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				Can a stubborn cowboy recapture the one who got away?

				Ledger McGraw may know all about horses, but he doesn’t know anything about the lie that broke up his first romance with waitress Abby Pierce. Abby, tricked into marrying the wrong man, is at the end of her tether in her abusive relationship. When she learns the truth about her terrible marriage, she becomes desperate to escape it—before her jealous husband kills her.

				Though Ledger’s heart was wounded by Abby, he’ll still do anything to protect her and free her from her violent spouse. He’s determined to win her back and reignite their passion…

			

		

	
		
			
				“Where are you taking me?” Abby asked from the passenger seat of the pickup. 

				He could tell that each word hurt her to speak. He would have brought the Suburban so she could lie down in the back but he hadn’t known how badly she was hurt.

				“To the hospital,” he said.

				“No!” She tried to sit up straight but cried out in pain and held her rib cage. “That’s the first place he’ll look for me.”

				“Abby, you need medical attention.”

				“Please.”

				He quickly relented. He couldn’t let Wade near this woman, which meant no hospital. At least for now.

				“I’ll take you to the ranch and call our family doctor. But, Abby, if he says you have to go to the hospital—”

				“Then I’ll go.” She lay back and closed her eyes. “I didn’t want you involved.”

				“I’ve always been involved, because I’ve always loved you.”

				She said nothing. He could tell that she was in a lot of pain. It had him boiling inside. If he could find Wade right now…
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				CAST OF CHARACTERS

				Ledger McGraw—Nothing can keep him from helping the woman he loves—even a marriage license.

				Abby Pierce—She promised to love her husband until death. But if she stays, she is a dead woman.

				Travers McGraw—He has believed for twenty-five years that his kidnapped babies are alive and will somehow find their way home.

				Wade Pierce—He got Abby, but he had to cheat to do it and it eats at him. But he’d kill her before he’d let anyone else have her.

				Huck Pierce—When it comes to the McGraws, he has his reasons for hating them.

				Jim Waters—The attorney is hanging on to his job by a thread, but then he finds one of the kidnapped children.

				Vance Elliot—The good-looking adopted saddle tramp has proof that he’s Oakley McGraw, the missing twin.

				Tough Crandall—With his green eyes and dark hair, he throws a monkey wrench into well-laid plans.

			

		

	
		
			
				This book is dedicated to JoAnn Hammond, who was one of the first in Whitewater to read one of my books :) So glad we got to know each other—and share a love for quilting and reading.
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				Chapter One

				Abby Pierce opened her eyes and quickly closed them against the bright sunlight. She hurt all over. As she tried to sit up, a hand gently pushed on her shoulder to keep her flat on the bed.

				“Don’t sit up too fast,” her husband said. “You’re okay. You’re in the hospital. You took a nasty fall.”

				Fall? Hospital? Her mouth felt dry as dust. She licked her lips. “Can you close the drapes?”

				“Sure,” Wade said and hurried over to the window.

				She listened as he drew the drapes together and felt the room darken before she opened her eyes all the way.

				The first thing she saw was her husband silhouetted against the curtains. He was a big imposing man with a boyish face and a blond crew cut. He was wearing his sheriff’s deputy uniform, she noted as he moved back to the bed to take her hand.

				She’d known Wade for years. She’d married him three years ago. That was why when she saw the sheepish look in his brown eyes, she knew at once that he was hiding something.

				Abby frowned. “What was I doing that I fell?”

				“You don’t remember?” He cleared his throat, shifting on his feet. “You asked me to bring up some canning jars from the garage? I’m so sorry I didn’t. If I had you wouldn’t have been on that ladder...” He looked at her as if expecting... Expecting what?

				“Canning jars?” she repeated and touched her bandaged temple. “I hit my head?”

				He nodded, and taking her hand, he squeezed it a little too hard. “I’m so sorry, Abby.” He sounded close to tears.

				“It’s not your fault,” she said automatically, but couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to the story. There often was with Wade and his family. She frowned, trying to understand why she would have wanted canning jars and saying as much.

				“You said something about putting up peach jam.”

				“Really? I wonder where I planned to get peaches this time of year.”

				He said nothing, avoiding her gaze. All the other times she’d seen him like this it had been after he’d hurt her. It had started a year into their marriage and begun with angry accusations that led to him grabbing her, shaking her, pushing her and even slapping her.

				Each time he’d stopped before it had gone too far. Each time he’d been horrified by what he’d done. He’d cried in her arms, begging her to forgive him, telling her that he couldn’t live without her, saying he would kill himself if she ever left him. And then promising he’d never do it again.

				She touched her bandaged head with her free hand. The movement brought a groan out of her as she realized her ribs were either bruised or maybe even broken. Looking down, she saw the bruises on her wrists and knew he was lying. Had he pushed her this time?

				“Why can’t I remember what happened?” she asked.

				“You can’t remember anything?” He sounded hopeful, fueling her worst fears that one of these days he would go too far and kill her. Wasn’t that what her former boyfriend kept telling her? She pushed the thought of Ledger McGraw away as she often had to do. He didn’t understand that she’d promised to love, honor and obey when she’d married Wade—even through the rough spots. And this she feared was one of them.

				At the sound of someone entering the room, they both turned to see the doctor come in.

				“How are we doing?” he asked as he moved to the foot of her bed to look at her chart. He glanced at Wade, then quickly looked away. Wade let go of her hand and moved to the window to part the drapes and peer out.

				Abby closed her eyes at the shaft of sunlight he let in. “My head hurts,” she told the doctor.

				“I would imagine it does. When your husband brought you in, you were in and out of consciousness.”

				Wade had brought her in? He didn’t call an ambulance?

				“Also I can’t seem to remember what happened,” she added and, out of the corner of her eye, saw her husband glance back at her.

				The doctor nodded. “Very common in your type of head injury.”

				“Will she get her memory back?” Wade asked from the window, sounding worried that she would.

				“Possibly. Often not. I’m going to prescribe something for your headache. Your ribs are badly bruised and you have some other abrasions. I’d like to keep you overnight.”

				“Is that really necessary?” Wade asked, letting the drapes drop back into place.

				“With a concussion, it’s best,” the doctor said without looking at him. “Don’t worry. We’ll take good care of her.”

				“We can talk about it,” Wade said. “But I think she’d be more comfortable in her own home. Isn’t that right, Abby?”

				“On this, I think I know best,” the doctor interrupted.

				But she could see that Wade was worried. He apparently wanted to get her out of here and quickly. What was he worried about? That she would remember what happened?

				If only she could. Unfortunately, the harder she tried, the more she couldn’t. The past twenty-four hours were blank, leaving her with the terrifying feeling that her life depended on her remembering.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				When the phone rang at the Sundown Stallion Station late that afternoon, Ledger McGraw took the call since both his brothers were gone from the ranch and his father was resting upstairs. They had been forced to get an unlisted number after all the media coverage. After twenty-five years, there’d finally been a break in the McGraw twins kidnapping case.

				“I need to talk to Travers,” Jim Waters said without preamble. “Tell him it is of utmost importance.”

				Ledger groaned inwardly since he knew his father had almost fired the family attorney recently. “He’s resting.” Travers McGraw, sixty, had suffered a heart attack a few months ago. He hadn’t been well before that. At the time, they hadn’t known what was making him so sick. His family had assumed it was the stress of losing his two youngest children to kidnappers twenty-five years before and his determination to find them. His father was convinced that they were still alive.

				“Do you really think I would be calling if it wasn’t urgent?” Waters demanded. The fiftysomething attorney had been like one of the family almost from the beginning—until a few months ago, when he and Travers had gotten into a disagreement.

				“Jim, if this is about legal business—”

				The attorney swore. “It’s about the kidnapping. You might recall that we originally used my number to screen the calls about the twins. Well, I am apparently still on the list. I was contacted.” He paused, no doubt for effect. “I have reason to believe that Oakley has been found.”

				“Found?” Ledger asked, his heart in his throat. The twenty-fifth anniversary of the crime had come and gone, but after their father had hired a true-crime writer to investigate and write a book about it, new evidence had turned up.

				That new evidence had led them all to believe that his father’s gut instinct was right. The twins were alive—and probably adopted out to good families, though illegally. The McGraw twins had been just six months old when they were stolen from their cribs. The ransom money had never been spent and had only recently turned up—with the body of one of the kidnappers. That left whoever had helped him take the babies still at large.

				Ledger was thankful that he’d been the one to answer the phone. His father didn’t need this kind of aggravation. “All those calls are now being vetted by the sheriff’s department. I suggest you have this person contact Sheriff McCall Crawford. If she thinks—”

				“He has the stuffed toy horse,” Waters interrupted. “I’ve seen it. It’s Oakley’s.”

				Ledger felt a shock wave move through him. The stuffed toy horse was a critical piece of information that hadn’t originally been released to the public. Was it possible his little brother really had turned up? “Are you sure? There must have been thousands of those produced.”

				“Not with a certain ribbon tied around its neck.” The information about the missing stuffed animal was recently released to the press—sans anything about the ribbon and other things about this specific toy. “Oakley’s stuffed horse had a black saddle and a small tear where the stitching had been missed when it was made, right?”

				He nodded to himself before saying, “You say you’ve seen it?” It was that small detail that no one would know unless they had Oakley’s horse, which had been taken out of his crib along with him that night twenty-five years ago. “Have you met him?”

				“I have. He sent me a photo of the stuffed horse. When I recognized it, I drove down to talk to him. Ledger, he swears he’s had the stuffed horse since he was a baby.”

				Letting out a breath, he dropped into a nearby chair. A few months ago they’d learned that the babies might have been left with a member of the Whitehorse Sewing Circle, a group of older women quilters who placed unwanted babies with families desperate for a child. The quilting group had been operating illegally for decades.

				Not that the twins had been unwanted. But the kidnapper had been led to believe that was the case. The hope had been that the babies had been well taken care of and that they were still alive, the theory being that they had no idea they’d been kidnapped. His father had made the decision to release more information about what had been taken along with the babies in the hopes that the twins would see it and come forward.

				And now it had happened.

				“What’s his name?” Ledger asked as he gave himself a few minutes to take this all in and decide what to do. He didn’t want to bother his father with this unless he was sure it wasn’t a hoax.

				“He goes by Vance Elliot. He’s in Whitehorse. He wants to see your father.”

				* * *

				“ABBY DOESN’T REMEMBER ANYTHING,” Wade said as he walked past his father straight into the kitchen to pull a can of beer out of the refrigerator.

				He popped the top, took a long swig and turned to find his father standing in the kitchen doorway frowning at him.

				“I’ll pay you back,” he said, thinking the look was because he was drinking his old man’s beer.

				“What do you mean she doesn’t remember anything?”

				“I was skeptical at first, too,” he said, drawing out a chair and spinning it around so he could straddle it backward at the table. “But when I told her she fell off a ladder in the garage, she bought it. She couldn’t remember why she would have been on a ladder in the garage. I told her she was going to get jars to put up some peach jam.”

				Huck Pierce wagged his head. “Where in the hell would she get peaches this time of year?”

				“How should I know? It doesn’t matter. She’s not putting up any jam. Nor is she saying a word about anything.”

				“You are one lucky son of a gun, then,” Huck said.

				“Don’t I know it? So everything is cool, right?”

				“Seems so. But I want you to stay by your wife’s side. Keep everything as normal as possible. Stick to your story. If she starts to remember...” He shrugged. “We’ll deal with it if we have to.”

				Wade downed the rest of his beer, needing it even though he was technically on duty at the sheriff’s department. He didn’t want his father to see how relieved he was. Or how worried about what would happen if Abby remembered what had really happened to her.

				“Great, so I get to hang out at the hospital until my shift starts. That place gives me the creeps.”

				“You’re the one who screwed everything up. You knew what was at stake,” his father said angrily.

				“Exactly.” Wade knew he couldn’t win in an argument with his father, but that didn’t stop him. “So what was I supposed to do when she confronted me? I tried to reason with her, but you know how she is. She was threatening to call the sheriff. Or go running to her old boyfriend Ledger McGraw. I didn’t have a choice but to try to stop her.”

				“What you’re saying is that you can’t handle your wife. At least you don’t have some snot-nosed mouthy kid like I did.”

				“Yeah, thanks,” he said, crushing the beer can in his hand. “I’ve heard all about how hard it was raising me.” He reached in the refrigerator for another beer, knowing he shouldn’t, but needing the buzz badly.

				Before he could pull one out, his father slammed the refrigerator door, almost crushing his hand. “Get some gum. You can’t have beer on your breath when you go back to the hospital, let alone come to work later. Remember, you’re the worried husband, you damned fool.”

				* * *

				LEDGER HAD JUST hung up with the attorney when he got the call from his friend who worked at the hospital.

				“I shouldn’t be calling you, but thought you’d want to know,” she said, keeping her voice down. “Abby was brought in.”

				“That son of a—”

				“He swears she fell off a ladder.”

				“Sure she did. I’ll be right there. Is Wade—”

				“He just left to go work his shift at the sheriff’s department. The doctor is keeping Abby overnight.”

				“Is she okay?”

				“She’s pretty beat up, but she’s going to be fine.”

				He breathed a sigh of relief as he hung up. When it rained it poured, he thought as he saw his father coming down the stairs toward him. Travers McGraw was still weak from his heart attack, but it was the systematic poisoning that had really almost killed him. Fortunately, his would-be killer was now behind bars awaiting trial.

				But realizing that his second wife was trying to kill him had taken a toll on his father. It was bad enough that his first wife, Ledger’s mother, was in a mental hospital. After the twins were kidnapped, Marianne McGraw had a complete breakdown. For twenty-five years, it was believed that she and the ranch’s horse trainer, Nate Corwin, had been behind the kidnapping. Only recently had Nate’s name been cleared.

				“I heard the phone,” Travers said now. He’d recovered, but was still weak. He’d lost too much weight. It would be a while until he was his old self. If ever.

				That was why Ledger wasn’t sure how his father would take the news Waters had called with earlier—especially if it led to yet another disappointment. And yet Ledger couldn’t keep the attorney’s call from him. If there was even the slightest chance that this Vance Elliot was Oakley...

				“You should sit down.”

				His father didn’t argue as he moved to a chair and sat. He seemed to brace himself. “What’s happened?”

				“Jim Waters called.”

				Travers began to shake his head. “Now what?”

				“He’s still apparently the contact person for the family on some of the old publicity,” Ledger said.

				His father knew at once. “Oakley or Jesse Rose?”

				“Oakley. Jim says the young man has the stuffed horse that was taken along with Oakley from his crib the night of the kidnapping. He says he’s seen the toy and that it is definitely Oakley’s.”

				His father’s eyes filled to overflowing. “Thank God. I knew they were alive. I’ve...felt it all these years.”

				“Dad, this Vance Elliot might not be Oakley. We have to keep that in mind.”

				“He has Oakley’s stuffed horse.”

				“But we don’t know how he got it or if it was with Oakley when he was given to the woman at the Whitehorse Sewing Circle,” Ledger reminded him.

				“When can I see him?” his father asked, getting to his feet.

				“He’s in town. Waters wants to bring him over this evening. I said it would be fine. I hope that was all right. If it goes well, I thought you might want him to stay for dinner. I can tell the cook.” Their cook for as far back as Ledger could remember had recently been killed. They’d been through several cooks since then. He couldn’t remember the name of the latest one right now and felt bad about it. “Let’s just keep our fingers crossed that it really is Oakley.”

				His father smiled and stepped closer to him to place a hand on his shoulder. “I am so blessed to have such good sons. Speaking of sons, where are Cull and Boone?”

				“Cull and Nikki are checking into some of the adoptions through the Whitehorse Sewing Circle.” Nikki St. James was the crime writer who’d helped unlock some of the kidnapping mystery—and stolen Cull’s heart.

				“I doubt the twins’ adoptions were recorded anywhere, and with the Cavanaugh woman dying not long after the twins were kidnapped... You haven’t heard anything yet?”

				Ledger shook his head. “They said that clues to what happened to some of the babies were found stitched on their baby blankets. But the twins wouldn’t have quilted blankets made for them because of the circumstances.” Pearl Cavanaugh had been led to believe that the twins were in danger, so she would have made very private adoptions for Oakley and Jesse Rose.

				“And Boone?”

				“He went to check on that horse you were interested in, remember?”

				Travers nodded, frowning. Loss of memory was part of the effects of arsenic poisoning. “Maybe I’ll just rest until dinner.”

				Ledger watched his father go back up the stairs before he headed for his pickup and the hospital.

				* * *

				“YOU SHOULDN’T BE HERE,” Abby said the moment she opened her eyes and saw Ledger standing at the end of her bed. Her heart had taken off like a wild stallion at just the sight of him. It always did. “Wade could come back at any time.”

				Ledger had been her first love. He’d left an ache in her that she’d hoped would fade, if not eventually go away. But if anything, the ache had grown stronger. He’d broken her heart. It was why she’d married Wade. But ever since then, he’d been coming around, confusing her and making being married to Wade even harder. He seemed to think he had to save her from her husband.

				It didn’t help that Ledger McGraw had breakfast on the mornings that she waitressed at the Whitehorse Café. She’d done nothing to encourage him, although Wade didn’t believe that.

				Fortunately, Wade had only come down to the restaurant one time threatening to kill Ledger. Ledger had called him on it, saying they should step outside and finish it like men.

				“Or do you only hit defenseless women?” Ledger had demanded of him.

				Wade lost his temper and charged him. Ledger had stepped aside, nailing Wade on the back of his neck as he lumbered past. Abby had screamed as Wade slammed headfirst into a table. He’d missed two weeks’ work because of his neck and threatened to sue the McGraws for his pain and suffering.

				She knew his neck wasn’t hurt that badly, but he’d milked it, telling everyone that Ledger had blindsided him.

				Wade’s jealousy had gotten worse after that. Even when she’d reminded him again and again, “But you’re the one I married.”

				“Only because you couldn’t have McGraw,” he would snap.

				Ledger’s name was never spoken in their house—at least not by her. Wade blamed him for everything that was wrong with their marriage—especially the fact that she hadn’t given him a son.

				They’d tried to get pregnant when they’d first married. Since he’d joined the sheriff’s department and changed, she’d gone back on the pill in secret, hating that she kept it from him. She told herself that when things changed back to what she thought of as normal, she would go off the pill again.

				Now she couldn’t even remember what normal was anymore.

				Ledger took a step toward her. He looked both worried and furious. It scared her that he and Wade might get into another altercation because of her.

				“I didn’t come until I was sure Wade wasn’t here,” Ledger said as he came around the side of her bed. “When I heard, I had to see you. You fell off a ladder?”

				She nodded even though it hurt her head to do so. “Clumsy.” She avoided his gaze because she knew he wouldn’t believe it any more than she did.

				“What were you doing on a ladder?”

				“Apparently I was getting down some canning jars to put up peach jam.”

				Ledger looked at her hard. “Apparently? You don’t remember?”

				“I seem to have lost the past twenty-four hours.”

				“Oh, Abby.”

				She could tell that he thought she was covering for Wade. It almost made her laugh since she’d covered for him enough times. This just wasn’t one of them. She really couldn’t remember anything.

				Ledger started to reach for her hand, but must have thought better of it. She tucked her hand under the sheet so he wouldn’t be tempted again. She couldn’t have Wade walking in on that. It would be bad enough Ledger just being here.

				“It was a stupid accident. I probably wasn’t paying attention. I’m fine.”

				He made a face that said he didn’t believe it as he reached out to brush the dark hair back from her forehead.

				She flinched at his touch and he quickly pulled back his fingers. “Sorry,” he said quickly. “Did I hurt you?”

				Abby shook her head. His touch had always sparked desire in her, but she wasn’t about to admit that. “My head hurts, is all.”

				She looked toward the door, worried that Wade might stop by. When he’d left, she could tell that he hadn’t liked leaving her. Even though he was supposed to be on duty as a sheriff’s deputy, he could swing by if he was worried about her, especially since he was determined to take her home.

				Ledger followed her gaze as if he knew what was making her so nervous. “I’ll go,” he said. “But if I find out that Wade had anything to do with this—”

				“I fell off a ladder.” She knew it was a lie, and from the look in Ledger’s eyes, he did, too. But she had to at least try to convince him that Wade was innocent. This time. “That’s all it was.”

				She met his gaze and felt her heart break as it always did. “Thank you for stopping by,” she said even though there was so much more she wanted to say to him. But she was Wade’s wife. As her mother always said, she’d made her bed and now she had to lie in it for better or worse.

				Not that her mother didn’t always remind her that Ledger hadn’t wanted her.

				“I’m here for you, Abby. If you ever need me...”

				She felt tears burn her eyes. If only that had been true before she’d married Wade. “I can’t.” Her heart broke as she dragged her gaze away from his.

				As if resigned, she watched out of the corner of her eye as he put on his Stetson, tipped it to her and walked out.

				* * *

				ATTORNEY JIM WATERS looked at the young man sitting in the passenger seat of his car as he drove toward the ranch later that evening. Vance Elliot. Here was Waters’s ticket back into the McGraws’ good graces.

				He’d bet on the wrong horse, so to speak. Travers’s second wife, Patricia McGraw, had been a good bet at the time. Pretty, sexy, almost twenty years younger than her husband. She’d convinced him Travers wasn’t himself. That she needed a man she could count on. She’d let him believe that he might be living in that big house soon with her because Travers had some incurable ailment that only she and Travers knew about.

				He’d bought into it hook, line and sinker. And why wouldn’t he? Travers had been sick—anyone could see that. Also the man had seemed distracted, often forgetful and vague as if he was losing his mind. He’d been convinced that Travers wasn’t long with this world and that Patricia would be taking over the ranch.

				Little did he know that she was poisoning her husband.

				As it turned out, Patricia was now behind bars awaiting trial. Since he had stupidly sided with her, things had gone downhill from there. He was hanging on to his job with Travers by the skin of his teeth.

				But this was going to make it all right again, he told himself. He couldn’t let a paycheck like McGraw get away. His retainer alone would keep him nicely for years to come. He just needed to get Travers’s trust back. He saw a lot more legal work on the horizon for the McGraws. If this young man was Oakley, he would be back in the McGraw fold.

				His cell phone rang. Patricia McGraw again. Travers’s young wife wouldn’t quit calling even though he’d told her he wasn’t going to help her, let alone defend her.

				Nor did he need to hear any of her threats. Fortunately, no one believed anything she said. Since Travers McGraw was idolized in this county, people saw her as the gold digger who’d married him—and then systematically tried to kill him. She got no sympathy. In fact, he doubted she could get even a fair trial.

				“I’m innocent, you bastard,” she’d screamed the last time he’d taken her call. “You did this. You framed me for this. Once I tell the sheriff—”

				He’d laughed. “Like anyone will believe you.”

				“I’ll take you down with me!”

				He’d hung up and the next time his phone had rung it had been Vance Elliot.

				Waters slowed to turn into the lane that led up to the main house. He shot the man next to him a glance. Vance looked more like a teenager than a twenty-five-year-old.

				The man who might be Oakley stared at the house, a little openmouthed. Waters remembered the first time he’d driven out here and seen it. The house was impressive. So were the miles of white wooden fence, the expensive quarter horses in the pasture and the section after section of land that ran to the Little Rockies.

				He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to learn that he was part of this even at his age—let alone twenty-five. If Vance Elliot really was the long-ago kidnapped McGraw twin, then he was one lucky son of a gun.

				“You all right?” he asked Vance as they drove toward the house.

				The man nodded. Waters tried to read him. He had to be scared to face Travers McGraw, not to mention his three older sons. But he didn’t look it. He looked determined.

				Waters felt his stomach roil. This had better be real. If this wasn’t Oakley McGraw he was bringing to Travers...

				He didn’t want to think about how badly this could go for him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Sheriff McCall Crawford happened to be standing at the window as Huck and Wade Pierce had come into work. Wade looked wrung out. She’d heard that his wife was in the hospital with a concussion after falling off a ladder.

				McCall watched the two men. She’d inherited Huck when she’d become sheriff. Before that, she’d worked with him as a deputy. He’d made it clear that he thought a woman’s place was in the home and not carrying a badge and gun. Huck hadn’t been any more impressed when he’d been passed over and she’d become sheriff.

				He was a good old boy, the kind who smiled in your face and stabbed you in the back the first chance he got. She didn’t trust him, but she couldn’t fire him without cause. So far, he’d done nothing to warrant it, but she kept her eye on him—and his son, Wade. The minute she caught him stepping over the line, he was gone. As for his son... She’d had hopes for him when he’d hired on, seeing something in him that could go a different way than his father. Lately, though...

				Both looked up as if sensing her watching them from the window. She raised her coffee mug in a salute to them. Their expressions turned solemn as they entered the building.

				Neither man was stupid. Both were hanging on by a thread, and if the rumors about Wade mistreating his wife could ever be proved, he would be gone soon. But in a small community like this, it was hard to prove there was a problem unless the wife came forward. So far, Abby hadn’t. But now she was in the hospital after allegedly falling off a ladder. Maybe this would be the straw that broke the camel’s back.

				McCall’s cell phone rang. She stepped to her desk and picked up, seeing that it was her grandmother. It felt strange having a relationship with her after all those years of never even laying eyes on the woman.

				“Good evening,” she said into the phone.

				“What are you still doing at work this late?” Pepper demanded.

				“I was just about to leave,” McCall said. The day had gotten away from her after she dropped her daughter off at day care and came in to deal with all the paperwork that tended to stack up on her desk. Most of the time, she and Luke could work out a schedule where one—if not both of them—was home with Tracey.

				But several days a week, her daughter had to go to a day care near the sheriff’s office in downtown Whitehorse. McCall had checked it out carefully and found no problems with the two women who ran it. Tracey seemed to love going because she was around other children. For a working mother, it was the best McCall could do.

				“So is there any truth to it?” her grandmother demanded in her no-nonsense normal tone of voice. “Has one of the McGraw twins been found?”

				The question took McCall by surprise. For twenty-five years there had been no news on the fraternal twins who’d been kidnapped. Then a few months ago a true-crime writer had shown up at the McGraw ranch and all hell had broken loose. While some pieces of the puzzle had been found, the twins hadn’t been yet.

				Now was it possible one of them had been located?

				“I heard it’s the boy, Oakley,” her grandmother was saying. “Apparently your theory about who might have adopted out the children was correct. It was the Whitehorse Sewing Circle. That bunch of old hens. You should arrest them all.” Most of the women involved in the illegal kidnappings were dead now. “On top of that, that crazy daughter of Arlene Evans almost escaped from the loony bin last night.”

				McCall hadn’t heard about that, either. It amazed her that Pepper often knew what was going on in town before the sheriff did—even though the Winchester Ranch was miles south of Whitehorse.

				“Thank you for all the information. Is that it? Or was the bank robbed?”

				Pepper laughed. “You should hire me since I know more of what is going on than you do.” It was an old refrain, one McCall almost enjoyed. Almost.

				“Well, let me know when you find out something worth hearing about,” Pepper said. “I’m having lunch with the rest of your family tomorrow. Maybe sometime you can come out.” With that, her grandmother was gone, leaving McCall to smile before she dialed Travers McGraw’s number.

				* * *

				VANCE ELLIOT WATCHED the landscape blur past and wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans.

				“You all right?” the attorney asked from behind the wheel of the SUV. The fiftysomething man wore a dark suit, reminding Vance of an undertaker. No one wore a suit like that, not around these parts, anyway. So Jim Waters must be some highfalutin lawyer who made a lot of money. But then, he worked for Travers McGraw, Vance thought as he saw the huge ranch ahead. Travers McGraw probably paid him well.

				“I’m a little nervous,” he admitted in answer to the lawyer’s question. He was about to come face-to-face with Travers McGraw and his three sons. He’d heard enough about them to be anxious. Plus, the attorney had already warned him.

				“They aren’t going to believe you, but don’t let that rattle you,” Waters said. “They’ve had a lot of people pretend to be the missing twins, so naturally they’re going to be suspicious. But having the stuffed horse will help. Then there is the DNA test. You’re ready for that, right?”

				Right. That alone scared the daylights out of him, but he simply nodded to the attorney’s question.

				He watched the ranch house come into view. He couldn’t imagine growing up on a place like this. Couldn’t imagine having that much land or that much money. Nor could he deny the appeal of being a McGraw with all the privileges that came with it.

				He knew he was getting ahead of himself. There were a lot of hoops he had to jump through before they would accept that he was Oakley, the missing twin. But at least he could admire the house until then. It was huge with several wings that trailed off from the two-story center.

				He’d heard stories about lavish parties where senators and even the governor had attended. That was before the twins were kidnapped, though, before the first Mrs. McGraw went to the loony bin and the second one went to jail.

				But the house and grounds were still beautiful, and the horses... A half dozen raced through a nearby pasture as beautiful as any horseflesh he’d ever seen. Horses were in his blood, he thought with a silent laugh. And as Waters turned into the long lane leading to the house, he thought maybe horses were in his future.

				“There is nothing to be afraid of,” the attorney said. “Just tell them what you told me.”

