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Chapter 1: Hank




Iraise my rifle, take aim at the back of a steer’s head, and fire. 

The shot thumps into the creature’s skull and makes the body bounce on the long grass, but the steer doesn’t move apart from that.

I leave the body lying there and go to the next one. Dozens of steers lie on their sides all over the pasture.

The Crenshaw boys and I work our way through the herd one steer at a time. I drop down on one knee and pry back the next steer’s eyelid.

The white of its eye is completely bloodshot, but the creature isn’t breathing anymore.

“Just put it down and keep moving, man,” Wade calls over from the next steer. “We don’t have time for first aid.”

“This one is already dead,” I tell him and stand up. 

Right then, Ethan’s phone rings in his pocket. He works the line on my other side.

He stops walking and props his rifle against his hip to answer his phone.

“It’s Gabe,” he tells us and raises the phone to talk into the speaker. “What’s up, boy?”

Gabe’s voice comes from the other end of the line. “Where are you boys? I brought over that sugar you asked for.”

Chuck goes over to Ethan and talks into the speaker himself. “You can’t come onto the property, man. We’re having a massive outbreak. We don’t even know what’s causing it, but it’s wiping out our whole herd. We need to quarantine the ranch so whatever this is doesn’t spread to your place. Leave the sugar by the gate, get back in your truck, and go home. We’ll call you when it’s safe to come over.”

“You mean…..Lucy and I can’t even come over for dinner tonight?” Gabe counters. “We were looking forward to that.”

“You better not,” Ethan tells him. “You don’t want to carry this back to your cattle on your clothes or something.”

“We aren’t going anywhere, little brother,” Wade interjects. “You can come over for dinner when we get this thing under control.”

Gabe’s voice falls. “Oh. Okay. That sounds really bad.”

Wade casts a pained look around the pasture dotted with dead cattle. “You have no idea.”

A different noise drifts through the other end of the phone. “Hey, man. The vet just showed up. I’ll give him the sugar to bring up to you.”

“Thanks, boy,” Chuck tells him. “Tell him we’re in the North Tops.”

“You got it. I hope you get it under control before it gets out of hand. I’ll see you around. Call me if you need anything.”

Gabe hangs up and Ethan puts his phone away. Wade makes another disgusted face at the surrounding pasture and mutters, “Things are already out of hand.”

We all get back to work putting down the rest of the stricken cattle. Half of them are already dead. The others are beyond saving.

I shoot another three before I sneak a peek at my phone. It’s four-thirty-five in the afternoon.

I put my phone back before anyone sees me checking it and keep going. Jack makes a puking noise at the far end of the line where he works with Ben and Nathan. 

The group of brothers looks awfully small, now that Gabe and Jake both live somewhere else. 

I wouldn’t think two men would make that much difference out of ten, but they do. Turning Point Ranch doesn’t feel the same without them.

The vet shows up in his black pickup right then, consults with Chuck and Wade, and bends over one of the steers to examine its face, nose, mouth, and other parts of its head.

I stand back out of the way so no one sees me check my phone again. I don’t hear what the vet tells Wade is wrong with the cattle.

It’s ten minutes to five now.

I don’t think anyone sees me, but I’m wrong.

“Are you in a hurry?” Ethan demands.

I look up in surprise. “Huh?”

He juts his chin at my phone. “Is something more important to you than whether this ranch goes bankrupt?”

I open my mouth, but right then, the vet gets in his truck, drives away, and Wade and Chuck come over to us. The rest of the brothers gather around.

Wade passed his hand across his eyes. “You all heard him. We have to put down every steer in the herd, even the ones that don’t seem to be infected. It’s the only way to stop the outbreak. Nathan, you take Jack, Hank, and Ben down to the Southern Draw and start putting down the herd there.”

“But those cattle are all healthy,” Nathan tells him. “Slaughtering them all now would cost us thousands—or even millions of dollars.”

“You heard what the vet said,” Wade counters. “If we ever tried to sell these cattle against a vet’s advice and someone got sick, we would lose the ranch and we could all face criminal prosecution. We just have to bite the bullet.”

“This is a disaster,” Jack murmurs. 

“It’s more than a disaster,” Chuck growls. “We could lose the ranch anyway.”

“We just have to follow the vet’s advice,” Wade replies. “We still have Iron Mountain and East Wood. We can rebuild. Now let’s get this over with before the sun goes down. Then we can all get a decent night’s sleep and deal with tomorrow when it comes.”

