’m not ready for fun with her yet. It’s going to be a while. Take her to the brat. If she feeds it, maybe it’ll stop making noise. Secure them. I doubt we’ll get an immediate response. Still, I want the damn thing monitored 24/7. No fucking excuses. And send that idiot doctor in. Tell him I’m in pain and I want a shot.”

“Yes, sir.” 

The thug reached for my arm, and I shook him off. I didn’t need any help to get away from Worthington. I hid the glee I got from knowing that piece of garbage hurt. Rumor had it his son had escaped to a Blue state and in the process injured King Gene. 

From what I’d learned when listening to the four guards talk, King Gene wasn’t healing as well as he should. I hoped the old bastard died. With him gone, there would be a big shakeup in the reigning families. 

The Anders family believed they had the best chance to take over. What they didn’t know was Ward Larch had been doing a little campaigning on the sly. The birthrate for the ruling class and the White populace was decreasing. 

We of the First Nations had been quietly doing our best to circumvent the blood quantum bullshit rule designed to eliminate us as a race. If they thought we didn’t understand what that rule meant, the lot of them were insane. 

Frank and I never married by Idaho law. We did by Salish standards. Our union and Jake’s subsequent birth meant another child had come into the world a little more Salish than either of his parents. Two half-breed parents equaled one almost full-blood child. 

It was up to me to keep that child alive and pass on the knowledge of who and what he really was. I’d do anything to keep Jake safe, which included getting him to his fraternal grandparents to hide and raise. We were working on that. The next moonless night, my child—and King Gene’s hold on me—might disappear. 
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Chapter One
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Damn it. Duke first, then Chelle. Mai right after that and now Tavros. My cousins were falling in love left, right, and center. But not me. No, I hadn’t found a woman who interested me yet. I wondered if I ever would. 

Tavros sat in the big recliner in his living room with Lis in his lap and all the dogs lay clustered around the foot of the thing. He looked content. The grin he wore almost appeared painted on. Big, white teeth in that black face seemed... weird. I’d never seen him look so silly before. 

I might have teased him, except I wanted something—help. The brilliant plan I’d thought up needed one more little thing. Going undercover into Idaho would work if... if I had an occupation that would pass scrutiny. 

There lay the problem. What the hell could I actually do and not get nabbed by the CNP for being a spy? I, for damn sure, wasn’t about to tout my experience in tech. That would get me chained to a desk somewhere. I needed some business that would allow me to come and go as I pleased. My nerdy brain had checked out, and I couldn’t come up with a thing. 

My big black cousin had an ability to think out of the box. I did too, if we were talking tech. Outside of technical shit, I had times when I couldn’t keep from appearing as the clueless nerd I was. 

“Tavros?”

He lifted his head, but one hand still played with Lis’ hair. “Oh, yeah. What did you need again?”

“Your help, damn it. If you can concentrate on something other than Lis for five seconds.”

The grin wiped off his face, his eyes narrowed as he glared at me. Not the reaction I wanted. “Please? I’ve got a problem with the plan.”

When he leaned forward, the chair came up a couple of notches. Seated now instead of reclining, Tavros tightened his hold on the woman asleep in his lap. “What’s wrong? I thought you had it all figured out. That’s what you told Grandmére.”

“I’ve almost got it. Well, except for one complication. I don’t know what I can use for an occupation that will allow me free run of the place. If I go in on tech stuff, they’ll stick me in an office somewhere and that will be that. Not to mention they watch their tech people as if they were criminals trying to escape.”

“That’s easy. Borrow that fancy thing Grandmére uses to take images and tell them you’re a travel writer.”

“Fuck! That’s brilliant. How did you come up with that?”

“I’m smart. That’s how.”

“Okay. Do I take notes with the pictures? You were always better at the English shit when we were in school. I always rely on auto-correct for anything that isn’t tech. Mitten probably spells better than I do.”

“Crud, Chev. You’re going to make me move.” He kicked the recliner upright and gave Lis a steamy kiss. I started making puking noises to tease him. Tavy leveled one of his keep-fucking-around-and-you-get-nothing stares my way. 

Oops. I had to remember Lis had him sewn up tight. Teasing him about the woman would see my ass booted out the door. I held up both hands. “I give. Sorry.”

The smile he turned on Lis could light the entire compound and what remained of Seattle. “Sugar, I’m taking this uneducated faux vampire into the office and give him a few pointers. If I don’t and something happens to his TWA, Grandmére will skin me.”

Lis glanced at me, then turned back to Tavy. “TWA?” 

