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               For my three sons, Tom Jr., Patrick, and Mike,
who make me so proud and happy.
               

               
               And for my darling Tom, who hung the moon.

            

         



            
            
               
               Prologue

               
               Conway ranch—The Devil’s Wilderness
Wyoming—1982
               

            

            
             

            
            Quinn. Josh.” Big Jim Conway’s voice had his two grandsons looking up from their chores in the barn.
            

            
            “Yes, sir?” Quinn paused, and the hose in his hand continued spilling water across the floor of the barn.

            
            “Watch what you’re doing there, boyo.”

            
            “Oh.” The boy turned off the spigot and dropped the hose. “Sorry.”

            
            “Where’s your little brother?”

            
            “Don’t know.” Quinn glanced guiltily toward his brother Josh, and the two boys waited for the explosion they knew would follow
               that admission. Since the day their mother, Seraphine, had vanished without a trace two years earlier, they had been charged
               with keeping a close eye on seven-year-old Jake. Not an easy job on a ranch this huge, especially since their youngest brother
               had a habit of wandering off to find all sorts of mischief.
            

            
            “Sorry, Big Jim.” The boys never called their grandfather by anything other than that. There were no warm, fuzzy nicknames
               for this tough rancher, even by the youngest members of his family. “Last I saw Jake, he was out behind the barn.”
            

            
            The old man walked away, muttering in frustration. A search of the area behind the barns came up empty, and Big Jim climbed
               the hill to the spot where a gleaming headstone stood, with five smaller stones forming a semicircle around it.
            

            
            As was his custom, the old man lay a gnarled hand on the headstone that marked the resting place of his wife, Clementine,
               who had borne him six sons, five of whom had died in infancy. “I swear, Clemmy, that boy will be the death of me. He’s too
               damned independent for his own good. Do you have any idea where he’s gone this time?”
            

            
            As if in answer a small head popped up from the far side of the hill. Jake was carrying something in his arms that appeared
               to weigh more than he did.
            

            
            “What’s that you’ve got there, boyo?” As the boy drew closer Big Jim’s jaw dropped. “Is that what I think it is?”

            
            “It’s a cougar, Big Jim. He’s just a little one, and he’s hurting.”

            
            The old man’s growl was a combination of rage and fear. “Put that critter down before he devours you.”

            
            The boy merely continued toward his grandfather. “I can help him, Big Jim.”

            
            “I said put him down.”

            
            The boy halted, then knelt in the grass before depositing the animal gently on the ground.

            
            The old man ventured close enough to see that the young cougar was bloody and mangled, but still alive. “Looks like he tangled
               with something big and ornery. Probably a mother bear, and the bear won.”
            

            
            “His ma was dead.”

            
            “You know that for a fact?”

            
            The boy nodded. “Looks like she fought hard to save him. He was lying beside her, licking her face. Can I take him to the
               barn and doctor him?”
            

            
            “Listen to me, boyo.” The old man’s voice lowered, hoping to soften the blow. “It’s a fine thing you want to do. But this
               is a wild critter. He may be too weak to keep you from doctoring him now, but if he should survive, once he’s well and strong,
               he’ll do what wild things do. He’ll try to kill you. It’s his nature.”
            

            
            Jake turned those wide, trusting eyes on his grandfather. “I know, Big Jim. But I still have to try to help. Look at him.
               He’s hurting something bad. And he doesn’t have a ma either.”
            

            
            And he doesn’t have a ma either.

            
            The little boy’s words were a knife to Big Jim’s heart. How could he possibly refuse a motherless boy’s request to help a
               motherless creature? Besides, there would be plenty of time for the lad to learn that nature could be cruel as well as beautiful.
            

            
            “All right, boyo. I’ll help you build a cage and lend a hand with the doctoring. But you’re not to forget that he’s a wild
               thing that sees other creatures as food. As soon as he’s strong enough, he’ll bite the hand that doctors him.”
            

            
            “I won’t forget, Big Jim.” With great tenderness the boy lifted the heavy animal.

            
            “Let me give you a hand with him.”

            
            As the older man reached out, Jake shook his head. “I can do it.”

            
            He carried the big cat toward the barn. Inside, he applied ointment to the worst of the bite marks, and then went in search
               of Ela, an Arapaho woman who cooked for their family and had been with them since Big Jim’s wife, Clementine, had died some
               thirty years earlier.
            

            
            Ela showed Jake how to use a needle and some fine thread to close the gaping wounds and stem the bleeding until they could
               heal.
            

            
            For the next week Jake slept in the barn beside the cage his grandfather had made, and he even took his meals there, hand-feeding
               the cougar and applying ointment whenever its curious tongue weakened the stitches and opened another wound. Jake’s father,
               grandfather, and brothers reported hearing the lad talking to the animal late into the night.
            

            
            A week later, when the young cougar had passed through the crisis and began to grow restless, Jake persuaded his grandfather
               to load the cage into the jaws of their front-end loader and drive it out to the range, near where the animal had been found.
            

            
            Once there, they deposited the cage on the ground and then sat trying to figure out how to open it without risking their own
               safety.
            

            
            “I’ll just lift up the door,” Jake said calmly.

            
            “Like hell you will, boyo.” The old man shook a finger in his face. “You’ll stay up here on this machine with me, and we’ll
               figure out a way to snag the door with a rope and hook.”
            

            
            While his grandfather was pondering the situation, Jake jumped to the ground, walked to the front of the cage, and lifted
               the door before stepping back.
            

            
            For a moment the cougar stared at the boy, and then at the man, who was swearing a blue streak.

            
            With a last look at the boy, the cougar calmly stepped out into freedom, before sprinting off.

            
            Big Jim hurried to stand beside his grandson as the cougar made a great leap onto a rock ledge, where it lay panting in the
               afternoon sunshine.
            

            
            Before they could turn away, the cougar lifted a paw and began licking it. It seemed, to the old man, that the animal wasn’t
               so much grooming itself as waving to the one who’d saved his life.
            

            
            Or maybe, the old man thought, he was merely getting a bit dotty in his old age. After all, this predator would probably thank
               them by killing off more of their cattle.
            

            
            Still, he’d swear that young cat was smiling and purring. And all because an innocent lad with a passion for healing couldn’t
               bear to see another living creature suffer.
            

         



            
            
               
               Chapter One

               
               Paintbrush, Wyoming—Present Day

            

            
            Thanks, Jake.” The grizzled rancher pumped Jake Conway’s hand hard enough to have him wincing. “Figured old Scout here had
               seen his last sunset. I tried every home remedy I could think of.” The old man grinned. “Hated having to give in and pay a
               vet. You know how it is.”
            

            
            Jake nodded in understanding. Every rancher in these parts knew how to birth a calf, treat a lame horse, and cure the hundred-and-one
               things that could go wrong with ranch animals. A veterinarian was called only in extreme circumstances, or when an animal
               had to be put down and its owner couldn’t bear to do the deed.
            

            
            “Looks like I’d better start calling you Doc.” The old rancher winked at his teenage granddaughter, who was practically swooning
               over the handsome young veterinarian as though he were a Greek god.
            

            
            His wife, standing beside their daughter, thrust a covered plate into Jake’s hands. “Brownies,” the older woman said with
               a shy smile. “Our Tina here baked them herself.”
            

            
            “Thank you, Anna. And thank you, Tina. How’d you know about my sweet tooth?” Jake turned that famous Conway smile on both
               females, who audibly sighed.
            

            
            The old rancher couldn’t suppress a grin. The women in his household were all smitten with Cole Conway’s youngest son. Word
               in the tiny town of Paintbrush was that Jake Conway had the same effect on every female there from sixteen to sixty. It had
               been that way since Jake was twelve or thirteen, and still trailing his older brothers around town wearing a sweaty T-shirt,
               dusty denims, and one of his grandfather’s cast-off frayed, wide-brimmed cowboy hats. As he’d matured, he’d grown into a tall,
               muscled cowboy, whose rugged good looks were enhanced by a spill of curly black hair always in need of a trim, and devilish
               blue eyes that sparkled with unmistakable humor. A big part of his charm was that good-natured, roguish smile. Women just gravitated to him like bees to honey.
            