				“I will.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. Just stick to the story. The attorney had believed him. So Travers McGraw should, too, right? The stuffed horse had opened the door. The DNA test would cinch it.

				As Waters brought the SUV to a stop in front of the house, Vance picked up the paper bag next to him and held it like a suit of armor to his chest.

				“Try to relax,” the attorney said. “You look like you’re going to jump out of your skin.”

				He took a deep breath and thought of his run-ins with the law as a horse thief. He’d talked his way out of those. He could handle this.

				Think about the payoff, he reminded himself. This place could be his one day.

				* * *

				“DAD, I DON’T want you getting upset,” Boone McGraw said as they waited in Travers’s office. “You know what the doctor said.”

				“I had a heart attack,” his father said impatiently. “Given the state of my health and why it was so bad, I’m fine now. Even the doctor is amazed how quickly I’ve bounced back.”

				Ledger stood by the office fireplace, as anxious as the rest of his family. They all knew that their father had bounced back because even before this phone call, Travers McGraw was determined the twins were alive and that he would see them again.

				And now, after releasing more information to the press, maybe one of the twins had come forward. Ledger couldn’t help being skeptical. They’d been here before. Except this time, this one had Oakley’s stuffed horse, which had been in his crib the night he was kidnapped. Would his father finally be able to find some peace?

				Or, after twenty-five years, had too much time passed? Oakley would be a grown man, no longer that cute six-month-old baby who’d been stolen. He would have lived a good portion of his life as someone else, with other parents. He would have his own life and the McGraws would all be strangers to him.

				Ledger feared this wasn’t going to be the homecoming his father was hoping for as he heard a vehicle pull up out front. He looked from his father to his brother and then went to answer the door. Better him than Boone, who already looked as if he could chew nails. It was going to take a lot to convince Boone that whoever was headed for the door was the lost twin.

				Unable to wait for a knock, Ledger opened the door. Attorney Jim Waters and the young man, who might or might not be his brother, were at the bottom of the porch steps. His gaze went right to the young man, who looked dressed in all new clothing from the button-down shirt to the jeans and Western boots. He was tall, broad-shouldered and slim hipped like all the McGraw men.

				At the sound of the front door opening, Vance Elliot looked up, his thick dark hair falling over his forehead. Ledger saw the blue eyes and felt a shiver.

				This might really be his brother.

				“Vance Elliot, this is Ledger McGraw,” Waters said by introduction.

				“Please, come in,” he said, unable to take his eyes off the young man. “My father and brother are in his office.”

				* * *

				LEDGER LED THE two men into his father’s office and closed the door. The new cook, a woman by the name of Louise, he’d made a point of learning, was in the kitchen making dinner. Cull and Nikki should be back soon. Unless they decided to stay in Whitehorse and go out to dinner. He still couldn’t believe how hard his brother had fallen for the true-crime writer.

				“Please sit down,” Travers said, getting to his feet to shake hands with Vance. He waited until everyone was sitting before he asked, “So you think you might be my son Oakley. Why don’t you start by telling us something about you?”

				Vance shifted in his chair. He held a large paper bag on his lap, the top turned under. Ledger assumed the stuffed toy horse was inside. He would have thought his father would want to see it right away.

				“I don’t know exactly where to begin. I was raised in Bear Creek, south of Billings, on a small farm. My parents told me when I was about five that I was adopted.”

				“Did you have other siblings?” Travers asked.

				Vance shook his head. “Just me.” He shrugged. “I had a fine childhood. We didn’t have much but it was enough. I went to college in Billings for a while before getting a job on a ranch outside of Belfry. That’s about it.”

				“And how did you become aware that you might be one of the missing McGraw twins?” his father asked.

				“I heard about it on television. When they mentioned the small stuffed horse and showed a photo of what it might look like, I couldn’t believe it. I’d had one just like it as far back as I could remember.”

				“Is that what’s in the bag?” Boone asked.

				Vance nodded and stood to place the bag on the desk in front of Travers. He took a step back, bumped into the chair and sat again.

				The room had gone deathly quiet. Ledger could hear nothing but his own heart pounding as his father pulled the bag closer, unfolded the top and looked inside.

				A small gasp escaped his father’s lips as he pulled the toy stuffed horse from the bag. Ledger saw the worn blue ribbon around the horse’s neck and swung his gaze to Vance. If he was telling the truth, then this man was Oakley, all grown up.

				* * *

				WATERS COULDN’T HELP the self-satisfied feeling he had when he saw Travers McGraw’s expression. He’d felt the same way when he’d seen the toy stuffed horse. It was Oakley’s; there was no doubt about that.

				Of course, this wouldn’t be a done deal until after the DNA tests were run, but he was on the home stretch.

				“Would the two of you like to stay for dinner?” Travers asked, putting the toy back into the sack and rising to his feet. “I’d like to hear more about your childhood, Vance.” It was clear he was fighting calling the young man by that name.

				He’d also seen Travers’s face when the two of them had walked into the office. The horse rancher had looked shocked by how much the young man resembled Travers’s own sons.

				Waters looked to Vance before he said, “We’d love to stay for dinner. If you’re sure it isn’t an inconvenience.” He thought of the years he’d sat at the big dining room table and eaten under this roof. If this went the way he expected it to, he’d be a regular guest again.

				“Wonderful,” Travers said as he came around his desk. Putting an arm around Vance, he steered him toward the dining room at the back of the house. “Where are you staying?”

				Vance cleared his voice. “I spent last night at a motel in town.”

				“You can stay here on the ranch if you’d like,” Travers said. “I don’t want to pressure you. Give it some thought. We can discuss it after dinner.”

				Waters smiled to himself. This couldn’t have gone any better. Vance was in—at least until the DNA test. But if he passed that...

				His cell phone vibrated in his pocket. He checked caller ID. Patricia, the soon-to-be former wife of Travers McGraw. He was sure his boss would ask him to handle the divorce. It would be his pleasure.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Abby was dressed and sitting in the wheelchair waiting when her husband came into her hospital room the next afternoon. She felt fine, except for a headache and no memory of what had happened to her. But hospital policy required her to be “driven” down to the exit by wheelchair after her doctor came in.

				Wade stopped in the doorway. She gave him a smile to reassure him that she was all right. He’d been so worried. She’d never seen him like that before.

				He tried to smile back, but his expression crumbled. He burst into tears, dropping to his knees in front of her wheelchair.

				“Oh, babe, I’m so sorry.”

				“Wade, this wasn’t your fault. You have to quit blaming yourself,” Abby said, wishing it was true, as he squeezed her hand with what felt like desperation.

				“I just don’t know what I would do if I lost you,” he was saying. “When I thought you were dead... Abby, I love you so much. Sometimes I do stupid things. I lose my temper or—”

				“Well, fortunately, you didn’t lose her,” his father said from behind him in the doorway. Neither of them had heard Huck, so she didn’t know how long he’d been standing there.

				Her husband surreptitiously wiped at his tears but didn’t get up. Nor did he let go of the one hand he held of hers too tightly.

				“In fact, son, she looks like she feels much better,” Huck said as he entered the hospital room. “But you should have gotten those jars from the garage when she asked you to. I’m sure you won’t make that mistake again.”

				Wade squeezed her hand even tighter. “No, I won’t,” he said, his voice sounding strained. “I swear.”

				“Then let’s get this woman home. Can’t let crime run rampant because of peach jam,” Huck said with a laugh.

				Wade got up slowly as if he had a terrible weight on his shoulders. Abby watched him use the wheelchair arms to support himself as he lumbered to his feet.

				She’d blamed his job at the sheriff’s office for the change in her husband, but as she felt the tension between Wade and his father, she wondered how much of the change in him was Huck’s doing. Her father-in-law often talked about making his son a man. It was no secret that he thought Wade wasn’t “tough” enough.

				The doctor came in then to talk to her about her recovery. He still questioned whether she should be going home. She could tell that he was worried about her—and suspicious of her accident.

				But Abby found herself paying more attention to what was going on out in the hallway. Huck had drawn Wade out into the hall. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but just from her husband’s hunched shoulders, she knew that Huck was berating him. Talk about the kettle calling the skillet black, she thought.

				* * *

				“STOP YOUR DAMNED BLUBBERING,” Huck said, taking Wade’s arm and halfway dragging him down the corridor. “You didn’t do anything wrong, remember? So quit apologizing.”

				“Easy for you to say,” Wade said under his breath.

				“You need to be more careful. If the doctor had overheard you...” His father shook his head as if Wade was more stupid than he’d even originally thought. “On top of that, the nurse said that Ledger McGraw stopped by to see your wife after you left,” Huck said.

				Wade swore and kicked at a chair in the hallway. It skittered across the floor, before Huck caught it and brought it to a stop with a look that told him to cool it. Wade wanted to put his fist through the wall. “He just won’t stay away from my wife.”

				“So what are you going to do about it?” Huck asked, sounding as angry as Wade felt.

				“I’m going to find the son of a bitch and kill him.” He smacked the wall hard with his open palm. The pain helped a little.

				“This is your problem—you go off half-cocked and just screw things up,” his father said. “Listen to me. You want to get rid of him? I’ll help you, but we won’t be doing it when you’re out of control. We’ll plan it. As a matter of fact, I have a way we can be rid of Ledger McGraw and the rest of them, as well.”

				Wade stared at his father. “What are you saying?” He narrowed his eyes. “This is about the long-standing grudge you hold against Travers McGraw.”

				“What if it is? I don’t just whine and cry. I take care of business.”

				He shook his head at his father. “I know you said you used to date Marianne before she married Travers, but—”

				“But nothing.” Huck wiped a hand over his face, anger making his eyes look hard as obsidian. “She was mine and then he had to go and marry her, and look how that turned out.”

				“You might be crazier than she is,” Wade muttered under his breath, only to have his father cuff him in the back of the head as they headed back to Abby’s room.

				* * *

				ABBY LISTENED TO the rain on the roof for a moment before she realized that she was alone. She rolled over to find the bed empty. More and more Wade was having trouble sleeping at night.

				He’d said little after bringing her home from the hospital. Once at the house, he’d insisted she go to bed. He’d brought her a bowl of heated canned soup. She’d smelled beer on his breath, but had said nothing.

				“I’ll let you get some rest,” he’d said after taking her soup tray away.

				Sometime during the night she’d felt him crawl into bed next to her. She’d smelled his beery breath and rolled over only to wake later to find his side of the bed empty.

				Now she found him sitting outside on the covered porch. He teetered on the edge of the chair, elbows on his knees, head down as if struggling with the weight of the world on his shoulders.

				Abby approached him slowly, half-afraid that she might startle him. His volatile mood swings had her walking on eggshells around him. The floorboards creaked under her feet.

				Wade rose and swung around, making her flinch. “What are you doing?” he demanded gruffly.

				“I woke up and you weren’t in bed. Is everything all right?”

				“I just needed a little fresh air. You don’t have to be sneaking up on me.”

				Abby desperately wanted to reach out to him, to comfort him, to plead with him to tell her what was making him so miserably unhappy. She blamed herself. They’d been good together once. Hadn’t they?

				But clearly he was in no mood for the third degree. Also she’d learned to keep her distance when he was drinking. But she knew he was hurting. Because of her fall? Or because of something else?

				It was raining harder now. She hugged herself, the damp seeping through her thin nightgown. There’d been a time when he would have noticed just how thin the fabric was, how it clung to her rounded breasts and hips. Back then he would have pulled her to him, his breath warm against her neck. That husky sound in his voice as he told her how much he wanted her, needed her. How he couldn’t live without her.

				Wade didn’t give her another look as he sat down again, turning his back to her. “You should go to bed.”

				She felt tears burn her eyes. Wade kept pushing her away, then losing his temper because he thought some other man might want her.

				“I saw Ledger McGraw looking at you when you came out of the grocery store,” Wade would say. “I’m going to kill that son of a—”

				“You can’t kill every man who looks at me,” she would say.

				“You like it when he looks at you.”

				She would say nothing, hoping to avoid a fight, but Wade would never let it go.

				“He wants you. He isn’t going to give up until he tears us apart. Not that he would ever marry you. He had that chance already, remember? Remember how he lied to you, cheated on you—”

				There was nothing she could say to calm him down. She knew because she’d tried. “Wade, don’t be ridiculous.”

				“Right, I’m ridiculous. I’m no McGraw, am I?”

				“I married you.”

				“Only because you couldn’t have Ledger.”

				She would try to hug him and he would shove her away, balling his hands into fists. “You never got over him. That’s what’s wrong with our marriage. You’re still yearning for him. I can see it in your eyes.”

				He would shove her or grab her, wrenching her arm. It would always end with him hurting her and then being sorry. He would berate himself, loathing that he was now like his father. He would promise never to do it again, beg her forgiveness. Plead with her not to leave him.

				And each time, she would forgive him, blaming herself for setting him off. Then they would make love and it would be good between them for a while.

				At least, that was the way it used to be. Lately, it took nothing to set Wade off. And there was no pleading for forgiveness or any making up afterward.

				“It isn’t like anyone else wanted to marry you,” her mother told her when she’d seen Abby wince from one of Wade’s beatings. Her mother loved to rub salt in the wounds. “It’s plain to see that you aren’t making him happy. You’d better do whatever it takes or he’s going to dump you for a woman who will. Then where are you going to be? Divorced. Left like a bus at the Greyhound bus station. No man will want you then.”

				Abby had bit her lip and said nothing. She’d made her bed and now she had to lie in it. That was her mother’s mantra.

				“And stay clear of that McGraw,” her mother had warned. “Men always want you when you’re with someone else. But the minute they get you, they lose interest. So don’t be thinkin’ the grass is greener with him. You already know you can’t trust him. Look how he broke your heart. Just be glad Wade was willing to marry you since you weren’t exactly white-wedding-dress material, now, were you?”

				Now she stared at the back of her husband’s head for a moment, then padded barefoot back to bed. If only she could remember how she’d gotten hurt. She had a feeling that would have answered all of her questions about what was happening with her husband.

				* * *

				“ABBY’S STARTING TO REMEMBER,” Wade told his father the next day. He’d been relieved that he had to work. The last thing he wanted to do was sit around with her. He felt as if he was going to come unraveled at the seams as it was. She knew she hadn’t fallen off a ladder. He saw it in her eyes and said as much to Huck.

				“So what? It isn’t like she’s going to tell anyone,” his father said. “If she was going to do that, she would have done it a long time ago.”

				“She’s going to leave me.”

				Huck swore. “She would have done that a long time ago, too. She’s fine. It’s you I’m worried about.”

				“Everyone knows.” As he’d wheeled Abby out to his patrol car parked at the emergency entrance, he’d seen the way the nurses were looking at him. Everyone knew now that he was his father’s son—a bastard who mistreated his wife. He was thankful he and Abby hadn’t had a kid. What if he took his anger inside him out on his own son?

				“Snap out of it!” his father barked as they stood talking by their patrol cars. “You’re in the clear.”

				Wade shook his head. “I’m afraid she’s going to remember why we fought. If she remembers what she overheard you and me talking about...”

				“I thought you said she didn’t remember anything?”

				He shrugged. “She says she doesn’t, but the way she looks at me... She’s going to start putting it together. I can see it in her eyes.”

				“Bull. If she remembered, she’d either go to the sheriff or she’d be in your face. What she needs to do is get back to work, keep her mind off...everything. In the meantime, you need to stay calm. You can’t mess up again.”

				“I’ll treat her real good,” he said more to himself than his father. “I’ll make up for everything.”

				“That alone will make her suspicious. Do what you normally do.”

				“Get drunk and stay out half the night?” Wade asked his father in disbelief. “And you think that will help how?”

				“It won’t make you seem so desperate. Stop saying you’re sorry. It was her damned fool self who climbed up that ladder to get those canning jars.”

				Wade stared at him. He’d always known that his father bought into his own lies, but this was over the top. “She’s not stupid. She knows damned well she didn’t fall from a ladder.” He felt a sob deep in his chest begging to get out. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold it together. “You don’t live with her. You have no idea what it’s like. She knows she can do better than me. She’s always known. If she ever finds out that we lied to her about Ledger McGraw and that girl at college—”

				Huck swore a blue streak. “Stop feeling sorry for yourself, you miserable little miscreant. It’s our word against McGraw’s. He swore nothing was going on, but if she didn’t believe him then, she sure isn’t going to now. She isn’t going to find out unless you confess everything. She married you. Don’t blow this. If she remembers what we were talking about when she overheard, then we’ll deal with it. In the meantime, go get drunk, get laid, stop worrying.”

				* * *

				ABBY COULDN’T SIT STILL. The doctor had told her to rest, but she felt too antsy. Not being able to remember nagged at her. She got up and turned on the television.

				Standing, she flipped through the channels, but found nothing of interest and turned it off.

				Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a book lying open on the floor next to her chair. As she bent to pick it up, she winced at the pain in her ribs. Dizzy, she had to grab hold of the chair arm for a moment.

				She stared at the book, trying to remember. Had she been reading? It bugged Wade when she read instead of watched television with him. He took offense as if her reading made him feel dumb. It made no sense. No more sense than what had happened to her. Why would she have been reading if she was going to get canning jars down to make peach jam?

				Marking her place, she put the book down and walked into the kitchen to open the refrigerator. Of course there were no peaches in there. Had she really thought there would be this time of year? Her ribs hurt worse as she breathed hard to fight back the nausea. She hadn’t fallen off a ladder. Why did she keep trying to make Wade’s story plausible?

				She turned to look at her house, seeing her life in the worn furniture, in the sad-looking cheap artwork on the walls, in the creak of the old floorboards under her feet.

				Her gaze went to the floor as she caught a whiff of pine. Someone had cleaned the kitchen floor—but not with the cleaner she always used. Wade? Why would he clean unless...

				Heart beating hard, she noticed that he’d missed a spot. She didn’t need to lean any closer to know what it was. Dried blood. Her blood.

				* * *

				ABBY REALIZED SHE had nowhere to go. But she desperately needed to talk to someone. Even her mother.

				She knew she shouldn’t be driving, but her house wasn’t that far from her mother’s. Once behind the wheel she felt more in control. Seeing the blood, she’d quit lying to herself. She hadn’t fallen off a ladder. Wade had hurt her. Again. Bad enough for her to end up in the hospital.

				Only she had no idea why, which terrified her.

				Too upset to just sit around waiting for Wade to get off his night shift, she’d finally decided she had to do something. If only she could remember what they’d fought about. A vague memory teased at her, just enough to make her even more anxious. It hadn’t been one of their usual disagreements. It hadn’t even been Wade drunk and belligerent. No, this time it had been serious.

				As she turned down the road, she saw the beam of a flashlight moving from behind her mother’s house toward the old root cellar. Abby frowned as her mother and the light disappeared from view.

				Why would her mother be going down there this time of the night? She pulled up in front of the house and got out. As she neared the back of the house, she saw that her mother had strung an extension cord so she would have light down in the root cellar. It would be just like her mother to get it into her head to clean it out now, of all crazy possible times.

				Abby had spent years trying to please her mother, but she felt she’d always fallen short. She almost changed her mind about trying to talk to her tonight. Her mother would be furious with her for not believing her husband—even though it was clear he was lying. Nan Lawrence was a hard woman to get close to. The closest they’d been was when her mother had pushed her to marry Wade after her breakup with Ledger McGraw. Not that it had taken a whole lot of pushing since she had been so heartbroken.

				She’d just reached the back of the house and was about to start down the path to the root cellar when she heard a vehicle. A set of headlights flashed out as the car stopped in the stand of cottonwoods nearby. Someone had just parked out there.

				Her first thought was Wade. He’d stopped by the house to check on her, found her gone and figured she’d run to her mother.

				Hanging back in the deep shadow of the house, she watched a figure come out of the woods. It was too dark without the moon tonight to see who it was, but it was definitely a man, given his size. Wade? He stopped for a moment at the opening to the root cellar before lifting the door and disappearing inside, leaving the door ajar.

				Although she couldn’t make out his face, she caught the gleam of a badge on a uniform. Abby almost turned back. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to see her mother now that she was here. She definitely didn’t want to see her mother and Wade. They would gang up on her like they often did, confuse her, make her feel guilty for not being a better wife. Make her believe that all of it was her fault.

				And yet she was tired of running away from the truth. Wade had almost killed her. There couldn’t be another time. Not unless she had a death wish.

				She moved toward the open door of the root cellar. Wade had left it open. A shaft of light rose up out of the earth as she walked toward it. Her head ached and she told herself now wasn’t the time to have it out with her husband.

				But her feet kept moving, like a woman headed for the gallows.

				The moon was still hidden well behind the cloud cover. She made her way across the yard until she reached the gaping hole of the root cellar.

				The room belowground was larger than most root cellars. Having lived in Kansas as a child, her mother was terrified of tornadoes. No amount of talking had convinced her that tornadoes were rare, if not unheard of, in this part of Montana. She’d insisted that her husband build it large enough that if she had to spend much time down there, she wouldn’t feel cramped. So he had. He’d have done anything for her. No wonder he’d died young after holding down at least two jobs all of his life.

				Abby braced herself on the open door and took the first step, then another. The steps were solid. Also she could hear voices below her that would drown out any noise she made. They wouldn’t hear her coming. She thought she might hear them arguing, but as she got closer, she realized there was only a low murmur rising up to meet her as if they were speaking in a conversational tone.

				That alone should have warned her.

				It wasn’t until she reached the bottom step that she saw she’d been wrong about a lot of things. The man with her mother wasn’t Wade. Nor was her mother down here cleaning.

				Abby froze as she took in the sight. Black lights hung from makeshift frames along the earth ceiling. Under them green plants grew as far back into the root cellar as she could see.

				Her mother and her visitor had frozen when they’d seen her. Deputy Sheriff Huck Pierce had a plastic bag filled with what looked like dried plants in his hand. Her mother had a wad of cash. Both quickly hid what was in their hands.

				“What are you doing here?” her mother demanded. “You never stop by and tonight you decide to pay me a visit?”

				Realization was like a bright white noise that buzzed in her aching brain. She stood stock-still. This, she realized, was why her mother had pushed her to marry Wade. It had nothing to do with him being her best choice. No, it was all about his father and the drug business her mother had been secretly running in her root cellar.

				“Abby,” Huck said casually. “I thought you’d be home in bed.”

				“I’m sure you did,” she said and looked to her mother.

				A mix of emotions crossed Nan’s face before ending with resignation. “So now you know,” she said.

				Yes, now she knew why her mother had berated her for not being a better wife to Wade. Even when Abby had told her how Wade hurt her, she hadn’t said, “Leave the bastard.” No, she’d told Abby that it was her fault. That she needed to treat him better. That she needed to put up with it. Otherwise, she would be a divorcée, and look how that had turned out for her mother after Abby’s father had died and she’d quickly remarried twice more and was now divorced again.

				“I’ll let you handle this,” Huck said as he moved to leave. He tipped his hat as he edged past Abby as if she was a rattlesnake that couldn’t be trusted not to strike.

				But it wasn’t Huck who she wanted to sink her venom into. It was her mother. All she’d wanted was her mother’s love, she realized now. But the woman was incapable of real love. Why hadn’t she seen that before?

				“Don’t be giving me that look,” her mother snapped as she put away the empty jar that had held the dried marijuana the deputy had just bought. “I have to make a living. That’s all this is. You have no idea what it’s like being a single woman at my age. Anyway, it should be legal in this state. Will be one day and then I’ll be out of business. But until then...”

				She thought of all the things she wanted to say to her mother and was surprised when the only words that came out were “I’m divorcing Wade.”

				“You don’t want to do that.”

				“You don’t want me to do that, you mean. Or is it Huck who wants me to stay with his son?”

				“Huck and I agree that the two of you need to work some things out. You two married just keeps things...simple.”

				“Simple for you since you’re apparently in business with his father.”

				Her mother took a step toward her. “I won’t hear any more about this. What are you doin’ here, anyway? You should be home waiting for your husband. No wonder he has to take a hand to you.”

				Abby heard herself laugh, an odd sound down in the root cellar. “It’s not going to work, Mother. All I’ve ever wanted was you to like me if not love me. I tried to do what you asked of me, thinking that one day...” She shook her head. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to turn in your little...operation or snitch on the deputy. Knowing Huck, he’d wiggle out of it and let you fry. But as for you and me?” She shook her head again and turned to leave.

				“You’re making a huge mistake. You leave Wade and things will only get worse for you. I’ll tell you what. Quit your waitressing job and come into business with me. I’ll cut you in and—”

				“Save your breath,” she said over her shoulder. “You and I are finished.”

				“I’m your mother. You listen to me,” Nan yelled after her.

				“I’m through listening to you.” Abby topped the stairs and stumbled out. She took huge gulps of fresh air and fought tears. All this time she’d been trying to do the right thing according to her mother. It had all been to keep a drug dealer happy? Her mother had never cared what happened to her. It hadn’t been about her marriage vows at all.

				She staggered through the dark to her car, her ribs hurting as she took each ragged breath. She half expected Huck to be at the edge of the darkness, waiting to leap out at her. But apparently he’d left, believing that her mother could handle her. Look how well she’d done so far.

				The moon peeked out from behind a cloud, startling her. Abby held her breath until she was behind the wheel of her car, the doors locked. She sat for a moment, gasping between sobs, the pain deeper than even her bruised ribs.

				She started the car, desperately needing to leave here. Looking behind her, she saw her mother come out of the root cellar and stand, hands on her hips in the dim moonlight, scowling as she watched Abby drive away.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				“I didn’t expect you to be back to work already,” Ledger said, eyeing Abby a week later. “Are you feeling all right?”

				“I’m fine,” she said, handing him a menu and placing a glass of ice water in front of him. The familiarity of it after all this time had a nice resonance. She realized that if he ever quit coming in, she would miss him terribly.

				That thought made her feel guilty. She knew what Wade would make of it.

				Since the night she went to her mother’s, Wade had been an adoring husband. Abby was sure his father must have said something to him about what she’d seen in the root cellar. Was that why he was being so attentive? Because he was afraid she would tell?

				But tell what? She hadn’t been able to remember anything from her lost twenty-four hours. She’d wondered if it hadn’t had something to do with Wade’s father’s illegal business with her mother. Was that what she and Wade had argued about?

				She didn’t think so. All her instincts told her it was more serious than that. It nagged at her. She feared it was something worse, but couldn’t imagine what that would be.

				Seeing Ledger made her forget for a moment about that part of her life. He had always brightened her days. She’d often regretted jumping into marriage with Wade, but had been determined to stick it out no matter what. She’d taken her marriage vows seriously—even without her mother’s nagging.

				“What would you like this morning?” she asked as Ledger picked up the menu. He had to have it memorized as often as he came in and the menu hadn’t changed in fifty years except for the prices.

				“Abby,” he said, lowering his voice.

				She fought the impulse to lean in closer. Close enough she could smell his distinct male scent, something that was branded on her memory. The soft sweetness of it was a painful reminder of when they’d been together. Ledger had been her first, something that Wade had never let her forget.

				“I spoke to the nurse on your floor at the hospital. She told me that your injuries weren’t consistent with a fall off a ladder.”

				“Ledger.” The word came out a plea. He wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t already know. He couldn’t keep doing this. It was killing her.

				“I thought you should know. Wade lied to you.”

				Tears burned her eyes. She’d known Wade was lying to her the moment she’d seen his face. It wasn’t the first time nor did she suspect it would be the last. But he was trying, something he hadn’t done since becoming a deputy sheriff.

				“He’s going to kill you one of these days and then I’m going to prison for the rest of my life because I am going to tear him limb from limb.” He said it so matter-of-factly that his words were like an arrow through her heart.

				“Ledger. No.”

				“Why, Abby? Why have you stayed with him?” The pain in Ledger’s voice made tears blur her eyes. She hadn’t just been putting herself through this.

				She shook her head. All her reasons for staying no longer mattered. She took a step back, then another, bumping into a table before she got turned and rushed back to the kitchen.

				“Get control of yourself,” her elderly boss snapped as she rushed into the kitchen in tears.

				“I can’t do this anymore,” Abby cried.

				Ella took a step toward her. “If you’re quitting, you aren’t quitting in the middle of a shift.”

				“I’m not quitting.” She lowered herself to a stool by the back door, her face in her hands. “I can’t keep going back and forth, even in my mind.”

				Ella stepped to her and placed an arm around her shoulders. “Honey, this has been coming for a long time. You can’t be that surprised.”

				“I’m a married woman.”

				Ella snorted. “And Wade is a married man. You think that means much to him? Now wipe your face.” She handed her a paper towel. “Honey, it’s time to fish or cut bait. You’re going to have to make a decision, and from where I’m sitting, it’s pretty damned clear. You going to let Wade keep knocking you around? Or are you going to put a stop to it?”

				She looked up, surprised, although she knew she shouldn’t be. Of course her boss knew. “I’ve told him—”

				“Telling him don’t mean squat. Anything short of shooting him won’t do any good if you don’t leave him. I’ve held my tongue, but I can’t anymore. Stop being a damned fool.”