Lowering her feet to the floor, he followed. Tavros pulled her close and stroked her hair. Damn, my cousin had it bad. 

“Tight. White. Ass.”

Lis giggled. “I guess you could say I’m a TWA.”

“Uh-huh. And I love yours as much as Mai loves Tanner’s.”

She dissolved into laughter and waved Tavy off with one hand. 

He chuckled as he crooked a finger at me. “Move it. Come on. I’m going to show you what will make the entire job damn near painless.”

At his desk, Tavros settled into the chair and motioned in my direction. “Get around here and let’s set you up. You’ll need this app to go with the word processor. It’ll tell you if you need to make any corrections. And I would turn on the manual input mode. You sure as hell don’t want anyone listening in when you add content. Not in that fucked-up place. You’ll want everything as below their notice as you can get.”

What interested me was his competence with it all. What the hell went on? “Tavros, you look as if you’ve done a lot of this. How come?”

His fingers froze in position over the keys of the communicator. “Ah, school shit.”

“Nope. No bullshit. I remember you chattering away into your machine with the rest of us. This is more than the usual familiarity. What the fuck have you been doing?”

Both hands in his lap, he turned my way. “You must moderate what comes out of your mouth. The CNP frowns on cursing.”

“So they do. I’ll manage that. But you won’t get away with deflecting me here. I want to know what the Sam Hill you’ve been up to on the sly.”

The grimace that flew across his face told me I’d cornered him. The big man was about to give up a major revelation. “I’ve been writing books.”

“Well, now. Have you? Under Tavros Fallas-Gorrido? I’ll look them up.”

“You won’t find anything, not yet. Here, let me pull up the mystery I’m working on. I can send you a copy of what I have to date and—”

“But you said books,” I interrupted. “That’s plural. It means more than one. Have you been using a pen name? What is it?”

“Fucking bloodsucker! You don’t let go, do you? Yes, under a pen name. I won’t tell you what it is. All I’m gonna say is they are romance novels, and keep your mouth shut. I don’t want that information getting out. You blab and I’m going to rearrange your face.”

It took clutching the arms of the chair and an exercise of extreme willpower to keep from laughing my ass off. Tavy, with muscles all over that large body, wrote romance. Since I didn’t feel like having my teeth loosened, I held it in.

He glared at me. “Got some smart-mouthed comment to make?”

After a hard swallow, I chanced making a response. “Nope. How are sales?”

I asked the right question. An expression of amazement zipped across his face. “The damn things are flying into tablets in Blue states and off the shelves in the Red ones. Lis says the male contingent of the CNP thinks they’re decent for women and girls to have.” A smile lit his face. “Stupid idiots aren’t reading them all the way through. They start with a trope...”

“What the fuck... ah, what on earth is a trope?”

“A plot device. About like when you take existing tech and build something from it. What you make is a little different—with you, way different—but the thing you started with remains the same. A basic type.”

“Go on.”

“I start with an alpha male thing. You know, an in-charge man. But by the end of the book, he learns how to change that and interact with the women in his life on a different, less controlling level.”

This time I couldn’t keep the laugh in. Then Tavros joined in. “They don’t read romance, too wimpy for them. So, the women get to see that, somewhere, another way of interacting exists.”

“Subversion at the grassroots level. Good job. Sure you won’t tell me what name you’re using? I might be able to use that in Idaho.”

“I suppose you might need to know, so I’ll tell you. Swear by all that’s holy, if you tell the rest of the family before I get the mystery out...”

“Oh! I get it. You’ll tell the family about the mystery and let them see it. But the other stuff is still a deep, dark secret.”

“It is. You, me, and Lis. My publisher, editor, and cover artist are the only ones who know. If I get teased by Duke or Aaron...”

“You’ll take all my teeth out the hard way.” I crossed my heart with my right hand. “Swear I’ll keep it quiet. But you should tell Grandmére. You know she’ll keep your secret and that would tickle her to no end.”

“I’ve been thinking about saying something to her. I’ll go see her tonight and explain. Alright, if you need to throw my name around, I’m writing those as T.L. Gloria.”

“Good one. Easy to remember. Okay, now show me the rest of what I need to know.”

I walked home with my communicator stuffed with a couple of new apps and a grin on my face. It just went to show that people could surprise the hell out of you. Never in a million years would I have thought Tavros would write romance novels, but his admittance illuminated a few things I’d wondered about. The first being why he didn’t have enough time to work his kennel and the dogs. Having Lis do it allowed him to write more. He’d done as he said and sent me the manuscript of the mystery. After dinner, I wanted to read it at home. I’d thought about calling up a woman I knew and maybe getting laid, but that could wait. I needed to read what Tavy sent first. And I would buy one he’d written under the pen name. I wanted to have a good take on what the CNP allowed their women to read. 