            
            “I guess what I’ve heard around town is the truth. You’re some kind of miracle worker.”

            
            “Not me. I’ve got miracle drugs.” Jake smiled and patted his pocket before tucking away the syringe and vial. “Just doing
               my job, Will.”
            

            
            “The way I see it, thanks to that fancy vet school in Michigan, you’re doing it even better’n old Doc Hunger did. And that’s
               saying something.”
            

            
            Jake couldn’t hide his pleasure at the compliment. It meant the world to him that the ranchers accepted him without question.
               Not an easy task when they still thought of the youngest Conway son as a lightweight compared to his father, grandfather,
               and two older brothers.
            

            
            At his truck, the two men shook hands again before Jake climbed inside and started toward home.

            
            As he drove along the dusty road he played back his phone messages. One from Phoebe, their housekeeper, reminding him that
               Ela was baking her famous corn bread to go with the ham she’d put in the oven, and he’d better not be late.
            

            
            His mouth was watering as he played the second message, this one from his brother Quinn, reminding him of dinner Saturday
               night as a surprise for his wife’s birthday, and that if Cheyenne had so much as an inkling of what was planned, he’d know
               it was all Jake’s fault for having a big mouth.
            

            
            Jake was still grinning as the third message began. A woman’s breathy voice, sounding either stressed or annoyed.

            
            “This is Meg Stanford. I’ve just arrived at my father’s ranch to dispose of his estate, and there’s a colt out in the barn
               that appears to be lame. I’m not sure there’s anything you can do for it, but I’d like you to…” The voice paused for so long,
               Jake thought the call may have been interrupted. But then the message continued. “…do whatever it is you do with animals that
               are beyond help.”
            

            
            Unsure of what he’d heard, he played the message a second time before dismissing all thought of Ela’s corn bread and ham from
               his mind. He made a sharp U-turn and headed toward the Stanford ranch.
            

            
            As he drew near, it occurred to Jake that though Porter Stanford had been his family’s nearest neighbor, he’d never before
               set foot on the property. He and his brothers had been warned when they were just boys that they were to stay clear of the
               rancher, whose volatile temper was well-known around these parts.
            

            
            In the town of Paintbrush gossip spread quicker than a prairie fire, and the juicy tales about Porter Stanford before his
               sudden death days ago had all been negative. Folks around these parts just shook their heads over his hair-trigger temper,
               the hellish life his two ex-wives had endured at his hands, all of which they’d been eager to share with anyone who would
               listen, and of the fact that his third wife had been young enough to be his granddaughter. She’d died two years ago of a brain
               hemorrhage, leaving Porter with a young son.
            

            
            Jake wondered about the woman claiming to be Porter’s daughter. He could vaguely recall hearing about a wild child who matched
               her father in looks and temperament. But that was years ago, before Porter’s very public first divorce, when she and her mother,
               Virginia, had taken themselves off to parts unknown.
            

            
            Jake turned his truck onto the lane that led to the rustic ranch house. Nestled on a bluff, the house overlooked some of the
               richest grazing land in the territory. Now in early spring, the land was just turning green and was dotted with buds of Indian
               paintbrush and towering cottonwood. No wonder Porter Stanford had thought of himself as a king and all of Wyoming as his fiefdom.
               Maybe, Jake thought with sudden insight, that was another reason why Stanford had a particular dislike of the Conway family.
               Not only were they his nearest neighbors, but they owned all the land around him, leaving him unable to expand his kingdom.
            

            
            Jake followed the curving driveway to the back door of the house and stepped out of his truck. A sleek, candy-apple-red rental
               car was parked beside the porch.
            

            
            He climbed the wide porch steps and knocked.

            
            A sexy female voice called, “Come in.”

            
            He stepped into a kitchen offering a spectacular view of the Tetons in the distance. Finding no one there, he stepped through
               the open doorway into a massive great room, where a woman was walking toward him, carrying a cardboard box that was bigger
               than she.
            

            
            “Hello.” Though he couldn’t see the face, the view from the waist down was enticing. A tiny waist and long, long legs encased
               in narrow denims.
            

            
            “Oh. Hello. If you want to take a look at the farm implements, you may as well start tagging the things out in the second
               barn.”
            

            
            “You’re planning an auction?”

            
            She peered around the box. “Aren’t you from the auction house?”

            
            “No. Sorry. I’m the vet. Here. Let me help you.” He took the box from her hands. “Where do you want this?”

            
            “The kitchen table will be fine.” She led the way and Jake followed.

            
            As he set down the heavy box he shot her a grin. “What’ve you got in there? A safe?”

            
            She sighed. “Sorry. I should have warned you. I found several locked metal boxes in an upstairs room and thought I’d bring
               them down before opening them to see what’s inside.” She offered her hand. “I’m Meg Stanford.”
            

            
            Jake accepted her handshake and took the moment to study her. She had her father’s fiery red hair, pulled back into a ponytail,
               and green eyes the color of prairie grass.
            

            
            “Jake Conway.” He was fascinated by her lips. Soft, pursed lips that, though bare of makeup, were absolutely enticing. “I’m
               sorry about your loss.”
            

            
            “Thank you.” She spoke the words in a flat, unemotional tone. “You said you were the vet. I was expecting Dr. Hunger.”

            
            “He retired. His service directs his calls to me.”

            
            “I see.” She nodded toward the door. “I’ll take you to the barn.”

            
            Jake trailed behind her, enjoying the view of her trim backside in the shiny, new denims. They were so crisp they looked as
               though they’d just come off a store rack, as did the cotton shirt buttoned clear to her throat and tucked precisely into the
               waistband.
            

            
            He glanced at her feet. Even the sneakers were brand-new, though they wouldn’t remain that way once she stepped into the barn.

            
            “How long have you been here?”

            
            “Since this morning.”

            
            “Where are you from?”

            
            She paused, her hand on the barn door. “Washington.”

            
            “As in Spokane?”

            
            She smiled. “As in D.C.”

            
            “You’re a long way from home. What do you do there?”

            
            “I’m a lawyer.”

            
            His smile deepened. “That explains the new duds. I’d never mistake you for a rancher.”

            
            That brought a smile, transforming her face from pretty to gorgeous. “My usual wardrobe runs to tailored suits and heels.
               I figured I’d need something more practical for the week I plan on being here.”
            

            
            “A week?”

            
            She nodded. “My vacation time. Not exactly the way I’d hoped to be spending it. I haven’t been back to this place since I
               was a kid. I honestly never expected to see it again.”
            

            
            She lowered her voice. “As you can imagine, I’ve forgotten more than I can remember about ranch animals. The colt has a pronounced
               limp. I thought I’d ask a vet to take a look and advise me as to the best way to…deal with it.” Her voice lowered to a near-whisper,
               as though she were sharing state secrets. “If you have to euthanize the colt, I’d appreciate it if you would take it with
               you rather than do it here. There’s the boy…” When she faltered, Jake waited until she composed herself. “My father’s sudden
               death wasn’t my only surprise. I’ve learned that I have a half brother. I’m not sure of his birthday, but I’m guessing he’s
               about seven. I suspect that he was alone here when our father had his heart attack. That may be why he doesn’t speak—at least
               not to me. But he seems really attached to the colt. That’s why…” She looked at the ground. “…I’d rather not add to the boy’s
               suffering.”
            

            
            “All right.” Jake nodded toward the door. “Let’s have a look.”

