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		Prologue


		Billings, Montana—1997
            

He’s trouble.”
         

Twelve-year-old Griff Warren sat hunched in the principal’s office, his split lip swollen and bloody, scowling as his mother and Principal Marcone discussed his latest run-in with a classmate.

“Griff gave Jeremy Thornton a bloody nose and a black eye.” The principal’s voice frosted over. “Jeremy’s parents will be sending you the medical bills, Ms. Warren.”

Griff’s mother held tightly to her handbag as she turned to her son. “Why did you do it?”

“He called me a name.”

“What name?”

The boy shook his head, unwilling to say bastard in front of his mother. It always hurt her more than him.
         

She turned to the principal. “Perhaps we could speak more openly if my son could leave your office.”

The principal nodded. “Griff. Go to the gym. Maybe you can work off some of that aggression while I speak with your mother.”

Griff rose awkwardly to his feet.

As he crossed to the door, he heard his mother say, in a voice barely above a whisper, “Griff is a good boy.”

“Good boys don’t react with violence whenever someone angers them.” The principal waited a beat before adding, “I really think you ought to consider military school next year, Ms. Warren. Your son needs more discipline than we can offer him.”

“Griff is all I have…” His mother turned. Seeing him still in the doorway she frowned. “Go on now, Griff.”

He stalked to the gym and tossed aside his backpack before picking up a basketball and hurling it toward the hoop. It dropped cleanly through the net, and he raced up to catch it. In one reflexive movement he hurled it all the way across the floor toward the opposite hoop, where it circled the rim before dropping through the net.

A deep voice from the locker room startled him. “Pretty impressive. Think you can do that again?”

He turned and glared at Mr. Wood, the new coach hired at midseason when old Mr. Harris was forced to take a sick leave. “What do you care?”

The young coach shrugged. “Since you didn’t try out for the team, I guess you’re not interested in basketball. But I just figured, with all that anger, it might be interesting to see if you can repeat that performance.”

“Who says I’m angry?”

“Aren’t you?”

Griff tossed the ball as hard as he could, and had the satisfaction of seeing it drop through the net. Working up a full head of steam, he raced to retrieve it before tossing it to the opposite net where, once again, it circled and dropped.

When he retrieved the ball yet again, the young coach walked up beside him. “A dollar says you can’t do a repeat of that.”

“Make it five bucks.”

The coach shook his head. “Two.”

Griff heaved the ball and turned away, not even bothering to watch as it swished through the net. With a frown he held out his hand and Mr. Wood dropped two bills in it.

“Can you do it anytime? Or only when you’re mad?”

Griff shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

The boy picked up the ball. “I only play when I’m mad.”

“I see. Tell you what.” The young coach gave him a long, assessing look. “You come back tomorrow after school and play with the team.”

“Why should I?”

“I could say because it’s a great stress reliever.” The coach grinned. “The truth? Jeremy Thornton wants to be captain. That honor goes to the best player on the team. You know what I’ve learned?” His voice lowered. “A good, old-fashioned fight may be good for the soul, but there are better ways to exact revenge.”

Startled, Griff looked up and saw the glint of unspoken humor in the coach’s eyes.

Seeing his mother waiting in the hall, he dropped the ball and picked up his backpack.

As he started away Mr. Wood said, “I heard what Jeremy called you, son. That’s some shiner you gave him. Just remember—there are other ways of winning without resorting to your fists. Sometimes, success can be the sweetest revenge of all.”

Something in the quiet way the man spoke to him had Griff’s mind working overtime as he followed his mother to the car. He had a whole lot to think about.

Maybe there was a better way. Maybe he’d even think about military school for next year. For now, he’d just decided to give basketball a try. Not because he loved the game. But Jeremy did, and he expected to be captain.
         

For the first time in hours Griff smiled.

It caused his lip to start bleeding again.

He never even noticed the pain.

 


The Hills of Afghanistan—Winter
         

Thirty-year-old Capt. Griff Warren tucked the envelope into his back pocket and filled a foam cup with coffee. Spotting a vacant corner of Tango Company Compound, he ambled over, juggling his rifle in one hand, coffee in the other. For Griff, now in his third tour of serving with the marines in Afghanistan, it was second nature to grab these quiet moments when he could, knowing that at any time the stillness of the night could be shattered by a blast of incoming fire.

Dropping into the dirt, he settled his back against the low stone wall and tore open the envelope bearing the name and address of a Montana law firm. After a long drink of steaming coffee, he unfolded a letter from his mother, which, according to the date, would have been written shortly before her death. Her musings, handwritten and often several pages long, were always filled with news of the fickle weather in Montana, drought, range fires, and occasionally the misbehavior of local politicians. Seeing the date at the top of the page, tears sprang to his eyes, and he felt a band tighten around his heart as he realized this would have been her last letter to him. He blinked, expecting more of the same sort of mundane news.

His attention sharpened as he began to read her stunning words.


My dearest Griff,
            

Please understand that this is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to write. I know that you gave up asking about your father when you were no more than five or six, after learning that your questions would send me into fits of tears. I saw the way you backed off, keeping your questions to yourself, rather than hurt me. I knew that my silence was driving a wedge between us, but I simply could never bring myself to speak of the man I’d foolishly loved and lost. Now, however, since my doctor has told me to get my affairs in order, my only affair of any importance, my only concern, is you, Griff. You deserve to know the truth.
            

When I was very young, and enjoying my first teaching assignment in a tiny Montana town called Copper Creek, I met a handsome young rancher who took my breath away. For several weeks we enjoyed a torrid romance, which I foolishly assumed would last a lifetime. Within weeks I heard that his former fiancée had returned from a modeling assignment in the South Seas and had agreed to give up her career to become his wife. Shortly after that, I learned I was expecting a baby. Instead of confronting him with what I knew would be unwelcome news at such a time in his life, I chose to remain silent. Instead of renewing my teaching contract, I quietly moved to Billings and made a life for myself and you. Over the years I had many opportunities to marry, but somehow, after that one blazing romance, the prospect of a life with anyone else seemed dull and bland. I decided that my wonderful son and the many students whose lives were touched briefly by me would have to be enough to fill my life.
            