				“But—”

				“No buts. And stop listening to your mother. She doesn’t have the sense God gave a goose. I’m telling you straight. Dump that man and get on with your life before you don’t have a life. Now get back to work.”

				Abby went into the restroom and wiped her face. She’d cried enough over her situation. She looked as she came out to see that Ledger had left.

				“I told him to get on out of here and to quit crowding you,” Ella said. “You need to cut him loose if you don’t have the sense to end your marriage. Now do what women have always done—buck up and get back to work.”

				* * *

				VANCE COULDN’T BELIEVE IT. He looked around the bedroom thinking he had to be dreaming. He’d downplayed how poor his adoptive family had been or how hard he’d had to work or how much debt he had from college.

				As he walked to the window to look out, he felt a stab of jealousy for Cull, Ledger and Boone. They’d grown up here. They’d had all this and more.

				But now you’re one of them.

				“Not yet.” There was the DNA test. He’d managed to put it off as long as he could, knowing it was just a matter of time before he’d be forced to take it.

				In the middle of dinner tonight Cull McGraw and his girlfriend had shown up. Both had looked at him like he was a bug under a microscope as if searching for his fatal flaw—just as they had the first night he’d met them. The girlfriend, Nikki St. James, the true-crime writer, had wanted to see the stuffed toy horse that night. He had watched her inspect it and seen that the horse had definitely been the ticket in.

				But it would all come down to the DNA test.

				“When is the DNA test scheduled?” Cull had asked his father tonight.

				Travers had seemed taken aback by his son’s abruptness.

				“No reason to put it off any longer, right?” Ledger had interjected.

				Vance had met Travers’s gaze. “They’re right. No reason not to schedule it,” he’d said with more confidence than he felt. One more major hurdle and then he was home free, so to speak.

				But he remembered that first night well. “So what have you been doing since college?” Nikki had asked.

				“You can interview him for the book some other time,” Travers had said with an embarrassed laugh.

				“Sorry, questioning goes with the occupation,” she’d said, but he had known he’d have to answer a lot more questions before this was over.

				That was why he’d answered it that first night. “I’ve been working on some ranches in southern Montana. I’m apparently good with horses.” That had pleased Travers—just as he knew it would. Vance had smiled to himself as he’d finished his meal.

				Now over a week later and alone in his room, he tried to relax and enjoy how far he’d come. This was definitely an upgrade from how he’d been living, but, he reminded himself, it was temporary.

				“How are you settling in?” asked a voice from the doorway.

				He swung around to find the attorney smiling at him. “This place is beautiful.”

				Waters agreed as he stepped into the room and walked to the window to look out on the swimming pool, pool house and horse barns. Past them, the McGraw ranch stretched to the Little Rockies. “Dinner went well again tonight, don’t you think?”

				“I guess.”

				The attorney shot him a look. “Is there a problem?”

				“No, but I think it’s time I took the DNA test. Until I do...”

				Waters nodded. “I don’t see any rush, but it’s up to you. Travers has accepted you. You seem to fit this place and this family.”

				He wasn’t so sure about that. He might have won Travers over, but he wasn’t so sure about the others.

				“Now it is only a matter of tying up the loose ends,” Waters said.

				He wondered if the attorney was referring to the DNA test or the five-hundred-thousand-dollar reward. “I was wondering... The reward money? The friend who pointed out that I might be Oakley... I want him to have it.”

				The attorney studied him for a moment. “Minus my ten percent, you mean. I’m sure that can be arranged. Do you want me to speak to Travers?”

				“No, not until after the DNA test.” He swallowed back the bile that rose in his throat. “Once there is no question that I’m Oakley...”

				* * *

				LEDGER CORNERED HIS brother Cull.

				“What do you want me to say?” Cull demanded after listening to what his brother told him.

				“He lied about Abby falling off a ladder,” Ledger repeated with more force.

				“Wade Pierce lied? Hell, stop the presses. What should we do? I know—let’s go over to his house and beat the crap out of him. Is that what you want me to say?”

				“That would be a good start. Not that I need your help.”

				“Yep, you should go alone, that way I’ll be able to get you out of jail on bail after you’ve gotten the hell kicked out of you by both Wade and his worthless father, who is also a deputy. Good plan.”

				“What am I supposed to do?” Ledger demanded.

				“Do I have to remind you that Abby isn’t your wife, not your responsibility, not even your business?”

				“I’m just supposed to let him keep hurting her?”

				Cull sighed. “She chose him. I know that’s hard for you to accept but—”

				“You don’t know her. She sticks with whatever she promises to do. She promised to love him until death they do part.”

				“Then that’s probably what’s going to happen.”

				“I’ll kill him.”

				“Oh, damn,” Cull said and dropped his head into his hands for a moment. “Okay, what do you want me to do?”

				Ledger looked at a loss for words. “We have to save her.”

				His brother nodded. “Okay, I reckon we could kidnap her.”

				“Kidnap who?” Boone had come into the room but stopped at his words and looked at him as if he’d lost his mind.

				“Abby,” Cull said. “We could wait outside the restaurant about the time she got off work and just grab her and—”

				“And go to prison for kidnapping?” Boone demanded.

				“Wait, this isn’t such a bad idea,” Ledger said. “Once we get her away from him, she will come to her senses and—” He stopped, seeing their disbelieving looks, and realized Cull had been kidding.

				“Haven’t you been trying to convince her to leave him?” Cull asked. “Has it done any good?”

				“It’s...complicated.”

				“Isn’t it, though? I hate to tell you this, little brother,” Cull said. “But as hard as it is, you need to step off.”

				Ledger flopped down in a chair. “I can’t do that.”

				“What choice do you have?” Boone asked. “She doesn’t want you.”

				“That’s blunt enough, thanks, Boone,” Cull said sarcastically. “Where are you going?” he asked as Ledger got to his feet and headed for the door.

				“I’m going to find Wade,” he said as he approached the door.

				“He’s going to end up in jail,” he heard Boone say behind him. “Or worse if Huck and Wade tag team him. You ought to stop him.”

				“I suppose we could hog-tie him in the barn, but eventually we would have to let him go and then what?” Cull said.

				Ledger let the door slam behind him as he headed for his pickup.

				* * *

				“WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?” Abby asked when Wade finally showed up at home later that night.

				He jumped, startled to find her waiting in the dark corner of the porch. “You scared the devil out of me.”

				Somehow she doubted that.

				“I asked where you’ve been.”

				“You’d better change your tone and right now,” he said, but it wasn’t with the same meanness in his voice. She really had scared him. The last thing he’d expected was to see her sitting in the dark waiting on him.

				He reached in and turned on the porch light, blinked and then studied her as if trying to gauge what was going on.

				“I’m still waiting,” she said calmly.

				“I was working,” he said, starting to get belligerent. She could smell the beer on his breath from where she was sitting. But that wasn’t the only scent she picked up on him. The cheap perfume turned her stomach.

				She also noticed that he seemed to be swaying a little as if fairly drunk. Normally she wouldn’t confront him. But tonight it was as if something had snapped in her. He’d been so good for weeks, but she’d known in her heart it wouldn’t last.

				“Don’t bother to lie,” she said, getting to her feet. “I know where you’ve been and what you’ve been doing.” She started past him.

				He grabbed her arm, spinning her around to face him. This was when she would normally hurriedly apologize, look at the floor, take whatever belittling he threw at her and then try to get away as quickly as possible.

				Tonight she looked him in the eye with a fire she hadn’t known she possessed. He seemed startled, his grip on her loosening a little.

				Her gaze went to where his fingers clutched her arm. “Get your hands off me.”

				Amazingly, he let go. “You’re getting some kind of mouth on you,” he blustered. “You keep that up and I’ll—”

				“No, you won’t,” Abby said. She kept her voice calm but with an edge to it he’d never heard before because she’d never dared talk to him like this. “If you ever touch me again, you and I are done.” She pushed past him, half expecting him to grab her from behind and backhand her.

				But he didn’t touch her. He let her go into the bedroom where she closed the door, the sound of the lock deafening in the house at this late hour.

				Her heart was pounding like a war drum. She quickly moved away from the door, afraid he would charge it using his body like a battering ram and knock it down. The lock was fairly flimsy. It wouldn’t take much.

				But beyond the door she heard the shuffle of his heavy boots. He knocked over a lamp and cussed as it hit the floor. She heard him say, “I should bust down that door and teach that bitch what’s what.”

				But with relief, she knew he wasn’t going to do anything but pass out. She moved to the bed as she heard him collapse on the couch. Would he wake up in the middle of the night having sobered up just enough to be furious that she’d locked him out of his bedroom?

				She climbed into bed, feeling the cold aluminum of the baseball bat she’d purchased in town. It lay next to her. She’d bought it on impulse today after work because as good as Wade had been, she’d known in her heart it wouldn’t last.

				Abby took hold of the bat. If he busted down the door and came in all raging fists and angry threats, he would get another surprise.

				For a long time, she lay propped against the pillows, clutching the bat and waiting. Ella was right. She had to take control of her life. This was a start.

				If she could save her marriage, she had to try. Ella was right about that. She was also right about Ledger. She needed to cut him loose.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Last night Ledger had driven around Whitehorse, looking for Wade’s pickup. The deputy hadn’t been at work. He also hadn’t been at any of the local bars.

				While he’d thought about driving out to Abby’s house, he had enough sense not to. The more he drove through the sleepy little Western town, the more he realized something had to change. He’d been carrying this torch for Abby since high school. If he’d married her when he’d had the chance, none of this would be happening.

				But they’d been too young and he’d promised his father that he’d finish college before they married. Unfortunately, Abby hadn’t been able to wait. He’d heard that she was pregnant with Wade’s baby, but that hadn’t been true. Instead, he suspected the rushed marriage had been Abby’s mother’s doing. That woman just wanted to get her daughter married off—didn’t matter to whom, apparently.

				He’d finally driven toward home, telling himself he had to stop going by the café on the mornings Abby worked. He upset her too much. He had to back off. His brothers were right, as hard as that was to admit.

				Feeling as if his heart was breaking all over again, he drove home. As he got out of his pickup, he saw that his brother Cull was sitting on the porch as if he’d been waiting for him.

				“You don’t have to get me out of jail,” he said as he climbed the porch steps.

				“Glad to hear it. Not that I was waiting up for you,” Cull lied.

				Ledger smiled at him as he took a step next to him. “I drove around looking for Wade for a while.”

				“Must not have found him.”

				“Nope, but I did do some thinking. You’re right. Abby knows how I feel. It’s in her court now.”

				Cull reached over and clasped his shoulder to give it a squeeze. “I know how hard this must be for you. But you’ve done all you can at this point.”

				He nodded. “I love her.”

				“I know.” Cull was quiet for a moment. “So you think this Vance Elliot is our brother?”

				Ledger shrugged. “He looks like us.”

				“He does that. Says he’s good with horses.” Cull chuckled. “I was thinking we’d put him on that new stallion.”

				Ledger actually smiled at that. “I’d pay money to see it.”

				Cull got to his feet. “It’s late. Guess we’ll know for sure when the DNA test results come back. I would imagine Dad will talk the lab into putting a rush on them. Or maybe not. I think he’s enjoying the idea of Oakley being home. You going to be okay?”

				“Don’t have a lot of choice.”

				* * *

				ABBY WOKE THE next morning, only her and the baseball bat in the bed. No Wade. He hadn’t awakened in the night. Or if he had, he’d thought better about breaking down their bedroom door.

				She realized that she felt better. Her ribs were still sore. She still had a dull ache in her head, but even it was better.

				Rising, she dressed, and moving to the door, she slowly unlocked it. She had no idea what to expect. The wear and tear of living in a relationship where she had to walk on eggshells had taken a toll on her. She felt jumpy, unsure, afraid as she slowly opened the bedroom door, the doorknob in one hand, the baseball bat in the other.

				The couch was empty. She stood listening before taking another step. Was he waiting for her in the hallway off the bedroom, planning to jump her the moment she came out?

				With the bat in both hands, she started down the hallway. She took a few steps and stopped to listen. The house creaked and groaned, but there was no sound of Wade.

				She could see the indentation in the couch where Wade must have slept at least part of the night. One of the couch pillows was on the floor.

				Cautiously she moved down the hallway toward the kitchen. The floor creaked under her step. She froze and listened again.

				Just a few more feet and she would be able to see into the kitchen. He would have had time to think about what she’d said to him last night.

				She prayed that he would know she meant it this time and that if he didn’t change she would leave him. But she knew that her ultimatum might just as easily set him off and make things worse between them.

				If what Ledger had told her was true about people at the hospital knowing she hadn’t fallen off a ladder? Word would spread fast and everyone in the county would know the truth about her and Wade. Shame burned her cheeks. They’d know her terrible secret. All her lies had been for nothing. Because this time Wade had hit her hard enough that he’d had to take her to the hospital.

				That story about her climbing the ladder in the garage for jars to make peach jam had been just that—a ridiculous story that he’d cooked up.

				She shuddered as she realized that Wade hadn’t come up with that on his own. His father’s fingerprints were all over it. Wade would have panicked when he couldn’t wake her up. He would have called Huck to ask him what to do.

				Abby felt sick because all of it sounded so much more believable than the jam jar story. Yet she had wanted to believe it. Worse, she’d wanted Ledger to believe it.

				What was wrong with her? She’d let her husband hurt her, telling herself that he was under a lot of pressure because he’d lost his job or because he wanted to make good at the sheriff’s department or because he’d had a rough day at work. Like she’d never had one of those.

				When he’d lost his temper and hit her, she’d told herself it was her fault. She’d promised to try harder to please him—just as her mother had said.

				A wave of disgust washed over her as she moved to the doorway to the kitchen and stopped.

				Wade was sitting at the table, elbows on the tabletop, his head resting in his hands. A floorboard must have creaked, because he suddenly lifted his head and turned it in her direction.

				His eyes were red and shiny. Hungover? Or crying? She couldn’t tell. Either, though, could change in a heartbeat and turn violent.

				Those eyes focused on her, shifting from her face to the bat in her hands. His expression went from sorrowful to surprised, then deeply hurt. She realized he’d been crying. It was what he always did after he hurt her. She’d never doubted that he was sorry or that he didn’t want to hurt her again. Until the next time.

				“Abby?” His voice sounded lost.

				She shifted the bat to one hand and let it rest against her leg.

				“You don’t need that,” he said, still sounding shocked that she would either think that she needed a bat to protect herself or that she would consider hitting him with it.

				She felt the irony of that soul-deep.

				Yesterday she’d been determined to save her marriage. But looking at him sitting there, she knew that she no longer wanted to. The last few months had been so much worse than any she could have imagined. Him putting her in the hospital because of his temper... It was the last straw.

				“I want you to pack your things and move out,” she said, surprised how calm she sounded. Her heart was pounding in her chest.

				“Abby, you can’t mean—”

				“I do, Wade. I can’t live like this.” He had started to get up, but her words stopped him. He settled back in the chair and put his head in his hands again.

				“Don’t do this, Abby. I’ll change. I swear I will. In fact, things are going to get better.”

				The familiar words had no effect on her. She stared at her husband and wondered how long it had been over. She’d left him once. That night, running for her life, she’d made the mistake of going to her mother’s.

				“Don’t you ever darken my door again. Your place is with your husband.”

				“You don’t understand. He’s going to kill me.” She had pleaded with her mother.

				“What did you do?”

				She’d stared at her mother in disbelief. “I didn’t do anything.”

				Her mother sneered. “You did somethin’ to make him mad.”

				“He came home drunk, smelling of some other woman—”

				“Grow up, Abby. He’s a man. He has to let off a little steam. Be glad he took some of it out on that other woman before he got home. You want to be a good wife? Don’t make him mad. Now get out of here. He finds out you came here...”

				She’d left, walking home in the dark and realizing she had no other place to go than back to Wade.

				Now she felt a sadness deep in the pit of her stomach. She hadn’t been strong enough to leave Wade then, but she was now. “It’s over, Wade.”

				“You can’t throw me out of my own house,” he said belligerently. But he didn’t make a move toward her.

				She felt the weight of the bat. “If you don’t leave, I’ll call the sheriff. I don’t think you want that.”

				He fisted his hands at his waist, glaring at her. Then knocking over the chair, he jumped up and stormed out. She listened to the sound of his pickup engine dying off in the distance before she went to the door, locked it and pushed the fallen chair under the knob.

				But all her instincts told her he wouldn’t be back. At least not until tonight.

				* * *

				WATERS SHOWED UP the next morning to see if Vance needed a ride to the lab for his DNA test.

				“This really isn’t necessary,” Travers said when he opened the door to see his attorney standing there.

				“I’m representing Vance through this,” Waters said, surprising his old boss. “He asked me to on his behalf. I hope you don’t mind.”

				“I guess I can understand how he might feel alone in this, though if this test comes back like I think it will, he’ll now have family to take care of things. I hope, after all these years, that you won’t be involved in any litigation with my son.”

				“I was the one who brought him to you,” Waters reminded him. “I promised to look after his interests even though I’ve spent years looking after yours. But I’m sure once we confirm he’s your son that he will have everything he needs.”

				Travers nodded.

				“Since I am only on a retainer with you, I thought you’d appreciate me taking care of things on his behalf.”

				“You know I do.” The horse rancher turned as Vance came down the stairs.

				Just moments before, Waters was feeling good. Travers did appreciate what he was doing. He thought they might actually be able to patch things up. He was about to breathe a sigh of relief when he saw Vance’s expression.

				Worry wormed through him. The kid looked petrified. Maybe he hated needles. Waters could only hope that was all that was going on with Vance. Surely he wouldn’t be so stupid as to think he could pass a DNA test if he knew he wasn’t Oakley McGraw.

				Then again, maybe Vance thought the toy stuffed horse would be enough.

				He tried to relax. The kid had the horse. Unless he’d picked it up at a garage sale, he was Oakley McGraw, right?

				“I thought you and I would ride together to the lab,” the attorney said to him. He promised to see Travers and his sons at the lab and quickly steered the would-be Oakley outside.

				Once the two of them were in the car, he buckled up and looked over at the kid. “If there is some reason you think you might not pass this DNA test, then you need to tell me now.”

				* * *

				ABBY WONDERED WHAT had made her think she could stay in this house. Everywhere she looked there were too many bad memories. Her first thought this morning was simply getting away from Wade. She didn’t think her body could take another run-in.

				But once she realized she didn’t want to stay here, she knew she had to find a place of her own. Something small. Something she could afford by herself.

				They’d been paying on this house for the past couple of years. If there was any equity in it, Wade could have it. She just wanted out.

				That decided, she couldn’t wait to pack up and leave. It wouldn’t take much packing. She hadn’t accumulated hardly anything she cared about over these few years of marriage.

				When she looked around, she thought she could pack all of her possessions into the two suitcases out in the garage. She walked through the kitchen, opened the door from the house to the garage and froze.

				A memory tugged at her the moment she saw the ladder lying on the garage floor. Was it possible she had fallen—just as Wade had said? She shook her head. No, the blood was in the kitchen. But there was something about the garage and the ladder.

				Standing there, she tried hard to remember. Closing her eyes, she felt another nudge. Wade and his father. She frowned. They’d both been in the garage. She’d come to the door and heard them talking.

				A shudder moved through her. Why had they been talking in the garage? Because they hadn’t wanted her to hear. But she had heard. Had she let them know it?

				Apparently not at once since she’d found her dried blood on the kitchen floor. Had she confronted Wade about what she’d heard and the argument had gone from the garage to the kitchen?

				She squeezed her eyes closed tighter. They’d argued, but she’d already suspected that. But not in the garage. No, it had been in the kitchen. The two of them alone. But what had it been about?

				Something important. Had Wade found out that she’d gone back on the pill and had been keeping it from him? She shook her head and tried to concentrate on what she’d seen and heard in the garage.

				She could almost see Wade and Huck with their heads together, talking in grave tones in the garage. Almost hear... She opened her eyes with a groan, the memory just out of her grasp. But whatever it was, it was serious.

				* * *

				WATERS HAD FOUND a local lab to do the DNA test so they didn’t have to travel out of town.

				“Won’t you need to get DNA from Mother?” Ledger asked. Once they’d seen that Jim Waters would be taking Vance to the lab, he and his brothers had insisted on driving their father.

				“At this point, all they need is mine,” Travers said after lecturing them about babying him. “It should be conclusive enough. If needed, we can get your mother’s.”

				As they walked in, Ledger wondered how long it would be before the news was all over town. He’d already heard the rumor going around that one of the twins had been found. Waters’s doing? Or Vance’s?

				Vance had spent his first night in a motel in town. If Waters had checked him in, that could have been enough to get tongues wagging.

				At the lab, his father walked up to the reception desk and was told that he could come on back. As he disappeared down a short hallway, Ledger looked around. The building was small. His brothers had taken seats in the waiting area, but he was too antsy, so he’d moved where he could see down the corridor.

				There were a series of small rooms off the hall. His father had gone into one of those with the lab tech. He wondered where Vance was. At the sound of a familiar voice, he saw Deputy Sheriff Huck Pierce step out of one of the rooms with one of the lab techs, this one a redhead. She was laughing at something the deputy had said.

				Ledger turned away, but not before he’d seen the lab tech move to open the door of one of the rooms. He got a glimpse of Vance sitting nervously on a gurney, waiting to have the test done. He didn’t look like a man who believed he was Oakley McGraw.

				“Good thing Dad is smart enough to demand a lab test,” Ledger said when he joined his brothers. “I just saw Vance. He looks scared to death. What if he’s lying?”

				“Then we’ll know soon enough,” Boone said. “DNA doesn’t lie.”

				“He had the toy stuffed horse.” Cull shook his head. “What I want to know is what happens if he is Oakley.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Ledger let a few days go by before he stopped in the Whitehorse Café. He halted at the door to scan the room as he always did. Today, he would tell Abby why he hadn’t been back. He would apologize for making things worse for her. He would step off.

				But as always, there was that moment of expectation, that sense of hope, then concern when he looked around for her. If he didn’t see Abby, there was always a painful disappointment that ruined his appetite. But he was too polite to turn around and leave on those days when she’d traded shifts. He would have a little something to eat even though the other waitress could tell there was only one reason he’d come in and it wasn’t for the food.

				“Abby took the day off,” her friend Tammy said as she swung by on her way to a table with two plates full of biscuits and gravy. She didn’t give him a chance to comment.

				Abby never took a day off unless something was wrong. He waited until Tammy came back to ask, “Is she all right?”

				Tammy slowed to a stop even though he could tell that she was really busy this morning. He saw her hesitate. He knew she didn’t like telling something that Abby might not want him to know.

				“It’s okay,” he said, not wanting to put her on the spot. “She needs loyal friends.”

				“She’s looking for an apartment,” Tammy said and gave him an encouraging smile.

				“An apartment?”

				“A studio,” she said pointedly and then took off as she had another order come up.

				A studio apartment. Did that mean what he hoped it did? That she’d finally left Wade? He tried to keep from getting too excited about the prospect, not knowing what it meant. There was always the chance she would change her mind. Or worse, that Wade would stop her.

				He couldn’t possibly eat a thing. He left and walked to his pickup, his step lighter than it had been in three years.

				He’d just climbed into the ranch pickup when his cell rang. He thought for a moment that it would be Abby calling with the good news. He reminded himself that he wasn’t part of the equation. He hadn’t been since she married Wade. Just because she was getting an apartment—

				Ledger quickly dug out his phone, still hoping. “Hello?” he said without checking to see who was calling.

				“You need to get home,” his brother Cull said without preamble. “Dad just got the DNA test results. He wants us all there.”

				“That quick?” Ledger asked in disbelief.

				“They did just a preliminary one that should tell us if Vance Elliot has any of our blood running through his veins.”

				“I’m on my way.” He disconnected and sat staring out over the steering wheel. It was the moment of truth.

				He started the truck and drove as quickly as he could toward the ranch, his thoughts straying radically from what was waiting for him at home to what Abby was doing right now.

				He wanted to call her, but he resisted. He’d promised himself he would give her space. Ledger chuckled to himself, thinking about the times he’d wanted to pull some crazy romantic stunt like he’d seen in the movies. He’d ride into the café on his horse, scoop Abby up and ride off into the sunset with her. He’d save her from herself, from Wade, from her horrible mother.

				Ahead the ranch came into view, the Little Rockies in the distance. He slowed the pickup to turn down the road past the bright white wooden fence that lined both sides of the road. A half dozen horses had taken off in the wind, their manes flying back as they ran.

				The sight always made him smile. He loved this ranch, loved raising horses. He’d always thought that he would bring Abby here after he saved her.

				Waters’s car was parked in front of the house along with an older-model pickup he didn’t recognize. Vance Elliot’s?

				Both trepidation and excitement filled him. For twenty-five years his father had searched for the twins. Was it possible the DNA test would prove that one of them had finally made his way home?

				* * *

				ABBY FELT STRONGER every day both physically and emotionally. She’d made a point of ignoring the pleading messages her mother left on her phone as well as the angry, threatening ones.

				To her surprise, Wade had stayed away, as well. Each night she had expected him to get a snoot full of beer and come banging on her door. When she woke each morning to realize he hadn’t, she felt like a woman in the eye of the hurricane. She didn’t kid herself that it would be this easy to get her freedom from him.

				Now she braced herself. The last couple of days had been nice not having to confront him. Unfortunately, she had to talk to him. She found Wade as he was getting off his shift. From the look in his eyes, his father had already told him everything, including that Abby now knew about the marijuana business.

				“We should talk about all this at home,” Wade said once he was close enough to whisper.

				“I don’t have that much to say and I don’t want to be alone in the house with you.” She saw the sharp ache of pain in Wade’s eyes. The other times, she’d weakened. “I moved out of the house today. You can keep it or sell it, whatever you want. I don’t want anything from you.”

				“You don’t mean that. You’re just angry and upset. Once you calm down—”

				“No, Wade. I do mean it and I’m not going to change my mind. It’s over between us.”

				A muscle jumped in his jaw. He got that familiar look in his eyes. If they hadn’t been standing on the street in front of the sheriff’s office, he would have lost his temper and they both knew what happened then.

				“I saw a lawyer today and filed separation papers. There is a waiting period, but once it’s over, if you sign the divorce papers, you won’t have to pay for a lawyer of your own. Up to you, but dragging this out will only cost us both money.”

				He stared at her as if he couldn’t believe the words out of her mouth. “You just hold up a minute. You didn’t say nothin’ about no divorce.”

				“I told you I was done.”

				“That ain’t the same as a divorce,” he said, taking off his Stetson to rake his fingers through his hair. “I just thought you needed some time to cool off.”

				“No, Wade. I can’t be married to you anymore. Please don’t put up a fight. It’s over and I’m not going to change my mind.”

				He put his hat back on, looking like he was going to cry. “I’ll change. You have to give me another chance.”

				“I’ve given you too many chances,” she said, looking away from him.

				His voice broke and, when she looked at him, fury was back in his gaze. “It’s McGraw. Ledger McGraw.”

				“Believe what you want because you will anyway, but this is only about you and me.” She started to walk back toward her car, hoping he wouldn’t come after her.

				But, of course, he did. “Abby, I know I’ve messed up...”

				“Please stop,” she said, continuing to walk. “I don’t want to rehash this. You know exactly why I’m divorcing you. I won’t tell anyone about how you physically abused me unless you fight the divorce.”

				She heard the breath come out of him in a whoosh. Clearly, he hadn’t thought about that. Not that people didn’t know already. Ledger had always known. But it was clear that Wade liked to think it was still their secret.

				“It’s my word against yours,” he said, grabbing her arm and spinning her around to face him.

				She jerked her arm free. “People saw the bruises on me, Wade. They’ll testify in court. The doctor at the hospital is already suspicious after my...accident.”

				He looked furious but also scared. If it became public knowledge, he could lose his job. He grabbed her arm again.

				“You’re hurting me,” she said, keeping her voice down. He released her arm and stepped back as if he didn’t trust himself. “Just let me go. It’s for the best. And, Wade? Don’t let your father make you do something stupid.”

				“What does that mean?”

				“My mother and your father have their own selfish reasons for wanting us together. I wouldn’t take their advice.” With that, she opened her car door and climbed in to roll down the window. “My lawyer will have the paperwork to you soon. Just sign it and let’s part amicably, okay?”

				She didn’t give him a chance to answer as she turned the key in the ignition and drove away. He was still standing there looking after her when she pulled onto the street. They would never be amicable. She would be lucky if he gave her the divorce, let alone left her alone. No, she thought, fighting tears. She’d be lucky to get out of this alive.

				* * *

				LEDGER WATCHED THE celebration feeling strangely outside it. After twenty-five years, one of the twins was back. It was more than surreal. He glanced at his father. Travers looked so happy it made his heart ache with joy. But he was the only one, Ledger thought as he surveyed the family. They all looked as stunned as he felt.

				He saw Nikki watching Vance. Or did they now start calling him Oakley? Nikki was sharp; that was what made her such an excellent true-crime writer. She saw things that other people missed. And she knew people. Look how much she’d uncovered in a very short time recently.