            
            She opened the barn door and led the way to a stall. As Jake’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, he could see the colt lying in
               the straw, its head cradled in the lap of a blond, shaggy-haired boy in dirty denims and an even dirtier T-shirt.
            

            
            Meg’s tone was cautious. “Cory, this is Dr. Conway. I asked him to take a look at your colt.”

            
            “Hey, Cory.” Jake knelt beside the boy and ran a hand gently over the colt’s forelock. “Does your horse have a name?”

            
            The boy merely stared at him.

            
            “Can your horse stand?”

            
            Cory shuffled out from under the horse’s head and got to his feet before tugging gently on the animal’s mane.

            
            The colt scrambled to its feet.

            
            Jake pointed toward the door. “Would you mind leading him outside?”

            
            Without a word the boy led the horse out into the sunshine, with Jake and Meg following.

            
            The animal’s limp, Jake noted, was pronounced.

            
            He watched as the boy led the colt in a wide circle. When they were close, Jake ran a hand along the animal’s neck. “He’s
               a real beauty.”
            

            
            The faintest flicker of a smile touched the boy’s eyes before he looked away.

            
            “Has he always had this limp, or is it a recent injury?”

            
            The boy shrugged.

            
            Jake decided to try again. “Was he born with this problem, Cory?”

            
            The boy shook his head.

            
            “So, this happened recently?”

            
            “Yeah.” The boy sighed, as though the weight of the world rested on his shoulders.

            
            “Okay. It’s a start.” Relieved that the boy could speak, Jake glanced toward Meg.

            
            She covered her mouth with her hand to hide the slight trembling, and he thought for a moment she might cry in relief. Instead
               he saw her suck in a quick breath and compose herself.
            

            
            Jake bent to the animal’s leg and began gently probing. When he touched one particular spot the colt flattened its ears and
               sidestepped.
            

            
            “Tender. Did your horse take a fall?”

            
            The boy shook his head. “No.”

            
            “Was he hit by something?”

            
            The boy shrugged his thin shoulders.

            
            “Maybe by a stone thrown by a truck?”

            
            Seeing that the boy didn’t intend to reply, he added, “Maybe he was attacked by a flying saucer?”

            
            That had Cory smiling before he ducked his head.

            
            Jake glanced at Meg, who stood with her arms crossed, watching the interaction between the two with quiet intensity.

            
            “All right. Let’s try something else. Walk him again, Cory.”

            
            As the boy did so, Jake moved along beside the colt and probed not only the leg but the animal’s underbelly as he took each
               step.
            

            
            When he straightened, Meg asked in a low voice, “Will you be able to take him with you?”

            
            Jake shrugged. “I’d like to try treating him here.”

            
            “Treating? I thought…” She looked at Cory, then away before whispering, “I thought vets had to put down a horse when it was
               lame.”
            

            
            “I guess that was the treatment of choice back when women didn’t have the vote, and ranchers chewed tobacco and played poker
               in the town saloon. Nowadays, ma’am,” he added in his best drawl, “you wouldn’t believe the miracle drugs we have.”
            

            
            She had a rich, throaty laugh. “I guess I deserved that. All right, Dr. Conway. I’ll leave you to your patient. I have work
               to do in the house.”
            

            
            When she walked away Jake watched until she’d climbed the steps. Turning, he saw the boy staring at him.

            
            He winked. “You’ve got a pretty sister, Cory.”

            
            The boy hung his head and absently patted the colt.

            
            Jake touched a hand to the boy’s shoulder. “I’m sorry about the loss of your dad.”

            
            Cory glanced up at him. There was an eager, almost hungry look in his eyes. “Did you know him?”

            
            Jake shook his head. “Not really. I knew who he was, and saw him in town a time or two, but other than that, he was a stranger.
               I guess he kept to himself a lot.”
            

            
            The eager look in the boy’s eyes was gone in the instant before he looked away. “Yeah.”

            
            After a pronounced silence, Jake sighed. “While you take this little guy back to the stall, I’ll get my bag of tricks.”

            
            He walked away and retrieved his supplies from his truck. Spying the plate of brownies, he took them along.

            
            In the barn he took his time, examining the colt while trying to find ways to engage the boy in conversation.

            
            “How old are you, Cory?”

            
            “Seven.” His gaze followed every movement of Jake’s fingers as he touched and probed the colt’s leg.

            
            “That would make you a second grader?”

            
            The boy shrugged. “Don’t go to school.”

            
            “Yeah. I never did either, when I was your age. Too far to town.” He looked over. “So, you’re homeschooled. Did your dad teach
               you?”
            

            
            Another shrug. “Now that I can read, I get the lessons out of books and do my class assignments online.”

            
            “Who checks your homework?”

            
            “I scan it and send it to the teacher assigned to me.”

            
            “Did anybody live here on the ranch with you and your dad?”

            
            “Yancy. But he doesn’t live with us. He stays in the bunkhouse.”

            
            Jake heard the warmth in the boy’s tone and nodded. He’d heard that Yancy Jessup had taken over some of the ranch duties after
               Porter’s young wife died. Yancy was one of the last of a dying breed. A cowboy with no desire to own his own spread. An old
               man who preferred living in a bunkhouse with other cowboys. A drifter who loved tending other rancher’s herds, until the itch
               to move on became too great. Yancy Jessup had worked ranches all over Montana and Wyoming, and his work was universally praised.
               Nobody had ever had a bad word to say about him.
            

            
            “I suppose Yancy’s up in the hills with the herd?”

            
            “Yeah.”

            
            “Does he know about your dad?”

            
            The boy looked stricken, and Jake realized that the cowboy had no idea that his boss had passed away.

            
            Jake pulled out his cell phone. “Give me his number and I’ll see that your sister calls him as soon as I’m finished here.”

            
            As Cory spoke the numbers, Jake programmed them into his phone. “I’d call Yancy myself, but I think this call should come
               from a family member.” He looked over. “Do you have a cell phone?”
            

            
            Cory nodded.

            
            “Good. While I’m thinking about it, why don’t I give you my number? That way, if you need me, just call.”

            
            He spoke the numbers and watched as Cory punched them into his phone.

            
            “Now give me yours.” Jake added the numbers as Cory said them aloud.

            
            For the next hour, while Cory soothed the colt, Jake applied ointment and wrapped the injured leg. When he was finished, he
               closed his bag and got to his feet.
            

            
            “That’s the best I can do for now. I’ll look in on him tomorrow and see if he’s improving.”

            
            The boy kept an arm around the colt’s neck. “His name is Shadow.”

            
            Jake paused. “That’s a good name. And you’re a good friend to Shadow, Cory. I can see that he trusts you. Now I’d better report
               to your sister.” He offered his hand. “Thanks for your help.”
            

            
            The boy looked surprised before giving him an awkward handshake.

            
            Jake pointed to the plate of brownies. “I’ll leave those for you and your sister to snack on.”

            
            “You mean it?” The boy’s gaze fell on the food like one who hadn’t eaten all day.

            
            With a thoughtful look Jake turned and made his way from the barn.

            
            It was plain that the boy was feeling scared and confused. And he was probably in a lot of pain. And why not? In a matter
               of days he’d lost his father, gained a sister who was a stranger to him, and had to watch his colt going lame. It must have
               seemed as though his whole world had toppled. To make matters worse, his future would be decided by a woman who apparently
               didn’t know much about the care and feeding of a seven-year-old, one who couldn’t wait to get away from here and back to the
               life she’d left behind.
            

            
            But Cory Stanford wasn’t the only person in pain. His sister was, too. She might have spent her childhood on this ranch, but
               after so many years away, she had become a stranger in a strange land. That city woman looked as out of place as a designer
               dress at a rodeo.
            

            
            A week. Did she actually believe she could contact an auction house to dispose of a ranch, a herd, and an entire way of life,
               in the time it took to vacation at some tropical beach?
            