Though it shamed me to contact your father after all these years, my first duty must be to you. Therefore, my darling Griff, I have sent him the necessary documents to prove the legality of my claim. If you are reading this letter, it means that he and his lawyers are convinced that you are, indeed, his son and heir, and they have included my letter to you in their formal documents as I requested.
            

Please accept my heartfelt apology for withholding such vital information from you for a lifetime. I have always loved you, Griff. And now, with death at my doorstep, my greatest hope is that you will forgive me and understand that I was doing what I thought best for both of us.
            

Your loving mother
            



Shocked to his core, Griff unfolded a second lengthy document, signed, witnessed, and duly registered with the state of Montana, declaring him the legal son and heir of Murdoch “Bear” MacKenzie.

At long last his father had a name. After a lifetime of questions and doubts. After a lifetime of searching the faces of strangers, wondering if the man passing him on the street could be the one. At long last, Griff had his answer:

Murdoch MacKenzie.

The name meant nothing to him. The truth meant everything to him. There really was a man out there somewhere who had learned of a son he’d never met. But he would, by God. As soon as this tour was up, Murdoch MacKenzie would meet the result of a careless, reckless love affair of thirty years ago.

Griff’s hand fisted. And then he would do what he’d wanted to do for all these endless, painful years. His blood ran hot with the thought of a knock-down, drag-out bloody fight ending with MacKenzie flat on his back and regretting the day he’d walked away from Melinda Warren without a second thought.

Melinda. The thought of his very private, stoic mother had Griff going still. How she must have suffered for her foolishness. And how she must have loved this man, to walk away with her secret intact rather than intrude on his life.

Griff had never questioned her love for him. But he’d spent an entire childhood wondering about the man who had fathered him. Had he abandoned her because she was pregnant? Had she been the one to flee rather than spend the rest of her life with someone she deemed unworthy?

Now Griff knew otherwise. Though this letter gave a name, there were still too many gaps in his information. How had Murdoch MacKenzie received this sudden, shocking news? Was he angry? Dismissive?

The fact that his lawyer had forwarded Melinda’s last letter, along with legal documents declaring him the son of Murdoch MacKenzie, proved that the man was at least trying to do the honorable thing.

Everything else remained a mystery.

But, Griff vowed, he would have his answers.

After a lifetime, he deserved the truth. All of it, no matter who was hurt by the questions.

“Hey, Captain.”

The shout from his buddy Jimmy Gable had him looking over with a blank stare.

“I said, you just got mail, Captain. Me, too.”

“Yeah.” Griff tucked the letter in his pocket and got to his feet, his mind awhirl with so many jumbled thoughts, he could barely speak.

He’d been home to bury his mother less than a month ago. And now this letter was proof of just what had occupied her mind as she lay dying. Instead of worrying about herself, she’d been more concerned with connecting him with his father. A man he’d never known. A name he’d never heard until now.

Serving in this godforsaken outpost, he’d already learned how crazy life could be. Now he’d just been given proof that life as he knew it had gone completely mad.


	

    
	
		Chapter One


		Copper Creek, Montana—Present Day
            

Get ’im in that chute, Griff.”
         

The cowboy’s shrill voice had Griff Warren singling out the next calf from the portable corral and urging it into the narrow passageway toward a branding cradle. At least that was what the wranglers called it. Griff thought it was more like a torture chamber.

Once in there, the headgate slammed shut, the walls of the chute closed in, and the entire cage tipped to hold the calf on its side while Griff’s newly discovered half brother Whit MacKenzie pressed a sizzling branding iron to the calf’s right hip area.

The entire operation took only a few seconds, and the bawling calf was righted, released, and sent racing toward its mother in a second holding pen, while Griff, amid shouts and catcalls, was forced to prod the next calf toward the same fate.

The process was repeated over and over, for five hot, sweaty, endless days, until every calf born this spring on the MacKenzie Ranch had been branded with the unique MK on its right rump. Then they were herded by a team of wranglers, or in some cases trucked to the highlands in cattle haulers for a summer-long eating frenzy on the lush grasses that grew in the hills around Copper Creek.

When the last of the calves had met its fate, Whit dropped an arm around Griff’s shoulders. “Great job, cowboy. You just had your baptism of fire. And look at you. Still standing.”

“Barely.” Griff, his shirt so wet it stuck to his skin, eyes red from the dust of frantic cattle, managed a weak grin.

Brady Storm, foreman of the MacKenzie Ranch, offered a handshake. “Welcome to Ranching 101, son. It’s hard, dirty work. And not one of us would trade this job for a suit and tie in the city.”

Griff shook his head. “Don’t tempt me, Brady.” He tempered his comments with a sly grin. “At the moment, that almost sounds like heaven.”

  


“Another fine supper, Mad.” Griff sat back, sipping coffee. Fresh from the longest shower of his life, he was feeling almost human again.

He’d been living with the MacKenzie family on their ranch since mustering out of the Marine Corps. He’d arrived in time to bury the stranger who had been his father. But though he’d been acknowledged as the son of Bear MacKenzie, he resisted accepting the MacKenzie name, choosing instead to continue using his single mother’s last name as it had been recorded on his birth certificate.

“From what Brady told me, son, you deserve a good meal.” Seventy-year-old Maddock MacKenzie, Bear’s father and therefore Griff’s biological grandfather, was called Mad by all who knew him. The nickname suited him, since his temper was legend in this part of Montana. He seemed especially furious at being confined to a wheelchair since a ranch accident fifteen years earlier. And though he worked hard to hide his frustration for the sake of his family, it showed in the way he often slammed a hand down on the arm of the hated chair. Mad MacKenzie did everything he could to pretend that his life was the same as before, including his absolute refusal to have ramps built in and around the house, which he felt would shout to the world that he was a cripple, a word he detested.

