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CHAPTER ONE
 
Garrett pulled the flash drive from the computer and pocketed it. He had

everything he needed. Typing in another command he disabled the
surveillance equipment he had placed in various offices. With luck, no one
would find it until long after he was gone. Not that he needed luck. He was
good at his job.

Sometimes too good. It wasn’t this assignment that bothered him. He’d
been hired to find out what was wrong at Blackthorn. Finding discrepancies at
his home office bothered him.

Focus, man. You’ve got to get out of here first.
A few more keystrokes and he had all the evidence of his investigation at

Blackthorn Ltd. neatly hidden so deep in cyberspace it would take a world
class hacker to find it. He quickly opened and closed numerous files holding
information on companies not part of the investigation just to add a little fun
to the chase. Hardcopies of the important files had already been shredded and
distributed between several dumpsters. Said dumpsters were located in parts
of New York City he doubted the guys he was investigating even knew
existed.

But Garrett knew them. He’d spent his teenage years in the seedier parts
of New York. He could blend into those neighborhoods as well as the chrome
and smoked glass of this Manhattan office. And he hated both. So why do I
stay?

Refusing to dig through the quagmire of his pain and guilt ridden
subconscious, and not having the time, he glanced at the Rolex on his wrist. In
ten minutes the three o’clock meeting of all the top level management at
Blackthorn Ltd. would be over. After almost two years the time for him to
take his leave had come. Lifting his briefcase to the desktop, he twirled the
combination locks. When it popped open, he removed the gun and holster
there and clipped them to the back of his belt. Garrett didn’t particularly like
guns, but he wasn’t stupid. Leaving an assignment was usually the trickiest
part. White collar crooks could get nastier than most people would expect.
He closed and locked the briefcase, set it back underneath his desk, lifted his
suit coat from the back of his chair and slipped it on.

“Show time,” he whispered to himself before pressing the intercom
button on his desk phone.

“Yes, Mr. Steele?”
“Would you please go to Blackthorn’s office and pick up a file he wants

me to take a look at? I’m waiting on a call.” He liked Martha his secretary.



She was professional, efficient, and minded her own business, all qualities
someone undercover could appreciate.

“Certainly, Mr. Steele.”
From his position he could see her progress down the hall and into the

elevator. He stood and crossed the floor to close his office door. Every
second he could stall the discovery of his exit was important. Walking to his
private bathroom, he locked that door before exiting through another. Three
steps later he ducked into the stairwell. The security cameras in the stairwells
didn’t worry him. He’d made loops of several different days’ comings and
goings over the past two years. Plugging them into the outdated system was
never a problem.

He walked up one flight and waited in the stairwell until he heard the top
floor’s stairwell door open and the click of high heels on the stairs. Martha
was on her way back. She always took the stairs down from Blackthorn’s
office. Checking the hallway he stepped out and pushed the elevator’s down
button. A moment later the doors opened and he stepped in.

Within three minutes he walked out the main door of the building and
stood on the sidewalk. An irritating tingle itched at the back of his neck. He
turned toward the attached parking garage, but took only two steps. Never
one to ignore the odd feelings or hunches that had saved his butt more than
once, he thought about what could be causing it now.

From where he stood, he could see the top of his car in its assigned space
on the second level. He took another step then pushed the automatic start on
the key to his company BMW. The thunderous explosion a moment later,
accompanied by billowing clouds of smoke and debris, had people on the
sidewalk ducking for cover.

Clenching his teeth and fists, Garrett turned on his heel and headed in the
opposite direction. His uncanny sense of self-preservation had once again
saved his sorry ass. Thankful didn’t begin to describe his emotions. Regret
for anyone hurt in the garage because of him, yeah, he felt that guilt already
piling on his shoulders. Anger at not knowing who did it? Definitely. But
thankful, no.

Walking against the crowds of people running to help the victims, he
added leaving the scene of a crime to his list of offenses. If he were anyone
else, he would probably be freaking out, or at least wandering aimlessly
wondering what the hell had happened like the other people on the street. But
he wasn’t, he was the Man of Steele, as the other investigators in the company
had dubbed him. Showing emotion was a weakness he didn’t allow.