            
            Jake paused on the porch and watched through the screen door as Meg struggled to pry open a metal box with a rusty screwdriver.
               Several other metal boxes, empty and misshapen from forced entry, littered the floor around her feet.
            

            
            Taking a deep breath, he knocked and stepped inside. “Would you like a hand with that?”

            
            Meg’s head came up sharply. “Sorry. You startled me. I’d appreciate any help you can give.” She handed him the screwdriver.
               “There are probably dozens of tools around here, if I knew where to look.”
            

            
            Jake nodded toward the door. “Probably the equipment barn, up the hill. That’s the usual place to store tools.”

            
            “Of course. I’ll check it out later.” She gathered up a pile of papers and documents, clutching them to her chest. “It looks
               as though my father’s filing system was a lot like his life—careless. When I was a kid he never would have dreamed of just
               throwing things into boxes with no apparent rhyme or reason.”
            

            
            “Maybe, as you sort through them, you’ll discover some sort of order to them.”

            
            “Not likely.” She deposited the papers on the kitchen counter before returning to stand beside him as he pried open the metal
               box. A haphazard stack of papers spilled out, littering the tabletop.
            

            
            “See what I mean?” She eyed the papers before turning to Jake. “What have you decided about the colt?”

            
            “There’s a small wound with swelling and redness that suggests infection. I’ve given him an antibiotic and wrapped the wound.
               I’ll look in on him tomorrow and see if there’s any improvement. If there is, I’ll continue the treatment. If not, I’ll try
               something else.”
            

            
            “I’m so relieved that you were able to get Cory to speak to you. From his reaction to me, I was really afraid he might be
               deaf and mute.”
            

            
            “He hadn’t spoken at all?”

            
            “Not to me. But he opened up to you right away.”

            
            Jake gave her one of his devilish smiles. “All part of my charm. Kids and animals just can’t resist me.”

            
            She glanced at his ring finger. “I see that you can’t make the same claim about women.”

            
            Seeing the direction of her gaze he chuckled. “It’s been tough, but so far I’ve managed to resist their advances.” He winked.
               “I keep a club in my truck, just in case I run into a really aggressive female who won’t take no for an answer.”
            

            
            He was rewarded with her deep, throaty chuckle, which transformed her from pretty to absolutely gorgeous.

            
            “Thanks for my laugh of the day. I needed it.” She crossed her arms over her chest and tapped a nervous foot. “I’m at a loss
               as to what to do about Cory. And I get the distinct impression that he isn’t about to give me any help at all.”
            

            
            “He’ll come around. You’ve already learned that he can talk.”

            
            “To you. But I need him to open up with me about what he’s feeling, and what he wants to do going forward. So far the only
               thing I’ve heard from him is silence.”
            

            
            “Give him a little time. In his short lifetime he’s lost his mother and his father. And the colt he loves is suffering. The
               kid is scared. I’m betting he’s convinced that all the really important things in his life are going to be taken away from
               him.”
            

            
            “I’m his half sister, not his enemy.”

            
            “He doesn’t know that. He knows only that a stranger will be the one to determine his future.”

            
            “I hadn’t thought of that.” She frowned. “I guess I’ve been so busy dealing with my own feelings, I was overlooking all the
               things he must be going through.”
            

            
            “Does he have any family other than you? Grandparents? Aunts?”

            
            Meg’s lips turned into a pretty pout before she chewed her lower lip. “I’ll ask him. I would’ve before but I didn’t think
               he could speak. So far I’ve found no documentation of any other family. That’s why I’m so desperate to find all my father’s
               legal documents. I have a frightened little boy, a sprawling ranch, and who knows how many debts I might encounter, and I
               don’t have a clue what to do with any of them.”
            

            
            “I hate to add to your burden.” Jake saw the way her eyes narrowed slightly. “Cory tells me that there’s a wrangler up in
               the hills with your father’s herd. His name is Yancy Jessup. A good man. Folks around here will tell you that he’s someone
               you can trust. But right now, he doesn’t even know that your father has passed away.” He handed over his cell phone. “Cory
               gave me Yancy’s number. I think you’d better give him a call.”
            

            
            She plucked a cell phone from her pocket and deftly added Yancy’s name and number before extending her hand. “I’ll call him.
               Thank you. I appreciate your help.”
            

            
            “You’re welcome.” Jake accepted her handshake, while keeping his gaze steady on hers.

            
            She’d probably intended it to be a purely businesslike handshake, but it had become something else entirely. At least for
               Jake.
            

            
            Was she feeling that same searing pulse of heat that he was?

            
            He couldn’t help smiling at the startled look that came into her eyes before she removed her hand from his and stared pointedly
               at the floor.
            

            
            It would seem that she and Cory shared another family trait. Neither of them was very good at hiding their feelings.

            
            With a last look at her bowed head Jake turned away. With his hand on the door he paused. “My family’s ranch is just over
               those hills. We’re your nearest neighbor.”
            

            
            She shot him a startled look. “The Conway ranch? Of course. Jake Conway. I was a little distracted when you introduced yourself.”

            
            His smile grew. “I gave my cell phone number to Cory. So if you need anything, just call.”

            
            As he made his way to his truck, he glanced toward the barn and felt a wave of sympathy for the boy caught up in all of this.
               He knew what it was to lose a parent at a very young age, and he could clearly recall the pain and confusion of those early
               days as he’d struggled with grief and fear of the unknown, and an unreasonable sense of loss and emptiness that had never
               gone away.
            

            
            As his truck ate up the miles to his home, Jake decided that he would make the Stanford ranch his first stop in the morning.
               Not just to soothe a frightened little boy’s fears, he realized, but also to indulge himself with another glimpse of the boy’s
               gorgeous, pouty-lipped sister.
            

            
            The thought of tasting those lips ought to be enough to fuel his dreams all through the night.

         



            
            
               
               Chapter Two

            

            
            Meg climbed the stairs and stepped into her old bedroom. Not that it resembled the room she remembered from her childhood.
               Then, it had been painted pale pink, and the walls had been plastered with pictures she’d cut out of magazines. Photos of
               horses had littered not only the walls but the top of her dresser and her desktop, and had been taped to her vanity mirror.
               She’d been totally horse crazy.
            

            
            The floor had been hardwood, with a pink fuzzy rug under a canopy bed. A princess bed, her father had called it. And she was
               the princess who ruled all the land that could be seen outside her window.
            

            
            Now the room was painted a dull shade of pale green, and the sparse furniture consisted of a bed, a dresser, and a bench under
               one window.
            

            
            Not that it mattered to her what the room looked like. She wouldn’t be here long enough to settle in. It was merely a place
               to park her things until she could take care of business and get back to the life she’d left in D.C.
            

            
            She undressed quickly and pulled on the sea foam night slip she’d tossed into her suitcase before leaving home. The sexy,
               tissue-silk fabric seemed as out of place here on her father’s ranch as she felt.
            

            
            She pulled out her ponytail band and made her way to the bathroom carrying the overnight case that held her bath essentials.
               A short time later she turned out the light and climbed into bed.
            

            
            After the day she’d put in, she expected to fall asleep instantly, but there were too many things weighing on her mind, dragging
               her down.
            

            
            Her father—her big, strong, tough-as-nails father—was dead. It just didn’t compute. Not that she hadn’t faced death. But the
               loss of her mother and stepfather in a boating accident, though shocking, hadn’t been nearly the jolt to her system that this
               news had been, delivered over the phone by Everett Fletcher, chief of police in the little town of Paintbrush.
            

            
            Instead of tears, her legal training had kicked in, and she’d calmly, dispassionately, made her plans to fly here and handle
               the burial of her father and the disposal of his estate. Clean. Simple. Final.
            