				She was frowning as she studied Vance. Ledger wasn’t sure he could call him Oakley, even if the twenty-five-year-old would answer to it after all this time.

				His father was suggesting another bottle of champagne as he put an arm around his long-lost son. Vance just looked uncomfortable in his new role.

				Ledger moved closer to Nikki in time to hear her whisper to Cull, “Something’s wrong.”

				His brother sighed. “He has the toy,” Cull said quietly. “He has our blue eyes. He looks like us. But more to the point, he passed the preliminary DNA test with flying colors. So what are you saying?”

				Nikki shook her head and looked to Ledger. “You feel it, don’t you?”

				He nodded. “It just feels...”

				“Wrong,” Boone said, joining them at the edge of the party.

				Just then their father called them over so he could fill their champagne glasses.

				“Whatever it is all of you think you know, keep it to yourself,” Cull warned them. “Look at Dad. He’s happy. So I’m happy. It will take some time, but let’s make the best of this.”

				* * *

				MEMORY IS A funny thing, Abby thought. One minute her mind nagged at her to remember what had happened that night in the garage and later in the kitchen. The next, she would get a flash. Just enough to make her stop what she was doing to try to hang on to it before it disappeared again.

				She’d realized that she was missing one of her favorite earrings. Knowing that Wade should be working and away from the house, she’d driven out to look for the earring.

				It was while down on her hands feeling around under the bed for the earring, when her fingers closed on it, that she had her strongest flash yet. She froze as the memory came to her like the trailer of a movie. She saw Wade and his father in the garage, their heads together in serious conversation. But this time, she heard what they were talking about.

				At the sound of a vehicle pulling up in the yard, Abby jerked up, banging her head on the bed frame as she drew back, the earring biting into her fingers. Her head swam for a moment from the pain, from the memory, from the sound of a car door closing and heavy footfalls on the porch steps.

				She rose and looked out the bedroom door toward the front of the house. At the sound of a key in the lock, she knew it had to be Wade. He would have seen her car parked out front.

				Abby looked around as if for a way to escape. But the bedroom window was painted shut and she’d never be able to get down the hallway to the back door without being seen. If Wade saw her trying to get away from him, it would only make it worse.

				Indecision froze her to the spot. She felt sick to her stomach from what she’d remembered. She wished she’d never remembered. Just as she wished she had forgotten about the earring. She should never have come back here.

				But she realized that knowing what she now did, she would have to go to the sheriff. She had no choice. Wade wasn’t a good husband. He had a miserable temper and he often struck out when he was hurt or mad or drunk, which was often. But she’d never thought he was a bad man. She’d often felt sorry for him, knowing how he was brought up by his father.

				But after what she’d heard Wade and his father discussing in the garage... Once she went to the sheriff, she would never be safe. If Wade didn’t get her, his father would. She would be just as good as dead. Her only other option would be to stop Wade before he and his father went any further—as if anything she could say would convince her husband to go against his father.

				She’d forgotten all about her earring until she heard it hit the floor. She hadn’t even realized it was still in her hand until she’d dropped it. Bending down, she felt around for it in the dim light of the bedroom. She’d just recovered it when she heard a floorboard creak behind her.

				“Abby?”

				She hadn’t heard him come down the hallway. Now he was standing in the bedroom doorway.

				He saw the look on her face and swore. “You remembered.”

				Now she really was trapped.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				Abby backed away from her husband. She’d never seen such fear and fury in his eyes before.

				“You are going to keep your mouth shut. Is that understood?” he demanded as he advanced on her, matching each of her steps with one of his own until he backed her into a corner.

				“Wade, I’m begging you not to do this,” she said, trying to keep the tremor out of her voice and failing.

				“Begging?” He laughed. “I like the sound of that.”

				“I’m serious. I’ve gone along with a lot since we married, but this—”

				“This is our ticket out of this hellhole. Come on, don’t pretend that you wouldn’t like a nice big house like the McGraws’.” He snickered. “Just the mention of that name and your eyes sparkle, but it’s not the house you crave, is it?”

				“Please, don’t start on that.”

				“Don’t even want to hear Ledger McGraw’s name on my lips, do you?”

				She bumped hard against the wall. He had her trapped and he knew it. She’d put up with so much from him in the time they’d been married. At first he’d been so sweet, so understanding. He’d put her on a pedestal, but then he’d been fired at his feedlot job. His father had gotten him on as a sheriff’s deputy and Wade had changed. He’d become more like the father he’d told her he despised.

				He was close enough now that she could see the fire burning in his dark eyes. He desperately wanted to hit her.

				Why had she tried to reason with him the night before he’d put her in the hospital? Why hadn’t she gone straight to the sheriff when she’d found out what he and his father were up to?

				Too late now. If only she could reach the gentle man who often cried in her arms after hurting her.

				“Ledger McGraw,” he repeated, his mouth twisting in an angry sneer. “I think my saying his name hurts you more than if I was to knock you into next week.”

				“Wade, this isn’t about Ledger. This thing you’re planning is cruel and illegal.”

				“Illegal?” He guffawed. “Honey, did you forget who you’re married to? I’m a frigging deputy sheriff. There ain’t nothing illegal when I’m carrying my badge and gun.”

				She feared he believed that. It would explain the change in him since becoming a deputy. She’d been a fool to provoke him by trying to change his mind. Even if she backed down, she had his ire up. He was going to hurt her.

				And then what? Suddenly she wasn’t sure how far he’d go to keep her from telling what she’d overheard him and his father planning.

				* * *

				“I NEED YOU to come right over,” Wade said into the phone, his voice breaking.

				His father swore. “What did you do?”

				He glanced over the body lying on the floor. “It wasn’t my fault but I might have hit her too hard.”

				His father swore again. “Don’t do anything, you dumbass. Just stay there. I’ll be right over,” he said before slamming down the phone.

				Wade hung up and rubbed a hand over his face. Then pulled it away, shuddering as he saw it was covered in blood. He quickly wiped it on his pants.

				“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” he said, hitting his forehead with his palm. Why did he let it go so far? Why didn’t he just walk away before it got so bad? Maybe he could have talked some sense into her. Why did he have to take it out on her?

				“Because I’m my father’s son,” he said in disgust.

				Walking over to Abby, he squatted down beside her. She didn’t look that bad. His old man had taught him not to hit a woman in the face. Didn’t want the neighbors talking or, worse, someone down at the sheriff’s department being forced to call him on the carpet because everyone in town had seen his wife’s black eye.

				But he must have hit her in the face this time because her nose was bleeding and after her concussion...

				His back door banged open. Angry footfalls marched down the hallway. He turned as his father came storming into the room.

				“She still alive?” Huck asked.

				“I don’t know.”

				“You didn’t check?” He let out an angry snort and, shoving Wade out of the way, squatted down to check her pulse. “You lucked out, you worthless little prick. She’s still breathing. How long has she been out?”

				Wade looked around as if the answer was in the room. “I don’t know.”

				His father rose and glared at him. “What are you doing beating on her again?”

				“You mean like you used to hit me and Mom?”

				“Watch your mouth, smart boy,” he said, stepping to him. Huck grabbed him by the front of his shirt and slammed him against the wall. “Why pick a fight with her today, of all days? Do I have to remind you that we have too much at stake for you to be calling attention to yourself with the authorities again because of some petty argument with your old lady? What were you thinking?”

				“It wasn’t petty,” he gasped out. His father was choking him with the balled-up shirt at his throat. “She knows.” He wiped a hand over his face, smelled her blood on him still and rubbed his palm against his jeans.

				Huck let go of him and took a step back. “How?”

				He shook his head. “I don’t know. She must have just remembered. She’ll tell.”

				Huck swore and turned to look at the woman on the floor. “We don’t have any choice, then. We can’t take her back to the hospital. I know someone who’s an EMT. We can take her to him. He’ll cover for you, and if she’s smart, she’ll keep her mouth shut and go along with it.”

				Wade bit at his cheek. He hated to tell his father but he didn’t think Abby would be going along with anything anymore.

				“It may take more than that,” he said quietly.

				Huck turned to look at him. “What are you saying?”

				“I don’t think she’s going to keep this to herself. Not this time.”

				His father took a step toward him. Wade raised his arms to protect his head and waited for the force of Huck’s punch to knock him to his knees.

				Abby moaned.

				Wade peeked from under his arms, surprised his father hadn’t struck him.

				“We’d better decide what to do with her,” Huck said. “But first, you have any whiskey? I could use a drink.”

				* * *

				ABBY DIDN’T KNOW how long she’d been lying on the floor bleeding. She groaned and tried to sit up. Her ribs protested violently and she had to lean back against the side of the bed. The room began to spin and she thought she might throw up. She closed her eyes, fighting the nausea. She could hear Wade and his father in the kitchen. From the clink of ice in the glasses, it sounded as if they were having a drink.

				How was that possible with her lying in here on the floor, fading in and out of consciousness? Or had, this time, Wade thought he’d killed her?

				They had lowered their voices, but she could make out most of what they were saying since this house was so poorly insulated. Her head ached. She had to concentrate hard to understand the words.

				“...get rid of her body...have to do it tonight...can’t just dump it anywhere.”

				Fear spiked through her. They couldn’t be talking about getting rid of her. Getting rid of her for good. But even as she thought it, she knew it was true. Wade had gone too far this time. He thought he’d killed her.

				She realized that he couldn’t take her back to the hospital or questions would be asked. He might lose his job. He loved being a sheriff’s deputy. He’d never give that up just because this time he’d hit his wife too hard.

				Abby caught hold of the edge of the bed and pulled herself up. She realized she’d left a bloody handprint on the spread. For a moment, she stared at it, thinking the spread would have to be soaked to get that out.

				A noise in the other room brought her back to the pain in her body, the ache in her head. She felt dizzy standing and wasn’t sure how much longer she could stay upright.

				Get out before it’s too late, a voice screamed in her head.

				She worked her way to the door and looked out. She could still hear Wade and his father in the kitchen. They were talking in very low tones now. She only heard the occasional clink of a glass or an ice cube.

				They would be coming back for her soon.

				She looked toward the back door. It seemed too far away to reach given how dizzy she felt, but she started for it, moving at a snail’s pace as she used the wall for support.

				She felt dazed, not even sure she was awake as she reached the door and tried the lock. Unlocked. It felt slick in her hand as she turned the knob and the door swung open.

				A cool breeze hit her in the face, and from some survival instinct older than time, Abby knew she had to run for the trees now. If the men in the kitchen felt this breeze, they’d know she’d opened the back door. They would know that she was trying to get away.

				She ran, the first step jarring her ribs and making her hurt all over. She ran bent over, her arms wrapped around her middle as if she could hold herself together. She didn’t look back. She didn’t dare. She had to believe she could reach the trees. She didn’t think past that.

				Abby stumbled on a tree root, lost her balance and went down hard. The fall knocked the air out of her and hurt her already aching ribs. She rolled over on her back and lay there, gasping like a fish out of water.

				Over her head, stars glittered, making her think she was blacking out again. Her vision cleared as she caught her breath. She lay there listening, expecting Wade and Huck to find her and that her painful run for safety had only been a waste of time and effort.

				Hearing nothing, she was suddenly aware of the weight of her cell phone in her pocket. She pulled it out, but for a moment, she couldn’t think who to call.

				Not her mother. Not her friends. She couldn’t drag them into this. Wade had already warned her what he would do to them. As she held the phone, she felt a sob rise in her chest.

				There was only one person she could call. She got up and stumbled deeper into the woods. She thought for a moment that she wouldn’t be able to remember his number. But it was right there when she touched the keypad. She prayed he hadn’t changed his cell number as she waited for it to ring.

				The first ring filled her ear, making a sob escape. She held her breath as it rang a second time. “Please answer. Please.”

				She had no one else to turn to. She couldn’t call the sheriff where Wade and Huck were both deputies. They would talk their way out of it even if she were believed.

				It rang again. He wasn’t going to answer. She gripped the phone tighter, feeling all hope slipping away.

				She was just about to give up when Ledger answered on the fourth ring.

				She began to cry so hard with such relief that she couldn’t speak.

				“Abby?”

				She managed to get out two words. “Help me.”

				He didn’t hesitate. “Just tell me where you are.”

				* * *

				“SHE’S GONE!” WADE CRIED as he rushed back into the kitchen, where his father was finishing off the last drop of whiskey in the bottle. Fortifying himself for what had to be done.

				“What do you mean, she’s gone?” Huck demanded, slamming down his glass.

				“She’s not lying in there where we left her. There’s blood on the spread and on the wall outside the room...”

				“Come on, she can’t have gotten far in her condition.”

				Wade returned to the bedroom, checked the bathroom and even looked under the bed.

				“This way, you fool,” his father snapped.

				As he stepped out of the bedroom, he saw the handprints along the hallway. They led straight to the back door, which was standing open.

				“What are we going to do?” Wade cried. He’d had just enough whiskey that he felt warm inside, but his head felt fuzzy. Everything about this felt surreal.

				“She can’t get far on foot,” Huck said after checking to make sure she hadn’t taken one of the cars. “We would have heard her start up the engine, if she had.”

				Wade headed for the stand of cottonwoods along the creek behind the house. It was a straight shot from the back door and seemed the obvious place to try to hide.

				He hadn’t gone far, though, when he found her shoe. It lay on its side next to the creek. He whistled for his father to join him as he looked deeper into the dark shadows of the trees.

				I’m going to find her out here dead. That thought immobilized him until he heard his father’s heavy footfalls behind him.

				“There’s her shoe,” Wade said, pointing at it.

				“Pick it up. She must be close around here.” Huck started to step past him.

				“I don’t think so,” Wade said, holding him back with his free arm. He shone his flashlight on the tracks past the shoe. “They look fresh,” he said of the tracks.

				Huck bent down. “Someone picked her up and carried her.” He glanced past the creek and the cottonwoods to the dirt road on the other side. “She have her phone with her?”

				Wade swore under his breath. “You can damn well bet who she called. Ledger McGraw.”

				Huck rose right in front of his son. “You screwed this up royally. I could...” He reared back, but Wade blocked the punch.

				“I’m not that boy you used to knock around,” he said through clenched teeth. “You can call me a fool, you can say whatever you like, but if you lay another hand on me, I’m coming after you.”

				Huck scowled at him. “You think you can take me? You punk.”

				“Don’t know but I’m going to try.”

				Huck laughed. “Tonight isn’t the time to find out. If she goes to the sheriff—”

				“She won’t. She’s gone to Ledger McGraw. If anyone comes looking for me, it will be him and I’ll be ready.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				Ledger could think of only one thing. Take Abby to the hospital and then find Wade. He’d never been violent, but seeing what Wade had done to Abby had him to the point where he thought he could take the man’s life. Wade had to be stopped and if it meant ending him...

				“Where are you taking me?” Abby asked from the passenger seat of the pickup. He could tell that each word hurt her to speak. He would have brought the Suburban so she could lie down in the back but he hadn’t known how badly she was hurt.

				“To the hospital,” he said.

				“No!” She tried to sit up straight but cried out in pain and held her rib cage. “That’s the first place he’ll look for me.”

				“Abby, you need medical attention.”

				“Please.”

				He quickly relented. He couldn’t let Wade near this woman, which meant no hospital. At least for now.

				“I’ll take you to the ranch and call our family doctor. But, Abby, if he says you have to go to the hospital—”

				“Then I’ll go.” She lay back and closed her eyes. “I didn’t want you involved.”

				“I’ve always been involved because I’ve always loved you.”

				She said nothing. He could tell that she was in a lot of pain. It had him boiling inside. If he could have found Wade right now...

				He slowed to turn into the ranch and called Dr. Johns. His service answered. Ledger quickly told the woman what had happened. “We need him to come out to the McGraw ranch.” She put the call through. Doc asked a few questions about her condition.

				Ledger answered best he could.

				“I think you should take her to the hospital. I can meet you there.”

				“She doesn’t want to go to the hospital because her husband can find her there. I’m taking her to the ranch.”

				“Then I’ll meet you there.”

				Ledger pulled up in front of the house. He saw that she was looking at it, tears in her eyes.

				“This is not the way I ever wanted to come back here,” she said.

				“I know. But right now the only thing that matters is that you’re here and safe.”

				“Promise me you won’t go after Wade.” When he didn’t answer right away, she cried, “Ledger, please. I can’t bear the thought of losing you.”

				“I promise,” he said, although they were the hardest words he’d ever had to say.

				* * *

				ABBY REMEMBERED LITTLE of the ride to the ranch or Ledger and his brothers helping her to a bed upstairs. The doctor had apparently told Ledger not to let her sleep because he stayed with her, asking her about everything but what had happened until the doctor got there.

				It wasn’t until the next morning, when the doctor told her she could sleep now, that Ledger asked, “Do you want me to call your mother?”

				“No!” She’d looked so stricken that he hadn’t pushed it as the doctor left.

				“Is there anyone else I can call?”

				She shook her head, tears filling her eyes. “He’s already told me what he’ll do to my friends if I involve them.”

				Ledger gritted his teeth, his anger a rolling boil inside him. What the man had done to Abby... But when he spoke, he sounded calm. “Okay, you just rest. Everything is going to be all right.” As he started to turn from the bed, she grabbed his hand.

				“You can’t do anything to Wade. You can’t let him know where I am. If you do anything... You promised.”

				He nodded as if he’d already figured that out for himself, but she could tell he wasn’t happy about it. “Don’t worry. He won’t know where you are.”

				“Oh, he’ll know,” she said. “But he wouldn’t dare come out here.” Wade didn’t operate that way. He would wait until she left here. He would wait until he could catch her alone.

				And when that happened, she had no doubt that he would kill her. She’d done the unforgivable in his eyes. She’d gone to Ledger McGraw.

				* * *

				MCCALL TOOK ONE look at Abby and wanted to take a two-by-four to Wade Pierce. Locking him behind bars wasn’t enough.

				“How are you feeling?” the sheriff asked as she took the chair next to the woman’s bed.

				The changes going on at the house had surprised her. She’d heard that there had been quite a lot of renovation since Patricia was arrested and never coming back.

				But McCall knew that wasn’t all there was to it. With one kidnapper identified and now dead, the money recovered and news that the twins had been adopted out to eager families through a member of the Whitehorse Sewing Circle, Travers seemed to have a new lease on life.

				For twenty-five years, he’d kept the children’s rooms and the entire wing of the house just as they were the night of the kidnapping. As if freed of some of the past pain, he was opening up the rooms and redecorating them.

				The room where Abby was staying looked as if everything in it was brand-new. The walls had a fresh coat of a pale yellow. The curtains billowing in the faint breeze were light and airy. It was as if the room had been decorated just for her.

				“I’m feeling better.”

				McCall could tell that it was going to be hard for her to open up and talk about what had been going on. Abby had tried to keep the secret, no doubt out of shame. McCall had run into this before. Often an abused woman never wanted anyone to know, blaming herself as her husband also did.

				“Do you remember what happened?”

				Abby shook her head and seemed to realize that McCall would think she was covering for Wade. “The doctor said having another concussion so close after the first one has caused even more memory loss.”

				“The first one? The fall from the ladder?”

				Abby looked away. “That’s what Wade told me.”

				“I spoke with your doctor. You need to know that he reported the incident as physical abuse. This time I think you realize that something has to change, right?”

				Tears filled the young woman’s eyes as she nodded. “I had left Wade, moved into an apartment in town and filed for a separation, the first step in the divorce proceedings. I remember going out to the house to get something.” She frowned. “Wade must have come home early.” She shook her head. “I’d told him earlier in the day that he would be getting divorce papers and to please sign them.”

				McCall nodded. “Abby, do you remember calling 9-1-1 and telling the operator it was urgent that you speak to me?”

				She felt her eyes widen. Had she called 9-1-1 as a threat to Wade if he came near her? “I don’t remember calling.”

				“The operator said you told her that you’d discovered something horrible that your husband and his father were doing.”

				She shook her head as she thought of her mother’s marijuana operation. Surely she wouldn’t have called the sheriff on her own mother. It was something Wade and his father were up to? She had a glimmer of a memory but it only made her head hurt worse. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember calling and I can’t imagine what I was calling about.”

				McCall nodded. “I think it’s time you filed a complaint against Wade. Will you do that?” When Abby hesitated, the sheriff added, “And I wish you’d also take out a restraining order against him. True, it isn’t worth the paper it’s printed on if Wade ignores it and comes after you, but the order will tell him you mean business—especially if you call 9-1-1 the moment he breaks it.” Both of them knew he would break it.

				Abby closed her eyes for a moment. “I’ll do it. The complaint and the restraining order.” She opened her eyes and met McCall’s worried gaze. “He’ll lose his job, won’t he?”

				“Not right away, but once he breaks the restraining order, yes. When Wade first got on at the department he seemed to have so much potential. He was really excited about the job. I’d had hopes for him. This is his wake-up call. I hope he takes it. In the meantime, I just want to keep you alive.”

				Abby chewed at her lip. “Wade’s just so angry right now about me leaving him.”

				“It’s even more dangerous now. The operator heard Wade in the background before you disconnected. She heard him say something like, ‘You’d get me sent to prison? Your own husband?’ Whatever you tried to tell me about Wade and his father, it sounds serious. If they thought you might remember...”

				* * *

				THE SHERIFF DIDN’T need to tell Abby how much trouble she was in. Wade had almost killed her. She vaguely remembered hearing him and his father in the kitchen, their heads together. They’d been talking about what to do with her body.

				She shivered at the thought, suddenly restless. The room where Ledger had brought her was beautiful, but she couldn’t stay here forever. Then what?

				Even with the restraining order McCall had her sign, she knew Wade would come after her. He’d told her that if she ever left him, he’d kill her and then himself. She’d never doubted that. But he’d also told her that if she ever went to Ledger, he’d kill him, as well.

				Her heart pounded at the thought of what she’d done by calling him. But last night there’d been no one else. She knew Ledger would come and get her. She knew he would take care of her. If she had hoped to survive, she had to get away from Wade and his father last night. Otherwise...

				Climbing out of the bed, she felt a little dizzy for a moment but needed to move. She felt anxious and afraid. Ledger had promised he wouldn’t go after Wade. She had seen how hard it was for him to do that. She trusted that he would keep his promise.

				But Wade coming after Ledger... Not that Wade would come out to the ranch. He wasn’t that stupid. No, he’d wait until he could get Ledger alone.

				She felt a memory pull at her. Something about the garage. It slipped past, refusing to let her grasp it long enough to make any sense of it. Wade and his father had been up to something that would send them both to prison if caught?

				Abby felt sick to her stomach. What had the two gotten involved in? Something that apparently they would kill to keep quiet, she thought, remembering them whispering in the kitchen. The hair stood up on the back of her neck. If she hadn’t gotten out of the house last night when she did, she’d be dead and buried out in the middle of the prairie.

				* * *

				MCCALL TOOK NO pleasure in calling Wade Pierce into her office. When she’d hired him, she’d hoped he would make a better deputy than his father. He had seemed to have that potential. But maybe his upbringing was harder to overcome than she’d hoped.

				He tapped at the door and stuck his head in when she said, “Come in, Wade. Please have a seat.” Not surprisingly, he looked nervous. He had to know what this was about.

				“I wanted to give you a heads-up,” she said once he was seated. “Your wife has filed a domestic abuse complaint against you—” She held up her hand, seeing that he was about to argue the point. “As well as a restraining order.”

				The man looked dumbstruck. He really hadn’t expected she would do that. Then he looked furious.

				“I want to make something perfectly clear. Right now I’m suspending you for two weeks without pay so you can think about your life and any changes you might want to make. However,” she said quickly as again he was half out of his seat, mouth open and ready to argue. “However, if you break the restraining order or if there is another call from your wife, you will be dismissed.”

				“But it’s a lie.” He wasn’t very convincing and she could see that he knew it.

				“I don’t take these kinds of charges at face value. I spoke with her doctor at the hospital. After that, I advised your wife to take these steps not just for her sake but for yours.”

				Wade shifted his gaze to look down at his boots. “So two weeks.”

				“This is serious, Wade. You can end up behind bars. If there is no trouble between now and then, I’m willing to give you another chance here. Anyone else I would have let go. Tell me that my faith in you isn’t misplaced.”

				He looked up and swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down for a moment. “There won’t be any trouble.”

				“Good. I’m glad to hear that. Wade, get some help.” She slid a pamphlet across the desk to him.

				“Anger management?” He let out a nervous laugh.

				She saw his father in him then and knew she was probably wasting her breath. “Often this problem is generational. But it can be stopped.”

				“Generational,” he repeated and frowned. He looked again at his boots. “Right.”

				“That’s all.”

				He got up slowly, his hat in his hand. She could see that he was fighting all of this, going from embarrassment to anger and back. She feared anger would win.

				“You know this will get all over town,” he said quietly.

				“Wade, everyone already knows what’s been going on. Now’s your chance to show them what kind of man you are.”

				He nodded slowly. “Two weeks.” And walked out, closing the door a little too hard behind him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				“I thought you said she’d never go to the sheriff,” Huck Pierce demanded when Wade found him at his house and told him the news.

				“She didn’t. Apparently the sheriff went to her. It’s that doctor at the hospital. The sheriff said he suspected physical abuse and reported it.”

				“So much for patient privacy,” his father snapped.

				“Isn’t he required by law to report it? Maybe that’s what happened.”

				“Or maybe your wife’s boyfriend is behind all of this.”

				Wade ground his teeth. “As far as I know, she’s still out there.”

				“Well, she can’t stay there forever. I asked around. I found out where the apartment is that she rented.”

				“The sheriff was real clear. I can’t go near her or I’ll be fired.”

				“Well, there’s no restraining order against me, but you’re right. Now isn’t the time to be worrying about this. We have bigger fish to fry.” He winked at Wade. “Our plan went off without a hitch. Now it’s just a matter of waiting for the money to roll in. Once you don’t need this job anymore, you can get your wife back—if that’s what you want.”

				“I’d rather die than see her with McGraw.”

				His father smiled. “That’s what I thought. Believe me, she won’t be for long.”

				* * *

				LEDGER COULDN’T BELIEVE how different the house felt with Patricia and Kitten gone. But it was even better now, he thought, that Abby was free of Wade.

				The biggest change in the mood at the McGraw ranch, though, was one of the twins being found. Vance had settled in upstairs in the wing where he’d once lived as a baby.

				It had surprised Ledger when his father had announced that the wing would be remodeled. No longer would it be a shrine to the kidnapped children. Instead, it would be made into quarters for Vance—and eventually Jesse Rose, once she was found.

				“You do realize that Jesse Rose might have a life she doesn’t want to leave,” Boone had pointed out. “She’ll be twenty-five years old. She might not want to move back into the house where she was kidnapped.”

				It seemed odd to the three older brothers that Vance would move in. But he apparently had little going on in his own life and this had been his home.

				“I’m aware of that,” his father had said with a laugh. “But I want them to feel at home here on the ranch. I want them to have a place. Oakley might not end up staying, but he will at least know that he has a room here.”

				“Oakley?” Cull had asked. “Is he going to change his name?”

				“We’re discussing it. Of course, it would be an adjustment for him,” Travers had said.

				Ledger thought Vance would be up for whatever his father wanted. He seemed to have adjusted quite well to living on the ranch. Earlier, he’d seen him at breakfast putting away any and everything set before him. Later he was down at the pool swimming and napping in the sun.

				“He said he had a way with horses,” Boone pointed out. “When is he going to start working?”

				Their father sent his son a disapproving look. “He’s just getting used to being Oakley McGraw.”

				“Oh, I think he’s gotten used to it quite well,” Boone said, getting to his feet. “If you want me, I’ll be in the horse barn. Working.”

				Cull rose, as well. “He has a point, Dad. Maybe you should discuss with Vance...Oakley what is expected of him.” With that, he left.

				Travers looked to Ledger. “Aren’t you going to give me your two cents’ worth, as well?”

				“I think they pretty much covered it. I’m going into town to get a few things from Abby’s apartment for her. You don’t mind her staying on for a while, do you?”

				“Of course not. Just be careful. Putting yourself in the middle of these kinds of things is very dangerous, especially with Wade Pierce.”

				Ledger nodded. “I’m not going to do anything stupid.”

				“But I don’t think you can depend on Wade Pierce not to.”

				He smiled at his father. “I’ll be careful.”

				As he started to leave, his father said, “I want to just enjoy having my son back for a while. But I don’t want the rest of you resenting him. Am I wrong?”

				Ledger turned at the door. “It’s an adjustment for all of us. You just got him back. I don’t think you need rush it.”

				His father smiled. “I could say the same about you and Abby.”

				He laughed. “Yes, you could, but you’d be wasting your breath. I’m going to marry that woman just as soon as she’s free.”

				* * *

				WATERS LISTENED TO Patricia McGraw’s latest threat and realized he would have to go to the jail and have this out in person. It wasn’t something he was looking forward to. He hadn’t seen her since her arrest. He probably could have gone the rest of his life without seeing her. But she wasn’t having any of that and somehow she’d hired herself a fairly good lawyer.