He walked to the alley two buildings down. Once inside the darkness he



sprinted to the next street, slowing to a walk just before reaching the end.
Stepping out onto the sidewalk, he went to the corner and crossed with the
crowd of people there. He walked for another couple of blocks to another
parking garage and went to the third level.

After trading his suit coat for the leather jacket in the saddlebag on his
Harley, he pulled a helmet over his head. Straddling the bike, he turned the
key in the ignition. The welcome vibration of the bike’s motor helped calm
the irritation boiling in his veins. It was rare he was found out. Actually it had
never happened before. He didn’t like the old doubts from his childhood that
flooded his mind with the explosion of his car. You’re too obvious. Too soft.
Don’t be like me, Garrett. Toughen up. That thought lead to the part of his
brain where he locked away the pain of his one and only attempt at a
romantic relationship soon after he’d started working for Clay. He’d fallen
fast and hard for a woman. When he asked her to marry him, she laughed in
his face, telling him he was great for a little bedroom diversion, but she could
never marry someone like him. The mistake had solidified the truth of his
father’s words. After that mistake he’d made a concerted effort to emulate
his name in both his work and personal life.

In fact, from that moment on he’d reverted to following his father’s
example. Variety, they say, is the spice of life. Garrett’s life became very
spicy. No one ever saw him with the same woman more than once. Actually, it
was rare to see him with a woman, because the women he saw wanted the
same thing as him – an evening in bed. Period.

Revving the motorcycle’s engine a couple of times he grabbed hold of the
only good advice his father ever gave him, released the doubts, and focused
on getting out of Manhattan.

He drove toward his apartment. Not the one he used while on assignment,
but one leased under a different name. Believing his cover blown he didn’t
wanted to chance they knew his in town residence. Not even Clandestine
Investigations, the company he worked for, knew about this one. That thought
made him realize the suspects for the attempt on his life had doubled. The
person trying to kill him could be in the home office or Blackthorn Ltd.
Anyone could get into the parking garage. And if the person worked at
Clandestine they would have known he was leaving Blackthorn today. Rage at
the possibility that someone he worked with had blown his cover had him
accelerate, weaving through traffic as if he could leave the disturbing
thoughts behind.

Once inside the safety of his apartment he made the necessary call to the
home office. All the information he’d sent had been received and the client



would be informed of his findings. He mentioned the car and was told it had
indeed been his Blackthorn owned BMW that exploded. The lack of concern
by his boss put Garrett in his place. Obviously he’d started to think himself
irreplaceable. The reality of the situation was Clay had plenty of other
investigators. Losing him wouldn’t matter. Old resentments clawed their way
out of the black recesses of his mind overtaking his usual iron-clad control.

“What the hell do you mean it doesn’t matter?” he shouted. “Somebody
tried to blow me up. That means someone knew before I even left the
building, probably before you even received the final report.”

“Whoa, calm down, Steele. I didn’t say it doesn’t matter. But, the building
has been under surveillance since before you made your exit. None of the
players have left. That means they think they were successful and have no
reason to worry. Even if they try to leave, with the Intel you got, they’re not
going anywhere but jail in the foreseeable future. We’ll catch them. I don’t
take attempts on the life of my best investigator and friend, lightly. When
they’re arrested for fraud and embezzlement we’ll add attempted murder to
the charges.”

Garrett took a deep breath to calm his frustration and clear his thoughts.
He didn’t get caught up in the idea of Clay calling him a friend. Neither one
of them had time for such things. He shook off the odd depression that had
started to seep into his mind and turned back to work. “Did you get the other
Intel I sent?”

“Yeah, thanks for bringing it to my attention. I’m looking into it. I’ll keep
you updated. In regard to the car incident, there are other possibilities. Other
offices use that garage. The target could have been someone else. I have
people on it. We’ll have an answer one way or another soon. Right now you
need to take a vacation, Steele. You’ve earned it and I’d prefer you kept a low
profile for a few days.” The owner of Clandestine Investigations
disconnected before he could comment.

Garrett’s fingers nearly crushed the phone after flipping it closed.  
Someone else? But whoever planted the bomb just happens to mistakenly 
pick his car on the same day he’s leaving an assignment? No, that would be 
too coincidental. He wasn’t buying it. And vacation? He didn’t do vacations. 
After eight years of employment Clay should know that. A day off once in a 
while, but that was all. Any longer than that without a definitive purpose for 
the day and he’d go bonkers. Then something occurred to Garrett. 