Not to mention, I agreed to keep his writing romance secret. What I didn’t agree to was to let him off the hook or not giving him shit. I didn’t bother trying to stifle a grin. After all, that’s what cousins were for.
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Chapter Two
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Dark of the moon. My son would get out of here even if I couldn’t. Jake would survive. My living through this remained questionable. With Jake safe, I could finally put up the fight I wanted to. 

King Gene foolishly thought keeping us on the second floor of this place with bars on the window would suffice. Not for long, once we set the stage. For the last two nights, I made sure everyone saw me at the window.

That piece of trash calling himself a man knew I’d spent half the night in front of the bars. Come daylight, he had the window inspected to make sure I wasn’t trying to get out somehow. After tonight, he’d find out what he’d missed. 

But Amonson would be in the clear. My guard passed the messages, the plea for help to Frank’s parents, and their reply. 

I sincerely hoped Tanner Eugene Worthington III would have a heart attack in the morning on discovering his hold over me no longer existed. Jake would be gone. He was three days old when I first taught him to be silent. I’d never expected to need to use that training so soon. Tuttle had brought them down on me as a bad dog brings trouble back to camp.

I couldn’t get through those bars—Jake could. As soon as it got dark, I swaddled him. I made a hammock from a pillowcase and rope from the sheet. 

The window open, Jake cradled in my arms, I waited for the sound of the nighthawk. With no clock or watch, I had to gauge the time by the night sounds. Worthington had picked the best possible spot to hide out in—for my purpose. As the noises faded, I knew the hour was late. 

A nighthawk sounded in the shrubbery below and at the edge of the clearing. A croaking auk-auk-auk, the sound of a male courting a female bird came a second time. Tears in my eyes, I kissed my son and turned him on his side to ease him through the bars. I arranged the hammock he rested in and played out the rope made of sheeting. 

At the height of a man above the ground, a figure darted into the faint light coming from the back door. The yard light surged on, but a quick tug had pulled the rope from my fingers. If the rescuer could get away before the yard light got noticed, Jake would be safe. 

I heard nothing as the figure made its way back into the brush surrounding the house. My son in their arms, the person left.

Worthington probably had a stake in the reopened mine, which had led to the ghost town of Burke’s rehabilitation. I could think of no other reason for him to be here. Asking my benefactor, Amonson, for any information would only find us both being interrogated. The man had done enough for me by helping me get Jake to safety. 

I wished I’d never taken the job at the Idaho Botanical Garden. But I loved plants and yearned to see what we could do to help the average gardener produce food. Global warming changed our climate. With less water and hotter summers, coupled with dry winters, a lot of the old favorites for the home gardener no longer grew. 

And I must make a living for Jake and me, which had brought me to Boise. That, in turn, led to Des Tuttle contacting me to see if he could hide out long enough to evade Worthington’s thugs. 

It hadn’t taken Worthington long to find me. I’d been arguing with Tuttle, begging him to leave me alone, when they showed up and grabbed the three of us. They tossed us in a vehicle and drove east, then north, to Burke. 

Being in Burke proved to be a bit of good luck for Jake and me. What was once a ghost town, now reopened as a company mining town, lay close to the Montana border. Only a few miles on the other side if a person used the old Burke Canyon Road. 

In bad shape, the old dirt road still had its uses. This time, it would be the freedom road for Jake. I knew the elder Tall Trees hadn’t completed this mission. Their health wasn’t that good. Someone else had made the trip. 

The figure took off with my son so fast, I didn’t get to see if they were male or female. It didn’t matter. If I got out of this mess alive, I’d thank them later.

Worthington’s guards came around the side of the house. The yard light had alerted them, but they weren’t fast enough. Jake and his rescuer were already gone. They had slipped through the brush as silent as an owl on the hunt. I took a step back from the window. 

A few minutes later, someone pounded up the stairs. Amonson threw open the door and his superior hurried past him. Lester came to a stop just inside the room and looked around. Then he hurried to the crib. 

Seeing it empty, he grabbed my arm. “Where’s the fucking kid?”

I laughed. He backhanded me and my lip split. That didn’t matter. Jake was safe. Now I didn’t care what the hell they did to me. 

[image: image]

The child breathed. I could tell that much. Jenna must have taught him how to be silent. What a pain in the butt that she’d found it necessary. Since Frank Tall Tree’s murder, her precaution made sense. I’d investigated that incident and had no idea who pulled the trigger. From what I’d put together at the scene, Frank had run across a miner who didn’t like being spotted trying to take gold out of Salish ground.

