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Chapter 1: Wade




Howling wind pounds my back, drives dust into my eyes, and nearly knocks me over. I grip my legs tighter around my horse’s sides, tip my head sideways to protect my eyes from the dust and debris, and hold onto my hat to stop the wind from blowing it off. 

I have to take my hand down to wave my coil of rope to drive the cattle ahead of me, but they don’t want to obey my directions. They keep trying to dodge out of line to move away from the wind. I have to keep whistling, swatting at them, and riding back and forth to make them go in the right direction.

Another blast of shrieking wind whips up Kootenai Valley in Idaho’s northernmost panhandle. The wind rips over Turning Point Ranch and tears up topsoil in its path. Bushes and even a few cardboard boxes cartwheel past me in the punishing wind.

I squint ahead to see where I’m going—or trying to go. Eight horsemen ride in front of me in a line. They all wave ropes at the cattle trying to keep the herd going the right way.

Cows and steers keep tossing their heads, dodging out of line, and charging the horsemen to break the line. We all have to continually ride back and forth to make the stock get back in line with the rest of the herd.

Another blast of dust and splintered twigs whips across my face and stings my eyes. I duck my head and shut my eyes, but just then, drumming hoofbeats make me look up.

My brother Nathan rides down the far hill, passes the other horsemen, and rides up to me. “The barn is secure!” he yells over the noise. “Just get them around the other side of that hill. The wind isn’t as bad there!”

“By not as bad, do you mean just as bad?!” I holler back. “Is that your way of saying it isn’t any worse?!”

He makes a face. “Just get them there! We can’t stay out here much longer.”

“What about water?” I yell. 

He shakes his head. “Sorry, man. The barn is too far from the main water supply. The barn is all the way on the western side of the property and we’ve never kept stock here before.”

“We’ll have to run a new line from the main pipe,” I tell him. “Go get your truck and bring out that length of hose from the ranch house.”

His eyes pop and his mouth falls open. “Are you out of your mind? That’s a three-hundred-yard run and the hose is only fifty yards. It would take another five lengths to make that run—and forget about the hardware!”

“Then you better get on it. The barn is the best protected from the wind and these cattle won’t survive without water.”

He grimaces again, hauls his horse’s head around, and gallops away heading east. I lose sight of him over the hill. This isn’t an ideal situation by a long shot, but no one consulted me when they cooked up the weather. They never do.

I rub the dust out of my eyes and nudge my horse into a trot. Two more steers near me are making a break for freedom.

My horse shies and tosses her head. She doesn’t like this wind any better than I do, but the only way either of us can get out of it is by going through it. The far hill is just ahead like Nathan says.

I herd those two steers back into line. My brother Jake waves his rope ahead as the front of the herd turns and disappears behind the hill. We’re almost there.

The next fifteen minutes drag past at a snail’s pace. I’d like to drive the cattle over the hill faster, but they’re already anxious enough. The wind lashes their sides and they keep snorting and stamping in frustration when the dust gets into their eyes.

My other brothers and our two hired men vanish over the hill. I’m the last one out here at the very back of the line.

The cattle ahead of me pick up the pace, thank God. They trot over the hill and I follow. 

I look down the other side at the herd filing into the barn. Three of my brothers are already inside while the rest guard the herd and make sure everyone gets in.

Nathan is right. The wind isn’t as strong here. The hills on the western side of Turning Point Ranch block the worst of it, but it’s still strong enough to pose a threat, especially with the wind carrying debris and torn vegetation from farther down the valley.

I ride up to my brothers Jack, Ben, and Gabe just as Nathan pulls up in his pickup. The hills are too steep for vehicles here, so he has to park farther down the hill closer to the highway.

He gets out and starts unloading the irrigation supplies from the truck bed. “Help Nathan run that waterline!” I tell Jack and Ben. “Someone will have to make a run into town for some more lengths of hose.”

“Are you volunteering?” Gabe asks and cracks one of his smirks.

“You sure won’t be going,” I counter. “Go run the waterline. We need to get it set up before sundown.”

Ben squints at the sky. “That’s in a few hours.”

“Then you better hurry. Go on. We’ll work in the dark if we have to.” I kick my horse to drive the last cattle into the building. Our hired men Hank Earnhart and Nolan Dewey are in there with my other brothers Chuck and Ethan getting all the cattle packed inside the walls.

I park my horse by the fence and kick my foot out of one stirrup. I’m just about to dismount to go in there to help them when a high-pitched whistling sound makes me look up at the sky.

Ben yells, “Duck!” as a giant billboard wings over our heads. Two snapped-off wooden timbers stick out of its bottom edge where the wind has torn the billboard away from the ground.

The billboard somersaults over our heads, turns a few more revolutions, and its sharp corner nails right into the barn roof before the billboard goes wheeling off into space. It slams down on its other edge in the grass before the wind catches the billboard and carries it away into the mountains.

The instant it hits the roof, three lengths of roofing tin pop out of position. Their other ends stay attached to the roof, but the tin gives an agonizing screech as the nails tear out and the panels’ near ends flap in the wind.

I spring off my horse and charge to Nathan’s truck just as Chuck and Nolan come out of the barn. “Get the ladder! The roof is coming off! Gabe—come on! Help me get it secure before we lose the whole thing!”

I race to the truck, tear into Nathan’s toolbox, and grab his hammer. I charge back to the barn, but I have to wait for Ethan and Nolan to bring the ladder from inside the barn.

They work together to set it against the barn wall. They hold it steady while I scramble up and use my weight to hold down the tin.

Chuck shows up a second later. He’s the biggest of us and doesn’t have any trouble forcing the tin back into place. Most of the nails are still sticking out of the tin and I hammer them down.

“These won’t hold for long!” he yells. “We need something else to secure it.” He looks around. “Stay up here and hold them down. I’ll get a drill and some screws.”

I nod and he swings his big body over the side. I hammer the tin down as best I can, but I don’t dare to leave in case something like this happens again. 

He’s right. Anything could tear this tin off and then all the cattle would be just as exposed as if we didn’t bring them to the barn at all.

From here, I can see Jack, Ben, and Nathan unrolling the hose line toward the east. It doesn’t even extend as far as the nearest hilltop. Forget about getting all the way to the ranch’s main water supply.

I take advantage of the lull to pull out my phone and check the time. It’s four o’clock in the afternoon. We’ll never get the water supply running before sundown. We’ll definitely need to send someone into town to get more lengths of hose and that could take a while. The supply store is an hour’s drive away. It will be closed by the time one of us gets there.

I start to dial my supply guy’s number to ask him to hold the hose for me. I hold the phone to my ear and happen to glance down the other side of the barn roof. The hill drops away to the highway that forms Turning Point’s western boundary.

I don’t think anything of it and start to look the other way to see if Chuck is coming back. That’s when a screech of tires makes me look down the hill again. 

A blaring airhorn echoes up the valley as a heavily loaded semi-truck comes barreling around the corner. Its lefthand tires cross the centerline just as a passenger car approaches from the other direction.

The car lays on its horn, but it can’t get out of the way in time. The truck tries to correct, but it’s running headfirst on a collision course for the car. I instinctively tense all over, but I’m too far away to do anything to prevent the crash.

The car’s horn squeals again as the truck drifts even farther into the oncoming lane. The car driver yanks the wheel and the car skids out of the way just in time, smashes through the guardrail, and launches down an embankment into the ditch on the other side.
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Iscramble off the roof just as Chuck comes climbing back up with a drill and a box of screws. “Hey!” he yells. “Where do you think you’re going?!” 

“A car just crashed down the embankment! Secure the roof! I’ll be right back!”

He glances down the other side of the roof and his eyes widen when he sees the broken guardrail. I don’t have time to explain any further than that.

I jump the rest of the way to the ground, charge my horse, swing into the saddle, and kick my mount into a gallop. The horse streaks down the western hill, struggles up another rise, and onto the road just as the truck driver gets out of his cab.

“I didn’t mean to!” he whimpers. “I swear I didn’t mean to!”

“Get on the radio and call 911!” I tell him. “The other driver could be injured!”

He nods and goes back to his truck. I jump off my horse again and head for the broken part of the guardrail. The car lies on its side at the bottom of the embankment. Vegetation covers most of it, but I can still see the driver’s door.

I slide down the embankment and wind up standing on the door. I don’t see anyone inside the driver’s compartment.

I pry the door up and peer inside the passenger compartment. A woman lies crumpled against the passenger door. “Are you okay?” I call down.

She doesn’t seem to hear me. She tries to sit up and she looks all around her in shock. 

I hop down inside the car and land on the passenger door next to her.

“Are you hurt?” I ask. “Can you stand up?”

She does it, but she keeps gasping and panting as her petrified eyes skip all over the place. She won’t look at me at all.

I take hold of her arms and lift. She holds onto me and stands up, and once she gets into that position, she doesn’t let go. She clings to me and leans her weight against me while she stares through the windows not covered in undergrowth.

“I’ll boost you up so you can get out,” I tell her. “Okay?”

She doesn’t answer, but her brilliant blue eyes swivel to the light coming through the driver’s door. Her wavy blonde hair hangs in curls around an angelic face. She’s really pretty and she wears a plain white T-shirt under her denim jacket.

A ruffled skirt hangs down past her knees with small, tight sneakers on her feet. I glance around the car. I don’t see a handbag or a phone. That’s odd.

I don’t have time to think about it right now. I circle my hands around her waist and lift her up. She reacts instantly, grabs the edge of the door, and pulls herself out while I push from below. Then I pull myself out.

I climb onto the roof and spot her scrambling up the embankment toward the road. She can move pretty well considering she was scared out of her wits a second ago.

The driver stands at the top waiting for us, and as soon as we get there, he rushes over to the woman. “I am so sorry! Another car clipped my front bumper! I was trying to correct when I hit you. I have insurance! I called the Police just like you said! I didn’t mean to! It was an accident! I swear it!”

“All right, man,” I tell him. “I believe you.”

He turns back to the woman. “I have insurance. We can exchange contact phone numbers, addresses, policy numbers—whatever you want.”

“No,” the woman snaps. “Leave me alone.”

These are the first words she’s spoken to either of us and both the driver and I are so surprised that neither of us responds right away. 

By the time I realize what she just said, she’s already turning her back on us and walking away down the road.

“Hey!” I yell after her. “You can’t walk from here! It’s too far!”

“I’ll be fine,” she calls over her shoulder. “Thanks for your help.”

The driver and I exchange glances. Then we both hurry to catch up with her. “Don’t you want to exchange information?” the driver asks. “I have insurance. They’ll replace your car.”

“No,” she snaps again without turning around. “Just leave me alone.”

“You can’t walk anywhere from here,” I tell her again. Both the driver and I have to walk our fastest just to keep up with her because she isn’t slowing down. “We’re forty miles from the nearest town and it’s in the other direction.”

“Leave me alone!” she fires back even more viciously.

“Hey!!” I yell, and this time, I shoot out a hand, grab her arm, and force her to turn around. “What’s your problem?”

She spins around to confront us, but instead of going off on me the way I expect, her eyes swivel upward toward the surrounding mountains. 

She glances ever so briefly toward Turning Point on the eastern side, but just as quickly, she scans the other hills in all directions. Her expression changes to the terrified, shocked look she had in the car.

She barely notices me and the driver and her tone changes instantly. “I can’t stay here,” she murmurs and her voice trembles. “I have to go.”

She sets off walking again. I want to demand some explanation for her strange behavior, but that scared look stops me. 

I hurry to catch up with her again, but I make sure not to touch her this time. Something is wrong. I just don’t know what it is.

The driver stays where he is still staring after us. He doesn’t move to leave or to come after her.

“You can’t walk anywhere out here,” I repeat. “Without a car, you could be walking out here for days or even longer. It’s gonna get cold tonight. Let me give you a ride to the nearest town, at least.”

“No,” she snaps again without looking at me. “Just leave me alone.”

“What about the truck driver? He already called the Police and he could get in a lot of trouble if he left the scene of an accident without at least exchanging insurance information with you. He said it wasn’t his fault. Don’t ruin a man’s life over this.”

“Tell him to leave. He doesn’t have to worry about the insurance.”

“You should at least stay long enough to talk to the Police…..”

She spins around in a heartbeat, and this time, she really does go off on me. “Just leave me alone! How many times do I have to say it?!”

I freeze and take a step back. Her behavior is really starting to worry me. She whirls the other way. If she walks away from me now, I’ll just have to let her do it. Whatever is wrong with her is none of my business.

The ranch water supply is way more important. All my brothers are up on the hill working on the barn. I don’t have time to screw around with this.

I should stick around and give a report to the Police, too, though. Maybe I can call my buddy at the Police Department and give a statement over the phone or at a later time. He’ll understand why I couldn’t stay at the scene.

I prepare to stand here and watch the woman walk away, but when she turns, her foot hits a pebble in the road and she stumbles. She checks her balance and I automatically take a step forward.

At that moment, a gunshot cracks in the hills east of the highway. The sound comes from the Turning Point side of the road and the woman whips forward. The bullet tears through her shoulder and leaves a bloody exit wound just below her collarbone.

Her body slows the bullet down enough not to put me in danger and it sails right past me. She topples into me and I barely catch her in time before she collapses in my arms.

I grab her and do my best to lower her to the ground. I turn her over, but not before I see blood spreading over the back of her jacket.

My eyes dart up to the eastern hills. Someone up there is shooting at us. That person has to be on Turning Point land, but I don’t have time to go up there and look for them.

I roll the woman over. She’s out cold with more blood soaking through her shirt and jacket on the front side. Her hair spills over her face and she’s already going pale.

The truck driver charges me. “Oh, my God! Someone shot her!”

“Get back on the radio!” I tell him. “Call the 911 dispatcher and tell them…..”

Right then, a pickup truck comes around the corner from the south and my brother Nathan skids to a halt right in front of me. “Holy shit!” he barks.

“Take my horse back to the ranch, Nathan! I gotta take this lady to the hospital.” I turn to the truck driver. “Tell the dispatcher I’m taking her in my truck. Understand? Give them my license number and tell them to intercept me en route.”

He nods and rushes back to his truck. I scoop up the woman and carry her over to Nathan’s truck. He’s already getting hold of my horse and swinging into the saddle as I pull away and floor it down the highway heading for town.
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Ipace up and down in the Emergency Department waiting room at Kootenai Health Hospital. I shouldn’t be here. I should be up at the ranch helping my brothers with the waterline. Why am I here taking care of some stranger who doesn’t even want my help? 

I get my answer when the door opens and Detective Sergeant Rod Newcastle walks in. He wears a blue sport jacket over his button-up shirt and jeans, but he wears cowboy boots and a hat the same way I do.

He grins at me. “Howdy.”

“What are you doing here?” I ask. “Did you find out anything about the shooter or the wreck?”

“That’s why I’m here. I need to take your statement. I just talked to your brothers and they all heard the shot come from your side of the highway, but we couldn’t find anyone over there.”

“Well, I didn’t hallucinate that woman getting shot.”

He softens his tone. “I know, man. Why don’t you tell me what happened? None of your brothers even knew about the wreck until you took off, so you’re the only person who saw it.”

“It’s like I told you on the phone. I was working on the barn roof and I heard tires squealing. I looked down the hill and the truck was already halfway over the line and still coming. She tried to dodge him, ran into the guardrail, and launched down the embankment.”

“So you didn’t see the car the driver said clipped him?”

“No. By the time I saw him, he was already out of control. He said another car clipped him across the bumper.”

Rod makes a face. “I’ll believe it when I see it. There was no evidence of any damage to his truck. What did you do after that?”

“I went down to the highway, told the trucker to call 911, and I climbed down to the car. I helped the woman get out, but she was totally freaking out about something. She wouldn’t exchange information with the trucker and she wouldn’t stick around until the Police showed up. She actually thought she was gonna walk out of there on foot.”

He pulls out a notebook. “So what did you do?”

“I was trying to talk some sense into her when the gunshot went off. That’s the whole story. I took Nathan’s truck and drove her into town. I couldn’t exactly leave her lying there on the pavement, could I? It would have taken at least an hour for the ambulance to get there. It was quicker to drive her here myself.”

Rod shoots me another grin. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me, man. I know enough about the ways of all things Crenshaw. There never was a Crenshaw born that could leave a lady in distress. Of course you had to drive her into town.”

I bristle at those words, but just then, the waiting room door opens again and Nathan, Jake, and Chuck roll in. “We got the hose,” Jake tells me. “We’re ready to go whenever you are.”

“You can go on without me,” I reply. “I might be here for a while and we need to get that line run as soon as possible.”

“You can go home,” Rod tells me. “I have all the information I need. If I need to clarify anything, I’ll call you.”

I stare at him. “Really? That’s it?”

“Sure. We took a statement from the driver that you were standing right in front of the woman when the shot came from the eastern hills. You couldn’t have shot her or run her off the road. You can go.”

“Uh…okay.” I get ready to walk away. This is great. Now I can get back to business.

Right then, the opposite door opens—the one leading into the emergency room. A doctor comes out and glances around. “Mr. Crenshaw?”

“Which one?” Rod asks. 

“Whichever one brought in the gunshot victim,” the doctor replies. 

“That’s me,” I tell him. “What can I do for you?”

“She’s awake and hysterical. We can’t calm her down. We were hoping you could come and talk to her. Maybe you can get through to her.”

“I don’t know about that….” I begin.

“Come with me,” Rod tells me. “I have to take her statement, too. Maybe seeing the familiar face of someone she knows will smooth things over.”

“I’m hardly a familiar face,” I tell him. “She doesn’t know me from Adam.”

“It’s better than nothing.”

I wave to my brothers. “You can go. I’ll call you later. God only knows how long this is going to take.”

They leave and Rod and I accompany the doctor into the back. “Her name is Grace Adams,” the doctor tells us on our way through the corridors. 

“Is she from around here?” I ask.

“No, her last known address is somewhere in San Diego.”

“So what’s she doing up here?” Rod asks.

“We have no idea and she won’t talk to anyone,” the doctor repeats. “She just keeps telling everyone to leave her alone. We only know who she is because we found her ID in her wallet.”

“That’s what she told me and the driver,” I add. “She kept saying, ‘Leave me alone,’ over and over again.”

“She’s obviously terrified of something,” the doctor agrees.
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Ijolt out of a sound sleep and instantly feel the pain in my shoulder. The whole disastrous car accident flashes through my mind….and then the gunshot…… 

I spin away and try to get out of bed. “I have to get out of here…..”

A nurse comes toward me and tries to push me down on the bed. That’s when I notice that I’m in the hospital with an IV connected to my arm.

“You can’t leave yet,” the nurse tells me. “You need to stay in the hospital at least overnight for observation. If you strained yourself now….”

“Leave me alone!” I snap. “Get out of my way…..and get this thing off me…..”

I try to shake off the IV. How long have I been in here? I don’t dare to ask. 

My mind goes into a tailspin. I was on my way north through Idaho. I’d already driven through Coeur d’Alene. I was driving north toward the Canadian border when my car crashed into that ditch.

Some surreal part of my awareness becomes laser focused on the paperwork attached to the nurse’s clipboard. The logo at the top reads, Kootenai Health Hospital, with the address underneath. I’m back in Coeur d’Alene. I’ve actually gone backward and now I no longer have a car to drive anywhere.

The nurse makes another effort to push me back down on the bed. “If you get up too soon, you could start bleeding and….”

“Get the hell off me!” I smack her arm away. “Don’t touch me! Get out of my way…..and go get the paperwork to release me from this place. I can’t stay here!”

She backs off, but she won’t stop glaring at me. “If you don’t calm down, I’ll have to call security to restrain you. There are Police officers in the building. We can get a temporary hold to keep you here for your own safety.”

I narrow my eyes at her and bare my teeth. “I would love to see you try it.”

She compresses her lips, crosses the room, and pulls out her phone. She starts calling security and then leaves, but I don’t care. 

I start rummaging around the room trying to find my clothes, but when I stand up, a wave of cold sweat and a sick feeling in my stomach makes me sit back down.

I can’t stay here. I have to get out of here. It’s bad enough that I’m back in Coeur d’Alene and God only knows how long I’ve been here. I need to leave immediately.

I finally locate the bag with my personal effects under the bed, but the effort of bending over that far catches up with me. I wind up collapsing back on the pillows. I can’t breathe and my shoulder throbs.

Just then, a doctor comes in leading two men. They both wear jeans and cowboy boots. 

One of them wears a cowboy hat and a blue sport jacket. A .44 Magnum semi-automatic peeks out from under his jacket where he wears it in a holster on his hip. A gold badge hangs from his belt that reads, Detective Sergeant, Coeur d’Alene Police Department.

The other guy carries his hat in his hand and it’s covered in dust as are his boots and his clothes. He also wears a leather vest with laces down the sides that end in dangling tassels. I’ve never seen any man who looked more like a tried-and-true cowboy.

The instant I lay eyes on him, I recognize him as the man who helped me out of my crashed car. He’s also the guy who tried to stop me from walking away from the wreck.

The dust doesn’t cover his short-clipped brown hair, but it covers his face up to his forehead in a line where his hat used to be before he took it off. 

I freeze as our whole conversation rushes back into my mind. He offered to drive me to the nearest town. Even now, he gazes down at me with soft brown eyes that crimp with concern. 

He looks like one of the nicest guys I’ve ever seen, but he doesn’t say a word now. He remains silent while the cop tips his hat brim at me. 

“Evening, Ma’am. I’m Detective Sergeant Rod Newcastle of the Coeur d’Alene Police Department and I think you know Wade Crenshaw….” The cop waves to the man next to him. “He’s the one who drove you to the hospital after you got shot from his property.”

My gaze shoots back to Wade. He’s big in the shoulders with thick, muscular legs. He wears a plaid shirt buttoned up the front with a white T-shirt underneath it and the sleeves rolled halfway up to the elbow.

They leave his wrists exposed. I’ve never seen such powerful wrists and calluses darken his hands along with countless scars on his knuckles. He works hard for a living. He must if he’s a cowboy.

“Can you tell me what happened?” Sergeant Newcastle asks and snaps me out of my trance. I find it difficult not to focus on Wade.

I open my mouth to answer, but right then, the same nurse peeks through the door behind Wade. Seeing her reminds me and I shoot off the pillows. “No,” I snap. “I have to go. I have to get out of here.”

I start tearing at the tape on my arm.

“You can’t leave,” Sergeant Newcastle tells me. “You got shot in the chest. You need to stay put for a while.”

“I can’t stay here,” I mutter and then yell behind him at the nurse. “Where’s that paperwork I told you to get?”

She disappears and I attack the bag holding my clothes. I start pulling everything out and slipping on my skirt under my hospital gown.

“If you tell me what’s bothering you, I might be able to help you,” Sergeant Newcastle tells me. “We’re investigating to find the person who shot you…..”

“No one can help me,” I mutter and start putting on my shoes. If these two jokers don’t leave, I’m going to have to strip down and change my top right in front of them.

I freeze again when Wade speaks up. “You don’t have to do this, Grace. Whatever it is you’re afraid of, the Police can protect you. You would be putting your life in danger if you left the hospital now.”

“My life is already in danger! Don’t you get that?” I swivel my legs over the side of the bed. I feel like absolute hell, but I have to leave.

“Why is your life in danger?” Sergeant Newcastle asks.

Just then, a different nurse comes in and starts removing the IV from my arm. Thank God.

“What are you doing?” Sergeant Newcastle asks.

“We have to release her. Her condition isn’t critical enough to warrant an emergency hold. She’s demanding to be released, so we have no choice but to do it. We can’t hold her here against her will unless you have probable cause to detain her.”

“It’s about time,” I snap. Everyone in the room recoils, including Wade, but I don’t seem to be able to stop myself.

My eyes flick over to the window just to make sure no one is out there watching. It’s dark outside. It’s nighttime so I can’t see if anyone is out there. I can only hope that will give me some cover to get out of town quickly. 

No one says anything for a minute. The nurse removes the IV, puts a cotton ball against the puncture site, and bends my elbow upward to close it off.

“Do you need me to give you a ride north?” Wade asks. His voice sounds extra loud in the silence.

“No,” I mutter while I rummage in the bag for my bra and shirt. They aren’t in there. “Just leave me alone.”

I go into a panic trying to find my shirt and jacket. I crane over the side of the bed, but there’s nothing underneath there.

I turn on the nurse. “Where are my shirt and jacket—the clothes I was wearing when I came in here?”

“The emergency medical team had to cut them off to treat your gunshot wound. They were covered in blood anyway.”

“Well, what the hell am I supposed to wear to leave here?” I demand.

She shrugs. “I don’t know. Do you have anyone you can call to bring you something?”

I stare at her fuming in frustration. I have to find something to wear. I need to get out of the hospital as soon as they release me. I need to get away before someone comes after me.

I don’t notice Wade and Sergeant Newcastle standing there watching every move I make.

“I could get you something from the gift store,” Wade finally offers.

I can’t look at him.

“Did you hear what Wade just said, Ma’am?” Sergeant Newcastle asks in a much sterner tone. “This man went to a lot of trouble to get you out of that car and then he saved your life by driving you to the hospital. Now he’s offering to help you again. You might show a little gratitude.”

I keep my head turned so I don’t have to look at either of them. “Sorry,” I mumble. “No one can help me. I just have to get out of here.”

They stare at me for a second and then Wade walks out of the room. Good. I don’t want anyone being nice to me. 

The doctors and nurses come in with the release forms. I get distracted by signing everything and giving assurance that I won’t hold the hospital liable for anything that might happen to me.

The doctor signs the form after me and says, “You can go as soon as you’re ready. I really hope we don’t see you back in here in a few hours.”

“You won’t,” I mutter.

They leave just as Wade comes in carrying a paper bag by two twine handles. He sets it on the bed in front of me, says, “See you around,” to Sergeant Newcastle, and walks out again without a word.

Sergeant Newcastle waits a few seconds longer and then he leaves, too. As soon as they’re gone, I open the bag. 

It contains a T-shirt that says, World’s Greatest Grandpa, on it along with a teal polyester windbreaker with a padded hood. The interior of the jacket also has an insulated layer to make it extra warm.

I pull them out of the bag studying both articles. No one has ever done anything like this for me before. No one has given me a gift like this of something that I most needed at exactly the moment when I most needed it. 

He put it on the bed and then walked away. He didn’t even stick around long enough for me to realize what he did. He didn’t expect gratitude or even thanks.

I spread the clothes out staring at them in amazement. Sergeant Newcastle is right. Wade must be something special if he went to so much trouble to help a total stranger.

I can’t think about that right now. Wade is gone and I’ll never see him again. 

I slip out of my gown and pull the T-shirt over my head. I’m not wearing a bra anymore, but the jacket should hide that fact from the outside world. I have more important things to worry about anyway.

I pull on the jacket and zip it up just to make sure. My arm hurts like crazy when I bend it the wrong way. I have to get dressed carefully so I don’t damage my shoulder any more than it already is.

I step off the bed and have to steady myself when another wave of nausea and dizziness sweeps over me. I’m going to have to be careful not to overdo it.

I rally what’s left of my strength and walk out of the hospital into the night. Cars streak down the road and I hunch my shoulders as the wind hits me.

The jacket blocks most of it, and when I pull up the hood, I feel warm enough. Thank you, Wade.

I start walking north. I plan to hitchhike to Canada once I get far enough out of town, but for now, I stick my hands in my pockets for added warmth. 

That’s when I feel a piece of paper in the jacket pocket. I pull it out. It’s a one-hundred-dollar bill folded into a small, neat square. Wade must have left it there for me.








  
  
Chapter 5: Wade




Iget out of the truck and slam the door. Jake and I both have to bend our heads and hold onto our hats when another ripping blast of wind hits us. The hills don’t block it here and it howls over the planes heading farther up the valley. 

The sun is coming up and pickup trucks surround the Turning Point Ranch house. It sprawls across the landscape with three different wings going off in different directions, but the surrounding mountains still make the big house look small.

The bunkhouse behind the main ranch house looks even smaller. Our hired men Hank and Nolan live there, but they won’t be up there now. They’ll be down in the big house with the rest of my family.

I’d like to think my family was waiting up for me to get home from town, but I know my brothers better than that. Jake and I have been keeping in contact with them by phone while he drives me home from the hospital.

My brothers have been working on the water line all night while I’ve been farting around in town with some lunatic who doesn’t know when to call the Police for help.

Now Grace is walking around out there somewhere with a gunshot wound to her upper chest. She’s probably bleeding to death in a ditch right now, but at least I did what I could. Now I can put her out of my mind and concentrate on the things that really matter.

Jake and I climb up onto the porch and walk into a sea of voices flooding the house. My parents, Tom and Camille Crenshaw, are downstairs in the living room with all my brothers, Hank, Nolan, and my two sisters, Ava and Emma.

They all sit around the living room talking in a steady tide of conversation shooting back and forth across the room.

They all jump up when Jake and I return and they bombard me with questions. “What happened, Wade?” Ava asks me. “Chuck says you saw a car accident.”

“We heard gunshots,” Nathan interjects. “Did the shooter cause the accident?”

“Did you get the waterline laid?” I ask.

“Listen to this guy!” Jack counters. “He nearly got shot and all he cares about is the waterline!”

“Well, did you?” I ask. “If you didn’t, we have to go out there and finish it.”

“We finished it,” Ethan replies. “We just got in fifteen minutes ago.”

“We were just about to have breakfast.” My mom stands up and waves everyone toward the dining room table. “We made dinner for you last night, but you didn’t come in, so you’ll be having dinner for breakfast. Come on over and get something to eat, boys. You’ve been out there since five o’clock yesterday morning.”

“Don’t remind me,” Hank grumbles.

“You get enough to eat as it is,” Nathan tells him. “If you ate any more, no horse would be able to carry you.”

“I’m a growing boy!” he counters. “I work it off. Do you see any fat on this?” He raises his shirt to show his washboard midsection.

“Put your clothes on, son,” my dad tells him. “No one needs to see that.”

“Unless you want to have a contest to see which of us can do the most pushups,” Gabe tells him. “In which case, you can show us all what a man you are.”

Laughter breaks out and Jack rumples Hank’s hair. Hank is the youngest man here. He would be the youngest person here, but Emma is younger than him by two weeks. 

Hank is everybody’s kid brother even though he isn’t our brother. He and Nolan are the only people here who aren’t technically part of the family, but everyone treats them like they are. They’ve both worked on the ranch long enough to be official Crenshaws. Pretty much everyone calls them our brothers even though they aren’t.

My brothers and I troop into the laundry room and take turns washing our hands. Then we all gather around the table and sit in our assigned places. My dad sits at the head of the table and my mom sits at the other end. My sisters sit in the middle.

The rest of us sit according to age, which means Chuck and I sit on either side of my dad. Chuck is technically older than I am, but he’s adopted, so for some reason, everyone still treats me like I’m in charge. Don’t ask me why because he’s just as capable of being in charge as I am.

We bow our heads while my dad says grace and then everyone starts passing the food around and serving themselves.

“So what happened out there?” Chuck asks me. “What did you see when you were on the roof?”

Silence falls around the table while I tell the whole story again.

“So she just….left?” Jack gasps. “She could be dead somewhere by now.”

“I know,” I reply. “Rod and I both tried to talk her out of it. The doctors had a canary about her leaving, but there was no stopping her. She was really freaked out about something and she said her life was in danger.”

“She sounds like a mental case,” Gabe interjects.

“Well, someone did shoot her from our property,” I tell him. “They shot her through the chest and would have killed her if I hadn’t been standing right there to save her. It sounds to me like she knew exactly what she was talking about.”

“Shouldn’t the Police be looking into that?” Ava asks.

“They are. They’re investigating who the shooter might be, but the Police don’t have any leads. Whoever it was shot at her and made off on foot.”

“So now she’s out there without a car,” Nolan points out. “That’s not good.”

“She kept trying to head north,” I reply. “She didn’t have any luggage in her car, either. She left the hospital with nothing.”