Wanting him to take a vacation meant Clay was more than a little
concerned. The man was known for his level head and calm demeanor. He
didn’t worry about his operatives, he executed well thought out assignments.



Garrett hadn’t realized he’d been doubting Clay’s part in the problems at
Clandestine before. But now he knew Clay wasn’t involved. If he were, he
would want Garrett to stick around so another attempt could be made. Right?
Releasing at least one concern, and a deep breath with it, he headed to his
bedroom.

“Vacation,” he muttered throwing the phone on his bed.
Since he couldn’t go back to the office any time soon, he stripped off his

suit on his way to the shower. Leaving the bathroom half an hour later, he
stared into his closet. Old jeans and a white cotton button down would feel
good. How long had it been since he’d really relaxed? College probably.
Memories of shooting hoops with his college friend filled his mind while he
dug out the oldest pair of jeans he could find. Surprisingly calm for having
nearly been killed earlier, he snagged the phone from the bed and shoved it
in his back pocket.

It was only six o’clock. He prowled around his apartment wondering what
to do. Knowing he had to give Clay at least tonight before asking for more
information, he didn’t bother calling his boss back.

He walked into the kitchen and opened the cabinet over the refrigerator.
A bottle of Macallan’s scotch stood like a sentry in front of an odd
assortment of single and double old fashion glasses. It was open, very little
missing. He rarely drank; his father had shown him what happened when you
drank all the time. When Garrett did, he only allowed himself one at a time
while on a job. Buying a new bottle the day he started an assignment was one
way he had of judging his frustration or boredom level.

This job had been intense. Frustration high. Almost two years later and
he’d only twisted the cap once. Concentration had been too important to
allow himself to be slow witted. But now, with nowhere to go and nothing to
be responsible for, maybe he’d tie one on. It’d been years since he’d gotten
good and drunk.

Grasping the bottle he pulled it from the cabinet, grabbed a glass and
poured in two fingers worth. He took a sip, just a sip, preferring to nurse his
drink. He bought high quality. Wasting it on quick shots was unacceptable.
While the alcohol woke up his taste buds, he opened another cabinet and
found a bag of tortilla chips. A grin pulled at his lips when, opening the
fridge, he found a half empty bottle of hot salsa. Glad he’d stocked a few
items in anticipation of closing the investigation; he poured the salsa into a
dish, gathered everything together and carried it into the front room.

He had a plasma television hanging on the wall, but wasn’t a big watcher.
It rarely came on except to listen to the news as he worked. Now music he



enjoyed. As he stretched out in his favorite leather chair, he snagged the
remote for the stereo. One of his rare extravagances, Garrett enjoyed
kicking back and emptying his mind by listening to it. He’d spent hours
making sure the speakers were placed exactly right. Even his chair had been
positioned for optimum satisfaction. Resting his feet on the ottoman he
prepared for a rare night of no research, no phone calls, and no reports.

After ten minutes munching on the chips, and sipping scotch he was ready
to throw the salsa across the room. That way he’d at least have something
physical to occupy himself with for a few minutes.

How could he relax knowing his cover had been blown? And not knowing
how? Was it his fault or had someone in the main office given him up?
Having a back-up plan was smart. Using it meant you’d screwed up. Screwing
up got you killed. He didn’t exactly have a perfect life, but it was his and he
didn’t want it to end yet. And not at someone else’s hand.

Garrett stared at the glow of the readouts on the stereo. Early evening
cast a muted glow around the shades on the windows. The lighting and low
level music were a perfect set-up for mentally digging through the large
amounts of information in his head. He should try to figure out how his cover
had been blown. Go through every day of every journal for the past two
months. Look for where he had botched up. Unfortunately what came to the
fore first were the doubts that had nearly swamped him earlier.

Images of his drunken father waving a glass at him saying, “You’re too
obvious, Garrett. Too soft. They’ll rip you to shreds. You don’t want to be like
me. Toughen up, boy.” It was the one good thing his father had ever done for
him. And Garrett had learned the lesson well.