The cantankerous old man winked at Brady Storm. “Brady tells me you’ve been jumping into ranch chores with both feet. But branding’s another thing altogether. For a novice, branding can be pretty grueling, even for those of us who cut our teeth on ranch chores.”

“Tell me about it.” Whit, twenty-five and the youngest of Bear MacKenzie’s three sons, shot a grin at his brother, Ash, who was seated across the table. “The first time Pa took me with him to help with the branding, I was five or six. The wranglers were still branding the old-fashioned way. Wrestling calves to the dirt, holding them down, and driving that hot iron into their rumps. I’ve never forgotten the smell of burning flesh and the bawling of those calves. I was sick for a week.”

“I guess to a kid it’s pretty barbaric.” Mad polished off the last of his garlic mashed potatoes, one of his favorite side dishes, which he prepared at least once a week.

“Not just to a kid.” Willow MacKenzie, mother to Ash and Whit, turned to her father-in-law. “I may have grown up on a ranch, but I’m still troubled every spring during branding.”

“Can’t be helped.” Mad shared a knowing look with the foreman. “We can tag a cow’s ear or implant a chip, but the process our ancestors came up with is still the most efficient. The state of Montana is open range. We’ve got thousands of acres of rangeland. Those critters can hide in canyons, wander into forests. But the state demands that we register our brand with the state brand office. Not only the brand, but the exact location on each calf. That’s why we’ve got that MK on the right rump of every one of our cattle. It’s pretty hard for a thief to explain what he’s doing with your property.”

Griff shook his head. “All I know is, I’m glad that particular chore is finished for the year. Now I can get back to learning the easy stuff.”

“You think tending herds in the high country in blizzards or summer storms is easy? You like mending fences and mucking stalls?” Ash shared a look with the others. “I guess that’s what happens when you survive three tours with the marines in Afghanistan. Everything after that is gravy.”

The others around the table joined in the laughter.

Myrna Hill, plump housekeeper for the MacKenzie family, set a tray of brownies on the table before passing around hot fudge sundaes. “You have Brenna to thank for the dessert. She drove all the way into Copper Creek, to that cute little shop I’s Cream, for Ivy’s special chocolate marshmallow walnut ice cream.”

Ash nudged his bride, Brenna, seated beside him. “Is this a special occasion?” He put a hand to his heart. “Don’t tell me I’ve forgotten an anniversary or something already.”

“Now you’ve done it, lad.” Mad’s Scottish burr thickened along with his laughter. “Don’t you know that the first rule of a new husband is to never admit that you’ve forgotten a special day? You’re supposed to just smile and remain silent, and your bride will think you’ve known about it all along.”

“Now you tell me.” Ash put his arm around Brenna’s shoulders and nuzzled her cheek. “Whatever the occasion, you know I’m happy to be celebrating it with you.”

“Uh-huh.” With an impish grin Brenna smiled at Myrna, whose cap of white curls bounced with every step she took. “I suppose, if you’re feeling guilty enough, I could get a new washer out of this. Or maybe something really big, like a new truck at Orin Tamer’s dealership. But the truth is, babe, you haven’t forgotten a thing. I just thought you’d want some comfort food after dealing with all that branding for the past week.”

“Whew.” Across the table, Whit made a big production of wiping imaginary sweat from his brow. “You really ducked a trap this time, bro.”

“Yeah.” Ash lifted Brenna’s hand to his mouth and planted a wet kiss in her palm. “See how she pampers me?”

“Don’t be fooled, bro.” Whit dug into his sundae. “Our Brenna’s smart. That means she’ll figure a way to get what she wants even without playing on your guilt.”

Brenna dimpled. “Better eat that dessert as fast as you can, or you may find it dumped over your very adorable head, my sweet brother-in-law.”

“That’s ‘bro-in-law’ to you, Bren.” He held up his now-empty bowl. “And you’re too late.”

Around the table, the others enjoyed the banter while they finished their desserts.

Afterward, they lounged comfortably, drinking coffee and discussing the week’s activities on the thousand-plus acres that made up the mighty MacKenzie ranch.

With the sudden, shocking murder of Bear MacKenzie, the operation of the ranch had fallen to his three sons and his widow, Willow. Since Maddock’s accident, he’d merged his ranch with that of his son and had commandeered the kitchen chores, much to Myrna’s dismay. Though the two shared some cooking skills, Mad’s overbearing personality often drove Myrna to hide out in other parts of the house. But when she did work in the kitchen, she was more than ready to stand up to the old curmudgeon. And though they enjoyed spirited arguments, there was an underlying affection that was obvious to everyone.

Ash turned to his mother. “Any news from Chief Pettigrew on the investigation into Dad’s …death?” As always, the very mention of Bear MacKenzie’s murder at the hands of an unknown coward who had shot him with a long-range rifle caused a chilling silence around the table.

Willow shook her head. “As a matter of fact, Ira called this morning just to touch base and let me know he was doing all he could. The state police crime lab has concluded the estimated distance the bullets traveled. That’s an important step in the investigation. Once they determine the exact location where the shooter was concealed, they can begin going over the area with a fine-tooth comb. Ira assured me that if even a single thread of evidence exists, they’ll find and identify it.”

Mad patted his daughter-in-law’s hand. “Keep the faith, lass. They’ll get the coward who shot Bear.”

She nodded. “I know, Mad. But every time I go into town, I can’t help thinking that someone smiling at me, talking to me, could be Bear’s killer.” She shuddered. “I can’t bear the thought that such a monster is still walking around, enjoying his life, while Bear is…” She couldn’t bring herself to say the word.

Brady Storm, always sensitive to Willow’s emotions, quickly changed the subject. “I saw Lance McMillan fly in that sleek new plane. What did he want?”

At the mention of their longtime lawyer’s son, who had recently taken over his father’s practice, Willow sighed. “I told him his father knew better than to interrupt a rancher at branding time. And without even the courtesy of a phone call. But he said he was on his way up to join his father on a fishing trip in Canada, and it was Mason who’d wanted me to sign some papers.”

Mad looked over. “What kind of papers?”