He starts to turn away when Ethan interrupts. “Hank has something he wants to tell you boys.”

My head shoots up a second time. “No, I don’t!”

Ethan levels me with one of his brutal stares. “Are you sure about that? Go on. Tell us all what is so all-fired important.”

I open my mouth, but no sound comes out, especially when all the others turn around to stare at me.

“What’s going on?” Nathan asks.

“Hank?” Wade prompts. “We have a lot of work to do and not much time to do it. I need you to go with Nathan….”

“It’s Friday,” I blurt out. “It’s five o’clock Friday afternoon. I’m supposed to have the weekend off from work.”

Ben rolls his eyes to Heaven and turns away. “Oh, here we go again!” he groans.

“I’m the only employee of the ranch, now that Nolan is part of the family,” I counter. “I’m supposed to get the weekend off. It’s five o’clock Friday afternoon. It’s after five o’clock. I should be getting overtime pay right now.”

“You would seriously run out on us at a time like this?!” Jack snaps. “Our whole future is hanging in the balance and you want to get paid so you can go into town and blow your wad on booze, hookers, and gambling parlors? You won’t even have a job to come back to if we lose the ranch, you worthless piece of trailer trash.”

I brace myself for a showdown. “You’re violating the law if you don’t give me my pay and let me go.”

“I really thought you were pulling your life together, kid,” Nathan mutters. “I really thought you were trying to make something of yourself. Instead, you go running around town all weekend and come crawling back here before Saturday is even over. You come back as broke as the day you walked in here. You’re a waste of our time. Now you’re leaving us high and dry when we really need your help right now. I don’t know why the old man gave you a chance, but if it was up to me, you would be out on your ass for this.”

Wade compresses his lips. “You know what, boy? If you want to be a drunken gambler and a whore hound, you go right ahead—but if you aren’t back here ready to work on Monday morning, don’t bother to come back at all. Understand?”

I laugh without meaning to when he calls me a whore hound. The boys are always making jokes about me and my whoring around—not to mention losing all my money at the gambling tables.

I realize a second too late that laughing about this is the worst thing I can do, but it’s too late.

Wade slices his finger at me. “Get out of here. You make me sick.”

They all turn away. They actually turn their backs on me.

I rode up here in Ethan’s truck and none of them offers to drive me down to the house. I have to walk.

I get as far away from them as I can as quickly as I can. I want to get into town.

The Crenshaw boys always put a lot of pressure on me to man up and take some responsibility for my life. They try to make me as responsible and steadfast as they are.

I try, but I always fall short of their expectations. They always find something to criticize.

I high-tail it down to the ranch house and head for Ava Crenshaw’s computer lab. She doesn’t look up from her screen when she asks, “What’s up, sweetie?” 

“It’s five o’clock Friday afternoon. I’m off work for the weekend. I’m here to get paid.”

She still doesn’t look up. “Nolan is handling payroll now. You have to get him to pay you.”

I look around at nothing. “Where is he? He wasn’t out with the boys.”

“He’s in Daddy’s office fixing the computer for Wade and Chuck. You can go tell him.”

I cross the hall to Tom Crenshaw’s office. Coming in here still hurts. Tom was the one who gave me a chance by bringing me to work here. 

It was the best thing that ever happened to me. Now he’s dead.

I don’t see Nolan. The office is empty.

The stack of computer components lies face down on Tom’s huge oaken desk. Tools, stripped pieces of scrap wire, random electronic circuit boards, and a bunch of other stuff lie scattered over the desktop.

I’m just about to leave and tell Ava that Nolan isn’t in here, but right then, he stands up from behind the desk. He must have been doing something down on the floor.

He barely glances at me before he bends over the computer stack. “What’s on your mind, son?” he asks.

“It’s Friday afternoon. Ava said you’re handling payroll. I want to get paid so I can go into town.”

He looks up and levels me with a stare of his own, but he doesn’t glare in outright hatred like the other boys do.

He studies me. He isn’t wearing his hat and his hair hangs over his eyes.

“Let me guess,” he remarks. “You want to get paid in cash again.”

I nod. “Yep.”

“I could help you set up a bank account if you want me to,” Nolan tells me. “I could help you clean up your finances. You could actually start saving for your future. You don’t have to keep running around like this and living on other people’s dime.”

