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            Prologue

            Merrick Ranch, Wyoming—Twenty years previous

         

         Six-year-old Jonah Merrick sat astride his spotted pony, eating the dust from his brothers’ mounts as the three boys followed the lead of their father, grandfather, and great-grandfather across a high meadow. It wasn’t unusual for the four generations of Merricks, who lived together on their sprawling ranch, to ride across their Wyoming ranchland on a pretty summer day. What was unusual was the absence of the Merrick women. After the death of their mother, Leigh, the three brothers were almost always accompanied by either their aunt Liz (their father’s younger sister) or their gram Meg, who had assumed the mantle of both teacher and surrogate mother. But today was different, and Jonah’s older brothers, nine-year-old Brand and eight-year-old Casey, had hinted that something monumental would be happening.

         As they drew near the sprawling herd, Jonah’s father, Bo, circled back to his sons to point up ahead.

         “Now that the branding is over and the cattle are settling into the summer rangeland, the wranglers have earned a weekend in town. We’ll be spending the next two days and nights up here keeping an eye on the herd.”

         “Oh boy.” Brand gave a whoop of delight and waved his wide-brimmed hat in the air, before digging his heels into the side of his horse and racing toward his grandfather up ahead.

         Casey followed suit.

         Bo wheeled his mount and started after them, but then he paused, pulled back on the reins, and turned to his youngest son, who was often caught daydreaming. “You coming, Jonah?”

         “Yes, sir.” The little boy nudged his pony forward. “Where will we sleep, Pa?”

         “Under the stars, son.” Bo looked up at the sky. “Unless it rains. There’s a range shack nearby, but I’m hoping the weather cooperates so you boys can get a taste of what it’s like to live the way your gramps Egan and great-grandfather Ham did when they were your age.”

         “They didn’t have a house?”

         Bo grinned. “They did. But they didn’t have a team of wranglers to help them. Most nights they ate and slept with the herd from sunup to sundown, with hardly a break until they brought the herd back down for the winter.”

         Jonah watched as his father moved among the rough, bearded wranglers, handing out their pay.

         Within the hour, the cowboys were gone, headed to town for baths, haircuts, and a chance to spend their money at Nonie’s Wild Horses Saloon.

         The Merrick men unsaddled their mounts and turned them into a corral. And though Jonah had to stand on an overturned bucket, no one offered to help him as he did the same.

         That night, the three boys stayed awake listening to Ham’s stories of his early adventures of him and his father taming this wilderness. And when at last his brothers fell asleep in their bedrolls, Jonah strained to hear as his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather spoke of more sinister things. Things that were never discussed in front of the boys.

         “Give it up, Bo. Too many years have passed. The inspector couldn’t prove the fire was deliberately started, and neither can you, son.”

         “I have all the proof I need right here in my heart, Pop.” Bo Merrick’s voice hardened. “I saw Des Dempsey’s face when he found out the bank in Stockwell loaned me the money to buy the Butcher ranch. It was bad enough when Leigh gave him back the ring and told him she was marrying me. With the birth of each of our sons, his jealousy grew. But that day, when he heard about the loan, he was consumed with hatred. If looks could kill, I’d have been the one dead. Instead, his need for revenge killed the woman we both loved and left my boys without their mother. Believe me. One day he’ll pay for what he did.”

         As the men fell asleep in their bedrolls, with the sound of cattle lowing and the fragrance of woodsmoke curling overhead, Jonah lay awake, wide-eyed, pondering all that he’d heard. It was almost more than his young mind could comprehend. The fire that killed their mother had been deliberately set? By Des Dempsey, the owner of the bank in town?

         Whenever she read to him, Gram Meg always said Jonah had an overactive imagination. That night, as he drifted to sleep, his dreams became so real he awoke with his heart pounding, his pulse racing.

         Jonah always knew he was destined to follow the lead of all the other Merrick men into ranching. But this night, with his father’s ominous words playing in his head, he stumbled onto a new path. The germ of a story was already growing, with heroes and villains all living together in a small town, and all of them threatening revenge and disaster.

         He couldn’t wait to someday write the story and see how it would end.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Devil’s Door, Wyoming—present day

         

         Hey.” Brand Merrick pushed his way through the crowd around the bar at Nonie’s Wild Horses Saloon to slap his brother Jonah on the back. “Figured I’d find you here.”

         “It’s Friday night, and this is the place to be, since the wranglers’ pockets are stuffed with pay.”

         Their middle brother, Casey, walked up behind him. “And the ladies in town are eager to help them spend it, I see.”

         “Speaking of ladies…” Jonah looked from Brand to Casey. “Where are your wives?”