Good thing I did my best to stay in shape. Five miles to the Montana border. Only five miles and we’d be beyond Worthington’s reach. 

We had some real jerks in the Montana government, but nothing like Worthington. That man was the worst of the worst. When I found out he’d escaped alive from his son, I’d wished the kid had offed him. Not that I made any such incriminating statement out loud. 

Being a Montana State Trooper had its good points and a bunch of bad ones. Still, I’d been at it long enough to get some seniority. That entitled me to a few perks, like taking a couple of days off to rescue Jake Tall Tree. What my supervisor didn’t know wouldn’t hurt me. 

Leaving Jenna there bothered me all to hell and gone. But Amonson had been adamant. Getting her and the child out wasn’t possible. I understood the facts, which didn’t help my anger. Leaving a woman to face Worthington’s rage was only part of it. Leaving kin made the entire situation worse. 

Damn! Jake behaved himself as a warrior would already. Just a few weeks old and he knew when to be quiet. His father would be proud. I ran past the Sonora Peak Road and swerved around the chain-link fence enclosing the power station stuff. Ma waited there with the ATV idling in the gravel throat of the Washington Basin Road. 

I thrust Jake at her, and she slid backward to allow me to take the driver’s seat. She didn’t say a word as we sped east toward Montana and freedom for poor Jake. Since he was still nursing, Mary Jo and I couldn’t keep him. We’d already gotten everything set up for the kid, though. Two more hours and he’d be plugged in with Missy Two Bears. 

Across the border, my patrol SUV sat with the ATV trailer hitched to it. On reaching it, Ma hopped off with Jake in her arms. She yanked the back passenger door open and got busy checking Jake over. 

While she took care of the kid, I loaded the ATV. Ma got in the back with the baby and the things we’d brought along in case he needed them. She pulled the door closed as I got in the driver’s seat. I’d breathe way easier once we put Jake in Missy’s arms. 

“I’m gonna get in touch with the Soberts.”

“Honey, be careful. If your supervisor gets wind of you doing anything with them, they’ll throw me back in jail and you with me.”

“I’m not about to do anything to get caught. I’m going to contact family in Canada. They can talk to the Soberts without raising any red flags.”

“You’re right. Just be careful. Maybe it would be best to meet them in Canada and do this one on one.”

“Don’t worry. I know what not to say. Worthington IV missed his chance to take the jerk down. He might like another stab at it.”

“For heaven’s sake! Thomas Dell Manning, don’t say that shit out loud. And not in this SUV. What if they have it bugged?”

I grinned at Ma in the rearview mirror. “Funny thing about that. I’m always traveling rough roads and they knock the things offline all the time.”

She sighed, but then Ma grinned at me. “Don’t get too cocksure, Manning. There’s always a better thing out there.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll do my best to keep us both out of their lousy jail. Worse comes to worst, maybe we’ll become Canadians.”

Jake whimpered. That transferred Ma’s concern to him. I concentrated on my driving. The sooner the kid got to his foster mom, the better. 
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Chapter Three


[image: image]


The backhanded slap didn’t take me unaware. I expected it. My nose leaked blood, and he reopened the split lip Lester doled out the night before. Punishment for going against King Gene’s will had to happen. His decree, “take her out and shoot her,” did come as a shock. 

The four men glanced at each other, and Dern shook his head. Amonson’s hand tightened on my arm, but his supervisor, Lester, stepped forward. “Sir, by law, we can’t do that. She’s a verified breeder and delivered a healthy child not over a year ago. The woman did nothing to be jailed for. Even failure to obey a direct order from a superior isn’t grounds for termination. If she was at home, her husband or the head of the home would impose sanctions and detention.”

Worthington III flopped back against the pillows. I guessed hitting me had taken most of his strength. I glanced at Lester as a hand pushed tissues my way. Amonson again. 

“Son of a bitch! Where are my people when I need them? They did what needed doing.” He waved a hand at the four men. “Unlike you. Useless, all of you.”

Lester took a step back. He and the other three exchanged glances. I guessed they must know each other well. Did that mean they knew Amonson had helped get Jake to safety? I knew I could trust him, and I wasn’t about to extend that to the other three without some proof.

A hand urged me back, away from Worthington III’s bed. I didn’t resist. Then Lester took a step to the side, effectively hiding me from view. “Sir, I understand your goal is to get your son back and the woman he left with. I’m wondering if you may have left something out during our initial meeting. Our contract states we will not take part in any illegal activities.”