I shrug that away. “I don’t need a bank account if I always get paid in cash.”

He tinkers with the computer again before he looks up. “Did Wade say anything when you told him you were leaving in the middle of the outbreak?”

I try to look away and pretend to smirk, but it doesn’t come out right. “He might have said a few things.”

Nolan doesn’t answer. He keeps studying me with that penetrating stare of his.

He knows what it’s like to work as a hired hand at Turning Point Ranch. He just doesn’t understand me.

He dedicated seven years of hard work to this ranch. He gave the ranch everything. He never bailed out—for anything.

He never would have left the Crenshaws to fend for themselves in the middle of a disaster like this. 

I can’t remember him ever even leaving for the weekend the whole time he worked here. He worked straight through from Friday night until Monday morning. 

He didn’t have a life—and now Turning Point Ranch and the Crenshaw family are his life.

He earned his place in this family and now he has a beautiful, brilliant wife to show for it—not to mention his name on the family trust. 

He has it made. He couldn’t be more different from me, but his eyes tell me a different story.

He looks at me like he actually understands me. He might be the only man on the whole ranch who does understand me even though we hardly ever talk to each other.

Nolan hardly talks to anyone. He keeps quiet most of the time.

That gives him a perfect opportunity to understand everyone. He sees all and knows all in ways not even Tom Crenshaw could.

He finally puts down his tools. “Come with me and I’ll give you the money.”

He wipes his hands on a rag and leads me back over to Ava’s computer lab. She doesn’t look up from her work.

Nolan does something on a different computer and prints out my pay stub for me. Then he opens the wall safe and takes out the cash box.

He counts out the money and catches my eye when he puts it in my hand. “Try not to spend it all in one place,” he tells me. “You have my number. You can call me if you need me.”

I take the money, shower and change my clothes in the bunkhouse, and skedaddle.

I get into my car, fire up the engine, and motor down the highway to Coeur d’Alene. At least I don’t have to listen to the Crenshaw boys harping in my ear anymore about what a loser I am.

I roll down the window, stick my elbow out, and start to relax. I have all weekend to myself and a wad of money in my pocket. It’s time for me to kick back and enjoy myself.

I motor into town planning what I’m going to do with the rest of my weekend.

I park down the block from the grocery store. A few scantily clad women stand out in front of a liquor store on the corner.

I laugh to myself again when I think of Wade calling me a whore hound. That’s one of the more complimentary things the brothers have said about me. They can get downright nasty about my weekends away in town.

I get out of my car and stuff my keys in my pocket on my way toward the grocery store. I need supplies first.

My hand automatically closes around the money in my pocket. It makes a nice, satisfying bulge in my hand. Life always looks better when I have money in my pocket.

The girls in front of the liquor store bend over so I can see their cleavage. They rotate sideways and arch their backs to show off the rounded curves of their asses. 

“Hey, cowboy,” one of them calls out. “Are you looking for something?”

I wave at them. “Good evening, ladies. I’m just going to the grocery store right now. Maybe I’ll see you later.”

“I’ll take good care of you,” a girl with bleach-blonde hair tells me. “I can give it to you better than any of them.”

I find myself laughing. “I bet you can.”

I keep going. Their suggestions and offers follow me down the block. I have a few things I need to do before I let my hair down.

I head for the grocery store, but before I get there, I have to pass behind a different building and cross a street.

Without warning, someone lunges out of an alley between this building and the liquor store. I don’t see who it is before the person snatches me by the shirt and yanks me into an alley.

I turn around trying to see what’s going on when a fist smashes me across the cheekbone. I go down hard and four guys attack me punching, kicking, and hitting me with bats.

I curl into a ball before another kick hits me in the face. My hat flies off and I blink stars out of my eyes.

They beat me all over my body and then one of them kicks me in the face hard enough to stun me.

Before I can even move, they all jump on top of me. Two of them hold my arms down. One of them lands across my legs. They pin me to the ground while the last guy rummages in my pockets.

They find the money and my keys right away. I panic when I feel them pulling the money out of my pocket “Hey! Cut it out!” I scramble to sit up, but one of the guys holding my arm punches me again.

They all stand up and take off for the mouth of the alley. I stumble to my feet and lunge for them. 

I tackle one of them to the ground, but he isn’t the guy with my money. 

