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PROLOGUE 

[image: ]




The silence of that Thursday morning, on a brisk fall day when a person could see his own breath, was interrupted by a loud “over here.” Ryan, the ranch’s line boss and son of Max, along with the hired hands, had been in the saddle since sun-up, combing the trail in search of him. 

As Ryan rode in the direction of the loud shout, he noticed, for the first time, the many buzzards lazily circling overhead and knew that, with them there, it always meant death. 

Reining up beside his brother, Russell, he noticed the blank stare on his face. That told him all he needed to know, along with the circling birds of death, to tell him what he had been worried about, concerning his father. 

Looking down into the ravine, the first thing that caught his eye was the large, pure white Stetson. Looking carefully, he noticed the hat band which had sported several large silver conchos were missing from it. 

That Stetson was Max’s pride and joy. It was a gift for the hard work he had put in to get the railroad to re-route the tracks. Instead of bypassing Jackson Hole, Jackson Hole would now have a station, which was necessary for a town to grow and expand. Without the railroad to move commercial goods in and out of a town, that town was doomed. The hopes of the town were that it would become a major hub in the shipping of cattle and horses to both the east and west coast. 

That white Stetson now lay in the dirt. 

Next, his eyes zeroed in on the fancy tooled saddle that was decorated with silver conchos, which Max had modeled after the missing ones on his hat band. Ryan had always admired that saddle and knew that someday he would own it. Then there was the Big Red, “Duchess.” 

Only one man in the whole state rode a Big Red and that was Max. They were nicknamed “Devil’s Angels.” They had the reputation of being evil tempered and non-trainable. But Max had raised Duchess from a filly and they had bonded just like father and daughter. Every once in a while, they butted heads. And when they did, well let’s just say, it was a sight to behold. 

Now seeing her lying there, lifeless, brought a tear to Ryan’s otherwise cold, steel expression. 

Lying across Duchess, face down, was Max. His face matted with dried blood and caked on dirt. It looked like Duchess had fallen first and Max landed on top of her. That broke his fall, somewhat, but not enough to save his life. 

Tears that had formed in Ryan’s eyes were wiped off on his shirt sleeve. He then dismounted and made his way down the steep bank, followed by Russell. 

Checking the body of the horse, Ryan determined she had probably been dead for at least two days, which meant that all this had to have happened the evening of the same day he had left. Swarms of flies and maggots could be seen crawling around inside holes that had been gouged out where the buzzards had been feasting. 

Then he noticed something very strange. Gone was his dad’s fancy saddle bag. In its place was an old worn out battered leather one. 

That doesn’t make any sense at all. I wonder what happened to his fancy one. 

Ryan then focused his attention on his dad. Clenching his teeth, he slowly and carefully, as if he didn’t want to cause his dad any more pain, Ryan untangled the crushed body. Although he lay on top, one of his feet was caught in the stirrup. As he rolled the body over, Max’s eyes slowly opened and he looked directly into the eyes of his oldest son. Then, as though he had been holding his breath until help came, he gave off a loud, opened mouthed gasp and exhaled for the last time. 

Max, the stealth figure who over the past couple of years had held his sons in check, was dead. Ryan would become the head of the “Triple R”. 

That day, Ryan swore to himself, if it’s last thing I ever do, I will find out who did this. Deep down in his gut he was sure it was someone from the “Double D.” 

Now Randy C. Maxwell lay dead. Better known as “Max,” the owner of the “Triple R” ranch had been two days overdue in returning from the county seat where he had gone to secure a land deed for five hundred acres of pasture land. He thought his daddy, Raymond Maxwell, had staked out and claimed over fifty years ago. 

Frank Dalton, the owner of the “Double D” ranch that bordered that parcel of land, had a gentleman’s handshake with Max which allowed him grazing rights on that land. That land also featured a running spring for his cattle during extra dry seasons. 

Every member of both families was aware of that agreement. But since the death of Frank and the crumbling relationship between Max and Frank’s daughter, Emily, that parcel of land had become a major contention between the two families. Max sought legal help, when no land deed could be found. Emily was trying to claim ownership since her father’s death, which she held Max responsible for. 