				As Patricia was brought in, he picked up the phone. From the look in her eye, he was glad to have the thick, scarred Plexiglas between them. She sat down, glaring at him for a moment, before she picked up her own phone.

				“You bastard,” she said into the receiver.

				“Nice to see you, too, Patricia. I’m a busy man, so if you have something to say, please do it.”

				She sneered. “I heard you’re buttering up Travers so you don’t lose your job. Good luck with that.” He smiled and saw steam come out of her ears. “He’s just stupid enough to keep you on. And what’s this about Oakley being found?” she demanded.

				He shrugged. “Seems that way.”

				She heard the suspicion in his answer and he could have kicked himself. “You think he’s a fraud?”

				“No. He looks like his mother, has the McGraws’ blue eyes and dark hair.”

				Patricia made a face. She never liked the mention of Travers’s first wife. “But?”

				“No buts. He passed the preliminary DNA test. Travers is convinced and Vance seems to have settled into your house just fine.”

				She let out a growl. “Vance?”

				“Oakley. I think he’ll be changing his name soon. So we have a happy ending.”

				“Maybe you do. Listen to me. I’m not going down alone, you hear me? I promised my lawyer that you will be helping finance my defense.”

				“You what?”

				“You’re in this up to your neck. Unless you pony up some money...” She smiled, no doubt seeing how uncomfortable he was with what she was saying.

				“You can’t drag me into this.”

				“Jim, darlin’, I have dates and times. I have phone messages. I have phone calls. I have enough that my lawyer assures me you will go down as an accessory—if not the person who actually bought the poison and administered it. You were there almost every meal. Did you really think you could frame me for this?”

				“I didn’t frame you. This is all you.”

				“I don’t think so, Jimmy.” She hung up the phone and stood, smirking down at him as if she thought she had him by his private parts.

				What killed him was that he feared she did.

				* * *

				ABBY COULDN’T HELP being nervous. Ledger hadn’t returned from town. He’d taken one of the ranch hands with him to drive his pickup back after getting what she needed from her apartment and picking up her car at the sheriff’s department.

				“I want someone with you in case—”

				He’d stopped her. “Wade is in a lot of trouble. He’s not going to do anything that would get him thrown in jail.”

				She wasn’t so sure about that. The sheriff had called to let her know that Wade had been warned—and that the restraining order would be served within the hour. On top of that, Wade had been suspended for two weeks without pay.

				Abby couldn’t even imagine how furious he was. It would only get worse when the restraining order was served—and he told his father.

				“He’s going to want to kill me—and you,” she’d told Ledger before he left. “I shouldn’t have involved you in this. I’m so sorry.”

				“Hey,” he’d said, lifting her chin with his warm fingers until their gazes met. “I’ve been involved since the day I fell in love with you all those years ago. I couldn’t let go. I know I should have but once I saw how he was treating you...”

				“That’s why you need to be careful. Give him time to cool down.”

				She had smiled at the man she’d loved for as far back as she could remember. So many times she’d regretted her hasty marriage to Wade. She knew now that Ledger would never have cheated on her. But back then she had her mother and Wade telling her different. She’d been afraid that the reason Ledger had put off marriage was because he didn’t love her enough.

				When she’d seen the photos of Ledger with some other woman at college...

				She knew now that Ledger and the woman had just been friends. Her mother had wanted her with Wade for her own selfish reasons.

				“I’ve made such a mess of things,” she’d said, hating that she sounded near tears. She’d cried way too long over Wade and the mistake she’d made.

				Ledger had cupped her cheek. “It’s nothing that can’t be rectified. I just want you to be sure of what you want to do now. I don’t want to talk you into anything. Whatever you do, it has to be your decision. So maybe you should take this time to—”

				“I’ve already filed papers to begin divorcing Wade. He knows it’s over. I’d kicked him out of the house and I had packed up my things and moved them into the apartment in town. I guess I’d gone back to the house for something. I didn’t expect him to be there...”

				“That’s all behind you, then.” He’d leaned down and given her a gentle kiss. She’d wanted to pull him to her and kiss him the way she’d often dreamed—and felt guilty about. But it was too soon.

				She’d jumped into a bad marriage. If she and Ledger had a future... Well, they could take it slow.

				“As I was saying, I really think you should stay here for a while longer. I could go to your apartment and get you whatever you needed.”

				“My car is out at the house. I don’t want you going out there.”

				“Why don’t you call the sheriff and have someone bring your car into town for you,” Ledger had suggested.

				She’d agreed and made the call. McCall had said that was smart not to send Ledger out to get it, or worse, go herself.

				“I’ll have the keys here at the sheriff’s office.”

				“Ledger will be picking it up,” she’d told McCall.

				“This afternoon would be good since Huck isn’t working.”

				Yes, she didn’t want Ledger running into Wade’s father, either.

				“Thank you for doing this,” she’d said to Ledger as she’d hung up.

				“Don’t you realize by now that I would do anything for you?”

				She’d smiled. “I do.”

				But he wasn’t back yet and all she could think was that he’d run into Wade. Maybe even Wade and his father.

				She got up, too nervous to stay in the room any longer.

				* * *

				OAKLEY MCGRAW. “OAKLEY MCGRAW.” Down the hallway from Abby’s room, Vance stood in front of the mirror and tried out the name. His new name. When Travers had asked him if he had considered changing his name to his birth name legally, he hadn’t known what to say. Maybe because he never thought it would get this far.

				“Oakley McGraw.” He was Oakley McGraw. He wanted to pinch himself. Two weeks ago he was Vance Elliot, ranch hand. All of his belongings were in his beat-up, rusted-out pickup. He barely had a job let alone a nickel to his name.

				Now he was Oakley McGraw, son of Travers McGraw, heir to all of this. Along with three brothers, he reminded himself. Three brothers who he could tell didn’t like him. As if he cared. Their father adored him.

				That was why he was going to tell him he wanted to have his name changed to Oakley McGraw legally. Then there would be no question, would there. He would be the missing son. Travers was even thinking about throwing a party to introduce him to his friends. His friends were powerful people in this town, in this state.

				Vance couldn’t believe his luck. He looked out his window at the swimming pool shimmering in the sun. Maybe he would go sit down there in the shade after he helped himself to a beer from the refrigerator in the kitchen. That he had the run of this place was unbelievable. He thought he could live like this without any trouble.

				As he started down the hallway, a door opened at the other end and a young woman stepped out. The cook had mentioned that there was a friend of Ledger’s staying in the house. Apparently the friend had her meals brought to her, though, since he hadn’t seen her before. He’d thought she must be a “special” friend.

				He let out a silent whistle when he saw her. Even from a distance, she was real pretty. She hadn’t seen him yet, so it gave him time to study her. As she drew closer, her gaze on the floor at her feet as if distracted by her thoughts, he saw that she had a black eye and other bruises.

				Also she was walking as if in some kind of pain. Clearly, something had happened to her. A car accident? A mugging? An assault? This explained why she’d been eating in her room—and Ledger eating with her.

				He hadn’t realized that he’d stopped just short of the stairs to stare at her. She must have sensed him, because her gaze came up quickly and he got his first good look at her. With a shock he realized that he recognized her. Wade Pierce’s wife.

				Worse, she recognized him. Her blue eyes widened in alarm. She stumbled a little, but caught herself. “I’m sorry. You startled me.”

				“Sorry.” He waited, heart in his throat, expecting her to say more.

				But she only stared at him, recognition in her eyes and yet... He realized that she was trying to place where she knew him from.

				“Please, you go first,” he said, motioning to the stairs.

				She shook her head. “I wasn’t going down. I was just stretching my legs.” She took a step backward and another, before she turned and went back down the hall the way she’d come.

				He watched her, knowing it was just a matter of time before she remembered where she’d seen him. All he could think was that when she did, she was going to take all of this away from him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eleven

				Wade was surprised to see Abby’s car gone when he drove out to the house. Had she come out to get it? Or had that bastard Ledger McGraw retrieved it for her?

				He pulled up in front of the house, threw the car into Park and sat just staring at where her car had been. He should go out to the McGraw ranch and drag Abby out by her hair. Frustration had him shaking all over. He couldn’t do that any more than he could get her back. His dad was right. He’d have to bide his time if he wanted any satisfaction. Look what the woman had done to him. He wouldn’t be able to hold his head up in this town ever again.

				He turned off the engine and started to get out when he remembered the restraining order. He couldn’t come any closer than fifty feet? Seriously, in a town the size of Whitehorse with only one grocery store, one post office, one damned theater?

				Grabbing up the paperwork, he tore it into a hundred pieces and threw it in the air like confetti. He felt a little better.

				His cell phone rang. For just an instant, he thought it might be Abby calling to say she’d changed her mind. All the other times they’d had problems she’d come back.

				But it was only his father calling. He swore and picked up. “What?”

				“I see your mood hasn’t improved.”

				“Her car is gone. You think she came out and picked it up?”

				“The sheriff sent two deputies out to bring it back to the office, where Ledger McGraw picked it up with one of his ranch hands.”

				Wade let out a string of curses. “I want to get out of this damned town.”

				“Oh, come on, don’t you want a little retribution first? Have you forgotten? We have an ace in the hole, remember? We’re in the catbird seat, son. Soon we will be calling the shots.”

				When his father had come to him with his plan, he’d thought the old man had lost his mind.

				“You’re going to get us both sent to prison. This can’t possibly work.”

				His father had winked at him. “These years as a deputy, I’ve made a few...friends. Leave it to me. We can pull this off.”

				Wade had been skeptical at best. But to his amazement, the plan seemed to actually be working.

				“So knock off the ‘poor me’ routine,” Huck said. “Soon you will have the money to go anywhere you want. And we’ll have gotten some retribution along the way.”

				* * *

				“I HAVE GOOD NEWS,” Travers said when he saw Vance.

				He could use some good news. “How is that?”

				“I’m calling a press conference tomorrow to introduce you to the world and announce that my son has been found.”

				This was not what he’d consider good news. Especially when Abby Pierce was upstairs, no doubt racking her brain to remember where she’d last seen him. “Do we have to?”

				Travers put a hand on his shoulder. Vance tried not to flinch. He’d known all of this would feel...strange. A father he’d never known. A family he’d never met. A new name. He wondered if he was up to it. The money, the name that carried weight, the ranch and all the expensive horses, all that he could get used to. But the rest...

				“Son, I want to introduce you to the world as a McGraw. I’ve waited twenty-five years. Can you indulge an old man?”

				How could he not? “I understand, but I’ve never been good at getting up in front of people like that.”

				“It will be fine. You won’t be required to say but a few words. Or none if you aren’t comfortable.”

				Just stand there and smile into the cameras and let everyone speculate on me, he thought. “You’re planning to tell the circumstances of how I was adopted.”

				Travers nodded. “I hope you don’t mind. I think it might also help bring back our Jesse Rose.”

				Jesse Rose. His fraternal twin sister. He’d almost forgotten about her. Why not? Pretty soon they would be just one big happy family. Right, he thought.

				“If I can help bring her home, of course I’ll do it,” Vance said, knowing he had no choice. He was Oakley McGraw. He needed to start acting like him.

				For a moment, he forgot about Abby Pierce. “There is one thing, though,” he said as Travers started to step away. “What do I wear for this...press conference?”

				“I’m sorry. I should have thought of that. You’ll want to pick up a few things. We can go into town—”

				“Would you mind if I did this alone? I feel enough like a kid as it is.”

				“Of course you do. How foolish of me. Take one of the ranch pickups. There are keys on the board by the back door. I’ll call the clothing store in town and tell them to put it on my account. Get whatever you need.” He smiled. “Treat yourself, please. Head to toe. You’re Oakley McGraw. Nothing is out of your reach.” He started to turn away. “There is one more thing. Your mother. You know she hasn’t been well. But she is doing much better. In fact, she wants to see you.”

				All Vance could do was nod as he thought, Holy crap! Just when I think it can’t get any worse.

				* * *

				LEDGER TOOK THE stairs two at a time, anxious to see Abby. He’d picked up what she’d asked for from her apartment. It wasn’t much. He’d been shocked to see how little she owned.

				He tapped at her bedroom door. No answer. He tapped again and tried the knob. She stood at the window, her back to him, hugging herself as if cold.

				“Abby?”

				Startled, she turned from the window, looking scared.

				“I knocked. You didn’t hear. What is it?” he asked as she quickly rushed to him and threw herself into his arms.

				“I was so worried about you,” she said into his chest. “I thought—”

				“I’m sorry. I hurried as fast as I could.” He stared at her. “You’re as white as a ghost. Are you feeling worse?”

				She lifted her head to look up at him. “I don’t know.” He could see the fear still in her eyes. “I think I might be losing my mind.”

				“Why? What happened? Wade hasn’t come here, has he?” He held her at arm’s length to look into her beautiful face. It was still bruised. Every time he saw it, he felt anger boil up inside him. It was all he could do not to go after Wade.

				Abby shook her head. “I saw someone in the hallway.” He frowned. “A man. He came out of a room down the hall. When I saw him—” She shuddered and he pulled her close again.

				“Are you talking about Vance? Vance Elliot. He’s staying here. Abby, I’m sorry. There’s been so much going on. I thought you knew. My brother, the one who was kidnapped... He’s been found.”

				Her eyes were wide with horror. “He’s the missing twin? He can’t be your brother.” She sounded as scared as she looked.

				He drew even farther back to look at her. “Why would you say that?”

				She pulled away to pace the floor. “When I saw him, I recognized him. And he recognized me. I had this jolt of memory, nothing I could recall, really, just this frightened feeling.”

				Ledger didn’t know what to say at first. “You say you recognized him? Could it be from the café in town?”

				Abby shook her head. “It wasn’t in that context. It was...a bad memory. I know that doesn’t make any sense. It’s just this...feeling more than a memory. But I know I’ve seen him before, and wherever it was, it wasn’t...good.”

				“Okay,” he said, wondering what to make of this. “And you say he recognized you? Did he call you by name?”

				“No. He seemed as shocked to see me here as I was him. I made him nervous.”

				Ledger took this all in.

				“I know I sound crazy,” she said, stopping her pacing to step to him again. “I’m trying to remember where I saw him. So much of the past is a blank because of the concussions. I’m afraid I won’t remember.”

				He held her, drawing her close and kissing the top of her head. “It’s going to be all right. You’re here.” But so was Vance Elliot—soon to be Oakley McGraw, if his father had anything to do with it. He wondered how much he should worry. Wade had scrambled Abby’s brain. Could he trust this feeling she had? Could he not trust it?

				* * *

				ABBY LEANED INTO Ledger’s hard body. Breathing in his scent, she felt safe and loved in his warm, strong embrace. With his arms around her, she believed anything was possible. Even the two of them having a happy ending. She never wanted him to let her go.

				But she couldn’t shake off the bad feeling she’d had the moment she’d seen Vance Elliot in the hallway. Something was terribly wrong. If only she could remember where she’d seen him.

				“Maybe I really am crazy.”

				“You’re not crazy,” he said, a smile in his voice. “You’re going to be fine.”

				In his arms, she believed it. But when she was alone with her black hole of a memory... “I don’t know.” She stepped away to move to the window overlooking the ranch. She loved this view. It was so peaceful, unlike her mind right now. “Maybe my head is so jumbled up that I might never straighten it out again.”

				“The doctor said to give it time. You’ve been through so much,” he said, stepping to her and clasping both shoulders in his big hands. His fingers tightened as if he was thinking of Wade. “Trying too hard to remember is only going to make your headache worse.”

				She nodded. “Thank you for not going after Wade.”

				His smile was tight. “You don’t know what you’re asking. You realize that, don’t you?”

				“Yes. I don’t want you to lower yourself to his level.”

				Ledger let go of her. His laugh held no humor. “Oh, Abby, you don’t realize how much pleasure it would give me to beat that man to within an inch of his life. I want to give him some of his own medicine.” He smiled. “But for you, I won’t go after him. All bets are off, though, if he shows up here.”

				She smiled and nodded through fresh tears. “Once this is over,” she whispered as he took her in his arms. “Once this is over.” But would it ever be over?

				* * *

				VANCE COULDN’T BELIEVE it as he sat behind the wheel of the ranch truck and looked at the fancy clothing-store bags and boxes piled high on the other side of the pickup.

				“Treat yourself. From head to toe.” That was what Travers—his father—had said. That meant Stetsons to boots. Any other time, he would have been over-the-moon excited. The truck smelled like good leather and expensive fabrics. It smelled better than anything he could remember.

				As he looked down at his boots, he felt for the first time like Oakley McGraw. He’d never owned a good pair of boots before. Somehow it made him feel better about himself. At least temporarily.

				He pulled out the burner cell phone, sick at heart that he had to make this call now, of all times. But he didn’t know when he was going to be able to get back into Whitehorse alone.

				It rang three times before a male voice answered with “You done good, boy.”

				“Yeah,” he said, loving the feel of the fine leather on his feet as much as the new gray Stetson perched on his head. For a moment, he thought about hanging up, starting the engine and seeing how far he could get away before someone came after him.

				He didn’t want to give any of this up, let alone have it snatched from him. He liked being Oakley McGraw, but it would be hard to get rid of Vance Elliot after twenty-five years of him living in the man’s body. As Vance, he’d made his share of mistakes that were bound to come out.

				But he had a more immediate problem. “The thing is—”

				“What’s wrong?”

				“Abby Pierce. I crossed paths with her in the house today. She recognized me, but I could tell she was having trouble remembering where she’d seen me. But I have to tell you, that look she got in her eyes... It won’t take her long to put it together.”

				“Where are you?”

				“In town. Travers treated me to some clothing. He’s planning on a big press conference tomorrow to tell the world that I am his son. But if she remembers before that—”

				“Meet me at the Sleeping Buffalo rocks. Fifteen minutes.”

				* * *

				“I’M GOING TO see your mother,” Travers said when Ledger came downstairs. “I was hoping you and your brothers would come, as well.”

				“Sure.” He’d been once when he was younger. He hated seeing his mother like that, and his father had said that he didn’t want his sons going if it upset them. Cull was the only son who continued to visit her—not that she’d noticed.

				“I heard she’s doing better,” Boone said as they started toward the front door for the drive to the mental hospital.

				“She is,” their father said, smiling. He looked so much happier now. His prayers had been answered. Now, if Jesse Rose would turn up... “She asked about each of you the last time I saw her.”

				“She’s talking?” Ledger said.

				“She is. Not a lot, but she’s improved so much I have hope, and so do the doctors, that she could make a full recovery,” Travers said.

				On the drive to the hospital, they talked about the ranch, the horses and finally Vance.

				“Is this press conference really necessary?” Boone asked. “Yesterday, I was out in the pasture and a drone flew over low with a video camera attached to it. Is it ever going to stop?”

				“Not for a while,” Travers said as Cull drove. “When Jesse Rose is found, we’ll have to go through it all over again, but eventually we’ll be old news.”

				“That day can’t come soon enough,” Ledger agreed.

				“If it ever does,” Cull said. “Whenever our name comes up, it’s in connection with the kidnapping.”

				“And Nikki’s book on it isn’t going to help,” Boone said.

				Cull shook his head. “I disagree. We’re in the public eye. People want the inside scoop. Well, they will get it in the book. After that there won’t be anything to add.”

				“I hope you’re right,” Ledger said. “I want to marry Abby, but I don’t want to bring her into all this.”

				“Patricia still has to go to trial,” Boone said. “Who knows how long it could take to find Jesse Rose, if ever. I can’t see this ending for years, so unless you want to make the mistake of putting off your marriage again—”

				“Abby isn’t even divorced from her current husband,” Cull pointed out. “I think we should just be glad that Oakley has been found.”

				“Yes,” their father said. “Let’s count our blessings. After the press conference tomorrow, I have a good feeling about Jesse Rose being found, as well.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twelve

				“Well, would you look at this dude,” Deputy Huck Pierce said as Vance Elliot climbed out of the McGraw ranch pickup. “Oakley McGraw, all duded out. How ya likin’ livin’ in luxury?”

				All the way out to the Sleeping Buffalo rocks, Vance had been thinking he should just take off. It wasn’t like he’d left anything he wanted back at the ranch. And he knew Travers McGraw would never send the cops after him. Not his own son. He could just keep going.

				The problem was that he would eventually run out of gas. He didn’t have a dime to his name. But as Oakley McGraw, he could have it all. It meant staying, though, and taking his chances with Abby remembering where she’d seen him. It also meant dealing with Huck and his son, Wade, he thought with a groan as he glanced past the two deputies to the rocks.

				“So what’s this?” he asked, motioning to two brown boulders, a large one and a smaller one, under a roofed-over enclosure beside Highway 2. He was stalling for time and he knew it. As he stepped closer to the rocks, he saw that they appeared to be covered with tobacco and some loose cigarettes that had been broken and spread over the larger of the rocks.

				“You ain’t heard the story of the sleeping buffalo?” Huck asked. “These rocks are sacred. Indians—excuse me—Native Americans believe it has spiritual power. You see, the Native Americans were looking for buffalo, hadn’t seen any and were worried. Then they saw what they believed was the leader of a herd perched high atop a windswept ridge overlooking Cree Crossing on the Milk River not far from here. It turned out just to be these rocks. But past it was a herd of buffalo. So they believe these rocks led them to the buffalo and that the rocks have some kind of special powers. That’s why they leave tobacco on the rocks to honor the spirits.”

				“And you believe that?” Vance asked.

				“You might, too, if you knew what happened back in the 1930s when the rocks were moved into town,” Wade said. “Town folk swore that the rocks changed positions and bellowed in the night. So they hurried up and brought them back out here.”

				“No kidding?” Vance said, staring at the rocks. The larger one was way too huge for even a group of men in town to move by hand each night in order to scare people. He thought maybe there was something to the story since apparently a lot of the Native Americans believed in these rocks.

				He wished he believed in something right now as he saw Huck fidgeting. He had something on his mind and Vance feared he wasn’t going to like it.

				“There’s a hot springs up the road here, if you ever get out this way again,” Wade was saying.

				“Are we through shooting the breeze, because I want to know how things are going out at the ranch,” Huck said impatiently.

				Vance took a breath. He thought of his beautiful accommodations. He was now living in the lap of luxury—just as Huck had said—and he loved it. He’d never thought it would go this far. But now that he was so close to legally being Oakley McGraw, he didn’t want it to end.

				“There could be a problem,” he said, turning away from the rocks. The sun beat down on him. Standing here, he could see the prairie stretched out in front of him for miles. This country was so open. He thought a man could get lost in it and thought he might have to before this was over.

				“A problem?” Huck repeated, already looking angry.

				He glanced at Wade. “It’s your wife. I didn’t realize that she was at the ranch because she’s been holed up in a room down the hall. Well, I saw her today. And she saw me. I think she recognized me from that first night we met.”

				* * *

				WATERS LOOKED AT the messages on his phone. Patricia. One of them caught his eye.

				Travers came by to visit me.

				He stared at the screen and swore. The last thing he wanted was for Travers to be talking to Patricia. Who knew what lies she’d tell him. She was determined to take Waters down with her. He didn’t know how to stop her. Surely the sheriff and Travers knew that she was a liar.

				But some things would have a ring of truth in them. He’d been so sure everything would be blamed on Patricia’s conspirator, Blake Ryan. Blake had been the former ranch manager, an old family friend and one of Patricia’s lovers. He would have done anything for Patty—and did.

				Now, though, there seemed to be fallout around the case and Waters knew he was directly in the line of fire if Patricia kept shooting off her mouth. Plus, she said she had evidence in emails and texts.

				He paced around his small apartment, telling himself that now would be the perfect time to leave the country. Except that what money he’d managed to put away over the years was in stocks and bonds and not that easy to liquidate. Also it was the worst possible time.

				But if he could get his hands on some money...

				“Calm down.” He stopped pacing, tried to stop panicking. Vance Elliot was Oakley. He’d brought him to Travers. Everything was fine. Travers wouldn’t take Patricia’s word over his. If he could just hang in...

				A thought struck him. If he could find Jesse Rose, Travers would be indebted to him forever. He thought about the strange call he’d gotten from that private investigator in Butte. Probably a dead end. But maybe he should mention it to Travers. Maybe make more out of it than it had been.

				* * *

				“WHAT THE HELL are you talking about?” Huck demanded. “I know Abby can’t hardly remember her own name. That’s right—not only do I have friends at the lab in town, but also I have friends at the doctor’s office and in other places. She doesn’t remember anything.”

				“Maybe,” Vance said skeptically. “But if you had seen the way she looked at me.”

				Huck waved it off. “You’re just being paranoid. Suck it up. So how are things going with Travers McGraw?”

				“Like I told you, he’s scheduled a press conference tomorrow to announce to the world that I am Oakley McGraw. After that, he wants me to change my name legally.”

				Huck burst out a huge laugh and pounded Vance on the back. “Nice work. I can see that you’re enjoying the fruits of our labor. The accommodations up to your standards?”

				“It’s nice living out there.”

				Wade snorted. “I’ll just bet. Abby eating it up?”

				“She doesn’t look good. I mean, she’s still hurt pretty bad,” Vance said. “She’s kind of limping, holding her ribs, and there’s bruises.” He could see that this pleased both men. What had he gotten himself involved in? As if he hadn’t known right from the get-go.

				“So you stand up there tomorrow at the press conference,” Huck said. “You tell the world how happy you are to be back in the bosom of your family and you start going by Oakley.”

				“What about the reward money? You said I’d get my share.”

				Huck’s gaze narrowed. “You wouldn’t be thinking about taking off once you got a little money in your pocket, would you?”

				Vance looked away.

				“Listen to me,” the deputy said, closing the space between them. “This is for the long haul, not for a measly five hundred grand. You’ll get your share but not until you are settled in and Daddy’s put you in his will.”

				He blinked. “Why would you care about the will?”

				“You let me worry about that,” Huck said, patting him heavily on the shoulder. “I’ll let you know when we’re through doing business. In the meantime, stay clear of Abby. She’s probably picking up on your nervousness. We’re home free.”

				Vance could see now how this was going to go. At first it had been about the reward money. They were to split it and then part ways. But Huck was getting greedy. Which meant the deputies would bleed him dry for years if Vance let them.

				* * *

				LEDGER WAS STILL shaken from seeing his mother. He hadn’t seen her since he was a boy. It had been shocking then. It was still shocking. Cull had gone to visit her at the mental institution over the years, but he and Boone had gone only once when she’d first been admitted.

				He’d asked about her, though, when Cull had returned from a visit. “She’s still catatonic. In other words, she doesn’t know anyone, doesn’t talk, doesn’t respond to anyone around her,” Cull had said. “She just sits in a rocking chair and...rocks.”

				Ledger had kept the rumors going around school about her over the years to himself. He didn’t want his brothers or his father to know what the kids were saying about his mother.

				“She’s crazy scary. The nurses are all afraid of her.”

				“Her hair turned white overnight. She turned into a witch and puts spells on people.”

				“She sits and rocks and holds two old dirty dolls. She thinks they’re the twins she kidnapped.”

				That was the hardest part, everyone believing his mother had helped kidnap her own children. Unfortunately, none of them still knew who inside the house had handed out the twins to the kidnapper on the ladder outside the window. The ladder had been found leaning against the house—one of the rungs broken halfway down. That had led the FBI and sheriff at the time to speculate that the kidnapper could have fallen with the twins and that the six-month-old babies had died.

				Fortunately, they’d found out that that wasn’t true.

				Now Ledger stared at the white-haired woman in the rocking chair on the criminally insane wing of the mental hospital and wondered what was true. The woman in the rocker looked much older than fifty-seven—until he looked into her green eyes. There was intelligence there—and a whole lot of pain.

				“Ledger,” she said and held out her arms.

				He stepped into them, kneeling down so she could hug him, and felt his heart break for all that she’d lost. Twenty-five years. Gone. Worse, only one of the twins had been found. If Vance really was the lost twin.

				Ledger couldn’t help thinking about what Abby had told him. Maybe it was just wires crossed in her brain. Or maybe not.

				Worse, his mother was still a suspect in the kidnapping. But he didn’t want to believe it. This woman who’d suffered so much... She couldn’t have been responsible for helping the kidnapper take her own children.

				“I want to see Oakley,” his mother said as she looked at Travers. “Will you bring him to visit me soon?”

				Travers promised he would. “He seems to have taken after you.”

				* * *

				WADE WATCHED VANCE drive away. “We can’t trust him.”

				Huck laughed. “You’re smarter than you look. He’s not going anywhere until he gets money.”

				“What if Travers gives him some?”

				“He won’t for a while. McGraw is no fool. He can see that Vance isn’t comfortable in Oakley’s clothes.” Huck scratched his jaw, laughing at his own joke. “McGraw will spoon it out slowly to him so as not to scare him. Anyone can see that Vance has never had much. He won’t want to overwhelm his son.”

				Wade had to hand it to his father. That night when he’d shown up with this crazy plan, Wade had been outside the garage putting new spark plugs in his old pickup. The moment he’d seen his father’s face, he’d known something was up. He knew about the marijuana deal the old man had going on with Abby’s mother, but he wanted nothing to do with it.