            
            What she hadn’t counted on was Cory. She hadn’t even known about him. And now that she did, she had more questions than answers.
               Burying a long-estranged father was one thing. Dealing with a scared, angry little boy was simply outside her realm of expertise.
               Would he go willingly to a big city, or would he fight her every step of the way? If he did go, how would he fit in? What
               sort of schooling had he had so far? She could easily afford a tutor, but school was only one small part of the equation.
               How would he fit into her lifestyle? She was single, by choice, and deeply involved in her career. She often brought her work
               home with her and spent endless hours prepping before a trial. What was she supposed to do with a frightened, lonely little
               boy? A nanny? Boarding school? She’d been saddled with both as a girl, and she found herself rejecting them out of hand.
            

            
            As she pondered all this, she tossed and turned, willing herself to relax. It was impossible. She felt…twitchy. Uneasy.

            
            To distract herself from her unsettling thoughts, she focused instead on Jake Conway. That cowboy had been one of the sexiest
               men she’d ever met. And that was saying something, since in her line of work there had been no shortage of handsome, successful
               guys, all of them eager to impress her with their wealth, their success, their…educational and social pedigrees, she thought
               with a smile.
            

            
            What set Jake apart was the fact that he was so down to earth, despite the fact that his family ranch was one of the most
               successful in the country. In those faded denims and a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows, he’d exuded more
               sex appeal than the men in her firm in their custom-fitted suits and Italian leather shoes, smelling of expensive cologne
               and sporting razor-sharp haircuts, fresh from their workouts with their personal trainers.
            

            
            She rolled to her other side and clenched a fist. The minute he’d started examining that colt and she saw those muscles flexing,
               she’d been mesmerized. And when he’d dazzled her with that killer smile, she’d actually felt her heart do a slow, dizzying
               flip.
            

            
            It was a good thing she wouldn’t be around long enough to actually get to know Jake Conway. He could be a real heartbreaker.

            
            Still, while she was here, he would certainly make things a lot more interesting.

            
            She fell asleep smiling, with thoughts of an earthy, sexy cowboy playing through her mind.

            
            
               
                 

            

            
            “We missed you last night. Not like you to miss supper, boyo.” Big Jim looked up from the breakfast table as Jake ambled into
               the big, sunny kitchen.
            

            
            “Had to visit a lame colt.” As was his custom, Jake brushed a kiss over old Ela’s cheek before reaching for a foaming glass
               of freshly squeezed orange juice sitting on a tray. He lounged a hip against the counter and downed the liquid in one long
               swallow.
            

            
            “You might want to take the time to actually taste that, bro.” Quinn stepped in from the mudroom behind his wife, Cheyenne,
               and unrolled his sleeves after washing up at the big sink.
            

            
            “Take time? What a concept.” Jake grinned at his oldest brother and sister-in-law. “I’m learning how to eat and drink on the
               run.”
            

            
            “I don’t know why you’re in a rush, son.” After morning chores in the barn, Cole Conway bypassed the juice and went straight
               for a cup of steaming coffee. “It’s not as though your patients can run out on you if you’re late.”
            

            
            “So many cows, so little time.” Josh, just entering the kitchen with his wife, Sierra, winked at her, and the two of them
               laughed at his little joke. “You know, Jake, before you became a veterinarian, we used to say that about you and every woman
               for miles around. But now, I guess, the only females you have time to charm are the cows.”
            

            
            Everyone in the room burst into gales of laughter.

            
            Jake joined them before saying, “Oh. I don’t know about that. Last night’s colt had an…interesting owner.”

            
            Seeing that he had their attention, he turned away and busied himself pouring a cup of coffee.

            
            “Okay, bro.” Quinn shot him a withering look. “Out with it. What heart are you about to break this week?”

            
            Jake managed to tear off a corner of Ela’s corn bread and pop it into his mouth before she rapped his knuckles with a wooden
               spoon. He shot her one of those famous Conway grins before turning to the others. “There’s a certain new redhead in town that’s
               looking mighty…” He licked the crumbs from his fingers. “…tasty.”
            

            
            That had them all moaning at his bad joke.

            
            “The only redhead within a hundred miles of us is Blanche Eastman, and she was a teenager when Big Jim drove his herd here
               back in 1950.”
            

            
            Josh’s remark had them all chuckling.

            
            “Go ahead. Enjoy your little joke.” Jake took his seat at the table as Phoebe and Ela began passing platters of scrambled
               eggs, crisp bacon, fried potatoes, and cinnamon toast. “Maybe I’ll just keep the name of the lady secret, and you can hear
               it from old Flora the next time you visit the diner.”
            

            
            “If anybody would know, it’s Flora.” Cheyenne grinned as she helped herself to eggs and bacon. “But I’d rather hear it from
               you, Jake.”
            

            
            Cole glowered from his position at the end of the table. “Stop the teasing and spit it out, son.”

            
            Jake played out the waiting game until he had everyone’s attention. “I paid a call on the ranch of one of our old neighbors.”

            
            Big Jim’s lips thinned. “Of course. Porter Stanford. His sudden death is the talk of the town. I heard he left everything
               to his kids.”
            

            
            Around the table eyebrows were lifted.

            
            Jake paused with the fork halfway to his lips. “You sure about that?”

            
            “That’s what Thibault Baxter told me over at his hardware store yesterday. And he said he heard it from Flora, so it must
               be gospel.”
            

            
            Jake shook his head. “If she knows that, why in the world was she tearing into all those metal boxes?”

            
            “She?” Cole stared at his son.

            
            “Porter’s daughter. Her name’s Meg. She’s in from D.C. to dispose of the estate.”

            
            “And she called you?” Cheyenne shot a look at her sister-in-law, Sierra, who returned a knowing nod.

            
            “About a lame colt. Only she didn’t know she was calling me. She left a message with old Doc Hunger’s service, and it was
               forwarded to my phone. It turns out the sudden death of her father wasn’t her only surprise. She didn’t even know she had
               a seven-year-old half brother until she got here.”
            

            
            “Wow.” Sierra had forgotten her breakfast. “I guess since I’m the newest member of the family, I’m missing some history here.
               Who is Porter Stanford? And what kind of woman doesn’t hear that she has a sibling for seven whole years?”
            

            
            “The kind of woman who hadn’t spoken to her father in fifteen or twenty years. Porter is—was,” Jake corrected, “our nearest neighbor. They say he died of a heart attack. His daughter left Wyoming when she was ten,
               along with her mother, after a divorce—”
            

            
            “A nasty divorce,” Big Jim put in.

            
            “Yeah. That’s the impression I got.” Jake sipped his coffee. “Anyway, his daughter Meg is a lawyer in Washington, and when
               she got here she discovered Cory. That’s the seven-year-old.”
            

            
            “What about his mother?” Sierra asked.

            
            Cole picked up the story. “Arabella. Pretty little thing. Nobody knew much about her. She and a boyfriend drifted into Paintbrush,
               looking for work. That was about the same time that Porter’s second wife, Sherry, divorced him, and he hired Arabella to clean
               his house.”
            

            
            “He hired a pretty drifter to…clean his house?” Sierra exchanged a look with Cheyenne before the two women broke into laughter.
               “Is that the story he gave everyone?”
            

            
            “That’s the story.” Cole chuckled. “Next thing we knew, they were married very quietly by Judge Bolton and shortly after welcomed
               Cory. Folks who saw Porter said he was a changed man. Everybody figured his new young bride was a tonic. Then, a couple of
               months ago, she died suddenly. Doc Walton said it was an aneurysm. After that, Porter lived like a recluse, and the boy along
               with him. They hardly ever went to town. Nobody called or visited. The rumor was that Porter couldn’t even muster the energy
               to eat or fix a meal for his kid. He grew so depressed, he even hired old Yancy Jessup to oversee a crew for the ranch chores
               and herd, something he’d have never considered in earlier times.”
            

            
            “Speaking of Yancy. When I learned that nobody had notified him about Porter’s passing—” Jake took a bite of his breakfast
               “—I got his number from Cory and told Meg she needed to make the call.”
            