The old ways of the gentleman’s handshake would make way for barbed wire and gunpowder in a land battle that would only end when the last strand of barbed wire was cut and the last gunshot fired, even if it took a hundred years. 
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CHAPTER ONE  

[image: ]




“Will you look at that,” Jan Marie said, pointing to the mountain range in front of them that was basked in all the beautiful colors of reds, yellows, and blues, held captive by the golden halo that surrounded them. Sunsets in this part of the country always drew a gasp from Jan anytime she saw it. The difference this time, was that she was accompanied by her fiancé Dillon Richardson. Seeing the look on his face and hearing a whispered “wooooow” come from his lips, she knew he felt the same wonder. 

Yes, it was quite the sight and one that never failed to have the same effect on her every time she made the drive from New Hampshire to her first home in Sacramento. Anytime she returned to the east coast, she always flew one-way so that she could drive back just for this moment. Now, she and Dillon were witnessing this majestic sight together. 

“The place I like to park is just ahead,” he was told, picking up on the excitement in Jan’s voice. 

Finding the highway pull-off, Dillon had positioned the car pointing west toward the mountainscape, which seemed to fill the western sky. Once they stopped, Dillon put the top down on his ‘56 Chevy convertible and Jan curled herself around his arm, as she told him for the hundredth time about what a spectacular sight he was about to see. As the sun slowly started its descent behind the mountain tops, the Grand Tetons and the dark blue sky came alive. Dillon couldn’t help but take in an audible breath at the majestic sight opening up in front of them. 

Dillon had wanted to keep driving, but Jan insisted on stopping. As he witnessed the beauty in front of them, he was glad they had stopped. Now she and Dillon were witnessing this majesty together. The day was ending and God was showing off His artistic handiwork; His way of saying good-night to His children. 

“The Master Artist at work,” she whispered just loud enough so Dillon could hear. She felt his head nod in agreement as he whispered, “It’s absolutely stunning!” 

He looked over and saw the expression on Jan’s face and his heart did a little flip-flop seeing her smile. 

God, I love this woman, were the thoughts that ran through his mind, now seeing a side of her that was tender and soft. Her skin took on the colors of the setting sun and her auburn hair now seemed blond, as it took on the golden rays like the evening sunburst through the windshield, giving her a halo. 

My angel, he thought. 

“My mountains,” she whispered in his ear, before planting a soft kiss on his cheek. 

Suddenly, and without warning, Jan Marie bounced up, breaking the moment. Out of the corner of her eye, she had spotted something run across the pavement in front of them. 

“I can’t believe it. I’ve never seen a road runner before!” 

“Beep, beep,” said Dillon, raising his hand to his forehead in a salute and scanning the horizon he said, “Ole Wile E. Coyote has to be around here some place.” 

“You know Dillon! I have a good feeling about the immediate future and it’s going to be an adventure not only for me, but for you also. Soon you will see how a book comes together and before long, you will be hooked on the chase of the story line. Who, what, where and how will become etched into your brain so deeply that they are the only words you will think about, night and day. You’ll see,” she told him, turning back to face the last remaining colors as the sun disappeared and the sky took on the deep, dark blue and purple that was almost black, as the last slivers of light were extinguished behind the mountains. 

“Can I drive for a while?” asked Jan, as she climbed over Dillon to park her butt behind the wheel. 

“Looks like you’re already driving,” Dillon said with a worried look on his face. 

No one but he had ever driven this automobile. He had worked tirelessly for a whole year to afford it. Dillon’s dad had given him the down payment for it, and it sat in the parking lot of the dealership until it was paid for completely. This car was his most valuable possession and there were butterflies in his stomach. The worried look on his face must have been obvious, as he remembered the grueling hours he had spent to fix it up like new. 

“Don’t worry, Honey! I do know how to drive,” she said, leaning over to give him a little kiss on the cheek, “besides, look at the road.” Jan made a gesture, exclaiming, “Not another car in sight.” 

Thank God, Dillon said to himself, as Jan gave the Chevy some gas, they drove out of the parking area and headed for the mountain range that now filled the sky in front of them. 

With the top down and the night air blowing on their faces and whipping their hair all over the place, Dillon slowly started to relax, as the rumbling of the new Thrust exhaust system echoed off the cliffs surrounding them. 