“She ought to at least have a jacket in this wind,” my mom points out. “It’s bitter out there.”

“I got her one from the hospital gift store. The emergency team had to cut her shirt and jacket off to treat the gunshot wound. She was so frantic about leaving the hospital that I was worried she would walk out in just her hospital gown. So I got her a T-shirt and a windbreaker from the gift store…..and I put a hundred-dollar bill in the pocket.”

“You are such a prince, Wade,” Emma exclaims.

“You’re a good man, son,” my dad says. “I’m proud of you.”

“Well, I couldn’t just leave her like that. Anyway, it probably won’t help and now she’s gone. So what about the waterline? Are you sure the supply to the barn is secure?”

“It’s fine,” Chuck tells me. “We checked it and it was running water to the stock when we left.”

“We’ll have to go back out later today and bring in a bunch of pipe on the truck,” I reply. “We’ll get a few hours of sleep, but we need to make the line permanent in case we need to use the barn again. We don’t know how long this wind will last. The stock might be in the barn a lot longer than we think.”

Hank groans. “Dear God! We’ve been up all night and you’re already assigning us more work on the very same day? You’re a slave driver!”

“You could learn the value of hard work, son,” my dad tells him. 

“No one is making you work on this ranch,” I tell Hank. “You can take your pay and go blow it all in town tomorrow if that’s what you really want. That’s what you do every weekend, so what’s to stop you from doing it for the rest of your life?”

“Just don’t think about coming back,” Nathan growls. “If we’re out there working to make sure our stock survive, you sure as hell better be doing the same thing.”

“Watch your language, son,” my dad cuts in. “There never was any call for that.”

“Yes, Sir,” Nathan replies, but he keeps shooting Hank dirty looks across the table. The rest of us are always having to give Hank a boot up the rear end to make him work, but he still manages to complain pretty much nonstop no matter what we do.

Chuck changes the subject. “We have that load of pipe at the eastern stockyards. We can bring that over on the trailer tomorrow.”

“Good idea,” I tell him. “We have all the hardware for it, too. That will save us a bunch of money.”

“There’s only one problem with that plan,” Nolan interjects. “The waterline from the main supply to the western barn is too steep to take it on the truck. The pipes are too heavy for one man to carry, especially on horseback.”

“We’ll just have to carry each length between two men,” Nathan suggests. “It’s the only way to get the pipe up those hills.”

“That will take days,” Jake points out. 

“We have a water supply to the barn already, but it isn’t as reliable as having a permanent pipeline,” I decide. “This is the best way to make sure the stock is taken care of until this wind blows itself out.”

“If it blows itself out,” Ben corrects.

“It will blow itself out sometime,” I reply. “No weather lasts forever.”

“Wade! You made a rhyme!” Emma chimes in. “No weather lasts forever.”

“Oh, please!” Hank groans. “No poetry.”

Everyone laughs and Ethan turns to my mom. “May I please be excused, Mama?”

“Sure, baby,” she replies. “Go get some sleep. You boys all need your rest for you go back out.”

The family breaks up and we all take our dishes to the kitchen. Hank and Nolan head off to the bunkhouse. Ethan, Jake, and I stick around to help my mom and girls clean up the kitchen.

I hear my brothers talking to my dad in the living room. They’re talking about someone using our ranch property to shoot an innocent bystander on the highway. 

I finish drying my hands on a towel and head over there to listen to their conversation. That’s when I hear a car coming up the driveway.

Turning Point Ranch is remote enough and we get so few visitors that the sound alerts everyone at the same time. Everyone stops talking to listen. Then we go over to the windows to see who it is.

A high-end silver sedan pulls up the driveway and parks in front of the house. The clock on the wall says it’s seven o’clock in the morning—way too early for anyone to be making house calls in this part of the country.

A guy in a business suit gets out, straightens his jacket, and takes a brown leather briefcase from the passenger seat before he approaches the front door.

I walk over there, open the door, and step out onto the porch as he gets nearer. Now that I’m outside, I can see a, Hertz Rental Car, decal in the upper corner of the windshield.

The wind blasts across the valley and messes up his perfect hairdo. It covers his suit with dust, but he pretends not to notice.

He’s a young guy—maybe twenty-three at the most. He doesn’t look old enough to shave and he could use some muscle. He looks bony under that suit. Any one of my brothers or I could snap this guy in half without too much trouble.

The guy starts to give me a beaming smile, but it slips when Chuck and Ethan both step out of the house behind me. He slows his pace and his expression falters when he sees the three of us lining up to confront him.

He immediately corrects, plasters the biggest, fakest smile on his face, and strides toward us much more determinedly. Everything about the guy rubs me raw. Whatever he’s doing here can’t be good.

“Good morning!” he calls out as he gets nearer.

“Good morning,” I reply. “What do you want?”

He gets near the bottom of the steps and sticks out his hand to me. I can just feel all my brothers watching from the house.

I hold up my hand to stop him. “That’s far enough. Don’t come any closer. What are you doing here?”

He freezes and then instantly widens his smile. “I’m Landon Piers. I’m the new Mighty River Irrigation Supplies rep for this district. I’m going around meeting all our customers to introduce myself and see if we can provide you with any parts, supplies, or machinery you might need.” He squints at the surrounding hills. “This wind is a doozy, isn’t it? Maybe you need something to cope with it.”

“That’s interesting,” I counter. “I know all the Mighty River reps in this area. Our rep is Martin Samuels and I just talked to him yesterday. He didn’t mention another rep coming on board.”

“That’s because I just started! I’m new to the area. That’s why I wanted to visit all the customers and introduce myself. Martin Samuels doesn’t make house calls, does he? If you need anything—anything at all—all you have to do is give me a call.”

“If I need anything at all, I’ll give Martin a call.”

The guy only grins at me. “Well, it was nice to meet you. Have a nice day.”

His eyes dart ever so slightly to the left and right past my shoulders. I can just imagine what this dope thinks when he sees Chuck and Ethan standing behind me. I look puny compared to them, but the guy keeps his expression chipper and delighted until he turns and walks back to his car.

He gets in and actually has the audacity to wave at me through the windshield. I respond by pulling out my phone and snapping a picture of him sitting in the driver’s seat. I make sure to get his license plate number in the same frame.

He reverses, waves a second time, and drives off.

“What the holy hell was that about?” Ethan growls low enough to make sure my dad doesn’t hear him.

“I’d say it’s a little too convenient, him showing up here after some jackass just shot a woman from our property,” Chuck adds.

“I agree,” I reply. “I’m calling Rod Newcastle.”

There’s nothing to see here, so we head back inside the house. I shut the door. “What was that about, sweetie?” my mom asks.

“I don’t know, but I’m about to find out.” I dial Rod’s number.

He takes a while to answer, and when he does, he sounds like he just woke up. My whole family stands around and I switch the phone to speaker so they can hear our conversation.

“Hello?” Rod asks.

“It’s me—Wade,” I tell him.

“What’s up, man?” he asks.

“Some dude just showed up at our house out of the clear blue sky. He said he was the new Mighty River Irrigation rep, but he can’t be because I just talked to Martin Samuels yesterday and he didn’t mention any new guy taking over his rotation. We think it’s a little weird considering everything that happened yesterday. Also the guy was driving a rental car and wearing a business suit.”

Rod clears his throat. “You’re right. That is weird. I don’t think I’ve seen Martin wearing a suit since his sister Tina’s wedding—and definitely not before that.”

“I got a picture of the dude and his license plate number. Could you run it and find out who he is?”

“Sure, man.” I hear Rod scuffling around in the background. “What’s the number?”

I read it back from my phone and then I hear him tapping on his computer. It takes a long time before he comes up with the results.

“Holy crap, man!” he finally exclaims. “Listen to this. The car is rented to someone named Dean Lewis. His address is in San Diego.”

“Well, I’ll be,” I breathe. “I’d say that’s a little too much of a coincidence to be a coincidence.”

“You’re right. I gotta go. I’ll look into it on my end, but make sure you and your family are protected. Understand? If this idiot was shooting people from your property, he might still be hanging around planning to do the same thing. Tell your dad and your brothers to take precautions. I’ll let you know what I find out.”

“Thanks, man. We will.”

I hang up and look up to find everyone staring at me. “What does that mean?” Emma asks. “What does it mean that the guy comes from San Diego?”

“The woman who got shot was from San Diego.” I wave to my brothers. “You heard the man. Arm up, boys. We gotta defend the ranch.”








  
  
Chapter 6: Grace




Ipull the hood of my windbreaker farther over my head, but I can’t protect my face from the driving wind. I have to stand facing south while I hitchhike on the northbound side of the highway. 

I hear a car coming so I hold out my thumb to hitch a ride, but when I try to see the car, I get another blast of dust in my eyes. I have to shut my eyes and turn my head away.

I expect the car to drive right past me. I can hardly believe my luck when it pulls in on the shoulder next to me.

I spin around and tears sting my eyes as I run to the passenger side. The vehicle is a large white square delivery van with the words, Morningside Bakery, Coeur d’Alene, stenciled on the side.

I hop inside, slam the door, and turn to the driver. He’s a huge Native American guy whose enormous belly barely fits behind the wheel. Greasy dreadlocks surround his face, and when he grins at me, he reveals four empty spaces in his mouth where his teeth should be.

“Hi!” I greet him. “Thank you for picking me up!”

“Sure thing.” His eyes dip to the rest of me and his smile drains when he sees that I don’t even have a handbag on me. “You’re traveling pretty light, aren’t you?”

“Yep.” I glance toward the road. “Should we go?”

He puts the van in motion, merges into traffic, and heads off north. “Where you headed?”

“I’m headed to the Canadian border. Where are you headed?”

He takes his eyes off the road and raises his eyebrows at me. “What are you going there for?”

“I’m visiting my grandma,” I lie.

I can see right away that he doesn’t believe me, so I change the subject by looking over my shoulder.

Shelves line the back of the van with all kinds of baked goods stacked on them. “You don’t get hungry in this job, am I right?”

He bursts out laughing and slaps his huge wobbly stomach. “What gave it away?”

I laugh with him. “You’re lucky.”

“You want some?” He thrusts his hand down and fishes between his seat and the door. He pulls out a plastic bag and hands it to me. “Help yourself.”

I open the bag and find half a subway sandwich loaded with roast beef, Swiss cheese, and oozing sauce everywhere. I attack it in greedy mouthfuls and hear the guy chuckling in the background.

I get halfway through the sandwich before I check myself and stop eating. I don’t want to eat it all. I lean back in the seat and sigh. That’s the first food I’ve had in a week.

“Go on and finish it,” he tells me. “You need it more than I do.”

I glance at him, but he pretends to be too busy driving. I don’t wait to be told twice and polish off the rest.

Now I really do collapse back on the seat. I feel dizzy from all that food.

“So what’s your name?” he asks.

“Grace,” I reply. “What’s yours?”

“Ed,” he tells me. “Ed Rountree.”

I pry my eyes open and smile at him. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

He cracks another grin in between watching the road. “Not from around here, are you?”

“What gave it away?” I ask and laugh. “I’m actually from California.”

His eyebrows fly up again. “No shit?”

“Yeah. Are you from around here?”

“Naw,” he replies. “I’m from North Carolina.”

“How did you get out here?”

He shrugs. “Long story.”

“Aren’t they all?” I look out the window. “How far north are you going?”

He cocks his head to scrutinize me. “Well…..I might be going all the way to the border.”

I spin around to stare at him, but he faces front and concentrates on his driving. From the comments he keeps dropping, I’d say he wasn’t already on the way to the border before he picked me up.

He’s planning on taking me there. He can see I’m barely hanging on. He probably figured out that I haven’t eaten anything in a while. Now he plans to take me as far as the border. How far out of his way will he have to drive to do that?

I turn back to the window. I really wish people would stop being nice to me. If they only knew…..

At that moment, a car guns its engine behind us and burns up alongside to pass us. It pulls into the oncoming lane revving its motor.

“Go kill yourself somewhere else,” Ed mutters. “Some of these people have no sense at all.”

He takes his foot off the gas to let the car pass us, but right at that moment, the car swerves back into our lane and smashes its front fender into Ed’s delivery van.

“WHOA!!” he bellows and fights the wheel to steady the van. 

“What the hell!” I yell, but he doesn’t hear.

The van shudders violently and he hits the brake. The car doesn’t just hit us and bounce off. It stays stuck there with its fender jammed into the van’s fender. 

“Get off, asshole!!” Ed bellows. “This son of a bitch is trying to run me off the road!”

My hair stands on end as the whole nightmare of crashing my car comes rushing back to me. I sit frozen in my seat, but I can’t do anything. The car revs its engine one more time and the sound of squealing tires echoes through the van’s thin walls.

Ed braces his legs against the floor and yanks the wheel back and forth, but the van keeps shaking and wavering as it fights the other vehicle.

A deafening blast of an airhorn startles me out of my mind. I spin around and face front. My stomach drops when I see a big log truck coming straight for the car in the oncoming lane.

The car gives an almighty jerk, but it doesn’t pull away. It skids farther into our lane and, with one more hellacious screech of tires and engine noise, it drives Ed’s van off the road.

He yells his head off as the van bumps onto the shoulder and then crashes sideways onto a barbed wire fence between the shoulder and a field next to the highway.

The van crashes down on its passenger side. I throw my arms over my head as the side window and the front windshield explode in my face and then everything goes quiet.

I hold my breath, but when I don’t hear anything, I look up and glance over at Ed. He hangs sideways from his seatbelt with all his hair hanging toward me.

He glances at me at the same instant and our frightened eyes meet. “Are you okay?” I gasp. “Are you okay?”

He nods fast. “Are you okay? Did you get hurt?”

“I’m okay,” I pant and try to look around. “What happened?”

“That cocksucker tried to run me off the road!” Ed gasps and groans a few times while he tries to see through the shattered windshield. “He did run me off the road!”

“What do we do now?” I croak.

He takes a few more shaky breaths, but neither of us can see anything from in here. He grabs his seat belt and pops the buckle. “We gotta get out of here. We’ll get out onto the shoulder and I’ll call the Police and a tow truck. Don’t worry. The van is insured.”

He removes his seat belt and immediately falls nearly on top of me. The seat protects me from his weight, though, and he struggles onto his knees as he tries to right himself. “Okay!” he whispers. “I think I can climb out through the driver’s door.”

He looks up at the driver’s door. It looks relatively intact. He struggles to correct his position, but it isn’t easy considering he’s so chunky. He squirms around on his knees and then puts his hand on my seat to push himself up.

I cower on my seat to give him as much room as possible. I don’t want him falling on top of me. He might squash me.

He catches the look on my face and smirks. He opens his mouth to say something when, without warning, his head explodes right in front of me.

I scream as blood and brains sprays all over me. Then I freeze in horror when I see a man right behind Ed pointing a gun at the place where his head used to be.

The guy is a thin, wiry white guy with pale green eyes and mousy brown hair cut around his ears. He wears a grey crew-necked T-shirt. That’s all I can see of him—that and the gun he points in my face.

Ed’s body collapses and I scramble to get out of the way before it falls on top of me, but the gunman barks out, “Don’t move! Don’t you move a muscle or I’ll blow you away right here!”

I freeze again. Fortunately, Ed’s body falls against the seat and I’m far enough up the side of the door to avoid the body touching me.

The gunman waits until I really do freeze. Then he attacks the driver’s door, rips it open, and sticks his head and upper body into the van.

The guy has thin, wiry muscles and a bony build, but he’s agile and much stronger than he looks. He grabs my arm and yanks me out of the van still aiming the gun in my face. 

“Get out of the van!” he roars. “Come on! Get out of the van!”

I scream again when he almost dislocates my arm. He yanks on my right arm, which is the one that got shot, but he doesn’t know that. My jacket covers the bandage.

He doesn’t give me an instant to obey him. He drags me out of the van and throws me on the damp grass before he pounces on me.

He crams the gun in my face, yanks me to my feet, and marches me to a silver rental car parked in front of Ed’s van. It’s the same car this creep used to run Ed off the road. The rental’s whole front right fender is smashed in, but the guy doesn’t seem to care about that, either.

He rips open the passenger door, manhandles me into the seat, and shoves me back before he slams the door in my face. Then he sticks his head and shoulders through the open window to point the gun at my eye again.

“One wrong move and I shoot you,” he hisses between gritted teeth. “Don’t you even think about messing with me. Understand?”

I don’t dare to answer and I couldn’t look at him if my life depended on it. He stands there threatening me for one long, tense moment. Then he pulls out of the open window, storms around to the driver’s side, gets in, and slams the door again.

He gives me a hard glare before he sticks the gun in the waistband of his pants, starts the motor, and takes off down the highway heading north.








  
  
Chapter 7: Grace




The gunman pulls his rental car into the parking lot of a roadside truck stop, sets the parking brake, and shuts off the motor. He sits there surveying the scene outside before he mutters under his breath, “They have a diner here. We’ll go in and get something to eat before we make the last push to the border.” 

I don’t reply. We’ve been driving north through the Idaho panhandle for hours. I wouldn’t have thought Idaho could be so big, but apparently, Canada is a lot farther away than I thought it was.

I don’t want to go to Canada, now that I know this fiend is planning to take me there against my will.

He unclips his seatbelt, stretches over the back, and brings out a jacket from the back seat. He pulls it on and closes the front to conceal the gun in his waistband. Then he turns back to me with the same cruel, murderous scowl he used when he took me out of Ed’s van.

“You better behave yourself in there,” he snarls. “If you do anything to mess with me, it’s your head. Don’t think I won’t do it. I would have had you last time if that piece of shit Wade Crenshaw hadn’t interfered.”

My blood runs cold when he mentions Wade. How much does this guy know about everything that happened between me and Wade?

The gunman doesn’t know I still have the hundred-dollar bill Wade gave me. I’ve been saving it for an emergency.

The gunman sees my reaction and chuckles low. “Oh, I know all about it. Don’t worry. Your knight in shining armor isn’t here to rescue you this time. You behave yourself and do what I say or you’ll be rotting in the ditch along with your driver friend.”

He gets out of the car, comes around to my side, opens the passenger door, and yanks me out. He shakes me to make me stand up straight and then shoves me toward the diner. “Now walk….and act natural.”

I don’t even know what that means, but I start walking toward the diner. It’s half full of customers. Will any of them notice that this monster is holding me prisoner?

The guy drops back a step behind me so that I get to the entrance doors first. I open them and he prods me to the left where he steers me into a booth.

He sits down opposite me. Now I come face to face with the man who captured me.

He’s young—maybe twenty-two or twenty-three at the most. He’s tall—maybe six foot four, but he doesn’t have the bulk to carry it off. His height just makes him look nerdy.

His extra-long, spidery fingers look bizarre as he takes the menu out from behind the salt and pepper shakers. He flips it open in front of him and scans the items for sale.

“Hmm,” he muses. “What should we get? What are you hungry for?”

I don’t answer. I can only sit here glaring at him. I hate him with a passion. He killed Ed and now I know for certain that this is the man who shot me on the highway when my car crashed.

Did he cause the car to crash? Did he clip that truck driver’s bumper and make the truck run me off the road? Then this bastard snuck back into the hills of Wade’s property to shoot me.

He catches me looking at him. “Don’t be like that. You need to eat, so tell me what you want.”

“You won’t get away with this, Dean,” I tell him. “The Police know about you.”

He makes a face. “The Police don’t know anything about me or I would be under arrest right now.”

“They know you shot me from the side of the road.”

“They know someone shot you from the side of the road, but they don’t know it was me. They also don’t know that I have you now, so you might as well enjoy our time together.”

“We aren’t together,” I snap. “We never have been together.”

“Nonsense,” he tells me. “We’ve been together ever since that pool party in Ventura.”

“I turned you down at the pool party,” I fire back. “I told you then that I wasn’t interested in you and I’ve been telling you the same thing for six months.”

He looks up and a slight smirk comes to his lips when he cocks his head to study me. “Why do you keep fighting it? We were made for each other. Don’t you see that?”

“We aren’t made for each other!” I hear my voice rising, but I don’t care. I really hope someone hears. “I never wanted to have anything to do with you and I still don’t. Everything you’re doing to follow me across the country makes me want you even less.”

He completely ignores me. “Do you really think I would go to all this trouble if I wasn’t madly, head-over-heels in love with you? We were meant to be. It’s fate. You can’t fight fate.”

“It isn’t fate,” I snarl. “You’re out of your mind. You’ve been stalking me for six months and now you tried to kill me.”

“I didn’t kill you. I would never kill you. I love you.”

“You threatened to shoot me just five minutes ago! You call that love?”

He shrugs it off and goes back to scanning the menu. “One of these days, you’ll wake up and see the light. Then we’ll live happily ever after and this will all seem like a bad dream.”

I glare at him even harder, but he doesn’t notice. He still has his attention glued to the menu. 

I’ve been on the run from Dean Lewis and his crazy obsession with me ever since that first night at the pool party. I knew he was a creep then. I just didn’t know how far his madness would take him.

“Everything will be fine once we cross the Canadian border,” he murmurs. “No one will bother us there. We can live out our lives in peace. We’ll buy a little house and have a garden. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Before I can answer, the waitress comes over and pours us each a glass of water. “What can I get for you?” she asks.

Dean beams up at her in delight. “Hi! My fiancé and I would like some dessert. Today’s the one-year anniversary of our engagement, so we want something to celebrate.” He turns to me and plasters a huge, fake smile across his mouth. “Would you like that, sweetie? Wouldn’t you like something sweet to celebrate one year of happiness together?”

I glare at him. If he’s going to go over the top to convince everyone that we’re a happy couple, he can do that alone. He sure as hell won’t get any help from me.

The waitress glances down at me and I catch a glimpse of her expression. She eyes me suspiciously and doesn’t respond to Dean’s assurance about us being so madly in love.

She shifts her weight to her other foot, points down at the menu, and says, “Well, the key lime pie is really good.”

“That’s perfect.” Dean folds the menu and beams at her again. “Two pieces, please.”

The waitress leaves and my gaze drifts to the other customers and wait staff in the diner.

Four or five truckers sit at the counter and in the booths. Four waitresses work the floor and one goes back and forth behind the counter serving coffee to the truckers.

The waitress who just took our order goes into the kitchen and I catch her peeking at me through the service window. Does she suspect? Is there some way to signal these people that Dean is holding me against my will?

“Don’t even think about it,” Dean snarls under his breath. All trace of his loving, happy, bullshit vanishes in a flash. “If you even try it, you’ll be lying in a drainpipe with your head shot off while I drive north by myself.”

I can’t look at him. I couldn’t stand to see him glaring at me with that poisonous, murderous grimace of his. I turn back to the booth, but I keep my eyes on the tabletop. 

He’ll do it, too. He already shot me once. I don’t believe a word of his lies that he wasn’t trying to kill me then. He’ll do it now if he thinks for an instant that I’m trying to get away from him.








  
  
Chapter 8: Wade




Apunishing gust of wind slams into my truck and nearly sends me spinning off the road. I wrench the wheel back the other way. Even then, I have to strain my arms to hold the truck steady as a continuous barrage of wind hammers the side. 

I squint through the windshield wipers. It isn’t raining, but I can barely see the road ahead. I have to keep the wipers on just to knock the dust, twigs, and other debris off my windshield. 

I peer through the haze at the trailer load of pipe in front of me. Nathan drives it with Jack in the passenger seat, but Nathan is having even more trouble than I am.

He barely controls the truck while the wind batters the trailer load of water pipe back and forth. The trailer fishtails in all directions and another whipping blast tears off the strap holding the pipes on.

Three pipes jackknife out of position. Only the front strap holds them on to stop them from spearing through my windshield.

I snatch the two-way radio from the seat next to me and jam down the button. “Pull over! Get off the road! The pipe is coming off! We need to secure it before the wind tears it off completely!”

“I’m trying!” Nathan bellows back. “There’s nowhere to pull over! I’ll try to…..”

The radio cracks and then Ben calls from the pickup behind me. “What’s going on?”

“The pipe is coming off in the wind,” I reply. “We’re pulling over to secure it.”

I follow Nathan a little farther, but I back way off just in case the pipe comes loose free. I don’t want to be anywhere near the trailer if that happens.

Nathan struggles to stay on the road a little longer and finally pulls off onto the shoulder. We’re right outside the 75-mile Truck Stop.

I hop out of my truck, grab three more straps from my toolbox, and rush forward as Jack and Nathan unload to help me. We start working to tie the pipe down even more securely than before.

Ben and Ethan show up a second later and check the front strap. “Two isn’t enough,” Ethan tells me. “We need more secure points. Maybe put another one in the middle.”

I do as he says, and then, just to make extra sure, I add a fourth one to the center of the pipes. 

I’m in the middle of this when Nathan glances over his shoulder. “I’m gonna go over to the truck stop and see if they have a cargo net. These pipes could slide out from under the straps. We should net them to cover the back end.”

“Okay. Go see.”

He takes off and the rest of us finish working on the trailer. Nathan comes back a few minutes later carrying a huge box with the cargo net inside. 

“Hey, Wade,” he tells me. “The girl that got shot is over in the diner with that fake rep guy.”

My head shoots up. “No way.”

He nods. “They’re sitting there eating key lime pie like they’re the best of friends.”

I finish cinching off the strap I’m working on. “I have to see this.”

I try not to notice my brothers following me over to the diner, including Nathan. If that fake irrigation rep is involved with the whole Grace situation, then I have to find out how. 

That dude showed up at my front door the very next day after she got shot. I don’t see how the two incidents can possibly be unrelated.

I slow down when I get to the parking lot. I don’t have to cross it before I see Grace and Dean through the window. From the expression on her face, I can see plain as day that they are definitely NOT the best of friends.

She glares at him in outright murderous hatred. He raises a forkful of key lime pie to his mouth and smiles at her, but she doesn’t return it. I don’t see her eating anything, either.

I scan the parking lot full of cars and trucks and spot the silver rental—the same one Dean used to drive out to Turning Point Ranch.

I turn away so they don’t see me, pull out my phone, and call Rod Newcastle. “Hey, man. You won’t believe this. I found Dean Lewis and Grace Adams together at the 75-mile Truck Stop.”

Something crashes on the other end of the line like he just knocked something over. “No way! What are they doing?”

“They’re at the diner…..and Dean’s rental car is all smashed up. It looks like he might have clipped a big rig’s bumper and maybe made it cross the centerline on the highway.”

He bursts out laughing and struggles to stop him. “I’m on my way right now! A delivery van ran off the road south of the 75-mile Truck Stop and the driver got shot in the head. Witnesses reported the license plate number of Dean’s rental car on the vehicle that caused the crash. Keep them there as long as you can so we can question him.”

“You got it.” I hang up and turn to my brothers. “I’m going into the diner. Keep an eye on things, and if it looks like our boy is about to make a run for it, pop the tires on that silver rental.”

“What are you gonna do?” Nathan asks.

“I guess I’ll wing it.” I turn away, stride toward the diner entrance, and blow through the doors walking fast.

I turn sideways toward the booths, and before Grace or Dean even know I’m here, I slide into the seat next to her.

Her eyes pop when she realizes it’s me, but I don’t pay any attention to her. I face Dean across the table and his expression hardens in an instant.

“Howdy,” I tell him. “Remember me?”

“What are you doing here?” he snarls. 

“Well, you did say to call you anytime I needed anything. I just happened to be passing and I saw you in here so I’m calling you. See, we had an irrigation problem on the ranch yesterday and we’re driving a load of pipe over to the west side to secure our line. You would be the man I would contact if I needed any hardware or additional lengths of pipe. Isn’t that your job?”

He clenches his jaw and now he glares at me as furiously as Grace was just glaring at him. I can just feel her eyes burning into me from inches away.

“So…..” I begin. “I hear you drove up here from San Diego. It’s pretty convenient—you coming from there and Grace coming from there—don’t you think? Oh, and by the way, I contacted Martin Samuels and there is no Landon Piers working as a rep for Mighty River Irrigation Supply—or working for Mighty River Irrigation Supply in any other capacity. But you already knew that, didn’t you……Dean? Isn’t that your name—Dean Lewis?”

He narrows his eyes even further. “You can leave now.”

“No, I don’t think so. Is that key lime pie? That’s my favorite.” I grab Grace’s plate and pull it toward me. She hasn’t touched it or even picked up her fork. 

I never liked key lime pie, but I’m enjoying myself too much to care. I take a bite extra slowly. I can take all day to keep these two here until the Police arrive.

“Whatever my name is, it’s none of your business,” Dean snarls back. “Why don’t you go back to your waterpipe and stay out of it?”

“I can’t, see,” I tell him. “I’m already in it. See, I was working on the same project when I happened to see someone shoot Grace on the highway yesterday….and the shooter was on my property when it happened. Then you show up at my door impersonating my irrigation supply rep and now I find you two sitting in this diner together.” I shrug. “It all looks pretty fishy if you ask me—at least, you do.”

“I don’t have to listen to this,” he snaps and holds his hand across the table. “Come on, Grace. We’re leaving.”

“You aren’t going anywhere,” I tell him and drop my voice a register. “You and me and her are gonna sit here and have a nice friendly conversation about what you’re doing in Idaho, how you came to wreck the front end of your car, and why someone spotted you forcing a delivery van off the road south of here, only for the driver to mysteriously get shot in the head. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, or about a car clipping a big rig on Highway 95 that caused it to cross the centerline and run Grace off the road? Someone around here is awfully fond of running people off the road and I want to know who it is.”

I watch his features spasm in all directions as he listens to me spring this trap. His expression might not be ironclad evidence of his guilt, but I’ve never been more certain that he’s the one behind all this.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he counters, but I definitely hear his voice wavering.

“Oh, I think I do. I think I know a lot more about it than you want me to.”

“You’re an idiot,” he snaps. “Get out of the booth, Grace. We’re leaving.”

I turn to look at her, but I don’t move. No way can she get out of the booth with me sitting here—not unless she climbs over the damn table.

She doesn’t move, either. She stares at me with huge eyes like she can’t believe I’m really saying and doing all of this.

“I said get out of the booth, Grace!” he snaps even louder. “Quit stalling.”

I search those big blue eyes, and in that moment, her expression changes, too. She gazes up at me and her eyebrows lift in an ever so subtle pleading look. She’s scared. He must be holding her here against her will. Why else would she be here with the man who tried to kill her?

If he killed the delivery driver, he may have tried to kill Grace more than once.

“Grace!” Dean barks. “Come on!”

I turn back to him, but this feeling of glacial calm inside me makes everything sparkling crystal clear. I understand everything now.

“She isn’t going anywhere with you unless she convinces me that she really, really wants to leave with you,” I tell him and then I turn to her. “Do you really want to leave with him? If you do, I’ll let you out.”

“Get the hell out of here!” he yells and some customers turn around to stare at us. “This is none of your business!”

“Actually, it is,” I tell him. “You see, Grace and I got married in Coeur d’Alene yesterday.”

Dean’s jaw drops and Grace gasps in my ear. Don’t ask me where that came from. I wasn’t even thinking that. It just slipped out.

Maybe I want to hurt this fool in a way he’ll never forget. He obviously has a thing for Grace. Maybe I want to twist the knife and squash him like a bug under my bootheel.

From the expression on his face, I’d say I succeeded. “You did not!” he husks. “You liar!”

“Yep,” I tell him. “I was with her when she got shot and I drove her to the hospital. We fell madly in love on the way there and we got married the instant she came out of surgery. Isn’t that right, darlin’?” 

I slid my hand across the table and close it over hers. She won’t stop gawking at me with her mouth open. I could laugh at her expression, but that would spoil the effect.

“You lying piece of shit!” he hisses. “You did NOT marry her! Everything you say is a lie!”

“Prove it. You weren’t in the hospital when Grace was there. I would know because I was there. You weren’t with her. You weren’t even in the building. You can’t prove that I’m lying…..so you can go on back to San Diego where you belong because you are never going to go anywhere with Grace ever again.”