            
            “So, as I understand it, you went out to a ranch to treat a lame colt and just happened to find a pretty redhead?” Cheyenne
               shot a questioning look at her brother-in-law.
            

            
            “Yeah.” He nodded. “That’s just the kind of dumb luck I always seem to have. I will say this for Meg Stanford. She looks damned
               fine in a pair of jeans. Almost as good as you and Sierra.”
            

            
            That had his two sisters-in-law laughing.

            
            Quinn shook his head. “Only you, little bro, can fall into a pile of manure and come up smelling like a rose.”

            
            “It’s a curse.” Jake grinned. “And the hell of it is, I have to drop by again this morning. Just to make sure the colt is
               healing, you understand. And I promise,” he said to his sisters-in-law, “if Meg Stanford is wearing tight jeans and an even
               tighter T-shirt, I won’t even look.” For emphasis, he covered his eyes with his hands in a see-no-evil pose.
            

            
            They were all roaring as they finished their breakfast.

            
            
               
                 

            

            
            Jake was whistling as he drove his truck toward the Stanford ranch. He hoped Meg was wearing those denims that fit her like
               a second skin. The thought had him grinning.
            

            
            His smile faded at the sight of Police Chief Everett Fletcher’s car parked by the back door. As he drove closer he could see
               that all four tires of the pretty little rental car had been slashed, the windows shattered.
            

            
            As Jake sprinted from his truck, the chief, who’d been talking quietly to Meg, looked up. “Hey, Jake.”

            
            “Chief.” Jake looked from Everett to Meg. “What’s going on?”

            
            Her brows were creased, her voice tight with nerves. “When I came downstairs this morning, the back door was open. That’s
               when I spotted the damage to my rental car.”
            

            
            She drew her arms around herself and shivered, despite the warmth of the morning sun. “Look at it. This isn’t just petty vandalism.
               This was vicious.”
            

            
            Jake nodded. “Was anything else vandalized?”

            
            The chief took up the narrative. “After Miss Stanford came inside, she realized the door to her father’s office was open,
               and his files tossed everywhere.”
            

            
            Jake studied Meg’s pale features and could see the lines of worry and fear. “I’m sorry you have all this to deal with on top
               of your father’s passing. Any way of knowing if anything was stolen?”
            

            
            She turned away to hide the overpowering worries that had her by the throat. This, on top of what she was already dealing
               with, had her tied up in knots. “I’ve already told Chief Fletcher that I’m willing to go through my father’s things to see
               if I can identify anything missing, but without knowing what he kept in there, I don’t see that I can be much help.”
            

            
            Everett eyed Jake. “What brings you here?”

            
            “There’s a lame colt out in the barn. I treated him yesterday, and I promised to look in on him again today to see if he was
               improving.” He glanced around. “Has Cory already gone out to the barn?”
            

            
            “He spent the night there.” Meg flushed. “I tried to get him to come in to bed, but he just clung to that colt’s neck and
               dug in his heels. Knowing how much he loves that animal, I didn’t want to make a fuss, especially since he seems so resistant
               to anything I say or do, so I gave up and let him stay in the barn.”
            

            
            The police chief lifted a brow. “Porter’s boy resents you so much he slept in the barn?”

            
            Meg shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s personal, or if he just dislikes people in general. Whatever is going on in that brain
               of his, I seem to be the focus of his distrust at the moment.”
            

            
            “If he was out there all night, the boy may have heard something.” The chief turned to Jake. “I believe I’ll just go along
               with you and have a talk with the boy.”
            

            
            “I’ll go, too.” Meg led the way to the barn, giving Jake another chance to admire her backside. It was the perfect distraction
               from all the crazy things going on here.
            

            
            Today, instead of the prim shirt buttoned clear to her throat, she wore a skinny tee. Not one of those souvenir shirts with
               cute sayings on them. This one was the color of a ripe peach and had an interesting ruffle around the modest neckline. To
               Jake’s way of thinking, that modest neckline just made what was inside the shirt all the more interesting.
            

            
            When Meg tried to roll open the big barn door, it didn’t budge. She glanced at the men before pounding a fist and shouting,
               “Cory? You in there?”
            

            
            They heard a shuffling sound and then a scraping sound before the door opened. As the sunlight filled the gloomy interior,
               they saw the boy, his hair sporting bits of straw, rubbing his eyes.
            

            
            “’Morning, Cory.” Jake noted the manure cart shoved to one side. It had obviously been used to secure the barn door from inside.
               “This is Police Chief Fletcher.”
            

            
            The boy nodded toward the tall, muscled man in the police uniform, who was an imposing sight with his gold star winking at
               his lapel, his police-issue gun in a holster at his side.
            

            
            “Cory.” Everett extended his hand. “I’m sorry about your daddy.”

            
            The boy hung his head.

            
            Jake stepped into the stall. “I hear you spent the night with Shadow. How’s our patient?”

            
            The boy shook his head before mumbling, “No better.”

            
            “If you’d like to bring him outside, I’ll take a look at his wound.”

            
            Cory looped an arm around the colt’s neck, and the boy and the horse walked out into the yard.

            
            This morning the limp seemed even more pronounced than it had been the previous day.

            
            Jake unwrapped the dressing and began examining the colt’s leg.

            
            As he did, the chief cleared his throat. “Did you leave the barn at all last night, Cory?”

            
            The boy shook his head.

            
            “Not once? Not even to get a drink of water? Or maybe to use the bathroom?”

            
            Another shake of the shaggy head.

            
            “Did you hear anything unusual? A car approaching? Someone walking around outside?”

            
            Cory glanced toward Meg, avoiding the man whose size and uniform were intimidating. “Something wrong?”

            
            Meg tried for a reassuring smile, though her lips trembled slightly. “Someone vandalized my car and broke into the house while
               I was sleeping.”
            

            
            Cory merely gaped at her.

            
            The chief lay a hand on the boy’s shoulder to get his attention. “Can you think of anybody who might want to do damage or
               steal something that belonged to your daddy?”
            

            
            At his touch Cory cringed before staring hard at the ground. “No.”

            
            Everett studied him for a moment. “Well, if you think of anything I ought to know, you call me.” He turned to Meg. “I’d like
               to go through the house with you now, Miss Stanford, and see if we can spot anything that might look out of the ordinary.”
            

            
            “Do you think someone might—” she swallowed “—still be hiding somewhere inside?”

            
            “Not likely. Most intruders get in and out as fast as they can, so nobody has time to identify them.” The chief put a hand
               under her elbow. “But if it would make you feel better, I’d be happy to do a walk-through, just to be sure.”
            

            
            “Thank you.” She turned away and walked with the chief back to the house.

            
            Jake watched them leave before returning his attention to the colt. Beside him, he heard the boy let out a long, slow breath.

            
            “So.” Jake knelt and ran his hand along the colt’s leg. The colt flinched when his fingers came in contact with the wound,
               which appeared to be festering. “Did Shadow give you any trouble during the night?”
            

            
            “No.”

            
            Because Jake had noticed Cory’s reaction to Everett Fletcher, he deliberately kept his back to the boy to ease any discomfort.
               “Did you notice if Shadow was restless? Unable to get comfortable? Did he seem to want to pace?”
            

            
            “Maybe.”

            
            “Did you let him out of the stall to walk a bit?”

            
            Cory paused, as though weighing his words. “I opened the stall door so he could move around. But just inside the barn.”

            
            Jake turned to look up at Cory. “You’re saying he took a turn or two around the barn?”

            
            “Inside.” The boy nodded. “But we never went outside.”

            
            “So the two of you didn’t actually sleep through the whole night? You were up at least a couple of times to walk?”

            
            “I guess so.”

            
            Jake was watching the boy carefully now. “How many times? Three? Four?”