The long ride had passed quickly as they both rambled on and on, telling one story after another and seeing sights they had never seen before. Four days of driving, just spending time together and stopping from time to time to enjoy the sights. 

Jan would spread out a blanket and make some peanut butter and jelly sandwiches or bologna and cheese, after which they would spend some time wrapped in each others’ arms. Jan snuggled there in Dillon’s arms thinking, this is the highlight of the cross country trip, so far. 

At these times, they had come close on several occasions to crossing a line they had both set. Both had sworn that their wedding night would also be their first night as man and woman. 

Three years they had been a couple and saw each other only when she would journey back to New Hampshire, which had been more often as their relationship developed. 

And now, after looking at the beautiful Teton mountains, the gloriously painted sky, and the loving face of Jan, Dillon was the happiest he could ever remember. 

After such a short time since meeting Jan, Dillon now had a hard time remembering a time with Jan not in it, even when they were apart. 

This must be what dad meant those many times he told me how he felt about mom, he would think remembering his dad’s words. 

Interrupting his reverie, Jan asked, “Tell me again why you have never traveled anywhere, or left New England?” 

“I never had to,” he told her. “The college I wanted to attend was there and after that, I joined the family business.” 

Jan knew what a big step it was for Dillon to be here, at this time. She had shared the story that she was about to write with him to tell him how much she wanted him along on the journey, but never thought he would for one minute leave the business, but he had. 

“Do you think the business will be okay for a while?” she had asked him. “As I told you, this adventure could take some time.” 

Squeezing his arm, she continued, “But it will make a fabulous story and one I can’t wait to start writing.” 

Many times, Jan had wanted him to come out to the west coast to visit and to meet her family. He told her he didn’t fly and that he only wanted to meet her parents when the time was right for asking her dad for her hand in marriage. On her last visit, they had spoken of marriage and Dillon had told her he thought the time was right, if she did. They discussed marriage and Jan decided she loved her New England home and could write from either location. Dillon told her he could never live in the city, but would travel back with her from time to time if they could drive. If not, she could always return by herself for her family visits. 

Since meeting Jan, Dillon had been in love from that first 'hello.' He looked forward to the many times she had visited home, since they had met. 

He admired her writings and looked forward to the next book she would send him, telling him that he couldn’t go buy them, but instead had to read them in the order in which she sent them. On the inside of the back cover there would be a little note just for him. 

From her last visit, Dillon had sensed uneasiness in her. She had told him that she had reached what was commonly known as 'writer’s block.' That was when the creative mind goes blank and no matter what you try to write or what kind of story you come up with, it just doesn’t go anywhere. 

Now she stood there all excited, just as she used to be on visits when she was buried in a story line and just couldn’t seem to write the words down fast enough. 

He was amazed at how little she would have to go back and correct something. Everything just seemed to flow from her fingertips to the keypad and onto the screen. He had read once about something called 'Automatic Writing' and wondered if this was an example. Dillon knew that at these times, he was to either just sit quietly or he could leave, whatever he liked, just as long as he didn’t disturb her. 

Dillon saw the excitement on her face as well as hearing it in her voice. He had been enticed when Jan had called and told him she had something important to share with him and needed him to come out west and to be a part of it. 

She arrived at the airport in Manchester, New Hampshire. Dillon picked her up in his Chevy and, before they even had left the airport parking area, she started sharing with him what she had kept a secret ’til then. 

Jan was a chatter box as they drove from the airport and Dillon had a hard time keeping up with what she was saying. Jan’s voice was full of excitement as she tried to contain the most important news for her visit, until they arrived at her New England home. Once there, unlocking the door and stepping inside, Jan gazed around the room. Satisfied everything was just as she had left it, she walked up to Dillon and they fell into each others arms. 

Steaming, hot kisses were exchanged between the two as they re-acquainted themselves. In the short span of ten minutes, they had brought themselves as far as they could without breaking their promise to each other to wait ’til they were married. Jan was the first to end their embrace and jumped up off the bed. 

“I’ll be back in a minute,” she told Dillon, as she left the room to retrieve her suit case. 

A few minutes later, Jan returned carrying her suitcase and wearing an ear to ear grin on her face. 