         “Over at Julie Franklyn’s place. Getting haircuts and color and whatever else women do there.” Casey glanced around and nodded and smiled at Nonie’s twin nieces, who were loading their trays at the waitress station. They waved back cheerfully, then turned away to begin serving another crowded table.

         Jonah signaled Nonie behind the bar, and within a minute three longnecks appeared at his elbow. He passed them out to his brothers. “Are your wives meeting you here?”

         Brand nodded. “They’re in the mood for Nonie’s chili. They told us to get a booth in the back if one empties.”

         “Good luck with that.” Jonah took a long pull on his beer. “With the weekend just beginning, nobody’s leaving until Nonie turns out the lights.”

         “That’s what I told…”

         Before Brand could finish, his wife, Avery, walked in, trailed by Casey’s bride, Kirby. Heads swiveled as the two women made their way to the bar.

         “Hello, beautiful.” Brand wrapped Avery in a warm embrace. “Mmm. You smell good.”

         “Hello to you, too, babe.” She accepted his offer of a sip of beer before glancing around. “No booth?”

         “I warned you about Friday nights at Nonie’s. You know how it is.”

         Avery shot a knowing look at her sister-in-law. “Come on, Kirby. Let’s take a turn around the room and see if somebody’s ready to leave.”

         Brand dug into his pocket and held out a bill. “Ten dollars says you’ll never get a table tonight.”

         Avery shot a glance at Kirby before turning to her husband. “Make it twenty, babe.”

         “You may as well make it a hundred…”

         “You’re on.”

         “Wait a minute. But…” Brand’s protest died on his lips.

         The two women were already walking away, leaving only the sound of their sultry laughter mingling with Patsy’s wail about being crazy coming over the sound system.

         “Women,” Brand said to his brothers.

         Except for rolling their eyes, neither of them bothered to answer.

         Brand’s eyes crinkled with laughter. “I know I’ve been conned. But with a wife as pretty as Avery, I can’t bring myself to care.”

         Jonah was about to tip up his bottle again when he caught sight of a beautiful stranger standing in the doorway. Instead of the usual jeans and sweater, a Friday-night uniform in these parts, this woman was dressed in business attire: a pencil-slim black dress and a red, hip-length jacket with jet buttons. On her feet were fancy high heels. Dark hair fell soft and loose around a face that movie stars would die for, with big eyes, a tiny, upturned nose, and full lips pursed in a mixture of puzzlement and concentration.

         Brand and Casey turned to see what had caught his attention.

         “You know her?” Brand shot a look at his brother, who was still staring at the figure in the doorway.

         His smile came slow and easy. “Not yet. But I intend to.”

         He’d barely finished his sentence when he saw several cowboys hurrying toward the woman. Seeing them, Casey chuckled. “Better get in line, bro. Looks like a lot of other guys have the same idea.”

         Jonah shrugged casually. “I’ve got all the time in the world.”

         Just then, Kirby ambled over to say, “We have a booth in the back.” She turned to smirk at Brand. “And Avery said to get out that hundred.”

         Casey’s brows shot up. “I didn’t see anybody leave.”

         Kirby merely smiled. “Avery and I persuaded a table of cowboys to…relocate to the bar so we could have their booth.”

         Casey and Brand shook their heads in disbelief as Kirby headed back toward their table.

         “You realize you could have stopped at twenty,” Casey muttered to Brand as they both turned to follow his wife.

         “Twenty or a hundred. What were the odds?”

         “When a pretty woman is involved, all bets are off, bro.”

         The two burst into chuckles and were slapping each other on the back when they noticed that Jonah wasn’t getting up to join them.

         Brand turned. “You coming?”

         Jonah grinned and tipped up his beer. “I’d rather watch the action from here.”

         Brand glanced toward the doorway, where more than a dozen cowboys had gathered. “If you’re hoping to meet that gorgeous stranger, I don’t like your odds.”

         “Says the guy who just lost a hundred to his pretty little wife.” Jonah’s laughter followed them as they pushed their way through the crowd toward the back booth.

         
            
                 

            

         

         Annie stared at the sea of faces, feeling a little overwhelmed. None of this was what she’d been expecting. When she’d finished work and asked her uncle about a quick supper before heading home, he’d told her about Nonie’s. He’d raved about the chili and the burgers. What he hadn’t mentioned was the wave of sound that pulsed so loudly it throbbed in her temples. And he’d neglected to mention the mob of cowboys from the nearby ranches, who apparently congregated here by the hundreds to celebrate the weekend.

         Pointedly ignoring their offers of a drink, she managed to push herself through the crowd and, seeing no empty tables, made her way to the grill, which was being worked by a pretty woman with soft curls around a sweet, sweaty face.

         The woman looked up. “You want to eat here or order carryout?”