I clamber on top of him and punch him back. I’m too out of my mind to think straight. His friends turn back to help him—and that’s when a cop car pulls up in front of the alley with its siren wailing.

The other three guys try to make a break for it and then stop and raise their hands when the officers enter the alley with their guns drawn.

I’m still hammering on that one guy when the cops come over. I barely notice when they haul me off, slam me face down on the ground, and cuff me.

“They took my money!” I roar. “They jumped me and took my money!”

“You can put it all in the Police report,” one of the cops tells me and yanks me to my feet. “Let’s go.”








  
  
Chapter 2: Emma




Iduck behind the bushes and peek through the undergrowth at a sprawling garden and wide lawn leading up to a terrace behind the mansion. 

I glance right and left, but I don’t see anyone around. It’s late afternoon, so this is the worst time to try to break into someone’s house.

I’ve come too far to back down now, so I sneak a little farther forward. The patio doors leading from the terrace stand open to a tall breezeway inside the house. I can see oil paintings, vases of flowers, and fancy furniture from here.

The open doors aren’t a good sign, though. I might have to pull the plug if anyone is home.

I don’t see any dogs, though. That’s a bonus.

I step out of the bushes and tiptoe past the pool. I sidestep level with the terrace so I can look into the house.

I can see more stuff from here—fancy stuff that could probably bring in a nice chunk of change when I sell it.

I’m just about to take the first step toward the terrace steps when a man comes out of the pool cabana ten feet away.

I freeze when he sees me—and he freezes when I see him. He can’t be over forty. He has short, neat brown hair and bright blue eyes, a square jaw, and he wears casual clothes. 

We stare at each other for a split second before I break away and run for it. I have to run back through the garden to get away. I even have to climb over the wall into the alley behind the property.

The guy runs after me and overtakes me. He grabs me by the elbow and yanks me to a halt before I make it fifty feet.

“Hold it right there, girl,” he snaps. “You aren’t going anywhere!”

I struggle to break his grip, but he grabs me, wraps his arms around me, and restrains me.

“Let me go!” I shriek. “Leave me alone!”

“Oh, no!” he fires back. “Now if you don’t settle down, I’ll call the Police.”

“Get off me, you bastard!” I try to elbow him, but I can’t even raise my arms with him holding me like this.

“Keep still, you little wild cat!” he snaps. “I know your family. If you settle down and shut the hell up, I’ll call your brothers instead of the cops. Is that what you want? Do you want to shame your whole family by going to jail?”

I struggle a little more, but his words penetrate my brain. My brothers are going to find out about this one way or the other. They’ll find out for certain if I get arrested.

I can’t break the guy’s grip anyway. He’s too strong.

He waits for me to calm down before he unwraps his arms, but he doesn’t let me go.

He takes hold of my elbow and marches me back to the house.

He leads me inside—inside the same house I was just planning to rob.

He takes me to his fancy office. It looks nothing like my father’s office. This one is modern with glass on three sides and a flat, white, metallic-looking desk.

This office doesn’t contain a single book. It doesn’t even have a computer. It looks like a prison cell.

He shoves me into a chair across the room and stands over me muttering under his breath while he takes his phone out of his pocket. 

“I knew your father for years,” he murmurs. “No one admired and respected Tom Crenshaw more than I did. What do you think he would say if he could see you now?”

I look away. I don’t want to talk about my father, especially not to some stranger I’ve never even met.

This idiot has no idea what my life is like or how my father’s death affected me. I might be riding home in disgrace, but I don’t need a damn lecture about it.

He taps on his phone and then holds it to his ear.

“Hey, man,” he begins. “It’s Sean Ralston. Yeah, thanks. You, too. Hey, I’m really sorry to tell you this, but I just caught your little sister breaking into my house—or about to break into my house. I found her before she actually did anything. Yeah, she was in the backyard scoping the place out. She’s in my office now. I told her I would call you instead of the Police as a favor to your family.”

He stands there in silence for a minute listening. Which one of my brothers did he call? He would only have called one of them—Wade.

I cringe when I think about facing Wade. This is almost worse than going to jail.

Sean says, “Yeah, no problem. I’ll keep an eye on her until you get here. See ya.”

He hangs up and sits down in another chair nearby. “He’s on his way down to pick you up. We just have to wait for him to get here.”

I shrink a little deeper into my seat. I really want to leave. Now I have to sit here and wait for the axe to fall.