“That’s a lie!” he stammers and turns to Grace. “Tell him, Grace! Tell me it isn’t true.”

She shuts her mouth with difficulty and glances over at me. So many emotions war in her face that I can’t read them all. Is she about to prove me a liar and go off with this chump?

Right at that moment, the diner door blasts open and Rod Newcastle storms in with four uniformed Coeur d’Alene Police officers. They come over to our booth and I take my hand off of Grace’s.

“Get out of the booth, Wade,” Rod tells me. “Mr. Lewis and Ms. Adams, please come with us. We need to ask you a few questions.”








  
  
Chapter 9: Grace




Isit in the doorway of Sergeant Newcastle’s pickup and hug my arms around my shoulders, but not from the cold. My windbreaker blocks most of the wind, but the cold comes from inside me. I can’t stop shaking. 

Sergeant Newcastle stands in front of me taking notes on my statement. “Where did you meet Mr. Lewis?” 

“Um….we met at a pool party in Ventura…..That’s in LA.”

“I know where Ventura is,” he counters with an extra little bit of bite in his tone. “I did study geography in school. So did you get involved with him then?”

“I never got involved with him,” I snap a lot more harshly than I mean to. “He tried to hit on me and I told him to leave me alone. I told him to leave me alone at least five times that one night and I’ve told him dozens of times since then. I filed a bunch of complaints with the San Diego Police for him stalking me.”

“But they didn’t do anything?” he asks.

I shrug. “They said I didn’t have enough compelling evidence that he was doing anything dangerous.”

He snorts. “Okay, so what happened?”

“He showed up at my apartment, broke in, and threatened to kill me if I didn’t move in with him. I reported that, too, and when they told me again that I had no proof, I left town. I ditched everything that he could possibly use to track me. I cut off all contact with my friends and family and I started driving north toward the Canadian border. I made it all the way here….and then I got shot.”

“Then what happened?”

Right then, Wade crosses my line of sight. Some other Police officers have been questioning him off to one side. Now he walks across the truck stop parking lot and joins a group of other men.

I didn’t notice them until now, but I realize they must have been standing there all along. They occupy a spot where they’ll be out of the way of the cars and trucks that keep coming and going from the parking lot.

I shiver the minute I notice those men. They all look big, powerful, and dangerous. Most of them are as big as Wade and two of them are even bigger. 

They all wear cowboy boots, cowboy hats, plaid shirts, and jeans as beaten and lived in as Wade’s. In fact, all ten of those men are cut from the same cloth.

“Who are those guys?” I ask.

“What guys?” Sergeant Newcastle asks without looking up. 

“Over there.”

He turns his head and follows my gaze, but only for a second. As soon as he sees them, he goes back to writing in his notebook. “Those are the Crenshaws. You know Wade. Those are his brothers.”

“They can’t all be his brothers. Two of them are black, one of them looks Native American, and one of them is Asian.”

Sergeant Newcastle doesn’t even look. He keeps writing like he’s seen it all before. “They’re adopted. Can we get back to taking your statement now? What happened after you left the hospital in Coeur d’Alene?..... And they’re both Native American. The one you think is Asian is Native, too.”

I barely hear him. “Adopted? Wade has four adopted brothers?” I take a closer look at the men across the parking lot.

Wade stands with them like he’s very familiar with them. They surround him in what looks like a guarding posture. They all cast flinty glances toward me, Sergeant Newcastle, and the other group of officers who are questioning Dean.

One of the black guys is a big, hulking character with a hard, stern countenance. I wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley, but he squeezes Wade’s shoulder and gives him an affectionate shake. 

The other black guy is about Wade’s size and wears dreadlocks to just above his shoulder. He isn’t as big as the other one, but he’s plenty big enough. His features aren’t as chiseled and he looks like he might actually be capable of smiling—unlike his big friend—I mean, brother.

I still find it difficult to believe that Wade has four adopted brothers and none of them are white. 

The other huge, muscle-bound guy is definitely Native American. He looks like he’s been carved out of granite with midnight satin-black hair down past his shoulders. 

The front lock at the top of his forehead and the side locks in front of his ears hang in neatly twisted braids to keep his hair out of his face. The rest of it hangs loose under his hat. His black eyes flash as hard as flint and I’m quite certain this guy has never smiled in his life.

The other Native guy—the one I thought was Asian—has a round face, graceful almond eyes, and beautiful dark skin. He’s the shortest of the group and barely comes up to Wade’s nose.

The short guy almost looks juvenile compared to his much larger brothers, but they all stand with him like he’s one of them. I don’t see them treating him like he’s anything less than they are. He’s just as alert and surveys the parking lot with the same sharp gaze.

One of the white guys in their group can’t possibly be Wade’s brother. The guy is tall, rangy, and his face is much narrower and bonier than any of the Crenshaws. I can’t think why Sergeant Newcastle called him their brother when he obviously isn’t.

Now that Sergeant Newcastle points it out to me, I can see the resemblance between Wade and three of the men in the group. One is an inch shorter than Wade but twice as burly. He looks like a bruiser and his hair is lighter than Wade’s dark brown.

The other two look a lot like Wade, but they’re obviously younger. 

The last man in their group isn’t their brother, either. He’s much younger than all the others and they really do treat him like a juvenile. I see him trying to crack jokes with them, but they ignore him and concentrate on the scene of all these Police officers invading the truck stop.

Sergeant Newcastle interrupts my thoughts. “Ms. Adams?” 

I glance over to find him studying me. Has he been standing there watching me observe the Crenshaws? I immediately look away, but that only brings me back to staring at Wade and his brothers.

They fascinate me in a way I don’t understand. “Wade is so nice,” I murmur. “They look…..scary.”

“Wade can be scary, too,” Sergeant Newcastle tells me. “Your boyfriend made a big mistake when he crossed the Crenshaw boys.”

I spin around fast. “He isn’t my boyfriend! I told you I’ve never been involved with him—ever. I’ve been telling him that from day one. He won’t listen.”

“Then maybe you’d like to finish your statement so we can get this over with. What happened after you left Coeur d’Alene?”

I gulp. “I….started hitchhiking north. I thought I could get away from Dean if I crossed the Canadian border. Ed picked me up…..Ed Rountree…..”

“The delivery driver? The one who got shot?”

I nod down at my hands. I don’t want to talk about Ed, but I guess I have to.

“So what happened?” Sergeant Newcastle asks.

“We were driving north and Dean pulled up alongside us and forced Ed to drive off the road.”

“Did you see Dean behind the wheel?”

“No….but you can see his car is all smashed up. Wade said you had witnesses that saw Dean’s license plate number on the car that did it.”

“That doesn’t prove Dean was the driver.”

“Well, I saw Dean shoot Ed! Ed was trying to get out of the van and Dean shot him through the window!”

Sergeant Newcastle looks up. “You saw that? You saw that with your own eyes?”

“Yes!” I yell and wave at my clothes. “Look at me! This is Ed’s blood all over me.”

He frowns. “In that case, we’ll need to take some samples. If you don’t mind me taking that jacket into evidence…..”

All the blood drains from my face. I’m not wearing a bra under my T-shirt. “I….I’d rather not.”

“If it’s evidence in a homicide, then I have to take it. You want to prove that Dean killed Ed, don’t you?”

I look away and shrug out of the jacket. I hand it over and fold my arms across my chest, but now everyone can see I’m not wearing a bra. They’ll all think I’m some kind of floozy. What will Wade think? I don’t want him to see me like this, but it’s too late. He already has.

Sergeant Newcastle puts the jacket in a plastic bag and places it on the truck seat behind me. “So what happened after that?” 

“Dean held me at gunpoint and forced me to get in his car. He started driving north. He said he wanted to cross the Canadian border to stop anyone from finding out what he did or where we were. He said we would be able to live together there. Then we came here to the diner. You know the rest.”

“What did Wade say to him in the booth?”

I shrug again. “He talked a lot about Dean shooting me from the Crenshaws’ property….and about Dean clipping the big rig that ran me off the road….and then Wade told Dean that we got married in Coeur d’Alene so Dean could go back to San Diego where he belonged because Wade would never let me go anywhere with Dean ever again.”

The words spill out of me in a rush and Sergeant Newcastle gapes at me with his jaw on the ground. Then he bursts out laughing. “He actually said that?!”

I nod. “Dean went ballistic.”

Sergeant Newcastle laughs himself silly, holds his sides, and wipes tears out of his eyes. “That boy is a genius! I’m gonna have to buy him a beer for this one.”

“You…..you know him?”

“Who—Wade? Sure. We went to high school together. We’ve been friends ever since.”

“Then you should know what he’s like.”

“Yeah. Whoo! That’s priceless.” He takes a few more notes. I’m not sure what to think and feel about his reaction. I’m not sure what to think and feel about Wade in general….except that he sure knew how to make Dean mad.

Sergeant Newcastle bends over his notebook again and I catch sight of the officers questioning Dean. They’ve been over there on the other side of the parking lot this whole time.

Now Dean splits off from the officers and walks to his car like he’s as free as a bird. The officers don’t follow him.

My hackles rise. “Why are they letting him go?”

“Who?” Sergeant Newcastle turns around.

“Dean, of course! They’re letting him go. He’s about to drive away!”

“We can’t arrest him until we have enough evidence,” he tells me. “We won’t have that until we investigate.”

“So you’re just letting him go?!!” I practically shriek. “I saw him kill Ed with my own eyes!”

“And I’m sure your testimony will be invaluable in putting Dean away for it, but we can’t arrest him on your word alone. We need to send your jacket to the crime lab…..”

“I told you he threatened me—several times!” I hop out of his truck and rave in his face. “You found him with a gun in his belt. He was holding me as a prisoner and he threatened to shoot me if I didn’t cooperate.”

“Unfortunately, that is all on your word, too,” Sergeant Newcastle explains in a saintlike undertone. “We can’t arrest him until we corroborate it with further evidence.” He shuts his notebook. “You can go, but please don’t leave the area. We may need to question you further to clarify your statement…..”

“You mean I have to stay in the area while he’s walking around free?!!” I screech. “He’ll only come after me again! Aren’t you going to do anything to stop him from doing that?! You said at the hospital that you could protect me from whatever I was afraid of.”

“We can file a temporary restraining order to stop him…..”

“How long will that take?!” I demand. “You won’t get it right away. Even with the restraining order, he could come after me and you wouldn’t be able to stop him from killing me. I would already be dead before you even found out about it!”

He adjusts his shoulders inside his sport jacket. Now I know I’m right. The Police are just going to turn Dean loose to do whatever the hell he wants to me.

“If you’re really worried about your safety, I can take you to a women’s shelter in Coeur d’Alene….” Sergeant Newcastle tells me, but right then, Dean comes over to us.

He shoulders Sergeant Newcastle out of the way and holds out his hand to me. “Come on, Grace. You’re coming with me.”

I cringe away from him, but Sergeant Newcastle’s truck stops me. I back away and bump into it. I can’t get away with it standing behind me.

Sergeant Newcastle tries to intervene. He holds up his hand. “I don’t think that’s a very good idea, pal…..”

Before any of us can move, Wade materializes out of nowhere. He comes from my left side so he avoids both Dean and Sergeant Newcastle.

In a lightning maneuver, he grabs my arm and pulls me sideways away from both Dean, Sergeant Newcastle, and the truck. “I’m taking my wife home now. See ya later, fella.”

Dean wheels to confront him. “She is not your wife!” 

He makes a dive to snatch me away from Wade, but Wade easily steers me out of Dean’s reach. Before I know what’s happening, Wade dodges between Dean and me, plants his bulky frame there, and uses his size to block Dean from coming near me.

“I’ll thank you to stay away from my wife,” Wade snaps and uses his other arm to barricade Dean away from both of us.

Dean tries again and again to break through and reach me, but Wade outweighs him and outmatches him effortlessly. 

Wade marches me toward a pickup truck parked across the parking lot. That’s when I notice all his brothers loading up in more trucks and peeling out of the lot.

Wade gives Dean one last piercing glare and snaps. “Stay away from her!” Then he strong-arms me to the truck, yanks open the passenger door, and pushes me into the cab.

I sit down as fast as I can and he slams the door. 








  
  
Chapter 10: Grace




Isit shaking in the passenger seat of Wade’s pickup while he confronts Dean right outside the window. They stand toe to toe and Dean gesticulates wildly. 

Wade stands still, but he keeps his shoulders squared in a mountain of muscle. He’s making good on his statement in the diner where he said Dean would never take me anywhere ever again.

I can’t stop trembling all over. Dean is free. He’ll be running around the countryside cooking up more heinous ways to come after me. Nowhere is safe and I have nowhere to go.

I realize too late that I left Wade’s hundred-dollar bill in the pocket of my jacket. I should have taken the bill out before I gave the jacket to Sergeant Newcastle. Now I’m penniless and I’ll never get that money back—not that I’ll live too long with Dean around.

He and Wade finally finish their confrontation. Dean storms off to his car, shoots Wade a vicious glare over his shoulder, gets in the car, and drives off.

Wade stands there watching until Dean drives out of sight. All of Wade’s brothers are gone, too. He’s alone here….with me.

He isn’t quite alone. Sergeant Newcastle comes over and they have a conversation outside the truck. I would pay cold hard cash to eavesdrop on their conversation, but I’m too jumpy to try.

In a minute, Sergeant Newcastle leaves and Wade strides around his truck and gets into the driver’s seat. He slams the door extra hard. “Phew! You really got yourself a winner with that one, didn’t you?”

He glances over at me and sees me shaking like a leaf. I hug my arms over my T-shirt, but nothing can stop him from seeing.

His eyes harden and then he gets back out of the truck, opens a metal toolbox fixed to the truck bed right behind the cab, takes something out, and gets back into the driver’s seat.

He hands me something black. “Put this on. It will keep you warm.”

I unfold it and find myself looking at a sturdy black jacket made of tough synthetic fabric. It almost feels like carbon fiber and it’s about ten times too big for me. It must be his. It looks like his work jacket.

I can’t look at him and I’m too grateful to refuse. I shove my arms into the sleeves and then pull the jacket closed over my chest. Now no one can see through my T-shirt, but it’s too late. He’s already seen.

I’ve never been so ashamed, but he pretends not to notice. He starts the truck, pulls out of the parking lot, and drives off down the road. The other cop cars leave at the same time.

We drive in silence for a while. I don’t know what to say to Wade or even if I should say anything. 

After what seems like a long silence, he asks, “Can I drive you somewhere? Are you staying somewhere….in town or anything?”

“I don’t have anywhere….” I mumble. “I don’t have anywhere to go and I don’t have any money……and Sergeant Newcastle told me not to leave the area in case he needs to question me again…..”

Wade shoots me a hard look out of the corner of his eye before he goes back to driving. Thank God I was unconscious when he drove me to the hospital. I can’t stand this awkwardness.

“Where were you heading when you drove off the road?” he asks. 

“I was going to Canada. I was trying to get away from Dean, but now he says he’s going there so I can’t go there, either. I guess I’m stuck.”

“What’s the deal with that guy, anyway?” Wade asks. “Why is he so obsessed with you?”

“I don’t know. I guess he’s just caught up in the delusion.” I steal a glance in Wade’s direction, but he’s looking out the windshield at the road. “What did you say to him?”

“I just repeated what I said about us being married—not that it matters. He doesn’t believe me. He called me a liar and he’s right, of course. He said he’s going to prove I’m faking and then you’ll have to go back to him. He says you belong to him and you’re made for each other and a whole lot of other BS.”

I find myself staring at the side of Wade’s face. “Why are you doing this? Why are you going to such lengths? I mean, you came up with that whole charade at the diner…..and everything. Why?”

He shrugs and glances over. Our eyes meet.

“I don’t know,” he tells me. “Maybe I’m doing it because I can’t stand some jackass mistreating people for no reason. He shot that delivery driver for no reason. I mean, he did it so he could take you. Right?”

“Yeah.” I face front and stare out the window again. “I feel terrible about that. Ed never would have gotten shot if he hadn’t been trying to help me. Dean shot him for helping me.”

“That wasn’t your fault. You’re the victim here. You aren’t responsible for his death.”

“But what if it happens to someone else? It could happen to you. Dean could shoot you for helping me ….and he almost did. He could have missed me and shot you on the highway when you were standing in front of me. Then I would have your death on my hands, too…..”

He glances over at me again, and this time, our eyes lock in a much more intense, unbreakable hold. I can’t look away.

I get so consumed with looking into his eyes that he startles me by looking away. He checks the road in front of him, opens his mouth to answer, and then his eyes dart up to the rearview mirror.

“Son of a bitch!” he hisses. “That piece of shit is following us!”

“He is?” I spin around and my blood runs cold when I see Dean’s car. He’s following at a distance, probably hoping that Wade won’t notice him. Dean is definitely there, though.

“Oh, my God!” I whimper. “He’s gonna kill us!”

“Not so fast,” Wade growls. “We have ways of dealing with cocksuckers like him.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Just sit tight. We got a few aces up our sleeves.”

I don’t dare to ask any more questions. He gets busy fishing his phone out of his front pants pocket. He steers with one hand and taps the screen with the other. 

I don’t like the way he’s narrowing his eyes at the road ahead. Now I know what Sergeant Newcastle meant about Wade being scary. I wouldn’t want him looking at me like that.

He dials something and presses the phone to his ear. “Yeah. It’s me. We got a bogey coming in. Arm up and defend the gate.”

He hangs up. “What are you going to do?” I ask.

“You’ll see. Buckle up.” He glances at me, but I’m already buckled. “You might want to brace yourself. This could get a little hectic.”

He sits up a little straighter and clamps his powerful hands on the steering wheel. The muscles of his wrists flex when he tightens his grip in a white-knuckle clench. He keeps shooting hard glances at both rearview mirrors.

I tense every nerve in my seat and I startle when his phone rings. He answers it. “Yeah. Yeah,” he repeats. “We’re five minutes out.”

He hangs up and goes back to driving, but right then, Dean revs his engine and pulls alongside. Wade speeds up, but Dean matches him. Now I really do see Dean behind the wheel. Now I can definitely say he’s the one doing this.

The car and the pickup race each other for a second and then Wade yanks his foot off the gas. The pickup drops back while Dean’s car plunges ahead, but Wade guns it again and follows him.

They keep dodging around each other for a few minutes. Dean keeps pulling into the oncoming lane, but he falls back every time a car comes. He zooms dangerously close to each oncoming car and nearly causes several more wrecks.

“Man, this guy….” Wade begins and then gets another call. “One minute out,” he reports and hangs up again. “Here we go.”

I glance at the road ahead. He’s driving way too fast with Dean alongside again. At the last second, Wade slams on the brakes, rips the wheel aside, and screeches into a gravel road heading off to the east. Dean pulls away northward.

Wade slams his foot down and takes off again. He winds and weaves through mountain curves, and a second later, Dean catches up. “What’s going on?!” I shriek in terror.

“Hold on!” Wade roars over the engine noise and that’s when I see a big gate ahead.

It’s one of those old-fashioned gates like something out of a Western movie. Two tall wooden posts on either side hold up a wooden arched panel with the road passing underneath.

The words across the arch read, Turning Point, with what looks like a cattle brand between the two words. The brand is a capital T with the top bar bent around backward. It passes back through the vertical bar so it really looks like it’s making a complete backward turn. It’s a T with two horizontal bars, one at the top and one just below it connected by a curve.

I only catch a single glimpse of it before I see four pickup trucks parked right inside the gate. Four armed men stand behind the arch with the trucks behind them. The trucks sit parked off to the side with their noses angled toward the road. They leave a space between them for Wade to get through.

The instant we come in sight, all four of those guys rotate rifles and shotguns to their shoulders. They advance on either side of the road aiming their guns at us.

I want to scream in fright that they’re going to shoot us, but I can’t make a sound. Terror roots me to my seat…..and then we get closer and I see that those men are Wade’s brothers—some of them, at least.

The next instant, he hurtles under the arch, between the trucks, and all four trucks charge in to block the road behind us. I snap out of my trance and turn around to see Dean’s car coming in fast.

Wade’s brothers storm into position in front of the trucks and aim their guns at Dean’s windshield instead. He can’t get through the trucks to enter the property, so he screeches to a halt right there,

The four truck drivers jump out and bring up their rifles, too. Before I can move, Wade gets out and pulls another shotgun from under his seat. He doesn’t shoulder it, though.

He rests his shotgun on his shoulder, strides over there, and takes his place with his brothers to confront Dean. Dean gets out blazing mad and takes a dozen strides forward before he notices these men holding him at gunpoint.

I have to hear this, so I get out of the truck, but I don’t dare to go over there. I stand by the vehicle under the Crenshaws’ protection.

The instant I get out, gunshots echo from the surrounding hills. Dean jumps, spins around, and glances up in all directions trying to find the source of the shots.

Three cracks ring out in rapid succession and three matching explosions go off under Dean’s car as three of his four tires blow out.

He whirls the other way and flies into a rage when he sees his car crippled. “You bastard!” he roars at Wade.

Wade doesn’t move, not even to move his shotgun into position. He stands with his back to me so I can’t see his expression, but I can sure hear the hard bite to his words.

“You’re on private property, Mister,” he snarls. “Take one more step onto Turning Point land and the next shot goes through your head. You know all about that, don’t you?”

“You son of a bitch!” Dean fumes through gritted teeth. “How am I supposed to get back to town without a car?”

Wade only shrugs. “I don’t know anything about that. Maybe you should contact the Police and get them to investigate to find out who did it.” Wade waves at the surrounding hills. “There could be all kinds of people hiding up here that just randomly shoot at people for no reason. A woman got shot on the highway just the day before yesterday, but the Police never found out who did it. I sure do hope you have better luck finding out who shot at your car.”

Dean bares his teeth at Wade and his brothers, but Dean doesn’t dare to come any closer. “You won’t get away with this! I’ll get you back for this…..and I’ll get Grace back.”

“Good luck with that,” Wade tells him.

Dean snarls again. His lips shiver with rage and he splutters for a second before he storms back to his car. 

The brothers hold him at gunpoint while he tears into the car, takes out a brown leather briefcase, shoots the brothers one last venomous glare, and he leaves his car sitting there as he walks off in the direction from which he came. 








  
  
Chapter 11: Wade




Iwatch Dean Lewis walk away down the mountainside. I can’t stand that scrawny little shit, but he’s right about one thing. This isn’t over. 

He’s too out of his mind to leave Grace alone and now she’s on Turning Point land. He’ll come back here trying to get her, which means my family and I will get caught in the middle.

I can’t bring myself to regret getting involved in this, though. If he’s that off his rocker because a woman turned him down, if he’s that far gone that he would actually kill random strangers and try to kill her, then someone has to stop him.

I understand that Rod’s hands are tied, but mine aren’t—not on my own land. This idiot is using Turning Point Ranch to shoot at people from a distance. Like hell he is.

I wait a long time after he disappears. I don’t want to lower my guard. I want to stay out here and guard the ranch in case he comes back, but I guess I can’t do that.

My brothers stand guard, too. They don’t lower their guns until I turn away.

They all give me flinty glances and shoot glares down the mountain, but Dean isn’t here anymore. 

He won’t come from the road next time. He’ll try to pull another sneak attack, which means we need to fall back to the ranch house and strategize about how we’re going to deal with this.

I go back to my truck. Grace stands by the passenger door watching everything. I don’t look at her nor do I bother to explain. She isn’t from here. She doesn’t know how we do things out here.

I sure hope Dean does. I hope he realizes just exactly what he’s getting into by going to war against the Crenshaws. That won’t work out too well for him. 

Grace gets back into her seat and shuts the door. I take a second to scan the surrounding hills and spot Chuck standing on the nearest peak. The wind catches his long hair and the sun frames him in a silhouette as he raises his rifle above his head.

I raise my hand and give him the thumbs up. Then he turns away and starts hiking down the mountain on his way back to the ranch house.

That’s my cue and my brothers head for their trucks, too. I get behind the wheel, but I keep my shotgun next to me on my way to the house.

We all park and I open Grace’s door for her. “Come on inside,” I tell her. 

She squints at the house through the windshield. I pretend not to notice her looking scared again. “What are you going to do?” she asks.

“Just come inside while my brothers and my dad and I decide what to do about this. You’ll be safe here until we deal with that fool.”

I open the truck door a little wider and she gets out. My brothers pull up, park, and stream into the house.

I lead Grace inside. She keeps hesitating and looking around at everything while she grips my jacket over her chest. She keeps her arms folded tightly in front of her for protection from something.

My mom and sisters come over and the usual hubbub of noise fills the house as everybody talks about everything.

“What’s going on?” my mom asks. “We heard gunshots coming from the road.” She looks around. “Where’s Chuck?”

“He’s coming,” I tell her. “We had to deal with an intruder. Mama, this is Grace Adams, the woman who got shot on the highway. Grace, this is my mom, Camille Crenshaw, and these are my sisters, Ava and Emma. They’ll take care of you. I’ll be back in a little while.”

Grace starts to smile at my mom and sisters and then spins around when she sees me walking away. Her eyes snap wide open and she opens her mouth to protest, but I can’t stay to explain anything. 

My brothers and I head down the hall toward my dad’s office. This is much more important than Grace settling in.

I catch one last glimpse of her staring at me with those huge blue eyes. Then the wall cuts off my view and I follow my brothers away.

We walk in to find my dad on the phone. “Yeah, the boys just rolled in so I guess the guy is gone. No, I wasn’t there, but Wade just showed up. I’m sure he can explain it to you. All right. See you later.”

He hangs up and turns to us just as Chuck walks in. He shuts the door behind him.

“That was Rod Newcastle,” my dad tells me. “He wants you to call him and give him a full report on the shooting.”

“Yes, Sir,” I tell him. 

My dad turns to Chuck. “Please tell me you shot at the dude from our property.”

“I did,” Chuck replies. “If he can do it, I can do it.”

“It doesn’t exactly work that way, son. Was the car on our property when you shot out his tires?”

“Yes, Sir,” I reply. “It was right outside our gate, but he might not have realized he crossed onto private property when he left the highway.”

“Did you actually threaten him by pointing a gun at him?” my dad asks.

“Yes, Sir,” I replied. “We were aiming eight guns at him.”

“Nine if you count mine,” Chuck adds.

My dad waves that away and goes back to his desk chair. “Well, you tell Rod that. He was the one who told us to arm up and defend ourselves.”

“The guy used his car to threaten me on the road, too,” I add, “but I guess there’s no proof for that. Grace was there, though. She saw the whole thing.”

My dad’s head shoots up. “She’s here?”

“Yes, Sir. She had nowhere else to go and the Police couldn’t stop that guy from coming after her again. She was scared out of her wits and she was right. The bastard came after her the minute the Police left……excuse my language, Sir.”

He pretends not to hear. “Well, I guess you didn’t have a choice about bringing her here. So what are we going to do about this intruder? I suppose he won’t back off just because you threatened him.”

“No, Sir,” I reply. “He’s obsessed with her and now he has to prove……”

I trail off. None of my brothers know about the ruse I pulled on Dean at the diner. I hesitate to tell anyone about this, especially now that Dean has such a beef with me. His beef with me is almost as big as his beef with her.

“Go on and say it, son,” my dad tells me. “We’re all in this so we have a right to know exactly what we’re dealing with.”

I twist my shoulders around, but nothing will relieve the tension. I feel my brothers watching and listening.

“Well, when I was in the diner…..I kinda told him that Grace and I got married in Coeur d’Alene. I wanted to stick it to him in a place where it would hurt, so I told him she was my wife and she would never go anywhere with him ever again. Then, when we left the parking lot, I told him I was taking my wife home. He was trying to take her away right under Rod’s nose, so I used that as an excuse to get her away from the guy.”

A deadly silence falls over the office and then my brother Jack bursts out laughing. “You are the MAN, Wade! That is epic! Whoo, you really know how to gut-punch a guy, don’t you? Married! That is one for the record books!”

Some of the others start laughing, too, but they fall silent when my dad holds up his hand. “That’s enough, son. The fact remains that we still have an armed killer stalking this ranch.”

“Yes, Sir,” I tell him. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. He says he has to prove now that it isn’t true and he wants to stick it back to me in return.”

“I see.” My dad sits down in his chair and leans back. “So what are you going to do about it?”

Chuck interjects. “We should patrol the property to see if he comes back. One of us can keep an eye on our perimeter and be ready in case he trespasses again.”

“We still have to work on the waterline and that barn needs some massive repairs,” Jake points out. “Setting up a patrol will cost manpower that would be better spent working on the ranch.”

“That’s why I suggested only sending one man,” Chuck counters. “We can’t leave the ranch unguarded for this chump to get the drop on us and maybe he won’t realize one man is missing. The right man could sneak around in the hills where the intruder won’t see me.”

“You would volunteer yourself for that job,” Gabe tells him.

“That’s because I’m the best,” Chuck returns and faces me. “Someone has to keep an eye on things while you boys are at work. I’m the most likely to go undetected and I’ll be able to hit him from a distance if he does try anything. I’m the logical choice.”

“I agree,” I tell him. “If we send anyone, it should be you.”

We both turn back to my dad. “All right, son,” he tells Chuck. “Just be careful out there. The rest of you stay armed while you work and don’t hesitate to defend yourselves and your brothers.”

“Yes, Sir,” I reply and he stays at his desk while the rest of us file out of his office.

We only make it ten feet down the hall before Ethan turns around. “We should set up a few more defenses while we’re up there. We shouldn’t wait for this son of a bitch to invade our land.”

“What did you have in mind?” Jake asks.

“We could set up a line of spikes across the driveway under the arch. We can conceal them so only we know they’re there.”

“You’re nuts!” Gabe counters. “What if Martin Samuels or Rod Newcastle or someone we know comes up here? We would puncture all of their tires by mistake.”

“We can call them both and tell them what we’re doing,” Ethan points out. “We can call anyone who comes up here or is likely to come up here.”

“We don’t need to do that,” Chuck cuts in from the back. “This dude won’t come up here in a vehicle. That would be too obvious. Now he knows we’re expecting him. He’s already snuck onto our land with a rifle planning to shoot someone. He’ll do the same thing again.”

“Well, what do you say we should do?” Ethan asks. “We can’t just sit around and wait for him to come for us.”

“We aren’t,” Chuck replies. “I’m going out there to hunt him. When I find him, I’ll take him out before he gets near the place.”

“I agree with Ethan, though,” I tell him. “It seems like we should be doing more.”

“Exactly,” Ethan replies. 

“The only other thing to do is to send out more than one man to patrol,” Chuck points out, “and that would be too obvious.”

“It would be really helpful if we had some way to track the guy,” Nolan chimes in. “We could find a way to plant a tracking device on him. Then we would know where he was and when he came onto the property.”

“You should have thought of that at the truck stop,” Jack tells him. “It’s too late now. We don’t know where the dude is and it would take too long to find him.”

“It isn’t perfect, but I say we go with Chuck’s idea of the one-man patrol,” I reply. “We’d all like to do more and if we think of something that works, we’ll do it. For now, though, he’s right that one man will be the least obvious and the most likely to find Dean when he does come.”








  
  
Chapter 12: Grace




Istop in front of the fireplace mantel shelf in the Crenshaw family’s enormous living room. This house is more like a mansion, but the towering landscape makes it seem smaller from the outside. 

Inside, it’s as palatial as anything I’ve seen in Southern California. The Crenshaws must be loaded.

The usual family photographs crowd the shelf, but these aren’t like any family photographs I’ve ever seen before. They show all the Crenshaws, including their adoptive sons. 

They all stand together with their arms around each other and smile out at the camera—all except for that one big Native American guy. 

He doesn’t smile, but he does look happy and relaxed in the pictures. His expression softens when he gazes at the camera with his closest loved ones.

Anyone can see that these people love each other as much as any family. I don’t know why I even find it unusual. The Crenshaws treat their adoptive sons like their own because they are their own.