         “Carryout, please. How about a burger with everything, and a bowl of chili?”

         “You got it.” Meat was slapped on the grill, sizzling over a bed of caramelized onions.

         While it cooked, the woman managed to take more orders, all the while sliding bottles of beer along the counter and filling trays at the service bar.

         “Good choice.”

         At the sound of the deep voice, Annie turned toward the cowboy seated next to her at the bar. Now, there was a heartbreaker. Dark shaggy hair curling over the collar of a denim jacket. Long, long legs encased in faded jeans. Western boots polished to a high shine. And a lazy smile guaranteed to make a girl’s heart flutter.

         Too handsome for his own good. Or hers.

         She turned back to the woman, just in time to be handed a bag and given a bill.

         “Thanks.” She dug out her money. “That was really fast.”

         “That’s the only way I know how to do it. I’m Nonie.”

         “Annie.”

         “Welcome, Annie. I hope you enjoy your supper. Come back anytime, you hear?”

         Before Annie could respond, Nonie had turned away, filling yet another tray of drinks.

         As she made her way to the door, Annie could feel the cowboy at the bar staring holes in her back. When she pushed open the door, she chanced a quick glance over her shoulder. Her eyes widened as she met his smoldering gaze.

         He tipped his bottle in a salute and she gave a barely perceptible nod before stepping outside.

         The door gave a loud creak of complaint before slamming shut. The silence after that wall of sound was deafening.

         As she walked away, the thought of the cowboy’s smile had her own smile blooming in the darkness.

         Nothing could lift a girl’s spirits like the admiring glance of a stranger. Especially one as good-looking as that one.

         Too bad nothing could come of it. She was here for one reason. After one of the stormiest times of her life, she intended to keep her head down, work hard, and avoid any entanglements. That meant allowing no strangers into her life. It was the only way she could feel safe. And right now, safety was her only concern.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         You’re up early, bro.” Casey chose a pitchfork from a series of hooks along the wall of the barn and began mucking the stall next to where Jonah was already working.

         “Got to bed early.” He shot a sideways glance at his brother. “For a change.”

         Brand sauntered over to join them. “I guess that means you didn’t score with the gorgeous stranger.”

         “Annie.”

         Casey paused to look over. “Annie? You met her?”

         “Barely. She ordered carryout. Introduced herself to Nonie.”

         “But not to you.” Brand chuckled. “Not that I blame her. With all those cowboys drooling over her, why would she bother with you?”

         “You mean like old Bear Heller, who smells like one? Or maybe she’d be attracted to J. P. Hicks, who’s missing his front teeth?”

         “That’s right. Toss out the names of the geezers.” Brand shared a grin with Casey. “How about all the young stallions who were practically knocking over their chairs to get to her first?”

         “I guess they stumbled.” Jonah dumped a load of straw and dung into the honeywagon and moved to the next stall. “All I know is she left alone.”

         Brand paused in his work. “You think she’s staying in Devil’s Door, or just passing through?”

         Jonah shrugged. “It was pretty late to be passing through town. I had the sense that she would have stayed if there’d been a table, but it was packed, so she decided to just take her supper home.”

         Casey nodded his agreement. “You could always ask Nonie. If the mysterious Annie is staying in town, I’m betting that Nonie has already learned everything there is to learn about her by now.”

         “I could ask. Or I could just wait. Good things come to those who—”

         “Yeah. We know.” Brand rolled his eyes, getting a laugh from Casey. “You’ve got a saying for everything, Mr. New York Times Best-Selling Author.”

         “Comes with the territory.” Jonah set aside the pitchfork and grabbed the handles of the wagon, pushing it out the side door of the barn.

         Minutes later, he returned and set it alongside the wall while Casey and Brand finished spreading fresh straw in the empty stalls.

         As the three brothers headed toward the house, Casey tried for one more bit of information.

         “So. What did the beautiful Annie order for supper?”

         “Burgers and chili.”

         “So she not only looks good, but she has good taste in food as well.”

         “That would be a yes. And when I learn more, I’ll be happy to share it with the two of you.”

         “What makes you think she’ll be back?”

         Jonah gave one of his famous lazy smiles. “Because I figure she’s having this same conversation about me, bro.”

         The three were roaring with laughter as they washed up in the mudroom and made their way to the kitchen for breakfast.

         The rest of the family was already there, sipping either coffee or Billy’s freshly squeezed orange juice while they gathered around the fireplace, discussing the weather, always uppermost in the minds of ranchers.

         Bo looked over at his sons. “They’re saying it will be a long, hot summer.”

         Brand brushed a kiss on Avery’s cheek before picking up a mug of steaming coffee. “After that last spring blizzard, I’m ready for all the heat I can get.”