He applied it to every aspect of his life. School, work, personal, it was all
the same to him. School had been the easiest, because it simply required
motivation and dedication. The motive, to get away from home, fueled the
dedication. He earned an academic full ride to Denver University, a school as
far away from his life as he could get. Work had never been a problem.
Having watched his father drink away a good career Garrett had the
motivation to do the opposite. Women had taken more practice.

“No!” he said, slamming his hand down on the arm of the chair then
standing. Another trip down misery lane would not help. He carried the salsa
dish, chips, and his half empty glass into the kitchen. The busy work of
washing the dishes and putting things away did little to keep his thoughts
away from the mine field of his past. Closing the cabinet door with deliberate
control he turned toward his desk.

As he booted up his laptop the phone in his back pocket rang.



Pulling it out he glanced at the display. His brows drew in, furrowing his
forehead as he flipped the phone open. Clay’s personal cell number. This
couldn’t be good. “Steele.”

“The police announced that no one was killed in the explosion. Blackthorn
called a minute later and said Scarpelli slipped through his net,” Clay said
without preamble. “I have no idea how, since we had eyes on every exit.”

“Not a problem. As long as I know, I can handle it.” Garrett had been a
target before. Most of the threats were empty. But even the ones that weren’t
didn’t worry him. He knew how to take care of himself. Granted this time he
wasn’t sure how many people he was dealing with.

“Normally I would agree, but not knowing the wild card that blew your
cover, I don’t want to take chances. And Garrett, there’s more.”

Garrett rubbed the back of his neck as that damned itch started again.
“What else?”

“Someone must know about the discrepancies you found here. I overheard
some board members saying they received evidence that says you’re stealing
from the company.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. You believe them?” Getting worse didn’t
describe what was happening to his day.

“If I did I wouldn’t be telling you. I don’t know where this rumor or
information started. I haven’t talked to anyone about what you sent me. The
fact that I haven’t seen this supposed evidence makes me suspicious of it.
Anyway, I want you to leave town. Now.”

“Run? That will make me look guiltier. I need to--”
“You need to do what I tell you to do this time. You’re not running;

you’re going on vacation. I’ll make it official at the office. But get out of
here tonight. When I have any news, I’ll call.” For the second time in one day
his boss hung up on him.

The switch from relaxed to intense took no time. The order from Clay
confirmed for Garrett that his boss was not involved. If he had been, he would
have asked where Garrett would go. The way he’d said it then disconnected
said he didn’t want to know. Already on his feet, Garrett walked to his desk
while dialing another number. Waiting for an answer he picked up the
backpack beside the desk and opened it.

“Hey, man, what’s up?” the familiar voice asked.
Despite the situation, Garrett couldn’t hold back the grin his old college

friend’s casual greeting brought. “I’m taking a vacation and thought I’d see if
you were at home. Colorado would be a nice change.” Silence greeted his
words. He wasn’t surprised. They hadn’t seen each other in years. They talked



only slightly more often. Different kinds of expertise, and different base
locations, took them in opposite directions at the company. It never quite
severed the strong friendship they’d forged in college, though.

“Garrett Steele taking a vacation? You’re joking right?”
“Unfortunately, no.” Hearing a sigh across the line, Garrett frowned.
“So this is mandatory R and R,” William said. “Clay doesn’t do that often.

Why?”
“I guess he figured almost two years on an assignment was too much,”

Garrett hedged, not ready to discuss the real reason. Maybe after driving
almost two thousand miles he would feel differently. “Is there a problem?
Are you on assignment?”

“No problem; I’m just finishing up. I’ll be heading home tonight. Come on
out. I’m sure I can find something for us to do.”

Garrett grinned again. He had no doubt William would find something for
them to do. The man rarely stopped to take a breath. If he wasn’t on
assignment he had some personal project he was researching or starting. That
was one of the reasons Garrett called. If nothing else, he could count on his
friend to keep him occupied.

“How’s the weather out there?” he asked.
“It’s August, how do you think it is? Hot and dry,” William said, with a

laugh. “When do you plan on heading out?”
“I’m packing as we speak.” Garrett moved to the bedroom and pulled out

the saddlebags he used on road trips with his Harley. “I should get there in
two or three days. I’ll check in along the way.”