Jan dropped her case on the bed and proceeded to open it up and extract a small Vera Bradley bag. She opened the bag and took out a silk hankie in which she had wrapped six silver disc like objects which she lined up on the bed. 

Next, she took out a folded envelope which she opened to remove a letter and what appeared to be some sort of legal document. 

Reaching down, Dillon picked up one of the silver discs and weighed it in his hand and turned it from front to back looking at the engraving. 

“These appear to be Mexican designed conchos,” he said after a couple minutes. 

“They are,” Jan informed him, surprised that he would have known that. 

Dillon saw the questioning look on her face, so he started to tell her a story. 

“A Mexican family came into town one day and wanted to trade some items for food and some dollars, so they could continue their journey. I purchased a nice handmade leather belt that was decorated with similar discs.” 

Dillon looked at Jan still standing next to the bed intensely listening as he told his story. 

That’s one of the hundred things I love about this women, thought Dillon, she loves my stories. 

“We can drive by my place later and I can show them to you,” he told her. 

Nodding her head vigorously in agreement, she handed him the letter and document. 

“What do you have there?” he asked, flipping the silver disc into the air and watching it tumble end over end, landing on the bed. Dillon then reached for the letter and document. 

“I have a letter that was addressed 'To Whom It May Concern' and a land deed for five hundred acres of land that should have been part of the homestead originally settled by Randy Maxwell back in 1847,” she said. 

Dillon took them and started reading. Stopping from time to time to look over at Jan as she paced back and forth in front of him. 

Not being able to contain herself any longer, Jan spoke. “My book agent thinks that there is a good story here to tell. He wants me to investigate and to write that story.” 

Then in even a more excited voice said, “Maybe even a movie? Or a TV show?” 

“Let’s don’t go jumping that far ahead here,” Dillon said. 

Looking at the letter and land deed he still held in his hand, he wondered what it all meant and more importantly, where it would take him and Jan. He placed them on the bed, picked up one of the silver conchos, and examined it more closely. 

“Aren’t you gonna ask about the land deed? Don’t you find it rather interesting?” 

“Not really. The letter explains everything. Now if you didn’t have the letter, that would be a different story,” he said, going back once again to examining the silver disc. 

“This carving is utterly remarkable. I’m not that up to date on things such as this, but I have a good friend who can probably shine some light on its origin.” 

“What do you intend to do now?” he questioned, picking up the document and examining it once again. 

“Dillon! Can’t you see a story here? We need to go to Wyoming and trace this all down no matter how long it might take. Once we get the whole story, then we can continue on to California where you can ask my daddy for my hand in marriage.” 

“I agree to go to Wyoming, but if it appears that this story is going to take some time to follow, then we just might have to go on to California, get married and return.” 

Jan extended her hand to Dillon who took it and pulled her into his arms and as his lips touch hers whispered, “I love you.” 

The next week was spent in running around saying hi to everyone. Jan had become a well-known figure in town because of her books and also because she was Dillon’s girlfriend. 

Dillon thought of his mom and dad and how thrilled they had been when he had told them he was going to ask for Jan’s hand in marriage. 

Now, as he knelt by their gravestones, he thought about the lives that had ended much too soon. Their car skidded off the road and flipped end over end down an embankment ending up wrapped around a tree, then bursting into flames. 

Dillon was thankful, even though he would have liked for one of them to have lived, but he knew that neither would have wanted to live without the other. 

They had been married nearly thirty years, having met in school and he couldn’t recall a day that they were ever separated from one another. 

“Somewhere around the first grade,” he could hear his dad tell him. Looking at his son, he would give him a wink if he knew ma was listening and say a little louder, “She was smitten with me way back then.” 

Knowing he would get a “who was smitten with whom?” from her, which would lead to his getting up from his chair and going over, wrapping his arms around her waist, picking her up, and spinning around ’til her laughter filled the air. 

Now they were gone. Dillon had stepped up and took charge of the business. Fortunately, his father had hired employees that could handle the business, if Dillon wanted to take a leave of absence to go to California. He could trust them implicitly. 

As he knelt at his parent’s grave, a gentle hand was felt on his shoulder. Dillon turned around to look up into the face of Becky, an old girlfriend. 