Camille, the mother, comes up on my right and murmurs in my ear. “Not what you expected, is it? Don’t worry. We all know we aren’t like other families.”

“No, it’s all right…..” I murmur back, but I can’t stop staring at the pictures. “It’s really cool that your family is so diverse. How did you come to adopt them?”

“Oh, you know, they were all in the system for some kind of abuse, neglect, or abandonment.” She takes down the picture of the whole family together. She gazes at it with a loving smile on her pretty face.

Camille Crenshaw is an ultra-classy lady of about fifty. She keeps herself in top condition and she doesn’t look a day over forty. She wears tight new jeans, polished black cowboy boots with her pencil jeans tucked in, a leather belt studded with silver and turquoise squash flowers, and a short jacket that shows off her slender waist and muscular legs.

Her straight dark brown hair hangs past her shoulder blades and she wears a ton of rings and bracelets on both hands. A silver and turquoise necklace sparkles around her neck and her makeup is immaculate even though she’s in her own home.

Her daughters are much more understated. Ava, the older sister, wears her light-brown hair in a no-nonsense ponytail, but she’s just as pretty as Camille. Ava wears jeans, cowboy boots, and a plaid button-up shirt like her brothers, but she isn’t covered in dust and she skips all the jewelry and makeup. 

She has a straightforward practical air and stays seated on the couch across the room while she watches me with her mother.

Emma, the younger sister, has darker brown hair that bounces in long curls around a cherubic face. Her wide green eyes gaze at everything in a kind of childish rapture and she smiles in an innocent, protected-child way.

Camille taps her finger on the picture frame and points out the big Native American guy with the long hair. “Chuck Keller’s parents were drug addicts and they both died of overdoses from the same batch of tainted fentanyl. He was found with serious abuse-related injuries and he had an older brother who was found dead in the house—a victim of injuries inflicted by their parents.”

“That’s terrible!” I breathe. “Now I can see why Chuck is so…..” I break off.

Calling Chuck reserved doesn’t even cut it. I don’t feel right about calling him stern or harsh or cold or scary, either, now that I know his story. I understand now why he never smiles.

“It’s okay. You can say it,” Ava calls from the couch. “We all know he’s…..” She doesn’t say it, either, and Camille laughs.

“Anyway, Ben and Ethan Ingram are brothers—biological brothers, I mean.” She points to the two black guys. They don’t look like brothers at all. “They were home with their parents when an intruder broke in and killed both parents. That’s how the boys wound up in the system.”

“What about him?” I point to the other Native American guy—the short one with short hair.

“Jack Bosch,” Camille tells me. “We never found out who he is or who his parents are or what happened to them. He was found in the back seat of a car in Coeur d’Alene when he was just a baby. The car had been stolen, so the owner knew nothing about how Jack wound up in the back seat. No one knows if his parents left him or if something happened to them. The tribes around here have agreements with law enforcement and the courts that children get returned to the tribe whenever possible. The authorities looked into it, but they could never find out who Jack’s family is or even which tribe he belongs to. The Crime Lab even did DNA testing on him, but he doesn’t match anyone in their database or any known tribe. We don’t even know if someone named him before he was found. The social worker who had to fill out his birth certificate didn’t want to put, ‘John Doe,’ on it, so she just made up a name off the top of her head.”

“Wow, that’s amazing,” I exclaim. “So……did the authorities try to return Chuck to the tribe?”

“They tried, but none of his relatives were able to take him, so he stayed with us.”

My gaze drifts back to the picture. “What about your other sons?”

“This is Nathan….” She points to the bruiser. “And these two are Jake and Gabe.”

“So Wade’s the oldest,” I remark. “I can see why he’s the leader.”

“No, he isn’t the oldest. Chuck is.” Camille goes through the whole picture pointing out each person one at a time. “It goes Chuck, Wade, and Ethan. Then Ben and Nathan are two weeks apart. They’ve been best friends ever since Ben came to live with us. Then Ava, Jack, Jake, Gabe, and Emma.”

I frown at the picture. I thought I saw the brothers treating Wade as their leader. They all sure act like he’s the oldest, but maybe I’m missing something. I really don’t know anything about these people or the dynamic between the brothers.

I see something missing in the happy family portrait, though. “What about those other two men?” I wave toward the hallway where Wade and his brothers disappeared. “Are they adopted, too?”

Camille frowns back at me. “What other two men?”

“She means Hank and Nolan,” Ava chimes in from the couch. “They’re hired hands, but they’re basically part of the family. Hank is the younger one and Nolan is the tall, thin one.”

“Oh.” Now I know more than I could possibly want to know about these people, but an air of mystery still surrounds the Crenshaws. Their stories bring up so many unanswered questions.

Emma sees me floundering for something to say next and she jumps in to save me. “Why don’t you come with me, Grace? I’ll show you to the room where you can spend the night.”

My mouth falls open again. Am I spending the night here with these people? I didn’t mean to imply that when I told Wade that I had nowhere else to go.

The sun is going down outside, so it looks like I’m staying here. Emma is already heading for a different hallway leading off the main wing of the house.

The Turning Point ranch house is set up in the shape of a U or open square. The main wing houses the living room, open plan kitchen, and leads onto a sprawling back porch with a stunning view of the surrounding mountains.

Stairs rise from here into the two side wings, one to the east and one to the west. Each one is two stories high with multiple bedrooms.

Wade and his brothers went off to the west wing and Emma leads me that way, too. We climb the stairs and she shows me into a magnificent guest room with a private bathroom.

A massive bed sits against one wall with a spacious carpeted floor to leading to glass double doors and a balcony overlooking the backyard. From here, I can see all the way up to the highest mountains.

“You can stay here for a while.” Emma bursts into a beaming smile and then her expression darkens when she sees my clothes. “We’ll need to find you something to change into so you can take a shower for dinner. Come to my room and I’ll give you some of my clothes.”

She doesn’t give me a second to argue. She grabs my hand and tows me down the hall to a different room. 

“Ava and I are the only people who sleep up here,” she tells me. “You’re the first guest we’ve had in years, so it’s great to have another girl around. Mama and Daddy sleep in the master bedroom downstairs and that’s where Daddy’s office is. You do NOT want to go down there.” She laughs at her own joke. “Ava spends WAY too much time down there.”

She makes a face at me and turns off into what has to be her own bedroom. A gauzy lavender mosquito net surrounds the bed with a floral pink and multi-colored bedspread. Piles of flowery cushions lean against the headboard with dozens of stuffed animals and colorful throws.

Knickknacks of ceramic unicorns, fairies, and elves crowd the dresser along with all kinds of perfume and makeup bottles, hairbrushes, eyelash curlers, and every other personal grooming device known to man.

Posters of fantasy landscapes, more unicorns, and rainbows cover the walls. Emma can’t be less than nineteen, but she acts like she’s eleven. She must be permanently stuck in the role of everybody’s little sister.

She beams at me and pulls me by the hand toward her closet, where she starts taking out all kinds of dresses, skirts, jackets, and sweaters. 

The closet covers one whole wall of the room, and from what I can see, her clothes fill the entire thing. She might be a spoiled rich princess, but she’s so nice about it that I find myself liking her in spite of myself.

She takes out four or five skirts that match the style of the one I’m wearing. She holds them up to my waist. “This one looks great with your eyes….and this one isn’t as ruffly. You could use it for everyday wear…..and I love the floral print on this one……”

She lays out a bunch of skirts on the end of the bed. Any of them would be fine for me to wear while I stay overnight, but she just keeps going.

She does the same thing with shirts and piles T-shirts in several colors and more blouses on top of that.

She rushes across the room to her dresser, pulls out a bunch of panties and then checks her bras. “You look like you’re about the same size as me. Try these on and see how they fit.”

I stand there slack-jawed with shock, but she’s already going back to her closet. “Here’s a denim jacket….and here’s a leather bomber jacket that I never wear anymore. You can have it…..and here are a few sweaters…..”

“Don’t you think……?” I interrupt. “Are you sure you want to give me this much?”

“Sure!” she chirps. “I have WAY too many clothes as it is!” She laughs again and stops to study me. “Do you want to take a shower now?” She raises her eyebrows at my hair and face. “You look like you need it.”

“Yeah, I do.” I pick up a piece of my hair. I still have Ed’s blood all over me. “I hate to think of Wade seeing me like this….and Sergeant Newcastle.”

“I’m sure they only thought it was terrible that some joker from San Diego was putting you through all of this. Come on. Let’s take this stuff back to your room and you can settle in.”

She scoops up the mountain of clothes and we set off back down the hall. 

“Why does Ava spend too much time in your dad’s office?” I ask on the way back.

“Oh, she practically runs the ranch—her and Wade. Daddy started to back off when the boys grew up. He decided it would be better for them to take over so they would be ready to run it after he and Mama are gone. Wade’s the boss, but Ava runs pretty much everything on the business side of things, you know.”

I take this opportunity to ask the question that’s been burning a hole in my mind. “Why is Wade the boss if Chuck is the oldest? Does it have something to do with Chuck being adopted?”

Emma cocks her head to one side. “I don’t know. Good question. I guess it just worked out that way. Wade’s always been the boss, even when he and Chuck were younger. I don’t know why, but I’m certain it has nothing to do with Chuck being adopted. He could take over whenever he wanted to. I’m sure Wade wouldn’t argue, but I guess Chuck never wanted that. He’d rather be his own man, you know.”

I nod, but I don’t really know. I can kind of see why Chuck would shy away from taking charge of his brothers….or maybe it just comes so naturally to Wade that they all just fell into this pattern without really meaning to.

I can see how that would probably be the more likely scenario, but how would I know? I’m a total stranger to these people and I probably always will be. I’ll eventually move on…..somewhere. Then I won’t have a chance to find out anything deeper about any of them.

“You can see Wade giving Chuck every opportunity to make decisions and take the lead,” Emma goes on. “Wade does the same thing with Ethan, but they always go out of their way to make sure he stays in charge, even when he tries to let them make decisions.”

She turns off into the guest room, dumps all the clothes on the bed, and steps back flushing with pleasure. “There you go! Now you’re all set. I’ll just…..get out of here and I’ll see you downstairs in a little while. Dinner is at seven.” Her eyes fly open. “Oh, wait! I forgot!”

She rushes away and comes back a second later with a large green zipper pouch. She shoves it into my hand. “Here’s a first-aid kit in case you want to change the bandage on your shoulder.”

“Thanks,” I murmur. I’ve never been so grateful for anything—except for the stuff Wade bought me at the hospital. These Crenshaws are really something else.

She grins at me, sails out of the room, and shuts the door behind her. Now is my chance to take off all the filthy clothes I’ve been wearing since I left San Diego—all except for Wade’s work jacket and the oversized T-shirt he bought me at the hospital. 

I feel kind of sad about saying goodbye to the T-shirt because he gave it to me so generously, but anything would be better than showing my face downstairs the way I am. I don’t want any of these people seeing me this dirty ever again.








  
  
Chapter 13: Wade




Icome downstairs from my room and find my brothers, sisters, and my mom already in the living room. My brothers have all showered and changed their clothes the way I have. Jack and Ben help my mom and the girls in the kitchen. 

“Can you imagine the fees that guy is going to face at the rental company when he tries to take his car back?” Ben is saying. “The whole front fender was smashed in and now it has three flat tires.”

“Not to mention the towing charges,” Nathan adds from the other side of the kitchen counter. 

“One of us should ride out to the gate and see if the car is still there,” Jack suggests.

“Hey, Jack!” Ava calls out. “We could go down there and tow the car into the scrub where Slim Shady won’t find it. Then the rental company will charge him even more.”

Jack bursts out laughing. “You got it, babe! It’s a date!” He raises his hand and they high-five in the kitchen.

“Can we not talk about the intruder?” my mom asks. “I think I’ve heard enough about him…..and your wild plans to make his life miserable.”

Ethan turns to me. “Did you get the list of repairs I emailed you for the barn? I did a tally on the costs, too.”

“Yeah, I got it. I think we should start with the roofing tin. That will be the most expensive, but it will also be the most critical for protecting the stock from the weather.”

“I sure hope you added plenty for additional roof trim and framing joists,” Chuck adds. “It was rotting off when we were up there the other day. That’s why the tin blew off. The trim and joists aren’t strong enough to hold the nails in.”

“I saw that, too,” I reply.

“I added it,” Ethan tells him. “Didn’t you read the list? New trim and joists are on there.”

Chuck looks away. The guy is allergic to technology. I don’t think he’s checked his email or texts in the last seven years.

“Can we not talk about the stock, the barn, or the waterline, either?” my mom asks. “I’ve heard enough about that to last a lifetime.”

“If we don’t talk about the stock, the water, the barn, or the intruder, what else is there left to talk about?” Gabe asks. “That’s everything.”

A few people laugh and my mom makes a face at him, but she can’t stop herself from smirking. “Very funny. I’m sure you can talk about something else to talk about.”

“Like what—the weather?” Jake adds.

Everyone howls with protest. “No!” Hank hollers. “Anything but that!”

We all laugh, but right then, Grace comes downstairs from the west wing, which is the girls’ and my parents’ side of the house.

I freeze and my brothers all fall silent when she walks in. She’s taken a shower and done up her hair in a knot with two looping golden curls framing her face. She looks stunning—much better than she did when I first spotted her in that wrecked car.

She’s wearing all clean clothes with a peach-pink blouse halfway unbuttoned over a clean white T-shirt. A ruffled skirt falls below her knees and she isn’t wearing any shoes.

The top half of the skirt is tight denim that shows off her slim waist, full hips, and then gives way to a puffy, frilly billowing floral print with a lace hem below.

The skirt shows off her dainty bare feet and her skin glows with health and color. Her eyes sparkle and she actually smiles when she sees all of us staring at her.

She blushes and Emma rushes forward to take her hand. Emma leads her into the kitchen and starts introducing her to everyone.

“Grace Adams,” Emma begins with a beaming smile on her face. “This is my brother Jack, Gabe, Ben, Nathan……”

She goes around the room pointing out everyone. Grace gives each person a barely perceptible nod and mumbles, “Nice to meet you…..” before moving on.

“And this is Wade,” Emma finishes. “You two know each other.”

Grace turns bright red and looks away. I can’t say a word. I can hardly believe this is the same person.

I don’t know what to say to her and then I realize that I’ve hardly spoken to Grace at all since this whole thing started. I know absolutely nothing about her, but I feel like I do.

She isn’t more than five-foot-six—an inch or two shorter than Emma—with a slight, willowy frame.

I get a flashback of her leaning against me inside her car and then me putting my hands around her waist to lift her out of the driver’s door. She weighed almost nothing then. I could lift her easily.

Then I remember carrying her to Nathan’s truck and into the emergency room. I held her hand at the diner.

All those moments come rushing back in a whirlwind. They seem so much more intimate and profound now. I can’t fathom why.

Right then, my dad comes in from his end of the house. I used to think he was the biggest, strongest man in the world. Then I grew up and found out how wrong I was.

He’s two inches shorter than me now with his brown hair turning grey. He can still fill out a shirt and jeans the way he used to, but I can see now that he isn’t as strong as any of us boys anymore, not even Jack who is at least four inches shorter than my dad. 

The only man here my dad could probably beat is Hank. That might be just because my dad is plain ornery and wouldn’t let a pipsqueak like Hank Earnhart beat him in a fight.

My dad still has it all upstairs, though. He knows more about the ranch than the rest of us put together and he’s still the man in charge no matter what everyone says about me.

His brown eyes twinkle when Emma turns Grace away to introduce her to him. “This is my dad, Tom Crenshaw. Daddy, this is Grace Adams.”

He and Grace shake hands. “It’s very nice to meet you, young lady,” he tells her.

“Thank you, Sir,” she half-whispers. “I can’t thank you enough for having me. I’m so grateful for your hospitality.”

“Well, the Crenshaws don’t leave stranded people in distress hanging out to dry. You’re very welcome. Come on over and let’s have some dinner.”

The rest of the family gathers around the table. Emma has wedged an extra chair into the middle next to her own. She steers Grace there. “You can sit here by me,” Emma tells her. “Just make sure you keep your arms and legs away from the boys or you might lose a limb.”

“Mind your manners, young lady,” my dad interjects.

Emma smiles, mumbles, “Yes, Sir,” and shoots Grace a grin on the side. They get ready to sit down when my phone goes off in my pocket.

I take it out planning to turn it off when I see an incoming call from Rod Newcastle. I say, “Excuse me,” to my parents and head down the hall to my dad’s office where I can take the call uninterrupted.

I shut the door and hold the phone to my ear. “Hey.”

“I’m glad I caught you,” he tells me. “Am I interrupting dinner?”

“It’s all right. What’s up?”

“We got a problem, man,” he tells me. “Dean found out that you and Grace aren’t really married.”

“How did he do that?” I ask.

“Just listen to me, will you? He filed a counter-complaint against you saying that you took his girlfriend from the truck stop against her will, that you threatened him at the diner, and that you stopped Grace from leaving with him. I have no choice but to investigate this. If his claim has any legs at all, I’ll have no choice but to press charges against you. Please, man, you better come up with something pretty quick…..”

“Like what?” I ask. “Isn’t Grace’s word good enough that she left with me willingly?”

“We have domestic abuse laws in this state, man. Just because the victim says they’re willing doesn’t let you off the hook. The problem is that the other officers and I all saw you take Grace from the truck stop and it sure looked to us like you were forcing her to go against her will. She didn’t look like you two were in a loving, happy relationship at all. In fact, she looked as scared of you as she was of Dean.”

“Now just you hold on there a second, man….” I begin. 

“You need to come up with some way to prove that your story is true,” he finishes. “That’s all I’m saying. Under the law, I don’t have any choice but to treat his complaint against you with the same weight as your complaint against him. If his claim is proved true, then I’ll have no choice but to come out to Turning Point, remove Grace from your custody, and return her to Dean’s. Then you’ll be charged with kidnapping, false imprisonment, and domestic assault.”

“How am I supposed to prove my story is true?” I ask. “For that, I would actually have to be married to her. What am I supposed to do—doctor a fake marriage certificate?”

“Or a real one.”

Every hair on the back of my neck stands on end at those words. I open my mouth, but no sound comes out.

A real one? A real marriage certificate?

The instant I think that, something clicks in my mind. I have to marry Grace. If that’s what it takes to keep her away from Dean, then why not?

I’ll do it. It’s the perfect solution just like that story was the perfect way to get her away from him. The only way that story could possibly be better is if it really was true. Then he wouldn’t be able to touch her.

His whole looney obsession with her is based on them being a happy couple. What better way to shatter that than for her to marry someone else?

I get another vision of touching her, lifting her out of the car, carrying her, and holding her hand. Yes. This feels right. I can’t remember anything feeling as right as this.

I snap out of my trance when my dad and Nathan walk in. “I gotta go,” I tell Rod. “I’ll talk to you later.

I hang up and stand there staring at my phone until my dad asks, “Is something wrong, son?”

“I’m getting married,” I blurt out.

“Uh…..excuse me?” Nathan rumbles.

I spill the whole conversation I just had with Rod. My dad’s eyes fly wide open. “You want to marry her?”

“I don’t want to marry her. I have to marry her. I mean, I want to marry her, but not because of that.”

“Not because of what?” my dad asks.

I try to wave that away, but I only wind up waving my phone at him as if that could somehow explain all of this. “It’s the perfect solution, don’t you see? It’s the only solution. As soon as she gets married, Dean will have to give up this fantasy about them being together. He’ll have to leave and go back to…..wherever it is that he comes from. The ranch will be safe. We all will be. We won’t have to worry about him hanging around trying to get her back.”

My dad shuts his mouth and his features go hard. That expression used to scare me, but I know what I have to do.

“This is a bad idea, son,” he tells me. “There has to be a better way.”

“Okay,” I reply. “What’s the better way?”

My dad glares at me, but he doesn’t offer any other solution. He eventually clamps his lips shut, gives me a hard glare, shakes his head, and walks out. 

I turn to Nathan. “Go on. Tell me I’m crazy and this will never work.”

He throws up both hands and backs away. “Hey! I ain’t touching this one. This is all yours, man.”

He leaves and I glance back down at my phone, but there’s nothing to see but the lock screen. My conversation with Rod flashes through my mind and then I get another deluge of sensations of all the times I’ve touched Grace.

Then I get an answering flood of images of all the times I’ve looked into her eyes. She’s beautiful and some part of me senses that she’s caring.

The way she talked about the delivery driver that Dean killed…..and then the way she talked about how guilty she would feel if the same thing happened to me……

She cares—not just about me, but about people in general. She carries the guilt of the driver’s death even though she had nothing to do with it.

She did have something to do with it. He died trying to help her and she hurts because of it. I don’t blame her. She’s been walking around with the guy’s blood all over her for thirty-six hours. 








  
  
Chapter 14: Grace




Isit down in the chair next to Emma and all the Crenshaws pull up their chairs to the dining room table—all except Tom, Nathan, and Wade. Wade just left to answer a phone call. Then Tom and Nathan went to see if he was all right. They haven’t come back yet. 

Jake sits down in the chair on my other side. I glance over at him and he smiles at me. He resembles Wade closely, but Jake looks like he might be around twenty-two. Wade looks like he’s about twenty-eight and Chuck looks twenty-nine.

The rest are an even distribution between those ages. Ava looks like she might be about twenty-five. Hank and Emma both look like they’re about nineteen.

Nolan looks much older than the rest, but that just might be because he’s so gaunt and angular. I guess he might be about twenty-eight, too, but he looks more like forty. He’s incredibly reserved and hardly ever speaks, but he has a friendly look. Maybe he’s just shy. 

Everyone else starts talking the minute they sit down, and pretty soon, Tom and Nathan come back.

“Martin Samuels came by earlier,” Ava announces to the table at large. “He came to see if you boys needed any more supplies for the waterline.”

“Didn’t I ask you not to discuss the waterline?” Camille asks. 

“Yes, Ma’am,” Ethan replies. “There’s a new movie on at the movie theater in town.”

She beams at him. “Thank you, sweetheart. That’s much better.”

“What’s the movie?” Gabe asks.

“I didn’t check,” Ethan replies.

“You cheater!” Jake counters. “The movie changes every weekend. Of course there’s a new movie on at the movie theater.”

“Well, Mama did say she didn’t want to talk about the stock, the waterline, the intruder, the barn, or the weather. I had to say something, didn’t I?”

Camille laughs and then Wade comes back. He pulls in his chair across from Chuck and next to their father. 

Wade shoots me a look down the table and immediately looks away. I can’t read his expression and then Nathan hands him a bowl of potato salad. Wade pretends to focus on his food and doesn’t look at me again.

Jack turns to Ava. “Where do you want to hide Slim Shady’s car?”

“Who’s Slim Shady?” I ask.

“Dean,” Ava replies and turns back to Jack. “What about the south gulley? It’s out of view of the driveway.”

“It isn’t out of view from the highway,” Ben points out. “Slim Shady will be able to see it on his way up the road.”

“Why are we calling him Slim Shady?” Emma asks. “I’m pretty sure that name is already taken.”

“We’re calling him that because he’s slim,” Jake replies.

“And shady,” Nathan adds.

“We’re calling him that because Daddy would whoop our backsides if we called the guy what he really deserves to be called,” Ava replies.

People laugh and Tom joins in. “Thank you, darlin’. I appreciate you taking my wishes into account.”

“We could call him something else—something a lot more insulting,” Jack adds. 

“We could have a contest to come up with a name for him,” Hank chimes in.

“Let’s hear your suggestion,” Wade tells him. “Kick off the festivities.”

“Who—me?” Hank pretends to look around, only to find everyone watching him. “Way to put me on the spot, man.”

“You suggested it. Come up with a name for him—and make it a good one.”

“And by good, he means insulting,” Chuck adds. “Go for broke and cut the guy off at the knees.”

Hank squirms. “What about…..Nostril?”

Nearly everyone at the table laughs. “Aw, come on, man!” Gabe calls out. “You can do better than that!”

“Well, let me hear you do better if you’re so smart!” Hank returns. 

Gabe’s smile slips and he twists in his seat. “Maggot?”

“What about Master Bates?” Jack asks and the whole table explodes.

It takes a long time for the noise to die down enough for Tom to say, “Keep it clean, son,” but he has to wipe his eyes again and again before he gets the words out. He keeps bursting into laughter even while he says it.

I can’t stop laughing, and when I glance down the table, I spot Wade facing in my direction while he laughs. 

His cheeks glow with color and his eyes glisten with moisture. This is a completely different side of him that I haven’t seen before. It’s the opposite of his scary side.

Everyone is still laughing too hard to talk for a while. 

“Phew!” Camille exclaims when things quiet down. “Let’s just stick with Slim Shady, okay?”

This makes a lot of people laugh again and I join in. These people are so down-to-earth. I can’t help but feel at home with them.

After that, people concentrate more on their food and several conversations break out in different parts of the table. I get caught in a conversation with Emma where I have to go over the whole Dean story again, how I met him, and how this whole stalking thing got started.

Fortunately, the noise of so many other people talking drowns out our conversation so Camille doesn’t hear us talking about Dean.

The talk keeps going long after everyone finishes eating. I see Wade talking to Chuck and their father about something. Ben and Nathan talk to each other across the table and I lose track of who is talking to whom on Camille’s end.

At some point, Jack turns to her and asks, “May I please be excused, Mama? Ava and I have some sneaking around to do.”

Camille laughs. “All right. You two stay out of trouble.”

“That’s the whole point of the sneaking,” Ava replies. “To get into trouble.”

Ben asks Camille for permission to leave the table and then a few others do the same thing. I still find it hard to believe how polite these people are to their parents.

Those few seem to signal the rest of the family and everyone breaks up. I go to the kitchen to help Camille and the two sisters clean up. 

Gabe and Ethan help us while Tom and the other boys stand around the living room talking. Jack and Ava disappear somewhere and no one asks where they are or questions what they’re doing.

Tom and the brothers are still standing over there talking about everything when we finish the kitchen, so I say, “Good night,” to Camille and slip upstairs to my room.

I spend a few minutes putting Emma’s clothes in the closet and the dresser. I don’t know how long I’ll be here, but I can’t just leave her clothes lying around on the bed or on the floor.

I wander over to the big glass double doors leading out to the balcony. The moon glistens on the surrounding mountains. It gives the landscape a haunted and forbidding look, but these people seem so at home here. 

Maybe that’s the whole point. They’re like this because they have to be. Their personalities match the landscape. The men are all tough, strong, determined, hard-working, and as flinty as the landscape itself.

The women are the same way, but that doesn’t diminish their essential femininity. They still manage to be beautiful, graceful, kind, caring, and attentive to their loved ones in spite of being strong, tough, determined, and hard-working. 

I don’t know much about Ava, Emma, and Camille, but I sense that from all three of them, even from a rich princess like Emma. She might have a room full of unicorns and fairies, but some part of me senses that she’s tough, strong, and determined in her own right.

And then there’s Ava. She’s so practical, and unless she and Jack were just joking around, the two of them are out there right now hiding Dean’s car somewhere he’ll never find it. I guess that’s what passes for entertainment when you live this far out in the remote Idaho backwoods.

I can’t help but feel a pang of jealousy for Ava. She runs the ranch on the business side of things. It would be nice if I was that skilled and useful at something—anything. It would be nice if someone somewhere considered me essential for something other than some lunatic stalking me to be his girlfriend.

I turn away from the windows, sit down on the edge of the bed, and start unbuttoning my blouse when I hear a tap on the door. It’s still open, and when I look up, I freeze when I see Wade standing there.

He stays outside the guestroom and raps one knuckle on the open door. “Do you mind if I come in?”

“Uh….okay…..” I stammer and make sure to take my hands away from my shirt. I’ve only unbuttoned one button, but I don’t want him to see me getting undressed even if I do have a T-shirt on underneath my blouse.

He steps into the room and I tense on the bed when he shuts the door behind him. “We need to talk,” he tells me.

“Uh…..okay…..” I stutter and glance over at the door. Should I be worried that he just shut the door with both of us in here alone?

He paces over to the balcony doors and comes back, but he doesn’t stop. He keeps striding around the room. He looks and acts as nervous as I feel.

“It’s like this,” he begins. “Rod Newcastle called me during dinner to tell me that Dean has filed a complaint against me to prove that you and I aren’t married. He says I made up the whole thing so I could take you from the diner against your will and that I’m holding you by force and that you’re really his girlfriend or some shit like that. The Police have no choice but to treat his complaint the same as ours, and considering the domestic abuse laws in this state, you saying that you came with me willingly doesn’t mean anything when the Police saw that you were just as hesitant to come with me as you were about going with him. So they have to investigate it, and if I don’t come up with a way to prove that you and I really are married, they’re going to remove you from here, give you back to Dean, and I’ll be charged with kidnapping, false imprisonment, and domestic assault.”

He blurts all this out in a breathless rush. When he finishes, he stands there breathing heavily and staring at me while he waits for my reaction.

I stare back at him trying to understand everything that he just said. Wade—get charged with a crime for trying to help me? This is only slightly less disastrous than Ed Rountree getting shot.

“But…..that’s terrible!” I exclaim. “Isn’t there any way to stop it? I’ll tell him….I’ll…..”

“That won’t work, see,” Wade tells me. “You already told the Police everything, but that doesn’t disprove Dean’s counterclaim. The only way to disprove it is to show that we really are married.”

I frown. “What does that mean? How could we prove it when we aren’t married.”

“That’s what I’m telling you. Rod suggests that we really do get married. I’m not saying it would be real or anything…..but it does seem like the best solution considering how much the whole story disturbed Dean. It’s the only way to make him finally face the fact that he’s never going to get together with you.”

My eyes drop out of my skull. “You……want to get married……?”

“I’m not saying I want to!” he counters. “It would be totally fake……but real……see…..Just……until he finally gets the message and backs off……and to get his claim dismissed…..or whatever it is the Police have to do. We need a real marriage certificate…..and what better way to pop Dean’s bubble, see? That story worked so well at the diner. The only way it could be better is if we really were married.”

I gape at him in shock for a second and he dives straight back in.

“I’m not saying there would have to be anything going on between you and me. It would be strictly legal…..but it seems like the best solution to your problem and my problem and everybody else’s problem…..see.”

“Oh….” I stammer. “Okay.”

Now it’s his turn to gape at me with his eyes hanging out. “Really? You want to do it?”

“Yeah. You’re right. It’s the best solution.”

“It means……you have to stay here for a while…..in this house…..with my family…..at least until this whole thing blows over and he leaves and the Police drop the case. I realize you probably don’t want to do that considering…..”

“I do!” I find myself blurting out the words just as fast. “I want to.”

As soon as I say that, I realize I do want to. The Crenshaws are so nice. They’ve been so hospitable and Wade has been a total prince to me since that first day he rescued me from my car. 

I couldn’t ask for a better guy to marry. I see him acting as a leader with his brothers….and now this. He’s right. It’s the perfect solution to everybody’s problem, but I would probably go through with it anyway.

The simple fact that he’s coming up with this proves that he has my best interest at heart. He always does. 

Everything he’s ever done has been in my best interest. He’s been over-the-top generous, gentlemanly, protective, chivalrous, and attentive. He’s gone out of his way to help me and he’s saved me from Dean…..I can’t even count how many times.

I stand up to face Wade, but he takes a step back to give me extra space. I can’t misinterpret that as him recoiling from me. He’s just trying to be considerate. He doesn’t want to intrude on my space even though he’s suggesting that we get married.

He would probably go through the whole charade without ever once implying that anything could happen between us. He’ll keep his distance—even more than he did before.

I’ll keep staying in this guest room and he’ll keep staying……wherever it is that he stays. He would never in a million years suggest that something happen between us just because we’re using this marriage of convenience as a tool to get rid of the Dean threat.

“I want to,” I tell him. “This is the best thing for you and your family and for me, so I want to do it. You’ve all been so good to me. I want to do something for you, so I’ll do it. Just…..just tell me what I have to do.”