At least Sean doesn’t try to talk to me or give me any armchair therapy while we wait. He just sits there in silence, which somehow makes it so much worse.

I squirm and make sure to look out the window instead of at Sean. I would rather get caught by someone who doesn’t know my family. Then they wouldn’t know about me.

Almost two hours pass before anything happens. Sean sits there through the whole thing tapping on his phone. He doesn’t even look at me.

He never leaves even to go to the bathroom. He won’t do anything to let me escape.

We finally hear a knock on a door deeper in the house. Sean stands up and waves at me. “Let’s go.”

I stand up and follow him through the house. It’s bigger, fancier, and richer than I ever imagined. 

It would be the perfect house to rob—except that I won’t be able to now. He knows about me. He’ll make sure I don’t get in a second time.

He leads me through a bunch of living rooms and down a bunch of halls. We eventually pass down a long, high-ceiling foyer to the big front doors.

Sean opens one of them—and my jaw drops in horror when I see the man standing outside. It isn’t Wade. It’s Nathan.

He turns his hard, dark eyes on me. This is so much worse than if Wade came himself.

Sean steps forward and sticks out his hand. “Thanks for coming, man.”

Nathan shakes his hand. “We’re the ones who should be thanking you. We won’t forget this. We owe you big time for this.”

“Forget it. I’m just glad she’ll be in good hands now.”

Nathan makes a face. “She will be because she’ll be under lock and key. I’m serious. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call us. We’re in your debt.”

“Stop it. It’s the least I can do after everything your old man did for me.”

Nathan turns to me and his eyes harden even more if that’s possible. No one can reduce a person to a quivering mass like Nathan can.

He barely makes a sound when he waves me through the door. “Let’s go,” he mutters.

I can’t look at either of them, so I keep my head down on my way out of the house. I’ve never even seen it from the front.

Nathan’s truck sits parked in the circular driveway surrounded by tall trees swaying in the wind.

I’m just hoping we can drive back home to the ranch in silence when I see someone sitting in the front passenger seat of the truck.

I stop dead in my tracks when I realize it’s Hank Earnhart, the young hired hand who works for the ranch.

His face is a mass of bruises. One of his eyes swells half-shut and he has a split lip. Bruises run down his neck and his torn shirt hangs open at the collar. He looks absolutely awful.

“What the hell?” I gasp. “What is he doing here?”

“He got arrested,” Nathan snaps, grabs my arm, and spins me around to face him. “Is that what you want—to wind up in jail—again? What the hell is wrong with you? Do you think you’re the only one having a hard time after the old man’s death?”

I yank my arm out of his grip and try to turn away. “You don’t know anything about it! You don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“I know you’ve gotten arrested five other times for theft and breaking and entering. I know you’ve gotten caught a dozen more times on top of that—and those are only the ones we know about. What the hell is happening to you? You used to be such a sweet, wonderful girl. Now look at you. What do you think is going to happen to you if you keep going like this? Do you really think this is what the old man wanted for you—for you to turn into a worthless criminal who drags the whole family down with you?”

“Well, Daddy isn’t here!” I scream out, and before I can stop myself, I start crying. “What’s the point in trying to be what he wants me to be when he isn’t here?”

Nathan completely ignores my tears. “You might think about the rest of us for a change,” he snaps. “The ranch is in the middle of a deadly outbreak that is wiping out our herds. Now we have to put down all our stock and start over—and I’m out here driving around the countryside dealing with you instead of helping the boys trying to save what’s left of our family ranch. Don’t you even care about that? What do you think this will do to Mama when you get home and she finds out you got caught again?”

“I DON’T CARE!!” I bellow, but I can’t stop crying. “NONE OF YOU CARES ABOUT ME!! YOU JUST WANT ME TO BE YOUR GOOD LITTLE GIRL SO I DON’T MAKE YOU LOOK BAD!! I HATE YOU ALL!!”

His face closes up like a steel trap. He’s heard it all before. 

He compresses his lips, shoots me another menacing glare, and turns away. “Get in the truck.”

He stands guard while I go over to the truck. Hank won’t look at me at all when he gets out of the front passenger seat, pulls the lever to tilt it forward, climbs into the back, and pulls the seat into place so I can sit next to Nathan in the front. Great.

Nathan still stands guard until I sit down, shut the door, and put on my seat belt. Only then does he walk around the truck, get behind the wheel, and drive out of Sean’s driveway.