Dillon had heard that Becky had returned to town and secretly had hoped that he didn’t have to encounter her. But then again, he was glad because it would give him the opportunity to tell her about his decision to marry Jan and once and for all put their relationship behind him. 

Standing now, face to face, he started to speak but suddenly, as he did, Becky flung herself into his arms and placed a big, wet, open mouthed kiss on his lips, trying to force his mouth open, before he pushed her violently away. 

Stunned by his sudden reaction, Becky at once showed him a side of her that he had never seen before. Fire came into her eyes, and even though her lips moved, she spoke words that were unrecognizable. 

Two hands came up suddenly and pounded on his chest so hard that it took his breath away. With that outbreak of violence, once again came words that were unrecognizable. As quickly as the outbreak started, it ended. 

A calm Becky now stood before Dillon. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, as she again tried to wrap her arms around him. 

Taking her outstretched arms and putting them down to her sides, Dillon pushed her away. 

“Becky! It’s been more than three years. You didn’t want me then, and I don’t want you now.” 

With those words, Dillon simply walked away from the graveside of his mom and dad leaving Becky standing there with tears streaming down her cheeks. 

****
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“A penny for your thoughts,” Jan’s voice interrupted his thoughts and brought him back to the present. 

Without answering her, Dillon slowly opened his eyes to gaze upon Jan’s smiling face. Dillon secretly wondered what the next few months would bring and at the same time, started to feel some of Jan’s excitement. 

A lot had happened on this trip back to her eastern homestead. She had bought the ocean front home only a short time ago when she had become a well-known writer and the royalty check she was paid for her book was a staggering amount. 

Jan had been lucky enough to have written a good story about two guys she had met who, once they graduated from high school, decided to hitchhike across the country. Because it was the late 60’s and still in the hippie era, they had a lot to put on paper and her book agent had liked it so much that she pushed it on Hollywood and found a studio who wanted to make it into a movie. 

Having sold the rights to her book meant the movie producers could do whatever they wanted to it and they did plenty. In the end, they had a good money making movie. The Baby Boomers were at once thrilled with the big screen making a movie that they could relate to. 

“Between the White Line and the Guard Rail” became a box office hit. The title was in reference to what is known as the shoulder of the road. One would stand there when hitching a ride. 

Drugs, sex, rock & roll was what the late 60’s and early 70’s teenagers were all about. Although Jan missed that era, she, like many, was fascinated by the stories she had read about Vietnam and free love, the many drugs of that time period, Haight Asbury, and Woodstock. 

Jan had met the two while in New Hampshire on one of her “need to get my thoughts together” trips. Both were homeless and looked like they had just stepped out of the 60’s. They were going through a garbage bin and had just found a crumpled up paper napkin, which held about ten french fries which the two shared, gobbling them down. 

Looking up from the napkin, one of them noticed her staring at them and in a very loud voice said, “What the hell are you looking at, lady?” 

His sudden outburst startled Jan and for a moment she was speechless. Before she could answer, the two started in her direction. 

“What the hell you looking at, lady?” she was asked again in a very unfriendly tone of voice. 

“Well, for one thing, it looks like you two are hungry. Let me go inside and buy you two something that is fresh to eat along with something to drink.” 

The two stopped dead in their tracks and ceased their verbal assault on Jan, looked at each other, and then one of them spoke. 

“We don’t need no hand out, lady,” came the reply from the shorter of the two. Jan would learn later his name was David and the other one went by the name of Al. 

In the weeks that followed this chance encounter, Jan and the two would become close friends. They would sit around telling her tales that, at times, seemed utterly unbelievable. 

It was also around this time that she had met Dillon. Along with Dillon’s help, she was able to get them into a hotel room and cleaned up with new clothes and proper meals in return for their stories of being on the road during such an interesting time in everyone’s lives. Dillon had such a way with his questioning that they fully trusted him and slowly came around to trusting her also as she would just sit and write as quickly as she could. It wasn’t long before Jan went shopping at the local Walmart, where she bought a voice recorder and plenty of tapes. 

“I don’t want to miss out on one word they speak,” she told Dillon. 