Wade stares at me for a second. He looks stunned that I would actually go through with this.

Then he gulps. 

His eyes go through a bunch of different conflicted emotions and his mouth trembles on the verge of saying….something. “Um……”

I glance down at his mouth. What would it be like to kiss him? What would it be like to actually marry him—to love him enough to marry him?

Whoever marries him that way is going to be a very lucky woman, but it won’t be me. Someone would have to be pretty special to capture his heart like that. I’m not special enough to be anything but a convenience to him—or maybe an inconvenience.

He wouldn’t want to saddle himself with someone with as much baggage as I have. God only knows what impression he got of me in the car, at the hospital, and then at the diner. 

The thought makes me cringe. He’s seen me at my worst. He probably wants someone accomplished like Ava or maybe he wants a princess like Emma—someone who understands his world and can fit in better than I can. He doesn’t want some basket case from California.

I get a flashback of him picking me up inside my car and then of him holding my hand at the diner. I even remember the way he smelled when I leaned on him in the car.

He smelled of sweat and dust and cattle and leather. He has a powerful male smell—the smell of a man who works hard in the dust and weather. He smells like the Earth and the mountains.

I glance up to find those eyes staring at me in a mixture of surprise and….is he scared?

“I want to,” I tell him again. “You’re right. It’s for the best.”

“Umm…..” He gulps again. Now I know he’s scared. “Okay….I’ll just tell…..” He trails off.

Seeing him uncertain about this makes me care about him even more. I want to do this to make it easier for him, not harder, but if he feels this way about it…..

I don’t even know how he feels about it, but his reaction makes me care about him. I do care about him. I admire him for everything he’s done for me. He’s doing this for me. I’ve never met a better man. I would do a lot more for him. If this helps him, it’s the least I can do.

“I’ll just….” he repeats.

I need to do something to ease the tension—for him, at least. I don’t like seeing him this disturbed.

I turn to the dresser and pick up the jacket he lent me. “Here. I wanted to give you this back.” I hand it over. “Thank you for loaning it to me. I really appreciate it.”

He stares down at it before his eyes swivel up to mine and he bursts into a huge grin. “Sure. Whatever you need.”

I can’t help but smile back at him. I feel my cheeks burning and his face colors. We’re doing this. We’re getting married.

“I guess…..I’ll just…..go……,” He waves the jacket toward the door.

“Yeah,” I husk. “Thank you…..for everything.”

He says, “Sure,” again and walks out of the room. He leaves the door standing open. 

I wait and listen, but he doesn’t come back and nothing else happens. I hear Ava and Emma talking down the hall. Everyone is going to bed. What is Wade doing? Is he downstairs with his parents planning our wedding?

My heart flips at the thought. I’m going to marry Wade. 

I wish like anything I could marry him for real, but he’s totally out of my league. His family is too traditional and Wade and I aren’t even dating. Having any kind of relationship with me is the absolute last thing on his mind.

He’s never shown once that he even considers me attractive. Why would he when he’s seen me covered in blood, muck, and in a hospital gown?

I shake those thoughts out of my head. I’m not trying to make myself attractive to Wade. I just want to do the right thing for him and his family the way he’s been doing for me all this time. 

As soon as this fake marriage is over, I’ll leave here and we’ll go our separate ways. Maybe that’s for the best after all and, besides, I don’t really have any choice. 








  
  
Chapter 15: Wade




Icome downstairs for breakfast to find my family standing around the dining room table. Gabe instantly starts singing, “Here comes the groom….as skinny as a broom….” as soon as I show up. 

“Shut up, man!” I tell him. “This wasn’t my idea.”

“All you need is a long white wedding gown and you’ll be all set,” Ben tells me and the others burst out laughing.

I feel my ears and neck burning, but before I can tell them to shut up about that, Emma comes over to me, slips her arms around my arm, and hugs it. “I think it’s wonderful! This is going to be the most perfect wedding ever! It’s so romantic! We can decorate the whole house with flowers and set up ice sculptures out in the backyard and an arch of roses and a long red carpet between the chairs…..”

“It isn’t romantic because there’s no romance between Wade and Grace,” Ethan points out. “This is a legal arrangement. They don’t even know each other.”

“What’s more romantic than him saving her life on the highway?” Emma turns to look up at me with her big eyes, hugs my arm again, and gasps and sighs in delight. “Or even more often than that? You’re such a hero, Wade.”

“Don’t remind me,” I grumble.

“You need to come to my office after work to fill out the paperwork, son,” my dad tells me. “We need to make sure this thing is all stitched up on the legal side or it’s no good to anyone.”

“Yes, Sir,” I mutter.

“I’ll call Hamish Talley to notarize the license,” he goes on. “Once we do that, we can do the ceremony whenever.”

“Can’t Hamish just marry us in your office at the same time?” I ask. “Can’t we just…..you know…..get it over with?”

“You need witnesses,” Nathan points out.

“So we’ll get some witnesses,” I counter. “You and the boys can come in and we’re done. Why do we have to do the whole thing with the dress and the flowers and the……”

Laughter interrupts me, but my dad only shrugs. “I guess no one in our family ever got married without it being official. If you’re really gonna go through with this, you better do it right even if it’s small.”

I turn away feeling sick. “Yes, Sir.”

My dad notices my brothers watching us. “Don’t you boys have work today?”

The others break up, but not without plenty of snickering and side remarks that I do my best to ignore. We sit down at the table, and a few minutes later, Grace shows up wearing some completely different clothes. The girls must have given them to her.

All the side remarks stop and an awkward silence falls over the table when she sits down next to Emma. A few people talk about the barn repairs, but my family keeps even those conversations in hushed murmurs and they die after only a few sentences.

I keep my eyes on my plate, but I can’t eat. The one time I dare to look up, Grace is staring back and forth between everyone in stunned terror. She would have to be blind not to realize how differently everyone is acting this morning.

I immediately bow my head over my plate and don’t look at her again. Pretty soon, Jack asks, “May I please be excused, Mama?” and she says yes.

He stands up and then a mad stampede for the door ensues as everyone tries to get out of the house as quickly as humanly possible. 

I get my mom to excuse me, but when I take my plate to the kitchen, my dad says, “Come on down to my office, son. I need to talk to you about something.”

I follow him, but I realize halfway across the living room that he’s somehow called Grace to his office, too. I don’t want to go anywhere I might wind up in the same room with her, but I don’t have a choice now.

We walk in and my dad makes it so much worse when he shuts the door behind us. He goes over to his desk. “I was just telling Wade that we’re having a notary come out later to sign the marriage license. So I’ll need you both in here for that.”

I mumble, “Yes, Sir,” and she hastily follows my example of saying, “Yes, Sir,” too. She barely speaks above a whisper and her voice strains in a high-pitched squeak.

He turns to Grace. “I don’t know how long you’ll have to live here before we can reasonably dissolve this. You might be stuck here for a while—like a long while. Are you prepared to do that?”

She opens her mouth to answer, but he plows ahead without waiting for her to say anything.

“I ask because we’re going through this to protect my son and my family from criminal prosecution and some raving madman who’s out there killing people right and left. If you aren’t prepared to go the distance, tell us now. You don’t have to go through with this. We can come up with some other solution…..but if you have any doubts that might make you abandon this before it’s through, don’t go into it now. That’s all I’m saying. It could take months or even years before we get this resolved.”

She gulps and trembles before him. He drills her with one of his hardest looks. I know that look and I don’t blame her at all. She isn’t used to him and he can make his grown sons tremble when he looks like that.

She finally chokes out, “Yes, Sir. I want to do it and I’m prepared…..to spend as long as it takes to make sure Wade and your family are protected from prosecution.”

He sighs and his shoulders relax as he turns away to his desk. “All right. Make sure you’re back here by four o’clock this afternoon, son. We’ll meet with Hamish, sign the license, and then you can talk to your mama about planning the actual wedding. If it all goes well, we can finalize the whole thing this weekend. Then you can send the certificate to Rod and hopefully put this whole nightmare behind us.”

He sits down at his desk, but I don’t hear his last words. This weekend? We’re doing it this weekend?

I glance down at Grace at the same moment she glances up at me. This weekend? I’m marrying this woman this weekend?

My dad snaps me back to my senses. “Is something wrong, son? This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

Grace’s eyes won’t release me. Is this what I want?

Her eyes glow with…..something. Is she scared? Is she excited? 

Her eyes widen ever so slightly and then her pupils dilate when she looks up at me. What does she see? Does she see a man she might actually want to marry? I glance down at her mouth. What would it be like to kiss her like that—like I might love her enough to marry her?

She’s beautiful. Everything about her appeals to me. Even seeing her in distress and dirty and half-dressed and frantic appeals to me.

I want her like that so I can take care of her and protect her. I want her to want me like that. I want her to want to love me enough to marry me for real, but that is never going to happen. This is a marriage of convenience.

As soon as this is over, she’ll go back to her own life. She probably has a career and family and interests that don’t include spending the rest of her life on a remote Idaho ranch.

I hear the words coming from far away when I say, “Yes, Sir.” This is what I want. Every passing minute makes that more and more clear to me. I want to go through with this and I want to be married to her for as long as I possibly can be. 

If she ditches me later to go back to the world, then I haven’t lost anything. I will have gained a few more months of time with her and it will be worth it.

I say something to her and then to my dad. Don’t ask me what because I can’t remember. I say whatever I have to say to get out of his office.

I head out to the barn, saddle up my horse, and set off for the western hills. My brothers are already long gone. I can just imagine the ribbing they’ll give me about this whole wedding business when I get up there.

I prepare myself to take it on the chin. The sooner I get it over with, the sooner they’ll lose interest and find something else to talk about.

I find them on the high hills east of the barn. My brothers have picketed their horses nearby while the boys work to connect up all the pipe we’ve laid. Only Chuck is missing. He must be out on patrol keeping an eye on the ranch perimeter in case Dean comes back.

Ben, Ethan, Nathan, and Jake are down at the barn letting the stock out to graze. The wind is still pretty bad, but at least the stock can get out of the barn for a while.

“Does Emma have your dress picked out yet?” Jack teases as soon as I dismount.

“She was too busy picking out your dress,” I counter and the others laugh.

“Hey, maybe I’ll catch your bouquet,” Gabe remarks.

“I’m sure you will,” I mutter.

I try to ignore more jokes and teasing while I get busy straightening the pipe and arranging the hardware near each joint. The four boys finish opening the gates to let the stock out and then they close the gate to contain the herd. Then the four of them hike up the hill to join us.

I get ready to ask Ethan something about his repair list when a gunshot rings out from somewhere. All of us jump and spin around trying to find out where the shots are coming from.

Two more shots ring out and I point to the north. “He’s up in the cliffs!” I scramble to get my phone out. “We gotta call Chuck….!”

“Maybe Chuck is the one shooting,” Nathan suggests.

I need to double-check to make sure, but when I glance down at my phone, more gunshots erupt from much closer….except they aren’t gunshots.

Before any of us can move, something ruptures along the western fence. Fenceposts topple and a giant section of the fence goes down.

I stare in horror as bullets puncture the dirt east of the herd. The cattle spook, wheel away, and charge the fence. 

“The fence is down!” I holler to my brothers. “The cattle are making a break for the highway!”

I sprint to my horse, yank up the picket line, and vault into the saddle. She snorts at me and tosses her head, but I don’t have time to mess around.

I drag her head toward the breach and kick her hard. She squeals and leaps forward into a dead run for the cattle. 

My brothers follow right on my heels and I point to the north. “Cut them off on the other side! Circle back to drive them toward the barn!”

Nathan, Jack, and Nolan veer hard to the right. Ethan, Jake, and I pound to the south, plunge down the hill toward the highway, and then swerve back eastward just as the other three come in hard from the north. We cut the cattle off so they can’t reach the highway.

I spot Gabe, Hank, and Ben coming from the barn. They carry timbers and planks from a broken part of the corral and lay out everything near the downed part of the fence. As soon as my brothers and I drive the cattle inside, we have to scramble to get this fence back up.

The six of us ride back and forth and the herd shies. A bunch of steers rush us, but they turn back and head south when they confront our horses.

My mare keeps stamping her feet, tossing her head, and snorting, but now she’s snorting at the cattle. They confront her and the cattle back down.

My gaze darts up to the hills north of our position. Is the shooter still up there?

I don’t hear any more shots. Jack and Nathan come at me from the north, and between us, we cut the herd off from getting away.

I untie the rope from my saddle and waved the coil at the steers to drive them back through the fence, but right then, more gunshots bark from the hills overhead. I can’t see where the shots are coming from. 

They sound like they’re coming from the west, but right then, the bullets strike the ground behind the herd. The herd spooks again and the cattle charge me and my brothers to drive through our line.

More gunshots puncture the air. They come one on top of the other now. Is Chuck out there shooting at Dean?

I knee my horse toward the herd and she plunges in for another confrontation, but before she can make her move, another gunshot shatters the din and smashes straight through her head.

She’s already in mid-dive to drive the cattle back and her knees buckle under her. She crashes chest first into the dirt and I go flying over her destroyed head.

I slam down hard on the ground. I barely have time to tuck my head before I crash onto my shoulder and roll a dozen yards. I hear my brothers yelling from all sides, “WADE!!”

I somersault to a stop and sprawl on my stomach. My whole body hurts, but I don’t feel anything broken.

I push myself up on my arms in time to see Nathan charge me on his horse. He wheels around the cattle herd as the other boys drive the stock away from me. The steers paw and stamp not five feet from my head.

I teeter onto my knees and sit back on my heels, but my head spins so badly that I can’t stand up. I take a minute to blink the stars out of my eyes. My horse lies dead a few feet away. Her head is pretty much gone.

Pounding hoofbeats vibrate the soil under my knees. I can’t tell if those hoofbeats are from the cattle or my brothers’ horses. I can’t concentrate on anything.

I drag my aching head up trying to see what’s going on just as Nathan reaches me. He glares down at me from his saddle while his horse weaves back and forth in agitation.

“WADE!!” Nathan bellows at me. “Wade, look at me! Are you okay?”

I look up, but I can’t focus on him. I can’t even tell anymore if I’m standing on my feet or still kneeling on the ground. Am I standing up or seeing him from the side?

I swallow to get my voice working. The cattle’s snorts sound way too close.

I try one last time to say something and push myself to my feet. I stand there wavering for a second and then nod. I’m okay. Nothing is broken. I’m standing up. I just don’t have a horse.

Nathan bends over in his saddle and holds out his hand to me. “Come up behind me. I’ll take you down to the house. You can take a break, get another horse, and come back out. We’ll handle things here.”

I nod, take a step, and extend my hand to take his when another shot rings out. This one sounds much louder, but it can’t be because of all the other noise going on.

Some distant instinct tells me this one is different, and the instant I raise my head to look at my brother, the shot tears through my side. 

I collapse on my knees and feel myself falling into the dirt. This feels so much more wrong than breaking a bone, but I can’t stop it. This sickening, tearing sensation through my insides spreads to the rest of me and I can’t hold myself up.

I fall and slam down on my hands. I strain my arms to hold myself up, but I can’t feel my legs. I hear Nathan roaring at me…..or is that the sound of hoofbeats?

My brain spins and the whole world tilts up sideways. The horizon swivels upward. Am I passing out?

My brothers appear out of nowhere, surround me, and shoulder their rifles and shotguns aiming at the surrounding hills, but none of us can see anything out there. The shooter is too far away.

The next minute, Nathan grabs me, drags me to my feet, and staggers under my weight. “I got you, man!” he gasps in my ear. “I got you! We’re getting you out of here!”

I can’t breathe. I can’t even think, but everything is okay because he has me.

I feel him lurch. He’s walking somewhere. I try to move my legs to hold myself up. 

My eyes swim back into focus in time to see a truck skid to a halt in front of me. Ethan jumps out of the driver’s side, storms around to the passenger door, and yanks it open just as Nathan hauls me to the vehicle.

He throws me into the passenger seat and climbs in after me. Ethan slams the driver’s door and punches the gas screaming down the mountain.








  
  
Chapter 16: Grace




Emma flushes with pleasure when she drops a huge stack of magazines on her bedroom floor where we sit in front of her closet. “I always knew these would come in handy. Now you can use them.” 

I lift the top magazine off the stack and my blood runs cold when I read, Modern Brides and Weddings, plastered across the top. The whole stack consists of bridal magazines going back decades.

“Um…..” I croak. “Why do you have these?” 

“I just really like looking at the pictures.” She takes the next magazine and starts flipping the pages. “They’re pretty! I like daydreaming about my own wedding and planning what kind of dress and cake and decorations I want.” She beams at me. “Now we can plan yours. Isn’t this going to be great?”

“Uh….yeah. Great. Don’t you think you should check with your parents first? They probably want to keep this understated.”

“No way!” she exclaims. “You heard Daddy. This has to be official even if it’s small.”

I put the magazine aside, but that only brings me face to face with the rest of the stack. Tom did say that, which I gathered to mean he wants this marriage between me and Wade to be as real as it can be considering it’s strictly mercenary on both our parts.

I flip a few pages, but my heart isn’t in it. All the pictures of sweeping gowns, gauzy trains, flower headpieces and diamond tiaras, the decorations, the white-rose arches, the cakes……

I put another magazine aside, and this time, I look out the window instead of taking another magazine. Emma couldn’t be happier. She beams at the pictures, sighs, and she keeps saying, “This one is stunning! I love the embroidered bodice on the dress front, don’t you?”

This whole thing is starting to get too much for me to deal with when Emma’s phone plings. She rests the current magazine on her lap while she takes her phone out and looks at it.

She reads the screen and gasps. Her mouth falls open and her eyes pop. “Oh, my God!”

“What?” I ask.

She rockets to her feet. “Come on! We gotta go downstairs right away!”

I struggle to my feet. “What’s wrong?”

“Wade got shot! Nathan and Ethan are driving him to the hospital in Coeur d’Alene right now!” She charges away toward the stairs, but I can’t move.

I stare at the door as the bottom drops out from under my feet. Wade—shot? Is he dead? Is he going to die?

I feel cold and sick all at the same time. He can’t be dead. He can’t be.

Dean shot him. This is my worst nightmare coming true. It’s Ed Rountree all over again.

I dreaded the same thing happening to Wade and now it is happening. He can’t die. I can’t let this happen to him.

Before I can move, Emma dives back into the room, seizes my hand, and drags me toward the door. “Come on, Grace!” She tows me downstairs yelling, “Mama! Ava! Wade got shot!”

“I know, baby,” Camille calls from the living room just as Ava shows up from farther up the hall. 

“I just got a text from Nathan,” Ava tells us. “Wade got shot!”

“We know, sweetheart,” Camille replies in an undertone, but I can see her fighting to control herself.

Emma flaps her hands. “What are we gonna go?!”

“We aren’t going to do anything, sweetheart,” Camille replies. “The boys will take care of Wade. We just have to wait to hear from them.”

“But….how bad is it?” Emma gasps. “Did he get shot in the chest? Is he gonna die?”

Camille checks her phone and taps out a few texts. “Nathan says the bullet went through his side. He’s bleeding, but he’s still conscious. He should make it.”

Ava wilts. “Thank God!”

“But….what if something happens to Wade?!” Emma practically screeches.

Camille takes Emma’s hand out of mine and pushes her down on the couch. “Sit there and calm down, darlin’. Getting hysterical isn’t going to help anything.”

Tom comes in from his end of the house and they all go over the texts that keep coming in from Nathan. The two parents and the two sisters sit there discussing everything and repeating back every text that comes through from the other end.

I can’t go over there. I can’t sit with them and share their anxiety when I’m the one who caused this. Wade got shot because of me.

I feel sick. I shouldn’t be here. I glance toward the door. I should leave. Then the Crenshaws would be safe. I wouldn’t be, but no one is safe as long as I’m around. It would be better for me to leave to make sure everyone else is……

Out of nowhere, Tom appears in front of me and gives me that hard look of his. “Go sit down, young lady.”

“I’m sorry…..” I choke.

“Stop that,” he snaps. “You didn’t do this. Now go sit down. Whatever it is you’re thinking about doing, just put it right out of your mind. You aren’t going anywhere. Now sit down.”

He says it in such a hard, unbreakable voice. He’s one of the sternest, hardest men I’ve ever met, but in a way, that makes me feel better. Someone is in charge here.

I actually feel like he’s my father and I love him for that. I need that right now. I bow my head, but I can’t even find the voice to say, Yes, Sir, like I know I should.

I slink over to the couch and sit down next to Emma. She still keeps her nose glued to her phone. All four of them do.

I don’t have a phone, but I don’t want to know about what’s happening. I don’t want to hear about how bad Wade is doing. I hate myself for this. I sure as hell hope the Crenshaws decide not to go through with this plan for me and Wade to get married. This changes everything.

Half an hour later, Chuck storms in carrying a rifle. “What the hell is this I just heard about Wade getting shot?!” he thunders.

“Keep your voice down and spare me the profanities, son,” Tom tells him. “Ethan and Nathan are driving him to the hospital.”

“Ethan just texted,” Camille interrupts. “They just got there. They’re taking Wade into the emergency room.”

“What happened?!” Chuck snaps. 

“We don’t know,” Ava replies. “I’m sure the boys will tell us.”

Just then, the front door flies open and Jake, Ben, Gabe, Jack, and the two hired hands come in covered in dust.

They all start talking at once as the brothers relate the story of someone blowing out the fence, getting the cattle to stampede toward the highway, and then shooting Wade’s horse and then him.

“What about the cattle?” Tom asks. “Did you get them contained?”

“How can you care about cattle at a time like this?!” Emma shrieks. “Your son is in the emergency room with a gunshot wound to his side!”

“Stay calm, darlin’,” Camille murmurs.

“The cattle are back in the barn,” Jake replies. “We brought in some feed from the eastern side to keep them going until we can repair the fence.”

“Good thinking,” Tom replies.

Nolan turns to Chuck. “Where were you? We couldn’t tell if you were shooting at Dean or what.”

“I was all the way over on the other side of the property!” he snaps. “I didn’t even hear the shots! I just found out about it when I got a text from Ben.”

“I guess it isn’t gonna work for one man to patrol the whole ranch,” Tom points out.

“Well, how the hell am I supposed to cover hundreds of acres on my own?!” Chuck counters. “If I left the eastern side unguarded, the son of a bitch would have found a way in over there instead of on the west side.”

Tom holds out his hand, and for once, he doesn’t tell Chuck to watch his language. “This isn’t your fault, son. You couldn’t be everywhere at once. This idiot was bound to find a way in one way or another. It’s like you say. You couldn’t patrol the whole ranch alone.”

Chuck looks away fuming in rage. He compresses his lips and his eyes flash with buried fury. 

The other brothers go over everything that happened in excruciating detail. They tell about Nathan trying to take Wade onto his horse and then Nathan and Ethan leaving with Wade in Ethan’s truck.

I gulp down despair listening to them. I can’t listen to this, but leaving would be rude, especially after Tom told me to stay in the living room.

After a while, Camille says, “They’re taking him into surgery,” and the excitement dies down after that. 

The brothers pace around the living room. A few of them go off to their own side of the house, but only for a few minutes before they come back. They wait in the living room with the rest of us, talk in low voices, and everybody keeps checking their phones.

The whole family monitors the situation, but no one knows anything more than anyone else. Texts from Nathan and Ethan go to everyone at the same time. 

The two brothers are waiting in the waiting room outside the surgical suite. We all just have to sit here until we hear if Wade is going to be okay.

Hank goes off to the bunkhouse for a while, but he comes back pretty soon. Nolan waits in the living room with the rest of the family. 

No one acts like it’s at all out of the ordinary for a hired hand to care this much about what happens to one of the Crenshaws. Nolan acts as much like Wade is his brother as everyone else in the room.

Two hours later, another text comes in from Ethan. “He’s out of surgery,” Ava reports. “They’re keeping him under observation until the anesthesia wears off. Nathan and Ethan are in the room with Wade now, but he came through the surgery all right. The doctors say he’s  going to be fine.”

No one moves or answers. She can only be talking to me because they all get the same text at the same time. I’m the only person here without a phone.

I can’t look up. Every word she says stabs me in the guts. Will Wade blame me for this? He should. They all should.

After nearly five hours of waiting, Camille and Ava go into the kitchen. They make a bunch of food and put it out on the table, but they don’t set the table nor do they call everyone to sit around and eat.

Hank, Gabe, Jake, and some of the others go over there and help themselves buffet-style. Pretty much everyone else completely ignores the food. I couldn’t eat right now if my life depended on it.

The news comes in about Wade getting shot at eight o’clock in the morning. We don’t hear until eight o’clock that night that he’s being released from the hospital. Then Nathan texts to say that he and Ethan are leaving Coeur d’Alene on the way to bring Wade home.

Everyone relaxes much more after that and people start eating and talking more, but I don’t. He might be out of danger, but every passing minute only brings me closer to the time when these people will confront me about my involvement in this.

I stay on the couch even when Emma goes to the kitchen. She talks to her brothers and the two hired men like this is all normal. No one seems to notice me. I hope it stays that way.

Excitement breaks out when we hear a truck coming up the driveway. Jack switches on the porch lights and the whole family streams outside as Ethan’s pickup pulls in to park in front of the house.

He gets out of the cab and goes around to the passenger side to open the door. Nathan gets out and then everyone watches in silence as Wade climbs out of the cab.

He isn’t wearing a hat or his vest. He’s wearing a different shirt than the one he had on when he left for work this morning. His shirt hangs open to reveal a giant white bandage wrapped around his midsection.

He hobbles bent over like an old man and hugs one arm against his stomach. He barely looks up at his family waiting for him.

Ethan and Nathan flank him on both sides. Ethan carries a bundle with Wade’s vest and a folder of papers from the hospital. The two brothers stand guard over him as he slowly, painstakingly inches his way to the porch.

Camille and Emma both rush to hug him and Camille’s eyes glisten in the porch light when she cradles both his cheeks. “Baby!”

“Hey, Mama,” he husks.

Emma throws her arms around him and kisses him on the cheek. “We were so worried, Wade!”

“I’m okay, darlin’,” he rasps and pushes forward to the porch. 

His brothers surround him at the same time that they move back to give him space to enter the house. He doesn’t go to the kitchen or sit down in the living room.

He heads for the eastern stairs and Ethan and Nathan stay with him as he slowly, laboriously climbs upstairs and vanishes into the upper eastern wing.

I stay on the ground floor until the whole family follows him upstairs. I hear them talking up there, but I can’t follow. I’m not a part of this family. I wish I could disappear, but Tom already told me not to.

They don’t come down and no one notices that I’m not there, thank goodness. After a few minutes, I take my chance, slip upstairs to my room, and shut the door where I don’t have to see anyone.








  
  
Chapter 17: Wade




Iease down on my bed and groan. “You okay, man?” Nathan asks me for about the millionth time. 

“Yeah, I’m okay,” I croak. “I just need sleep.”

I want to take my shirt off, but I don’t dare to move my arms that much. I settle for lowering myself onto my pillows instead. I don’t want anything except to shut my eyes, but before I can, my parents, sisters, and all my brothers jam themselves into my room.

“Let me get that for you, sweetie.” My mom rushes over to my bed and starts trying to shove the pillows behind me so I can sit up. “Do you want some more pillows, darlin’? Do you need some painkillers?”

“No, I just…..” I try not to smack my lips in exasperation. “Just….I just need to sleep, Mama. Please….just leave me alone.”

She freezes and her eyebrows fly up in the middle. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” I breathe. “You don’t have to make a fuss over me. I’m okay. Could you all please…..” I wave toward the door. “You can all go to bed. There’s nothing to see here.”

“Do you want us to bring you up some dinner, Wade?” Emma asks. “You must be hungry.”

“I’m not, sweetheart. Please. Just leave me alone and let me sleep.”

No one moves. They all stand there staring at me. I can’t stand the looks on their faces, especially Nathan’s.

He was great when it came to getting me down the mountain and taking me to the hospital, but right now, I just want to be left alone.

I shut my eyes and sink back on the bed. Now maybe they’ll all see how exhausted I am.

No one says anything for a minute and then I hear footsteps shuffling in the background. Good. They’re leaving.

Someone squeezes my hand and my dad murmurs, “Let us know if you need anything, son.”

“Yes, Sir,” I whisper without opening my eyes. I don’t think I could open my eyes if I tried.

Then Nathan says softly, “I’ll leave the door open in case you need anything. Ethan and I will be able to hear you from across the hall.”

I can’t keep my eyes closed when he talks to me like that. I drag them open to find him standing alone by my bed. He stares down at me with eyes full of concern.

“Thank you,” I husk. “Thank you.”

“Shut up, man,” he murmurs. “Get some sleep.”

I collapse back on the bed, and the next minute, the light switches off, but I don’t hear the door shut. I know I pass out because I snap awake hours later in pitch darkness…..but I’m not alone.

Some instinct tells me there’s someone in the room with me. The moonlight coming through my bedroom windows illuminates a shadowy figure standing right by my bed. Is it Dean? Did he break in here to finish the job?

Panic seizes me and I try to yell out. I fling my arm to one side to fumble for the light switch. It clicks on and light floods the room.

I stare in stupid shock at the person standing next to me. It’s Grace. She’s wearing the same clothes she had on at breakfast this morning and her hair hangs loose and curly around her face. The clock on my nightstand says 12:08 AM. What the hell is she doing in here?

Then I see the look on her face. Her features spasm all over the place and she can’t control her lips. She fights to compress them, but they twist in all the wrong directions.

“Hey!” I rasp. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

She doesn’t reply. She just stands there wrestling with herself.

“Grace…..” I choke. “What’s wrong?”

She opens her mouth more than once before she finally croaks in an equally raspy undertone, “I’m…..sorry…..Wade……I never meant for any of this……”

“Hey!” I whisper. “You didn’t do this. You can’t blame yourself for this.”

She looks down at the floor and a tear streaks down her cheek. “I shouldn’t have come in here. I’m sorry I woke you up.”

She whirls away and gets halfway to the door before I realize she really is going to walk out. “Grace…..wait!” I try to sit up, but I can’t move. My stomach hurts too much.

She freezes with her back to me, but her shoulders heave with sobs. She bows her head quaking in anguish.

“Grace….come here…..” I whisper. 

She turns around with tears streaming down her face. She won’t look at me and she doesn’t come near me. “I knew this would happen……I shouldn’t be here…..I should just leave…..”

“Hey!” I breathe. “Come here….now, Grace. I don’t want to hear you saying that. Do you hear me?”

She doesn’t move until I struggle onto my elbow. I can’t stand the sight of her so upset about something she didn’t even do. 

This is the delivery driver all over again. This is the one thing she’s been most terrified would happen. I can’t let her go through this without making her understand.

I hold out my hand to her even though holding myself up hurts worse than anything. “Come here,” I whisper. “Please.”

She crosses the room to my bedside, but she keeps her eyes down and ignores my hand.

“You aren’t going anywhere,” I whisper. “You’re staying here and we’re getting married like we planned. This only proves that we need to do it as soon as possible.”

She starts to shake her head. I can’t stand that.

I raise my hand and run my thumb down her cheek. Once I start, I don’t stop. This is right. It’s real. I know that now. 

“Sit down,” I tell her. “Sit down right here.”

I pat the edge of the mattress and pull her down to sit next to me. Once I start touching her, I don’t want to stop. I don’t want any space between us. I want her for myself. 

This whole disaster is just the vehicle that brought her into my life. I want to marry her for real. I want her to love me enough to marry me and it all starts right now.

I stroke my hand down her cheeks wiping away her tears and then comb a lock of loose hair behind her ear. She’s so beautiful, especially when she cries over me like this. I love her for that.

Okay, I might not even know her well enough to say I love her, but that can happen later. I can take all the time in the world to find out what it means to love her.

In the meantime, I don’t want her to leave my bedroom. I want her to stay here—forever.