				“Abby gets wind of this and she’ll flip out,” Wade had warned his father. “You’re going to screw up my marriage.”

				“On the contrary, I’m helping you out. She’d never rat out her mother. This way we have leverage. One day, maybe you’ll be as smart as me—probably not, but keep trying.” He’d cuffed him and then changed the subject.

				So that night when he’d seen the smug look on Huck’s face, he’d thought, Oh, hell, now what.

				“Somethin’ I wanna show ya,” his father had said. Wade had caught the smell of beer on the old man’s breath even though he was still in uniform. Often he worried that Huck would get them both fired.

				That was when he noticed the paper sack his father was carrying. Huck motioned for him to step into the garage. “Where’s your wife?”

				“In the kitchen making supper. Why?”

				“Look at this.” His father had opened the top of the large paper sack.

				“What’s that?” Wade asked after getting a glimpse of what appeared to be a stuffed toy horse.

				“That is money, son.” Huck had gone on to explain how he’d been one of the first law officers called out to the McGraw ranch the night of the kidnapping and how he’d found the stuffed animal lying on the ground and picked it up. “I was thinking eBay. People will pay a bunch of money for something from a crime scene.”

				Wade had interrupted to tell him what a dumb idea that was. “They’d have traced it back to you. They’d fire you, charge you with...tampering with evidence at a crime scene and who knows what else.”

				“Settle down,” his father had said. “I put it away, all right, and forgot about it until I ran into this guy at the bar down in Billings. It was his blue eyes. Dark hair, too. I thought, hell, that kid could be the missing McGraw twin.” Huck had started laughing. “We got to talking and...” He’d motioned to his pickup parked behind Wade’s. The passenger side door had opened and out stepped Vance Elliot.

				Wade had argued that it would never work. “They’ll want a DNA test.”

				“Already got that covered. There’s this cute little redheaded lab tech...” Huck had winked. “It gets better. Vance is adopted. No kidding. Tell me this couldn’t be more perfect. And he’s about the right age.”

				“But won’t there be paperwork?” Wade had argued.

				“Falsified to cover up the fact that his parents had knowingly adopted the son from what is now a famous kidnapping.”

				“But what if the real Oakley comes forward?”

				“Who will believe him once our boy is in the big house on the ranch?” Huck had scoffed that things could go very wrong. “Five-hundred-thousand-dollar reward. Vance here gets a cut, but he will have the McGraw horse ranch.”

				“Along with his three brothers and his sister, if she turns up,” Wade had pointed out.

				“Stop looking for trouble,” his father had said irritably. “This is going to work. Trust your old man.”

				That was when Wade had heard a sound from behind him. He’d turned in time to see the door to the kitchen close quietly.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Thirteen

				Waters couldn’t help looking at his watch. Vance was late for dinner. He saw that Travers looked worried.

				“Where is Vance?” Boone asked as Travers finally told the cook she could go ahead and serve the meal.

				“He went into town to get a few things to wear,” Travers said. “I wanted him to look nice for the press conference tomorrow.”

				“You’re really going through with this,” Boone said.

				“Of course. He’s my son. I want the world to know.”

				“Also it won’t hurt to get the kind of publicity we need for Jesse Rose to see it and possibly come forward,” Waters interjected.

				Travers actually shot him a smile. “Exactly. I have faith that both of the twins will have been found by the end of the year.”

				Louise was serving the salads when Vance hurried in.

				“Sorry I’m late. Getting clothing took longer than I thought.”

				Travers seemed to light up as the young man came into the dining room. Waters saw that his other sons noticed. Nothing like sibling rivalry. But he wondered how long it would be before the new rubbed off Vance and Travers wasn’t quite so enamored with his long-lost now-found son.

				“Did it go well?” Travers wanted to know.

				“I took your advice and let the clerk help me,” Vance said, taking his usual seat next to his father. “I hope she didn’t go overboard.”

				Travers laughed. “Not to worry. I just want you to have what you need.”

				Waters had been watching Vance and now saw him look around the table—and start. His gaze had fallen on Abby Pierce. She paled as the two met gazes across the expanse of the table.

				“This is Abby,” Ledger said as he, too, had noticed the exchange between his girlfriend and Vance. “Abby, I don’t think you have officially met my...brother Vance. Or is it Oakley now?”

				“Vance for now.” The words seemed to get caught in his throat.

				“But soon to be Oakley,” Travers said, sounding pleased. “Unless you’ve changed your mind.”

				Vance looked again in his direction. “No, of course not. It will just take a little getting used to.”

				Waters noticed that Abby was still staring at the man as if trying to place him. He fought back the bad feeling that now knocked around in his chest. Things had been going so well. Except for Patricia. He and Travers had talked and now he would be handling some of the family affairs again. And he’d been invited to dinner almost every night since finding Vance.

				He had his foot in the door. The last thing he wanted was for a problem to come up involving the soon-to-be Oakley. And yet, as he picked up his salad fork, he realized he’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop as if he was afraid to trust his good luck in Oakley turning up.

				* * *

				VANCE DIDN’T THINK he could eat a bite. He was still shaken from his meeting with the deputies. Huck scared him since he seemed to be carrying a grudge against the McGraws. His son, Wade, had mentioned something once about Huck having dated Travers’s first wife, Marianne.

				It must have been a long time ago since the woman had been locked up in a mental ward for the past twenty-five years.

				“I think after dinner, Oakley and I are going to go out and visit his mother.”

				Vance didn’t realize Travers meant him until he felt all eyes at the table on him. “Tonight?” His voice had risen too high.

				“There’s nothing to be concerned about,” Travers said. “I’m sure you’ve heard stories, but Marianne is doing well now and she is very anxious to see you.”

				There was no way he was going to get out of seeing his mother. Not gracefully, anyway. So he smiled and nodded and took a bite of his salad. He could have been eating wood chips, for all he tasted.

				With each bite, he could feel Abby’s gaze on him, burning a hole in him headed straight for his soul. If he had one.

				He hadn’t taken Huck Pierce seriously the first time he’d met him in a bar down by Billings.

				“I’m telling you, you’re the spitting image of the McGraw boys,” Huck had said, fueled by the half dozen beers he’d consumed. “I think you might be Oakley McGraw.”

				He hadn’t known who Oakley McGraw was and said as much.

				“It’s the most famous kidnapping in the state of Montana. Where you been living, under a barrel?”

				He hadn’t taken offense because Huck had been paying for the drinks, so he’d listened as the man had filled him in. Two missing babies, a boy and a girl.

				“They think they were adopted by well-meaning parents who kept it quiet,” Huck had said.

				Vance had felt a strange stir inside him. “I was adopted.” He’d always been told that it was some teenager who couldn’t raise him. But years later he’d heard that it was an aunt who’d dumped him off when he was a baby and his parents had finally had to adopt him.

				His old man hadn’t minded having a son around to help with the work on the dirt farm they had. Vance couldn’t wait until he was eighteen to escape it. He’d taken off at sixteen and hadn’t looked back. He’d heard, though, that both his parents had died in a gas leak at the house. The place had been mortgaged up to the rafters along with the land, so he hadn’t gotten anything. He’d let the county bury them. They’d never liked him, anyway.

				“Here’s what I’m proposing,” Huck had said that night at the bar. He’d spelled it out. Vance had said he’d have to think about it. “Doesn’t look to me like you have much for prospects. Don’t be a fool. This is too easy since I have something that was taken with the male twin the night of the kidnapping. Oh, don’t give me that look. I didn’t kidnap the kid. I was one of the first deputy sheriffs at the scene.”

				“You’re a deputy sheriff?”

				Huck had laughed. “You bet your sweet ass I am. You think about it. You call me tomorrow or forget it.”

				Vance hadn’t been able to sleep that night. He’d looked up the kidnapping online. Huck had failed to mention that the McGraws raised horses. Vance had been making his living as a horse thief. He’d started to laugh until he saw something else Huck had failed to mention. The McGraws were rich.

				He’d called the number the deputy sheriff had given him early the next morning. “This is crazy, but I’m in.”

				Huck had laughed. “You won’t be sorry.”

				Now the meal ended too quickly. Travers got to his feet. “Let’s go see your mother.”

				Vance rose. He shot a guarded look at Abby. She was putting the pieces together. He could see it in her eyes. How long before she figured it out and blew the whistle on the whole damned thing?

				As he started to leave the dining room, he just wished she would do it now and save him the trip to the mental hospital to see his “mother.”

				* * *

				“YOU OKAY?” LEDGER ASKED Abby as he led her back to her bedroom. She looked pale and he could tell she was still a little unsteady on her feet.

				“I know you don’t want to hear this, but I’ve definitely seen Vance before. There’s something wrong.”

				“Wrong how?” he asked as they reached her room.

				“You’re sure he’s Oakley?”

				“He had the stuffed toy horse that belonged to Oakley. Also he passed the DNA test. It came back that he’s Dad’s son.”

				Abby sighed as she took a chair near the window. He took the other chair in the room. “I can’t trust my memory or my instincts or...” She met his gaze. “But the feeling is so strong. I know him from somewhere and it’s worrisome.”

				“It will come to you,” he assured her even though he wasn’t convinced. “Let your brain heal. I can tell you have a headache. Can I get you something?”

				“No. When I take the pills the doctor prescribed I feel even more fuzzy. But I’m all right.”

				“You’re telling me that you don’t trust Vance,” Ledger said.

				“No.”

				“That’s good enough for me. I’ll keep an eye on him. In the meantime, I’m going to move into the bedroom next door. I don’t like you being on this wing with him in case your...instincts are right.” Ledger had been staying at his cabin on the ranch. She knew he’d been trying to give her space. As they both knew, she was still married to Wade.

				She looked relieved, though, that he would be close at hand. It wasn’t just that she didn’t trust Vance. She was a little scared of him, as well.

				“Thank you. I hope I’m wrong. Your father seems so happy to have him here. I hate to think what it will do to him if Vance isn’t the person he believes him to be.”

				“That’s just it. We know very little about him. Jim Waters did some checking and swears there is nothing to worry about. But I have my reservations, too. I do wonder how it will go with Mother.”

				* * *

				THE SMELL HIT him first, then the noise of the mental hospital. Vance halted just inside the door, telling himself he couldn’t do this.

				“It’s okay, son,” Travers said. “Give it a minute. I’m sure this is hard for you, seeing your mother.”

				Vance wanted to laugh hysterically. The man had no idea. “There was this neighbor girl. She had to be...restrained. She ended up in a place like this. I visited her only once. I couldn’t bear going there.” He shuddered at the memory. Crazy Cathy—that was what the kids at school called her when they’d get a glimpse of her from the school bus. She would be tied up to the clothesline and she would run, her face stretched in a lopsided smile because she loved Vance—almost to death. She finally got sent away after she’d tried to kill him with a butcher knife one night after seeing him with another girl.

				“I’m so sorry,” Travers said. “This must be even more difficult for you. If you’d rather not right now...”

				“No.” He just wanted to get it over with. Trying to block out the sounds, the smells, the tension that sparked in the air like heat lightning, he walked down the hallway to be let into the violent wing. The sounds down here were worse—the crying, the screaming, the tormented shrieks that made goose bumps ripple across his skin.

				A nurse opened the gate for them and led them down the hallway. Vance didn’t look into the barred windows. He stared at the floor at his feet, telling himself he could do this, but feeling the weakness run like water through his veins.

				His mother used to say that he wasn’t strong. “We just need to toughen him up.” Then she’d give him the worst chores she could find on the farm. The calluses he got were heart-deep and still rubbed him raw some days. He knew he wouldn’t be here now if it wasn’t for his childhood and that made him angry. His adoptive mother was right. He wasn’t strong.

				The nurse stopped at a door, used her key to open it and then told Travers she would be right outside the door if he needed her.

				Heart in his throat, Vance followed him into the room and stopped dead.

				The woman sitting in the rocking chair had lightning-white hair that hung around her shoulders like a shroud. But it was the face that froze his feet to the floor.

				“Oakley?” the woman asked with a voice that cracked. She motioned for him to come closer.

				It took every ounce of his courage to take that first step, let alone the second one, until he stood before her.

				“Oakley?” she repeated, her green eyes narrowing.

				He couldn’t speak, could barely breathe. He swallowed, trying hard not to look into those eyes as if he might be looking into his own hell.

				She reached for him before he could move. Her wrinkled hand caught his and held it like a vise as she dragged him closer. The green eyes widened in alarm and he felt a chill rocket through him.

				Then the woman shoved him away and began to scream.

				* * *

				ABBY HADN’T BEEN able to sleep last night. Her mind had been alive with strange flashes that could be memory or could be her losing her sanity. Knowing that Ledger was in the next room hadn’t helped. Several times she’d almost gotten up and gone to him.

				But she’d known what would happen. She was still married. It didn’t matter that it was a bad marriage. It didn’t matter what Wade had done. She couldn’t go to Ledger. Just the thought of him lying in his bed...

				This morning she’d felt a little better.

				“Stop trying so hard to remember,” the doctor had said when he dropped by to check on her. “You will make yourself crazy. If your memory is going to come back, it will, and when you least expect it. Relax. Enjoy this beautiful place. In fact, I think you should get out of this room. Maybe sit by the pool.”

				Abby couldn’t help herself. She could feel the memories just at the edge of her consciousness and she had the horrible feeling that it was imperative that she remember. And soon.

				“I’ll see that she takes it easy,” Ledger had told the doctor after thanking him for driving out.

				Abby had tried to relax as she and Ledger went out by the pool after breakfast. She’d been glad that breakfast was more casual, with everyone eating on their own in the large, warm kitchen. Boone and Cull had already gone to work in the barns and Travers was in his office, so she and Ledger had the kitchen to themselves since the cook had gone into town for more groceries.

				She was glad that Ledger didn’t mention marriage again. Right now, she couldn’t think of the future. There was so much of the past missing in her memory. She had to deal with it first. Or maybe she was just afraid of rushing into another marriage for the wrong reasons. She knew Ledger wanted to save her from Wade. For so long, he’d been trying to get her to leave Wade. But was that enough to build a marriage on? Once she was divorced, would Ledger still want to marry her?

				Her head hurt even thinking about it. She had too much to worry about, she realized.

				Ledger seemed content to sit with her by the pool and talk about the horses and his family’s plans for the ranch. She found herself smiling at him. He was a man with dreams. And she loved him so much it hurt.

				“See that land on the mountainside over there?” He pointed toward a pine-studded hollow below a rock ridge. “That’s mine. That’s where I will build the house someday.” His gaze shifted to hers and she saw so much promise in his eyes that she wanted to cry.

				“It’s beautiful.”

				“Like you,” he said and reached over to take her hand.

				She closed her eyes and told herself that everything was going to be all right. But deep inside she felt afraid. Wade and his father were up to something. Something she’d apparently overheard. They wouldn’t trust that she might never remember. This wasn’t over. Once she left here...

				“Abby?” Ledger looked concerned.

				She opened her eyes, realizing she’d been gripping his hand too hard. “I’m scared,” she admitted. “I can’t think about the future until I know what in my past has me so terrified.”

				Something moved past Ledger and she looked in that direction to see Vance. He saw her and quickly disappeared from view. The bad feeling washed over her, threatening to take her under.

				Ledger followed her gaze. “You still think something is wrong, don’t you?”

				She nodded.

				“My father said that the visit with our mother didn’t go well. When she got a good look at him, she screamed. They had to sedate her. He’s worried that this might have set her back. He can’t bear that she might revert back into a catatonic state again.”

				Abby shivered at the news. “She must have sensed what I do about him.”

				* * *

				“A BOOK?” WATERS COULDN’T believe what he was hearing as he stared through the scarred Plexiglas at Patricia. “You do realize that Nikki St. James is doing a book on the kidnapping.”

				“Nikki St. James wasn’t there that night. I was,” Patricia said into the phone at the jail. She gave him a smug look. “They’re giving me enough money that it will pay for my decent lawyer. That’s right. I’m going to get off, and when I do, they are going to start looking around for the person who really poisoned my husband.”

				He knew what she would be selling. The dirt on the McGraw family. The dirt on him, as well. “What is it you want?”

				“Now you want to deal?” she asked, sweet enough to give him a toothache.

				“Patty.”

				“Don’t call me that.”

				“You don’t want to hang out all your dirty laundry.”

				“Don’t you mean your dirty laundry, Jimmy?”

				“Think of Kitten.”

				“Oh, now you’re going to show an interest in her?” Patricia snapped angrily.

				She’d told him that Kitten was his, but he’d never been sure it was true given the way the woman lied. He had a feeling that she’d also told Blake Ryan, the former ranch manager, that Kitten was his. It would explain why Blake had done her bidding.

				He lowered his voice. “You know why we had to keep this a secret.”

				“To protect your relationship with Travers. But look how that turned out. Unless you’ve managed to get back into his good graces.” Her eyes lit. “Oh, you have! You...stinker you. You always land on your feet, don’t you?” Her eyes narrowed. “Well, hang on for the ride of your life. I’m about to bring down your world and Travers’s, too.” With that, she slammed down the phone, rose and motioned to the guard that she was ready to go back to her cell.

				* * *

				VANCE COULDN’T HELP being rattled.

				Travers had apologized at length for taking him to see his so-called mother. “I should never have taken you to see her so soon,” he’d said on the ride home. “Marianne is just now recovering after all this time. This is all my fault. I’m so sorry.”

				“It’s all right,” he’d said. “Maybe I scared her.” He hadn’t scared her. He’d seen the look in the woman’s eyes. She knew. Somehow she knew he wasn’t her son.

				“I think she was expecting to see you as a baby,” Travers had said. “Or maybe it was just too much for her.”

				But Vance knew better and he feared Travers McGraw was having his doubts. Just not enough doubts to stop all this craziness.

				The press conference was a blur. He’d blinked into the flash of cameras, stepped up to the microphone to say how glad he was to have found his birth family and had then been ushered to the ranch Suburban as reporters shoved microphones at him and yelled questions.

				He managed to escape after lunch, telling Travers he wanted to go for a ride and just digest everything that had been happening. He’d used the burner phone to call Huck, who’d been in a great mood.

				“Saw you on the news! You looked real smart in those new clothes. Next step, legally becoming Oakley McGraw.”

				“We need to meet and talk.”

				Huck’s good mood had evaporated in a snap of the fingers.

				“Okay,” Huck said when the three of them met, this time out by Nelson Reservoir in a stand of trees. “So Marianne freaked last night when Travers took you to see her. How did McGraw react?”

				“He felt bad about taking me there, made excuses for Marianne, but I could tell he was shocked and taken aback. He has to be thinking she saw something he hadn’t.”

				Huck waved a hand through the air. “It wasn’t like she cried, ‘This isn’t my son!’ Even if she had, she’s...sick. So forget about it. You’re still good as gold. McGraw wouldn’t have gone through with the press conference if he had any doubts.”

				Vance raked a hand through his hair, his Stetson hanging from the fingers of his other hand. It was hot, but a breeze came off the water, and in the shade of the trees it wasn’t too bad. But still he was sweating.

				“I saw Abby looking at me again. Now she’s got Ledger looking at me the same way.”

				Wade swore and kicked a rock into the water at the mention of Ledger’s name.

				“It’s just a matter of time. I see her trying so hard to remember,” Vance said, hating that he was whining. “She remembers just enough that she doesn’t like me, doesn’t trust me, and she’s been bending Ledger’s ear about me. How long before he goes to his father with this?”

				“You just borrow trouble, don’t you?” Huck demanded angrily. “She hasn’t remembered. She isn’t going to. What you need to do is dig in. Stop acting like a guest at the ranch. You need to go to work in the barns with your brothers.”

				Vance stared at him. How did he know...? “The cook? Louise is spying on me?”

				Huck smiled. “I told you. I make friends easily. I know what is going on out there.”

				“I think Vance is right.” Wade spoke up. “You know Abby. Once she gets her teeth into something...”

				Huck swore.

				“What are we going to do?” Wade cried. “Let me go get her. Once we have her back—”

				“Don’t be a fool.”

				But Vance could see that Huck was more worried than he let on.

				“Okay, maybe it’s time to take care of Abby.” Huck turned to Vance. “Make it look like an accident.”

				“What?” He’d hoped he’d heard wrong, but one look at the deputy’s face and he knew he hadn’t. He took a step back. “I didn’t sign on for murder.”

				Huck quickly closed the distance between them and got right into his face. “You signed on for whatever I tell you or you’ll be meeting with your own accident. Is that understood?”

				Vance’s blood ran cold at the look in Huck’s eyes. There was something bitter and heartless in that gaze. The deputy wasn’t joking. Worse, he thought Huck was right about the places where he had “friends.” He wouldn’t look at the cook the same now that he knew Huck had her in his pocket.

				“You are Oakley McGraw,” Huck said, looking less dangerous even though Vance knew he wasn’t. “You will have a great life if you don’t weaken now, you understand? Abby can’t remember who you are because that will raise suspicion and involve Wade and me. So take care of it.”

				“But that still leaves Marianne,” he said, hoping to find a way out of this.

				Huck laid a hand on his shoulder and squeezed just hard enough to make his point. “Marianne is mentally unstable. We aren’t worried about her, okay? Don’t make me worry about you. You’re in this up to your neck. Just remember this. You double-cross me and you won’t live long enough to see prison.”

				Go to the sheriff. Confess everything. But even as he thought it, he knew Huck was right. The deputy had friends everywhere. Look how he’d managed to get the lab tests to appear that Vance was a McGraw. He must have gotten someone to get him DNA from one of the real sons. Or maybe the lab already had something of the twins from the kidnapping.

				It didn’t matter how Huck had pulled this fraud off. He had. And now he’d painted Vance into a corner. When had it gone from simply pretending to be Oakley McGraw to murder, though? Broke and now involved in fraud with a psychopath, he didn’t see any way out of this but one. He had to kill Abby Pierce.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fourteen

				“You think he’ll do it?” Wade asked after Vance had driven away.

				“Nope,” his father said. “He has it in him, but he’s too gutless.”

				Wade shot his father a look. “But you made it sound as if you believed he would.” He wasn’t about to admit the sense of relief he’d felt. He still loved Abby. He figured he always would.

				But that love came with such a sense of guilt over how he’d mistreated her it had turned into something hard as flint. In order to be rid of it, he had to be rid of Abby. Not that he wanted anyone else to have her.

				“Son, if there is one thing I’m good at, it’s reading people. Vance...well, he’s damaged, no doubt about it. That’s one reason why I knew he’d jump at the chance to be Oakley McGraw. But he’s weak. I knew he’d never be able to go the distance.”

				“What the devil was the whole point of this, then?”

				His father smiled. “Because we don’t need it to. I’ve contacted Waters through a friend. He’s taking care of getting us the reward money.”

				“But once they find out that Vance isn’t Oakley—”

				“That is never going to happen,” Huck said with so much confidence that Wade wondered if the man had a screw loose. “By then anyone who could hurt us will be dead.”

				He stared at his father. “How—”

				“You don’t worry about that end of it. I have it all figured out. But first, we need to stop out by that rattlesnake nest in the Larb Hills.” Huck grinned. “I brought along a couple of burlap bags. That wife of yours? You’re not going to have to worry about her much longer. Neither is Vance.”

				* * *

				WATERS COULD SEE his world exploding in front of his eyes. Patricia was the missile coming in hard and fast. He had to do damage control before she hit. But that meant telling Travers the truth. Well, at least enough of the truth to cover his behind. All he had going for him was the fact that Patricia didn’t believe he would tell.

				He found Travers in his office. “Do you have a minute?”

				The older man looked up and waved him in. “Boone tells me that you’ve had another inquiry that sounds like it might be legitimate.”

				Waters had forgotten about the call from the private investigator in Butte. “Yes, there was something about the call. I mentioned it to Boone.”

				“Did you get any specifics?”

				“Not exactly, but by the questions the PI asked, I think he might have information about Jesse Rose.”

				Travers leaned back into his chair and motioned Waters to sit. “This is great news. We should get on this right away. I’ll talk to Boone about following up on it.”

				“The PI was called out of town. He said he’d be back in a week or so. I was planning to go myself.”

				“I’d rather have Boone go,” Travers said.

				Waters figured the lead would take Boone nowhere. But he had to look as if he was trying to help find Jesse Rose. “There was something else.” He stopped. His role in this house was tenuous at best after he’d sided with Patricia. Now he wasn’t sure how his confession would go down. Travers could fire him and that would be that. He hesitated.

				“Yes?”

				“I need to tell you something. I should have a long time ago, but Patricia begged me not to and I foolishly listened to her.”

				“If you’re going to tell me that you’re possibly her daughter’s father, it isn’t necessary. I’ve known all along.”

				Waters stared at him. “How—”

				“I knew about the two of you before the kidnapping.” Travers’s gaze hardened. “I also knew about the two of you after I married Patty.”

				He didn’t know what to say. I’m sorry didn’t quite cut it. “I don’t understand.”

				“Oh, I think you do. That old expression, keep your enemies close.”

				“You see me as your enemy?” That shocked him. He’d always thought that Travers trusted him, maybe even liked him. “If you knew, why didn’t you say something?”

				“I like to see how things play out. I was fine with you and Patty because I saw that she was using you the same way she was me. A leopard really can’t change its spots.”

				He wasn’t sure if Travers was referring to Patricia or to him. “She’s doing a tell-all book to help pay for her lawyer’s fees.”

				Travers nodded. “I heard.”

				“I can try to get an injunction to stop the book from ever being published if you—”

				“Not necessary.”

				Waters couldn’t help feeling confused. “But the bad press...”

				Travers laughed. “Did you really think that would bother me? Jim, I believe you’re the one who doesn’t want to see Patty’s book published. But I figure by then her trial will be over and the truth will have come out.”

				“The truth?” he asked.

				Travers only smiled and said, “If that’s all, please make sure Boone has all the information about this private investigator in Butte. I want him down there as soon as the man returns.”

				* * *

				VANCE HAD NO idea how he was going to kill Abby and make it look like an accident. All the way back to the ranch, he cursed his luck. If he hadn’t been in that bar in Billings, if he’d never met Huck Pierce, if he’d never gone along with this crazy idea for money...

				Money was the root of all evil. If he had some right now, he’d be gone. He’d just disappear. Maybe go to South America. All he would need was a fake ID, and he’d heard that you could buy those if you knew the right people.

				Except he didn’t have money and he didn’t know the right people. But Huck did. All this time, the cook had probably been watching him, reporting to the deputy that Vance was down at the pool or lying around the house.

				Who knew how many other spies the man had at the ranch, he thought, reminded of the ranch hands he occasionally saw when he was down at the pool. It wasn’t like Huck to show all of his hand, so Vance figured there were others watching him—not to mention Travers and his sons. He felt like someone was always watching him, looking for a crack in the story he’d built, waiting for him to unravel and admit he wasn’t Oakley McGraw.

				The house was unusually quiet when he entered. He looked around. Travers’s office was empty. He thought he heard the clatter of pots and pans in the kitchen, but no voices. Happy not to be forced to make polite conversation with anyone, he took the stairs two at a time, wanting only to get to his room and hide out for a while.

				He was almost to the top of the stairs when suddenly Abby appeared. Seeing her when she was so much on his mind, he reared back in surprise. Her eyes widened in alarm as he lost his balance.

				Vance groped for the handrail, but it was slick and he wasn’t close enough to get a grip on the highly varnished wood. He teetered and then felt himself start to fall backward. The irony of it didn’t escape him as his arms windmilled wildly to no avail.

				* * *

				SHOCKED BY WHAT was happening, Abby rushed down a couple of steps to reach for the man. His hand closed on her wrist. He flailed, still off balance. But he held tight as she tried to keep her balance.

				In those frantic moments, she realized he was so much heavier than her that she wasn’t going to be able to keep him from falling. And with his hand clutching her wrist, he was going to take her with him.

				She felt her heels lift off the step. Her free hand grabbed the railing, but Vance’s pull was too strong. She felt herself falling toward him.

				Abby let out a cry as Vance jerked her arm hard, then let go. She was thrown toward the center of the stairway as his body was pushed toward the railing. Her gaze tumbled down the long stairway to the marble floor below. She waited for her life to pass before her eyes as she felt herself falling through nothing but air.

				Below her, the front door opened and Ledger stepped through. Their eyes met, his rounding in horror. He shot forward as if he thought he’d be able to catch her before she hit the bottom and the hard unforgiving marble.

				She closed her eyes as a scream escaped her lips. She’d come so close to being with Ledger, but now fate had stepped in to keep them apart forever.

				* * *

				LEDGER’S CRY OF alarm mixed with Abby’s scream as she began to fall. He rushed toward the stairs, his gaze locked on Abby. He’d only reached the bottom step when Vance’s free arm shot out, the other looped over the handrail in a death grip. He grabbed Abby at the last minute.

				For a moment, it looked as if Vance couldn’t hold them both on the stairway. Ledger saw the pain in his face, the exertion as he looped his free arm around her waist and pulled.