One of the things that had taken place in the 60’s that Jan wanted to hear about was Woodstock. She had seen the movie and had heard all about the music. Now she thought she would hear it all from two that were actually there. 

“You want to hear all about our involvement in Woodstock?” Al asked, giving off this sinister laugh that Jan had come to know meant a good story was coming. 

“Well, I’ll tell you our take on Woodstock!” 

Jan perked up and was more than ready with recorder in hand. 

“As you can imagine, David and I were excited with hearing all the hoopla around Woodstock and the bands and music that would be heard over the course of a few days.” 

Standing, Al slowly shook his head from side to side. 

“Jimi Hendrix, Grateful Dead, Joe Cocker, The Who. You name it, they were there. Trouble was, we weren’t! You see, Dave and I set out for NY and for what would become known as 'Three Days of Peace and Music.' 

“As you can guess, we were pretty excited to be going. Halfway there and sitting in the back seat of a convertible smoking weed, we felt some raindrops. We had listened to the weather report for the weekend and rain was predicted.” 

Before long, David butted in. 

“The rain was beating down. We had stopped to help put the top up and just decided that everything would be canceled due to the rain and all the electrical equipment, so we said our goodbyes to the driver, tossed him a small bag of weed and headed back to NH.” 

It was here that what she was being told sank in. 

“What!” Jan shouted out. “You never made it to Woodstock?” 

David and Al bowed their heads and slowly shook them. It was Al that spoke the first words and they we just barely audible. 

“We never made it to Woodstock,” Al repeated. 

Dave put one of his arms over Al’s shoulders and gave it a couple pats. 

“Yeah! The biggest happening that defined that whole Hippie era, and we missed it.” 

There were enough other stories these two had to tell that Jan was able to write a good enough story that it was bought. She had taken on a good agent, of which there were many now wanting to sign on with her. 

“What are you smiling at?” asked Dillon, looking over at Jan and seeing a smile on her face. He knew her smile and really didn’t have to ask to know she was lost in memories. 

“What are you smiling at?” he repeated. 

“Just remembering long ago when we met those two homeless guys named David and Al. You remember?” 

“Remember them? Who can ever forget them?” 

It was now Dillon who spoke up. 

“Aren’t these mountains we’re looking at, the same ones they talked about?” 

“Yes they are,” answered Jan. “And ever since their stories, I have the same feelings every time I see them. God, I wonder what they’re doing now and more so, where they are?” 

“I heard awhile back that Dave had passed,” Dillon told Jan. “I also heard that Al had married and was a very successful business man. So you see, at least you made a difference in one of their lives.” 

“You know, Dillon! I have a good feeling about the immediate future and it’s going to be an adventure not only for me but for you also. 

“Soon you will see how a book comes together and before long, you will be hooked on the chase of the story line. Who, what, where and how will become etched into your brain so deeply, that they are the only words you will think about night and day. You’ll see,” she told him. 

The excitement in her voice reminded him of the day that Jan had called all excited with the news about Hollywood buying the rights to her book. Now, he felt that same excitement in her voice and was happy to have been invited to be a part of her next adventure, plus to learn about book writing at the same time. 

Dillon was especially happy about Jan saying 'yes' to his marriage proposal and was looking forward to finally meeting her folks, then asking her dad for her hand. 

“You’ll just love my folks,” she assured him. “Especially my dad.” 

Dillon felt like he already knew her dad. She was so proud of all he had accomplished and the support both her parents had given her, when she had told them that she wanted to be a writer. 

“If you are going to be a writer, then you need to see what kind of college courses you need to take.” 

These words by her mom and a loud “here, here,” from her dad had given her all the encouragement she needed. Jan’s schooling went quickly, as she proved to have what her teacher had told her was “natural born talent.” 

Jan’s teacher was proven right when less than three years later, Jan got a call from a woman who introduced herself as Taryn Farrow. She needed to speak with her about a book she had just finished reading. 

As it turned out, Taryn was an agent for a very large TV studio who had read her book and had seen potential in it for a good movie. 

Jan knew from her schooling that she would need an agent who had the credentials to get her manuscripts into the hands of people that could make decisions. As the two sat there over coffee, the tenseness that had been between them was now relaxed. 