Without thinking, I lace my fingers into her hair and pull her head down on my chest. She bursts into full, racking sobs, but she keeps quiet so no one hears her. I really wish I could shut the bedroom door so no one finds her in here.

The sound and feeling of her body shaking against me fills me with so much emotion. I ache for her. I want to do anything to spare her from this pain, but on the other hand, the fact that she’s feeling any pain for my sake exhilarates me out of my mind.

Is it possible she feels the same way about me? Does she secretly want to marry me—like that—for real—for love?

She doesn’t know me well enough to love me, either, but she can learn. She fits into my family so well. She gets along with everyone, including my dad, and that’s saying something. If she can win him over, she definitely belongs here.

I rake my fingers through her hair while she cries, and in a second, she sits up and runs her wrist across her nose. Her eyes, cheeks, and lips puff up from crying, but she looks so beautiful like this.

“I’m sorry,” she croaks again. “I never meant for any of this to happen….I never wanted my problems to put you or your family in danger…..”

“I’m glad it happened,” I tell her.

Her head shoots up and she stares at me. Her tears magnify her blue eyes so they look even bigger and brighter. “You are? Why?”

I don’t want to answer. No answer is good enough, so I slip my fingers into her hair and pull her down to my mouth. 

She resists at first, but as soon as I start kissing her, she melts into me. Her mouth softens in such a sweet, delicious kiss that I can’t get enough. I tighten my fingers around the back of her head steering her into my mouth. Holy hell, she tastes incredible!

The smell coming from her hair and her nostrils sends me into a hazy daydream where I can’t think of anything but how silky her lips feel.

Her hands fly up and then she’s touching my chest and shoulders and stroking my cheeks while we kiss. I fall back on the pillows and she follows me down.

I hold her there kissing her as deeply as I want to. Her tongue swirls around mine and her hands feel amazing on my skin. She touches my stomach through the bandage and it hurts, but it hurts so impossibly good that I only want more.

I open my eyes to find her giant blue orbs staring at me from inches away. She doesn’t stop kissing me even as we both stare deep into each other’s eyes. It’s happening. This is real. I know it now. I’m going to marry this woman. Nothing can stop me.

I cup the back of her neck, pull her head sideways so I can devour her mouth, and my eyes sink shut. I’m still dazed from the anesthesia, but that only heightens every sensation.

Her weight falls on top of me and I feel her body through her clothes. All the impressions I got from that day come sweeping back to me. 

This is the woman I carried in my arms. This is the woman who wore my jacket home from the truck stop. 

Now I know why I felt so protective of her then. She’s mine. She always has been. I’ll never stop until I claim her.

She eases off my mouth with a shuddering sigh, and when I open my eyes, I find her looking down again. She doesn’t pull away. She stays there right in front of my face and bites her lips that I’ve just been kissing.

I kissed her and I want to do a whole lot more. I want to own her. I want every part of her to be mine.

“Are you sure you want this?” she whispers.

“Yes,” I whisper and try to lift her chin, but she still won’t look at me. “Grace, look at me.”

Her eyes float upward. My God, they are so blue! I see her very soul in those eyes. 

“I want this,” I whisper. “I want all of it.”

Her features spasm again, but she doesn’t look scared anymore. She gazes into me more deeply than anyone has ever looked into me. I really hope she can see as much of me in those eyes as I see of her.

“Shut the door,” I whisper under my breath.

She hesitates and then sits all the way up. She looks around the room in something like terror and then turns away.

She crosses to the door and shuts it. I take that opportunity to switch off the lamp. Darkness falls over the room except for the moonlight coming through the window.

She turns around and I get another flash of that ghostly apparition haunting my room. She looks otherworldly and supernatural like this. Her eyes gleam bright blue out of the dark.

My heart stops as she slowly advances across the room. She doesn’t look human. Her countenance burns with some mysterious fire I don’t understand.

She stops by my bed and stares down at me. I can only gape at her in astonishment. Who is this woman? I don’t recognize her, but that’s what I want. I want to know every shade of her, even this one.

She slowly unbuttons her blouse, takes it off so she stands before me in just her T-shirt, and then slowly climbs onto the bed.








  
  
Chapter 18: Grace




Ikneel over Wade and stare down at the contours of his chest between his shirt and the bandage around his midsection. His chest and shoulders look as powerful as ever like this, but he’s hurt. He got shot because of me, but he still wants me. 

I could never mistake that kiss. He wants this to be real. 

Adrenaline burns my insides when I think it might actually happen for us. He’s glad it happened because we’re here together. I love him for that. I want to love him. I want to marry him and make it real even if the way it started was less than ideal.

I slip my hands up his chest and stroke his skin under his shirt. I don’t want him to move around in case he hurts himself, so I don’t try to take his shirt off. I just move it aside so I can touch him.

His arms float off the bed and his fingers slip back into my hair. He draws me down to his mouth and I dissolve in that kiss. I disappear into the darkness of his mouth and lips and tongue. 

I could kiss him forever, but his body tells me he has other plans. He pulls me down on top of him, and this time, he doesn’t stop until he steers my whole body into position. 

He stretches me out so my stomach lies against his stomach. My legs fall on top of his legs and my skirt scatters over his jeans.

His body strains with tension and not because of my weight. He’s so much bigger than I am, but he can’t move. He has to lie here while I do all the moving for both of us. 

Thinking that turns me on beyond belief and then, without warning, he flexes his hips to drive his hard package into me from below.

I instinctively grind down on it as my whole body erupts in flames. I want him so bad! I need him like I’ve never needed any man.

My body vibrates on top of him feeling how hard and muscular and unstoppable he is. His arms tighten their hold on me. He won’t let me go, now that we’ve started.

He combs his fingers through my hair, down my neck, and then one of his hands closes on my breast. He crushes it through my T-shirt and I sob into his mouth. Everything he does makes me throb for him. The ache between my legs becomes unbearable.

I whimper as my torched flesh touches the rock-solid mass under his jeans, but he silences me by kissing me harder and deeper. The door is shut so I can moan all I like. No one will hear me.

I touch his cheeks and neck and then my fingers run into his hair. He steers my arms up to his neck and that leaves him free to touch my body wherever and however he wants.

He follows the curves of my sides down to my hips and gyrates me on his sharp spike. He can hear how turned on I am as my moans escalate to cries. I don’t dare to break away from his mouth in case someone hears me.

His hands clamp on my ass and he crushes me down on top of him. His package pulsates through his jeans and he rubs me back and forth across it. He flexes his midsection somehow. Being injured doesn’t stop him from driving up into me and forcing my legs apart.

They fall aside so I wind up straddling him, but my skirt, panties, and his jeans won’t let me get near him. For some reason, our clothes drive me even farther out of my mind than his body does.

His powerful hands crawl down my thighs and then, before I know what’s happening, he slips his hands under my skirt and up to my panties.

I go insane when he fingers through my panties and feels how wet I am. He keeps teasing me again and again in dozens of ways until he dives his hand down my panties. He can’t get near me when I’m still crushing myself on his crotch, so he moves his hand to the front.

He pushes me up, and in one blinding moment of dizzy abandon, he drives his fingers into me and I sink down on them in ragged bliss.

He gives a small murmur of satisfaction under his breath as my swollen flesh parts to let him in, and in a flash, I succumb to a tortured climax that blasts my mind apart. 

I start to scream, and so fast I don’t see it coming, he tears off my mouth and buries my face in the side of his neck.

He presses my head into his neck and seals my mouth to his skin. The smell of him rockets me into the stratosphere and I scream as climax after climax takes me over.

I explode in his arms feeling the torturous passion of what he’s doing to me. I glue my mouth to his neck right below his ear. He can hear me. Can anyone else?

He keeps his hand locked behind my head to hold me there until I collapse against him sobbing and whining in a mixture of torment and delirious ecstasy.

He sighs again and kisses the side of my head. He keeps running his fingers through my hair and trying to kiss me, but I’m too out of my mind to respond. I hold onto him for dear life, and slowly, he draws his hand out from between my legs.

He eases me off him onto the bed next to him, kisses me on the forehead, and lies still while I finish quivering and moaning in relief.

He doesn’t move for a while. I might have drifted off because I snap awake to find him lying in the same place in the dark. He has his eyes closed, but he opens them when I raise my head.

“You should go to sleep, baby,” he whispers. “It’s late.”

I glance over at the clock. It’s 2 AM. “I shouldn’t have kept you up.”

“I’m going to be in this bed for a while. No one expects me to get up.”

“I should go back to my room,” I tell him.

“Stay,” he whispers. “Stay here with me.”

I look up at him. He lies on his back with his head turned toward the window. The moon reflects off his deep brown eyes and the expression on his face makes my heart flip.

“If I stay here, your family will know,” I tell him. “They’ll realize we stayed in the same room.”

“That’s what I want. What difference does it make? We’re going to be married in a few days anyway. The sooner my family finds out, the better.”

I can’t stop staring at him. He really wants this. He wants it to be real—starting tonight.

I sink back down on the bed, but I can’t break his gaze. He looks majestic like this. He looks like the man who saved my life. He looks like the man I was just thinking a woman would be lucky to marry.

Is that me? Am I the woman who got lucky enough to win his heart? How did I do that?

He raises one chiseled arm and rakes his fingers through my hair to comb it out of my face. “Stay with me,” he whispers. “Don’t ever leave. You’re going to move into this room after we get married, so just do it now. Who cares if my family finds out? Let them find out now instead of in a few days.”

He leans in and kisses me. I can’t resist him when he kisses me like that. I want him more than anything. I want all of that. I want us to be a real couple. Isn’t that what tonight means? Isn’t that what we’re becoming?

“What’s wrong?” he whispers. “If you don’t want this….”

“I do!” I breathe. “I want it so much….I’m just scared.”

“What are you scared of? Are you worried we won’t make it?”

“It isn’t that. I just….I guess I don’t trust myself.”

“Why not?” he asks. “What’s wrong with you?”

I blush, but maybe he can’t see that in the dark.

“I’ve never had anything as good as this,” I whisper. “I don’t want anything to mess it up.”

“What could mess it up?” he asks. “Are you worried about Dean coming back?”

“That isn’t what scares me. I just…..I want to do the best I can for you. I want to be…what you want me to be. I want to be….” I hesitate to say it, and this time, he doesn’t ask me to explain.

We’re going to get married. He’s asking me to be his wife. That word brings up so many conflicting emotions. Am I ready for that? Do I even know what it means?

It means being what Camille is to Tom. Those two set the bar so high. I don’t know if I can ever meet it.

I want to. I want to be as solid for Wade as Camille is for Tom. I want to be everything he wants in a wife. I just don’t know if I can. In fact, I know I can’t.

I cringe when I think I might let him down. I know I’ll let him down. I won’t be the wife he deserves—the wife he wants me to be. Even when I try my hardest, I’ll fail.

I want it more than anything, though. I want to spend the rest of my life working to be as good as I can be. That’s what Wade deserves. He deserves someone so much better than I can ever be.

He deserves the perfect wife and I can never be that. I know he doesn’t want or expect that from me. He wants the imperfect version that I’ll be able to give him. I see that in his eyes.

If he wants it, I’ll just have to work to give it to him. That’s all I have to give him. I couldn’t walk away without at least trying.

“Get in bed with me,” he whispers. “Come to me and be my wife.”

I can’t look at him when he talks like that. Those words clench my heart in an unbreakable fist. His wife. Is that what I am? That’s what I’ll be if I get in bed with him.

I don’t know how to do this the right way, but I can only try. I sit up on the bed. We’re both still fully dressed—or I am. 

He lies there in his jeans with his shirt hanging open to reveal the bandage around his ribs. His wife would take his shirt off to make him more comfortable. His wife would help him get into bed so he could sleep.

I push myself onto my knees and start unbuttoning his jeans. His eyes smolder at me from where he lies on the pillows. Does he see me doing this as his wife?

I blush at first, but after a while, the momentum of what I’m doing takes over. 

I unzip his pants and then slide them down. I take his briefs with them and then I have to pull off his boots and socks so I can take his jeans all the way off. I leave his shirt on. 

He groans and struggles when it comes time to pull the covers down. He has to pry himself off the mattress while I unfold the sheets and bedspread from underneath him.

He lowers himself onto the bottom sheet and I pull the covers up to his chest when he lies back down. He heaves a shaky sigh and his weight sinks into the mattress. Now it’s my turn.

I slip out of my clothes and hang them on the chair across the room. How will I store my clothes when I’m living in this room as his wife? I guess we’ll have to figure that out one way or the other.

His eyes follow my every move until I tiptoe across the room naked and slip into bed next to him. I pull the covers up and tuck myself in at his side. He wraps his arm around my shoulders and we both relax completely.

He kisses the top of my head and shudders as the tension drains away. Now we’re lying in bed the way we will be after we’re married. If any of his brothers wake up during the night and see his door shut, they’ll come in to check on Wade and see me in bed with him.

I don’t move for a second. The significance of what I’m doing weighs heavily on me, but something else pushes those considerations to the back of my mind. 

I’m lying naked against him. My chest, stomach, hips, and legs drape against his bare side, waist, and legs.

Without any sign that it might have happened that way, I look up at the same moment that Wade looks down. Our lips meet in the dark and our bodies switch into their own rhythm. I slide my leg over his leg and he slips his knee between my thighs.

Now nothing stops our skin from joining in a blissful tide of sensation. I rub my throbbing flesh on his leg while we kiss, and without even trying, I rotate on top of him the way I was before…..but not the way I was before.

I lie skin to skin against him. His rock-hard shaft slots between my legs and I sink down on it so perfectly. Nothing could ever be wrong with this.

He gasps silently as our bones lock and then I feel myself riding him to the ends of the Earth.

I rear off him, but I can’t stop kissing him. Our lips and tongues remain tangled in endless kisses as our bodies undulate and meet in perfect union. 

His heat electrifies me and I quicken with every pulse. He pumps into me and I drive myself down on his thrusts as we escalate to another blistering peak.

I moan in trembling rapture, and when my bleary eyes float open, I see him staring up at me from below. His eyes hypnotize me with all the pleasure he’s giving me. I can’t stop my body from responding to him.

I want to collapse into his arms, but another wave hits me before I can stop it. The energy spikes and I push myself up on my arms as my body takes control.

I can’t lie down anymore and I sit all the way up. His body stretches out below me, but he never loses his power. His hands touch me all over as he claims every part of me for himself.

I waver in the clouds of ecstasy. I can’t stop touching every part of him that I can reach. His skin mesmerizes me. I can’t wait until he gets this bandage off so I can appreciate him in all his glory.

He watches me reel in a passionate dream, but it couldn’t last. I want him too much. I need to kiss him and feel his muscles tense.

I collapse on him and my hair covers his face as our lips meet in a sensuous dance that encompasses all the years ahead. This is our first night together—the first of many. I want all of them to be like tonight. I never want the magic to end.

I open my eyes to find him gazing at me under the curtain of my hair. I want to see him, but before I can move my hair out of the way, he does it.

He combs both his powerful hands on either side of my face, rakes my hair back, and the moonlight strikes his features.

I become aware of our bodies flowing, sliding, gliding, and swimming together in matchless waves. This kiss that consumes my mind—it envelops both our bodies in a torrent of bliss.

I’ll never be the same after this. My life will never go back to the way it was before and I don’t want it to. I want to get into that future where we’ll always be together. I want to know all the shades of him that the future holds in store for me.








  
  
Chapter 19: Wade




Iwake up alone and groan when I see that Grace is gone. I was too exhausted to feel her get out of bed or to hear her open and shut the door behind her. Her clothes are gone, too. 

I collapse back on my pillows, but before I can wonder why she ditched me, the door opens and she enters carrying a tray in one hand and a folding TV dinner table in the other.

She cracks a grin at me while she kicks the door shut with her foot. “You’re supposed to be asleep, remember?”

“Where were you?” I ask. “I thought you bailed on me.”

“I made you breakfast.” She unfolds the table by my bed and sets the tray on it. She’s loaded it with fried eggs, toast, and bacon. “I made you coffee, but I didn’t think I could carry it up here with everything else. Stay there and I’ll go get it.”

“You didn’t have to do all this,” I tell her.

She shoots me another wild smirk over her shoulder on her way to the door. “Something good had to come out of waiting tables in San Diego for eight years.”

She races out of the room with those words ringing in my ears. She’s never told me anything about her past and I don’t ask. I don’t want to know. I want our life together to start now with nothing from the past interfering.

She shuts the door behind her—no doubt to prevent anyone from seeing that I’m naked now. I don’t want to answer any awkward questions about how I got my jeans and boots off.

She comes back in a second with a mug of steaming coffee, the sugar bowl, and the milk pot. We only use them for guests, but I guess I’m getting the royal treatment.

She beams at me when she sets all three on the table with the food. “I didn’t know how you like your coffee or I would have made it for you. Do you want to eat there?” She glances around. “Does anyone in your family have one of those fold-out bed tables…..or I guess we could get you one of those over-the-bed wheeling tables they have in hospitals…..”

“No!” I snap and she jumps. “I’m not in the damn hospital. I’ll sit up.”

She blinks at me. “Are you sure you should be getting up this soon?”

“I’m not dead yet.” I change my tone when I see her expression. “Come here, baby. Let me kiss you.” I hold out my hand and pull her in to kiss her. “Thank you for this. You really know how to treat a guy right.”

She blushes and beams at me. Then comes the chore of dragging my tired carcass out of bed.

She starts bustling around the room. “Do you have some pajama pants you could put on?”

“Over there in the dresser—second drawer from the bottom. Thank you.”

She hands them to me, but it takes an almighty effort for me to get my feet into them. I finally sit down on the edge of the bed panting hard before I can bring myself to eat.

She leaves the room and comes back with a damp washcloth still steaming from the bathroom sink. “Here. You can use this to wash your face before you eat. That should keep you going until you’re ready to take a real shower.”

I’m too grateful for her help to complain even though I want to. I rub the hot washcloth over my face and neck before she takes it from me. She sets it aside while I drink my first sip of coffee. Holy shit, it tastes amazing!

She rummages in my closet while I eat and comes back with one of my shirts. “Take that one off and put this on,” she tells me.

I have to gasp and groan to get my arms out of the sleeves, but she helps me get it off and lays it aside with the washcloth. I really get the sense that she’s my wife and she sure is acting like it.

She hovers around me and takes extra care pulling the sleeve off my arm. She picks up the second shirt and is holding it open for me to put my first arm into it when the door blows open.

My mom and sisters sail in before either Grace or I can move. “Wade, do you want some……?” my mom begins.

All three of them stop dead in their tracks when they see Grace standing by my bed with the shirt hanging there ready for me to put it on.

“Good morning, Mama,” I reply.

Her eyes dart to the tray in front of me. I can just see the wheels turning. “Where….did you get that?”

“Grace made me breakfast,” I reply.

Grace doesn’t react at all, not even to show surprise or embarrassment that she’s been caught red-handed in my bedroom. She holds the shirt a little wider for me, and when I raise my arm, she draws the sleeve over it. 

She repositions herself to help me as much as possible when it comes to getting my other arm into the other sleeve. She straightens the shirt collar so it lies right.

I tug it into place and pick up a piece of toast. I take a bite and notice my mom and sisters gawking at me and Grace in open-mouthed shock.

I don’t explain anything. Why should I? We’re getting married, aren’t we?

She steps away and goes over to the dresser, which is where Ethan put the hospital paperwork when he brought me in last night.

She starts flipping the pages. “This doesn’t say anything about you being on bed rest or anything. Do you think you want to walk downstairs?”

My mom spins around to stare at her and then she stares at me. Grace pretends not to notice. She holds up a plastic bag with a prescription in it and reads the label. “This is your antibiotics. You’re supposed to take it twice a day with food, so you should take it now.”

She brings it over to the bed, takes out the bottle, and is just unscrewing the top when Nathan comes in followed by Ben and then Nolan. 

“Hey man! What do you want to do about the…..” Nathan begins and his jaw hits the floor when he sees Grace standing next to me.

My mom and sisters didn’t get farther than a foot into the room, so it’s obvious that Grace is the one taking care of me. 

I really, honestly don’t care. I want them all to see. I really hope they get it through their heads after this morning that she and I are a real couple. If I have my way, she will never leave this house. She and I will be married for the rest of our lives.

She opens the bottle, dumps one of the pills into her hand, and then sets it next to my plate. Chuck, Jack, and Ethan come in next. They get an eyeful of her shutting the prescription bottle and taking it back to the dresser.

She only glances at them before she goes back to reading my post-op orders. Everyone in the room blinks at me and then at her and then back at me. 

I make a point of meeting every one of their gazes. I challenge them with my eyes so they all know they aren’t imagining anything. I spent the night with her and I’m proud of it. She’s going to be my wife, and after we make it official, she’ll stay in this room for the rest of our lives together.

A second later, Hank shows up and glances around at everyone. He’s too young to notice anything as subtle as unspoken pretext. “Are we having breakfast or what? It’s almost seven o’clock.”

“Of course!” my mom croaks. “Sorry, darlin’.”

She races out of the room. Ava comes toward me and breaks into a big grin. She squeezes my shoulder, murmurs, “I’m glad you’re feeling better,” and slips out of the room.

Grace sits down next to me on the mattress, picks up one of the pieces of bacon she’s made, and starts munching it in front of everyone. I take another gulp of my coffee. Damn, that girl makes a mean cup of coffee! I don’t think even my mama can make it like this. Grace is definitely a keeper.

My brothers take a second longer to realize exactly what they’re seeing. “Um…..I guess we’ll just keep working on the western fence….” Nathan mutters.

“Good idea,” I reply. “How about Gabe, Jack, and Nolan go with Chuck to scout the property? We need to cover more ground.” I glance over at Chuck. “You all right with that?”

He rubs his chin while he scowls at me. Scouting the property is the last thing on his mind. “I guess we could.”

“The rest of you herd the cattle back to one of the southern pastures—maybe the one closest to the house. That way, if our boy blows up any more fences, the herd will be contained.”

Nathan recovers first. “Sounds good, man. Have a good day. We’ll catch you later.”

My brothers leave and Emma clears her throat. “Grace…..why don’t you come downstairs and we can discuss the plans for the wedding? I think Daddy wants to get everything finalized by Saturday.”

Grace looks at me. I wave her away. “You go on, darlin’. I’ll be all right. I have enough food here to keep me going for a week.”

She bursts into a big blushing grin and follows Emma out of the room, but before she goes, she shoots me a look from the threshold. It’s a look that tells me exactly what will happen between us every night of our married life together. I can’t wait.








  
  
Chapter 20: Grace




Isink down on the living room couch and shiver. That confrontation with Wade’s family went as well as could be expected, but I’m a nervous wreck. Now everybody knows I spent the night with him in his room—our room. 

We aren’t married yet, which means I still have to go through the whole planning process.

Camille and the girls put breakfast on the table for Tom and the boys. I pick up one of Emma’s bridal magazines and flip through it.

All these dresses and everything else wedding-related seem so extravagant considering the circumstances. I don’t want anything this ostentatious. I don’t even really want flowers or decorations or the white-rose arch or the red carpet aisle or any of that.

I just want to marry Wade and get it done. Everything else seems like a barrier to what really matters. 

I don’t want the Crenshaws to go to any trouble or expense, either. I’m starting to understand Wade’s desire to just get married quietly in his father’s office. Who cares as long as we wind up married in the end?

I hardly notice the brothers leaving for work. Ava and her father vanish down the hall leading to the master bedroom—the hall Emma says leads to Tom’s office.

Emma and Camille come over to sit down with me. “What do you think, darlin’?” Camille asks. “What do you think you’d like to do about your dress?”

“Do we have to do something as fancy as this? Saturday is the day after tomorrow and all of these are so……so expensive.”

“Don’t worry about that!” Emma exclaims. “You only get married once. You want it to be memorable.”

“My son will only get married once, too,” Camille adds. “We all want this to be a day to remember—a day that will go down in our family’s history as a beautiful, romantic day.”

Her eyes brim with emotion and she leans over to clasp my hand. I stare at her and then at Emma. Did I just hear that right? 

These people only expect me and Wade to get married once. The Crenshaws really believe my marriage to Wade will be forever. They don’t want to treat it like a legal formality that we’ll dissolve as soon as Dean is gone.

This is real. Even Wade’s mother and sister think so. It’s really happening.

My heart somersaults and I look down at the magazine in my lap. If I’m only going to get married once, then I should make it as beautiful and memorable as possible.

I still don’t want it to be a big, fancy, expensive event. I want to keep it subtle. “Isn’t there any way we can tone it down a little?” I ask. “Besides, we won’t be able to order a dress like this before Saturday.”

“You’d be surprised,” Camille replies. “We can pull a few strings. Just find the dress you want and we’ll take care of the rest.”

I have no idea what she means, but it sounds like they aren’t going to accept any more excuses from me.

I flip through a few more magazines, but I don’t find what I’m looking for until the sixth one. 

Emma and Camille keep talking about the decorations and the tables and the food and the flowers and everything while I look at the pictures. I don’t get involved in planning the rest of the event. I don’t want to be involved. If that’s what they want, then they can plan it themselves.

I get ready to give up on the whole dress thing when I turn the last page. I stare at a picture of a woman in a wedding dress, but it’s nothing like the others. 

It’s plain white with no embroidered pearls or diamonds or silver or gold thread. It has no decoration at all. It’s plain, straight, flat satin all the way to the floor with hardly any train.

The model wears a fall of gauze from the back of her dark hair and holds a bouquet of white roses, but the dress looks so elegant, simple, and stately that I can’t take my eyes off it. “That’s it!” I whisper. “That’s the dress!”

Emma leans in to look over my shoulder and gasps. “That’s beautiful!”

Camille takes a look and beams at me. “That’s perfect, darlin’! We can get that by Saturday.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want you to go to a lot of trouble and expense over this.”

“It’s our pleasure!” She squeezes my hand and then she and Emma go back to organizing. 

They draw up lists of everything they need to order and make a million phone calls. I get distracted by the picture, but pretty soon, Emma and Camille go off somewhere and Ava comes in carrying a huge box.

“Emma!” she calls after her sister. “Get these bridal magazines out of the living room!” Emma comes racing back, hoists the stack of magazines, and takes them upstairs while Ava sets the box in front of me. “This is for you.”

I blink at the box and then up at her. “What is it?”

“Just a little something to help you settle in. Enjoy.”

She walks off back to the office and leaves me sitting there alone with the box. Its exterior shows a picture of the large boombox speaker set that used to come in this box, but anyone can see the box has been repurposed for something for something.

I flip back the top and sit frozen when I see that the box is full of clothes. Most of them match the style of everything Emma gave me, but these are all brand new with the tags still on them. The prices have been blacked out with permanent marker so I have no idea how much anyone spent on this.

The box also includes at least a dozen pairs of brand-new panties and the same number of bras in my size. I get a creeping sensation when I lift out one of the bras. Who would have the nerve to buy this stuff for me?

Then I remember the look on Ava’s face when she put the box in front of me. She tried to play it off, but some hint of triumph sparkled in those green eyes. She must have done this.

My mind goes into a tornado trying to figure out when and how she would have bought all of this. She hasn’t left the house since I got here. None of the Crenshaws have……except for when Ethan and Nathan took Wade to the hospital.

They were in town for nearly an entire day waiting for Wade to be released. They spent most of that time in the waiting room….or did they?

Ava must have ordered these clothes and gotten her brothers to pick up the order while they were in town. I don’t see any other explanation.

I go through the box item by item. These clothes are even nicer than the ones Emma gave me. 

The full weight of what I’m seeing sinks in. These are going to be my clothes from now on. I’m going to be living here for….well, forever, probably. I’ll need a wardrobe and this is the first step. 

I pull everything out of the box, only to find a white envelope at the very bottom. It doesn’t have anything written on the outside, and when I open it, I take out a plain white card with no picture on the front and no writing on the inside.

I open it and a folded hundred-dollar bill falls out into my lap. Did Ava put this in the box…..or Wade…..?

It doesn’t really matter. I am never going to need this bill—ever again. I will never do anything to jeopardize my marriage to Wade. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure we stayed married forever. 

I might screw up, but none of the Crenshaws will ever be able to accuse me of not trying. None of them will ever be able to say that I didn’t give my everything to Wade and their family. 

That’s the best future I could hope for. It will be worth dedicating my life to Wade and his family if I can only prove myself to them.

My heart twists with emotion when I pick up the bill. I’ll never spend it. I’ll keep it as a memento of how I met Wade. It will always remind me to keep on trying to earn my place at his side.

I slip the bill back inside the card, the card inside the envelope, and I stash the envelope down at the bottom of the box where I found it.

I’m just putting the clothes back on top of it when Tom comes over. “Hello there, young lady.” He sighs heavily when he sits down on the couch. I look around. No one else is around. Camille and the girls have disappeared somewhere.

“Hello there,” I reply. “How is your day going?”

“My day is going good. I talked to Hamish about coming over and notarizing the marriage license, seeing as how you and Wade are under the same roof at last.”

I grin at him. “Sounds good. When is Hamish coming over?”

“Later this afternoon, but I want to talk to you first.”

“Oh?” I ask. “What about?”

“About this whole wedding thing. My wife and daughters have a lot to say about the dress and the flowers and all that, but I wanted to talk to you myself.”

I grin at him on the side. “Let me guess. This doesn’t have anything to do with the dress and the flowers and all that.”

He smiles back at me. He has such a kind smile…..when he wants it to be kind. He can be terrifying, too, when he wants to be. “No, it doesn’t.”

“I want you to know that I take marrying Wade very seriously. I’ll do everything in my power to do the right thing for him and your family. I’m beyond grateful for everything you’ve done for me—especially everything Wade has done for me. I wouldn’t dream of going through with this wedding if I didn’t think it was in his best interest the way it’s in mine.”

“I’m glad you see it that way,” he replies. “That’s exactly what I wanted to talk to you about. See, I’ve worked hard to build this ranch into what it is, and as you can see, my sons work hard to keep the ranch going, too.”

“Yeah, I see that.”

“Then you can understand why we’d be concerned about anything that might threaten our livelihood and everything we’ve worked to build. We would be concerned about someone coming along and snatching it out from under us.”

I freeze. I can’t stop staring at him. “Are you saying that’s what I’m doing?”

“I wouldn’t know about that. You say your intentions toward Wade are totally honorable, but we have only your word on that. We don’t know you. You just blew into our lives and fell into Wade’s lap out of nowhere. You could see how we might be concerned that your intentions aren’t as honorable as you say they are.”

I try to answer, but my throat seems to have suddenly gone desert dry. “I…I assure you…..Sir…..I never……”

He holds up his hand. “If your intentions are as honorable as you say they are, then you won’t have any problem giving us some assurance that you really do want what’s best for Wade and our family. You won’t mind signing a pre-nuptial agreement relinquishing all claim to our family property that might otherwise come to you through this marriage.”

He pulls out a normal, letter-sized envelope from the pocket of his shirt, lays it on the coffee table, and slides it toward me.

The envelope is glued shut with no writing on the outside. It stares up at me as those words sink in. “You want me to…..to sign a prenup?”

He shrugs. “As a gesture of good faith, you understand. To show us all that your intentions toward Wade are purely in the best interest of all concerned. This marriage is intended to get you and Wade out of a bind when it comes to a man who came into our lives because of you.” He holds up his hand again to silence me. “I’m not blaming you. I know you were only trying to get away from him, but the fact remains that this marriage isn’t about money or you gaining any kind of status by marrying Wade. So you shouldn’t have any problem with this. Right?”

I stare at him in astonishment for a second. I honestly never once thought that marrying Wade would give me access to the Crenshaws’ money.

I shake myself and pull my head back into the game. “Of course, Mr. Crenshaw. I understand completely that you want to protect your family. I have no problem signing a prenup.”

I grab the envelope, tear it open, and unfold a bunch of legal documents.