Willow shrugged. “Lance said they were just routine documents needed after the death of a spouse. I told him to leave them for me in the office and I’d read them later, when I have my wits about me.”

“Good.” Mad nodded his approval. “Mason would have never brought documents for a signature without taking the time to explain them thoroughly.”

Willow gave a short laugh. “That’s what I said, though in truth I didn’t want to give him any more of my time. The irony is, after I took my shower I went to Bear’s office to read them, and they weren’t there. When I phoned Lance, he said he’d spotted some typos and taken them back to be corrected. He has them with him in Canada. Now he’ll have to bring them to me when he gets back from his fishing trip with Mason.”

“So his visit was a waste of time.”

“I don’t know about Lance’s time, but it was certainly a waste of mine.”

Willow looked up as Whit clapped a hand on the foreman’s back. “How about a beer at Wylie’s?”

Brady nodded. “I’m in.” He turned to Griff. “You joining us?”

Griff smiled. “Good idea. Willow? Mad? Ready for a night in town?”

Both Willow and Mad shook their heads.

Whit turned to the newlyweds. “Ash and Brenna?”

The two turned to one another, smiled, and shook their heads in unison. Ash spoke for both of them. “Thanks, but we’ll pass tonight.”

Whit waved a hand toward the others. “What did I tell you? The way those two are looking, I’m betting that before the night’s over my big brother will be promising his lady love that new truck she’s been mooning over.”

“Nobody deserves it more,” Ash said, stonefaced.

“Oh, man.” Whit turned away with a mock shudder. “Now I really need a beer at Wylie’s to wash away the taste of all that sugar.”

At that, everyone burst into gales of laughter. Even Myrna joined in as the men made ready to leave for town.

  


As the others headed outside, Mad snagged Brady’s arm.

The foreman turned back with an arched brow. “Something wrong, Mad?”

“I want your take on Griff. How’s he working out?”

“Even better than I expected. Oh, he’s green. No doubt about it. But he’s a quick study. You show him what to do, he gets it done.”

“So he’s not just coasting on the fact that he’s Bear’s other son?”

Brady chuckled. “You know how gossip spreads like a range fire on a ranch of this size. Let one person know something, all of Montana knows it the next day. So the fact that he’s Bear’s son is no secret around here. But I’ve never once seen him use it as leverage. He’s tough. This is a marine who’s seen his share of war. Now, with that life behind him, he’s ready for the next stage of his life.”

“How about Ash and Whit?” The old man’s eyes narrowed. “You see any power plays between them and this newcomer?”

“Not one bit. Even though it’s been a bitter pill for them to swallow, finding out their father had another son, they’ve stepped up to it like men. I haven’t seen a trace of jealousy or animosity between them and Griff.” The foreman paused. “Bear would be proud of them, Mad. And so should you. Every time I look at Griff I see Bear.”

As he walked away, the old man blinked hard against the sudden tears. Damned dust motes. He pulled out his handkerchief and blew his nose before turning his wheelchair toward his suite of rooms down the hallway.

  


Copper Creek, more than an hour’s drive from the ranch, was little more than a main street, with rows of shops and stores, a church, a school, a medical center, and a town hall connected with a jail and a courthouse. The Boxcar Inn was a real boxcar turned into the town’s favorite restaurant, and owned by a retired railroad conductor and his wife. It was no competition for Wylie’s Saloon, the official watering hole for the surrounding ranchers, who had been drinking with the owner for thirty-plus years. But the food at the Boxcar was a hundred times better than the greasy burgers at Wylie’s.

“Hey, Whit. Griff.” Nonie Claxton, a waitress at Wylie’s Saloon since it first opened, paused while juggling a tray holding half a dozen longnecks. She wiped stringy orange bangs from her eyes as she gave Brady Storm a long, admiring look. “How lucky can a girl get? Three sexy cowboys. Park somewhere, boys, and I’ll take your order in a minute.”

Seeing no seats left at the bar, they grabbed a table in the middle of the smoky room. Within minutes Nonie returned and set three frosty longnecks in front of them.

Griff nodded toward a noisy table in the corner. “Who’re the guys in uniform?”

Nonie glanced toward the assortment of men in wheelchairs, others balancing crutches or canes across their laps. Several wore faded military fatigues. “They call themselves Romeos.”

At Griff’s arched brow she laughed. “They’re all part of the band of veterans who spend time at the Grayson Ranch. It’s a take on the owner’s name. The widow Grayson. Her name’s Juliet. Get it? Romeos? Juliet?” She nodded toward Whit. “Your brother here could probably tell you about the place.”

Whit shrugged. “I’m afraid I don’t know that much about it, except that when Buddy Grayson’s widow came back to Montana to take over the ranch, she offered to turn it into some kind of therapy place for wounded vets.”

“How can a ranch be a therapy place?” Brady asked.

Again that shrug as Whit said, “I don’t have a clue. I’m thinking it’s like a dude ranch. All phony, and not a working wrangler in sight.” He turned. “Maybe we ought to ask the Romeos about their Juliet.”

Just saying those names had him grinning, and Griff and Brady chuckled at the joke.

A short time later Griff felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see a bearded man in a faded denim shirt and torn jeans, seated in a wheelchair and grinning from ear to ear.

“I thought that was you, Captain. What in hell are you doing in Copper Creek?”

It took Griff a moment to place the face, but the gravelly voice was unmistakable. “Jimmy? Jimmy Gable?” He was up and leaning over to grab the bearded man in a bear hug.

When the two had stopping punching one another’s shoulders, Griff stood back. “I thought your home was somewhere back East. What are you doing way out here in Montana?”

“Wanted to see how the other half lived.” The man chuckled at the look on his old marine buddy’s face. “Okay. Truth. After my little…accident…”

He looked down at his empty pants legs before smiling. Griff was forced to fight back a rush of sudden emotion, seeing the young marine who’d always been a whirlwind of activity now confined to a wheelchair.