         “Amen to that.” Gramps Egan smiled at his wife. “Meggie and I were just saying the summers keep growing shorter while the winters get longer every year.”

         “Bull burps.” Ham, who would soon turn ninety-one, had learned to edit his cuss words when the women were around. “Winters today aren’t anything like the ones in the old days. Why, when I was—”

         “…just ten years old,” his three great-grandsons said in one voice, causing everyone to burst into laughter.

         Ham shot them the hairy eyeball before turning to Avery and Kirby, who were new enough to the family to still hang on his every word. “When I was no bigger’n a pup, I was already hiking the Tetons alone, in search of game, while my pa was tending the herd. It was nothing for me to be gone for a week or more. But I never came home empty-handed, or we’d have starved.”

         “You could’ve always killed one of the cows,” Casey said reasonably.

         “We needed every one of those cows for money. It wasn’t like now, with a thousand head of cattle. We were lucky to make enough at the end of a season just to—”

         “…keep body and soul together,” his three great-grandsons finished in unison, bringing another round of laughter.

         Gram Meg put an arm around her father-in-law’s shoulders and kissed his cheek. “You know they love you, Hammond. This is their way of having fun at your expense.”

         He gave her a piercing look. “Don’t defend them, Margaret Mary Finnegan. They’re being smart alecks, and you know it.”

         “Breakfast is ready,” Billy called.

         Gram Meg winked at Brand, Casey, and Jonah as she led the way to the table, hoping to steer the conversation in a new direction.

         
            
                 

            

         

         “Great breakfast, Billy,” Casey said as he caught Kirby’s hand. “Ready to head into town, babe?”

         She nodded.

         “While you’re there…” Gram Meg jotted down several items and handed the list to Kirby.

         The young woman paused. “Want to come with us?”

         At the invitation, Gramps Egan spoke for both of them. “We promised Buster and Trudy we’d stop by today.”

         As Jonah started toward the door, Brand called, “Want anything in town?”

         Jonah shook his head.

         “You headed to your cabin?”

         “That’s the plan.”

         Outside, he followed the path to the barn, then veered off and crossed a meadow before starting into the woods.

         The air was cooler here, the sunlight filtered through the canopy of fresh spring leaves overhead.

         Jonah loved this stretch of woods. As a boy, he’d claimed it for his own private retreat, where he’d fashioned a tree house that could only be entered by hauling himself up by a series of ropes and pulleys. Though Brand and Casey had often teased him by hiding the rope or even cutting it, they’d finally given up, leaving him to his own devices.

         Even when he’d outgrown the tree house, he’d continued feeling a need to come here, simply to restore his soul. It was far enough from the ranch to afford the privacy he craved, yet near enough that he could hike home in time for supper. After the publication of his first novel, he’d built a rough cabin and equipped it with a bed and bathroom, a desk, and a tiny kitchen. That first novel had broken records, hitting the best-seller list and remaining at the top for more than six months.

         Since then, he’d added more comforts to the cabin, building a stone fireplace and hewing a mantel from a fallen log. He’d discovered that he loved working with his hands, especially while mulling plot twists. He’d fashioned a glass-topped coffee table over a base made from a petrified tree trunk. A glacial boulder with bits of copper and silver veins served as a pedestal for one of his many awards.

         Lately, caught up in his current work in progress, he often remained locked away in his woods overnight, emerging only when he felt the need to join his loud, raucous family and lend a hand with the ranch chores. Though his brothers teased him endlessly, he knew they understood his need for solitude and took as much pride in his success as he did.

         He opened the door and walked around, cranking open the windows until the entire inside of the cabin was as fresh as a spring breeze and smelled of pine forest.

         Turning on his laptop, he settled at his desk and felt a wave of annoyance when his cell phone rang.

         He looked at the caller ID and brightened. “Hey, Max.”

         His agent, Max Friend, had a calm, relaxed manner that had endeared him to Jonah from their first meeting. “Jonah. Good news. Secrets and Lies is still number one.”

         “That’s great news, Max. Thanks for letting me know.”

         “There’s more where that came from.” Max paused for dramatic effect. “I just heard from the producer of Hello, World. They’re hungry for an interview.”

         “You know what I—”

         “I told them you’ve already refused to fly to New York, London, Paris, or Rome. So the mountain will come to you. Or rather to J. R. Merrick’s remote cabin in Wyoming.”

         “No, Max.”

         “Wait. Listen. They’re willing to fly their entire crew, at great expense, I might add, to your neck of the woods and set up shop wherever, whenever you say.”

         “I’m flattered. But it’s still no.”

         “Jonah, do you know how many writers would kill for this opportunity?”