I scan through them as quickly as possible. The language is as straightforward as it could possibly be. I skim it rapidly until I get to the tenth and last page. Then I go back to the front and start reading all the legal clauses one after the other.

Section 15 is an infidelity clause. It states that I renounce any claim to any financial compensation if the marriage ends due to infidelity on my part. This includes infidelity in word, deed, action, or communication with another party. As if I would ever cheat on Wade.

The rest of it pertains to the Crenshaw family’s assets including real estate, livestock, equities, etc. The agreement excludes me from all proceeds therefrom as well as any claim on them either at the termination of said marriage or while said marriage is in progress….or something to that effect.

I lose track of time while I read it. When I finish, I look up to find Tom lounging back on the couch with one arm across the back of the cushions. He studies me with his head on one side.

I glance around at the empty living room. “Do you have a pen?”

He raises his eyebrows. “Are you ready to sign it now? You don’t want to consult with someone?”

“Someone….like who?”

“I don’t know—a lawyer, maybe?”

I burst out laughing and realize a second later that I shouldn’t have. I can’t tell if he’s shocked or annoyed at my reaction. “No, Sir. I don’t need to consult with a lawyer. I can understand the agreement well enough and I’m ready to sign it.” I look around again. “Do you want me to do it here?”

He stands up. “Come to my office.”

I follow him down the hall leading to the lower floor of the west wing. We pass one room off to the side. It’s full of computers and Ava sits at one of the workstations.

We turn to the left and enter an office paneled in dark wood. The place breathes masculinity. This has to be Tom’s office. 

A massive oak desk sits in the center with an enormous padded leather chair behind it. Bookshelves packed with papers and folios line one wall and two more giant armchairs sit in front of his desk.

He steps behind it, opens the drawer, and hands me a silver pen that looks like it cost a fortune.

I unfold the documents on his desk, make one more superficial survey of the contents just to make sure, and sign my name on the back page before I straighten up and hand the whole sheaf to him.

“Is that all you wanted to talk to me about the wedding?” I ask.

He smiles at me and nods. “That’s all.”

“So…..should I go?”

“Sure,” he tells me. “You might want to take your things upstairs…..”

I make my escape and take my box of clothes back to my room, but I don’t unpack them. What’s the point? I’m only going to have to repack and re-unpack them on Saturday when I move to Wade’s room.

I might as well do that now, so I pick up the box, go back downstairs, and cross to the east wing stairs. How is it going to work with me and Wade living on the brothers’ side of the house? Should I be worried about that?

I guess it won’t work out there any worse than it would work for us to live on the girls’ side of the house. I guess I’ll just stay there until someone tells me otherwise.

I carry the box up to Wade’s room where he lies stretched out in bed, sound asleep. His arms lie on top of the bedspread pulled up to his chest. 

I smile down at him. He’s so handsome and kind and passionate. I really got lucky when I fell into his life out of nowhere, as Tom says.

I put the box on the dresser and start taking things out. I bite off the tags and put the panties and bras in the dresser. 

I snicker to myself when I push his underwear out of the way to make room for mine. I can just imagine his reaction when he wakes up and finds out. We might have to hold an executive negotiation about him giving me my own drawer.

I’m in the middle of hanging my blouses and skirts in the closet when I hear a sigh coming from the bed. Wade opens his eyes, gasps, and runs his fingers through his hair. “Oh, hey, baby,” he breathes. “Did you get back from talking to the girls about the wedding?”

“Yeah, I finally found a dress that will work,” I reply over my shoulder. “Your mom and Emma are handling everything else and then I went to your dad’s office to sign the prenup. Did you get enough to eat earlier? I could go down to the kitchen and get you some lunch if you’re still hungry.”

I hang up the last shirt and turn around to look at his breakfast dish on the tray I brought up earlier. The plate is bare and the coffee mug is empty. I guess he was hungry.

It’s only eleven in the morning, but it isn’t too early for him to eat again if he wants to. I stash the envelope with the card at the very bottom of our joint underwear drawer, break down the cardboard box, and put it by the door before I go over to Wade’s bed.

He lies flat on his back staring up at the ceiling. “Are you okay?” I ask. “Did you sleep okay?”

His eyes dart to me and his expression clears. “Yeah. I did, but I’m not hungry. Come here. I want to kiss you before we do anything else.”

I chuckle and sit down on the edge of the bed. He puts his arms around me and pulls me down. We roll sideways and I drift away into the bliss of last night. 








  
  
Chapter 21: Wade




Ipush myself up on my elbow and groan again. “I’m getting too old for this shit.” 

“Are you sure you should be walking around?” Grace asks. “You did just get shot, remember?”

“How could I forget?” I growl and force myself to sit up. “Like you said, I’m not on bed rest. I want to go downstairs.”

She hops off the bed and rushes over to me. “If you want something from down there, I can get it for you.”

“Get me the ability to walk where I want to go when I want to go there.” I force myself to change my tone when I see her reaction. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to take out my frustration on you. I just don’t want to spend any more time in bed. If you really want to help me, you can go with me and make sure I don’t fall flat on my face.”

She bursts into a grin. “I can do that….but I probably won’t be able to support your weight if you fall on the stairs.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” I use the nightstand to push myself to my feet and hobble painfully to the door.

She hovers around me and opens the door for me since I’m apparently too weak even to do that. This getting shot business is for the birds. I really need to get back to work.

I limp down the hall to the stairs and then down to the living room. My mom and Emma mob me as soon as I get there. “Should you be up and walking around?” my mom asks.

“Yes,” I growl back.

“What if something happens?” Emma asks.

“You mean like I melt into the bed and start growing fungus or something? I wouldn’t want that.”

They both stare at me, and when Grace laughs at what is supposed to be a joke, they stare at her, too.

Just then, Ava waltzes in from her computer lab. “Oh, hey, Wade. Good to see you up and about.”

“Thanks, darlin’,” I mutter. “It’s nice to know someone is happy to see me.”

She snickers. “You really need to get back to work. It’s been less than a day and your mood is already in the toilet.”

“I’m putting a stop order on all gunshot wounds,” I tell her. “This year’s supply is canceled.”

She laughs. “I’ll let the warehouse know. By the way, Ethan called about an hour ago. He said, if you aren’t doing anything and you want to be productive, that you could call in the trim and joist order for the barn roof.”

“Maybe later,” I tell her.

She cocks her head. “Why not now?”

Fortunately for me, Emma saves the day by grabbing Grace’s arm. “Come see the flowers and bouquet, Grace! You’ll love them!”

“Do I have to?” Her eyes dart to me. “Who will make sure Wade doesn’t fall flat on his face?”

Emma and my mom both gape at me in horror, but Ava only laughs. “I’ll do it. You go ahead.”

My mom and Emma take Grace off somewhere. 

“I’m going back to the computer lab,” Ava tells me. “Why don’t you come with me? You can place the order from there since you aren’t doing anything else.”

I follow her as far as the threshold and then split off toward my dad’s office. “I’ll catch up with you in a little while. I’m going to see the old man.”

She shoots me a grin. “Good luck.”

I don’t need luck. I’m too furious with him to see straight. 

I walk in and find him alone, thank the stars, but I would go off on him even if the whole US Senate was here. His eyebrows lift when he sees me. “Hey, son. Should you be walking around?”

“What’s this crap about you getting Grace to sign a prenup?” I demand.

His expression hardens in an instant. “I guess I don’t need to consult with you to conduct my business the way I see fit.”

“You do when it directly impacts my life,” I fire back. “How could you insult her like that? Why don’t you just come right out and accuse her to her face of being a gold-digger?”

He revolves his desk chair very slowly in my direction, which is never a good sign. “Actually, if you think about it, son, getting her to sign a prenup is the exact opposite of accusing her to her face of being a gold-digger.”

“Don’t play word games with me!” I snap. “This woman is about to be my wife and you come along and…..”

He holds up his hand. Years of condition kick in and I hesitate just long enough for him to launch in instead. “You have a blind spot where this girl is concerned, son. You don’t know thing one about her. She could have cooked up this scheme with her boyfriend to get herself married to you and defraud our whole family.”

My jaw hits the floor. “Are you insane?! She got shot through the chest over this! She definitely didn’t cook that up.”

He waves that away. “I didn’t work all my life to make good on this ranch so I could lose it all to some stranger off the street. You might have feelings for this girl, but that’s exactly why it’s my responsibility to protect this family from anything that might threaten it—and I do mean anything. You might want to take notes, son. One of these days, if things work out for you, you might have children of your own. Then you’ll want to take precautions when it comes to their decisions just in case things don’t work out.”

I fume at him. I want to tear him a new one, but I can’t do that….because he’s right. If I was in his place, I would do the same thing. I wouldn’t let my son marry a woman he’d known for less than a week without doing the bare minimum to protect the family.

“You might at least have told me beforehand,” I snarl.

“Why—so you could get in my face and tell me what an idiot I am? I still make the decisions in this family, son. You and your brothers have been doing a great job of running the ranch since I stepped aside, but there’s a reason I still keep track of everything you do and don’t just turn you boys loose on the world to go your own way. As it happens, I also arranged to put the ranch’s assets into a family trust for added protection—just in case something goes wrong with this prenup. They aren’t foolproof, you know.”

“So how did she take it?” I ask. “How upset was she when you asked her?”

He shrugs and looks away. “She wasn’t upset or insulted at all. I was pleasantly surprised. She signed it with no problem and she said she completely understood why I had to protect my family. She said she never intended anything by marrying you except what was in the best interest of all concerned. You might want to take a lesson on that, son.”

I glare at him. I don’t want to stop being mad at him. How dare he go behind my back on this? 

Even if I could understand why he did it, he should have at least told me ahead of time. This affects me…..and Grace. This is going to affect everything about our relationship for the rest of forever.

Then I remember how she acted when she told me that she just got back from this office to sign the damn thing. She only mentioned it in passing. She didn’t think it was a big deal at all. 

Maybe it won’t affect us. Why should it if her intentions are really that honorable?

If I’m right about her, she’s marrying me because she cares about me. She wants to save herself and me from Dean, but she also wants to marry me for myself. Her intentions have nothing to do with money. No wonder she had no problem signing the prenup.

She’s sincere. I know it now and I’m going to let her prove it.

Right then, someone knocks on the office door and my mom sticks her head in. “Sorry to interrupt, darlin’, but Hamish Talley is here to see you.”

She steps aside and Hamish walks in. He’s my dad’s age, but you can definitely see how working in an office and sitting behind a desk have taken a toll on Hamish’s health. 

His hair is white instead of grey, and instead of a healthy fifty-year-old man, he looks more like a stooped seventy-year-old geezer about to drop any second from multiple organ failure.

He totters into the office, extends his hand to my dad, and then brightens up when he sees me. “Look at you, son! You’re twice the size you were when I last saw you. Getting married? That’s fabulous!”

“Thank you, Sir,” I tell him and try to subtly button my shirt while he isn’t looking.

He gives me all the time in the world when he goes to my dad’s desk and they get into a lengthy conversation about the marriage license even though it’s the simplest, the most straightforward legal document in existence.

I take the opportunity to sit down in one of the armchairs opposite my dad’s desk. I’ve been on my feet long enough for one day and this is looking like it might take a while.

They’re in the middle of talking about it when another, softer knock taps on the door.

“Come in!” my dad calls and Grace walks in.

“Ah, good, you’re here!” my dad exclaims. “Take a seat, Grace.”

She sits down next to me and gives me a quizzical look. Can she tell how bent I am about the prenup?

I’ll never tell her. I’ll never mention it again. I won’t have to because it will become non-existent. We’ll never break up so the prenup might as well not exist.

Hamish fills out the license, we both sign it, and then he notarizes it, but he and my dad devote nearly the entire meeting to small talk about everything other than me and Grace getting married.

I sit there in silence through it all. Grace keeps glancing in my direction, but I don’t make a move. None of this means anything. I’m going to marry her the day after tomorrow. End of story.








  
  
Chapter 22: Wade




Iturn from side to side looking at myself in the mirror and adjust the jacket of my tux. I look pretty damn good if I do say so myself. I better look good considering how incredible Grace is going to look. 

My mom and sisters have made a huge deal about me not seeing her since we signed the marriage license—like that somehow means something.

I really hoped she would sneak into my room one of these nights, but she didn’t. Maybe she was worried one of my brothers would bust her. She’s stayed in her own wing the whole time.

That doesn’t matter because I’m going to see her in a few minutes. Then I’ll be able to see her whenever I want. No one will be able to keep me away from her.

No one can see the bandage on my side, either. I look normal like this. At least I’m not walking around with that straitjacket around my ribs anymore. I’ve downgraded to a small gauze square taped to my ribs. So that’s one less thing I have to worry about.

I also don’t have to worry about walking anywhere during the ceremony. I just have to stand there. Grace is the one who will do all the walking.

My bedroom door opens and Ben and Nathan come in also dressed in tuxes. All my brothers will be waiting for me downstairs. I don’t have a best man. I don’t need one with all of them around. Choosing one would only cause problems I don’t need.

“You ready, man?” Nathan asks. “It’s time to go downstairs.”

“Yeah. I’m ready.” I pick up my corsage and pin it to my lapel. Now I look like I’m ready to get married.

I pass my hand across my hair and stick my hat on my head before I turn to the door. I get halfway across the room when the door opens for the second time.

My mom walks in and right away her eyes tear up when she sees me. “Mama?” I ask. “Is anything wrong?”

“No, baby, nothing’s wrong,” she chokes and cups her hands around my cheeks. “I’m just so proud of you….”

“Come on, Mama,” Ben murmurs. “He’ll be late if he doesn’t go now. She’ll think he didn’t show.”

“I just wanted to see you….” Her voice trembles all over the place and her face is a mess of emotions. “And I wanted to give you this……”

She puts her hand into the pocket of the fancy jacket she’s wearing. She wears an upscale version of a business suit with a pencil skirt and sky-high heels. 

She’s traded her usual silver jewelry for a simple gold chain, gold dangle earrings, and one thing gold bracelet in addition to her wedding band. That’s it. She’s taking this wedding almost as seriously as I am.

She takes out a folded piece of buckskin out of her pocket and holds it out to me.

“What is it?” I ask.

She unfolds it. “It’s your great-grandmother’s wedding ring. My mother gave it to your father when he married me. I’ve kept it all these years….and I want Grace to have it.”

She presses it into my hand. My dad has already arranged the ring that I’m supposed to give Grace at the ceremony today. It’s a gold band studded with tiny diamonds. It’s gorgeous and I love it, but this means something different.

I unfold the buckskin and stare down at a plain gold hoop with one square-cut diamond in a simple, central setting. The ring is elegant and understated—just like Grace.

I get another wave of goosebumps when I see the ring. This is legacy. This is the greatest stamp of approval anyone in my family could give her. This is my mom’s way of telling me that she believes Grace and I will last. We’ll have to with this endorsement.

I look up to find my mother beaming at me through her tears. I can’t speak above a whisper. “I love you, Mama.” Those words seem so inadequate for the way I really feel.

She chokes once and throws her arms around me. She hugs me, but before we can finish, Ben and Nathan take hold of her and drag her off me. 

“Okay, that’s enough, Mama,” Nathan tells her. “Let a man get married without his mother fawning all over him.”

She laughs and cries at the same time, covers her mouth trying to hold back sobs, and races out of the room. That leaves me alone with my brothers.

I look back down at the ring. I need to look at it a whole lot longer to understand everything this means, but my brothers don’t give me a chance.

Nathan says, “Let’s go,” in that way that tells me there’s no turning back now.

He and Ben flank me like my bodyguards as we walk out of the room, down the stairs through the living room, and out into the backyard. 

A red velvet carpet leads from the porch, across the lawn, to an arch of white roses at the end of the aisle. White rose petals cover the carpet and the lawn, but there aren’t any chairs or any other decorations. 

The wind blows the rose petals across the grass, but even that makes this such a surreal, fantasy landscape. I’m entering a different world where nothing will be the same.

The rest of my brothers stand in a loose group on the right side of the arch. They all wear tuxes as well as their hats and boots.

My sisters stand on the left dressed in pale lavender bridesmaids’ gowns. My parents get there just before I do and join my sisters on the left.

Ben and Nathan escort me to the arch and we join my brothers. I try to adjust my shoulders inside my jacket, but I realize a second later that I’m squirming. I don’t want to squirm at my own wedding, so I command myself to stand still.

Ben and Nathan take their places behind me, and a minute later, Rod Newcastle shows up wearing an immaculate black tux, a black felt cowboy hat, and brightly polished black boots. He smiles at me and strides to the arch where he takes the celebrant’s position. 

I turn around and look toward the house. I don’t know when Grace will show up and no music switches on to announce her arrival.

The irresistible urge to squirm grips me again. I shift my weight to my left foot….and then I see her. I wouldn’t be able to hear any music anyway because my world comes to a screeching halt when I catch a flash of white in the living room.

She glides through the living room and then the sun hits her when she steps out onto the porch. A ray of heavenly golden sunbeams shafts through the clouds and a halo of brilliance surrounds her.

She wears a plain, white satin gown that hugs her slender figure. It ends at her chest and leaves her arms and shoulders bare. 

She carries a simple white bouquet and a curve of white flowers holds a gauzy white veil to the back of her head. That’s it. Her outfit is simple, pure, and jaw-droppingly beautiful, but that’s nothing compared to how she looks.

The locks of hair on either side of her forehead have been drawn back while the rest hangs loose. Her hair and makeup look minimal and barely noticeable, but that only emphasizes how stunningly beautiful she is. 

She’s the most beautiful woman in the world. She doesn’t need fancy decorations and costly gowns to show off how spectacular she is.

She blushes when she emerges onto the porch. She floats down the steps and up the carpet coming nearer to me. My heart stops. She’s coming. She’s coming straight for me.

She hovers before me like something out of Heaven itself. I don’t seem to be breathing anymore.

Rod’s voice shatters my brain. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join this man and this woman in the bonds of holy matrimony. If any man here has any cause to declare why they should not be so joined, let him speak now or forever hold his peace.”

I hold my breath to listen. Is Dean watching right now? Is he going to step out to ruin this for us?

Nothing happens and Rod goes on. “These two people have undertaken to enter into a lifetime covenant to join their hearts, minds, and all their resource to build a life in God and a house on Earth. They do so in the sight of these witnesses to establish God’s purpose for man and woman and to bring forth a righteous offering of their souls in His sight.”

A shiver runs up my spine when I hear those words. I don’t know where he came up with this, but those words stamp their truth into my being. It’s happening. Everything he’s saying is coming true right now, right here under the big, broad Idaho sky.

Every thought that this could be a marriage of convenience vanishes out of my head. This is no convenience. This is serious business—the most important thing I could possibly do with my life.

I made the right choice. She’s the one. She’s the woman I’ll do all of this with. I won’t let anything stop me from doing that.

Rod asks, “Do you have the ring?”

I take both rings out of my pocket—the one my dad bought for her and the one my mom gave me. Grace doesn’t see that there are two. 

I arrange the two rings together so I can put them both on at the same time.

“Wade,” Rod goes on, “do you take this woman as your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, to love, honor, and cherish, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, as long as you both shall live?”

I have to swallow to make myself heard. I rasp, “I do,” and slip both rings onto her finger.

She looks down, sees the second ring, and her lips tremble between smiling and fighting back tears.

“And Grace, do you take this man as your lawfully wedded husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, to love, honor, and cherish, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, as long as you both shall live?”

She bursts into a broad, blushing smile and looks straight up into my eyes when she half-whispers, “I do,” and she slips the plain gold wedding band onto my finger. 

The ring sends a lightning bolt up my arm and something changes inside me. I’m married. I’m a married man now. I can never go back to being single.

“Then by the power invested in me by the State of Idaho, I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

I freeze again. Kiss her—in front of everyone? Sleeping with her in my room was easy compared to this. Everyone is watching us, but isn’t that the point?

I take a step forward and so does she. As soon as we get that close to each other, I lose awareness of everyone but her. We’re back in my room where nothing exists but the two of us.

I can kiss her here. I can kiss her anywhere when she looks at me like that. The hard part would be NOT to kiss her.

I don’t know what I’ll do until I do it. I raise both hands planning to close her cheeks in both hands, but instead, instinct takes over and my fingers slip into her hair. She’s mine. Those lips are mine. No force on Earth can keep me away from her.

I pull her in, but the instant before our lips connect, I realize where I really am. My whole family is watching. I can’t inhale her the way I want to. I have to wait.

I kiss her ever so lightly on the lips, but her eyes tell me all I need to know. It’s official now. No man better look sideways at her. I’ll tear that son of a bitch Dean in half if he so much as suggests that she belongs to him.

I ease off and her eyes glisten with gratitude. She really was worried I was going to cram my tongue down her throat in front of everyone. I sure wanted to, but I stopped myself in time.

I move back, take her hand, and in an instant, my family crowds around grabbing me and shaking me. My brothers crush my shoulders, grip the back of my neck, clap me on the back, and people hug me from all sides. 

I lose track of who’s hugging me and where I am. They jostle me closer to the porch, and slowly, the crowd breaks apart before we go back into the living room. The ceremony is over. It’s done. Grace and I are married.

The usual river of talk breaks out once we get inside. My mom and sisters lay out food on the table for people to help themselves. My brothers get their plates, but no one sits down. 

They stand around talking and eating. Grace and I stand side by side while different people come over to hug us, congratulate us, and gush about the ceremony.

At some point, Grace turns aside to talk to Emma about something and Rod approaches me on my left. I turn to face him and he sticks out his hand to shake mine.

“Congratulations, man,” he tells me. “That was one of the most beautiful weddings I’ve ever attended.”

My cheeks burn. “Thanks. I really appreciate you doing this.”

He lowers his voice to a murmur. “I have a wedding present for you.”

“You didn’t have to do that,” I begin, but he waves that away.

“Don’t tell me I don’t have to do it until you hear what the present is. We matched the bullet from your horse to the bullet found at the scene where Grace got shot. Both bullets came from the same rifle and it’s registered to Dean Lewis. We’ve issued a warrant for his arrest. We just haven’t found him yet.”

My shoulders sag in relief. “Thank you, man. That’s the best wedding present I could ask for.”

“There’s more. We’ll be dropping the case against you after today.” His eyes migrate across the room to where Grace and Emma talk in excited giggles. “Now we just have to find the bastard…..” He glances over at me. “Unless you boys find him first.”

Another jet of fire runs through me. Dean is here—at Turning Point Ranch. He’s on our land and he’s already shot both me and Grace trying to kill us both.

If my brothers or any of us even see Dean on the property, we’ll be within our rights to shoot to kill. He better hope none of us find him before the Police do.








  
  
Chapter 23: Grace




Wade walks over to me and slips his hand into mine. I look up at him…..and know. It’s time. 

We’re married. We just finished the ceremony. Now it’s time for us to go upstairs—to our own bedroom. Tonight is the first night of our lives together as a married couple.

His family sits and stands around the living room talking, eating, lounging on the couches, and generally taking it easy. Sergeant Newcastle left hours ago.

Wade tightens his grip on my hand and turns to the room at large. “Grace and I are going upstairs, folks. I’m tired and tomorrow’s another workday.”

Voices answer him from all over saying, “Good night,” and “See you tomorrow.” No one stands up or acts like us going upstairs together is anything unusual.

I’m still wearing my wedding dress, holding my bouquet, and Wade is still wearing his tux. I guess we’re skipping the whole tossing the bouquet thing. 

I did cut the wedding cake, but that’s about as formal as today got. This wedding turned out to be as simple, quiet, and modest as I could possibly hope it would be.

Wade and I climb the stairs. No one looks sideways at us or makes any fuss. 

My heart threatens to explode out of my chest as we stride down the hall to his room. I haven’t been back there since that first night. I can’t breathe when I think about spending the night in there with him now.

I’ll be spending a lot of nights in there with him. I’ll be spending every night in there with him.

He turns to enter, leads me inside, and shuts the door behind me. I expect this to turn into a giggly kind of joke, but I can’t do that when he gazes down into my eyes.

His gaze transports me back to that moment when Sergeant Newcastle told Wade that he could kiss the bride. Wade didn’t pull me in then the way I thought he would. He kept it light, but I can see he doesn’t plan to keep it light now.

No one can see us. He can kiss me the way he wants to here…..and he plans to.

His eyes erase everything but him. I stand before him in my wedding dress and he stands before me in his tux and cowboy hat—the same clothes both of us wore at our wedding. We’re back there. We’re under the arch.

This is the kiss that makes us man and wife. The kiss in front of his family means nothing. This is the moment right here.

A distant rumble of thunder booms across the landscape….or did I only imagine it….or maybe that’s my heart beating.

My life crumbles through my fingers. I have nothing left…..except for this. This is the first moment of the rest of a completely new life—a life I know nothing about…..except that I do.

My new life revolves around him…..and those people downstairs. They’ll be my life from now on. 

What I left behind dissolves in the wind. Only the future remains. He is my future.

His hands appear on both sides of my face and he cups my cheeks for what seems like forever. Does he know how completely his I am? Does he see in my eyes how much I want to be his?

He eases in….so slowly. He comes for me out of the reaches of time. He can take all the time he wants to here. No one will interrupt.

He tips his head aside so his hat doesn’t hit my face. His mouth consumes me and I tremble in his grasp. His lips claim me. I’m his now. I’m his wife and he’s…..my husband. Those words mean something—something colossal.

He eases back to gaze down at me. Did that kiss last a month or a year? I can’t be certain anymore.

He takes his hat off, sets it on top of the lampshade on his nightstand, and draws me by the hands toward the bed. I don’t know what he’ll do, but this is all his. I’m his to guide to do whatever he wants me to do.

He sits down on the bed, wraps his arms around my waist, and pulls me between his knees as we kiss each other in deep, ravenous desire. 

This desire…..It goes so far beyond sex. I want him for something so much more—something that will burn away every other facet of my life. I don’t want anything but what’s left after he makes me his. What doesn’t serve him and our bond is useless to me.

I wash away in the ecstasy of kissing him, of feeling him rock me in his arms. My body and soul belong to him. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. I just didn’t know it before I met him.

He pushes me back and stands me between his thighs where he can see me. He smiles up at me, but the gravity of what we’re doing won’t let me turn this into a joke. I can barely return that smile. This means too much.

He straightens up, tugs off his jacket, lays it aside, and starts untying his tie. He does everything with expert fingers and doesn’t fumble once, but I wouldn’t see if he did. 

I get lost in those eyes that demand all my attention. My future exists in those eyes. I quake before the power of his gaze. He knows exactly what he’s doing to me.

He sets his tie aside and starts unbuttoning his shirt. He takes it off to reveal a plain white T-shirt underneath. He’s turning back into the man I know—but he isn’t the man I know. 

The man I knew before today wasn’t my husband. That word means something I’ve never understood before. How could I know when I’ve never had one?

Seeing other married men like Tom and my own father doesn’t explain this. Those men don’t explain what’s happening to Wade right in front of my eyes. He’s becoming something different. He’s becoming a husband just as I’m becoming a wife.

He runs his warm, strong hands up my arms, massages my shoulders, and then turns me backward to face away from him. 

He lifts the ring of flowers out of my hair, takes the gauze veil with it, and gently lays them aside on top of his own clothes. They’re gone now. I’ll never wear that veil again because I’m not a bride anymore. I’m a wife now.

My hair comes loose and falls. I’m turning back into the woman I was before—the woman I was the night I spent with him here. 

He trails his fingers down the back of my neck, down my spine, to the top of my dress where he takes hold of the zipper and slides it down.

The dress falls away and my breasts hang freely. I stand before him in just my panties.

He turns me to face him and the last vestige of the bride disappears as I stand naked for him. He isn’t a bridegroom anymore, either. He’s a husband now and his power as the man in my life takes over. 

I expect him to attack my body in ravenous animal hunger, but he just keeps me there, standing before him. His eyes reveal all the greedy passion in his soul…..and something else.

He isn’t greedy for my body. What he feels isn’t even greed, but it’s definitely a deep, deep hunger for something beyond just the next few minutes.

His eyes trace down to my breasts, stomach, thighs, and back up over every inch of me to my face. He drags his fingers through my hair and then down to my arms. He begins a slow migration over every inch of me.

He strokes up my arms and down my chest……he grazes every part so gently and leaves every part trembling for more.

I can only stand between his knees accepting the admiring caress. He electrifies every nerve ending until I whimper for him. I need him so badly…..but in the end, I need something his body can’t give me. 

We’re married now, which means we have the whole future to seek what we need from each other. 

Something tells me I could search for the rest of my life and never fully understand everything about him. He’s a mystery of endless fascination that I’ll never get tired of exploring. 

Every day will bring me a new discovery because there’s no end to how far I can go with him.

He brushes his hand across my left nipple and makes me quiver to the bottom of my soul. I want him. I want him right now and he’s too consumed with studying my body to take the next step. That leaves it up to me.

I raise my hand, and once I do that, I know what I want to do with him and how to do it. I comb my fingers through his hair, stroke down his cheek to his neck, and then over his shoulders and chest.

That leads me to the lower hem of his shirt. I lift it and he stretches his arms up for me to draw it off. Seeing him lying flat on his back with a gunshot wound to his side didn’t give me the full effect of his size and strength that I see now.

He shuts his eyes and shudders when I touch his skin. His muscles tense and his breath catches. I love touching him. This is more unknown territory I get to explore—his reactions and pleasures. 

He opens his eyes and a different expression crosses his face. He gets that scary look in his eyes. He’s ready to stop this touching game now.

He crushes me against him and keeps on pulling me nearer until he guides me to climb onto his lap. He steers my knees to either side of his hips so I straddle him.

This position ignites my deepest desires and the animal in him comes to life in ways I never imagined. He could only lie on his back that night because he was injured. Not now.

He has no plans to stay passive and adrenaline grips me when he takes over the rhythm. His arms swell to an enormous size as he closes them around me and draws me into a massive embrace. 

He kisses me deeper and more powerfully. My body responds to him more, now that the dress is gone. 

My body feels small and fragile in his arms, but he’s taking me somewhere we both want to go. We both want everything we can bring to each other, and anyway, it’s too late. We’re already married. Whatever happens, we’re in this together.

His fingers clench around the back of my neck and his mouth mauls my lips as his tongue invades. His hands seek out every secret recess I might have kept hidden from him before. 

I don’t want to hide anything from him, but he still astonishes me with his masterful intensity and commanding determination. This is all his. He’s here to conquer me and place his stamp on me as his own.

His fist tightens in my hair. He steers my mouth to one side at the same time that he pulls my head back so he can stare deep into my eyes. I can’t hide from him here.

His power seethes from every pore until I surrender everything—every thought, every need, every fear finds refuge in him.

He massages my breasts until I explode in a torrent of desire. I rotate on his lap and I can’t hold his gaze anymore. My mind reels from all the meaning and power of what’s happening between us—and what’s about to happen.

He pulls away again and leans back to pull his pants off. He lifts me on his lap so he can push them down without dislodging me. Now our bodies press together skin to skin. Nothing stands before the cataclysm awaiting both of us when this actually happens.

His hard rod digs into my swollen tissues and I sob in an agony of desire, but he doesn’t attack or pulverize. He lets me ride on it as much as I want while he watches and appreciates how much I want him.

He can feel how engorged and saturated I am for him, but when the storm breaks, he still holds himself back. Even that seems to embody the true scale of his masculine power.

I want him more than I can stand. I can’t bear not experiencing every flooding sensation of him taking me over and making me completely his.

Before I can slide onto him, he closes his mighty arms around me, rises off the bed, and rotates me sideways as he pivots onto his knees. He lays me on my back and now I see him towering over me vibrating with power and strength. 

I can’t see his body anymore as his eyes take over and I vanish into the forgotten depths of everything he is and everything we are together.








  
  
Chapter 24: Wade




Icome downstairs to find my brothers standing around the kitchen counter. Nolan gulps from his coffee cup and Hank is eating a piece of toast. “Aren’t we eating breakfast before we go to work?” I ask. 