“The way you drive, I’ll expect you in two. That’ll be Friday. If it’s late,
don’t bother going to the house. I’ll be at The Wild Rose in town.”

“See you in a few,” Garrett said and disconnected.
 

# # #
 
Carly twisted the ceiling fan control, then the one for the air conditioner.

If it didn’t get a little cooler in here, no one would be dancing and having fun.
That was not acceptable at The Wild Rose on a Friday night. Nope, she liked
watching people have fun too much not to make it possible in what she
considered her Rocky Mountain respite. These people worked hard and
played hard. This was the place to unwind after both.

And if you don’t find a way to stop Darin’s harassment, it’s going to be
another empty building to walk by. Or a sleaze bar.

No, she wasn’t going to worry about that right now. It was Friday night



and her customers deserved a good time after a long week. She put a smile
on and started pulling beers for people standing at the bar.

The band had just started playing Carly’s cue number when he walked in.
She had to do a double take having not seen him in almost ten years. But
there was no doubt. No one did tall, dark, and brooding better than her
brother’s old college friend. She couldn’t stop herself from staring. He
looked even better than she remembered. Good lord the female population
of Chapel was in for a treat. Beer overflowed the pint glass she held.

As she released the tap and switched the glass to her dry hand she looked
back up and was caught in that odd blue-eyed gaze of his. If the pause in his
stride were any indication, William hadn’t told him she’d be here. Carly knew
she was the last person Garrett Steele probably wanted to see. Their
momentary slip into romance had not ended well. The thought heated her
skin. The shame gave her the strength to pull her gaze away.

Shame? Grow up. Everyone was stupid when they were seventeen. You’re an
adult now. A successful business woman. Shame has no place in your life.

The pep talk brought her back to what was going on around her. The
familiar chant of, Rosey, Rosey, Rosey, rang in her ears. She realized the
band was on the last verse of the song.

Grabbing a bar towel she wiped her hands as someone bumped her from
behind. She turned and noticed her bartender, Belinda nodding toward the
stage.

“From the decibel level in here, I think your customers would appreciate
it if you got that little derriere up on stage, Carly Rose.”

Carly stumbled out from behind the bar, compliments of Belinda’s none to
gentle shove. Regaining her balance, both physically and emotionally, she
started toward the small stage. Hands went up in front of her for high-fives,
and she laughed as she slapped them. As the band’s version of She’s Cool
started up, she sashayed across the floor. With a hand up to the stage, she
finished the “yeah, yeah, yeah” chorus with them.

“Y’all ready?” she yelled into the microphone. She knew her smile was
dazzling. She loved this and everyone always told her it showed.

“Yes!” the crowd yelled back.
“Sing it, Rosey!” The shouts were loud. The crowd started pounding on

tables and stamping their feet.
Smiling even wider, she pulled the microphone close. “If you’re comin’

with me you need nerves of steel.”
The band kicked in and the crowd went crazy. She started her set every

Friday the same way. It set the tone for a good time and Mi Vida Loca was



kind of her theme song. The first reason being the name of her bar was The
Wild Rose. The second, she’d given up being shy and quiet years ago. She
didn’t wait for life to be exciting anymore, she made it that way. The third,
and probably real reason, was everyone told her she was crazy when she’d
opened the bar. With her recent run of bad luck, she was starting to believe
them.

As she sang she watched Garrett search out William and walk to his table.
None of the paralyzing emotions of a few minutes earlier had a chance now.
When on stage, Carly Rose just had fun. Nothing and no one could bother her
here.

After singing and playing around on stage for twenty minutes the set
came to a close. She issued her standing Friday night rules. “Okay, folks,
that’s it for me. Y’all remember, be crazy but kind and …” she held out the
mike to the audience. “We’ll all have a great time!”

More whooping and hollering greeted her as she jumped off the stage.
She laughed and joked with customers as she slowly made her way to her
brother’s table. No matter who was with him, she couldn’t help but smile
when William stood and opened his arms to her.

“Fantastic as always, sis.”
“Of course,” she said, against his chest as he smothered her in a bear hug.

When he released her she turned to find Garrett standing a mere step away.