         “I don’t want to sound ungrateful but—”

         “They love you, Jonah. They love your book. And the speculation that the fictional town in Secrets and Lies could actually be Devil’s Door has them clamoring for details. Especially since there are rumors that the mysterious fire that killed the hero’s wife could be”—he paused, choosing his words carefully—“deeply personal.”

         There was a moment of silence before Jonah spoke. His tone held a thread of steel that hadn’t been there seconds earlier. “That deadly fire may have had its genesis in one fact, but everything else is pure fiction.”

         “Great. Then you can tell that to Duchess, and she’ll have her audience drooling for more.”

         “No.”

         “Jonah, Duchess has the most popular show in the world. She’s the only one to ever hold an international audience in the palm of her hand. The whole world knows her by name. A simple interview with Duchess and your sales will skyrocket.”

         “I’m sorry, Max.”

         There was a long, deep sigh. “I’m not going to give up. There has to be a way to get you to see how important this is to your career.”

         Jonah’s smile returned. “It’s my career, Max. Not my life. Here in Devil’s Door, my life consists of wearing last year’s jeans, mucking stalls and doing a hundred other ranch chores, and having a beer at the local bar. And I’m not about to change that for a TV interview. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get to work.”

         “You do that. But if you don’t mind, I’ll call you tomorrow. Maybe you’ll have a fresh attitude.”

         “Bye, Max.” Jonah tucked his cell phone in his shirt pocket and bent to his computer.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Jonah backed up his work for the day before shoving away from his desk. Pressing a hand to his back, he crossed the room and poured himself a cup of lukewarm coffee.

         It had been a good writing day, even though it had taken a while to clear his mind after Max’s phone call. He really liked Max, had since their first meeting in New York. They’d introduced themselves via a series of emails when Jonah was completing his first manuscript and beginning the search for an agent. After reading a couple of chapters, Max could hardly contain his excitement. He’d asked for the rest, insisting this was something he knew he could place with a publisher. A congratulatory phone call had followed, and when the two finally met in New York City, Jonah was pleased to learn that Max Friend was someone he could work with for a lifetime. The connection was instantaneous, and Jonah considered Max a friend as well as his agent.

         He knew Max would continue to push for more publicity. And though he was just as willing to push back, he couldn’t fault Max for trying. He understood the game. Publicity sold books. Max was in the business of making his clients as much money as possible, thereby making more for himself. The only trouble with that was Jonah’s insistence to continue living his life as he always had. He had more than enough money to live comfortably. He really didn’t want to change his life in significant ways. He had drawn a line between his private life and his public one, and he was determined that no one and nothing would cross it.

         J. R. Merrick the writer was successful and famous.

         Jonah Merrick the rancher was a citizen of Devil’s Door, Wyoming, who shared ranch chores with his family and lived as he always had.

         Max would just have to get used to it.

         Jonah finished his coffee and rinsed his cup in the sink before pausing in front of the window. The wildlife in the woods offered a never-ending show for his enjoyment.

         Standing in front of the cabin was a deer nibbling the wildflowers Jonah had admired on his way in this morning. Now they’d become lunch for a hungry animal. A chipmunk climbed onto the plank resting on two sawhorses that Jonah used as a table when he felt the urge to work outside. He’d left a handful of peanuts there, and the chipmunk’s cheeks were soon puffed out as it stood stuffing even more into its mouth.

         Suddenly the deer’s head came up sharply, and it froze before starting away.

         The chipmunk made a dash down the sawhorse and disappeared under a layer of leaves.

         Frowning, Jonah looked around to see what had spooked the animals. A hiker came into view. As he watched, the figure drew closer and he found himself smiling at the sway of a dark ponytail tucked beneath a baseball cap.

         Annie. The stranger at Nonie’s.

         It was evident, by the way she kept looking down, that she hadn’t yet spotted his cabin. No surprise. It blended so perfectly into the woods around it an unsuspecting stranger could nearly bump into it before realizing it was there.

         As he watched, she stepped over a fallen log and lifted her head. He could see the surprise on her face as she halted midstride.

         He opened the door and stepped outside. “Hi, there.”

         Her eyes widened. “Hello. Sorry, am I trespassing? I was told that this was public land.”

         “A natural mistake if you aren’t familiar with the area. The public land is just beyond these woods, leading to the foothills of the Tetons.”

         She started to turn away. “I’m sorry for intruding.”

         “No apology needed.” He stepped closer. “You’re new to the area.”

         She nodded. “The weather is so perfect I thought I’d spend my day off hiking. I couldn’t bear the thought of being indoors on a day like this.”

         He nodded toward the cabin. “I’ve been inside for hours and I’m ready to breathe fresh air. Mind if I join you?”