“Who’s we?” Ben asks. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

“Why not?” I ask. “I feel all right. I’m going with you.”

“Like hell you are,” Nathan tells me. “You just got married yesterday. You’re on your honeymoon.”

“Aw, don’t give me that,” I counter. “We have too much work to do out there. Did you get the western fence up?”

“What we did or didn’t do is none of your business,” Ethan tells me. “You stay here with your wife. There will be plenty of time for you to worry about the western fence and everything else.”

“Like when? If I’m on my honeymoon, you might decide to lock me up in this house for a month. Isn’t that what a honeymoon is?”

Jack laughs, but before anyone can answer, Chuck passes a rifle to Nathan and he starts checking it. Then Ben gets busy shoving shells into the magazine of his pump-action shotgun.

I frown from one man to the other. “What are you doing?”

“Ben and Nathan are staying down here to guard the house,” Chuck tells me. “That bastard is running around loose somewhere and he’s already tried to kill you and your lady more than once. We aren’t leaving you two unguarded even for a second.”

“Don’t worry,” Nathan tells me. “We’ll keep our distance so you and Grace can…..do whatever it is you’re going to do.”

I groan. As if Grace and I would do anything where any of these guys could see.

They all check their weapons and most of them are carrying sidearms, too. I haven’t seen my brothers this armed in….well, ever.

Nolan walks up to me holding another shotgun and two .44s holstered in a gun belt studded with bullets. “Don’t wear this around your bride, but keep it handy in case you need it. Maybe nothing will happen, but if it does, you’ll need to be prepared.” He puts everything on the kitchen counter in front of me.

“All right, man,” I tell him. “I’ll keep an eye on things.”

“Ben and Nathan will be hanging around, too, so someone will be nearby either way in case the shit goes down,” Chuck tells me. “Ava is in her office. Mama and Emma went to town to do some shopping and…..”

“And God only knows where the old man is,” Hank finishes.

“Then I must be God because I know where he is,” Jake counters. “The old Spader place is coming up for estate auction. The old man went to meet with Mel Avery about buying the land to add to ours.”

“Anyway,” Chuck goes on. “It will be you, Grace, and Ava alone in the house with Ben and Nathan standing guard outside. Got all that?”

“Yeah, I got it.” I glance at him and then around at my brothers. “Thank you—all of you. This means a lot.”

Ethan claps me on the shoulder. “Enjoy yourself today because you’re going straight back to work tomorrow.”

“If you can walk,” Hank finishes and they all laugh as they file out of the house. 

Ben takes his shotgun to the front porch with the others, but he goes left while the rest turn right toward the barn. He heads off around the east side of the house.

Nathan leaves through the backdoor and disappears around the west side of the backyard searching the house perimeter.

I’m just appreciating the full meaning of what my brothers are doing for me. I never expected them to go to this much trouble, not just to give me time alone with Grace the day after our wedding. 

They’re also posting guards around the house to make sure we’re safe in case Dean comes back. He’s on the run from the law now with a warrant out for his arrest. I can just imagine the laundry list of charges waiting for him when the Police finally catch up with him.

I turn to the rifle and gun belt on the counter. I plan to check all three guns—as if Nolan would give me any weapon he hadn’t already checked at least ten times. These will be the cleanest, most functional guns in history.

Just then, Grace comes downstairs dressed in some of her new clothes. She blushes when she sees me and then glances around. “Where is everyone? Aren’t we having breakfast?”

“Everyone is making themselves scarce so we can spend our first day alone together. Mama and Emma went shopping and the old man is out…..doing something. Ava is in her office and Ben and Nathan are patrolling the house to make sure Dean doesn’t come around, but we probably won’t see them. The boys are giving me the day off work to spend with you.”

“Aw! That is so sweet!” She comes up to me and rises on her tiptoes to kiss me. “So…..are we having breakfast or are we going to lock ourselves in our room for the rest of the day?”

“We better eat something so we don’t pass out from starvation while we’re straining ourselves upstairs.”

She laughs and blushes again. Then she turns toward the kitchen and see the guns lying there. Her eyes fall out of their sockets and she blinks at the guns in shock before she squeaks, “What are those doing here?”

“They’re here so I can defend my cave maiden if any saber tooth tigers come near our cave to eat you.” I scoop my arm around her waist and sweep her off her feet.

She squeals with laughter and then sighs when we start kissing again. I hold her with my arms around her waist so her feet dangle off the floor, but she doesn’t struggle or try to get me to put her down.

She wraps her arms around my neck and sways when I move her from side to side. She responds to everything I do and her body shivers with barely suppressed tension. She can start up again whenever I’m ready…..and I’m definitely ready.

I put her feet back on the floor, but I don’t seem to be able to stop kissing her, especially when we both open our eyes and I see the way she’s looking at me. Those big blue pools radiate so much love and passion into my being. I could look at her all day long.

Ethan is right. I need to enjoy today. Tomorrow will be another workday and so will every other day after that. I need to savor this moment while it lasts.

“Come on,” I whisper. “Let’s get some breakfast and then we’ll take a stash upstairs with us so we don’t have to leave our cave until spring.”

She laughs again. “You’re really taking this caveman thing to the limit, aren’t you?”

“You bet. Caveman steal cave girl from neighboring tribe. Caveman take cave girl back to cave for mating and lifetime service.”

She bursts out laughing and her cheeks won’t stop coloring. “Keep telling yourself that, chump.”

Now it’s my turn to laugh. I’m going to enjoy this.

She goes into the kitchen and pulls open the fridge. “Look at all the leftovers from the wedding. We should finish those off.”

“Don’t you dare,” I counter. “You’ll eat a nutritious breakfast. You’ll need it considering the workout you’re about to get. You can binge on junk food later.”

She beams at me over her shoulder. “Yes, Sir. I’m going to make an omelet. Do you want one?”

“I’d love one. Thank you.”

She takes eggs, veggies, and cheese out of the fridge. “What do you want in it? Are you sure you don’t want to go out hunting a woolly mammoth for breakfast? I wouldn’t want you to skimp on protein.”

I chuckle to myself. “Maybe I’ll have woolly mammoth tomorrow. Just make me whatever you’re having.”

I sit down at the counter and start checking Nolan’s guns while she works around the kitchen. She moves with expert ease opening all the cupboards, scrambling the eggs in a bowl, and cutting up the veggies and cheese to add.

I watch her out of the corner of my eye and fully appreciate how awesome she is. She does everything easily and calmly. She doesn’t think she’s doing anything exceptional by making me breakfast.

I go over Nolan’s rifle and then check the two .44s. As I suspected, they’re clean, loaded, and well-oiled. He wouldn’t give me any weapon that wasn’t ready to rock and roll.

I shove the second .44 back into its holster. Nolan is right. It wouldn’t work for me to put the gun belt on when I’m going back upstairs with Grace. 

I start laughing to myself when get an image of myself stark naked except for a twin gun belt around my waist, my boots on, and wearing my hat.

Grace turns around. “What’s so funny?”

“Never mind.” I can’t stop snickering.

“Now I’m worried,” she tells me.

“Don’t be. I just thought of something funny.”

“What is it? Tell me.”

“No way.” I laugh again, and when I see the look on her face, I have to go over there and kiss her. “Let’s just say it would make even the caveman blush.”

She grins, kisses me back, and starts to turn back to her work. I need something to do while I wait for breakfast to be ready, but I don’t want to check my phone. 

I don’t want to work today. I don’t even want to know what’s happening with work. Everything work-related will still be waiting for me tomorrow after……like Hank says, when I can’t walk anymore.

That makes me grin again, but I make sure to do it silently. I don’t want Grace to think I’m laughing at her or keeping secrets from her.

I turn away from the kitchen, but I don’t know what to do except to go back to the counter and check Nolan’s guns again. I have to think of something to do until she’s ready to come upstairs with me.

Maybe I should have let her eat leftovers instead, but I’m too grateful to her for making me breakfast, so I don’t protest. 

I walk around the counter and stop in front of the guns. I don’t want to sit down. I’m already keyed up. I need to move around.

Just then, I spot Ben and Nathan through the glass doors leading to the back porch. The two men have completed their first rotation of the house and they meet up by the corral fence near the barn. They’re taking this seriously, but they keep their distance from the house.

They stand there talking while they continuously survey the landscape around the house. Ben points to the east and Nathan nods.

They both start to turn away in opposite directions to go off patrolling somewhere else. I turn back to the counter and look down at the guns. What am I supposed to do with them now?

Just then, Grace calls over her shoulder to me, “Hey, did you decide what you want to do about the…..”

At that moment, an explosion goes off behind me. A torch of fire blasts through my leg and then another one rips through my arm as machine gun fire detonates the house.

Grace screams, but I can’t see anything as the whole living room blasts apart in the mayhem. I try to turn around, but my body won’t obey me.

I make a dive for the counter to grab the guns, but my legs buckle under me and I slam down on the floor. I scramble onto my stomach in time to see Dean storm into the house carrying a huge automatic rifle. My brain doesn’t want to accept that a scarecrow like him could even lift a gun that big.

He doesn’t seem to have any trouble with it. He rotates from side to side sweeping sprays of bullets in all directions. They puncture into the couch, up the walls, and back toward the kitchen. 

At least the kitchen island protects Grace. I hear her screaming behind it, but I can’t reach her. I lie on the floor with one arm and one leg crippled from gunshot wounds. I can only lie here and watch Dean coming straight for me with that gun.

He glares down at me baring his teeth as he stalks nearer. He stands directly in front of me pointing that gun down at my head. The murderous fury in his eyes leaves me in no doubt at all exactly why he’s here.

Just then, Nathan darts in front of the living room windows on the eastern side. He aims his shotgun into the house, but Dean sees him and swivels his weapon that way just as Ben appears from the west.

Dean opens fire and a hail of bullets blasts the living room windows to smithereens. Ben and Nathan have to dive aside in opposite directions. They can’t get near the house to help me. I’m on my own.

I take that moment when Dean turns away, launch myself off the floor, dive for the counter, and snatch the gun belt before I crash back down. I slip and slide through my blood on the floor, but I don’t have time to think twice.

I flip onto my back pulling both .44s and straight-arm both guns at Dean before he finishes shooting out the living room windows. I open fire and kick out with my one good leg.

I scoot backward in a slick of blood. I have to get to Grace before he does. I have to stop him from going near her.

I scoot along the floor unloading both .44s at the same time. Explosions go off all over the house. I can’t hear anymore where they’re coming from.

Dean shrieks and lunges sideways to get out of my line of fire. I don’t see if I hit him, and the next minute, I clamber around the kitchen counter. Grace cowers against the dishwasher clamping both hands over her ears.

She won’t stop screaming. I open my mouth to call out to her, but at that moment, Dean barges around the counter coming from the other direction. I can’t move fast enough to stop him.

He dives for Grace, seizes her by the shirt, and she screams again when he flings her across the floor behind him. She somersaults away from me. I can’t stand her moving farther away from me, but I can’t get there quickly enough or do anything to stop him.

Even now, he sidesteps in front of her to block me from her. He raises his weapon and aims at me. 

I barely have time to brace my arms and open fire before his gun goes off again. I feel bullets puncture my body all over and then dead silence falls over the house.

Clouds of dust and gun smoke fill the air, but this sick feeling in my gut doesn’t come from the fresh wounds in my arms, legs, and body. Dean is gone and so is Grace. He stole her from me and I can’t stand up to go after them.

Nathan pounces on me and starts tearing my shirt off. “Holy shit, man! Hold on! We gotta stop this bleeding!”

Ava sticks her head around the corner coming from the western downstairs hallway. “Is he gone?”

“Get the first aid kit, Ava!” Nathan thunders. “And get the boys down here NOW!!”

Ben strides across my line of sight. “He isn’t here. He’s gone. Damn, that asshole can sure get around.”

“Get a truck over here, Ben!” Nathan roars. “We gotta get Wade to the hospital!”

“No!!” I push myself up on the one good arm I have left. “We gotta find Grace.”

“You’re out of your mind!” Nathan snatches the first aid kit from Ava and starts tearing it open. “You’re bleeding all over the place. You can’t even walk.”

I force myself to sit up. “He left on foot. He must be somewhere on the property. He’s desperate. He could kill her. He will kill her once he realizes she’s married—if he doesn’t realize it already.”

He freezes and stares at me. Then he compresses his lips, shakes his head, and bows over the first aid kit. “You really got it bad, don’t you?”

“She’s my wife, Nathan. What would you do?”

He doesn’t look up. He pulls out a triangle bandage, whips it into a tourniquet, and cinches it around my leg. “Fine, but at least let me stop the bleeding first.”

“Give me that gun belt, Ben,” I tell him. “I need to reload.”

He brings it over to me while Nathan works fast to tighten pressure dressings around all my wounds. I have two bullet holes in one thigh, one through my arm, and another in my side.

I got lucky this time and this one didn’t actually penetrate my body. It just tore through the skin above my hip so it isn’t serious. I wouldn’t let them send me to the hospital now for all the gold in Fort Knox. 

Grace is out there and she’s in danger. Dean broke into my house, shot the place up, and shot me, but none of that means as much as him stealing Grace.

I don’t kid myself about him stealing her so he can keep her for himself. This isn’t about that anymore. Instinct tells me he already knows we’re married. He must have been keeping the house under surveillance.

If he knows that much, he isn’t interested in getting her back for himself. He wants something else—revenge.

I try to ignore Nathan working on me and he tries his best to ignore me reloading the two .44s. Ben makes another circuit of the house. “You’re right, Wade. He left on foot. Both of them did.”

“See if the boys saw him leaving in a vehicle. Aaarrrrgh!” I bellow in Nathan’s face when he tightens a bandage too tightly around my arm.

“Well, what the hell do you think is gonna happen when you keep getting your ass shot up?!” he fires back. “You don’t actually think you’re gonna walk around on this shit, do you? Not even you could be that stupid.”

I open my mouth to argue with him. Ava stands off to one side watching us with huge eyes. None of us would dare to talk like this if my dad was home.

Fortunately, just then, my brothers storm in. “We heard the shots from all the way up on the ridge,” Jake begins. “It sounded like World War Three was breaking out.”

“It did,” Ben replies.

Hank surveys the destruction in the living room. “Holy mother-lovin’ shit! Look at this place!”

“Forget all that!” Nathan snaps over his shoulder. “This idiot actually thinks he’s gonna stand up and go after those two.”

“Of course he does,” Ethan counters. “The cocksucker stole his wife. What else is a red-blooded man supposed to do?”

“Thank you.” I cram the reloaded clip into the second .44. “Let’s go. Get the hell out of my way, Nathan.”

I shove him aside. I realize how ungrateful I’m acting considering he probably just saved me from bleeding to death—again.

I can’t think about that, but when I try to stand up, my one good leg fails me and he has to help me do that, too. “He had to take her somewhere on the property—unless you boys saw him driving off in a vehicle.”

“Nope,” Nolan replies. “We left the herd in the top pasture and rode down the ridge the whole way. No one could have gotten off the property in a vehicle.”

“I thought so. We all would have heard him coming onto the property in a car or truck, which means he must still be here. He must have stashed his vehicle off the property and taken Grace to some bolt-hole where he plans to finish off whatever the hell he’s gonna do. We gotta find him before he does it.”

“Where would that be?” Ava asks.

“I can only think of one place—the old abandoned settler’s cabin. It’s hidden enough, close enough, and defensible enough.”

“If we go up there expecting him to defend the place, we’re gonna need a lot more weapons of our own,” Ben points out. “He had at least one heavy-duty automatic weapon. He could have more that he plans to set up inside the cabin to hold us off.”

“Right.” I sling the gun belt over my shoulder and grab the rifle off the counter. “Let’s go get it done.”








  
  
Chapter 25: Grace




Istruggle to break Dean’s grip, but he yanks my arm hard enough to make me scream. “Shut up!” he snaps and shoves me toward a rundown old cabin in the hills. 

Calling the place rundown doesn’t even begin to describe it. The place is disintegrating into the landscape. Its greying board walls are all different heights. I can see straight through some of them to the building’s dusty interior.

The place doesn’t need any windows with part of the roof collapsed and sections of the walls missing. The door hangs sideways off one hinge. Some of the siding boards have fallen away. Now they prop at a slant against what’s left of the cabin walls.

Dean hefts his massive gun in his left hand and crushes my arm in his right. He snarls and glares at me so furiously that I don’t have to wonder what I’m doing here. He already knows I married Wade. Now Dean is here for the reckoning.

He yanks the door aside, shoves me into the cabin hard enough to make me stumble, and lets go of my arm just at the right time so I sprawl on the dirt floor.

I scream again, but he’s already storming into the building and he kicks me hard across the back. “Shut the hell up!” he barks. “Don’t say a single word or I’ll blow your head off!”

He slams the door—or tries to. It sways on its one remaining hinge when he shuts the door, but it bangs into the doorpost and bounces off. It flaps there sagging and doesn’t actually shut.

I claw at the dirt trying to get away from him and I glance over my shoulder to see how far away he is. He stands behind me baring his teeth in rage. The light coming through the half-open door behind him frames him in a monstrous halo of fuming murderous wrath.

I gape up at him as the realization hits me. He’s gonna kill me. I knew he was bringing me here for that, but now I know it for certain. Dean shot Wade and probably killed him, too. Now it’s my turn.

Dean just wanted to get me away from Wade so Dean could finish me off in private. He wants to see my face and for me to see his face when it happens. He wants to gloat over me so he knows and I know that he was the one who stopped me from living that dream life with Wade.

Dean doesn’t shoot me right away, though. He stands there breathing heavily and his lips shiver with fury. He doesn’t even raise his gun to aim at me.

He waits a few seconds and then turns to one side, slides down the wall, and pulls a first aid kit toward him.

My gaze follows his every move with surreal attention. That’s when I notice that he’s stocked this place for doomsday. 

Only one part of the roof has collapsed in one of the side bedrooms. The front room is pretty much intact except for the gaps between the boards.

A bunch of plastic tote bins line one wall. That looks like the sturdiest wall in the whole building, but these bins could withstand the weather even if it wasn’t. A bungy cord stretches across each tote lid to keep them secured just in case. This bastard thinks of everything—almost.

He pops a bungy cord, pulls a first aid kit out of the nearest bin, and starts bandaging three bullet wounds—one through his upper bicep and two more in his left leg. So Wade managed to land a few shots on this dope after all. Good.

My mind clears, now that Dean isn’t paying attention to me anymore. Maybe I could do the same thing. He rests his gun against the wall so he can use both hands. Could I get that weapon away from him and kill the sucker right here?

My heart flips when I think that. I’ve never done anything as daring as that in my life. Then again, I’ve never been some deranged gunman’s prisoner, either. Dean could have killed me in the Crenshaws’ kitchen, but he doesn’t care about that.

Just when I start to think I could do something to stop him, he shoots me a death glare across the room before he goes back to wrapping gauze around his arm.

“Don’t you even move, you filthy traitorous whore!” he hisses. “Don’t move or I’ll kill you.”

I don’t remind him that he already said that or that me marrying another man doesn’t make me a whore. This guy has completely snapped his cable. Trying to reason with him won’t accomplish anything.

Maybe I can keep him talking, though. “What are you going to do?”

“That’s for me to know and you to find out.” He gasps in pain when he tightens the bandage on his arm. “You just sit there and keep your mouth shut.”

“The Police are looking for you,” I tell him. “Did you know that? They have a warrant out for your arrest. They’ll come looking for you and I’m sure the Crenshaws have already reported you for assaulting their house. We’re still on Turning Point Ranch property, aren’t we?” I take the plunge and go for broke. “We can’t stay here or the Police will find us.”

“Shut up!” he snaps much louder. “I don’t need you to help me plan this. I can do that on my own….and don’t pretend you care about me.”

That’s what this all comes down to. He wants me to care about him. “Do you want me to help you bandage those? You look like you could use an extra pair of hands.”

“You stay right where you are,” he snarled. “Don’t you dare come near me after you…..”

He cuts himself off. Those words just make me mad. How dare he accuse me of betraying him?

“After I what?” I snap and hold up my left hand so he can see my wedding rings. “Do you see this? I’m married to Wade Crenshaw and there’s nothing you can do about that. I love him! I never loved you. I hate you! You’re a murdering creep, Dean. That’s all you ever were and that’s all you’ll ever be. You’re in Idaho right now because you’re a creep and a monster. God only knows how many people you’ve killed along the way.”

He temporarily forgets about bandaging his leg so he can narrow his eyes and bare his teeth at me again. “You better shut the hell up! You are NOT married to Wade Crenshaw, and even if you were, I’ll kill him and then you’ll marry me.”

I force myself to laugh extra loud in his face. “Do you honestly think I would have anything to do with you after I’ve been with Wade? You don’t hold a candle to him! You’re nothing! You’re a pathetic little boy! You’re such a pathetic little whiner that you couldn’t even stand to hear that a woman wasn’t interested in you. You had to go running all the way across the country shooting the place up and killing innocent people because you can’t handle reality. You’re a loser, Dean! You’re a sniveling baby. He’s a man. He’s the kind of man that women dream about at night and I married him. You will never get me away from Wade…and you’ll never kill him, either. He’ll keep coming after you until he kills you and then he and I will live happily ever after.”

“SHUT UP!!” he thunders. “JUST SHUT THE HELL UP!!”

I lean back against the wall, cross my arms over my chest, and smirk at him. “Go ahead. Hole up here with your gun and your first aid kit and whatever else you have stashed up here. Do you see what a loser you are? You’ll still be sitting here when he comes. Then he’ll blow your brains out and good riddance!”

“You rotten bitch!” he roars, grabs his gun, and tries to stand up, but his injured leg stops him.

He flounders for a second and then has to sit down while he finishes bandaging it. I stay where I am and watch him in triumph. I’ll just keep needling him until the Crenshaws come.

Now I know for certain that I’m right. We’re still on Turning Point land. The Crenshaws must know that. They’ll come for me and Dean won’t be able to fight them all.

Dean could have shot me in the kitchen. He could have shot me when he first brought me to this cabin. He could have shot me just now when I called him a sniveling baby, but he didn’t.

Something tells me he won’t ever be able to shoot me, no matter how he might threaten me. He still thinks we’re going to get together after this. He thinks I’m going to live happily ever after with him instead of Wade—as if I could ever live happily ever after with a man who killed Wade.

Dean didn’t kill Wade. Wade was still alive when Dean took me from the house. Ben and Nathan were both there. They won’t let anything happen to Wade and then the Crenshaws will come for me. I just need to hold out for long enough.

Something I said must have worked because Dean finishes bandaging his leg, pushes himself off the wall to struggle to his feet, and then hoists his massive gun. 

Don’t ask me how he holds it up. He doesn’t look strong enough to pick his teeth, much less handle something as big and heavy as that.

He aims it at the ceiling with one hand, storms over to me, and seizes my arm again. “Get up! I said get up!”

“I….Dean….!” I shriek.

He only snarls at me and yanks me toward the door. Then he changes his mind and heads over to his tote bins.

“What are you doing?” I ask. “Do you have a car somewhere nearby?”

“Of course I do!” he snaps. “Do you think I walked here from Coeur d’Alene?”

I don’t reply. How should I know what Dean does or why? Nothing this guy does makes sense.

He stops me near his totes and rips into them one after another. One contains military-issue instant meals in sealed packages. Another tote contains even more medical gear than the small first aid kit he just used.

He breaks into a third tote. My blood runs cold when I see a whole bunch of guns piled on top of each other along with boxes of ammunition. 

Dean grabs two small semi-auto handguns. They look like they might be 9mm, but I don’t know enough about guns to be sure.

He crams them into his waistband, goes to the next tote, and pops the bungee on that one when we hear a man’s voice coming from outside. The voice sounds too loud and staticky. Someone calls out to Dean through a megaphone.

“We know you’re in there, Dean! Send Grace out unharmed and we’ll turn you over to the Police. You can go to prison for your crimes. You don’t have to die, but if you threaten Grace or try to defend yourself, we’ll use lethal force.”

It takes me a while to place the voice. It isn’t Chuck or Ethan…..or Ben. The voice is too low and too husky to be Wade’s. It sounds like Nathan. 

Are he and Ben up here? Why wouldn’t they take Wade to the hospital? He looked pretty bad when I last saw him at the house.

Dean reacts instantly, grabs my arm, and jerks me toward him. He makes me stumble again and I end up toppling into him, but he doesn’t notice.

He holds me close to his body and hides behind me when he shoves me toward the front wall. He uses me as a shield while we both peek through the gaps at the landscape outside.

I don’t see anything right away. A blistering wind shrieks across the countryside blowing grass, dried-out bushes, trash, and even a few broken signs in front of it. It scours the landscape and makes the terrain look hollow, desolate, and forbidding.

I don’t know what I expected to see. Maybe I’ve seen too many Western movies. Did I really think the Crenshaws would come up here in covered wagons or something?

I don’t see any pickup trucks, either, or any horses or any other vehicles. I don’t see anything until I spot the top crown of a cowboy hat peeking over a nearby hill.

Nathan calls through the megaphone again. “The Police are on their way right now, Dean! They’re sending out a tactical chopper from Boise. If you don’t surrender to us, the whole damn SWAT team will come out here gunning for you. Give yourself up now before this gets any worse. You don’t want anything to happen to Grace. You know you don’t really want to hurt her. We all know how much you care about her. You only wanted her to be yours, right? You don’t have to throw away both your lives over this.”

“You better pull back and retreat!” Dean bellows through the walls. “If I see anyone out there, I’ll shoot Grace! You know I will! What’s one more murder charge on my rap sheet?”

I want to struggle, break away, and run from him when he talks like that, but I don’t dare to move. I feel him huddling behind me. If the Crenshaws or the SWAT team try to shoot their way into this house, they’ll hit me first. Hell, Dean might even survive the assault and live to face trial. That would be just my luck.

Dean peeks over my shoulder and swivels his head right and left trying to see everything outside. Whoever’s hat that was must have pulled back the way he said because I don’t see it anymore—or anyone else’s hats. Did they really leave? Did they abandon me here with this murderous lunatic?

That thought makes me want to cry. The Crenshaws are my last hope. Is Wade even out here? Is he dead after all?

Dean hisses in my ear. “Stay here and don’t move. I’m gonna get out the heavy artillery. They’ll never capture me. I don’t care how many of them I have to take with me. I’ll never stand trial!”

He lets go of me and steps away heading back to his totes. He told me not to move, but insatiable curiosity takes over and I wind up turning around to watch him. I don’t want to think about what he means by heavy artillery. Does he have enough weaponry up here even to take on the SWAT team?

He takes two steps away from me, and at that moment, something flies across the cabin from my right. It comes out of nowhere, and before I can move, Wade collides with Dean and tackles him flat to the floor.

Dean’s gun falls out of his hand, but neither of them notice. They’re too busy grappling with each other, tumbling over and over each other, and pitching all over the room.

I stare at them trying to get my brain to switch back into gear. How can Wade be in here when all his brothers are still outside?

Just at that moment, Dean does something, overturns Wade, pins him onto his back, and something must have aggravated Wade’s injuries. He rears back and bellows in pain and fury, but he can’t get away with Dean holding him down.

Dean lunges on top of him and hauls back his fist to punch Wade. Dean lands blows on Wade’s side and blood erupts through Wade’s shirt. 

Wade tries to strike back, but he can’t move very well. Blood stains his clothes. That’s when I notice all the bullet holes in his jeans and shirt.

The sight of Wade in trouble snaps me out of my trace. I spring across the room and snatch Dean’s gun, but it’s way too heavy for me. It takes me an age just to point it in the right direction.

By that time, Wade and Dean are already tumbling the other way across the floor. I don’t know the first thing about shooting a gun, but I slip my finger around the trigger anyway. That’s the first step. I’ll figure the rest out later.

I’ll do anything to help Wade, but when I get ready to shoot Dean, Wade gets the upper hand and slams Dean down on the floor. 

Wade pins him under one elbow, and instead of trying to hit Deal anywhere vital, Wade punches Dean in the gunshot wounds in his leg.

Dean screeches in agony and Wade goes into some mindless devil rage. He bares his teeth and roars as savagely as Dean ever did. Wade smashes his fist into Dean’s leg a dozen times before Dean rallies to fight back.

I follow their movements everywhere they go, but I can’t get a clear shot at Dean—not without hitting Wade in the process. I don’t trust myself to shoot straight even when I do have a clear angle to hit Dean.

I’m too terrified for Wade’s safety to keep track of what they’re doing to each other. They flop one on top of the other again and again. 

They rage all over the house and then, without warning, for no reason I can see, they somersault away from me. Wade does something, crashes onto his back with another bellow of pain, and hurls Dean off.

Dean flies clear, hits the dirt, and scrambles to get up again, but Wade reacts faster. He twists onto his back, yanks two .44s from his waistband, and braces his arms to unload them on Dean.

Dean has the same idea at the same time, pulls his two 9mms, and levels them at Wade, but Wade is already opening fire.

Gunfire explodes through the cabin and Wade’s shots punch through Dean’s skull in rapid succession. He flails wide trying to aim both his weapons and then his head dissolves in a cloud of blood and shattered bone.

The body staggers into the back wall, stumbles over Dean’s totes, and collapses. I can’t move to lower the gun I stole from him. I keep pointing it at Dean’s body. My mind doesn’t want to accept that he really is gone.

Wade lies where he is pointing both his guns at Dean’s body, too. Wade stays there, stiff and alert, long after Dean falls.








  
  
Chapter 26: Grace




Wade collapses back onto the dirt floor. His arms hit the ground on either side of him, but he doesn’t let go of his guns. His head falls and he gets dirt in his hair, but he doesn’t notice. 

He shuts his eyes and lets out a shuddering gasp as all the fight drains out of him. I can’t keep away from him for a second longer.

I drop Dean’s weapon and race across the room to fall on my knees next to Wade. “You’re all right! You’re all right!” I throw my arms around him and try to pick him up. “I thought you were dead!”

“So did I,” he husks and one arm closes around my neck. “I thought I’d lost you.”

Something hard bumps my shoulder when he pulls me down on top of him. He’s still holding the gun—both of them.

I don’t argue. He’s the best man alive. He came for me and now Dean is dead because of Wade.

He sinks onto his back shaking and gasping. He keeps shutting his eyes and shuddering. “Can you get up?” I ask. “Do we need to take you to the hospital?”

“Don’t take me anywhere, baby,” he rasps. “Just let me lie here and rest.”

Just then, the megaphone barks outside. “We’re coming in, Dean! That was your last warning!”

“It’s all right, Nathan!” I yell. “He’s dead and Wade is hurt!”

“Don’t tell him that!” Wade growls.

I can’t listen. I have to help Wade. I leap to my feet, rush to the gaps in the front wall, and raise my voice to call across the landscape. I still can’t see anything. “It’s all right, guys! Dean is dead and Wade……He says he’s all right!”

Nathan sticks his head over the rise where I saw the cowboy hat. Then all the other brothers show themselves, too.

They’re all armed to the teeth and most carry assault rifles as big as Dean’s, but none of the Crenshaws aim at me.

“Is it all clear?” Ethan calls down.

“Yes!! Wade’s all right! He’s…..”

He appears at my side, but he can barely walk on his injured leg. He hugs one bleeding arm over his blood-stained shirt. 

“I’m all right, boys!” he yells. “Slim Shady is down. You can lower your guns and come on in.”

The Crenshaws overrun the house aiming their guns at everything—the walls, Dean’s body, and even the totes full of supplies.

Wade sags against the wall holding himself up with one arm. I try to help him and he winds up resting his weight on me. He weighs more than I can support alone. How much longer can I hold him up?

I’m just about to ask when we hear the faraway thump of a helicopter getting closer. Ethan peeks outside and squints at the sky. “We better call Rod and tell him what’s going on.” Then he scowls at Wade. “You should go to the hospital. We’ll explain everything to Rod and you two can give your statements at the hospital.”