“…a guy I met at the VA hospital invited me to join a group called the Romeos,” Jimmy continued. “They spend a lot of time at some ranch.”

“Playing cowboy?” Griff asked drily.

Jimmy shrugged. “Something like that, I guess. And since that was just about the best excuse I could think of to get away from my doting family, I jumped at the chance.”

With a grin, Griff turned to introduce Jimmy to Whit and Brady. After a round of handshakes, Griff took a seat beside the younger man. “I thought you were leaving the Corps when I did.”

“I planned on it. I had only another month when my luck ran out.”

“How bad is it?”

Jimmy’s voice lowered. “I won’t be running any marathons.” He brightened. “But then, I was never much of a runner anyway. The doctors think I’m a good candidate for prostheses.”

“That’s great. How long will you have to wait?”

The younger man shrugged. “I’m working with a doctor who is hooking me up with a guy he calls a genius at these things. But it all takes time. And while I’m waiting, I thought I’d take a break from my family. Ever since I got home, they’ve been all over me. Won’t let me do a thing. Running ahead to open doors, picking up anything I drop before I even know I dropped it.”

Griff chuckled. “Don’t fault them, Jimmy. You know they love you.”

“Yeah. And they’re smothering me with all that love.”

He studied Griff, whose already muscled body was now honed to perfection, his skin tanned from weeks in the hills with the herd, and nodded at his wide-brimmed hat hanging on the back of his chair. “Something tells me you’ve turned into the real deal. A cowboy.”

Griff couldn’t stop the grin that spread across his features. “Guilty.”

Jimmy nodded toward Whit, seated across the table. “Did I hear you call him your brother?”

Griff chuckled. “You did. And yeah, before you ask, I’m as new at this family thing as I am at being a rancher.”

Jimmy looked at Brady, whose handsome, tanned face and white hair, along with a perfectly toned body, made him look like a poster boy for the State of Montana. “And is this your long-lost father?”

That had all of them chuckling.

“Brady is the foreman of my father’s ranch.”

“Okay.” Jimmy rubbed his hands together. “Now tell me about your mysterious father.”

With a glance at Whit, Griff was quick to say, “Maybe some other time. Right now, tell me about those Romeos.”

“Better than me telling you, why don’t you join us?”

Griff shrugged. “Join you for what?”

“A military reunion. We’re heading over to the Grayson Ranch tomorrow. Want to join us?”

Griff was already shaking his head. “Maybe, after chores—”

Brady interrupted. “After the week you put in, I think you deserve a day off. Grab it while you have the chance.”

Griff looked pleased. “You’re sure?”

When Brady gave a quick nod, Griff didn’t take any time to consider. “Why not? If it’s got something to do with veterans, I’m intrigued. Just tell me where and when.”

“We’ll be heading over around noon. I’m told it’s somewhere out in that vast expanse of wilderness folks around here call a hop, skip, and a jump from town.”

Whit was smiling as he added, “I know where it’s at. I’ll give you directions before you head out tomorrow, bro.”

Jimmy drained his beer. “I’d better get back to my buddies. Nice to meet you fellas. I’ll see you tomorrow, Captain. We’ll reminisce about the good times we had in the hills of Afghanistan.” He turned to Whit and Brady. “That’s where the captain got that pretty scar.”

The others glanced at the thin white scar that ran from below Griff’s ear to disappear below the collar of his shirt.

“An insurgent breached our security while we were all sleeping, and slit the captain’s throat. He’d planned on wiping out our entire company with the explosives he was wearing. Though he nearly bled to death, the captain saved our entire company. A grateful military awarded him a Purple Heart. So I have him to thank for still being around.”

With a twinkle in his eye Jimmy turned his wheelchair and returned to the table in the corner, where the voices grew louder with each round of longnecks.

Whit narrowed his gaze on Griff. “‘Purple Heart’? ‘Captain’? ”

Griff tipped up his longneck. “Not anymore. Now I’m just a ranch hand learning how to shovel manure.”

“And doing a damned fine job,” Whit exchanged a look with Brady, who gave a quick shake of his head, discouraging any further questions. It was obvious that Griff was reluctant to talk about himself.

Whit then caught Nonie’s eye and lifted his empty bottle. Within minutes she’d brought them another round of drinks, and the talk turned, as always, to the daily grind of running a ranch the size of Rhode Island.


	

    
	
		Chapter Two


Summer had settled in to Montana, bringing with it hot, sunny days and warm nights perfumed with bitterroot. The pale pink blossoms covered the hills around the MacKenzie Ranch.
         

Griff leaned against the sill and stared at the scene outside his window. Everything on this vast ranch seemed more. More space to roam. More cattle than any one man could count.

An eagle soared high above the herds that darkened the landscape. For as far as he could see, this land belonged to the MacKenzie family. His family now. The thought had him frowning. It didn’t seem possible. After growing up dreaming about the father he never knew, he’d now acquired a grandfather, two half brothers, and a stepmother who still looked more like the model she’d once been than the rancher’s widow she was now.

What was even more impossible to process was the fact that before his death, Bear MacKenzie had not only accepted the truth that Griff was his son but had included him in his will, leaving a portion of all of this to him if he decided to stay and become a rancher. If Griff chose instead to walk away, he would relinquish his share but would find himself a very rich man.

He shook his head at the absurdity of it all. How could anyone starved for family turn his back on all this for mere money? What Bear had offered, and what Willow MacKenzie had agreed to when she’d learned of her husband’s will, was worth so much more than wealth. She and her family had accepted him as one of them.

He’d arrived here an angry, bitter man, war-weary from three tours of duty, expecting to resent the sons who had been privileged to grow up alongside their powerful rancher father. Instead he’d been made welcome, and was learning, by trial and error, to become worthy to be called Bear MacKenzie’s other son.

It was proving to be a difficult transition. He’d been a loner all his life. Tough, angry, and always fighting against the rules. Now he’d acquired a big, noisy family that worked together like a well-oiled machine. He found himself working overtime just to keep up, and wondering if he’d ever fit in.

“Hey, bro.”