         She was silent for a long moment, and Jonah was preparing himself for a rejection. Then her lips curved up in a guarded smile. “I guess since you live here, I won’t have to worry about getting lost or trespassing on someone else’s private land.”

         He offered a handshake. “Jonah.”

         “Hi, Jonah. I’m Annie. Didn’t I see you at the saloon last night?”

         “That’s where everybody in Devil’s Door congregates on Friday night. Nonie’s Wild Horses Saloon. You didn’t stay.”

         “I’m not good with crowds.”

         “How was the chili and burger?”

         She chuckled. “You were paying attention.”

         “I couldn’t help overhearing.”

         “They were perfect.” She nodded toward a path in the woods. “Want to head that way?”

         “Sure thing.” He fell into step beside her as they navigated through dense woods until they reached a high meadow.

         “Oh.” That single word conveyed Annie’s delight as she paused to look around. The range grass was knee-high and dotted with colorful wildflowers. A fresh breeze caused the grass to ripple, giving the effect of a giant ocean wave.

         She lifted the sweaty baseball cap off her head and tore the band from her ponytail, allowing the breeze to lift her hair, completely unaware of the way Jonah’s eyes narrowed on her.

         On the far side of the meadow, a herd of mustangs foraged while their leader, a black stallion, stood watch from a rise.

         Spotting humans, he reared up and whinnied a warning. The mares drifted into a stand of trees until, within minutes, they were invisible.

         Annie put a hand to shade the sun from her eyes as she watched their progress. “Were those wild horses?”

         Jonah nodded. “There are a dozen or more herds of mustangs in the area.”

         “They’re so beautiful.”

         He smiled. “I couldn’t agree more. I like the fact that they live the way they always have. Free to roam wherever they please.”

         “I’d been told I might be lucky enough to spot a herd of wild horses one day. I can’t believe I saw them on my first time out.”

         “You’re one of the lucky ones. Lots of people hike these hills and never spot them. As you noticed, they’re not exactly fond of humans.”

         “I wish I’d thought to grab a couple of photos.” She touched her pocket. “I was too caught up in the moment.”

         “There’s always next time.”

         “Oh, I hope there’s a next time.”

         They hiked in silence for a while, until Jonah touched a hand to her arm. Startled, she drew back until she realized he was signaling her to look to her left.

         “Oh.” The word came out in a sigh as she stared at the same mustang herd.

         This time the stallion hadn’t yet spotted them, giving Annie time to remove her cell phone and snap several pictures.

         By the time the herd moved on, her smile was radiant. “Thank you. I was so determined to avoid stumbling over that tumble of rocks I’d have completely missed the mustangs if you hadn’t given me a warning.”

         “I guess the lesson is, when you’re out here in the middle of nowhere, don’t spend all your time looking down.” He was studying her with a steady look that had her blushing. “Sometimes you just have to pause and take in the amazing view.”

         Something in his tone, and that piercing look he was giving her, told her he wasn’t just talking about nature now.

         She felt the heat rush to her cheeks and had to swallow before she managed a smile. “Well, I suppose we should be turning back. How far do you think we’ve come?”

         “Far enough to get your pictures. Close enough that you’ll get home in plenty of time for any plans you’ve made for a Saturday night.”

         “No plans. I’m still settling in. I haven’t even unpacked most of my boxes yet. I just arrived a few days ago.”

         “Where are you staying?”

         “I’m renting an apartment over Julie Franklyn’s salon in Devil’s Door. Do you know of it?”

         “Yeah.” He smiled. “Where are you from?”

         She took a great deal of time before answering. “California.”

         “That’s a big state. Any place in particular?”

         She shrugged. “The Bay Area.”

         “San Francisco? Pretty place. Though I have to say, I’ve never found any part of the country prettier than right here.”

         “You think maybe you’re just a little bit biased?”

         His smile was quick and sexy. “Maybe a little.”

         “Have you traveled a lot?”

         “Enough to know this is where I want to be.”

         “You’re lucky.” When he glanced over, she found herself babbling to cover the heat that rushed to her cheeks. “I mean, some people never find that special place where they feel they belong for a lifetime.”

         “I’m sorry for them.” He nodded toward a barely perceptible trail in the woods. “That way leads back to my cabin. If you keep heading this way, you’ll find yourself down by the lookout. From there it’s an easy walk to town if you don’t have a vehicle.”

         “I left my car at the lookout.”

         “Then you can’t get lost if you follow this path.”

         “Thank you.” She turned to him and held out her hand. “And thank you for taking time from your day to hike with me. I know I’d have never seen those mustangs without you.”

         He accepted her handshake. “My pleasure, Annie. When do you get another day off?”

         “Well, I don’t have to go in to work until noon on Wednesday.”

         “Do you ride?”