            
            Thin shoulders shrugged uncomfortably.

            
            “Five times?”

            
            “I didn’t keep count.”

            
            “And all those times you were awake, you never heard anything out of the ordinary?”

            
            “I…guess I heard some things. But there are a lot of sounds in the night.”

            
            “Yeah. I know what you mean.” Jake gave Cory a boyish grin. “Owls in the trees. Cattle in the fields. An engine idling. Footsteps
               on the gravel. Back doors opening and closing.”
            

            
            Cory flushed and looked away, but not before Jake saw the distress in his young eyes.

            
            Whatever the boy had seen or heard, he was too afraid to talk about it.

            
            Jake stood and wiped his hands down his pants. “Lots of cracks in that old barn door. Wide enough to look through. I guess
               if I heard someone drive up and walk around, I’d watch from a safe hiding place. Did you recognize the night visitor?”
            

            
            Cory jammed his hands in his pockets. “I don’t know what you mean.”

            
            Jake kept his tone soft. “You need a friend, Cory. Someone you can trust to share your burden. Otherwise, the load you’re
               carrying is going to be too heavy.”
            

            
            When the boy refused to look at him, Jake turned. “I’ll get my bag. Shadow needs another shot of antibiotic if he’s going
               to beat this infection.”
            

            
            He sauntered toward his truck and took his time removing his bag. He wanted the boy to have plenty of time to ponder his words.

            
            When he returned, Cory had his arm around the colt’s neck, his face pressed to the warmth of its velvet muzzle.

            
            The boy and horse watched Jake’s approach with wary eyes.

            
            “You might want to hold his leg while I inject this, to keep him from kicking me. Sometimes, in order to help, I have to do
               something painful.”
            

            
            Cory took hold of the colt by the hoof, immobilizing the leg while Jake plunged the needle.

            
            “Ever been kicked by a horse?” the boy asked.

            
            “Too many times to count.” Jake began wrapping the colt’s leg.

            
            “Then why do you keep doing it?”

            
            “Because I know that what I’m doing is a good thing.” Jake looked over at the boy. “We all have this inner voice that tells
               us when we’re doing right or wrong. It’s called our conscience. Ever hear of it?”
            

            
            Cory nodded. “My mom talked about it.”

            
            “What did she say?”

            
            “That sometimes, when we’re doing something wrong, we start to feel bad about ourselves. That’s our conscience telling us
               we need to change, even if it means we’ll be in big trouble when we tell the truth about what we did.”
            

            
            “Your mom was right. But there’s one more thing. Even though we may get in trouble for telling on ourselves, that bad feeling
               will go away, because we’ll know in our hearts that we did the right thing. So if you’re tempted to keep secrets that might
               cause harm, find somebody you can trust and ask for their help. You’ll be glad you did.”
            

            
            Jake could see the way Cory was absorbing his words. He offered his hand. “Thanks for all your help, son. Do you have a horse
               trailer in the equipment barn?”
            

            
            “Yeah. Why?”

            
            “I’d like to borrow it to haul Shadow to my ranch.”

            
            Seeing the alarm that darted into the boy’s eyes he spoke quickly, to soothe his fears. “I know you want to be with him, but
               it would be a whole lot easier for me to check on him if I had him close by. The fact that the wound didn’t respond to the
               first injection tells me that it’s in the bloodstream and needs some serious attention. By having Shadow at my ranch, I can
               spend more time with him, and see that he gets better. Think of it this way. My ranch is like a hospital for sick animals.
               Do you understand?”
            

            
            Cory hung his head. “I guess so.”

            
            “Okay. Let’s get Shadow comfortable, and go find that trailer.”

            
            A short time later, Jake drove Cory in his truck to the equipment barn and located the horse trailer. After hitching it to
               his truck, Jake opened the passenger door for Cory. “Let’s find your sister and let her know what I’m planning to do.”
            

            
            As they drove to the back door of the house, Jake glanced at the boy beside him. “I know you haven’t had breakfast yet, since
               we woke you.”
            

            
            Cory nodded.

            
            “Want to ride along to my place? I’m sure Phoebe and Ela would have something cooking. They always do.”

            
            “Who are Phoebe and Ela?”

            
            “Our housekeeper and cook. They make the best pecan pancakes and warm maple syrup in all of Wyoming.”

            
            He could see the boy hesitating.

            
            “You’d be helping me, too, by getting Shadow settled into his new stall. I’m sure he’d feel better having you around.”

            
            Cory gave a quick nod of his head. “Okay. I’d like that, too.”

            
            “I’ll just tell your sister.” Jake turned off the ignition and stepped from the truck.

            
            He was smiling as he sprinted up the steps.

            
            It was clear that the boy had secrets. And the best way to uncover them, one by one, was by using his secret weapons—Phoebe
               and Ela, and their Conway-tested food. What kid could resist such a winning combination?
            

            
            He had an idea that Cory’s sister might be in need of that very same magic. So far, her homecoming had been a nightmare.

         



            
            
               
               Chapter Three

            

            
             

            
            Hearing voices at the rear of the house, Jake ambled through rooms filled with dusty old photographs. Rooms with dark paneled
               walls and heavy draperies that kept out the sunlight. Rooms that smelled musty and old and lifeless.
            

            
            He stepped into what must have been Porter Stanford’s office. The walls were lined with shelves and cabinets. A heavy oak
               desk was littered with books and ledgers and papers. They spilled out of drawers and half-opened cabinet doors. There were
               more papers on the floor, and a trail of them led from the desk to a set of floor-to-ceiling glass doors, which were still
               locked, their heavy draperies half-closed against the light.
            

            
            Meg was stone-faced, while the chief looked grim.

            
            Jake paused by the door. “Looks like the intruder was busy.”

            
            Everett Fletcher nodded. “Apparently. But how can we know if he got whatever it was he came for?”

            
            “You think someone’s looking for money?”

            
            “I’m sure he wouldn’t turn up his nose at it. But Porter was meticulous about his profit-and-loss records. Anybody who knew
               him would know that he believed in keeping his money in the bank in Paintbrush. ” The police chief pointed. “From the looks
               of this mess, our intruder was after something else. A legal document maybe. That seems the most likely reason to break into
               a dead man’s house and rifle through his files.”
            

            
            Jake glanced at Meg. “Do you have a copy of your father’s will?”

            
            She shook her head. “My father and I never communicated. But Chief Fletcher said that Judge Bolton handled my father’s legal
               work.” She paused to look at the police chief to fill in the blanks for her.
            

            
            Everett Fletcher nodded. “Kirby Bolton was your father’s lawyer long before he became a judge. If anybody would know about
               a will, it would be Kirby.”
            

            
            “Or Flora.” Seeing Meg’s arched brow, Jake added with a smile, “Flora owns the diner in town. She knows what happens in this
               part of Wyoming as soon as it occurs, and considers it her solemn duty to spread the news as fast as is humanly possible.
               Folks in Paintbrush don’t need to read a newspaper or watch a TV news show. They just drop by Flora’s Diner.”
            

            
            A smile touched Meg’s lips before the look of worry returned. “I remember Flora from my childhood. But, if it’s well-known
               that Judge Bolton has my father’s legal documents, why would an intruder want to break in here?”
            

            
            The chief shrugged. “Maybe he figures your father kept other things. Coins. Collectibles. I can’t really say, Miss Stanford.
               Could your mother fill you in on some of your father’s background?”
            

            
            “My mother is dead,” she said matter-of-factly. “I hope you’ll consider sending an officer to patrol the area until this is
               resolved.”
            