Outside in the hallway, Whit pounded a fist on the closed door as he headed for the stairs. “If you’re late for breakfast, I get your steak.”

Griff was still buttoning his shirt and tucking it into his jeans as he made a wild dash to the kitchen. “If Mad’s making steak and eggs, you’ll lose your hand if you even think about touching mine.”

The old man looked up from his wheelchair positioned in front of the stove, where he was flipping steaks onto a platter. “Any fighting at the table, the two of you will be shoveling manure for the rest of the day.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Whit grinned at Griff as the two shared a laugh behind Mad’s back.

The old man turned to give them a hairy eyeball. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing. Even grown men can misbehave, given the opportunity. But I do like the way Griff’s military attitude is rubbing off on you, lad.”

Whit shot his grandfather one of his famous grins. “Now if only my charm with the ladies would rub off on Griff.”

At Willow’s raised brow, Whit chuckled. “There were half a dozen hot chicks at Wylie’s last night, all giving big bro here that ‘let’s hook up’ look, and he spent all his time ignoring them and talking to a bunch of military guys over in the corner.”

“Military guys here in Copper Creek?” Intrigued, Willow set down her coffee cup and turned to Griff. “There’s no military base for hundreds of miles. What were they doing here?”

He shrugged. “They call themselves Romeos, because they’re involved in some kind of therapy at the Grayson Ranch.”

“Ah.” Willow nodded. “I heard rumors that Buddy’s widow was living there, but I hadn’t heard any details. What kind of therapy are they involved in?”

Griff shook his head. “I don’t have a clue.”

Whit chuckled. “Since you’re going over there later today, Mom will expect you to have some gossip ready when you get home.”

“You’re going to the Grayson Ranch?” Willow flushed, knowing she sounded a bit too eager. “It’s not gossip. But like everyone around town, I’m curious to know what’s going on there.”

“We all are.” Mad wheeled closer to the table and began filling his plate as Myrna Hill passed around platters of steak and eggs, cinnamon toast, and little pots of jam.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Griff turned to Willow. “Isn’t it a working ranch like all the others around here?”

“It was.” She tasted her steak and smiled at her father-in-law. “Perfect, Mad. How do you always manage to get my steak exactly the way I like it?”

“I’m a genius in the kitchen.” He winked at his youngest grandson. “And don’t you ever forget it, laddie.”

“As if you’d let me,” Whit deadpanned.

Willow turned to Griff and picked up the thread of their conversation. “The Grayson Ranch is fairly small by Montana standards, but it used to be one of the finest around. Buddy Grayson was the last remaining member of his family. When he died, we expected the place to go up for auction. Instead we heard rumors that his widow had shown up to take over the operation.”

“Good for her.” Griff took his time, savoring every bite of his breakfast. There’d been a time when he had only dreamed of meals like this. Now that it was a reality, he was determined to enjoy every moment. “So Buddy Grayson married a rancher. Did she grow up around here?”

Willow shook her head. “I’m not sure, but I heard she comes from the Midwest.”

Griff turned to Whit. “Not exactly ranching country. But then, I grew up right here in Montana, and the closest I ever came to a working ranch was on a field trip in third grade. We all got to feed some hogs and milk a cow.”

“What?” Mad grinned at him over the rim of his cup. “Those teachers didn’t have you shoveling manure?”

“They knew better. With a bunch of city kids like us, we’d have been holding our noses and climbing back onto the school bus, ready to hit the road at the first smell.”

That had everyone around the table laughing.

Griff returned the conversation to the Grayson Ranch. “So if this guy’s widow doesn’t know a thing about ranching, how does she expect to keep it going?”

“That’s the million-dollar question around these parts.” Willow shrugged and turned to Brady Storm. “Have you heard how she’s doing?”

He shook his head. “Word is, Jackie Turner, the ranch foreman since old Frank Grayson was running things, retired right after he heard about Buddy’s death. His heart was broken, and so was his spirit. Without somebody to ride herd on the few wranglers that are still there, the place is looking pretty shabby these days.”

Willow pinned Griff with a look. “As long as you’re going there today, I expect a full report.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He shot her a grin. “Maybe you’d like pictures?”

“Words will be enough. At least for now,” she added with a smile. “Your father was a good friend to Frank Grayson. I think he’d be appalled at the thought of all that rich grazing land going to seed.”

Mad nodded. “While some outsider turns the place into a spa.”

Griff was quick to defend, even though he knew it was useless. “I don’t think it’s a spa. It’s a place for some kind of therapy.”

“Massages. Therapy.” Mad scowled. “Same thing in my book. It’s probably some fancy dude ranch and spa.”

Brady pushed away from the table. “I’m heading up to the highlands today. Whit, you coming with me?”

“Yeah.” Whit turned to Griff. “I wrote directions to the Grayson Ranch. The far end of their ranch butts up to our north ridge. Take the interstate and you’ll be there in an hour. If you use the back roads, it’ll take closer to an hour and a half. But if you’d like to take the Cessna, you could be there in no time. I don’t know if their airstrip is still in good repair, but I know that Buddy used to keep a single-engine plane in one of the barns.”

Mad’s head came up sharply. “You licensed to fly in Montana, lad?”

Griff nodded. “After flying with Brady for the past month, I went to the county offices a couple of weeks ago and took the test. The formal documents came in the mail the other day.”

The old man gave him a long look. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”

Before Griff could respond, Mad’s mouth curved into a wide smile. “I see you play your cards close to the vest. Just like your pa.”

Griff had no words.

It was, he realized, the highest compliment Maddock MacKenzie could have paid him.

  


It was a perfect day for flying. The sky was a clear, cloudless blue. A gentle breeze was blowing in from the west.

Griff had thoroughly enjoyed being tutored by Brady, who had regaled him with hair-raising stories of the early years working with Bear MacKenzie. During those long airborne hours, Griff and Brady had formed a bond, discovering that they both preferred reading biographies to fiction, watching suspense movies over outrageous comedies, and both had grown up without a male role model in their lives.