“You know Jan, unless you have an agent, your writings will go no place but in the round metal file located at the end of someone’s desk.” 

With that, Taryn opened her brief case and took out a contract. 

“I loved your last writing. That’s why I pitched it to a studio before even contacting you.” 

Then with a huge smile on her face, Jan was told that if she signed, there was something very important in her briefcase that she just knew was right up Jan’s writing ability. 

“Read the contract. If you are to get ahead and make money writing, you will need an agent.” 

Extending her hands across the table and grabbing a hold of Jan’s, she continued, “Whether it be me or someone else, you will need an agent. I’ve already made you thousands of dollars and have asked nothing in return simply based on future writings and you signing me on.” 

She let go of Jan’s hands and slid her contract in front of her. 

“What do you say Jan? Let’s capture the world with books and movies?” 

A calming force came over Jan as she picked up the pen that Taryn had slid across the table next to the contract and signed on the dotted line, making Taryn her agent. 

It was then that Taryn extracted from her case something that she placed in front of Jan. It was wrapped in a linen hankie along with an envelope which she could tell held a letter and a legal looking certificate that she slid over in front of her. 

“What’s all this?” Jan asked, looking at the certificate and then started to take the letter from the envelope, but was stopped by the agent. 

“Not here. Take them home, read and study them for a day or two. Then get in touch with me with your answer.” 

“What was the question?” Jan asked, hunching up her shoulders. 

“Read! Then you will know the question,” came Taryn’s answer. 

Her cell phone rang at that moment and looking at the small screen to see who it was, she said aloud, “I need to take this call.” 

She stood up and walked away from the table leaving Jan there by herself. 

“Would you like a refill?” asked her waiter, interrupting her thoughts at that moment. 

“No thank you,” she said. “But I’ll take the check.” 

True to her word, two days later, Jan got a call from Taryn. 

“Well, what did you make of the letter and certificate?” 

Before answering, Jan wanted to know where she had gotten them. 

“About a year ago, I signed up for a two-week horseback outing in Wyoming. During that trip, we all stopped into a trading post that was built on the rough shoreline of Jackson Lake. It was at that trading post that I purchased several items. 

“One of those items was a saddle bag with silver discs attached as decorations. For some reason, I couldn’t take my eyes off it, so I bought it. Opening it up later, I discovered the letter and the land deed hidden in an almost invisible pocket. 

“I didn’t pay any mind to them until I returned home. That’s when I read both the letter and scanned the land deed.” 

Taryn stopped to catch her breath and thoughts, and after a minute resumed talking. 

“Those two things are important if you were to go to Jackson Hole and look into the history there concerning that big, bloody land feud that took place there starting around 1848 and still goes on somewhat today. I never had the time to look into it more closely.” 

That statement caught Jan’s attention and she looked at Taryn with a questioning expression on her face, which turned into a verbal one. 

“How do you know so much about this land feud? More so, why does it interest you?” 

“After I returned home, I read and studied some of it. I became hooked on what was a mighty good story and maybe a movie, so I gathered all the written info I could get my hands on. But what it really needed is for someone to go there and ask questions concerning all this feuding and killing.” 

Looking at Jan she continued, “When I read your book, that’s all I needed! You were the person to write a book on this.” 

Hearing all this, Jan was also hooked. She knew that Taryn was right when she told her that this was right up her alley and that her boyfriend would also be so intrigued with the story, that she just might get him out of New Hampshire. 

“I have some newspaper clippings and some other interesting items that I have acquired over the past couple years. Say 'yes' and later today, I’ll bring them to you.” 

It was now Jan’s cell that started ringing with a rendition of “We are the Champions” by Queen. Immediately, she knew who it was because she had set that song to Dillon’s number. 

“Hi honey,” she said into the receiver and couldn’t believe how hard it was to refrain from telling him this incredible story over the phone. 

“I was just getting ready to call you.” She tried, but couldn’t keep her voice from taking on some of the excitement that she was feeling. “I’m going to come back east for a few days, if I can talk you into it, I want you to drive me back to California.” 

She didn’t give Dillon a chance to talk as she continued, “I have some exciting news to talk to you about. And no, I’m not going to tell you now over the phone. You are just going to have to wait ’til I get there.” 