				He hadn’t known he was holding his breath until he saw Abby find footing on the stairs. Vance let go of the railing and sat down hard on the steps. All the color had drained from his face, and even from where he stood, Ledger could see that the man was sweating profusely.

				Abby had sat down, too. She was crying softly and holding her ribs after her close call. If Vance hadn’t grabbed her when he did... But what were the two of them doing on the stairs together?

				“Are you all right?” Ledger said when he reached Abby. He fell to his knees in front of her.

				“Vance saved my life,” she said between sobs.

				His gaze went to the man.

				“It wasn’t like that,” Vance said. “I was coming up the stairs not paying attention.”

				“I startled him. He started to fall backward,” Abby filled in as they both seemed to be trying to catch their breaths.

				“She grabbed me, but I was so off balance...” Vance finished with a look of such regret as he rubbed his shoulder. “I could have killed her.”

				“But you didn’t,” Ledger said. “You saved her. Is your shoulder hurt?”

				“I think I might have pulled something,” Vance said.

				“I’ll call the doctor to look at it.” Ledger touched Abby’s face, pushed back a fallen lock of her hair and wiped away a tear. “I’ll have him take a look at both of you. I thought we agreed you’d stay off the stairs?” he said to her, smiling with such gratitude that she was all right. When he’d first seen her... If Vance hadn’t grabbed for her at his own peril...

				“Believe me, I’ll take the elevator from now on,” she said and let him enclose her in his arms. Past her, Ledger studied Vance.

				“You’re a hero,” he said to his brother. “Thank you.”

				Vance shook his head. “I’m far from a hero.”

				* * *

				VANCE’S HEROISM WAS the talk of the dinner table that evening. He’d pulled a muscle in his shoulder and had to ice it. Abby’s ribs were even more sore from his saving her, but now when she looked at him, it was with gratitude as if her earlier suspicions were gone.

				He tried to breathe, but his shoulder hurt like hell, and all this talk of how amazing he was hurt even worse. He’d had a chance to let Abby tumble down the stairs and instead he’d saved her—after she’d tried to save him.

				“Maybe you should both stay off those stairs,” Travers joked. “Seriously, I’ve given all my other sons a piece of land for them to build on one day, if they can be talked into staying on the ranch.”

				The table had gone deathly silent.

				A piece of land? Vance swallowed.

				“We can look at a map of the ranch later if you’d like and you can pick out a section you might want,” Travers was saying.

				“That is very kind of you.”

				“Kind?” The man laughed. “Son, this is your birthright.”

				His birthright. He hung his head, muttering, “Thank you.”

				“Here’s to your future,” Travers said, lifting his wineglass. “May it be everything you’ve ever hoped for.”

				When he looked up to lift his glass, he saw the cook standing in the kitchen doorway looking right at him. His heart took off at a gallop. She would report all of this to Huck.

				Vance took a sip of his wine and felt it instantly curdle in his stomach. His future was anything but bright.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Fifteen

				Abby stood at the window looking out over the ranch. “I can’t stay here,” she said, more to herself than to Ledger as she shifted her gaze to him. She could see that he wanted to argue the point.

				“You can’t go back to your apartment. Not alone,” he said.

				She had a feeling that if she went back to her apartment—back to town—more of her memory would return. Travers was getting more attached to Vance. She’d heard Travers offer him a piece of land on the ranch. She knew that was a mistake. She just didn’t know why.

				“Wade doesn’t know where my apartment is and there’s the restraining order...”

				Ledger cursed under his breath. “You aren’t that naive. He’s just waiting for you. And if you think a restraining order is going to stop him...”

				“What about my job?”

				“You don’t have to work there anymore.”

				She shook her head. “Ledger, I enjoy my work. I miss the people. I miss feeling like there is a little normal in my life.”

				He sighed deeply, pain in his eyes. “What is it you’re running from? Is it me?”

				Abby quickly shook her head as she turned to him. “Never you. But I’m still married to Wade. I can’t move on until I put that behind me.”

				He nodded. “You need time. I understand that.”

				“What will people think, my staying here with you?”

				“Is that what you’re worried about? What people will think?”

				The moment she said it, she realized she sounded like her mother. The same mother who was growing pot in her root cellar, the same one who guilt-tripped her into staying in a bad marriage because it was to her benefit—not her daughter’s.

				Abby touched his cheek. “I want a fresh start.”

				“With me?” Ledger asked.

				She smiled. “Oh, yes, with you. But I jumped into one marriage. I won’t jump into another even with you.”

				He dragged her to him and kissed her. “I want you so badly.”

				“I feel the same way. It’s been awful knowing you are just in the next room. I can’t tell you how I have fought the need to come to you.”

				He let her go as if he felt the chemistry that arced between them as strongly as she did. “I’ll wait as long as it takes.” He grinned. “I’ve waited this long.”

				She had to smile.

				“But you have to know Wade isn’t finished with you. A man like him? His pride will be hurt. He’ll take it out on you and this time he’ll probably kill you.”

				“I know.” She hated that she sounded close to tears. She’d cried so much over all this. “How do I get him out of my life?”

				Ledger shook his head. “I don’t know. But I wish you would stay here until the divorce is finalized. Maybe by then he will have realized it’s really over. Maybe he will move on.”

				She nodded, but she knew neither of them believed that. He reached for her again. The memory hit her so hard, she cried out, jerking back.

				Ledger looked alarmed as if he thought he’d hurt her.

				“I saw them!” The memory hung before her, crystal clear, before it flickered and died away as she tried to see more. “I know where I’ve seen Vance. It was at the house. He was with Wade and Huck.”

				* * *

				LEDGER DIDN’T KNOW what to make of what Abby had told him. He found his brother Cull downstairs and pulled him aside.

				“Since the first time Abby saw Vance, she felt she’d seen him before, and wherever it was, it wasn’t good.”

				Cull lifted a brow. “In other words, she just had a feeling about him.”

				“Something like that, only just now she remembered where she’d seen him. He’d been at her house talking with Wade and Huck.”

				“What?” Cull rubbed a hand over his face. “Okay, if this is true—”

				“Why are you questioning it?”

				“Because Abby’s had two concussions in a row. Her memory isn’t the most reliable. After what happened earlier today on the stairs... Then add to that, the garage at the house is supposedly where she fell and got her first concussion...”

				Ledger could see his point. “What if it’s a true memory, though? What would Vance have been doing with Wade and Huck Pierce?”

				Cull frowned. “Nothing good. We were led to believe that he didn’t know anyone around here.”

				“Exactly. You think we should tell Dad?” Ledger asked.

				“No,” his brother said quickly. “It will just upset him. And after everything that’s happened, including Vance saving Abby yesterday on the stairs, I wouldn’t suggest it. Anyway, if it’s true and Vance denies it, it would be his word against Abby’s.”

				Ledger nodded. “It could put her in danger if I’m right and the three of them are up to something other than the obvious.”

				“The obvious being that Vance isn’t our brother,” Cull finished for him. “Then how do you explain the DNA test?”

				He felt a shiver race up his spine. “The day Vance was tested, Huck Pierce was in the lab. He was flirting with one of the techs.”

				“Interesting, but certainly not conclusive. We could do another test with another lab, I suppose,” Cull said. “It would mean getting DNA from Vance. That shouldn’t be too hard. We could have him tested against one of us.”

				Ledger smiled at his brother. He knew he could depend on Cull. Boone would have stormed upstairs and tried to throttle the truth out of Vance.

				“This shouldn’t be too hard,” Cull said. “Let me handle it. In the meantime...”

				“Right, just be cool.”

				* * *

				WADE WATCHED HIS father storm up and down the floor, half expecting the floorboards to crack.

				“He saved Abby! Saved her!” Huck roared. “Came out looking like a damned hero.”

				“Maybe that works to our benefit,” Wade said when his father had calmed down a little.

				Huck spun on him. “What?”

				“When something happens to Abby, Vance will look innocent.”

				His father stopped pacing and stared at him. “You really aren’t as stupid as you look.”

				“Thanks.” Wade realized how sick he was of his father’s belittling. He would be glad when they got the reward money. He was leaving town, putting all of this behind him for good. But then he thought of Abby. Did he really want her dead? No. Could he stop his father? It was too late for that, he feared.

				Huck was muttering to himself as he paced again. “I think we need to step up the ending to all this.”

				Wade had no intention of being around to see whatever his father had planned. “When do we get the reward money?”

				“My friend talked to the attorney. He offered to cut a check today, but my friend insisted it be cash, saying he wasn’t alone in finding Oakley, that the others want to remain anonymous. Jim Waters doesn’t care. He said he’d get the money. Won’t be long now,” Huck said, smiling broadly.

				His mood could go from happy to furious in less than a heartbeat. Wade realized his own wasn’t much better. The sheriff had the gall to suggest he go to something called anger management. He’d been insulted at the time, but maybe once he was gone from here, he’d check into it.

				“So what happens now?” Wade asked, not sure he wanted to know.

				* * *

				WATERS LOOKED AT the stack of bills inside his briefcase. Five hundred thousand dollars. Travers had been adamant about going ahead and paying the reward.

				“Are you sure you don’t want to wait a little longer?” Waters had asked. “Maybe run another DNA test.” He knew it was the wrong thing to say. Voicing his suspicions wasn’t doing him any good.

				But he was still shaken. Travers had known about him and Patricia all along. He’d known and not said anything. As he’d said, he’d wanted to see how it all played out.

				The only thing the man hadn’t known was that he was being systematically poisoned.

				“Just pay the reward, Jim. Oakley is home. Boone will check out this lead on Jesse Rose. I feel good about it. So I suppose we should discuss your...retirement.”

				That had been plain enough. But at least he could continue billing the bastard until then. And he would, he thought as he slammed the briefcase. First he would get rid of this money. He felt as if Travers was throwing it away, but what did he care?

				Vance wasn’t Oakley. Waters would bet his stock portfolio on it. He had no proof, just a gut feeling. The same gut feeling that told him Patricia was going to take him down with her.

				He looked at the briefcase again. His passport was up to date. All he had to do was book a flight to anywhere there was no extradition. He could live comfortably on what was in that case—even if he couldn’t get his money out of his retirement.

				Waters let out a laugh. He didn’t even think Travers would turn him in to the sheriff. Instead, he’d pony up another five hundred grand to pay the reward and keep his mouth shut.

				With a start, Waters realized this was exactly what the cagey old fool hoped he would do. This was “kiss off” money. Travers expected him to run.

				* * *

				LEDGER FOUND HIS father in his office, but one look at him and he felt his heart break for him. “What’s wrong?”

				Travers looked up in surprise as if he hadn’t heard his son come in. For a moment, he seemed at a loss for words. “It’s your mother. She’s doing...worse. I blame myself. I should never have taken Oakley out to see her. Of course she expected a six-month-old baby—not a grown man. The doctor said she’s trapped in that night twenty-five years ago.”

				“It isn’t your fault. She asked to see him. You couldn’t keep him from her.”

				His father laid his head into his hands, elbows on his desk. This was the most distraught he’d seen him. For so long, the man had lived on hope that his kidnapped children would be found. Ledger suspected it wasn’t going quite like he’d hoped.

				“I’m sorry,” Travers said, lifting his head. “You wanted to talk about something?”

				Now that he was here, Ledger almost changed his mind. “I want to marry Abby.”

				His father chuckled. “Son, that’s not news.”

				“I know. I never got over her.”

				“I blame myself for that, as well. I should have let you marry her when you wanted to. I can’t believe what she’s been through.”

				Ledger nodded. “But your advice was good. Abby had a lot of pressure from her mother and Wade. Also she was lied to. I don’t blame her for doubting me. I didn’t handle things well.”

				“All water under the bridge.”

				“Yes. That’s why I hope you don’t mind her staying here a little longer.”

				“You know I don’t. I just worry. She’s still married to Wade.”

				“Yes, but not for long. She’s filed for a separation. Unfortunately, she has to wait six months in Montana before she can file for the divorce. At least here at the ranch, she’s safe. But I can’t keep her locked up here for six months.”

				* * *

				VANCE HELD THE phone away from his ear and looked toward the big house. He didn’t think he could be seen from the shade of the trees where he stood. Nor did he think anyone was home. But Abby.

				“Are you a complete idiot?” Huck demanded.

				He didn’t bother to answer.

				“You could have finished it right there on the stairs.”

				“She saved my life. I would have fallen if she hadn’t grabbed me.”

				The deputy let out a string of curses. “You sound like my addled son. Now you have a soft spot for the woman, too?”

				“No.” Actually, he was scared of her. He kept watching her, thinking she was going to remember. While she seemed less standoffish since their incident on the stairs, she still had that memory lodged somewhere in that head of hers. Once it came out...

				He heard a vehicle coming up the road to the ranch. “I should go.” He was hoping it was Travers back from town. His “father” had gone in to set up a bank account for him.

				“I should have thought of it before,” Travers had apologized. “A man needs a little spending money.”

				Vance wondered what his father thought was a little spending money. Hopefully enough so he could take off in one of the ranch trucks and never look back.

				“Any word on the reward money?” he asked now into the phone.

				“Not yet,” Huck said.

				A lie. Travers had told him that the reward was being paid today by special messenger. That had surprised him. He’d thought the lawyer, Waters, would be handling it and said as much to the man.

				“Jim Waters is no longer in my employ,” Travers had said.

				That had surprised him even more. “I thought he was like family.” At least, that was what Waters had told him once.

				“Family,” Travers had repeated. “It’s odd what makes a family, don’t you think? It isn’t always blood. But even blood sometimes can’t hold a family together. I think it’s trust and love.” The man had smiled. “One day my sons will all marry and our family will grow. I hope to see grandchildren before I die.”

				Vance had thought of Cull and Nikki. “I would think you’ll be hearing wedding bells before you know it.”

				“Yes. I hope Jesse Rose is here to see it. This family won’t be whole again until she’s home. And her mother, too.” Travers had brightened. “At least you’re home.”

				“You still there?” Huck asked over the phone, sounding even more irritated.

				“I’m here.” Right here at home.

				“Just do your job.”

				Vance disconnected and headed for the house. Once Travers handed him that checkbook... And yet as he walked up the back steps, he felt a pang. If only he truly was Oakley McGraw. Surprisingly it wasn’t the ranch or the money or name that pulled at him. It was the idea of having a father like Travers McGraw.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				“Here, let me help you with that,” Ledger said as he saw the cook struggling with a large box. He’d been busy making him and Abby a picnic lunch. He planned to surprise her with a ride around the ranch.

				The fiftysomething matronly woman had just come into the back door with the box and seemed anxious to put it down. But when he tried to take it, the cook turned away from him. “I have it,” she said, sounding as if out of breath. “But thank you.” She set it down carefully.

				He noticed that the top had been taped closed and wondered idly what was inside that so much tape had been used. Live lobsters?

				She turned, looking nervous, and he realized he was making her so. “Did you need something?”

				“No—sorry.” He tried to remember her name. Louise? Elise? Eloise? He couldn’t be sure. They’d had the same cook from as far back as he could remember. It was hard since they’d gone through a few before they’d gotten this one. Also he had the feeling that, like the others, she wouldn’t be staying long. His family was a little too infamous and Patricia’s arrest hadn’t helped.

				Ledger had forgotten why he’d come into the kitchen. His mind was on Abby, as usual. He’d realized that he couldn’t keep her here like a prisoner. And yet he couldn’t let her move back into town—not with Wade on the loose.

				Now that she’d thought she remembered seeing Vance with Wade and Huck Pierce, he was all the more worried about her. He’d been so sure she was safe while in this house. But with Vance here, too...

				Through the kitchen window, he saw Vance coming out of the trees at the back of the house. That was odd. He appeared to be pocketing a phone. Ledger realized he’d never seen Vance with a cell phone before. Who had he been calling that he hadn’t wanted to make the call in the house?

				“If you’ll excuse me, I have work to do,” the cook said.

				“Yes, of course,” Ledger told her distractedly and put the box she’d left on the counter out of his mind as he heard the elevator. Abby.

				* * *

				“VANCE!”

				He’d practically run into Travers as he’d come in the back door of the house.

				“This is for you.”

				He took the envelope and glanced inside. The paperwork from the bank—along with what looked like a savings account bankbook and a checkbook. He wanted to see how much was in his account. The waiting was going to kill him.

				“You need to sign some forms in there and return them to the bank,” Travers was saying. “But you should be all set.”

				“Thank you so much,” Vance said sincerely.

				“You’re my son.”

				He felt the warm, large hand on his shoulder and swallowed.

				“But we do need to talk about getting your name changed legally—if that’s still what you want. Also I hope you’ve been thinking about what section of land on the ranch you would like. I’ve hired a new attorney. I’d like to get this taken care of right away.”

				Vance could only nod.

				“There is one other thing, though.”

				He froze. Why did he always expect the worst?

				“I want you to pick out a horse. A man should have his own horse.” Travers chuckled. “There’s a few out there. You do ride, right?”

				“Yes. As a matter of fact, I’d been wanting to saddle up and take a ride. I wasn’t sure if that was all right.”

				Travers looked sorry again. “Son, this is your ranch, too. I want you to enjoy it. I also hope that you might be interested in working it with your brothers.”

				He’d known that was coming. “Absolutely. I just need to learn the ropes.”

				The man looked delighted. “I’ll tell Cull. He’ll get you started. Tomorrow is soon enough. You’re settling in here all right?”

				“I am.”

				“I know it will take a while for it to feel like home.”

				Vance held the manila envelope with the bank papers in it to his chest. “Yes, this is all so new for me.” He couldn’t wait to leave the room, feeling as if he’d won the lottery. Except he didn’t know how much he’d won. Or worse, how long it would last.

				* * *

				LEDGER MET THE elevator as it came down, anxious to see Abby. Her injuries were healing and he knew it wouldn’t be long and he’d have to let her go. That scared him in a way that nothing on this earth did. She would never be safe as long as Wade Pierce was out there.

				As the door opened and he saw her, his heart did a vault in his chest. He never saw her or heard her voice that it didn’t send a thrill through him. He loved this woman. He’d never been able to let go because of it.

				“Hey,” he said, feeling like he’d been injected with helium.

				She smiled broadly. She was almost her old self again. He could see it in her eyes. There was no reason for her to stay here—other than the fact that her husband was out there somewhere planning who knew what.

				“I thought you might want to go for a ride. You’ve been cooped up too long. What do you say? Want to see my favorite parts of the ranch?”

				“I’d love that, assuming you don’t mean on a horse.”

				He laughed. “I’m not sure your ribs could take that. I’ve packed us a picnic.”

				“You think of everything,” she said and squeezed his arm.

				He wished he did think of everything. Otherwise, he would have better understood why Abby married Wade. If he’d known about the lies... As his father had said, “Water under the bridge.” But still it was hard not to want to rewrite history and save them both a lot of pain.

				As they started through the living room, he heard a vehicle pull up out front, engine revved. Through the window, he saw nothing but a cloud of dust. Someone was in a hurry. His father and Cull came out of the office, both having heard the vehicle.

				The knock at the door sounded urgent. Or angry. Just like the thunder of the boot heels did on the porch.

				“I’ll get it,” Ledger said and then turned to Abby. “Wait here.” He moved to the door, expecting it would be Wade.

				Opening the door, he found a cowboy he’d never seen before standing there. He wore worn dirty jeans, a Western shirt with holes at the elbows and a belt with a rodeo buckle. The cowboy reached to take off his straw cowboy hat at the sound of the door opening.

				Sans the hat, his dark hair caught the sunlight like a raven’s wing. The young man brushed back a lock as he turned to look at him. Ledger found himself gazing into intense green eyes the same shade as his mother’s. For a startled moment, Ledger thought he was seeing a male version of his mother.

				“Can I help you?” he asked the man, his voice sounding calmer than he felt. There was something about this cowboy...

				“No, but I can help you,” the young man said, still standing in the doorway. “I heard there’s someone here claiming to be Oakley McGraw.”

				That didn’t surprise Ledger after the press conference had gone viral. What did surprise him was that this cowboy had not just gotten onto the ranch, he was standing at their front door.

				“And what does that have to do with you?” he asked.

				“The name’s Tough Crandall. Before you ask, my father rodeoed and so did his father, thus the name.”

				“Well, Mr. Crandall, I’m not sure what that has to do with my brother Oakley—”

				“I’ve been out of state. I just happened to see on the news that the McGraw kidnapping son had been found. I’m here to tell you that Vance Elliot is not your brother.”

				“How would you know that?” Ledger demanded.

				“What’s the problem?” his father said, moving from where he and Cull had stopped just outside his office doorway.

				“Mr. McGraw,” Tough said to Travers, hat in his hand. “I heard you’d been sickly. I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t want to bother you, but I can’t let you be tricked. The man staying with you pretending to be your son is a fraud.”

				“I think you’d better step inside,” Ledger heard his father say. He could tell by Travers’s shocked look that he’d seen the cowboy’s green eyes and dark hair.

				Once inside the office, his father asked Tough Crandall to sit down. The cowboy looked around at the expensive furniture and said, “I’d prefer to keep standing if you don’t mind. I picked up a couple of horses over in Minot earlier today. I would have waited and come after I’d cleaned up, but I was afraid it couldn’t keep. Anyway, this won’t take long.”

				“Mr. Crandall...” Travers began.

				“Please, call me Tough.”

				“All right, Tough. Why is it you think Vance isn’t Oakley?”

				Tough looked down at his straw hat for a moment before glancing up again. Ledger saw the effect those green eyes had on not just his father but his brothers, as well. Even Boone, who had quietly joined them, was staring at the man.

				“Because, sir, I’m your biological son.”

				Travers cocked his head. “And what makes you think that?”

				“My mother told me all about my adoption. I’ve known since I was five.”

				“Then why didn’t you come forward before this?” Cull demanded.

				Tough chewed at his cheek for a moment. “Beg your pardon, but I had no good reason to. I have parents who raised me just fine and I didn’t want to bring that kind of trouble down on them. They are good people who believed they were doing the best for me. I agree with them.”

				“Are you saying you didn’t want to be a McGraw?” Boone asked, sounding as if it wouldn’t take much more to make him mad.

				“No offense,” Tough said quickly.

				“Who did your mother say brought you to her when you were six months old?” Travers asked.

				“Pearl Cavanaugh from the Whitehorse Sewing Circle. She, too, meant no harm. God rest her soul.”

				“Do you have any proof?” Boone asked.

				“No, other than me standing here telling you what I know.”

				“But you’d be willing to take a DNA test?” Ledger asked.

				“I didn’t come here looking to be adopted into the family. I just thought you ought to know that Vance Elliot is an impostor.”

				“Vance passed the DNA test,” Boone challenged.

				Tough nodded as he seemed to study the lot of them. “Then you’ve got more vipers among you than even I thought.” He took a step back. “I’ve done what I came to do. Believe me or not, doesn’t matter to me. I just couldn’t have this on my conscience without speaking up.” He turned toward the door.

				“Just a minute,” Travers said. “My youngest son was taken from his crib with two items—”

				“I saw that on the news,” Tough said with a sigh. “I don’t know anything about a stuffed toy horse. But I had a baby blanket with tiny horses on it. It was blue. The horses weren’t quarter horses like you raise. They were Arabians. My mother gave me the blanket before she died. She told me to do with it what I wanted. I burned it.”

				A gasp came up from the room. “Why in the hell would you do that?” Boone demanded.

				“Because I had no interest in doing what I’m doing right now,” Tough snapped. “I won’t be grilled. I won’t be tested. I won’t be looked at under a magnifying glass. I sure as hell don’t want any press conference for the world to know. I know who I am, who my ‘real’ parents are, and I’m fine with that.”

				“But if you’re Oakley—”

				Tough cut Travers off. “Please, sir, don’t make me sorry I came here. I couldn’t let you be defrauded. But if you want to go on believing Vance Elliot is your son, that’s fine with me. Please don’t take offense, but I want no part of this family or what comes with it.” He stuffed his straw hat onto his thick head of dark hair and lit out the door, leaving behind a stunned silence.

				* * *

				VANCE HAD WATCHED the whole thing from the doorway of the kitchen. After Abby had come down in the elevator, he’d gone into the kitchen and, finding it empty, had gotten himself a snack before opening the envelope.

				Now he stepped back so no one saw him.

				He heard a sound behind him and turned to see the cook. She had her phone in her hand. All the color had drained from her face.

				She must have heard what was going on, as well. She was looking scared, no doubt because she’d been snitching to Huck about him. She was probably afraid she’d get drawn into all this.

				“Please tell Mr. Travers that I’m not feeling well and have to go. I’m sorry about dinner.” She headed for the door. He saw her glance at a large box sitting on the counter and she seemed to avoid it, increasing her speed as she went out the door. He noticed that some of the tape had been removed from the top of the box. There was a pair of kitchen shears next to it.

				Whatever the cook had been getting out of the box, she seemed to have lost interest. Vance had the feeling that they wouldn’t be seeing her again.

				He wanted to run, too. He’d opened the envelope with his new bank account information but had seen right away that until he signed the necessary forms, he couldn’t withdraw any of the ten grand Travers had put in his account. Ten grand. He’d had to count the numbers since he couldn’t believe it. There was also a note in the envelope that read, “Thought you might want to buy yourself a vehicle. Let me know and I will see that the money is put into your account.”

				He’d groaned when he’d seen that. If he stayed, he got to buy himself a brand-new pickup. It was all too much. Worse, it was all a lie.

				Had he really thought this was going to last? He couldn’t stay. Even before that cowboy had shown up, he’d known that. But he also couldn’t hide in the kitchen like the phony he was.

				Vance walked into the living room, feeling the tension thick as fog. “The cook just told me to tell you that she isn’t feeling well. She’s sorry about dinner.” He knew he couldn’t ignore that tension. Or the way they all looked at him. “What’s going on?”

				“Some cowboy just stopped by claiming to be Oakley McGraw,” Boone said. He was the most suspicious of the brothers. Vance couldn’t tell who he thought was lying. Maybe both him and the cowboy.

				“Well, he’s too late, isn’t he?” Cull went to the bar and poured himself a drink. The others joined him, all except Travers. “You passed the DNA test. You’re Oakley, right?”

				Vance swallowed, his throat too dry to speak. Anyway, what would he have said?

				“That was disturbing,” Travers said as he looked at his sons, his gaze finally taking in Vance.

				He thought of how much he’d wanted this man to be his father. More than he’d wanted the money and the name. He felt an apology working its way up from deep in his chest.

				His cell phone rang. He cursed silently. He’d stupidly forgotten to turn the darn thing off after his call to Huck. Pulling out the phone with trembling fingers, he looked at caller ID. Huck. It was marked Urgent.

				He saw he’d missed an earlier text from Huck. It read: Unless you want to die, get out of the house. Now!

				“I should take this.” Quickly turning, he headed for the back door, wondering what this could be about.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seventeen

				“Did any of you know he had a cell phone?” Ledger asked the moment Vance was gone. Abby had sat down with the others. He joined her. She looked as shocked as he felt.

				“Everyone in the civilized world has a cell phone,” Boone snapped. “What is your point?”

				“I just wonder who’s calling him.”

				“You think he didn’t have a life before he came here? Friends? People who care about him?” Travers asked as if he’d wondered the same thing.

				They all looked after Vance for a moment before Cull spoke. “This Tough Crandall. He described the baby blanket perfectly. The type of horse on the blanket was never released.”

				“But he didn’t have the toy stuffed horse,” Ledger said.

				“Vance did,” their father said.

				“For the sake of argument, let’s say Tough Crandall is Oakley,” Cull said reasonably. “How is it he had the blanket but not the stuffed horse?”

				Boone brought his drink over to the couch and sat down. “The stuffed toy was taken the night of the kidnapping along with Oakley and his blanket, right?”

				“Maybe the kidnapper dropped it when the ladder rung broke,” Cull said.

				“And the kidnapper’s accomplice picked it up?” Boone said.

				Ledger felt a chill. “Or whoever was the first person on the scene.”

				“Like maybe one of the deputy sheriffs?” Abby said.

				Travers sighed. “All this is just speculation. Vance’s DNA matched.”

				“Dad, there’s something I need to tell you,” Cull said and looked at Ledger. “I’ve taken DNA from Vance’s room and some of mine. I’ve had another test done at a different lab.”

				“Why would you do that?” His father sounded angry.

				“Because Abby remembered something,” Ledger said, looking at her. She nodded and he continued, “She remembered seeing Wade and his father with Vance. It was at her house.”

				“What?” Travers shook his head. “When was this?”

				“Before he showed up at our door claiming to be Oakley. That’s not all,” Ledger continued. “When we were at the lab getting Vance’s DNA test done, I saw Deputy Sheriff Huck Pierce talking to one of the lab techs.”

				The room went deathly quiet again.

				“Let’s all take it down a notch here,” Travers said, but Ledger saw that he looked worried. “You realize what you’re accusing Vance of being involved in.”

				“Fraud,” Boone said, putting down his drink and getting to his feet. “I think someone should go check on Vance.”

				Ledger reached for Abby’s hand. “We’re going on a picnic. Hope you get it all worked out before we get back.”