            
            Chief Fletcher was already shaking his head. “This isn’t Washington, Miss Stanford. I don’t have an officer I can spare—”

            
            “I’m not asking for a full-time bodyguard. But at least at night—”

            
            “You don’t understand. I’m the only lawman around here. Just me. My only deputy assistant, Burk Truman, fills in while I grab
               some sleep. If he needs backup, he calls me at home. As you can see, I’m spread thin as it is. I can’t possibly promise to
               be out here for even one night. But I’d like to give you Thibault Baxter’s number. He owns the paint and hardware store in
               Paintbrush, and he’d be happy to come out and change these locks for you.”
            

            
            “Thank you.” She turned away, but not before Jake saw the stricken look in her eyes. It was obvious that she was feeling completely
               out of her element.
            

            
            “Miss Stanford…”

            
            Before Everett could finish, Jake put a hand on his shoulder and gave a quick shake of his head.

            
            He kept his tone soft and easy. “I came in here to let you know that I’ll be taking Shadow to my place.”

            
            She whirled. “You mean you can’t treat him and you’re going to…put him down?”

            
            “Not at all. What I’m saying is that this is a nasty infection that hasn’t responded to my first line of treatment, so I want
               the colt close, where I can keep an eye on him. I’ve asked Cory to ride along and help Shadow settle in. I think you should
               join us.”
            

            
            When she seemed about to refuse he added, “Chief Fletcher will tell you that our cook and housekeeper serve some of the finest
               food around. You’ve had a lot to handle in just a matter of days. Why don’t you and Cory take a break from all this, and enjoy
               a good meal while you have the opportunity?”
            

            
            The chief seemed relieved for the distraction. “Jake’s not just bragging, Miss Stanford. I find an excuse to stop by the Conway
               ranch at mealtime whenever I can. Between Phoebe’s pot roast and Ela’s corn bread, those two would put those fancy TV chefs
               to shame.”
            

            
            “Food.” Meg touched a hand to her stomach. “I haven’t eaten a real meal since I got off the plane. And that was some trail
               mix and a glass of cheap chardonnay.”
            

            
            “There you go.” The chief looked over at Jake. “I think a visit to your place is just what Miss Stanford and the boy need
               right about now, before they have to deal with changing the locks and figuring out what safety measures to take.”
            

            
            Jake glanced at Meg, who was biting her lip and trying to come up with a decision.

            
            Jake decided to nudge her a bit more. “I can’t imagine that the intruder would risk coming here in daylight.”

            
            After considering her options, Meg started across the room. “You’re right. I’ll get the keys.” She frowned. “Not that a locked
               door will make much difference to the intruder. It didn’t stop him last night.”
            

            
            The police chief called, “Maybe he already got what he came for and is long gone.”

            
            Meg paused and turned to the man with the badge. “I hope you’re right, Chief Fletcher.”

            
            He followed her from the room, leaving Jake to trail slowly behind, as he dug out his cell phone and called Phoebe to let
               her know he was bringing guests for lunch.
            

            
            
               
                 

            

            
            Meg and Cory stared out the truck windows, watching the passing scenery with avid interest.

            
            Cory, sandwiched between Jake and Meg, turned to Jake. “How far to your place?”

            
            “We’re on it. Have been ever since we left your ranch.”

            
            “This is all yours?”

            
            Jake nodded. “Not technically mine. It belongs to my family. My grandfather, my father, and my two brothers and their wives.”

            
            The boy’s eyes widened. “You’ve got brothers?”

            
            “Quinn and Josh. They’re both older than me.”

            
            “Wow. It must be cool having older brothers.”

            
            “Sometimes.” Jake chuckled. “And sometimes I used to wish I was an only child.” He looked over. “How about you? Ever wish
               you had brothers?”
            

            
            Cory shrugged. “It would’ve been neat. My dad didn’t do a lot with me. Sometimes I thought it was because he didn’t like me.”
               He sighed. “But my mom said it was because he was old and tired.”
            

            
            Jake looked beyond the boy to the young woman who hadn’t spoken a single word since leaving her father’s ranch.

            
            She looked pensively out the side window, and it occurred to him that she and the boy didn’t interact, except through him.
               Maybe they’d already given up trying to communicate with each other.
            

            
            “How does it feel to be back in Wyoming, Meg?”

            
            She forced herself from her reverie to shrug her shoulders. “It feels strange. For years after my mother and I left, I begged
               to be allowed to come back, if only for a few weeks. I missed it so much. I’d had a pony…” She stopped and glanced at the
               boy beside her. Her tone lowered. Softened. “I’d almost forgotten, Cory. I called her Strawberry. She was a roan. A gift from
               my father on my seventh birthday.” A long, deep sigh escaped her lips. “I loved that pony.”
            

            
            Cory shot her a timid look. “That’s how I feel about Shadow. Did you take her with you when you left?”

            
            She seemed more surprised by the fact that he spoke directly to her than by the question. “I had to leave her behind. My mother
               made it clear that we were leaving everything except the clothes on our backs, and starting our new lives with a clean slate.
               And so we did.”
            

            
            “If you had asked Dad, he would have sent you pictures of Strawberry.”

            
            She shook her head. “We didn’t exactly part as friends.”

            
            The boy looked at her in disbelief. “My mom used to say he isn’t your friend. He’s your dad. That’s why, even when he’s sad,
               I should know that he loves me.”
            

            
            “He may have been my dad, too, but the man I left was a mean-mouthed—” She stopped herself, forcing the anger from her tone.
               “Sorry. Old habits. Look, Cory, I’m glad he was a decent enough dad to you. But my memories aren’t the same as yours.”
            

            
            “Was he mean to you?”

            
            “Never. At least, not until I left Wyoming. Then, it was as if I’d fallen off a cliff. I never heard from him again. I was
               just cut out of his life.”
            

            
            The uncomfortable silence was there again, like a wall between them.

            
            Jake was relieved when Cory asked him, “How much longer before we reach your house?”

            
            Jake pointed. “Keep an eye up ahead.”

            
            As they came up over a ridge, Jake smiled at the sight of the sprawling house in the distance. They drove under the arch with
               the huge C burned into the wood, along with the words Devil’s Wilderness.
            

            
            Cory read the words aloud. “Is that the name of your ranch?”

            
            “Yeah.” Jake’s tone warmed. “When my grandfather, Big Jim, first saw this place, he thought it was the rawest, toughest landscape
               he’d ever encountered. The devil’s own wilderness. And the name stuck.”
            

            
            Meg turned to look at Jake. “You call your grandfather Big Jim?”

            
            ”That’s his name.”

            
            “Did your grandfather raise you?”

            
            “As much as my father, I’d say. My father’s name is Cole, by the way. And my brothers and I call him Pa.”

            
            “And your mom?” Cory asked.

            
            “Gone.” Jake’s grin faded. “She disappeared without a trace when I was a kid.”

            
            “What do you mean—disappeared?” Though it was Cory who spoke, Jake saw Meg’s interest sharpen.

            
            “She was here one day, and then gone. And through the years, there’s never been a single clue as to where she went, or why.”

            
            Meg nodded slowly. “I seem to remember hearing my parents talking about it. But it was so long ago, I have only vague memories.
               It must be horrible to not know what happened.”
            

            
            “Yeah. It’s a b—” Jake shot a quick glance at Cory and added lamely, “It’s a bear, not knowing. It became the new reality
               in the Conway household. The elephant in the living room that everybody circled, but nobody acknowledged.”
            

            
            Cory was watching him carefully. “You keep an elephant in your living room?”

            
            That had Jake’s frown turning into a grin. “Thanks, Cory.” He tousled the boy’s hair. “I needed that.”

            
            The boy turned from Jake to Meg, who was also grinning. “I don’t understand.”

            
            “I’ll explain it to you later,” Jake said. “For now, I’d like to welcome both of you to my home.”

            
            He drove along the curving ribbon of driveway that showed off the front of the gray, three-story structure made of wood and
               stone, nestled in the foothills of the majestic Tetons. The sprawling house looked as though it had always been here. As though
               it had sprung up with the very mountains themselves.
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