Griff could see, through Brady’s eyes, the sort of man Bear MacKenzie had been. Blunt, hardworking, driven to succeed. A tough, demanding taskmaster who saved his harshest criticism for his own sons, believing it was the only way to assure that they would be able to survive in this unforgiving land.

Maybe, Griff thought, he was lucky to have been spared that part of his education. Military school had been bad enough. He’d been forced to fight his way through the first couple of years. Growing up under the thumb of Bear MacKenzie would have been a lot tougher. Which explained why Bear’s son, Ash, had left in a rage after a particularly unjustly earned tirade, returning only after his father was dead.

Griff adjusted his sunglasses before peering at the land below. Just as Whit had promised, it was easy to discern where MacKenzie land ended and Grayson land began. The undulating hills of MacKenzie land were black with cattle, with dozens of capable wranglers to tend the herds. The sparsely populated hills to the north were nearly barren, with only the occasional small herd grazing. Griff saw no sign of horsemen below.

As the plane drew near the Grayson house and barns, the distinction was even clearer. There were gaps in large portions of the fences. The roofs of the buildings appeared worn and shabby, the barns were in need of paint, the sprawling house sported a sagging porch, and shingles were missing from the peaked roof.

A couple of trucks and a shiny new bus were parked near one of the barns. After circling the barn and concluding that the asphalt strip looked safe enough, Griff brought the little Cessna in for a smooth landing.

He was smiling as he opened the door and stepped down.

“I hope you have a good explanation for making me wait a whole week.”

The feminine voice was low, the words spoken in a tone that left no doubt that the one speaking was furious.

Griff turned to see a slender girl in torn denims and a skinny T-shirt standing just inside the doorway of the barn, hands on her hips, dark eyes barely visible beneath a faded baseball cap, spitting daggers at him.

His own eyes, hidden behind the mirrored sunglasses, widened in surprise.

He stepped closer, his tone lowering to a growl to reveal his annoyance at this unexpected greeting. “I beg your pardon.”

“You’d better beg my pardon. You were supposed to be here last Monday. You know how critical your equipment is to my operation. I can’t believe I haven’t heard a single word from you. And after you promised to repair that lift as soon as possible.”

“Look.” Griff reached out a hand. “I don’t know who you think I am, but—”

She was too busy chastising him to hear a word he said. “Just take a look at the mess I’ve been dealing with.”

She turned away and stalked into the barn, expecting him to follow.

He did, reluctantly, and was forced to remove his glasses in order to let his eyes adjust to the gloomy interior. As he did, he became aware of a cluster of men in wheelchairs, all watching him in sullen silence.

A movement to one side of the barn had him looking over at two little boys, cowering in the corner, staring wide-eyed at him.

Sensing their alarm, he immediately tamped down on the angry words he’d been about to unleash. At least now, having met his new family, he understood why he’d spent a lifetime fighting that hair-trigger temper. It was a legacy from his father and grandfather, and he was determined to curb it before it took control of him.

The girl snapped on a series of lights before pointing to the ceiling. “I hope you’ve brought all the right parts. I don’t want to hear that after keeping me waiting all this time, you can’t get this lift up and running properly without another holdup.”

Using these moments to cool off, Griff studied the track that had been mounted to the ceiling, forming a circle around the midsection of the barn.

Though his tone was still gruff, the words were muted. “I’m sorry about the missing parts, but you’ve made a mistake. I’m not the person you were expecting.”

She spun around to face him. “Don’t tell me…” Her look went from fury to bewilderment. “You’re not here from Endicott Medical Supply?”

“I’m here because a marine buddy of mine invited me to stop by and see the Romeos in action today.”

For just an instant Griff thought she might break into tears. Then she composed herself. “Sorry. It’s just that I’ve been waiting…” She turned away and stuck her hands in the pockets of her torn jeans before shaking her head and kicking at a clump of dirt. “It doesn’t matter…”

“Captain?” said a voice from the group of men.

Griff turned. “Jimmy.”

He watched as one wheelchair separated itself from the others, and Jimmy Gable rolled forward, his face wreathed in smiles.

“Hey. You came to see us. I was engaged in a serious poker hand with my pal Hank when you came in. Since I figured it was the medical supply guy, I wasn’t paying attention. Sorry.”

“I said I’d come, so here I am.” Griff reached down to clap a hand on his friend’s back.

Jimmy turned to the young woman. “This is Griff Warren. He and I served in Afghanistan together. He left shortly before me. Who’d have believed we’d run into each other here in the middle of nowhere?”

Griff smiled at the young woman. “I’m from the MacKenzie Ranch just over those hills. I guess I’m looking for your mother.”

Her head came up sharply. “My mother?”

“Jimmy said this place belongs to Juliet Grayson.”

“I’m Juliet.”

At her words he couldn’t hide his surprise. “But I thought…” He swallowed and decided to try again. “Sorry. I was expecting someone—”

“—older?” She nodded. Though she was trying for sarcasm, her voice betrayed a deep pain. “I guess ‘the widow Grayson’ confuses some people.” She turned away. “You’ve come all this way for nothing. I was just telling the Romeos that today’s therapy session is cancelled. In fact, it remains cancelled until I get this lift repaired.”

Now that Griff had time to study the lift, he understood. “So this device is used to lift the men from their wheelchairs—”

“—into the saddle. Exactly. Until this machine is repaired, everything grinds to a halt.”

“And the repairs aren’t handled locally?”

She shook her head. “The company is supposed to be flying the parts in from Helena. At least that’s what they’ve been telling me for the past week. But every day they come up with another excuse to put me off. When we spotted your plane, we thought we’d finally had some good luck.”

“I’m sorry to get your hopes up and then dash them. How about your wranglers? Any of them know a little about electronics?”

She gave an expressive lift of her shoulders. “I didn’t think to ask. The few wranglers left are so overworked, they can barely keep up with the day’s chores as it is.” She turned to him hopefully. “I don’t suppose you…?”