Another pause before she said, “I’ll call you later with my flight information,” and with a grin on her face that Dillon couldn’t see, she asked, “Do you think you could possibly get away for a month or two?” 

“I’ll work on it,” he replied. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
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It was a hard decision to make, but Brigham Young, the new president of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (better known as the Mormons), had agreed with Thomas Ford, the Governor of Illinois, that he would take his followers and leave the state because of the unrest between the Mormons and local residents. 

So in 1846, Brigham Young and those followers left Nauvoo, Illinois for the long trek west, not stopping until they witnessed the vast plains of what would become known as Salt Lake City. On that journey was a stout figure of a man by the name Randy C. Maxwell and his new, pregnant wife, Annabelle. Also traveling with him and Annabelle was his sister-in-law, Norma Andrews Maxwell. His brother, Robert, had decided to stay in Nauvoo to see about selling their hardware business along with their ranch, the Triple R. 

From day one, Norma had been nothing but trouble. There didn’t seem to be anything she couldn’t find fault with. After a week or so, he opted to ride horseback, instead of in the wagon with Annabelle, so he didn’t have to listen to Norma go on and on with her complaining. Fortunately, Norma was able to drive the team of horses as Annabelle was exempt from that task because of her pregnancy. 

Can’t see how Robert put up with her constant complaining, were his thoughts this day as he rode quite some distance from the wagon, looking over from time to time to make sure Annabelle wasn’t waving him over. 

Every time he looked over and saw his young wife and knowing she was with child, his child, brought a smile to his face. All thoughts of the complaining Norma went away, except on this day. 

The wagon train was moving slowly over the rough terrain, heading for the mountains in the distance. It was getting close to the end of their trek west. The mountains became a constant reminder of that, for Young was sure it was going to be their new home. 

Annabelle held her stomach as the wagon lurched over each bump. She never dreamed that the trip would be so difficult. Annabelle wanted to scream. These were the worst trails they had encountered on the long trip and now she was closer to her due time. 

Norma glared at her. “You knew it was going to be rough. Brigham Young didn’t paint a pretty picture about the problems we could run into. Why did you come, when you knew you were pregnant?” 

“I know Norma, but up until this point it wasn’t so bad.” 

She leaned over and spoke softly so Randy wouldn’t hear, “What if I lose the baby?” 

“You can’t do anything about that. If it’s God’s will, you will either lose it or you won’t. We have to trust in His goodness. You have to keep praying and you can do that even while we’re traveling. Do you want to get in the back of the wagon and lie down?” 

As good as that sounded, Annabelle had attempted that earlier and came to the conclusion that sitting or even walking proved less painful than lying down. Without realizing it, Annabelle started speaking her thoughts out loud and was quickly jumped on by Norma. 

“Stop it, Annabelle! You and Randy knew how long this trip might take and the pitfalls we could run into. You both heard all the stories about what hardships could befall us and yet you were stubborn and insisted on going. You said your place was with your husband, so we are going to keep going and that is that!” 

“I know, Norma. It’s just that I’m so worried. I’ll try not to complain again.” 

Norma had been driving Randy crazy with her treatment of Annabelle. After all, she was a woman. “Had she no compassion? Was she like this with Robert?” 

These were the thoughts he had as he rode over to the wagon, sensing something was amiss. 

“Annabelle honey, we’ll be stopping soon. Just try to hang on a little while longer.” 

“I’m alright, Randy.” 

“Well, I’ve never heard such whining and complaining in all my life. You’d think no one had ever been pregnant before her,” Norma’s voice spurned venom, just like a deadly snake and Randy had heard enough. 

“Norma, if I hear one more opinion of yours, I’m going to see if you can join up with another wagon for the rest of the trip. Now shut your mouth. No wonder Robert wanted to stay back with the business. I doubt if he ever planned on coming out with us in the first place.” 

Having said this to Norma, she suddenly burst into tears. 

“I’m not this way,” she almost screamed at him not caring who might hear her. Her voice once again started to spew out its venom. 

“Let me tell you about your brother Robert. Staying behind to sell the business was something that had to be done, but that wasn’t the only reason he stayed behind.” 
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