“Horse shit! I made it clear at the outset that there might be injuries—”

“Yes,” Lester cut him off. “In a fight to protect you and your interests, those are likely to occur. Killing someone simply because you wish to be rid of a person who might say uncomplimentary things... that isn’t in the contract.”

“What the hell kind of security firm are you? If you won’t do what you’re told, the lot of you aren’t worth paying.” He tried, but King Gene’s shout lacked any force. 

“We won’t—can’t commit murder for you. Convincing a recalcitrant woman to cooperate by threatening her baby was problematic, but we complied. Killing her because the likelihood of her conceding to your wishes has evaporated is beyond the scope of our agreement.”

The old man wheezed, and I wondered what had happened to him. If his lungs were injured, might he die from it? I sure hoped so. Would Amonson tell me if I asked?

“Then take her back to the room. Don’t let her get away until I have time to think of another plan of action. Does that violate your terms of service?” Sarcasm dripped from Worthington’s mouth like venom. 

Lester turned toward his crew. Each man nodded. He turned back to face King Gene. “No, sir. The TOS allows that. But she is to be fed and cared for, as we would do for any prisoner.”

The wheezing became more pronounced. “Then get her”—he raised a hand, and it shook as he waved toward me—“the hell out of here. Send my nurse in. You bunch of candy asses have sucked me dry.”

“Yes, sir,” Lester said as Amonson took my arm and hustled me out of the room. Not a word passed between anyone as they took me down the hall. 

Once again, I found myself in my prison. 

“Breakfast will be later than usual. I’ll bring up something to treat your wound. Tip your head back and put a cold cloth on your nose,” Amonson instructed before he closed the door. 

It went better than I expected, after all. Over in Montana, we’d heard rumors of Worthington III disposing of people who crossed him. Montana’s administration leaned more toward imprisonment for offenders. They had also flown out those they deemed no longer decent to Mexico. That was always a one-way ticket. No one had ever returned. 

I suspected once he finished with me, had Jake still been here, he might have disposed of us both if Lester cooperated. Thank goodness King Gene no longer had his cadre of personal troops ready to do his bidding, no matter what it entailed. 

In the bathroom, I inspected my split lip and leaking nose. The first flood had eased to a trickle. I wondered what they were bringing me to eat. Could I chew with this split lip? If Frank was still alive, that old used-up ass would have more than a busted lip. 

Using the cloth, I patted my face clean. My tee shirt needed to soak in cold water since it was the only one I had. A rap on the door told me Amonson had returned with my food. 

“Mrs. Tall Tree?”

“In the bathroom. You guys got any peroxide? This is the only fucking shirt I’ve got, and I need to get the blood out of it.”

I heard the snick of the door closing. One thing about this man, he didn’t talk much, so the chuckle surprised me. “I thought about that. I’ve got the peroxide, oatmeal, and one of my tees for you.”

“Really? Thanks a bunch. Oatmeal is something I think I can eat.” I turned to find the man putting the tray on the bed. He tossed the white tee shirt beside it. A second shirt would help. I already had two stains on my shirt from leaking because I no longer had Jake to feed. 

He straightened and sighed. “Lester is still angry with Worthington III. We had a quick conference. There are two reasons we’re still here.” He held up one finger. “The bastard is still paying us. Second, we don’t know what to do with you. If we leave, there’s no telling what he will do and then blame us.”

“That makes sense.” I looked at the tray. “Ah, aspirin. Thanks for that. I didn’t think to ask.”

“Yeah, I figure you’ll need them. I brought you a disposable glass.” He grinned. “I was married. Without the kid, if you don’t do some expressing, you’ll get to be a hurting unit.”

“You have kids?”

“Yeah. I do.” His face lost all expression. “She had a difficult pregnancy. Didn’t survive. Grandma has the kids.”

Damn, I understood the man a lot better now. “How many?”

“Two girls.” He shook his head. I’m saving money to get them out of here before they’re viable breeders. He mouthed the words. 

I already knew there were listening devices in the room. All the important information about getting Jake out of here had been written, read, torn into pieces, and flushed away. 

He put a hand to his ear. “I gotta go. I’ll be back later with lunch. Take two of the aspirin and rest for a while.” 

Then he was gone, and I thanked the spirits for the man and his understanding. I needed to get some of the milk out of my breasts to keep from hurting. Then I’d do as he suggested. I hoped I’d get a little sleep, but there was no telling. Everything was up in the air. Heaven only knew what the hell would happen now. 
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