         She arched a brow. “Horses?”

         At his nod, she said, “I’ve been riding since I was a girl. It’s one of my guilty pleasures.”

         “Why the guilt?”

         “Where I grew up, it was an expensive hobby.”

         “Around here it’s considered an acceptable mode of travel, right up there with trucks and all-terrain vehicles. If you’d like to ride these hills on Wednesday before heading to work, I’ll provide the horses.”

         “I’d like that. I’ll meet you at your cabin.”

         “Sure you can find the way?”

         She nodded before turning away.

         Jonah remained there, watching as she followed the path until she dipped below a rise.

         His first impression of her at Nonie’s hadn’t been nearly accurate enough. She wasn’t just a pretty woman. She was gorgeous. The sunlight had revealed strands of mahogany and even ebony in that mass of dark hair. And her eyes up close had been more green than blue, like the Devil’s Door creek as it tumbled down the high peaks of the Grand Tetons after a spring rain. She had a deep, throaty laugh. And her voice, when she grew excited by the sight of the mustangs, had trickled over him like warm honey.

         The thought brought a rumble of laughter. There it was again. The writer in him was already searching for glowing words to describe her.

         And then there was that hint of mystery about her. She’d actually trembled when he’d touched her arm, as though alarmed by the simple touch. And she certainly hadn’t been forthcoming about where she’d lived before coming here.

         Didn’t he love a good mystery?

         He flexed his fingers. His hand was still warm from their brief contact. And he knew, with absolute certainty, that he was eager to see her again. There was just something about the mysterious Annie that tugged at him.

         Wednesday couldn’t come soon enough to suit him.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         As she drove back to town, Annie was a jumble of emotions. She could hardly believe how, in the past few days, her life had taken such a turn. She’d left her job, her friends, her comfortable lifestyle to travel to a tiny dot on the map that was the exact opposite of everything she’d ever known.

         When her life had first begun unraveling, she’d thought about hiding in plain sight. Changing her appearance, her habits, and possibly joining the throngs of professional people in New York or Chicago. But her uncle had persuaded her to come here, where she would have a guaranteed job, a quiet life, and a chance to gather herself while the mess she’d left behind resolved itself.

         But how could it possibly be resolved without devastating consequences?

         Even though she’d been warned not to, her uncle was adamant that she contact the authorities and let them get to the bottom of whatever trouble had sent her running in fear. At the same time, he was just as adamant that his name be kept out of any publicity. An impossible task, which was why she was in this limbo, unwilling to move until she had a chance to weigh the consequences of any action she took.

         She needed to act wisely and with conviction. Otherwise, the ends of the earth wouldn’t be far enough to save her.

         She shivered and forced herself to think about other things.

         Her day had started like all the others lately, with her pacing the length of her tiny apartment and back, turning over every little thing in her mind until they became so magnified she’d been filled with a sense of terror about her lack of control over her own life.

         To keep from going mad, she’d forced herself to leave the pretty rooms she’d leased above the hair salon and drive out of town. Once at the lookout, the wilderness called to her. Putting one foot in front of the other, she began a hike into the unknown. It seemed a metaphor for her life, these days. But with each step, she could feel her fears dissipating and her heartbeat growing strong and steady.

         Then the hike had taken quite a turn when she’d intruded on the cowboy’s cabin.

         The thought of Jonah had her smiling. Who’d have believed that the guy watching her at the town saloon would turn out to be such a pleasant companion?

         At the time, she’d written him off as just another handsome cowboy in a town filled with them.

         What was it about him that had caused her to violate her own rule about holding herself aloof from strangers until she had time to get her life sorted out? Granted, he was handsome and charming, but those were the very things that had caused her to let down her guard once before. And look where that got her.

         Jonah was different, though she couldn’t quite figure out why she believed that. He wasn’t just easy on the eyes. He was easy to be with, easy to talk to. Except for that moment when he’d touched her arm. That had caught her by surprise, and it had taken all her willpower to keep from striking out in fear. As it was, she’d felt a tremor so palpable she wondered if he’d noticed it. If he had, he’d let it pass without comment, the mark of a gentleman.

         She’d felt no pressure to talk about herself, despite his simple questions. Though it was impossible to not be aware of a guy with that much charm, she’d felt free to simply enjoy the beauty of the hills and its wonderful wildlife.

         Mustangs. It was amazing to think that she’d actually seen them roaming wild and free, and that she’d snapped some pictures of them. Of all the things that could have distracted her from her troubles, wild horses were at the very top of her list.

         She found herself looking forward to Wednesday morning. She missed riding. It was another of the simple joys that she’d had to forgo since drastically changing her life. But way out here in the middle of nowhere, there was no reason to feel any fear.