				They’d barely reached the pickup when the back of the house exploded.

				* * *

				VANCE HAD REACHED the trees past the pool house and was about to put in a call to Huck when the world behind him went up in flames.

				He spun around in horror as he looked at the back of the house. The kitchen wing looked leveled while the rest of the house was quickly catching fire.

				For a moment he couldn’t move. Two ranch hands came running from the direction of the barns. Out of the smoke at the back of the house, he saw Boone. He’d been knocked to the ground but was now running back toward the burning house.

				Vance’s cell phone rang. Still in shock, he took the call.

				“Did you get out in time?” Huck laughed.

				“You did this?” he demanded.

				“And just imagine what I will do if you cross me,” the deputy said. “Now get rid of this phone. I’ll find you when I need to talk to you again.”

				* * *

				LEDGER GRABBED ABBY, not sure at first what had happened as glass showered over the porch as the front windows of the house were blown out.

				The front door burst open. Cull and his father came stumbling out. “Call the fire department,” Cull was yelling.

				Ledger fumbled out his phone. Through the door he could see smoke billowing into the living room from what had been the kitchen.

				He dialed 9-1-1 as he drew Abby farther away from the burning house.

				“Are you all right?” he heard Cull ask his father. He noticed that the older man was holding his left shoulder.

				“I’m fine. Go!” his father said as he stumbled toward one of the pickups parked out front.

				Cull was running for their water truck parked next to one of the barns.

				The 9-1-1 operator answered. Ledger quickly gave her the information, his mind reeling. What had happened?

				“There was an explosion. The house is on fire.”

				“Is everyone all right?”

				“I don’t know,” he said, suddenly terrified. Boone had started out the back door to go find Vance. The barns were far enough away that the ranch hands and the horses should be fine. But Boone...

				“One of my brothers... I don’t know where he is.” And Vance. Ledger realized he’d never thought the man was his brother. “And another man.”

				“I’ll send an ambulance, as well,” the operator was saying. “The fire department is on its way.”

				* * *

				HUCK HAD HEARD the call come over the radio and smiled. It just didn’t get any better than this.

				He drove partway out of town so he could see in the direction of the McGraw ranch. Black smoke billowed up into a cloudless blue sky.

				With luck, Travers McGraw and at least some of his sons were dead, Abby along with them. If that damned cook had done her job, the box with the explosives in it would have been left under the front stairs, where it would have done the most damage.

				Not that he’d told the woman what was in the box. He’d just told her to handle it with care and not say anything to anyone. It was a surprise.

				Idly, he wondered if she’d been surprised.

				You’re a coldhearted bastard. He heard the last thing his ex-wife had said to him. “Yes, I am. Life made me that way.”

				And now he was getting back at everyone who’d wronged him. He had the five hundred thousand dollars from the reward coming. He’d give some of it to Wade and then he was gone. There was an island somewhere calling his name. Vance was now a McGraw. He’d be fine. And if he didn’t like getting ripped off on the reward money, what could he do about it, Huck thought with a laugh.

				For a moment, he watched the smoke rising higher in the sky as flames consumed more of the McGraw house. Things would have been so different if Marianne had married him and not McGraw. He would have done anything for her. Hell, he had that scholarship to the university. He was going to be an engineer, maybe build dams or skyscrapers; he hadn’t decided.

				But when she’d married McGraw, he’d lost his drive. Nothing mattered. He’d married Wade’s mother on the rebound and his life had gone downhill from there.

				An ambulance had been sent out to the ranch since they were unsure how many people had been injured. Huck waited patiently for the news, telling himself even if McGraw wasn’t dead, his house would be gone. He would have been hit where it hurt the most. The house McGraw had built for Marianne? Gone. Just as Marianne was gone in every sense of the word.

				He thought about the twins. They, too, were gone. In the months since more information had come to light about what had been taken from the house the night of the kidnapping, Vance was the only one to come forward.

				McGraw had lost Oakley and Jesse Rose. He’d lost Marianne. And now he’d lost his house and hopefully his life.

				“Got you,” Huck whispered as he watched the cloud of smoke grow larger and larger against the skyline.

				* * *

				VANCE STEPPED BACK into the trees as Boone yelled at the ranch hands to let all the horses out. The two headed for the barns, while Boone raced back into the burning house.

				A few minutes later, horses came running out, wild-eyed in terror and headed out across the pasture away from the burning house.

				Vance was too shocked to do more than stare at the flames licking wildly at the large house and try to make sense out of what had happened. What would happen now? Who had been killed? Would they think he had done this?

				Since this was Huck’s doing, Vance was in it up to his eyeballs. No one would believe he hadn’t had something to do with this, even if they couldn’t prove it.

				Was that the way Huck had planned it? Was he going to let him take the fall for this? Was that why he’d texted him to get out?

				Had the deputy already gotten the five-hundred-thousand-dollar reward money?

				There was also the possibility that Huck warned him about the explosion hoping he would be the only one to survive and all this would be his so Huck could blackmail him right into his old age.

				But what to do now?

				If he was a real son, he’d be helping with the horses or running to the house to see if he could help whoever was still inside.

				But he wasn’t and Tough Crandall’s visit had raised enough doubt that this would soon be over. The sheriff would be investigating. More DNA testing would be done and when he failed...

				Vance began to run in the direction of the house only to swerve at the last moment and race toward the front of the house and the pickups parked out there. If one of them had a key in it...

				* * *

				“HERE, TAKE MY father to my cabin up the road,” Ledger said to Abby. “I have to help my brothers fight the fire until the rural fire department gets here.” She started toward her rental car, but he handed her the keys to his pickup. “Take my truck. The road is rough. I’ll have the EMTs come down there to look at his shoulder.”

				“I’m fine,” Travers said. “We need to find your brother.”

				“Dad, I don’t want to have to worry about you. Go with Abby. I’ll do what I can here.”

				Abby could tell he didn’t want his father watching the house he’d loved burn to the ground. She couldn’t see how they could save it the way it had gone up in flames.

				She was happy to help. Getting into the pickup, they started up the road when she had to pull over and let the fire trucks go by. She just prayed that Boone had gotten out.

				Travers was looking back, tears in his eyes. “Still no word on Boone?” he asked. “Or...Vance?” She noticed he hadn’t called him Oakley.

				She shook her head. “I’m sure Ledger will call the minute he knows something.”

				Travers nodded and closed his eyes.

				* * *

				LEDGER WAS JUST about to go back inside to look for Boone when his brother came bursting out the front door in a cloud of smoke.

				“Where is Dad?” Boone cried.

				“He and Cull got out. Cull’s gone to get the water truck. Abby and Dad are fine. I’ve sent them to my cabin. I didn’t want Dad to see this. He’s been through enough.”

				“What the hell happened?”

				Ledger shook his head and called Abby to give her the news as his brother ran toward the second water truck. Cull was already watering down the closest barn. Clearly, he could see that it would be impossible to save the house without more resources.

				At the sound of sirens, Ledger turned to see the fire trucks and ambulance in the distance.

				* * *

				VANCE CAME AROUND the side of the house as Ledger went to join his brothers to water down the barns. He rushed through the dark smoke toward the closest pickup. All he could think about was getting out of there. Let them think he died in the fire. It would be days before they realized his body wasn’t in the ashes. Meanwhile, he would have put miles between him and this place.

				No keys in the first pickup. Or the second. He swore. The smoke was starting to get to him. He spotted Abby’s car and raced toward it. Behind him, the flames cracked and popped. Sparks flew into the air. The heat of the blaze felt as if it was frying his skin.

				He could hear sirens and see the trucks coming up the road. He had to get out of there. If he stayed, he was looking at prison for a crime he didn’t commit. He reached Abby’s car, threw open the door and reached around the steering wheel, praying that the keys would be there.

				They were!

				His luck had changed. His mind was working again. If Huck had the reward money, he would get his share or blow the whistle on the deputy. Two could play at blackmail.

				He dropped into the seat, reached for the key, turned it. The car engine caught and started. Vance glanced at the house, thinking what a waste and wondering who might still be inside.

				He threw the car into Reverse, not letting his mind go there. He braked and looked again at the house, his senses warning him not to run. He would look even guiltier if he did. Maybe he could turn state’s evidence on Wade and Huck. Maybe he could get out of this with a little honor.

				He put the car in Park and turned off the engine, thinking about Travers McGraw and wishing with all his heart that he really had been his son. How different his life could have been.

				Did he really think there was hope for him, that he could change? He told himself he needed to help water down the barns. He needed to be a different man, the kind of man Travers McGraw thought he’d welcomed into his family.

				He reached for his door handle when he heard a noise. At first, it didn’t register. A buzzing sound that he could barely hear over the roar of the fire.

				Vance looked down at the floorboard, shocked to see what was coiled there. Two rattlesnakes intertwined, both of their ugly heads raised and looking right at him.

				He jerked the door handle in that instant before the first one struck. He threw himself out of the car as the second one caught him in the neck. Its fangs going so deep that the snake was still clinging to him as he fell screaming from the car. He tore the snake from his neck.

				Over the roar of the blaze, he heard the sirens. Looking up, he saw the first fire trucks pull up. He ran toward them, screaming for someone to help him as venom raced like flames through his veins.

				* * *

				WADE STARED AT his father, then at the cloud of smoke in the distance. “What did you do?”

				“Instead of merely whining, I took care of your wife and her boyfriend,” Huck snapped. “You should be thanking me. Hell, if it wasn’t for me and Abby’s mother, you would have never had Abby as long as you did.”

				“What are you talking about?” Wade demanded, his voice breaking.

				“McGraw never had another girlfriend. He was in love with Abby and planning to marry her after college. And he would have if we hadn’t tricked Abby into believing he was cheating on her. Why do you think she rushed into the marriage with you? You would never have stood a chance with her otherwise.”

				“You lousy son of a—” Filled with rage, he took a swing at his father. Huck easily stepped aside and hit him in the back of the neck. Wade staggered, turning to look back at his father. Lies, all lies. He felt as if his entire world had imploded.

				He shook his head. He wanted to blame his father for all of it, but he couldn’t. He’d gone along with this stupid plan. He could have walked away. He could have gotten help. He could have been a decent husband.

				“Where do you think you’re going?” his father demanded as Wade turned and walked toward his pickup.

				He didn’t bother to answer as he climbed behind the wheel. He had to find out if Abby was still alive. He had to see her. Restraining order be damned.

				“Don’t go out there,” Huck yelled after him as he took off in a cloud of dust and gravel. He roared out of Whitehorse. Smoke billowed up into Montana’s big sky.

				* * *

				LEDGER AND HIS BROTHERS, along with the hired hands, managed to get the horses to safety and save the barns. Now, covered with soot, he stared at the ashes of the house. The firefighters hadn’t been able to save it.

				Smoke still billowed up, a dark smudge on the skyline.

				“At least no one was killed,” Cull said as the brothers stood shoulder to shoulder in the front yard. “I talked to Dad. His shoulder is better, but Abby called the doctor anyway.”

				“How long before we find out what caused it?” Boone asked.

				“The fire chief said it should be a few days. Maybe a gas leak.” Cull shook his head.

				Ledger turned at the sound of a vehicle roaring up the road. “I’ll be a son of a...” He stared in disbelief.

				“Maybe you better let us handle this,” Cull said, grabbing his arm as Ledger started toward the pickup that had just come to a dust-boiling stop in their yard.

				He pulled his arm free. “Not a chance. I promised Abby I wouldn’t go after him, but I told her all bets were off if he came out here.” He stormed over to the pickup as Wade climbed out.

				* * *

				WADE DIDN’T NEED his father to tell him he was a damned fool for coming out here. But he had to know if Abby was all right. Now, though, as he saw the destroyed house, his heart lodged in his throat. If she was in that house when it exploded... His beautiful Abby.

				He saw Ledger McGraw, the man he’d hated for years, stalking toward him. Abby had been in love with McGraw from the beginning. She would have married him if Wade’s father and her mother hadn’t lied to her. Wasn’t that what had eaten him up inside for the past three years because he’d suspected it all along? He hadn’t gotten Abby fair and square. She’d never wanted him. She’d always wanted McGraw. He’d never felt such pain. And all of it had been for nothing. Especially if Abby was dead.

				“Wade? What the hell are you doing here?” Ledger demanded as he advanced on him. The cowboy was covered with soot from fighting the fire and he looked angry enough to kill.

				“Is Abby...?”

				Ledger kept coming. Wade didn’t even bother to throw up an arm as the cowboy punched him. He staggered under the blow but didn’t go down. His father had hit him a lot harder than that in his life.

				“Just tell me she’s alive.”

				Ledger hit him again, this time driving him back before tackling him to the ground. Wade took another blow before his survival instincts cut in and he started to fight back. This man had been his nemesis for years. He hated him. Hated that Abby loved this man more than him.

				But still McGraw was winning this battle.

				“That’s enough,” a male voice ordered as Ledger was pulled off him.

				Wade looked from Ledger to his brother Cull. Behind him was the older brother Boone.

				“I would have let him beat the hell out of him a little longer, if it had been me,” Boone said. All three of them looked like they wanted to kick his ass. He couldn’t really blame them.

				He wiped the blood from his cut lip with the back of his hand as he sat up. “Abby?”

				“She’s alive,” Ledger said, glaring down at him. “No thanks to you.”

				Wade covered his face with his hands and, unable to hold back the burst of emotion, began to sob in relief and regret.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				“You want the good news first?” Cull asked. They had all gathered in Cull’s cabin, the largest one on the ranch now that the house was gone.

				“Huck and Wade have been arrested.” He looked at Abby, who was sitting next to Ledger on the couch. “They’ve both been charged, along with a tech at the lab and our cook. Huck and Wade won’t be seeing daylight for many years to come. Vance is going to live—and turned state’s evidence against them. He’ll get some time, as well, but nothing like he should for his part of the charade.”

				Ledger saw his father nod solemnly. “I feel sorry for him. I saw something in him...” He shook his head. “I have more good news. While the house is a total loss, insurance will cover rebuilding. I actually think it’s a good thing,” he said, no doubt seeing that his sons were afraid he was taking it hard. “It’s a new beginning. Let’s face it, there was a lot of sadness associated with that house.”

				“It was haunted,” Cull said. Ledger knew he was only partially kidding.

				His father nodded. “I suppose it was. But my life has changed since I built that house for your mother and our future.”

				Boone had been looking at his phone. He glanced up suddenly, shock on his face. “Jim Waters has been arrested trying to leave the country with a briefcase full of money.” His gaze shot to their father. “Do you know anything about that?”

				Travers’s smile was almost sad. “Human nature. Jim apparently couldn’t overcome his. It’s probably just as well since Patricia’s trial is coming up. She has implicated him in my poisoning.”

				Boone swore. “That son of—”

				“I have some good news,” Ledger interjected. “Wade has agreed to sign the divorce papers when the six months is up. He isn’t going to contest it. Also he’ll be going to prison and locked up for some time to come.”

				Travers reached over to squeeze his son’s shoulder. “I’m happy for you. I suppose you’ll want to start building a house for the two of you on the ranch. Looks like there’ll be a lot of construction going on. I like that. I like progress.”

				“Me too,” Ledger said and smiled over at Abby.

				“Well,” Cull said. “Nikki is going to be back this week. I hate to let my little brother beat me at anything...” He grinned. “I’ve asked Nikki to marry me. She’s said yes!”

				There was cheering. Travers suggested a toast.

				“There’s one more thing,” Boone said. “Do you still want me to follow up on that last lead we had about Jesse Rose?”

				“I do. But Vance taught me something,” their father said. “I need to be more careful. If you don’t mind checking it out...”

				“Don’t worry. If it’s not legit, I’ll know. Just don’t get your hopes up.”

				“No,” Travers said. “I’m going to drive down to the Crandall place. I need to talk to Tough.”

				“Dad—”

				“Cull, I heard him just fine. He isn’t interested in being a McGraw. I can live with that. But I believe he’s my son. I can hope for some sort of relationship, can’t I?”

				* * *

				LEDGER FOUND ABBY standing outside on the cabin porch, looking out at the ranch in the distance. For so long, smoke had curled up from the ruins of the house he almost thought he could still see. He would be glad when the debris was gone and the new house started.

				Mostly, he wanted a fresh start with Abby. She’d been through so much. All he wanted to do was make her happy. He knew it couldn’t be easy for her hearing about her soon-to-be ex-husband’s arrest.

				“Are you all right?” he asked as he joined her at the porch railing.

				“I’ve made so many mistakes. If I had just followed my heart...” Abby began to cry.

				Ledger pulled her into his arms. “Abby, we’ve all made mistakes. The moment I heard you married Wade, I should have come to you then. Maybe we could have sorted things out and you could have gotten an annulment since your marriage was based on a lie.”

				She nodded against his chest. “I should have trusted in our love.”

				“That’s all behind us. I will never give you any reason to doubt it ever again.”

				“Your home, your beautiful...” She was crying harder. “It’s all my fault.”

				He held her at arm’s length. “Abby, it’s just a building. No one was hurt. Dad is excited about rebuilding. You heard him. That house had too many ghosts.” He wiped a tear from her cheek with his thumb. “I’m just sorry for everything you’ve had to go through. But that, too, is behind us.”

				She nodded and gave him a smile through her tears. “I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

				“You’ll never have to find out. I love you.”

				“I love you. My heart would break when you came into the café—and when you didn’t.”

				He smiled at this woman he’d almost lost for good as he got down on one knee.

				Abby’s eyes widened as he squeezed her hand and asked, “Abby, will you marry me sometime in the future when you’re a free woman?”

				* * *

				ABBY LOOKED DOWN at this man she’d loved for so long. He’d hung in, determined to be there for her even when she’d tried so hard to push him away. If it hadn’t been for him, she knew she would be dead.

				“Yes!” she said, her voice breaking. She’d never thought she’d see this day. “Oh, Ledger.”

				She dropped to her knees in front of him, falling into his arms.

				He laughed and held her. “Don’t you want to see the ring?”

				She shook her head. “You can put a piece of string around my finger, for all I care. It doesn’t matter. All I care about is being with you always.”

				“I guess I’ll have to take this back,” he said after pulling them both to their feet and opening the little black velvet box.

				Abby gasped as she looked down at the pear-shaped diamond glittering up at her. “It’s beautiful!”

				“Just like you.” He slipped it on her finger and then met her gaze. “I can wait as long as it takes.”

				“You’ve proven that,” she said with a laugh.

				“You can have any kind of wedding you want.”

				“I would love to marry you right now, right on this porch with your family as witnesses, if I could.”

				“I’ll call the preacher the moment you’re free—if that’s what you want,” he said, only half joking. “But I think we should do it up proud instead. I want you to have a wedding that you’ll always remember.” He looked into her eyes. “Meanwhile, I’ll start building our house on the ranch. I need you to make it a home. You’ve seen my cabin.”

				She smiled. “But I’d still like to keep working at the café—at least until the baby comes.”

				“The baby?”

				“The one you and I are going to make tonight,” she said.

				“Oh, that baby.” He kissed her, knowing that things were finally as they should be. Ledger and Abby. Their marriage would be stronger because of the rough road that had gotten them here. And they would get married right here on the ranch.

				But tonight they would be together again. He put his arm around her as they went inside and up the stairs to their room.

				* * *

				“ARE YOU ALL RIGHT?” Ledger asked late that night when he found his father standing outside in the moonlight.

				“I’m fine,” Travers said, wrapping an arm around his son and pulling him over next to him for a moment. “I was just thinking about when your mother and I started this ranch. We had such dreams. I think that was the problem. We didn’t want this much. It kind of snowballed as the ranch became so successful. We had no idea that our luck was about to change.”

				“You can’t blame your good fortune on what happened,” he said.

				“Can’t I? Your mother never wanted all of this.”

				He heard something in his father’s voice that sent his pulse pounding. “The twins?”

				His father had never looked so old as he did in the moonlight. “You boys were her pride and joy. She was happy with the way things were. I was the one who wanted to give her a girl.” He shook his head. “It was all too much for her.”

				“I’m so sorry.”

				Travers smiled at him. “How are you, son? I feel as if I haven’t paid enough attention to the children I didn’t lose.”

				“We’re all fine.”

				“Your brother Cull is in love. Boone, well, who knows if he will ever find anyone as contrary as he is.” He smiled when he said it. “And you and Abby?”

				“We’re good. We got engaged tonight.”

				Sadness filled his father’s eyes. “Years ago when you came to me—”

				“You were right. I was too young to get married.”

				“But not too young to lose your heart.”

				“No,” he agreed. “I gave it away. There was no getting it back.” He smiled. “I’ve always loved Abby. Nothing changed even when she married Wade.”

				“Well, that is all behind you now.”

				“Yes. We all have a chance for a new beginning.”

				His father sighed. “Let’s just hope Boone finds Jesse Rose. Even if it is to know that she’s alive and happy. That will be enough.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				The sun shone in a cloudless blue sky on Abby and Ledger’s wedding day. Standing with her friends around her, Abby felt a shiver of excitement. This was how it was supposed to be, she thought, remembering her other wedding day.

				It had been just the four of them, she and Wade, her mother and Huck. She’d worn a pink dress with navy flowers. It was one she’d had in her closet, one that Wade said he liked on her. Huck had gotten her a rose to hold as they drove to the judge’s chambers to be married.

				Afterward, she and Wade had gone back to the house he had bought. A honeymoon had been out of the question. “Honeymoons are for people with money to throw away since they have nothing to do with marriage,” her mother had said.

				Abby remembered crying herself to sleep that night after Wade had dropped off. He’d drunk too much champagne, some cheap bottles that Huck had opened on the way from the judge’s chambers.

				She pushed those memories away like a rainstorm moving on. The sun was out; her friends were all around her. She could feel their excitement.

				“You are absolutely glowing,” said Sarah, one of the young women she worked with at the café. “I always knew the two of you would get together. The way Ledger always looked at you when he came into the café, it was clear that he loved you.”

				“It’s nice to have you back,” another friend said. Abby hugged her. Wade had kept her from her friends, saying they would just put bad ideas into her head.

				Ella stuck her head in the door. “You ready?” Her boss looked beautiful in a red velvet dress. It was the first time Abby had seen her in anything other than a white uniform. She’d asked Ella to give her away.

				“I’m not even going to ask about your mother,” Ella had said. “I’d love to give you away.”

				Now Abby looked down at the bouquet in her hands. She lifted the flowers and sniffed the tiny white roses. Was this really happening?

				She looked up. From the huge terrace behind the new house Travers had built, she could see the Little Rockies in the distance. Horses ran across open foothills, their manes blowing behind them. The day couldn’t have been more perfect.

				She’d always thought of this ranch as paradise. The times she’d spent here before Ledger went away to college and she married Wade were something she’d hung on to for the past few years.

				Now she looked out over the ranch realizing that in a few minutes she would be Mrs. Ledger McGraw. It felt like a fantasy, something she hadn’t dared let herself believe was possible.

				She thought of Ledger. He’d never lost faith. She felt tears burn her eyes.

				“Can you ever forgive me?” she’d asked him that night after they’d made love.

				“There is nothing to forgive, Abby. You didn’t burn down the house.”

				“No, Wade and his father did because of me.”

				“Honey,” he’d said, pulling her to him. “Huck Pierce has had it in for my father since they were boys. This has nothing to do with you.”

				“But I believed their lies. I didn’t trust you and I should have.”

				“Oh, Abby, I knew you’d been lied to but there was nothing I could do. If I’d had my way, I would have ridden into the café and swept you up on my horse and rode out of town with you.”

				She smiled through her tears. “I dreamed of you doing that.”

				He laughed. “So did I. But I couldn’t. Not until I knew you were ready to leave him. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done, waiting. But now there is nothing keeping us apart. The past is just that.” He’d kissed her with such passion she’d let go of the guilt, the grief, the feeling that she could never be happy again.

				With Ledger McGraw she could finally know passion, love, tenderness, and happiness.

				“I’m ready,” she said to Ella. “I’ve never been more ready.”

				* * *

				LEDGER LOOKED UP and saw Abby as the wedding march played. She stepped out in a shaft of sunlight. She wore a string of daisies in her long hair. The dress was a pale yellow that flowed as she moved. She had never looked more beautiful.

				His heart soared, making him have trouble catching his breath. He’d dreamed of this day for so long. Now it was finally happening.

				“You going to be all right?” his father asked, standing next to him with Cull and Boone.

				“I am now,” he said.

				“Didn’t you ever want to give up?” Cull had asked him last night after everyone else had gone to bed. “I think I would have given up.”

				“You wouldn’t have if it had been Nikki. Once you fall in love...nothing can change that.”

				“I’m happy for you, Ledger,” Cull had said and slapped him on the back. “Hope you’re as happy as Nikki and I are being married.”

				“We will be.”

				As he watched his soon-to-be wife walk toward him, she smiled and their gazes met. He smiled back at her. The future couldn’t have looked any brighter on this beautiful Montana summer day. Some things, he thought, were definitely worth waiting for.

				* * * * *
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				Fearless Gunfighter

				by Joanna Wayne

				Chapter One

				Saturday, September 9

				Rachel Maxwell opened her eyes. The world remained black. She tried to lift her arms, but blistering pain attacked with the slightest movement. She was alive. That was all she was certain of. Death couldn’t hurt this bad.

				Her pupils slowly adjusted to the darkness, but the hammering inside her skull was so intense her brain couldn’t identify where she was or why. Random thoughts skirted her consciousness.

				A faint line of brightness on the other side of the room provided the only illumination. Most likely a space beneath a door, so there must be a light on somewhere. No windows to let in a scant glow of moonlight. No sounds except her own ragged breathing.

				She was on her back, stretched out, perhaps in a bed, perhaps not. Her fingers impulsively went to her face. Her cheeks felt swollen, but numb, the only part of her that didn’t ache. She struggled to focus.

				Fear swelled, crashing through her like ocean waves as scraps of nightmarish images crept through the shadows of her mind. The man dragging her into his truck. His creepy hands all over her.

				And then the punishing blows.

				Her stomach heaved as the memories grew more distinct. Not a nightmare, but horrifying reality.

				She forced her body to move, slid over until her hand touched what felt like rough, splintered wood. She rolled off what must be no more than a pallet of some kind and onto the hard floor. Every joint and muscle cried out for mercy as she forced herself to scoot up on her elbows and crawl toward the light.

				When she reached the door, she struggled to stand, her fingers clawing at the door frame until she could wrap them around the doorknob.

				She hesitated. If the door opened, it might only lead to more hell. But the faint hint of escape held sway. She turned the knob and shoved her body against it. The door didn’t budge.

				She beat on the door with her fists. Agony and hopelessness took hold as she slid back to the floor. Tears filled her eyes and sobs shook her pain-racked body. She’d been imprisoned by a monster. The worst was no doubt yet to come.

				

				 

				Chapter Two

				Tucker Lawrence braked his mud-encrusted black pickup truck in front of a small stucco-and-wood house on a quiet neighborhood street on the outskirts of Lubbock, Texas.

				The home was veiled in darkness. No sounds. No sign of movement, which meant Lauren Hernandez hadn’t heard the news yet. The words that would wreak havoc on her life and rip the heart from her chest.

				He’d exceeded the speed limits to be the first one here, no easy feat in West Texas, where posted limits were frequently eighty miles per hour with a few stretches at eighty-five. He hadn’t wanted Lauren to hear the tragic truth from a stranger.

				He’d be letting Rod down if he did.

				So now he’d be the one to walk up that sidewalk and ring the bell. He’d tell Lauren that the man she loved with all her heart, the father of their three young children, would never come walking through the front door again.

				He wrapped his hand around the truck’s door handle, but couldn’t bring himself to twist it. Instead he let his head fall to the steering wheel as the heartbreaking images claimed his mind.

				Six seconds into the ride on the toughest bull to come out of the chute last night. From the crack of the opening gate, Rod was doing everything right. Great technique. Terrific form. Spurring and staying in control of the bucking, twisting, spinning monster of an animal.

				Two seconds to go when the bull went into a spin that threw Rod from the animal’s back and drew him into the vortex. All Tucker could see from his position behind the chutes was a tangle of hooves and human body as Rod tried to free himself from impending disaster.

				By the time the bull stamped off, Rod wasn’t moving. He’d died two hours later from trauma to the brain.

				Rod. Laughing, joking, adrenaline running high a few hours ago. Now he was gone. All because he’d lost a battle of wills with a stupid bull acting on instinct.

				It wasn’t wholly about the money. Nor the glory. Nor the comradery, though all played a part in the rodeo life. It was the thrill of competition, living on the edge, facing death and never believing you wouldn’t walk away, sore but breathing.

				Tucker opened the door and stepped out of the truck. Dread tore at his heart anew with each clap of his boots along the cement walk. He’d do what he came for, break the news to Lauren as gently as he could.

				He wouldn’t even try to convince her the risk had been worth it. He wasn’t sure he believed that himself now. Bull riding had lost its glory when he’d watched his friend Rod take his final breath.

				But where did a man go when he walked away from the only life he knew?
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