“Sorry. I’m pretty good with my hands. But my specialty is woodworking.” He glanced at the ceiling, considering. “Besides, this isn’t something that can be done on a ladder. In order to take a look at that track, the company will need to send along a bucket lift for the repairs.”

She nodded. “I suppose you’re right.”

He turned to the two little boys, who hadn’t moved. “Yours?”

She beckoned them closer, and when they hurried over to stand on either side of her, she gathered them close and hugged them.

Getting down on her knees, she said, “This is Ethan and this is Casey.”

Griff followed her lead and knelt down so that his eyes were level with theirs. He turned to the older one. “Hey Ethan. How old are you?”

The boy buried his face in his mother’s arm.

Jimmy Gable said in an aside, “The kid doesn’t speak.”

“Efan’s six.” The younger one held up six fingers. Then he held up three fingers. “And I’m free.”

Griff’s smile grew at the little boy’s attempt to speak clearly. “Three? And your brother is six? I bet you two are a big help to your mom.”

The younger one nodded. “Efan can pour the milk on our cereal. Mom won’t let me ’cause I spill it.” He looked down for a moment while he considered his own skills. “Sometimes I feed the chickens, don’t I, Mama?”

“Yes, you do. And you both do a fine job of helping.”

When she got to her feet, Griff noticed that Ethan clung tightly to her leg and refused to look up. Little Casey, on the other hand, was content to stand beside her while he studied Griff with a look of open curiosity.

Casey tipped his head back to peer up at him. “Are you a giant?”

That had Griff laughing. “No. Sorry. I’m just a man.”

The little boy pointed to the Cessna. “Is that yours?”

“It belongs to my… family.” The word still caused him such a jolt, he had to give himself a mental shake.

“My daddy flied planes,” Casey said proudly.

“Flew,” Juliet corrected.

The little boy nodded. “My daddy flew planes.”

“Did you ever get to fly with him?”

The little boy’s eyes grew round with surprise. “I wasn’t borned yet. But Efan got to watch, didn’t you, Efan?”

The older boy buried his face in his mother’s frayed denims.

Juliet turned to the group of men, who’d been watching and listening in silence. “I guess you all know what this means. No lift, no riding. I’m sorry. Whenever Endicott gets this up and running, I’ll contact Heywood Sperry, and he’ll let the rest of you know. But at least we got in a little talk about exercise and nutrition.”

As the men began moving toward the bus parked outside, they paused beside Jimmy to introduce themselves to Griff.

“Hank Wheeler.” The heavily tattooed man gave a smart salute. “Any friend of Jimmy’s is welcome here.”

“Stan Novak.” Rail-thin, head shaved, the man maneuvered his wheelchair close. “Did four tours of Afghanistan. One too many,” he added as he passed with a wave of his hand.

“Billy Joe Harris” came a Southern twang. The young, bearded man had a face so round it resembled a basketball. His stomach protruded over the waist of his tattered shorts. “I saw you with Jimmy last night at Wylie’s.”

“Yeah. Hey, Billy Joe.” Griff shook the man’s hand.

A big man in a muscle shirt in red, white, and blue stripes started past Griff in his electric scooter until Jimmy Gable stopped him with a hand to his arm. “Hey, Sperry. Take a minute to say hi to my friend Griff Warren.”

From the waist up, the man looked like a bodybuilder, with bulging muscles in his arms, and a lean, chiseled face that might have been handsome if it weren’t for his dark, glaring frown. He looked Griff up and down before dismissing him completely. “What’s he doing here, Gable? He doesn’t look to me like he needs therapy.”

“The captain and I served together in Afghanistan. I invited him to come here and meet my…”

The scooter rolled away before Jimmy had finished talking.

The young veteran shot an embarrassed look at Griff. “Sorry. As you can imagine, there are a lot of angry hotheads in the group.”

“No need to explain that to me. I served with guys like that. Remember?”

Jimmy chuckled. “Yeah. I’m just glad you were the one who had to deal with them and not me.” Hearing the sound of an engine roaring to life, he turned his wheelchair away and headed out of the barn. “Gotta go. It’s Sperry’s bus, so he gets to call the shots.”

“That’s some vehicle. Had to cost a few bucks to install that hydraulic lift.”

“Not to mention the custom interior. It’s like a rock star’s.” Jimmy chuckled. “Rumor is that Heywood Sperry’s family has millions.”

“Nothing like flaunting his wealth.”

“Hank Wheeler says Sperry should have painted some rust on the outside as a joke, so folks would feel sorry for us poor old vets.” Hearing the roar of an engine, Jimmy started rolling toward the bus. “No time to chat, Captain. Sperry’s made it clear that when he says he’s leaving, we’d better be aboard or we’re left behind.”

Griff frowned. “That’s not the way of a marine.”

“Yeah. But it’s Sperry’s way. I hope you’ll come back another time and watch us in action, Captain.”

“I’ll try, Jimmy.”

Griff stood in the barn watching as Jimmy’s wheelchair was boarded onto the bus by way of the hydraulic lift. When all their wheelchairs were secured, the vehicle left in a cloud of dust.

“Can he stay for lunch, Mama?” Casey asked.

Griff turned in time to see the annoyed look on Juliet’s face. “I’m sure Griff isn’t interested in peanut butter and jelly.”

“Is that what we’re having?” The little boy brightened. “I like peanut butter and jelly, don’t you, Griff?”

Griff thought about the wonderful ranch meals he’d been enjoying since arriving at his father’s home. He hadn’t once had anything so simple.

If he hurried, he could join Whit and Brady Storm up in the hills for a close-up lesson on wrangling thousands of cattle on the range in the highlands.

Still, the pull of this angry young woman and her two sons was surprisingly strong. And something perverse in his nature had him enjoying the fact that he could annoy her even more.

“That’s one of my favorites, Casey.” He looked at Juliet. “I’d be happy to stay and have lunch with you.”

“Well then. I guess, since you’re not my repairman, I have no reason to stay here. We may as well head on up to the house.” Looking about as happy as a fox caught in a trap, she turned away and steered her sons from the barn.
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