         Was there?

         She pushed aside the thought. Wednesday, she would be able to appreciate the beauty of the countryside while enjoying a horseback ride and Jonah’s very pleasant company.

         Not a bad way to begin a new life.

         
              

         

         “Hey, bro.” Casey spotted Jonah as he made his way inside the barn. “You’re just in time to give me a hand with these supplies.”

         Jonah ambled over and began working alongside Casey, pulling sacks of grain from the back of the truck and stacking them neatly on the wooden shelves along one wall.

         The two brothers worked efficiently until the truck was empty, then headed toward the ranch’s back porch.

         “Looks like you had a busy day in town, Casey.”

         “Yeah. Checked off everybody’s list. And Kirby and I enjoyed a romantic lunch for two at Nonie’s.”

         “Romantic? At Nonie’s? With half the town watching?”

         “The whole world could watch. When I’m with my bride, she’s all I see.” Hearing Jonah’s snort of derision, Casey turned. “Go ahead and laugh. Someday it’ll happen to you, and then you’ll understand.”

         “What’ll happen to Jonah?” Brand was standing at the top of the steps.

         “Love.” Casey walked into the mudroom and started washing up.

         “Not our little brother.” Brand gave a shake of his head. “He’s too busy writing those blockbuster books.” He turned to Jonah. “A good day at your cabin?”

         Jonah merely smiled. “Yeah. A good day.”

         “For writing, maybe.” Brand nudged Casey. “But that’s no way to broaden your horizons, bro. You’re never going to meet any interesting women if you keep on locking yourself away out there in the middle of nowhere, living in your head.”

         “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.” Jonah stepped into the kitchen and crossed the room to help himself to an ice-cold longneck. He opened the bottle, took a long drink, and glanced around the room to greet the family members gathered there.

         “Egan and I had a lovely visit with Buster and Trudy Mandel.” Seated beside her husband in front of the fireplace, Meg sipped her tea. “Avery, Trudy wanted me to tell you she’s completely pain-free, thanks to all those hours of physical therapy you put in.”

         “Thanks, Gram Meg, but Trudy put in the hard work. I was just there to direct her.”

         “Buster says Trudy is so grateful she tells everybody you’re an angel of mercy.”

         At the compliment to his wife, Brand beamed. “I could’ve told her that.”

         “You’re biased, babe.” Avery brushed a kiss to his cheek. “Though, if you recall our first meeting, I’m not sure that’s what you would have called me.”

         The family burst into laughter, remembering how angry Brand had been when he learned his grandmother had hired a physical therapist to work with him without first consulting him.

         “All in the past.” He wrapped a big arm around his wife. “You made a believer out of me.”

         Meg looked over at Casey, who was standing beside his wife, Kirby. “What’s new in town today?”

         Casey shared a smile with Kirby. “The big news is that Nonie’s girls have finished college.”

         “You don’t say?” Meg caught Egan’s hand. “I remember when those sweet little girls lost their parents and Nonie brought them home to live with her. There was so much turmoil, and everybody wondered how she’d manage to run her business and be a single mother to twin girls. And now they’ve become lovely young women and they’ve graduated from college. Where did the years go?”

         “They do fly by, don’t they?” Ham looked around at his family. “My father used to say to me, ‘Don’t blink, boy.’ And he was right. In the blink of an eye, ninety years have flown by. But look at us. Still standing.”

         Across the room, Billy announced that dinner was ready.

         As the family took their places around the table, the talk turned to the weather, the herds, and more town gossip. Through it all, Jonah couldn’t help smiling.

         “How was your day, boy?” Ham’s question broke through Jonah’s reverie.

         “It was a good day, Ham.”

         Bo arched a brow. “How many chapters did you write, son?”

         “Not chapters, Pop. A few pages. But they were good ones.”

         “That’s it?” Ham looked around at the others. “If all I had to show for a day’s work were a couple of measly pages, I’d have to head to the barn and work off my frustration by mucking stalls until midnight.”

         That brought another round of laughter from the others.

         Jonah joined in. Though his day had taken an unexpected turn, he wasn’t ready to share it with the others. As the youngest of three, he’d had a lifetime of keeping things to himself. Maybe that was why writing suited him. While others did the talking, he could lose himself inside his own head.

         “That was a lovely dinner, Billy.” Meg smiled at the cook. “Why don’t we take our dessert and coffee out on the porch? I’m in the mood for one of our spectacular sunsets.”

         “Yes, ma’am.” Billy began loading his special four-layer chocolate torte, along with plates, forks, and a coffee service, on a wheeled trolley.

         The family gathered on the porch, relaxing in sturdy cushioned log settees and gliders and swings. Through the years, it had become one of their favorite gathering spots.
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